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Tunisia braces for humanitarian fallout of likely Libya campaign

Tunis

A 

s the prospect of a West-
ern-led military inter-
vention in Libya grows, 
Tunisia is preparing for 
an influx of Libyan refu-

gees, similar to that of 2011 when 
millions fled the civil war between 
Libyan strongman Muammar 
Qaddafi and rebels backed by West-
ern air strikes.

Algeria, boasting the region’s 
most powerful army and with 
greater resources than Tunisia, has 
already closed its air and land bor-
ders with Libya. Tunis, however, 
has pledged to keep the border 
with its southern neighbour open, 
despite the possible threat.

“Tunisia will not close its border 
with Libya in case war erupts. We 
will welcome all our Libyan broth-
ers who are forced to take refuge 
in Tunisia,” Tunisian government 
spokesman Khaled Chawket said.

The government said Tunisian 
hospitals were ready to treat any 
casualties and that teams had been 
formed to deal with a possible in-
flux of refugees.

Tunisia won widespread praise 
from humanitarian groups and 
the United Nations for taking care 
of about 3 million people, mostly 
Libyans, who crossed its border 

as a NATO-led alliance pounded 
Qaddafi’s forces in 2011. Tunisian 
authorities now put the number of 
Libyans in Tunisia at 2.6 million.

“This time, any exodus of refu-
gees from Libya will challenge 
Tunisia’s capacities. Now, the gov-
ernment will face the fact that inter-
national charity groups and foreign 
nations are busy with humanitarian 
crises elsewhere,” said Sami Ben 
Youssef, whose Tunisia Charity par-
ticipated in helping refugees.

Libya faces ongoing strife and 
dwindling oil revenues, while Tu-
nisia suffers from near zero eco-
nomic growth and social crises that 
sparked riots in January.

“It will be difficult for both Liby-

ans and Tunisians. We have less 
money and they have less money, 
too,” said Tunisian businessman 
Hafedh Sendi, who was part of 
a network of businessmen that 
helped Libyans with housing and 
other aid in 2011.

Many people in southern Tunisia 
volunteered to help Libyans and 
other refugees in 2011, hoping that 
Libya and Tunisia would quickly 
become thriving democracies. 
Many of them are worried about 
the future and deeply frustrated by 
the unmet expectations of the up-
risings.

Arrests and kidnappings of Tu-
nisians in Libya have also created 
tensions. “The goodwill of ordinary 
people to help has eroded and the 
burden now will fall on the shoul-
ders of the government,” said Ben 
Youssef.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis. He has 
covered North Africa for decades.
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A 

ll indicators are pointing 
towards the likelihood 
of Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) states 
Saudi Arabia and the 

United Arab Emirates and anti-Is-
lamic State (ISIS) coalition partner 
Turkey launching ground opera-
tions in Syria. This comes as Riyadh 
has resumed its participation in air 
strikes by a US-led coalition against 
ISIS.

“I can confirm the Saudis re-
newed their participation in air 
strikes in the last few days,” Penta-
gon spokesman Peter Cook said on 
February 16th.

The resumption of air strikes by 
Saudi Arabia comes as Istanbul con-
tinues to push for ground opera-
tions in Syria, hoping for the United 
States’ participation against ISIS. 
“Without ground operations, it is 
impossible to stop the fighting in 
Syria,” a Turkish official said, add-

ing that Turkey pressed the issue in 
recent discussions with the US and 
other Western nations.

UAE State Minister for Foreign Af-
fairs Anwar Gargash emphasised 
the necessity of ground troops in 
Syria but with the caveat of the 
United States leading the offensive.

“Our position throughout is that 
a real campaign against ISIS has to 
include ground elements,” Gargash 
said during a news conference in 
Abu Dhabi.

“We are not talking about thou-
sands of troops but we are talking 
about troops on the ground that 
will lead the way. And, of course, an 
American leadership in this effort is 
a prerequisite.”

The latest manoeuvring by Ri-
yadh and Ankara comes as Iranian-
backed militias from Lebanon, Iraq 

and Afghanistan, and Tehran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
as well as Russian air strikes have 
brought the Syrian Army within 
25km of Turkey’s borders.

Russia has increased its bom-
bardment of Syria’s moderate re-
bels, after agreeing to a humanitari-
an ceasefire, with some speculating 
that the escalation soured relations 
with Saudi Arabia. Riyadh and Mos-
cow have, in the past year, traded 
a number of diplomatic visits and 
signed economic agreements and 
memorandums of understanding.

A visit scheduled for mid-March 
by Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud to Moscow appears 
in doubt. The Russian Foreign Min-
istry announced the visit but the 
kingdom’s Foreign Ministry denied 
it, stating: “Media reports of the 
visit are incorrect.”

The announcement by Saudi Ara-
bia that it was ready to dispatch 
ground troops to Syria was met with 
some scepticism. However, with 
the situation on the ground dete-
riorating drastically and a cease-
fire falling to hold, a Saudi Defence 

Ministry spokesman conveyed the 
sense of urgency. Brigadier-General 
Ahmed Asiri stated that the deci-
sion to send the forces was “final” 
and “irreversible”.

In an effort to emphasise the seri-
ousness of its pledge, Saudi Arabia 
launched the region’s largest mili-
tary drill, code-named Operation 
Northern Thunder. According to 
the Saudi press agency, the exercise 
involves 150,000 troops from 20 
countries and will include land, sea 
and air forces over 18 days.

The military exercises are ongo-
ing at King Khalid Military City in 
Hafr Al-Batin in the north of the 
kingdom, close to the Iraqi border, 
and include military representa-
tives from the GCC, Egypt, Jordan, 
Senegal, Sudan, Maldives, Mo-
rocco, Pakistan, Chad, Tunisia, Co-
moros, Djibouti, Malaysia, Maurita-
nia and Mauritius.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the 
Gulf section editor of The Arab 
Weekly.

Ghosts of 2011. Refugees who had fled Libya at a camp near the 
Tunisian-Libyan border, on May 21, 2011.
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“We will welcome 
all our Libyan 
brothers who are 
forced to take 
refuge in Tunisia.”

Troops participating in joint military exercises in Hafr Al-Batin, near Saudi Arabia’s border with Iraq, on February 16th.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

“A real campaign 
against ISIS has 
to include ground 
elements.”
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Istanbul

T 

urkey, having shelled 
Kurdish positions in 
northern Syria for sev-
eral days, is considering a 
more-intensive interven-

tion in the civil war over its south-
ern border, possibly with the help 
of Gulf allies.

Turkish Firtina (Storm) howitzers 
pounded positions of the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) near Azaz, a 
town about 8km south of the Turk-
ish border province Kilis for at least 
four days in mid-February.

The shelling came after gains by 
the YPG, the military arm of the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD), a 
Syrian-Kurdish group that has con-
trol of large sections of northern 
Syria. Turkey says the YPG advance 
is a direct threat to its national se-
curity.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu said Turkey would con-
tinue to strike targets in northern 
Syria for as long as it saw its inter-
ests at stake. “We will not allow 
Azaz to fall” to the YPG, Davutoglu 
said on February 15th.

Turkey considers the YPG and the 
PYD as Syrian branches of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK), a rebel 
group that has been fighting Ankara 
for more than 30 years. The PYD re-
jected Davutoglu’s demand that the 
YPG withdraw from the Azaz area.

The pro-government Turkish dai-
ly Yeni Safak reported on February 
15th that a meeting of government 
and top military officers, led by 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
had discussed military intervention 
in Azaz.

For Turkey, the situation in 
northern Syria contains two risks, 
both of which could be addressed 
with a ground offensive. One is the 
expansion of the Kurdish sphere 
of control, which, according to An-
kara, could lead to the formation 
of a unified Kurdish area and a first 
step on the way to an independent 
Kurdish state.

The second challenge is the ad-
vance of Syrian government troops, 
backed by Russian air strikes, in 
the Azaz region between the Turk-
ish border and Aleppo, a develop-
ment that could lead to a victory 
of the Assad regime in rebel-held 
Aleppo, Syria’s biggest city. For Tur-
key, which supports groups fighting 
Syrian President Bashar Assad, that 
would be a severe setback.

While Turkey vowed to keep 
pressure on the YPG, Russia, a 
major backer of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, stepped up its ac-
tion around Azaz. Russian missiles 
struck a hospital in Azaz on Febru-
ary 15th, a Turkish security official 
said, adding that more than 14 ci-
vilians might have been killed. A 
hospital supported by the aid group 
Independent Doctors Associations 
in Idlib province was also hit.

A Turkish government official, 
speaking on condition of anonym-
ity, said Turkey was pushing for a 
ground offensive by the US-led in-
ternational Syria coalition but was 
not going to send troops unilater-
ally. “We want a ground operation 
with our international allies,” the 
official said in February 16th report 
by Agence France-Presse. There 
were no plans for unilateral Turk-
ish action, “but it’s hard to say what 
will happen in ten days”.

The official welcomed a state-
ment by German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, who supported the idea of 
a no-fly zone over Syria in a news-
paper interview. Merkel’s comment 
was “a very good start”, the official 
said, adding that Ankara hoped the 
idea of a no-fly zone would attract 
more international support.

Saudi Arabia, a major Sunni pow-
er that wants to prevent a victory 

by Assad and his Shia partner Iran, 
will send warplanes to the Turkish 
base of Incirlik in southern Turkey 
by the end of February, the Turkish 
official said.

A senior Saudi defence official, 
Brigadier-General Ahmed al-Asiri, 
said there was consensus within the 
international coalition fighting the 
Islamic State (ISIS) on “the need for 
group operations”. He said military 
experts would meet shortly to de-
cide “the role to be played by each 
country”. 

The state-run Turkish news agen-
cy Anadolu quoted Qatari Foreign 
Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Abdulrahman al-Thani as saying 
his country was also willing to send 
ground troops.

The idea of a ground operation 

has been rejected by Turkey’s al-
lies, at least for now. There are other 
sources of friction as well. Turkey’s 
shelling of the YPG came despite 
warnings from its most important 
ally, the United States.

The Obama administration called 
on the YPG to halt its advance 
around Azaz and asked Turkey to 
stop its shelling. Washington and 
Ankara strongly differ about the 
role of the PYD and the YPG.

 Turkey says the groups are ter-
rorist organisations while the Unit-
ed States sees them as important 
partners in the fight against ISIS. 
Angered by the US approach, Er-
dogan recently asked Washington to 
choose whether it was with Turkey 
or with the “terrorists”.

According to the Turkish daily 

Yeni Safak, the Turkish leadership 
is determined to stick to its posi-
tion. “In international relations, you 
don’t have credibility if you don’t 
back up your diplomacy by force,” 
Abdulkadir Selvi, the newspaper’s 
bureau chief in Ankara, wrote. Tur-
key was a great state, he added. 
“They will either understand, or we 
will make them understand.”

Tough talk such as that has some 
observers fearing the worst. “We 
are on the brink of war,” Murat Yet-
kin, one of Turkey’s most respected 
journalists, wrote in the online 
newspaper Radikal.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul. Additional 
reporting by Agence France-Presse 
and Reuters.

Turkey ponders intervention 
in Syria with Gulf allies
Thomas Seibert

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) meeting Turkish Prime Minister Ahmed Davutoglu in 
Riyadh, on January 3rd.

“In international 
relations, you don’t 
have credibility if 
you don’t back up 
your diplomacy by 
force.”

Is a Saudi intervention in Syria possible?

S 

yrian President Bashar 
Assad’s forces have 
secured a number of 
strategic victories 
against opposition 
forces, thanks largely 

to Russian air support. The 
regime also won a political 
victory when the Syrian opposi-
tion withdrew from the Geneva 
III peace talks.

The opposition had only 
agreed to attend the talks after 
the United States guaranteed a 
ceasefire — something that Assad 
and Russia failed to live up to. 
A partial cessation of hostilities 
was subsequently agreed to, al-
though Moscow did not explicitly 
promise to end air strikes. The 
prospects of renewed peace talks 
are uncertain.

US President Barack Obama’s 
policies in the Middle East have 
been, and will no doubt con-

tinue to be, a major source of 
disappointment. On the other 
hand, Saudi Arabia has tried to 
fix Washington’s mistakes in a 
way that falls in line with the 
kingdom’s historic policies and 
national security priorities, even 
talking about direct military ac-
tion, as it did in Yemen.

Some experts argue that Riyadh 
is distancing itself from Washing-
ton’s regional strategy when it is 
at odds with Saudi national inter-
ests. At the same time, Riyadh is 
seeking to preserve its strategic 
interests with the United States 
and ensure that bilateral ties are 
not affected by differences over 
foreign policy. Riyadh is walking 
a fine line.

Let us focus on the reality on 
the ground. This is a reality in 
which Assad and Russian forces, 
which falsely claim to be fight-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS), are, 
in fact, targeting the Free Syr-
ian Army (FSA) and other rebel 
forces. While it is the FSA and 
other rebel groups that are fight-
ing ISIS, weakening them only 
strengthens ISIS.

The FSA, which is supported by 
Saudi Arabia, finds itself between 
Assad and his backers on one side 
and ISIS on the other. It is facing 
Russian bombardment, as are 
Syria’s Islamist rebel groups. Only 
a small proportion of Russian 
air strikes target ISIS positions, 

despite Moscow’s claims that it 
is the major target of its military 
operations in Syria.

Syria’s rebel forces are in 
retreat thanks to Russia’s unwa-
vering support for Assad, which 
is something that four years of 
support from the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps, Hezbol-
lah and Iraqi militias could not 
accomplish.

Based on these victories, it is 
becoming increasingly clear that 
Assad believes a military solu-
tion to the Syrian crisis is within 
his grasp. Then, and only then, 
would Russia and Assad turn 
their firepower against ISIS.

Recently, Riyadh said it would 
be willing to send ground troops 
to intervene against ISIS in Syria 
but only as part of the US-led coa-
lition. Saudi Arabia has deployed 
fighter jets to Turkey’s Incirlik 
air base, where they will join the 
aerial campaign against ISIS.

But if Saudi Arabia is to get 
involved directly in the fight 
against ISIS in Iraq and Syria, this 
must include targeting those who 
stand behind the group. 

Riyadh is well aware exactly 
how ISIS emerged, namely after 
a large number of prisoners were 
freed in Iraq and Syria. This is not 
to mention the group’s subse-
quent occupation of Mosul, Iraq, 
by a few hundred ISIS fighters.

There are also the popular mi-

litias that were formed to fight 
ISIS. In reality, these militias 
support Assad and are fighting 
the Syrian opposition under the 
pretext of battling ISIS. These 
militias represent a grave threat 
and must be eliminated.

In a region that is full of 
uncertainly, there is no guaran-
tee what Washington might do, 
based on its decision-making 
concerning the region since 
the start of the Syrian conflict. 
Saudi Arabia also does not share 
a direct land border with Syria, 
complicating any move to send 
ground troops to the country.

Riyadh is prepared to inter-
vene militarily against ISIS but 
only under the umbrella of the 
US-led coalition. In short, any 
intervention must be part of an 
international coalition to fight 
ISIS — ultimately that is the only 
way to defeat it. 

This requires major interna-
tional coordination and sup-
port, including planning within 
Syria’s airspace where a number 
of air forces are targeting various 
groups.

Ultimately, any Saudi inter-
vention in Syria would require 
significant coordination with 
regional and global powers and 
would be difficult to organise.

Jamaan al-Ghamdi is a Saudi 
writer.

Jamaan 
al-Ghamdi

View point
The FSA, 
which is 
supported 
by Saudi 
Arabia, 
finds itself 
between 
Assad and 
his backers 
on one side 
and ISIS on 
the other.

Riyadh is prepared to 
intervene militarily 
against ISIS but only 
under the umbrella of the 
US-led coalition.
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Washington

S 

audi Arabia’s readiness to 
commit ground troops to 
Syria has provoked what 
seem to be contradictory 
responses from senior com-

manders of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC).

The kingdom was ready to “par-
ticipate in any ground operations 
that the coalition may agree to carry 
out in Syria”, Saudi military spokes-
man Brigadier-General Ahmed al-
Asiri told Al Arabiya News Channel 
on February 4th.

Addressing the funeral service of 
several guardsmen killed in combat 
in Syria, IRGC commander Major-
General Mohammad Ali Jafari said 
on February 5th: “There is fierce 
competition among the units of 
the ground forces of the Guard” to 
volunteer for missions in Syria. But 
he emphasised that the guard is 
“restrained” when it comes to de-
ploying “military advisers” — read 
“combat troops” — into Syria.

And that, Jafari maintained, “sad-
dens” the IRGC’s commanders, with 
the clear implication that the corps 
is champing at the bit to get into 
the Syrian war in which Iranians are 
playing an increasingly important 
part.

Saudi Arabia’s declared intent to 
step in with military forces to sup-
port rebels opposed to the regime of 

Syrian President Bashar Assad — a 
key ally of Iran and, with neigh-
bouring Lebanon, Tehran’s forward 
base in the Levant against Israel — 
would greatly complicate the al-
ready complex Syrian war. It would 
also sharply escalate the long-time 
rivalry between Iran and the king-
dom by pitting their military forces 
directly against each other on the 
battlefield.

Brigadier-General Hossein Sa-
lami, Jafari’s deputy, chose a dif-
ferent approach in a February 7th 
interview with Iranian television, 
saying: “Saudi Arabia, even as the 
lead force in a coalition and engaged 
in an imbalanced war, is a failure in 
facing the people of Yemen… What 
capabilities has such a regime to 
deploy forces to as fierce a battle-
ground as Syria?”

Concluding the interview, Salami 
huffed: “More than anything, this is 
a political joke.”

However, if Jafari and his deputy 
consider the threat of deployment 
of Saudi ground forces in Syria a 
“joke”, why did Jafari feel com-
pelled to emphasise that Iran exer-
cises “restraint” in deployment of 
IRGC forces in Syria, while simul-
taneously issuing the veiled threat 
of the willingness of guard units to 
rush to combat in Syria?

Was this Jafari attempting to 
warn Saudi Arabia against dispatch-
ing ground forces to Syria? Is Jafari 
threatening Riyadh with deploying 
jihad and martyrdom ready IRGC 
ground force units in Syria even-
tually to engage in direct battle 
against Saudi forces?

Perhaps, but to judge by funeral 
services in Iran and Lebanon for 
Shia combatants killed in combat in 
Syria, the IRGC is already increasing 
its military presence in that country.

That increase is not only visible in 
the growing number of IRGC casual-
ties in Syria but also reflected in the 
burial of martyrs from provincial-

based guard units that have little or 
no history of such funerals.

Since the death in battle of Major 
Moharram Tork of the IRGC’s elite 
and secretive expeditionary arm, al-
Quds Force, on January 19, 2012, at 
least 318 IRGC members have died 
in the Syrian maelstrom.

The IRGC’s allies have also paid 
a high price. According to Iranian 
records, at the very least, 829 Leb-
anese Hezbollah fighters, 229 Af-
ghan Shias and 45 Pakistani Shias 
have died in combat in Syria. Iraqi 
Shia militias, trained, armed and 
controlled by Tehran, have also suf-
fered heavy losses but there is lit-
tle reliable statistical information 
about this available.

While the number of Hezbollah 
combat fatalities peaked during in-
tense fighting in May 2013 and No-
vember 2014, the majority of non-
Lebanese Shia losses in Syria have 
been incurred since Russia, Assad’s 
other key ally, intervened in the war 
in September 2015 and launched 
major offensives that have reversed 
Assad’s crumbling fortunes and 
transformed the Syrian war.

To be specific, as of early Feb-
ruary, 192 IRGC members, 92 Af-
ghani Shias and 22 Pakistani Shias 
have lost their lives since Russia’s 
launched air strikes against Syr-
ian rebel forces on September 30. 
Most of those were killed in fighting 
around the northern city of Aleppo 
where rebels and the regime both 
hold territory.

And there is another indicator 

that the IRGC has stepped up its 
deployment in Syria: The corps’ lat-
est combat fatalities belong to units 
with no record of participation in 
the fighting in Syria or only minor 
involvement in combat operations 
there.

This includes IRGC units based in 
Iranian provinces such as Sistan and 
Baluchestan, West Azerbaijan, Koh-
giluyeh and Boyer Ahmad, and Fars.

Seen from this perspective, the 
reactions of the IRGC to Saudi plans 

of military deployment in Syria 
should be a major source of concern 
in a region that is consumed by con-
flict and threatened with upheaval.

Ali Alfoneh is a specialist on Iran 
and the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps.  He is the author 
of the forthcoming book Iran 
Unveiled: How the IRGC is 
Transforming Iran from a
 theocracy to a Military 
Dictatorship.

Iran reacts aggressively 
to Saudi plans of Syria 
deployment
Ali Alfoneh

Iranian soldiers carry the coffin of Amin Karimi, a member of 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps who was killed in Syria, 
during Karimi’s funeral in Tehran, last October.

At the very least, 829 
Lebanese Hezbollah 
fighters, 229 Afghan 
Shias and 45 
Pakistani Shias have 
died in combat in 
Syria.

Saudi Arabia’s 
declared intent to 
step in with military 
forces would greatly 
complicate the 
already complex 
Syrian war.

What would deploying Saudi ground forces in Syria achieve?

S 

audi Arabia has said it 
could send ground 
troops to fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS), 
something that the 
US-led, anti-ISIS coali-

tion desperately needs if it truly 
wants to be successful in eradicat-
ing the group. Until now, fighting 
terrorism in Syria has been a fig 
leaf to cover the real intentions of 
nations that have intervened in 
the country’s civil war.

Syria’s skies are crowded with 
warplanes from the United States, 
France, United Kingdom, Russia, 
Turkey and Arab states, while its 
territory is filled with gunmen from 
all corners of the Earth, with many 
holding different beliefs and objec-
tives.

So what would deploying Saudi 
ground forces to Syria achieve? 
Would a Saudi intervention be 
aimed at combating terrorism, as 
the statement announcing this 
claimed? Or will this actually seek 
to protect the Syrian opposition 
from being bombed by Russia? 
Or impose safe zones for Syrian 

refugees? Or secure territory that 
has been liberated from terrorist 
groups? Or even fight the Assad 
regime directly and seek to impose 
a new reality on the ground that 
could lead to a political solution?

On the other hand, where is 
Russia in all this? Will the Syrian 
regime’s closest ally accept such 
a profound shift in the balance of 
power on the ground and the impo-
sition of new rules of engagement?

Saudi Arabia does not deny the 
risk posed by ISIS and other terror-
ist groups but Riyadh has always 
stressed that Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and his forces, which 
have killed hundreds of thousands 
of Syrians, bear the ultimate re-
sponsibility for all that has hap-
pened, including the rise of ISIS. 
This is all the result of the Assad 
regime’s poor decision-making and 
administration.

That is purportedly why Saudi 
Arabia is so insistent that As-
sad must leave; so long as Assad 
remains, so too will the terrorists. 
Whether one agrees or disagrees 
with this, Saudi Arabia’s indication 
that it could send ground troops to 
Syria is based on a number of points 
that date to the beginning of the 
conflict.

Saudi Arabia has publicly called 
for Assad’s departure, whatever 
happens; Riyadh has provided 
significant support to the Syrian op-
position, politically, militarily and 
financially; Saudi Arabia is already a 
member of the anti-ISIS global coa-
lition; US President Barack Obama 

has requested Arab troops be sent 
to Syria; Russia’s strong military 
intervention to back Assad changed 
the balance of power in the country; 
there has been a subsequent change 
in the West’s agenda with Assad’s 
departure no longer a priority as 
can be seen in UN Security Council 
Resolution 2254; Saudi Arabia has 
become increasingly active politi-
cally, including the establishment 
of the Islamic Military Alliance.

The most important, and most dif-
ficult question, is how will Russia 
view this intervention? Can Saudi 
Arabia risk conducting military 
operations in the country without 
coordinating with Russia and the 
Syrian regime? What role would 
the armed Syrian opposition play? 
What about Iran and Hezbollah?

There are more questions than 
answers at the moment and a pes-
simistic reading of the situation 
abounds. Even if it is assumed that 
all parties are acting in good faith 
and that they are all seeking to 
fight terrorism and eradicate ISIS 
from Syria, then questions remain: 
Would ISIS’s defeat in Syria end the 
group or merely transform it into a 
cross-border terrorist organisation 
like al-Qaeda? Will ISIS be eradi-
cated in Syria, then only to rear 
its head in Libya, Yemen, Tunisia, 
Egypt and other regional states?

What is clear from the situation 
in Syria today is that this is part of 
a wider global struggle between 
superpowers and regional forces. 
The United States and its allies are 
locked in conflict with Russia, while 

Saudi Arabia, Iran and Turkey are 
involved in a regional conflict with 
sectarian overtones. So, all in all, 
the Saudi statement that it would 
be prepared to send troops to Syria 
can perhaps be viewed as a political 
move more than a military one.

Saudi Arabia’s willingness to send 
troops to fight ISIS is a response to 
accusations that it supports terror-
ism in Syria. It can also be seen as 
an attempt to deflect the false view 
that Arab and Muslim countries 
are turning a blind eye to Sunni 
terrorists, dissipate criticism of its 
support for Sunni Muslims and en-
sure that Syria is not devoid of Arab 
and Islamic troops at a time when 
non-Arab troops are being deployed 
there.

Finally, Saudi Arabia has been 
actively fighting terrorism since 
1980. It does not need to mobilise 
Arab and Islamic forces and deploy 
them to Turkey to fight ISIS in Syria. 
Saudi Arabia’s forces are focused on 
combating terrorism domestically, 
while ISIS is just a stone throw’s 
away in Yemen.

Riyadh has the legal and moral 
justification and military capabil-
ity to defeat ISIS in Yemen before it 
seeks to target the group elsewhere 
but if it deploys ground troops to 
Syria, anything could happen. Most 
frightening of all is that this could 
lead to a broader international con-
flict, a third world war on the 100th 
anniversary of the first.

Tarad bin Saeed al-Ameri is a Saudi 
writer.

Tarad bin 
Saeed
al-Ameri

View point
What is clear 
from the 
situation in 
Syria today 
is that this 
is part of a 
wider global 
struggle 
between 
superpowers 
and regional 
forces.

Saudi Arabia has publicly 
called for Assad’s 
departure, whatever 
happens.
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Munich

“T
oday’s conflicts and 
crises are more danger-
ous and severe than 
anything we have seen 
since the end of the 

Cold War,” Munich Security Confer-
ence Chairman Wolfgang Ischinger 
said in the run-up to the meeting.

However, it was one particular 
crisis — the Syrian conflict — that 
dominated the 52nd Munich con-
ference, as world powers worked to 
secure a ceasefire and Russian offi-
cials spoke of a “new Cold War”.

In the end, senior officials agreed 
a vaguely worded “cessation of 
hostilities” to come into force and 
more humanitarian aid following a 
series of bilateral meetings against 
the backdrop of the conference but 
Russia did not commit to ending its 
air strikes.

Those attending the three-day 
meeting described a solemn at-
mosphere that was overshadowed 
by the Syrian conflict and political 
wrangling between Russian and US 
officials.

It was unclear whether stalled 
Geneva peace talks would resume 
given Russia’s intensification of air 
strikes following the conference 
and scepticism on the part of the 
Syrian opposition towards Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s desire for 
a political solution to the crisis.

British Foreign Secretary Philip 
Hammond also expressed scepti-
cism about the feasibility of a cease-
fire, saying: “Frankly, it depends on 
what Russia wants. The fact on the 
ground is this… Over the last weeks 

Russia has been bombing the mod-
erate opposition positions.”

Moscow has denied that its air 
strikes are specifically targeting Syr-
ian opposition forces or civilians, 
framing its military intervention in 
the country as a fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

“There is no evidence of our 
bombing civilians, even though 
everyone is accusing us of this. Rus-
sia is not trying to achieve some 
secret goals in Syria. We are sim-
ply trying to protect our national 
interests,” Russian Prime Minister 
Dmitry Medvedev said during the 
conference.

Moscow came in for a storm of 
criticism from Western and Arab 
states during the meeting for its 

intervention in Syria, with Med-
vedev acknowledging that strains 
between Russia and the West have 
pushed the world into a “new Cold 
War”.

“On an almost daily basis, we are 
being described the worst threat — 
be it to NATO as a whole, or to Eu-
rope, America or other countries,” 
he said.

“Sometimes I wonder if this is 
2016 or 1962.” “We’re living in a 
much more complicated world,” US 
Secretary of State John Kerry said 
in a response to Medvedev’s view: 
“The bipolar divisions of the Cold 
War were really simple compared to 
what we’re facing today.

“With the fall of the Berlin Wall, 
with the forces that were released 

in that period of time, with the sec-
tarianism that has grown, with the 
mistakes that were made, frankly, in 
Iraq in the last decade, it has creat-
ed an unleashing of forces that had 
been contained for some period of 
time.”

This unleashing of once-con-
tained forces caused a humanitar-
ian crisis in Syria and a refugee crisis 
everywhere else.

The ceasefire deal would, at least, 
see much-needed aid delivered to 
various besieged areas in Syria, in-
cluding Deir ez-Zor, Madaya, Moua-
dhimiyeh and Kafr Batna.

“Humanitarian access to these 
most urgent areas will be a first step 
towards full, sustained, and unim-
peded access through the country,” 

a statement issued by the Interna-
tional Syria Support Group said.

As for the refugee crisis, France re-
jected a German-backed permanent 
quota system for distributing refu-
gees across Europe, saying that Paris 
would take 30,000 of the 160,000 
refugees European countries have 
agreed to divide among themselves 
but would not agree to accept more.

“We won’t take any more. France 
never said, ‘Come to France,’” 
French Prime Minister Manuel Valls 
said.

Speaking at the end of the con-
ference, Ischinger said: “When I 
opened this conference on (Febru-
ary 12th), I said the picture is bleak. 
This conference has not led me to 
change my mind in any way.”

Syria overshadows Munich security meeting
The Arab Weekly staff

Moscow came in for 
a storm of criticism 
from Western and 
Arab states during 
the meeting for its 
intervention in 
Syria.

UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura holds up a map of Syria during a news conference after the International Syria Support 
Group (ISSG) meeting in Munich, on February 12th.

Russia gains in Syria are exaggerated

S
ix months ago, military 
experts had written off 
Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and were sketch-
ing out scenarios of a 
post-Assad period, given 

that whatever he seemed to do on 
the battlefield he appeared to lose 
ground.

Much of the country appeared to 
be in the hands of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), al-Nusra Front and opposi-
tion forces and — critically — there 
were rumours within the ranks of 
his own military of low morale. It 
seemed it was the beginning of the 
end.

But, in fact, it was merely the 
beginning of the beginning, as 
Russia, ensuring that Syria remains 
off limits to a Libya-style takeover 
by the West, has given the Syrian 
leader a new gusto. In a recent in-
terview, he more or less said “bring 
it on” when asked about Saudi and 
Turkish ground troops joining the 
battle.

Recent Russian involvement, in 
particular an intensified bombing 
campaign, has made a difference 
but how much? Is Assad’s remark 
that he was looking at taking the 
whole country back realistic with 
Russia air strikes being accom-

panied by Iranian proxy fighters 
advancing towards Aleppo?

The city has served as a major 
rebel base since 2012, when the 
Syrian civil war really took shape. 
In late September 2015, Assad’s 
forces began a campaign to retake 
it. Much is being made of this as 
journalists created a huge story in 
Aleppo, with a Hollywood script 
probably being written in tandem.

Yet Aleppo, if taken, might be a 
turning point for the war against 
Assad. Some analysts argue that if 
it falls, it might refocus all opposi-
tion fighting groups to galvanise 
their efforts against Assad forces, 
giving them an élan that they never 
previously had. Taking Aleppo will 
be one thing; keeping it another.

Let’s not forget that Assad’s 
forces were unable to do this 
alone. Russian air strikes combined 
with Iranian troops on the ground 

were critical to Assad’s offensive 
in Aleppo. Once taken, could 
this campaign sustain itself over 
months?

Russian advances are nowhere 
near what media reports claim. The 
bombing has certainly intensified 
in recent weeks and has thrown 
a spotlight on what little regard 
Moscow has for civilian casualties, 
with hospitals now apparently 
legitimate targets, dismissing any 
notion of a peace settlement being 
agreed to.

But in terms of actual ground 
overall taken by Assad forces, 
there has been very little, perhaps 
explaining the media fascina-
tion with Aleppo, which is the 
exception. Russian bombing has 
allowed Kurds to advance in areas 
weakened by the air campaign and 
has rejigged the map among the 
constellation of various fighting 

groups. But hardly anything has 
gone to Assad’s forces so far except 
tiny enclaves.

Indeed, taking ground around 
Aleppo can be acknowledged but 
taking the whole city might be 
beyond his own forces, even with 
Russia pounding rebels there and 
a cadre of various foreign fighters 
working under Iranian command.

Many might argue that the no-
holds-barred approach to modern 
warfare — high civilian casualties 
and holding thousands to starve — 
might be more the mark of a leader 
on his back foot, rather than a 
victorious one cantering ahead to 
take the prize.

Probably Aleppo can’t be taken 
militarily and the 300,000 there 
will starve to death, a tactic of 
war that the Assad regime will not 
consider off limits. Aleppo will be a 
milestone of sorts though, even for 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
as he must be wondering just how 
much hardware and money he 
needs to put into the campaign to 
get something back.

For the Russians, Aleppo is im-
portant as a military and financial 
benchmark. For Assad, it will be 
a historic battle to vanquish both 
tactically and also from a po-
litical perspective. However, one 
shouldn’t read too much into the 
tough talking he is indulging in, 
which has elevated him to the sta-
tus of an inveterate negotiator once 
again. He may now have collateral 
to bring to the table but he’s a long 
way from taking back the country.

Martin Jay is the Deutsche Welle 
correspondent in Beirut. Follow 
him on Twitter: @MartinRJay.

Martin Jay

View point
Taking 
Aleppo 
will be 
one thing; 
keeping it 
another.

For the Russians, 
Aleppo is important as 
a military and financial 
benchmark.

New recruits take part in a training session on February 16th at a 
camp in a rebel-held area of the northern Syrian city of Aleppo.

The war in Syria
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Tunis

T 

unisian authorities are 
wary of the effects of a 
potential Western-led 
military campaign in Lib-
ya, which would target 

Islamic State (ISIS) militants in the 
chaos-stricken North African coun-
try.

Any such campaign would put 
Tunisia in a tricky situation as it 
reels from the effects of jihadist 
attacks, economic slowdown and 
youth dissatisfaction over lack of 
opportunities.

Tunisian security forces have 
shown greater confidence since 
the terrorist attacks in 2015 that 
wrecked the country’s tourism 
industry. The forces remain on 
heightened alert against possible ji-
hadist infiltration from Libya or ter-
rorist activity in mountainous areas 

near the Algerian border.
Tunisian Defence Minister Farhat 

Horchani, said the country’s armed 
forces were prepared to protect the 
border. “Tunisia is capable of fight-
ing against terrorism in an active 
and efficient way,” Horchani said, 
while touring a new border bar-
rier on February 6th. He ruled out, 
however, any Tunisian role in the 
expected intervention.

Tunisia has finished building a 
water-and-sand barrier to prevent 
jihadist infiltration from Libya and 
is putting the final touches on a de-
fence and civil strategy to absorb 
any negative spillover from military 
intervention by a US-led Western 
coalition.

The 200km barrier was built with 
US and German help. European 
and American military specialists 
are expected to soon begin training 
Tunisian forces on improving elec-
tronic surveillance.

Washington has been sending sig-
nals that it intends to do something 
about the worrisome situation in 
Libya. Speaking to the US Congress 
on February 9th, US Director of Na-
tional Intelligence James Clapper 
said the ISIS affiliate in Libya is “one 
of its most developed branches out-
side Syria and Iraq.” ISIS, he added, 
“is well positioned to expand terri-
tory under its control in 2016″.

Estimates of ISIS troops in Libya 

vary from 4,000-6,000. Experts 
agree, however, that their numbers 
almost doubled over the last year 
after the terrorist group suffered 
setbacks in Syria and Iraq.

Tunisian pundits have been 
speculating about the possible start 
date for the operation. “The West-
ern military intervention is likely to 
take place in March or April. Prepa-
rations are going that way,” said for-
mer senior Tunisian diplomat Sla-
heddine Jemmali, citing unnamed 
French sources.

US officials have said that any 
campaign against ISIS in Libya 
could take place within a few weeks 
or maybe months.

It remains to be seen whether 
and when Libyan factions are able 
to put in place a functional unity 
government that could formally au-
thorise a Western intervention.

Jemmali casts doubt about the 
chances of success of any foreign 
military intervention in Libya, say-
ing Western powers have no stom-
ach for long-term military efforts 
to defeat ISIS. “They are not ready 
for land operations. Striking Daesh 
from the air will have limited im-
pact,” he said, using an Arabic acro-
nym for the terror group.

The track record of Western na-
tions during the 2011 NATO-led 
campaign, which ended with no 
clear exit strategy, is not reassuring.

Patrick Skinner, a former CIA case 
officer now with the Soufan Group 
consultancy, told Agence France-
Presse: “The international coalition 
is going to air strike its way out of 
the chaos created by air strikes.”

Regional experts fret over the 
repercussions of a new Western 
military campaign on neighbouring 
countries.  The interests of the lat-
ter, they feel, may not be taken into 
consideration.

“Libya is a purely Western matter. 
They [Western powers] will allow 
no role for regional states because 
of oil, migration and Daesh. It is a 
security issue for Europe,” argues 
Egyptian security expert Safwat 
Zayat, a former army general.

If Libya is at the top of Europe’s 
security agenda that is not  neces-
sarily reassuring to Tunisian ex-
perts. “A military intervention in 
Libya risks further destabilising 
Tunisia, not only because of the 
refugee crisis it will cause, but by 
exposing its territory to the threat 
of terrorist revenge,” said Olfa Lam-
loum, country manager for Interna-

tional Alert in Tunisia. “Tunisians 
expect to pay the price in terms of 
the insecurity and economic chaos 
any intervention would create.”

Tunisian Foreign Minister Khe-
mais Jhinaoui, who met with Alge-
rian counterpart Ramtane Lamam-
ra on February 14th, said Tunisia 
and Algeria oppose a foreign mili-
tary intervention.

“A war in Libya could have ad-
verse fallouts on Tunisia’s stability 
and that of the region as a whole,” 
he said. 

The decision to launch a cam-
paign will depend on the evolving 
threat in Libya and its assessment 
by Washington. Obama administra-
tion officials, speaking on condition 
of anonymity, told the Associated 
Press that military options under 
consideration include “raids and 
advisory missions by US special op-
erations forces” and “narrowly tar-
geted air strikes”.

The United States has conducted 
special operations in Libya in recent 
months. In November, the United 
States announced the targeted kill-
ing from the air of an ISIS leader, 
Abu Nabil, an Iraqi also known as 
Wissam Najm Abd Zayd al-Zubay-
di. In December, special operation 
troops posed for pictures at Libya’s 
Wattiya airbase before being asked 
to leave. They left but are likely to 
be back soon.

Tunisia readying for Western military strikes in Libya
Lamine Ghanmi

A Tunisian soldier stands in front of a trench along the Libyan border, near the Ras Jedir crossing point.

“A war in Libya 
could have adverse 
fallouts on Tunisia’s 
stability and that of 
the region as a 
whole.”

The track record of 
Western nations 
during the 2011 
NATO-led campaign, 
is not reassuring.

Why are Tunisians fretting over NATO strikes in Libya?

W 

ith foreign 
military 
intervention in 
Libya looming, 
attitudes in 
neighbouring 

Tunisia are divided. If the 
government’s stance is clear, 
that of civil society and political 
activists is split.

The government is firmly 
against military intervention in 
Libya and continues to oppose the 
use of Tunisian soil for logisti-
cal support. The government, 
however, sensing that an inter-
vention is imminent, appears to 
have softened its position but is 
demanding to be informed before 
the launch of operations. This can 
only mean that a military inter-
vention is almost certain.

Tunisian civil society and politi-
cal activists, on the other hand, 
seem to be divided among three 
camps:

— There are those on the left of 
the political spectrum along with 
Arab nationalists. They consider 
a Western military intervention 
in Libya a clear threat to Arab na-
tional security and an unjustified 
imperialistic aggression, basically 
a remake of the Iraqi scenario.

— The second camp is that of 
the inhabitants near the Tunisian-
Libyan border, regardless of their 
political inclinations. These fear 
military operations will last long, 
and severely hurt their livelihoods 
since they rely on daily trade be-
tween the two countries.

— The third camp includes 
the general public and the silent 
majority. These do not see any 
disadvantages to Tunisia in the 
military intervention in Libya. 
On the contrary, they think an 
intervention will not make it any 
worse for Libyans who are already 
going through an undeclared civil 
war anyway.

With respect to the Islamic State 
(ISIS), a military intervention 
cannot worsen the situation since 
the extremist group has amassed 
forces in Sabratha, 70km from the 
Tunisian border. Without foreign 
military intervention, it is feared 
that ISIS fighters in Sabratha 
would find their way into Tunisia. 
Wild rumours are floating around 
about thousands of fake passports 
in circulation.

A lot of speculation is cen-
tred on the start of the military 
intervention. Contrary to media 
reports, it does not seem likely 
that any intervention will take 
place soon. Most likely, it will hap-
pen only when certain conditions 
are met.

First, the Tobruk parliament 
must approve the new govern-
ment of Prime Minister-designate 
Faiez al-Sarraj.

Second, the newly formed 
government must request military 
help from Western countries in its 
war against terrorists in Libya. It 
must also request weapons and 
equipment for the Libyan Army.

Third, the new Libyan govern-
ment must agree to pay for the war 
and the cost of armament con-
tracts for the Libyan Army.

Under these conditions, military 
intervention in Libya will be less of 
a burden to Tunisia. The number 
of Libyan refugees entering Tuni-
sia will be in the tens of thousands 
rather than in the hundreds of 
thousands as some predict.

It is very likely that the Tuni-
sian government will deal with 
the waves of refugees by building 
refugee camps near the Libyan 
border. The government will also 
be taking other security measures, 
such as checking identities of refu-
gees and sending non-Libyans to 
their respective countries. A closer 

monitoring of the unofficial border 
crossing points will be in place to 
prevent infiltration by terrorists 
from Libya.

The Munich meeting on Febru-
ary 13th did not set a date for the 
beginning of military operations, 
although some analysts think it 
will take place by the end of the 
spring.

It is unlikely the majority of 
Libyans will oppose a military 
strike that would break the backs 
of the terrorist groups. They worry 
nonetheless about the real cost of 
this foreign intervention.

Most Tunisians wish for an end 
to the terrorist threat from their 
southern borders and for a quick 
recovery of economic exchange 
between the two countries. They 
wish to take part in rebuilding the 
Libyan economy and for the return 
to Libya of tens of Tunisian com-
panies that used to operate there.

Tunisians naturally hope that 
the Libyan population lends its 
support to a unity government. 
By doing so, they could lessen the 
negative effects of a foreign mili-
tary intervention and speed up 
the elimination of terror in their 
country.

Alaya Allani is an expert on 
Islamic extremism. He teaches 
at the University of Manouba in 
Tunis.

Alaya Allani

View point
The 
government 
is firmly 
against 
military 
intervention 
in Libya and 
continues 
to oppose 
the use of 
Tunisian soil 
for logistical 
support.

Tunisians naturally hope 
that the Libyan population 
lends its support to a unity 
government.
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M
osques in Europe have been hosting open-door 
events in recent weeks, a necessary and good 
thing. Brotherly Cup of Tea sessions in France and 
Visit My Mosque Day in the United Kingdom have 
helped answer many questions that the French 
and British public have about Islam.

Visits by US President Obama to a mosque in 
Baltimore in early February and by French President François 
Hollande to the Paris main mosque in January send a clear mes-
sage that the problem facing the West is not the religion of Islam 
but the radicals who twist its teachings to fit their extremist and 
terrorist designs.

One hopes that after Donald Trump’s unfortunate call for a ban 
on Muslims (following the San Bernardino attacks), US presiden-
tial candidates will avoid anti-Muslim remarks. Such comments 
only make life difficult for law-abiding US Muslims and create a 
climate of collective scapegoating that is hardly conducive to civil 
peace or to common will against the terrorist problem.

During recent congressional testimony, US Director of National 
Intelligence James Clapper said he expected the United States to 
remain “at least rhetorically” an enemy for many radical groups.

He went on to say that “home-grown violent extremists will 
probably continue to pose the most significant Sunni terrorist 
threat to the US homeland in 2016”. His alarm about domestic 
terrorism is probably justified but associating terrorism with the 
Sunni Muslim sect is unjustified since the followers of this 
majority sect of Islam are both diverse and overwhelmingly 
moderate. Careful wording can go a long way towards preventing 
dangerous generalisations and the introduction of sectarian 
overtones in America’s national security debates.

The results of a Pew Global Attitudes Project, published in early 
February, contain even more disturbing trends: 40% of Americans 
(and 65% of Republicans) polled said the next president should 
“speak bluntly even if critical of Islam as a whole”. Furthermore, 
about half of respondents in the Pew survey said “at least some US 
Muslims are anti-American”. In a previous Pew survey, 46% of 
Americans stated a sense that Islam is more likely than other 
religions to encourage violence.

Identifying terrorism with Islam plays into the Islamic State 
(ISIS) narrative that tries to convince aspiring jihadists that ISIS is 
defending Islam against the enmity of the West. It also paves the 
way for the persecution of Muslims because of their faith. Ironi-
cally, 59% of the US public in the Pew survey said they think US 
Muslims face “a lot of discrimination” and 76% said “discrimina-
tion against US Muslims is on the rise”. In February, hate crimes 
against mosques were reported in Connecticut and Florida.

Linking extremism to the faith of 1.6 billion people across the 
globe is dangerous and wrong. Terrorists and extremists are 
hijackers of Islam and its sects, not their representatives.

Many in the Muslim world today see the need for an arduous 
reform effort that makes sure their religion is better adapted to 
the requirements of modernity. But it is foolhardy to say that 
Islam encourages terrorism.

Muslims also have the right to be equal citizens of the countries 
they live in and not have their loyalty questioned because of their 
faith. Obama sent the right message when he told his Muslim 
audience at the Baltimore mosque: “You’re not Muslim or Ameri-
can. You’re Muslim and American.”

Blaming Islam for 
terror is unjustifiable

I
t is doubtful that a ceasefire 
can be imposed in Syria, 
particularly as Moscow 
seems to believe that any 
ceasefire should not include 
a halt to its bombardment of 

Aleppo and its environs. Russia is 
using the pretext of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to deny that it is an 
integral part of a war being 
waged on the Syrian people.
Amid talk of a vague “cessation of 
hostilities”, the question remains: 
What exactly is the objective of 
Russia’s military campaign in 
Syria?

With every day that passes, it 
becomes increasingly clear that 
this intervention is simply to 
defend Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in his war against the Syrian 
people, nothing more and nothing 
less. But what is Russian President 
Vladimir Putin willing to accept to 
step away from Assad?

The Russian campaign has 
forced opposition forces into 
retreat on more than one 
front, cutting supply lines and 
displacing tens of thousands 
of ordinary Syrians. Putin has 
always preferred to take the 
offensive, this is a policy that has 
worked for him and he has never 
encountered anybody who has 
successfully stood up to him. This 
is something he pursued from the 
very beginning during the second 
Chechen war in 1999-2000. The 
Russian siege of Grozny brought 
about destruction and devastation 
on a scale that had not been seen 
since World War II.

Putin built his career on the fact 
that nobody is prepared to stand 
up to him. That was clear from 
Russia’s actions towards Georgia 
in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 
in Syria today. It is clear to Putin 
that the Europeans do not want a 
confrontation with Russia and that 
US President Barack Obama has 
no stomach to go beyond rhetoric, 
leaving him free to run the board.

After Ukraine, Europe and the 
Americans contented themselves 

with imposing sanctions 
on Russia but these have 
not stopped Putin from 
getting involved in Syria 
and using the situation 
there as a powerful 
bargaining chip with the 
West.

Assad’s continued 
presence is the bargaining 
chip that Putin currently 
holds. Is there anybody 
who is willing to pay the 

price demanded by the Russian 
president for this? It is clear 
that the Assad regime could not 

survive without the support 
of Moscow but sooner or later, 
Putin will realise that Syria is no 
Chechnya and that what worked in 
one situation will not necessarily 
work in another.

Putin has justified his Syrian 
adventure to the Russian people 
by saying it would not cost the 
taxpayers money, framing the 
military campaign as a training 
exercise for Russian forces.

To return to the question: Is 
anyone willing to pay the price 
required by Putin? It is difficult 
to imagine that anyone will be 
willing, particularly as in the 
long run, time is running against 
Putin and Russia, whose fragile 
economy is dependent on oil and 
gas.

At the moment, the price of the 
war is being paid by the Syrian 
people, who find themselves 
at the heart of events with the 
entire world seemingly conspiring 
against them. Russia cannot 
now easily extract itself from 
this situation, nor can Iran or 
Hezbollah. As for the United 
States, it has failed to go all in 
and is instead watching the 
destruction of Syria pass it by.

So, how long will it take until the 
Russian economy is in such dire 
straits that Putin must reconsider 
his position and negotiate, 
seriously, over the future of Assad 
and Syria?

Amid declining oil prices, the 
announcement of an agreement 
between Russia and Saudi Arabia 
to freeze oil production — albeit 
at near record levels — could be a 
powerful indication of changes 
to come. Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is to visit 
Moscow in March, perhaps 
indicating movement on this issue 
as Riyadh looks to stabilise the 
price of oil while protecting its 
market share.

Is this the first step to Putin 
reassessing his priorities in 
Syria and taking a second look, 
finally, at what he wants from this 
military intervention?

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.

Paying Putin’s price 
in Syria

Khairallah Khairallah

Assad’s continued 
presence is the 
bargaining chip that 
Putin currently 
holds.

Sooner or later, 
Putin will realise 
that Syria is no 
Chechnya.
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W
hen a day 
celebrating the 
notions of love 
and affection is 
decreed a crime 
there has to be 

something critically and funda-
mentally wrong with that society, 
or rather with the leadership of a 
society, that feels threatened by 
potential displays of affection 
among its citizens.

February 14th is recognised 
around the world as Valentine’s 
day, when lovers express their 
feelings, traditionally by offer-
ing flowers, typically red roses or 
chocolates and sometimes accom-
panied by a card.

In the Middle East, Valentine’s 
day is celebrated in some countries 
more so than others.

Despite the wars that have 
ravaged Iraq and the one that 
continues to plague Syria, Iraqis 
and Syrians were reported to be 
celebrating, along with many oth-
ers in the Arab world, even if there 
were more visible signs of Valen-
tine’s day in the reputedly more 
Westernised Arab countries, such 
as Tunisia and Lebanon.

In replying to criticism from 
some in the region that the holiday 
celebrates the memory of a Chris-
tian martyr, the celebration offers 
a positive development in many 
aspects.

In a way the celebration con-
stitutes a rejection both of Iran’s 
anti-Western narrative as well as 
the Salafist discourse. Ultra-ortho-
dox preachers have been telling 
worshippers in the region that 

Valentine’s day is haram 
(sinful). Young Muslims 
went out nonetheless and 
celebrated by showing 
affection for a loved one, 
as tradition dictates.

This is a very telling 
sign that, in spite of all 
of their efforts, radicals 
have failed to impose 
their grip on society. They 
simply do not have the 
grip they wish to impose. 

The celebration of Valentine’s day 
denotes an acceptance by the new 
generations in the Arab world of 

cultural globalisation. The West is 
not always demonised. Its mores 
are celebrated and can serve as 
bridges between the Middle East 
and the West.

The celebration of love is much 
needed as a healthy outward 
expression of affection in a region 
where such expressions have been 
repressed and where violence and 
hate are given preference over love 
and affection.

Iran’s ruling mullahs feel 
threatened by such display of 
Westernised behaviour and said 
they would crack down on Valen-
tine’s day celebrations and shops 
engaging in them would be guilty 
of a crime.

Iranian news outlets reported 
a police directive warning retail-
ers against promoting “deca-
dent Western culture through 
Valentine’s day rituals”. Police 
informed Tehran’s coffee and ice 
cream shops trade union to avoid 

gatherings in which boys and girls 
exchange Valentine’s day gifts.

The annual February 14th hom-
age to romance has become popu-
lar in recent years in Iran and other 
Middle Eastern countries.

The backlash in the Islamic 
Republic is supposedly part of a 
drive against the spread of Western 
culture, which Iranians avidly cel-
ebrate when police are not looking. 
Saudi Arabia has also sought to 
stamp out Valentine’s day but it is 
celebrated widely in nearby places 
such as Dubai.

Although the holiday is named 
for an early Christian martyr, dat-
ing to the days when Rome was the 
predominant power, February 14th 
has transcended all religious con-
notation, becoming the day — par 
excellence — when romance is cel-
ebrated. In recent years, pushed by 
commercial motives, the day has 
come to be celebrated in China and 
many Muslim countries as well.

In the United States, for exam-
ple, red roses bought any other 
time of the year sell for about $10-
$12 a dozen. Come Valentine’s day 
those same 12 roses suddenly cost 
$30-$45. This may reflect certain 
greed on the part of the vendors 
but that is the rule of supply and 
demand. It is pure capitalism in its 
basic element.

Radical admonitions against the 
display of affection are hypocriti-
cal. They run against the grain of 
Arab and Islamic cultures and their 
deep traditions of romantic poetry 
and celebration of love.

It is not because hate and vindic-
tiveness seem to have the upper 
hand in today’s Middle East that 
love will not prevail. After all, it 
has genuine social and cultural 
roots in the region.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow 
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.

Who is afraid of love?

Claude Salhani

Francis Ghilès

Iran’s ruling mullahs 
feel threatened by 
such display of 
Westernised 
behaviour.

People shop for Valentine’s day gifts in al-Qaimaryeh street, in old Damascus.

Europe and the Middle East are not
condemned to fight

F 

rom Pax Romana to the 
universal Islamic 
caliphate, from Pax 
Britannica to Pax 
Americana: It is a 
constant feature of 

great powers throughout history 
to believe that their greatness 
entitles them, if not creates a 
duty, to impose their ways and 
beliefs on others.

None, however, succeeded in 
imprinting their DNA upon those 
they subjugated. This was and is 
the lesson of history but we still 
refuse to learn it.

The broader Middle East only 
became of direct concern to the 
West as the Ottoman empire 
declined and the demand for oil 
exploded. 

The West grasped it, exploited 
it and blew it. From North Africa 
to Afghanistan, people know from 
bitter experience that when they 
have trusted us, we — the French 

and the British till the 
1950s, the United States 
thereafter — have too of-
ten betrayed that trust.

There is something deep 
within the Western psyche 
that mistrusts Islam and 
Islamic nations. Alexis de 
Tocqueville and Karl Marx 
shared such views. The 
former was lucid but ex-
plained that France must 
project its power in Africa 

to regain international prestige 
lost in the collapse of Napoleon’s 
empire.

The broader Middle East was 
thus set to become the stage upon 
which European fantasies would 
play out until the disastrous 1956 
Suez campaign destroyed French 
and British influence in the region.

Arguably, the most single failure 
of Western policy in the late 20th 
century has been our reluctance to 
criticise Israel when that coun-
try’s behaviour merited it. That 
is central to the local perception 
of Western foreign policy in the 
Middle East.

The West loves to lecture the 
region on democracy, human 
rights and the rule of law only to 
discard such lofty principles when 
the shoe does not fit. When it sells 
chemical weapons to Iraq in the 
1980s and uses drones, it shows 
utter contempt for Arab lives.

Twenty-five years ago, Opera-
tion Desert Storm successfully 
evicted Iraqi occupying forces 
from Kuwait. The US-led coalition 
was large, comprised many Arab 
countries and mandated by the 
United Nations. It was legitimate 
but only effective in the short 
term because it allowed Saddam 
Hussein to turn on the Shias and 
denied the Iraqi people the oppor-
tunity to overthrow the dictator.

Fifteen years ago, the US-led op-
eration in Afghanistan was legally 
legitimate but not effective. 

The United States and the 
United Kingdom were justified in 
removing the Taliban from power 
but what happened in the 14 
years that followed defies rational 

explanation.
In 2003, the US-British invasion 

of Iraq failed on all counts. It was 
premised on a lie and badly dam-
aged transatlantic relations. Iraq’s 
army, civil service and oil industry 
were destroyed. 

Handing power to the repressed 
Shias turned out to be disastrous. 
The regional consequences have 
been catastrophic.

In 2011, the West “stayed 
until the job was done” in Libya 
without defining what the job 
was. Our intervention was legal 
but the authority of NATO, which 
backed it, was not and it was il-
legal to support regime change. 
This severely undermined NATO’s 
constitutional credibility and was 
the beginning of the continuing 
signing up to alternative govern-
ments that have no credibility or 
durability. This made the West 
look foolish.

In Bahrain and in Yemen, we are 
backing the Saudis against Shias. 
We know that Sunni Saudi Arabia 
is the spiritual, if not the actual, 
home of Wahhabi extremism but 
wring our hands and say there is 
nothing we can do about it. The 
intensely sectarian civil war into 
which the region has descended 
will be long-lasting.

The bitter stalemated Israeli-
Palestine dispute has lost none of 
its power to inspire hatred but has 
been joined by other conflicts of 
equal or greater intensity. Western 
involvement will invite reaction 
from either or both sides of this 

civil war, reaction on the ground 
but also reactions within the 
Muslim communities in various 
European countries.

For better or worse, the states 
of the region have seized control 
of their own destiny. Tolerance 
is almost everywhere in retreat. 
Passionate divisions favour ex-
tremism and the continuation of 
conflict.

One of the first lessons that Eu-
ropean leaders must learn is that 
you do not have to go to war to be 
a great leader. The recent agree-
ment between the West and Iran of-
fers a glimmer of hope. It is worth 
recalling the Chinese classic the 
Romance of the Three Kingdoms, 
which opens with these words: 
“Empires wax and wane; states 
cleave asunder and coalesce”.

The United States and Europe 
are implicated in many of the cur-
rent conflicts but in none of them 
do they play a decisive role. More 
than the United States, Europe 
must be mindful of the unin-
tended consequences for its own 
security of intervening in southern 
rim Mediterranean countries. It is 
already bearing the consequences 
of the conflicts in the region 
because of the mass migration to 
our shores of refugees fleeing war 
or their iniquitous states. Europe 
and the Middle East are not con-
demned to fight.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

There is something 
deep within the 
Western psyche that 
mistrusts Islam and 
Islamic nations.
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I 

n an effort to meet the ever-
growing challenges in the re-
gion, the United Arab Emirates 
installed in a leaner, younger, 
outwardly more progressive 

government, including new minis-
terial positions designed to nurture 
happiness and tolerance.

“Our ambitions are limitless and 
the UAE has high expectations from 
you. We see you as trustworthy and 
hope that the UAE and its citizens 
will always remain your top prior-
ity,” Dubai ruler Sheikh Moham-
med bin Rashid al-Maktoum said 
after the February 14th swearing-in 
ceremony.

“We seek to achieve major devel-
opmental leaps in all vital sectors 
of our country in line with its lead-
ing position on the global level.”

Using his preferred method of 
communicating with his people, 
Sheikh Mohammed took to Twitter 

against the backdrop of the fourth 
World Government Summit to an-
nounce the biggest government 
restructuring in the UAE’s 44-year 
history.

In a series of tweets during the 
two-day event, Sheikh Mohammed 
revealed that the UAE’s presidency 
had approved a government plan 
to reduce the number of the coun-
try’s ministries while outsourcing 
some government services to the 
private sector, an effort to stream-
line institutions and attract more 
foreign investment, according to 
observers.

“We will have a road map to out-
source most government services 
to the private sector... The new 
government will have a smaller 
number of ministries and more 

ministers to deal with national and 
strategic issues,” Sheikh Moham-
med, who is the UAE’s vice-pres-
ident, said on his official Twitter 
account.

Among the government down-
sizing plans, the ministries of 
Education and Higher Education 
will be merged into a single min-
istry for the purpose of overseeing 
the country’s education strategy 
— from nurseries to postgraduate 
courses.

The Labour Ministry will become 
the Ministry of Human Resources 
and Emiratisation, and the Culture 
Ministry has been expanded to in-
clude knowledge development, 
while the National Council of Tour-
ism and Antiquities will be under 
the Economy Ministry.

Sheikh Mohammed also said 
the UAE’s Cabinet Affairs Ministry 
would be in charge of devising fu-
ture strategies to prepare the coun-
try for the post-oil era. The UAE has 
the most diverse economy in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).

Another high-profile appoint-

ment was the naming of Major-
General Sheikh Khalid bin Mo-
hamed bin Zayed al-Nahyan as 
chairman of the country’s intelli-
gence agency. 

Sheikh Khalid is the son of Abu 
Dhabi’s Crown Prince Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, 
who is expected to be the next 
president of the seven-state emir-
ates federation.

The announcement that generat-
ed the most attention was the crea-
tion of a Minister of State for Hap-
piness, who would be tasked with 
pushing policy “to create social 
good and satisfaction.” The Dubai 
ruler revealed the new ministerial 
position would be held by Ohood 
bint Khalfan al-Roumi, who will 
also continue as director-general 

of the prime minister’s office. The 
UAE ranked 20th in the 2015 World 
Happiness Report.

Veteran Emirati policymaker 
Sheikha Lubna al-Qasimi will also 
head the newly established Min-
istry of Tolerance, which accord-
ing to Sheikh Mohammed will be 
tasked with promoting tolerance 
“as a fundamental value in UAE so-
ciety”.

The new government includes 
eight new ministers, five of whom 
are women. The average age of the 
new ministers is 38 years with the 
youngest being Oxford University 
graduate Shamma al-Mazrui, 22, 
who was named minister of State 
for Youth Affairs.

A number of officials kept their 
jobs in the new cabinet, including 
the ministers of Interior and For-
eign Affairs.

The UAE has avoided the turmoil 
that has swept much of the region 
in recent years, attracting millions 
of tourists and foreign workers 
while focusing on trade, energy 
and financial services.

UAE reveals leaner, younger government

The Arab Weekly staff

Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, crown prince of Abu Dhabi, bottom row eighth left, and Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai, bottom row 
seventh left, pose for a photo during the swearing-in ceremony for ministers in Abu Dhabi.

“We will have a road 
map to outsource 
most government 
services to the 
private sector.”

“Our ambitions are 
limitless and the 
UAE has high 
expectations from 
you.”

London

A 

s with all Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) 
members, falling oil 
prices have caught up 
with oil-rich Qatar, forc-

ing the tiny, but influential, Gulf 
state to radically curtail expendi-
tures in 2016 after announcing an 
expected budget deficit of more 
than $12 billion for the year. It 
would be Qatar’s first budget defi-
cit in 15 years.

Revenues for 2016 are forecast 
to reach $42.8 billion, down sub-
stantially from 2015 revenues of 
approximately $62 billion, the 
government said. Government 
spending is expected to total $55.6 
billion, with a deficit projected at 
$12.8 billion. However, these fig-
ures are based on oil prices of $48 
a barrel and not at the current $33 
a barrel.

As a consequence, at a January 
27th cabinet meeting, Qatar’s Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani 
tried to set the country at ease, em-
phasising that there was no need 
to panic in light of low oil prices. 
He pushed, however, for more di-
versification of Qatar’s economy 
while acknowledging the current 
situation was a national challenge.

“Your responsibility in light of 
the falling oil prices is bigger but 
serving the citizens and their life-

style should not be affected by this 
situation,” Sheikh Tamim told cab-
inet ministers.

The decision to reassess its 
budget and spending is a stark 
contrast to Qatar’s attitude less 
than five months ago, when Doha 
vowed to continue government-
funded economic development 
projects and pledged not to cut 
subsidies for fuel and food despite 
low oil prices.

Doha actually started cutting 
costs in 2013 after Sheikh Tamim 
succeeded his father as emir. How-
ever, at that point the motivations 

were not falling oil prices, which 
were robust, but the completion 
of infrastructure for the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup.

According to the Financial 
Times, the majority of cuts tar-
geted by the government in Qatar 
mostly affect cultural, educational 
and health plans and pet projects 
launched and led by the emir’s 
mother, Sheikha Moza bint Nasser 
al-Missned.

Qatar’s bid for hosting the World 
Cup has been mired in controversy 
due to a bribery scandal involving 
FIFA officials. The cost of projects 

related to the event is proving to be 
a challenge because of the regional 
economic circumstances, particu-
larly since Qatar’s construction 
costs are the highest in the GCC, 
experts said.

Consulting firm Deloitte esti-
mated costs of $200 billion for Qa-
tar to host the tournament, a much 
larger investment than South Af-
rica’s $4 billion in 2010 and Bra-
zil’s $15 billion in 2014. Russia has 
budgeted $6.8 billion for the 2018 
World Cup.

Moreover, the Doha government 
has asked banks to provide a $5.5 
billion loan to help reduce domes-
tic borrowing as the government 
continues to finance projects asso-
ciated with the World Cup.

One of the most visible casual-
ties of Qatar’s economic situation 
is the US offshoot of its Al Jazeera 
news channel, which announced 
it would end operations on April 
30th, cutting 700 jobs. The net-
work launched three years ago 
when oil prices were about $100 a 
barrel.

Al Jazeera America failed to 
resonate with viewers, attracting a 
daily average prime time audience 
of 34,000 in 2015, a dismal figure 
when compared to cable news 
leader Fox News Channel, which 
averaged 1.72 million prime time 
viewers in the same period.

Al Jazeera America’s representa-
tives blamed the operation’s clo-
sure on the US economy, claiming, 
“the Al Jazeera America business 

model is simply not sustainable in 
light of the economic challenges in 
the US media marketplace”.

It is not all gloom for Qatar’s 
economy, however, according to 
one of its top bankers. “We have 
an economy that is very well man-
ageable. The size of our popula-
tion is to our advantage. We also 
have huge natural resources, re-
serves and investments. The cur-
rent global economic slowdown 
is going to be challenging, but it is 
not going to upset our economic 
plans,” said Abdulbasit al-Shaibei, 

Qatar International Investment 
Bank chief executive officer.

Doha’s long-term options are on 
par with the rest of the GCC with 
regards to the need to diversify its 
economy beyond dependence on 
petrodollars, something the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) 
believes Qatar is well on its way to 
achieving.

IMF Managing Director Christine 
Lagarde said during a visit to Doha 
in November that “there have been 
solid and strong policy measures 
to diversify the economy”, de-
scribing current economic circum-
stances as a “wake-up call”.

Qatar feels economic pinch
The Arab Weekly staff

File picture shows a general view of an oil refinery in Qatar.

The Doha 
government has 
asked banks to 
provide a $5.5 billion 
loan to help reduce 
domestic borrowing.
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W 

hen Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II visits 
the White House 
on February 24th, 
US President 

Barack Obama will hear several 
requests, primarily a plea to con-
tinue pounding Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants and to push harder for a 
solution to the Syrian crisis.

Equally important, Abdullah will 
seek additional US financial aid to 
support Jordanian programmes 
for hosting 1.6 million Syrian and 
Iraqi refugees and to solidify the 
cash-strapped country’s finances, 
dampened by spending on the ref-
ugees, a growing foreign debt and 
a record deficit.

A restart of Palestinian-Israeli 
peace talks, which stalled years 
ago with no sign they will soon re-
sume, will also figure high on the 
Jordanian agenda of talks, accord-
ing to a statement by the Royal 
Hashemite Court.

But Jordanian analyst Moham-
mad Abu-Rumman said the refu-
gees are Jordan’s top priority.

“Jordan’s strategy of deal-
ing with the Syrian refugees has 
changed,” he said. “Today, there’s 
a conviction by the decision-mak-
ers, based on international studies, 
that Jordan’s previous stance that 
the refugees are only here tempo-
rarily and they will soon return 
home was a big mistake.

“From previous global experi-
ences, the average stay of a refugee 
in a host country is 17 years and 

eventually only half of them end 
up returning home.

“Therefore, we’re now talking 
about absorbing, not settling, the 
refugees.”

That situation demands long-
term strategies and programmes to 
incorporate the refugees into the 
labour market, he said.

As a first step, Abu-Rumman 
suggested, Jordan must create job 
opportunities for the newcomers, 
which require new investment and 
assistance from the international 
community.

Jordan, situated in a precarious 
corner of the volatile Middle East, 
feels squeezed by hotspots Israel 
and the Palestinian territories to 
its West, Iraq to its east and Syria 
to its north.

An influx of 1.3 million Syrian 
refugees — half of them under the 
aegis of the UN refugee agency and 
the rest living off state funds and 
services — and more than 300,000 
Iraqis have strained Jordan’s mea-
gre resources and exhausted its 
health care and education services. 
Jordan says it has spent more than 
$6.6 billion on Syrian refugees.

Jordan’s energy costs hit unprec-
edented levels, eating up much of 
its foreign aid assistance, swell-
ing its international borrowing 
and increasing its budget deficit. 
Additionally, more is being spent 
on border control. Special radar 
equipment has been installed and 
more Jordanian patrols were de-
ployed to ensure that violence in 
Iraq and Syria would not expand 
across the borders and militants 
could not cross into Jordan.

Mounting Palestinian violence 
in the West Bank, lately over what 
is seen as Israeli provocation at a 
sacred Muslim shrine in tradition-
ally Arab East Jerusalem, is also 
of concern to Jordan. About half 
of Jordan’s 6.6 million population 
includes Palestinian families and 
their descendants who fled or were 
driven out of their homes in the 
1948 and 1967 Middle East wars.

The pro-US kingdom, one of two 
Arab countries after Egypt to have 
a signed peace treaty with Israel, 

is an arch-enemy of ISIS and other 
militants. The kingdom is an ac-
tive member of two coalitions, led 
by the United States and Russia, 
pounding militant strongholds in 
Syria and Iraq.

Political commentator Fahd 
Kheitan said Abdullah’s talks with 
Obama will not be limited to Syr-
ian refugees. “He will discuss the 
situation in Syria and the military 
and security options available as 
well as international efforts to fight 
Daesh and US financial aid to Jor-
dan,” Kheitan said, using the Ara-
bic acronym for ISIS.

The United States is the largest 
aid donor to Jordan, contributing 
more than $1 billion annually to 
Amman.

At a conference on assisting Syr-
ian refugees and countries hosting 
them earlier in February, donor 
countries pledged more than $10 
billion in aid for three years start-
ing in 2016. Jordan said it was 
promised billions of dollars in cash 
and soft loans to create jobs for ref-
ugees. It said Europe promised to 
ease restrictions on imports from 
Jordan to encourage job creation 
for refugees.

Nevertheless, Jordan said it 
hoped that donors will make good 
on their promises.

The palace statement said Ab-
dullah’s talks with Obama are ex-
pected to “cover the strategic part-
nership between Jordan and the 
United States, especially in light 
of the kingdom’s important role in 
the region, including its generosity 
in hosting Syrian refugees”.

Abdullah and Obama will also 
“tackle global efforts to combat 
terrorism and extremism across 
the Middle East, Africa, and the 
world”, the statement said. It said 
both leaders would review the lat-
est developments on efforts to “re-
solve the Syrian conflict through 

the political process”.
Discussions on how to “end the 

Israeli-Palestinian impasse and ad-
vance prospects for a two-state so-
lution will also be on the meeting’s 
agenda”, the statement concluded.

Last year, Abdullah visited the 
United States where he met with 

senior administration officials and 
congressional leaders.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is the Levant section editor for 
The Arab Weekly and has covered 
the Middle East and North Africa 
for nearly three decades.

Jordan’s King Abdullah to meet with Obama
Jamal J. Halaby

A file picture shows US President Barack Obama (R), meeting with 
King Abdullah II of Jordan in the Oval Office of the White House in 
Washington, on February 3rd, 2015.

Abdullah will seek 
additional US 
financial aid to 
support Jordanian 
programmes for 
hosting 1.6 million 
Syrian and Iraqi 
refugees.

Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II visits the 
White House on 
February 24th.

Amman

T 

ough times lie ahead for 
the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Once Jordan’s largest po-
litical party and a fiery 
voice for reform, it has 

been discredited by the state and 
undermined by internal bickering.

Political, ideological and or-
ganisational schisms between the 
party’s hawks and doves, the hu-
miliating defeat of the parent party 
in Egypt and the failure of the Jor-
danian branch to find alternatives 
to the country’s political and eco-
nomic woes resulted in Jordan’s 
Muslim Brotherhood splitting into 
factions.

Traditionally, the Brotherhood 
had been loyal to Jordan’s Hashe-
mite dynasty despite policy differ-
ences, especially on relations with 
Israel. The group advocates Israel’s 
annihilation.

However, with the Brotherhood’s 
rise to power in Egypt in 2011, the 
Jordanian branch shifted positions, 
publicly criticising the government 
and daring to call for diminishing 
the king’s absolute power under 
the constitution.

The group’s popularity eroded 
due to public revulsion at crimes 
committed by fanatic Islamists, 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front in 
Iraq and Syria.

But what was particularly nig-
gling to many was the ambivalent 
Brotherhood reaction to the killing 
of a Jordanian Air Force lieutenant 
who was burned alive in a cage by 
ISIS militants in January 2015, days 

after his plane was downed over 
Syria.

Jordan’s pro-US government has 
been on the lookout for the fallout 
from the Brotherhood’s gradual 
disintegration, such as some of its 
younger members, frustrated by 
the lack of job opportunities, form-
ing more militant underground 
cells or joining ISIS.

Before its recent troubles, the 
Brotherhood was battered by its 
long-time organisational link to 
the Palestinian Hamas, which took 
over the Gaza Strip from the Jor-
dan-backed moderate Palestinian 
Authority in 2007.

Jordan banned Hamas and exiled 
its leaders in 1999 on grounds that 
the group used Jordanian territory 
for unspecified “illicit” activities, 
including stirring the Brotherhood 
to disrupt Jordan’s 1994 peace trea-

ty with Israel — one of the pillars of 
much-needed US aid to the cash-
strapped Arab kingdom.

Many Jordanians within the 
Brotherhood were also largely op-
posed to the proximity with Hamas 
in view of a local demographic con-
cern that hard-line Israeli politi-
cians would insist on moving the 
remaining Palestinians in the West 
Bank to Jordan.

The kingdom is home to 2.1 mil-
lion Palestinians and their descend-
ants — the largest Palestinian popu-
lation outside the West Bank — who 
fled or were forcibly removed from 
their West Bank homes in the 1967 
Arab-Israeli war. An influx of more 
Palestinians would make Jordani-
ans a minority in their own coun-
try.

“The shift towards Hamas raised 
questions about the Brotherhood’s 

priorities and agenda, creating 
another internal rift,” said politi-
cal analyst Oraib al-Rantawi, who 
heads the Amman-based al-Quds 
Centre for Political Studies. “The 
Brotherhood was clearly torn be-
tween focusing on Jordanian or 
Palestinian matters.”.

Jordan’s Brotherhood began to 
splinter in 2012, a year after the 
“Arab spring” revolutions, which 
have taken a heavy toll on Islam-
ist groups across the Middle East. 
That year, Rheil Gharaibeh, a 
leader of the Islamic Action Front 
(IAF), the Brotherhood’s political 
arm, established the Jordanian Ini-
tiative for Building, what he called 
Zamzam.

The plan was praised in many 
circles as a viable reform but the 
Brotherhood’s leadership react-
ed by expelling Gharaibeh and a 
handful of other top leaders, who 
are now vying to create a political 
party.

The Brotherhood, which thrived 
over the years by calling for sweep-
ing political, economic and social 
reforms, suffered another setback 
when prominent dove and former 
movement head Abdul Majeed Th-
neibat broke away to establish the 
Muslim Brotherhood Society.

Exploiting the rift, the govern-
ment licensed the society in March 
2015 and transferred the Brother-
hood’s assets to the splinter fac-

tion, indirectly declaring it the 
country’s authorised Brotherhood, 
moves that infuriated the group’s 
old guard.

“The way the society was en-
couraged, approved and promoted 
showed the Muslim Brotherhood 
was being targeted,” observed 
Brotherhood spokesman Muath al-
Khawaldeh. “Transferring the as-
sets to the society was illegal and 
unconstitutional. It set a danger-
ous precedent.”

Society leader Ibrahim Abu al-
Ezz rejected the accusations, say-
ing: “We’re not targeting anyone 
and we highly respect our Islamist 
brothers. We have simply legalised 
the Brotherhood’s status and we 
will continue to serve Islam and 
Jordan.”

In a more recent blow, 400 IAF 
leaders quit the party in December 
over policy “differences”, Khawal-
deh said. He said the resignations 
were rejected and reconciliation ef-
forts were under way.

Although Khawaldeh down-
played the issue, some observers 
said veterans among those who 
quit, dubbed the “Group of El-
ders”, might form a separate politi-
cal party, further complicating the 
situation for the Brotherhood.

Hassan Abu Hanieh, a Jordan-
based expert on Islamist groups, 
said the Brotherhood was facing its 
“most dangerous crisis”.

“The Brotherhood as we know 
has changed, and more divisions 
are expected in the future, deeply 
impacting the group,” he said.

Ahmad Khatib, a Jordan-based 
journalist, has written for Western 
media outlets on the Middle East 
and North Africa for two decades.

Unending crises undermine Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood
Ahmad Khatib

A 2015 file picture shows a Jordanian demonstrator carrying the 
national f lag during a rally by the Muslim Brotherhood, in Amman.

The Brotherhood 
was battered by its 
long-time 
organisational link 
to the Palestinian 
Hamas.
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Ramadi

S 

treet scenes in the liberat-
ed districts of Ramadi look 
horrific. It is a ghost town 
littered with debris and 
smashed concrete with de-

stroyed vehicles and burned shop-
fronts. Stray cats nibbled on human 
bodies. Army units were on guard 
as bomb squads hastened to clear 
homes and streets of explosives.

The city and its suburbs, the capi-
tal of the vast Anbar province, is in 
ruins and chaos. The area, which 
witnessed the humiliating defeat 
of Iraq’s army at the hands of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in May 2015, was 
mainly seized back after a gruelling 
offensive backed by 600 US-led co-
alition air strikes in December.

Ramadi is significant because it is 
an hour’s drive west of Baghdad, the 
seat of power for Iraq’s Shia-domi-
nated government. The province’s 2 
million inhabitants are mostly Arab 
tribesmen of the rival Sunni minori-
ty, one of the largest concentrations 
of Sunnis in the country.

Some tribes in Anbar sided with 
ISIS to take revenge against Iraqi 
governments that ostracised the 
Sunnis on grounds they were affili-
ated with insurgents from the dis-
banded Arab Ba’ath Socialist Party 
under the regime of Iraqi dictator 
Saddam Hussein.

Ramadi’s liberation was won at 
the cost of the extensive damage 
which characterises operations 
against ISIS militants who rig hous-
es with explosives in the face of 
looming offensives.

Much of the city of Sinjar, the 
ancestral homeland of the Yazidi 
minority, was flattened during an 

anti-ISIS campaign in November 
2015 led by the Kurdish peshmerga 
forces and backed by coalition air 
strikes.

Iraqi forces are likely next to set 
their eyes on Falluja, an ISIS-held 
city in Anbar east of Ramadi. Fal-
luja’s recapture is crucial to cut 
supply lines from Syria into Iraq, 
primarily to Mosul, Iraq’s second 
largest city in the north under ISIS 
control.

In an army-escorted tour of Ram-
adi arranged for The Arab Weekly, 
Major-General Sami al-Aredhi, 
commander of the 3rd Division 
of Iraq’s elite Counter-Terrorism 
Forces (CTF), better known as the 
Golden Brigade, said it was not yet 
decided if Falluja or Mosul would 
be next.

Iraq is deploying thousands of 
soldiers south-east of Mosul for 
operations aimed at cutting supply 
lines linking it with areas further 
south, which will set the stage for 
direct efforts to retake the city.

The battle over Ramadi began De-
cember 22nd and ended eight days 
later with the recapture of 95% of 
the city. In early February, the army 
announced that all of Ramadi, in-
cluding its city centre and suburbs, 
was rid of all pockets of resistance 
by ISIS militants.

Aredhi spoke of “horrors” in the 
battle to seize Ramadi from ISIS. 
He told The Arab Weekly that CTF 
evacuated 3,922 civilians from 
Ramadi’s city centre before launch-
ing the massive operation to liber-
ate the area.

“The operation went slowly to 
protect civilians trapped inside and 
used as human shields by ISIS,” 
Aredhi said. “We stopped (the bat-
tles) at times to help the civilians, 

or as a tactic to free them from ISIS.
“The retreating militants de-

stroyed houses, demolished bridg-
es, public buildings and the main 
university here before they fled.”

He pointed out that Iraqi forces 
seized Ramadi’s general hospital, 
trapping ISIS fighters inside.

“We refrained from attacking 
the building but ISIS militants set 
explosives to the first floor as they 
escaped,” he said.

In the streets of Ramadi, scenes 
were excruciating. The city was de-
serted of inhabitants. Houses were 
damaged or destroyed.  Palm trees 
that once decorated the streets 
were burned, as were cars, trucks 
and other vehicles. Piles of rubble 
were everywhere.

Signs warned of landmines and 
some booby-trapped buildings bore 
the letter “X”, signalling to bomb 
squads the locations where explo-
sives needed to be defused.

Big, stray cats were everywhere. 
Hussein, a CTF agent, played a vid-
eo clip on his cell phone showing 
cats eating dead bodies in Ramadi.

In Baghdad, Iraqi Defence Min-
ister Khaled al-Obeidi said 80% of 
Ramadi was destroyed, either by 
ISIS or during battles to recapture 
it. He said ISIS set off at least 56 
huge explosions across the city dur-
ing the battles.

Obeidi said the Iraqi Army killed 
at least 813 ISIS fighters.

Iraqi Education Minister Mo-
hammed Iqbal said 260 schools in 
Ramadi were destroyed. “We need 
at least $500 million to rebuild the 
schools,” Iqbal said.

Anbar’s provincial council esti-
mated that $4 billion was needed to 
rehabilitate Ramadi.

Despite the destruction, some of 
Ramadi’s residents said they were 
eager to return home.

Zuhair al-Qaissi, a PhD student 
and teacher in the University of 
Anbar who lives in Baghdad, said 
he hoped to go back “as soon as the 
security situation allows”.

Reflecting on some of Anbar 

tribes’ alliance with ISIS, Qaissi said 
it was “unfortunate that we, the 
people of Anbar, once trusted those 
who called themselves the revolu-
tionaries and the men of religion”.

Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad, 
has been covering Iraqi affairs for 
three decades.

Horrific scenes in the streets of Ramadi

Debris litters the streets of Ramadi’s city centre, which was 
recaptured in an Iraqi Army offensive in December 2015.

Nermeen Mufti

(Exclusive photo by Nermeen Mufti)

Iraqi Education 
Minister Mohammed 
Iqbal said 260 
schools in Ramadi 
were destroyed.

“The retreating 
militants destroyed 
houses, demolished 
bridges, public 
buildings and the 
main university.”

It is a ghost town 
littered with debris 
and smashed 
concrete with 
destroyed vehicles 
and burned 
shopfronts.

Baghdad

C 

oncerned over the safety 
of his family, Abu Ahmed 
fled his Iraqi home town 
of Muqdadiya hours af-
ter Shia militias launched 

reprisal attacks against his Sunni 
community following explosions 
that killed scores of people at a café 
in a predominantly Shia district.

Security forces did not provide 
protection to stop the rampage by 
powerful Iran-backed Shia militias, 
widely known as al-Hashd al-Shaa-
bi, Arabic for Popular Mobilisation 
Forces, which acts as a state within 
a state.

With absolute loyalty to Iran, 
they are funded, trained and 
equipped by Tehran. They have 
their own units, vehicles, leaders 
and uniforms. They set up road-
blocks, separate from those of the 
army and police, to control neigh-
bourhoods. When they arrive in 
troubled areas, police show up only 
after they leave.

The Muqdadiya rampage started 
on the evening of January 11th with 
the abduction and killing of several 
Sunni men. Sunni mosques were 
torched in the city, 80km north-
east of Baghdad, in Diyala gover-
norate.

The next day, Abu Ahmed, 45, 
drove his eight-member family out 
of town after spotting Shia mili-
tiamen near his house. They were 
stopping cars and checking identi-
fication, clearly to identify Sunnis.

“Although police were called for 
help, none showed up as the mi-
litias burned more mosques and 
killed more men. Most were picked 

from their homes,” Abu Ahmed 
said, speaking to The Arab Week-
ly by telephone from a relative’s 
house in the remote village he fled 
to.

Abu Ahmed said most of those 
killed were chosen by name, not 
killed at random in the street, 
which indicates they were target-
ed. “The militias are being used by 
some Shia politicians to settle old 
scores with the Sunni community,” 
he said.

The head of the Sunni Endow-
ment, cleric: Abdul-Latif al-Hi-
maim, said Shia militias were no 
different from Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants. “Both groups are terror-
ising and killing innocent people,” 
he insisted.

Several Sunni lawmakers reached 

by The Arab Weekly in Baghdad 
declined to comment on acts com-
mitted by Shia militias — a sign that 
few politicians dare to speak out re-
garding the heavily armed groups 
whose duty is to ensure that Iraq’s 
Shia-dominated government con-
tinues to reign.

The London-based watchdog 
Amnesty International has accused 
Iraqi authorities of ignoring the 
revenge attacks by Shia fighters in 
Muqdadiya.

“Instead of holding Shia militias 
to account, the authorities have 
turned a blind eye to this shock-
ing rampage. In some cases, ab-
ductions and killings took place in 
full view of local authorities, who 
failed to intervene,” said James 
Lynch, deputy director of Amnesty 

International’s Middle East and 
North Africa Programme.

The Muqdadiya killings and ar-
sons are the latest sign of the weak-
ness of Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s government and Iran’s 
significant influence in Iraq. The 
militias rose to power after dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein was toppled in 
the US-led invasion of 2003.

Under Saddam, the country’s 
Shia majority — divided in alle-
giance to Iran or to its Arab roots — 
was completely sidelined. The rival 
Sunni minority had the final say in 
all matters, although the regime 
was largely secular, having been 
affiliated with the Arab Ba’ath So-
cialist Party.

Now, militias control almost eve-
rything in Iraq. Their presence is 
heavy at the Interior Ministry and 
in the intelligence service. Their 
men take the lead in the fight 
against ISIS, which captured more 
territory in Iraq as the Shia-led Ira-
qi Army capitulated in 2014.

Since then, militias have played 
a crucial role in recapturing ter-
ritory in central and western Iraq 
from ISIS, backing Iraq’s embattled 
military and police forces in several 
places.

The price for having such a pow-
erful force is high: Violations and 
crimes range from abductions for 
ransom to seizures of homes that 
belonged to the Christian minority.

Baghdad-based political analyst 
Bassim al-Sheikh said that despite 
their vital role in the war against 
ISIS, the militias represent a seri-
ous danger to the state.

“The militiamen are loyal to their 
groups, not to the state. Therefore, 
they are tools in the hands of politi-
cal groups to blackmail and make 
gains, even from the government,” 

Sheikh said.
“Militia leaders are even trying to 

become powerful in foreign affairs 
to shape Iraq’s foreign policy,”

Some militia leaders openly 
criticised the Iraqi government’s 
decision to allow the reopening 
of the embassy of Saudi Arabia, 
Iran’s regional foe. They vowed to 
resist plans to expand the US mili-
tary presence in Iraq, even if those 
plans were at the invitation of the 
Baghdad government.

Clearly, the process of taking a 
higher profile in the state has start-
ed. A few months ago, two pow-
erful Shia militia leaders — Hadi 
al-Amiri and Abu Mahdi al-Mu-
handis — complained in a meeting 
with Abadi about insufficient state 
funds allocated to the militias in 
the battle against ISIS.

Adding more pressure, some mi-
litia groups threatened to quit the 
fight or to escalate local tensions by 
cutting off highways linking Bagh-
dad with other cities.

Baghdad’s cash-strapped gov-
ernment quickly bowed. In early 
February, the cabinet decreed a 3% 
salary cut for all public servants, 
saying the funds will go to the army 
and the militias.

Muhanad al-Hussam, a 
pseudonym used for safety reason, 
is an Iraqi journalist who has 
covered Iraq for 17 years.

Iraqi government pressured by Iran-backed militias
Muhanad al-Hussam

A 2015 file photo shows Iraqi Shia fighters from the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces guarding a position on the northern outskirts 
of the city of Falluja.

Despite their vital 
role in the war 
against ISIS, the 
militias represent a 
serious danger to the 
state.
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Gaza City

A 

fter two days of reconcil-
iation talks, Palestinian 
factions Fatah and Ha-
mas remained as distant 
as ever, maintaining a 

rift that has weakened the Palestin-
ian negotiating position with Israel.

The early February talks, con-
ducted behind closed doors in 
Doha, culminated in a brief state-
ment that merely repeated pre-
vious demands. The statement, 
dubbed a “working paper”, said 
one of the main demands was to 
form a national unity government 
to replace a consensus government 
in place since June 2014.

Other demands included having 
presidential and legislative elec-
tions and convening the Palestin-
ian parliament-in-exile, which has 
been dormant for more than 20 
years, to vote on incorporating Ha-
mas into the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO), the umbrella 
group representing all Palestinian 
factions.

The working paper was vague 
and failed to provide specifics, an-
other indication that differences 
persist.

Jamil Mezher, a Gaza-based lead-
er of the Marxist Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine, said the 
working paper “is identical to the 
ones both sides reached before”.

“When they get to the details and 

the core issues, they get stuck and 
their working paper ends up being a 
failure,” Mezher said.

He offered an alternative: “Both 
must put all the outstanding issues 
on the table and have all factions 
attend to weigh in and proceed to-
wards a tangible agreement.”

The Fatah-Hamas stalemate 
could increase tensions in the West 
Bank where young Palestinians, 
frustrated with Israel’s occupation, 
closures of the West Bank and a 
lack of job opportunities, violently 
protested following rumours that 
Israel sought to take over a sacred 
Muslim shrine in Jerusalem.

Jewish settlements are also being 
beefed up in the West Bank, with Is-
rael taking advantage of a stalemate 
in peace talks. Israel, which regards 
Hamas a terrorist organisation, is 
assured of a weak Palestinian peace 
partner unable to even maintain a 
united front.

In Gaza, the absence of an agree-
ment with the PA is likely to main-
tain an Israeli siege in place since 
2007, which has isolated the Medi-
terranean enclave.

Political analyst Rajab Abu Ser-
reya, in a telephone interview from 
the West Bank city of Ramallah, 
said both Hamas and Fatah “are go-
ing through difficult times”.

“While the PA failed to achieve 
its goal of Palestinian statehood 
through negotiations with Israel 
and now faces the threat of being 
dissolved, Hamas is under block-
ade and this is increasing the hu-
manitarian crisis of the people in 
Gaza,” Abu Serreya said.

“The internal Palestinian front 
is also weak because the political 
partnership between them is ob-
structed.”

Gaza-based Hani al-Masri, head 
of the Palestinian Centre for Policy 
Research and Strategic Studies, 
said general elections were “unre-

alistic at this point, in view of the 
current divisions”.

Masri said the success of Pales-
tinian dialogue “should be based 
on a comprehensive package and a 
new vision”.

“The most appropriate is a road 
map for a solution, not to sign 
agreements,” Masri said. He said 
first a powerful unity government 
must be formed, followed by agree-
ment on the cabinet’s political pro-
gramme, strategies and priorities.

Once these conditions are estab-
lished, he added, “further steps 
can follow according to set timeta-
bles, then an agreement could be 
signed”.

Fatah controls the PA, which 
rules in the West Bank, while Ha-
mas wields power in the Gaza Strip. 
The two have been at loggerheads 
since Hamas won elections in the 
PA in 2006 and then violently took 
control of Gaza in 2007, driving the 
PA out.

Several Fatah-Hamas meetings 
have been held over the years and 
three agreements have been signed 
but none has led to change on the 
ground.

A Fatah official, who attended 
the Qatar meetings, said the gath-
ering was “not a complete failure” 
as both sides inched closer towards 
agreement on the Rafah border 

post, which links Gaza to Egypt.
“Hamas agreed in principle to 

hand over the outpost’s admin-
istration to the PA’s presidential 
guards, while the current Hamas 
employees would retain their jobs 
at the border post,” the official add-
ed.

A Hamas official reached by tel-
ephone in Qatar concurred. He 
said the matter will be debated in a 
meeting soon in Gaza.

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been covering the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28 
years.

Palestinian reconciliation remains elusive after talks
Saud Abu Ramadan

Elusive reconciliation. 2014 file picture shows senior Fatah official Azzam al-Ahmed (2nd L), senior 
Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh (3rd L) and senior Hamas leader Moussa Abu Marzouk (2nd R) celebrate 
after announcing a reconciliation agreement in Gaza.

The working paper 
was vague and failed 
to provide specifics, 
another indication 
that differences 
persist.

Gaza City

I 

srael has allowed the resump-
tion of exports from the Gaza 
Strip for the first time since 
2007, signalling a slight re-
laxation of its blockade of the 

enclave but it has also led to spec-
ulation that the Jewish state may 
be trying to incite Gaza’s popula-
tion against its Hamas rulers.

The resumed exports of straw-
berries, which began on January 
27th, reflects a small portion of 
Gaza’s economy, which has en-
dured four wars and been under a 
crippling Israeli siege since Hamas 
seized control of the area in June 
2007.

Observers said the measure 
pointed to an Israeli carrot-and-
stick policy towards Gaza to allow 
it to survive on the bare minimum 
Israel allows. Nevertheless, it 
sends a message to Gazans that Is-
rael is willing to become lenient if 
they turn against Hamas.

Economist Saad al-Thabet said 
the Israeli move “is meant to in-
cite the people of Gaza against 
Hamas”.

“It tells the people that the wars, 
the siege and the closures are 
meant against Hamas, not against 
them,” Thabet said. “It also proves 
that the siege has political, more 
than economic, implications.”

But, he pointed out, such moves 
could “backfire as the people may 
understand it as part of the humil-
iation they endure under occupa-
tion”.

Israeli wars on Gaza destroyed 
one-fifth of the region’s industrial 
infrastructure, killed or wounded 
thousands of people, displaced 
more than 100,000 and left 30% 

of households without access to 
potable water, according to the 
Hamas Trade Ministry.

Coupled with the siege that vir-
tually shut Gaza’s land, air and 
sea passages, banned its trade 
and stranded its population in 
territory squeezed between Is-
rael and Egypt, the wars caused 
gross domestic product (GDP) to 
contract. The Trade Ministry said 
GDP shrank 12% in 2013 and 15% 
in 2014.

Nearly 40% of Gaza’s popula-
tion is considered to be in poverty. 
Unemployment swelled to 52% in 
2015, the ministry said.

It also referred to a sharp con-
traction of the private sector that 
had relied primarily on export 
markets. Egyptian authorities 
cracked down on Gaza’s exten-
sive underground tunnel-based 
smuggling network in 2013, creat-

ing severe shortages in fuel, con-
struction material and consumer 
goods.

Tahseen al-Saqqa, head of the 
marketing department in Gaza’s 
Hamas-run Agricultural Ministry, 
said the first batch of exports — 
strawberries — went to the West 
Bank through Israel on January 
27th.

Under the Israeli permission, 
“ten tonnes of strawberries will 
continue to trickle across the Is-
raeli border bound for the West 
Bank every two days”, Saqqa said.

He said average monthly ex-
ports allowed total 150 tonnes, 
starting in January and ending 
when the strawberry seasons ends 
in March.

Saqqa said it was not immedi-
ately clear if the current exports 
were a one-time allowance or 
mark a gradual easing of the siege 
that would allow additional ex-
ports from Gaza after March.

Saqqa and Gaza farmers said 
Israel allowed them to export the 
strawberries elsewhere, such as 
to Europe, but shipping fees ate 
up their small profit margin and 
made the fruit less competitive.

“The most feasible and profit-
able [option] is exporting to the 
West Bank,” Saqqa added.

Mahmoud Khellayel, chairman 
of the Gaza-based association for 
growing flowers and strawberries, 
said strawberry exports to the 

West Bank were trucked overland 
across the Israeli-controlled com-
mercial crossing of Kerem Shalom 
on the border between Gaza and 
Israel.

“We hope that this positive step 
will be the first one towards con-
tinued strawberry export to the 
West Bank,” he said.

Ayman Subeih, a 45-year-old 
farmer who is exporting straw-
berries to the West Bank, said he 
hoped his trade will soon expand 
to neighbouring countries, such as 
Israel and Jordan.

“When we export our strawber-
ries to the West Bank and abroad, 
we improve our income and this 
certainly helps the broken econ-
omy in the Gaza Strip to recover,” 
said Subeih.

He said 1 kg of strawberries sold 
for 77 US cents in Gaza and almost 
double that in the West Bank.

Carrot-and-stick policy affects Gaza strawberry exports
Israel’s move might be aimed at easing siege, inciting people against Hamas
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza farmers adopt a new method of planting strawberries high 
above the ground.

Gaza farmer Ayman Subeih collects strawberries for exports to the 
West Bank.

Observers said the 
measure pointed to 
an Israeli 
carrot-and-stick 
policy towards Gaza.
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Syrian-Americans want their voices heard in 2016 race
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T 

he Syrian-American com-
munity and its activists 
hope to do their part in 
electing a US president 
who will help their coun-

try end its civil war and establish a 
political system based on democ-
racy, transparency and the rule of 
law.

Syria has become one of the US 
presidential campaign’s major is-
sues but not in the way many ac-
tivists were hoping it would be. 
The Syrian crisis was transformed 
by Donald Trump and some of his 
fellow Republican candidates into 
an anti-refugee issue and an anti-
Islamic State (ISIS) issue.

Lost in the rhetoric were the suf-
fering of the Syrian people and 
their yearning for freedom and a 
peaceful transfer of power.

When Trump and other candi-
dates used Syrian refugees as fuel 
for anti-immigrant rhetoric, the 
Syrian-American community found 

itself stuck between an administra-
tion that it believes has “lost hope” 
for Syria and Republican presiden-
tial campaigns that reduced Syrians 
to refugees and terrorists.

Kenan Rahmani, a Syrian activist, 
said, “Now we are moving beyond 
this administration, we are looking 
for the next administration.”

Mohammed Ghanem of the Syr-
ian American Council agreed. 
“We have low expectations of the 
Obama administration. There is a 
widespread dismay in the commu-
nity,” he said, adding that he did 
not foresee major changes in the 
policy of President Barack Obama’s 
administration towards Syria “bar-
ring a major event like a large-scale 
use of chemical weapons”.

The Syrian-American community 
was investing in the presidential 
campaigns to help shape the think-
ing of the US government, Rahmani 
said, explaining that its outreach to 
the presidential campaigns and to 
the Obama administration “are not 
mutually exclusive”.

The major Syrian-American or-
ganisations released a presidential 
campaign scorecard, assessing each 
candidate’s policy on Syria, based 
on whether the candidate supports 
protecting civilians from the As-
sad regime and Russian bombing, 
whether he or she supports the 
Free Syrian Army and whether the 
candidate supports fighting both 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
forces and ISIS.

Omar Casino, who helped devel-
op the scorecard, said the Syrian-

American community would not 
endorse a candidate, preferring to 
remain non-political. Casino said 
none of the Republican candidates 
received a perfect score and some, 
such as Ted Cruz and Rand Paul, 
failed.

Former Florida governor Jeb 
Bush, who supports a no-fly zone 
in Syria, has spoken out against 
barrel bombing and backs allow-
ing vetted Syrian refugees to settle 
in the United States, scored highest 
among the Republican presidential 
candidates.

Bassam Barabandi, a former Syr-
ian diplomat and founder of People 
Demand Change, said the commu-
nity’s strategy is to keep Syria on 
the front burner of the campaigns. 
He also wants candidates to under-
stand that to most Syrians, the As-
sad regime, ISIS, Iran and Russia 
are “one package”.

The Syrian-American community 
leaders say they have found Trump, 
one of Republican front runners, to 
be difficult to have dialogue with 
because he does not hold fundrais-
ing events.

 They are alarmed by Trump’s 
views on Muslim immigrants and 
his professed admiration for Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin. They 
say they have tried to reach out to 
his campaign and have suggested 
that he visit a Syrian refugee camp 
in Jordan to see first-hand the con-
dition of Syrian refugees.

As for the Democratic candi-
dates, Syrian-American leaders say 
Hillary Clinton is most knowledge-
able about the realities in Syria and 
the person with the most experi-
ence on the issue, having worked 
on the Geneva communiqué for a 
peaceful democratic transition.

A delegation from the major 
Syrian-American organisations met 
with Clinton at a fundraiser and its 
members said they were happy to 
hear her say she supports the no-
fly zone and understands that the 
issue of how long Assad remains 
in power needs to be addressed in 
order to put an end to ISIS. They 
also noted that she was trying to 
distance herself from the Obama 
administration’s policy on Syria.

Syrian-Americans know that they 
have to work on two tracks: keep-
ing their lines of communication 
with the Obama administration 
open while focusing their eyes on 
the 2016 elections to make sure 
that the next American presidential 
administration takes a different ap-
proach to Syria’s crisis.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Former Florida 
governor Jeb Bush 
scored highest 
among the 
Republican 
presidential 
candidates.

US Republican presidential candidate Jeb Bush talks to a Syrian 
refugee at a town hall meeting in Bedford, N.H., in September 
2015.

Three ministers 
of Moroccan 
origin in new 
French cabinet

Casablanca

T 

hree ministers of Moroc-
can origin have joined 
French Prime Minister 
Manuel Valls’ reshuffled 
cabinet.

After Najat Vallaud-Belkacem 
and Myriam El Khomri, Audrey 
Azoulay was appointed France’s 
Minister of Culture and Communi-
cation  in the government reshuffle 
on February 11th, 15 months ahead 
of presidential elections.

“The appointment of the three 
female ministers of Moroccan ori-
gin shows Moroccans’ capacities 
when they achieve the objectives 
they set,” political analyst Salah El-
ouadie said.

“It’s clear the French PM nomi-
nated them for their qualities. It’s a 
message for ambitious immigrants 
that it’s possible to hold top gov-
ernmental positions if they believe 
in themselves.”

Azoulay, who is a Moroccan Jew, 
is the daughter of Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI’s adviser Andre 
Azoulay and author Katia Brami. 
Born in Essaouira in 1972, Azoulay 
is a graduate of the Paris Institute 
of Political Studies and the National 
School of Administration.

She started her political career as 
magistrate of the Court of Auditors. 
In 2000, she joined the Culture Min-
istry’s media management team, 

where she was in charge of the au-
diovisual sector. In 2011, she served 
as assistant director of the National 
Film Centre where she attracted the 
attention of French President Fran-
çois Hollande, who appointed her 
his cultural adviser in 2014.

The nomination of the three fe-
male ministers could be a political 
card played by the socialist govern-
ment to lure the votes of both the 
Muslim and Jewish communities in 
the forthcoming presidential elec-
tion, especially at a time when Is-
lamophobia is on the rise in France 
after the deadly Paris terrorist at-
tacks last November.

“It is possible that the socialist 
government is trying to gain more 
popularity among these communi-
ties,” Elouadie said. “But the main 
thing here is that the experience 
and skills were key to these ap-
pointments.”

Myriam El Khomri is the second 
French-Moroccan to hold a minis-
terial function in Paris. Born in 1978 
in Rabat to a French mother and a 
Moroccan father, Khomri spent her 
childhood in Tangier. Her family 
moved to France when she was 9.

In a portrait that was dedicated to 
her in 2009 by the magazine Jeune 
Afrique, she said: “My mother 
taught me to rely on myself.” She 
financed her own studies to obtain 
a DESS degree in political adminis-
tration from the University of Paris 
(Sorbonne) and joined the team of 
Paris mayor Bertrand Delanoe in 
2001 and became project manager 
for academic affairs, prevention, 
safety and toxicomania in the 18th 
arrondissement of Paris.

In 2008, she was elected deputy 
mayor of Paris and was in charge of 
child protection. In 2014, Khomri 
was appointed secretary of state for 
urban policy and in 2015 she was 
named minister of labour, employ-
ment, vocational training and so-

cial dialogue.
Her appointment was highly 

important as she was tasked with 
reducing unemployment, an objec-
tive that Hollande set among his 
top priorities as he seeks to boost 
his re-election chances in 2017.

The first French-Moroccan to be 
appointed in the French socialist 
government was Najat Vallaud-
Belkacem. Born in 1977 in Beni 
Chiker in the Rif region, the educa-
tion minister is a Hollande loyalist 
after having long been very close to 
Segolene Royal. In 1982, she moved 
with her mother and older sister to 
join her father in France.

She has gradually risen through 
the ranks since the arrival of Hol-
lande as president. She first served 
as minister of Women’s Rights and 
spokeswoman for the former gov-
ernment of prime minister Jean-
Marc Ayrault. In 2014, she served as 
minister for Women’s Rights, City, 

Youth and Sports in the Valls gov-
ernment.

Almost five months later, she 
became the first female education 
minister in French history in the 
first government reshuffle under 
Valls.

This is the first time that three 
women of the same national origin 
are part of the French government, 
which may further consolidate ties 
between Paris and Rabat.

France has a long and difficult 
relationship with its own Muslim 
immigrant population, especially 
those from North Africa.

The French government recently 
said it would explore options to 
strip the citizenship of dual-na-
tionals convicted of terrorism. This 
announcement is likely to increase 
the controversy since several of the 
militants who took part in Char-
lie Hebdo and Paris attacks in 2015 
were French-born citizens.

France is trying to fight terrorism 
on its own turf while also integrat-
ing immigrants from the Muslim 
world.

“Valls’ diversified government 
might also be a stepping stone to 
a successful integration of Muslim 
and Jewish immigrants in society,” 
said Elouadie

The appointment of Azoulay as 
minister of Culture has reportedly 
angered Algeria.

Said Bouteflika, brother and spe-
cial adviser to Algerian President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika, deplored 
a manoeuvre of Morocco’s “lob-
bying” in a French media scene 
that he considers “infested” with 
politicians, journalists and stars of 
Moroccan origin, according to the 
Mondafrique news website.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

French-Moroccan Culture Minister Audrey Azoulay (L) listens to former French Culture Minister 
Fleur Pellerin during the transfer of powers on February 12th, in Paris.

Saad Guerraoui

The nomination of 
the  three female 
ministers could be a 
political card played 
by the socialist 
government.
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Russians bring mixed message to Washington
Rasha Elass

Washington

M 

oscow does not see 
a political future 
for Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and can 
find common ground 

with the United States on Syria, Rus-
sian experts said during a panel dis-
cussion in Washington.

However, the Russian delegation 
warned that rising tensions between 
Middle Eastern regional powers 
as well as low oil prices and hints 
that the United States might deploy 
troops to Syria complicate a path to 
a resolution to the Syrian crisis.

“I don’t think Moscow sees a fu-
ture for Assad as a political leader… 
We have already pitched this kind of 
compromise [to the United States],” 
said Irina Zvyagelskaya, a scholar 
at the Institute of Oriental Studies 
in Moscow. She spoke to The Arab 
Weekly after appearing  January 
27th on a panel hosted by the Wood-
row Wilson Center in Washington.

Zvyagelskaya added that it would 
be “counterproductive” to insist on 
Assad’s removal as a precondition to 
peace talks. “Assad will have no in-
centive to participate in any negotia-
tions if that’s the precondition,” she 
said. She added that Russia wants to 
collaborate with the United States 
on finding a resolution in Syria.

Assad’s role in a post-war Syria is 
one of the main sticking points be-
tween the United States and Russia, 
with the former sometimes insisting 
on Assad’s removal as a precondi-

tion to any agreement.
The Russian delegation included 

Vitaly Naumkin, director of the In-
stitute of Oriental Studies. Naum-
kin presided over talks in Moscow 
in 2015 with some of Syria’s warring 
factions. The delegation met US pol-
icymakers during their visit.

Naumkin said Russia is pursuing 
a “two-track approach” to Syria: 
“One is assisting Syria in confront-
ing jihadists… and the second is a 
political track, pushing both sides 
towards negotiations,” he said.

Russia began air strikes on Syrian 
territories in 2015, claiming it was 
targeting Islamic State (ISIS) posi-
tions. But according to international 
rights organisations, Russia has 
been attacking strongholds of Syrian 
rebel factions that have been fight-
ing both ISIS and the Assad regime’s 
troops.

Reports place civilian deaths by 
Russian air strikes at more than 
400. Locals in rebel-held suburbs 
of Homs and Damascus blame Rus-
sians for striking at least one school 
and an open market in December, 
leaving dozens dead and hundreds 
injured.

The panel discussion became 
awkward when Naumkin abruptly 
walked out of the room after a dip-
lomat from the British embassy 
confronted the Russian delegation 
about air strikes that did not ap-
pear to target ISIS. Naumkin later 
returned to answer other questions 
from the audience.

Observers of Russian military 
involvement in Syria say some of 
the air strikes are indeed designed 
to weaken anti-Assad factions be-
fore pushing them to the negotiat-
ing table. For example, strikes on 
southern Syria, which is not part of 
ISIS territory, helped government 
troops regain the strategic southern 
town of Sheikh Miskin, the kind of 
territorial win that has happened in 
other parts of Syria since Russian air 
strikes commenced in September.

“We’re doing our job there, and 

we’re trying to help the government 
in Damascus,” Naumkin said. “We 
were invited by this government 
and we consider it to be legitimate. 
The only alternative is that Damas-
cus will be turned into the capital of 
the caliphate.”

Russia views the Assad regime as 
“one of the last secular, nationalist 
regimes in the region”, according to 
Naumkin.

He added that sanctions imposed 
by the United States against Russia 
have little effect domestically but 
said Russia is suffering from the 
low price of oil, which he expects to 
remain low “for the foreseeable fu-

ture”, especially when Iran starts to 
add to the global oil supply.

Naumkin warned that the low 
oil prices have regional implica-
tions. “It puts certain limitations on 
countries involved in the balance of 
power, including Saudi Arabia, Rus-
sia, the US and Iran,” he said, add-
ing that the exacerbation of hostili-
ties between Iran and Saudi Arabia 
might derail Syrian talks.

Tehran and Riyadh are engaged in 
proxy wars in Syria, Iraq and Yemen. 
The two regional powers severed 
diplomatic ties in early January af-
ter the kingdom executed a Saudi 
Shia cleric, sparking attacks on its 

embassy in Tehran.
Naumkin warned that Ameri-

can troops being deployed in Syria 
would be a “game changer”. He 
was apparently referring to recent 
comments by US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter regarding increasing 
the US military presence in Iraq, 
though Carter did not clarify any 
plans for Syria.

The United States has about 50 
special operations forces troops in 
Syria to support local, anti-Assad 
forces.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Vitaly Naumkin

Naumkin warned 
that American 
troops being 
deployed in Syria 
would be a “game 
changer”.
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Europe ill-prepared to face instability

T
he European project 
was set up on the 
basis of exporting 
stability not import-
ing instability.

This principle, 
though, has been under attack 
since at least 2004, when Cyprus 
was admitted as a full member 
of the European Union without 
the conflict on the island having 
been settled. On that occasion, 
a mixture of a grubby deal over 
eastern expansion, together 
with the egoism of Europe’s 
leaders determined to be the 
ones responsible for a glorious 
ten-country expansion, carried 
the day. Arab elites and public 
opinion also need to be mindful 
of the self-preoccupation of their 
leaders.

As for the European gravy 
train, it just keeps chugging 
along.

It has been against such a 
backdrop that the European 
Union’s problems have 
multiplied — whether it is the 
prospect of increased Russian 
military expansionism in 
Ukraine, a continuing sluggish 
continental economy or 
Greek dysfunctionality in 
governance. Now, of greater 
interest to the Arab world, 

add the newer challenges of a 
trans-Mediterranean migration 
(with London security sources 
predicting a doubling in numbers 
in 2016) and an armed, jihadist 
movement lining up defiantly 
against a secular Europe.

The continent, the European 
Union and all that it stands for are 
under an existential threat.

The tragedy for Europe is 
that it has never been so poorly 
placed to try to face down such 
wide and persistent challenges. 
Europe’s one leader of longevity 
and stature, Angela Merkel, has 
partially squandered her deftness 
of touch at home by making the 
suggestion last summer that 
Germany admit an extra 1 million 
migrants, a majority assumed to 
be Syrian.

Germans are a conservative 
people, wary of unexpected 
change. That applies in particular 
when population flows are 
involved, especially if they are 
not ethnically German. Such 
a move appeared more akin to 
a piece of national, economic 
opportunism: Exploit the 
position of poor Syrians and 
others to rejuvenate the German 
economy with cheap labour. Even 
Britain’s sneaking respect for 
Merkel has been damaged by this 
self-inflicted political wound.

With Merkel distracted and 
weakened, that ought to leave 
more to do by way of interim 
European leadership to Britain 
and France, whether judged 
on the basis of population size, 
battle-hardened experience or 
on the ability to project force 
beyond their borders, whether 
we are talking about Syria or 
Afghanistan.

For those naturally sceptical, 
it is well to remember that the 
St Malo declaration, forged by 
Tony Blair and Jacques Chirac 
in December 1998, set out the 
terms from which intra-EU 
military cooperation might be 
forged. There is no doubt that 
the murderous events in Paris on 
November 13th have brought the 
two countries closer together and 
with it a St Malo-style potential 
for enhanced cooperation.

But there have been more 
warm words than institutional 
responses over the last eight 
weeks. With an EU referendum 
on continued British membership 
in the bloc due within the 
next two years — but expected 
in June 2016 — British Prime 
Minister David Cameron has 
been marching his troops in the 
wrong direction. It took the prime 
minister more than two years to 
persuade the British parliament 
to endorse his bombing of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) headquarters 
in Syria as well as Iraq and that 
was after most people agreed 
that fine distinctions between 
the boundaries of the two former 
Ba’athist powers had to all intents 
and purposes disappeared.

With Cameron having let it be 
known that he will step down 
well before the next scheduled 
election — in May 2020 — his 
authority was beginning to 
drain away even as he won the 
election in spring 2015. Britain is 
a diminished actor, at least on the 
diplomatic and security arenas.

The situation in France is 
even more uncertain, even 
precarious. In which direction 
will its unpopular and ineffectual 
head, François Hollande, now 

seek to lead his state and what 
of the country’s much vaunted 
bureaucratic elite?

All Hollande has had to show 
for the intervening period of 
diplomacy has been a series of 
portentous, high-level visits to 
the major capitals of the world, 
calling for a “war against terror”. 
The early signals from the French 
establishment are that Marine 
Le Pen and the French National 
Front still remain a bigger threat 
than a bunch of local hoodlum 
jihadis.

What are France’s choices for 
the next 12 months? Three spring 
to mind: One, make the country 
even more defiantly secular 
and face down the Islamist 
terror threat, even at the cost of 
more spasmodic attacks. Two, 
conciliate any further attacks 
from ISIS out of concern for 
whether the French people have 
the stomach to resist further 
violent waves of outrage. Three, 
muddle through politically, while 
trying to get to the end of 2016 
without there being a comparable 
attack in Francophone Europe. 
Unlikely but not impossible. After 
all, there was no follow-up to the 
al-Qaeda attacks of 9/11 in the 
United States.

But to simply brace oneself and 
hope for the best sounds very 
European Union: a strategy based 
more on luck than judgment.

Philip Robins is a reader in 
Middle East Politics at St Antony’s 
College, University of Oxford and 
author of The Middle East Drugs 
Bazaar: Production, Prevention 
& Consumption (Hurst & Co, 
London).

Philip Robins

View point
To simply 
brace oneself 
and hope 
for the best 
sounds very 
European 
Union: a 
strategy 
based more 
on luck than 
judgment.

The continent, the 
European Union and all 
that it stands for are under 
an existential threat.
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I 

mplementation of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Ac-
tion (JCPOA) that Iran secured 
with the P5+1 regarding its 
nuclear-related activities is a 

groundbreaking development that 
Tehran hopes will end its interna-
tional isolation.

The removal of international 
economic sanctions against Iran, 
some dating back 40 years, will 
release an estimated $150 billion 
in frozen assets and reconnect Ira-
nian markets to the global econo-
my and finance — especially with 
much-needed investment from 
Europe.

However, just as those sanctions 
on Iran were lifted, the United 
States imposed new penalties re-
lated to Tehran’s ballistic missile 
programme.

Iran sees attempts to rein in its 
missile programme as a ploy to 
disarm the country and is likely to 
fight any such moves aggressively. 
Even as the JCPOA was being nego-
tiated, Iran was positioning itself 
to ensure the nuclear programme 
was treated separately from other 
issues, especially the development 
of missiles, and warned that sanc-
tions would jeopardise a potential 
nuclear agreement.

The ballistic missile programme 
is the centrepiece of Iran’s defence 
strategy. For the region, however, 
it represents a dangerous and in-

creasingly sophisticated threat re-
inforcing insecurities.

In August 2015, Iran unveiled its 
Fateh-313 short-range ballistic mis-
sile and two months later tested 
the liquid-fuel Emad intermediate-
range ballistic missile — apparently 
in violation of UN Security Council 
Resolution 1929, which prohibits 
Iran from conduct ing launches of 
ballistic missiles capable of deliver-
ing nuclear weap ons.

In early January, the US military 
released a video of small craft, pur-
portedly Iranian, test-firing unguid-
ed missiles in close proximity to US 
and French warships transiting the 
Strait of Hormuz.

Although President Barack 
Obama’s administration regards the 
JCPOA as its most important diplo-
matic feat, it has contended with 
pressure from Congress, as well as 
its Israeli and Arab allies, to not go 
soft on Iran, which spearheads an 
anti-US alliance in the Middle East 
creating more problems than ever.

Similarly, the Iranian government 
has been under pressure at home 
from critics wanting reassurances 
against any rapprochement with 
the United States and to dispel fears 
that the JCPOA is the start of a cam-
paign to force Iran into compromise 
on its wider strategic interests.

The United States committed 
in the JCPOA to refraining from 
policies intended to “adversely af-
fect normalisation of economic 
relations with Iran”. The latest US 
sanctions targeting Iran arguably 
conflict with this but do so limit-
edly — for now. The new US sanc-

tions are narrow — designating 11 
entities and individuals involved 
in procurement of components for 
the Iranian ballistic missile pro-
gramme — and are unilateral, so do 
not affect non-US companies. The 
United States modestly expanded 
sanctions on Hezbollah, whose pa-
tron is, of course, Iran.

While the new US sanctions 
against Iran lie in a grey area, legally 
speaking, they could be politically 
manageable so long as they do not 
make a secondary impact, such as if 
they were to be enforced extrater-
ritorially, affecting European trade 
with Iran. While there will be con-

tending perspectives on the new 
US sanctions, and the JCPOA could 
face difficulties, broadly speak-
ing Iran and the P5+1 — especially 
the United States — remain keen to 
safeguard the nuclear agreement.

Meanwhile, the United States 
continues to reach out to Iran. US 
Secretary of State John Kerry has 
spoken over the phone with Iranian 
Foreign Minister Javad Zarif at least 
11 times already in 2016 (in compar-
ison, he has done so with Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir twice). 
The United States has also included 
Iran in mediation efforts for the Syr-
ian civil war, granted clemency to 
seven Iranians charged with export 
violations and dropped Interpol 
warrants for 14 others in exchange 
for the release of five Americans.

Despite improving US-Iranian 
relations, talk of rapprochement 
is premature. Adam Szubin, act-
ing under secretary for terrorism 
and financial intelligence at the US 
Treasury Department, stated that 
the United States will “vigorously 
press sanctions against Iranian 
activities outside of [JCPOA] — in-

cluding those related to Iran’s sup-
port for terrorism, regional destabi-
lisation, human rights abuses and 
ballistic missile programme”.

By targeting the ballistic missile 
programme in Iran, the US admin-
istration hopes to allay concerns 
at home, in Israel and among Arab 
allies of going soft but also desires 
a control valve to snap back Eu-
ropean companies shaping up for 
business with Iran as a lever of in-
fluence.

The real test will come when a 
new administration takes office in 
the United States next January and 
how it chooses to work — or not — 
with Iran. Longer term, however, 
Europe will play the decisive role 
in safeguarding the JCPOA if US-
Iranian relations sour under new 
American leadership.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal 
Holloway, King’s College London 
and Cranfield University.

How significant 
are sanctions 
against Iran’s 
ballistic missile 
programme?
Sabahat Khan

An Iranian woman walks past a revolutionary mural in Tehran, on January 17th.

By targeting the 
ballistic missile 
programme in Iran, 
the US 
administration 
hopes to allay 
concerns at home, in 
Israel and among 
Arab allies.

Washington

M 

ost Iranians were 
born after the Islamic 
revolution of 1979 
and have no personal 
memory of the Pahl-

avi dynasty, which ruled Iran from 
1925 to 1979. The Islamic Republic, 
however, perhaps in an attempt 
to legitimise itself, is still engaged 
in a permanent propaganda war 
against the legacy of the Pahlavis — 
and seems to be winning.

Mohammad Reza Varzi’s his-
torical drama Moamaye Shah (The 
Enigma of the Shah), recently 
screened on the state television 
network, is the clerical regime’s 
latest contribution to the campaign 
to denigrate the Pahlavis and por-
tray them as avaricious rulers who 
plundered Iran’s wealth.

But remarkably, Iran Broadcast-
ing is simultaneously allowing 
public figures to criticise this de-
piction and even cautiously defend 
the record of the former monarchs.

So what accounts for these con-
trasting depictions of the Pahlavis 
in the regime’s public discourse? 
And how come the Islamic Repub-

lic is tolerating revisionist interpre-
tations of the shah and his heavy-
handed rule?

The Enigma of the Shah relies 
heavily on the Rise and Fall of the 
Pahlavi Dynasty, supposedly writ-
ten by General Hossein Fardoust, 
a childhood friend of Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi and 
the head of his 
Special Bureau.

Fardoust be-
trayed the shah 
during the revolu-
tion and remained 
in Iran to establish 
the new regime’s 
security service, 
the SAVAMA, which 
took over from the 
shah’s infamous SA-
VAK.

In the book and the 
TV series, Reza Shah, 
founder of the mod-
ern Pahlavi dynasty, is 
depicted as an opium 
addict who owed his 
throne to the support 
of the Baha’is, a sect 
banned by the regime, 
and the British who ran 
Iran after World War II 
and controlled its oil.

According to the de-
piction, the shah’s only 
counsel to his heir Mo-
hammad Reza was: “Be-
tray this country as much 
as you can!” Mohammad 
Reza Shah, who died in 
exile in Egypt in July 1980, 
is shown as an inadequate 
husband, a homosexual and 
a political coward.

There’s no surprise in this 
portrayal, which follows the 

regime’s official propaganda line. 
More surprising is Iranian televi-
sion’s airing of revisionist depic-
tions of the Pahlavis that contra-
dict the regime’s version.

An important example of this 

was a lively defence of the Pahlavis 
by Sadegh Zibakalam, a professor 
at Tehran University who, in a live 
TV appearance as far back as March 
7, 2010, lauded Reza Shah’s “ser-

vice to Iran”.
“In this black-and-white 

world of ours, we suppose 
Reza Shah was a traitor,” Zi-
bakalam said. “We suppose 
Reza Shah was the lackey 
of the British… But when 
looking at his deeds… he 
did nothing but serve this 
country when dealing with 
foreigners. Iran owes its ter-
ritorial integrity to… Reza 
Shah!”

Commenting on The 
Enigma of the Shah in an 
interview with the news-
paper Iran on December 
21st, Zibakalam said: 
“The Voice and Vision (of 
the Islamic Republic) de-
sires to present a partic-
ular view to the people. 
Therefore, such a work 
becomes a partisan and 
politicised programme. 
It does not recount his-
tory as it was… but pre-
sents a particular inter-
pretation of it.”

Another example 
is a certain Hojjat al-
Elam Shahab Moradi. 
In a recent interview 
on state television, 
the mid-ranking 
cleric said he barred 
his children from 
watching The Enig-
ma of the Shah.

Commenting on a dramatic re-
construction of an alleged incident 
in which one of the shah’s brothers 

abducted a chaste woman in the 
street in broad daylight to defile 
her inside the palace, Moradi said: 
“Do you really think the people be-
lieve this?

“Do you think the people will 
say they (the Pahlavis) were bad 
people? Or the scene where the 
American ambassador asks: ‘What 
is there to plunder this week?’ Or 
when Reza Shah advises (his son) 
‘Betray this country as much as you 
can!’ People don’t believe such dia-
logue! It’s a waste of public funds to 
make this kind of movie.”

Taking his criticism to another 
level, Moradi said: “We live among 
the people and they’re not saying 
that the Pahlavis were bad!”

These contrasting depictions of 
the Pahlavis, whose overthrow in 
an Islamic revolution that played 
a vital role in the rise of militant 
Islam, result from the regime’s 
awareness that the revolution is in 
a new phase.

This was exemplified by the 
July 2015 nuclear agreement with 
the United States and other global 
powers and the opening of a rap-
prochement with the West after 
more than 35 years of hostility.

On the one hand, the traditional 
depiction of the Pahlavis as pup-
pets of the West, as represented by 
The Enigma of the Shah, appeals to 
the regime’s hard-core supporters.

But to Iranian nationalists critical 
of the Islamic Republic, the regime, 
no longer fearful of a monarchist 
counter-revolution, delivers the re-
visionist view of Zibakalam, Mora-
di and others that portray the shah 
as a somehow misguided patriot 
used and betrayed by the West.

In both instances, the message is: 
The West is bad!

Iran remembers the shah in new propaganda war
Ali Alfoneh

The Enigma of the Shah poster

Reza Shah, founder 
of the modern 
Pahlavi dynasty, is 
depicted as an 
opium addict who 
owed his throne to 
the support of the 
Baha’is.
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A 

fter more than 13 years 
as leader of Turkey’s rul-
ing party, prime minister 
and president, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is used 

to having his own way. But, in a de-
velopment that could split the party 
and undermine his power, some of 
Erdogan’s oldest and most respect-
ed comrades are publicly criticising 
the way he runs the country.

The old guard, which includes 
former president Abdullah Gul, 
several ex-ministers and other co-
founders of Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP), is warn-
ing that Erdogan’s growing intoler-
ance of dissent and his brash for-
eign policy is putting the party’s 
achievements of the last decade at 
risk. At the core of their criticism 
lies a perception that Turkish poli-
tics is becoming a one-man show.

Founded in 2001 by Erdogan, 
Gul and others, the AKP came to 
power one year later and has gov-
erned Turkey since. The first years 
of the party’s rule were marked by 
political reforms and a booming 
economy but the reform process 
has stalled, economic growth has 
slowed and foreign policy prob-
lems, including the conflict in 
neighbouring Syria, a crisis in rela-
tions with Russia and a row with 
the United States over the role of 
Syria’s Kurds, have been piling up.

In an interview with the Hurri-
yet newspaper, one of the AKP dis-
senters, former minister and party 
spokesman Huseyin Celik, said he 
and others felt excluded as Erdog-
an was becoming immune to con-

structive criticism.
“When we raised objections, we 

were left outside,” Celik said, add-
ing that 98% of the AKP’s 50 most 
prominent members had been re-
moved from positions of influence. 
“These people have been pushed 
out systematically.”

Celik stressed he and other dis-
sidents were not after posts in the 
party or government but that they 
feared the course was lethal for 
the AKP. He said a deep polarisa-
tion, a foreign policy that was in 
shambles, economic problems, the 
revival of the Kurdish conflict and 
“paranoia” in dealing with sus-
pected government foes were the 
biggest problems facing Turkey. 
The dissidents are also concerned 
about accusations of corruption in 
the AKP government.

Critics say Erdogan, 61, has sur-
rounded himself with yes-men and 
sycophants and is less likely than 
ever to stomach dissenting views. 
Celik touched on that issue by re-
minding Erdogan in Hurriyet of 
the saying that “he who has good 
friends does not need a mirror”.

His interview marked a new 
stage in the public confrontation 
between Erdogan and his former 
political friends. Bulent Arinc, a fel-
low founding member of the AKP, 
former speaker of parliament and 
deputy prime minister, angered Er-
dogan by calling for a revival of the 
Kurdish peace process. Celik and 
others backed Arinc, triggering at-
tacks from government media.

Gul, a former president, had 
a 3-hour meeting with Erdogan 
before meeting Arinc and other 
dissidents, in what news reports 
described as a warning to the presi-
dent. Erdogan has remained the de 
facto AKP leader despite a constitu-
tional clause obliging the president 
to stay out of party politics.

The respected opposition news-
paper Cumhuriyet reported that 
the meeting between Gul and Er-
dogan did not go well and that  “all 
ties snapped” between the two.

During their time in office, Gul 
and other AKP co-founders recog-
nised Erdogan’s role as a leader but 
remained influential in the party. 
With those big guns sidelined, the 

AKP has become focused on Er-
dogan exclusively. Celik warned 
that development could ruin the 
party, despite the fact that the AKP 
collected almost 50% of the vote in 
November parliamentary elections.

He compared the AKP to a ship: 
“Your cabin might be very luxuri-
ous. If the ship starts taking water, 
you will go down in very luxurious 
surroundings but you will still go 
down.”

Some reports say the dissenters 
could be planning a new party and 
had rented office space in Ankara 
to house the new movement, amid 
speculation about names such as 
“New Democracy Party” or “Nation 
Party”.

However, signs are that the crea-
tion of a new party would be a last 
step by people who remain commit-
ted to the idea of the AKP as a party 
that combines Islamic and conserv-
ative values with a democratic and 

pluralist outlook, a commitment to 
EU membership and a strong mar-
ket economy. Instead, the dissent-
ers are trying to bring Erdogan, who 
has launched dozens of court cases 
against critics and has overseen 
growing pressure on media outlets 
critical of the government, back to 
a more moderate course.

Omer Sahin, a columnist at the 
Meydan newspaper, said there is a 
growing dissatisfaction within the 
AKP with the way things are going. 
“It’s not just a few AKP members 
who are unhappy with the situa-
tion,” he wrote. “For now”, Gul and 
the others were not thinking of set-

ting up a new party but wanted to 
focus their efforts on balancing out 
Erdogan’s more extreme positions 
and on addressing the “climate of 
fear” they see in the country.

Although the risk for Erdogan of 
a formal split of the AKP looks re-
mote, the challenge posed by the 
group around Gul could lead to po-
litical setbacks for the president.

Cumhuriyet reported there was 
widespread opposition within the 
AKP to Erdogan’s plan to change 
Turkey’s system of government 
from a parliamentary to a presiden-
tial one. 

The newspaper suggested that up 
to 100 members of the AKP’s parlia-
mentary party could vote against a 
proposal for a referendum on the 
issue. Given that opposition parties 
in parliament also reject Erdogan’s 
plan, such a move by AKP lawmak-
ers could kill the president’s pro-
ject.

Party old guard try to rein in Turkey’s Erdogan
Thomas Seibert

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C) attends the monthly Mukhtars meeting (local 
administrators) in Ankara, on February 10th.
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Erdogan’s threats against Europe may just work

W 

ith choleric 
threats and 
schoolyard-
level barrack-
ing, Turkish 
President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan means to 
bend Europe to his will. It may 
take more than that to shame 
European leaders into doing 
something — rather than just 
talking — about Syrian refugees 
but Erdogan is nevertheless 
turning up the outrage.

On February 11th, he threat-
ened to “open the gates” and 
allow hundreds of thousands of 
refugees to rush towards Europe. 
Turkey, he added sardonically, 
would “wish them a safe jour-
ney”.

This was part of an unneces-
sarily public report on a private 
meeting that Erdogan had in 
November with the European 
Union’s top officials, Jean-Claude 
Juncker and Donald Tusk.

Erdogan’s “open the gates” 
speech came at a particularly sig-
nificant moment. Tens of thou-

sands of refugees were massed 
on Turkey’s border with Syria as 
a consequence of the bombing of 
Aleppo. 

The United Nations, Britain and 
other European countries were 
urging Turkey to open its borders 
to the Syrians.

Erdogan decided to call time 
on the political theatre of refugee 
care. “Shame on you! Shame on 
you!” he said to the West. “It is 
hypocritical to remind Turkey of 
its international responsibilities.”

Do Erdogan’s words have any 
significance beyond the acerbic 
rant of an increasingly authoritar-
ian leader who has been in power 
too long? Yes, in the context of 
the refugee issue. We owe it to 
former British prime minister 
Tony Blair, another self-regarding 
politician with a long spell in of-
fice, for this little gem on the art 
of leadership: It’s about saying 
“no”, not “yes”. It is very easy to 
say “yes”.

So, in saying “No”’ or at least 
“No, don’t do this” to Europe, Er-
dogan may be forcing a necessary 
rethink. This may not be quite 
the way to conduct complex, 
delicate negotiations with foreign 
powers but who can blame him 
for a certain sense of betrayal?

In November, Europe prom-
ised Turkey $3.4 billion over 
two years, as well as visa-free 
travel within the Schengen area 
for Turks. The rushed deal was 
supposed to be in exchange for 
Turkish cooperation in keeping as 

many refugees as possible from 
getting on boats to Europe.

In the past three months, 
Turkey has demonstrably tried 
to make good on its promises 
with stepped-up patrols in the 
Aegean, a crackdown on smug-
glers, stiff penalties even for taxi 
drivers who take migrants to the 
coast and limited work permits 
for refugees who are already in-
country.

Not so Europe. The promised 
funds are yet to be delivered to 
Ankara and there is no guaran-
tee that national parliaments in 
Europe will agree to let Turkish 
citizens traipse freely through the 
continent. 

There is little appetite for 
substantial concessions towards 
Turkey.

In some ways then, Erdogan’s 
free and direct speech may be the 
only way to move the European 
narrative forward with respect 
to refugees. With every insult he 
lobs at European integrity and 
stated good intentions, Erdogan 
underlines the inherent problems 
of Europe’s scramble to out-
source the refugee problem.

This is a point that was use-
fully made — and supposedly 
understood — at the recent Syria 
aid conference in London. The 
conference, held outside Kuwait 
for the first time in four years, 
was convened by the United 
Kingdom, Germany, Norway, 
Kuwait and the United Nations 
and explicitly acknowledged 

the international community’s 
“responsibility to help the 13.5 
million vulnerable and displaced 
people inside Syria, and the 4.2 
million Syrian refugees in neigh-
bouring countries”.

It raised $11 billion — more than 
half of which was pledged for 
this year — and recognised the 
world’s duty in supporting coun-
tries in the refugees’ immediate 
neighbourhood. The underlying 
message was a first — that Jordan, 
Lebanon and Turkey cannot be 
condemned to being low-rent 
buffer zones to keep refugees 
from Europe.

It was undoubtedly an advance 
on Europe’s insouciant approach 
to dealing with the issue in that 
it was forced to make common 
cause, consider how to share-
and-care and plan for a protracted 
crisis rather than knee-jerk, short-
term measures.

And yet, within a week of the 
London conference, Erdogan had 
to use threats and imprecations 
to remind Europe of its bounden 
duty on the refugee issue.

If it serves a purpose — by 
concentrating minds in European 
chancelleries — the outburst may 
prove that outrage is the most un-
derestimated tool of international 
diplomacy.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is 
a columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is 
on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Russia’s Energy Minister Alexander Novak (2nd R), Qatar’s Energy Minister Mohammad bin Saleh al-Sada (C), Saudi Arabia’s 
Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi (2nd L),  and Venezuela’s Oil Minister Eulogio del Pino (L),  attend a joint news conference following their 
meeting in Doha, on February 16th.

London

O 

il ministers from Saudi 
Arabia, Russia, Venezue-
la and Qatar announced 
an agreement to freeze 
their oil output levels 

provided other major producers fol-
low suit.

The deal would keep Saudi and 
Russian production at the record 
rates reported in January but is un-
likely to be accepted by Iran in its 
current form since the country es-
caped from international economic 
sanctions only in January.

The agreement depends on ad-
herence from other oil producers 
and is unambitious — freezing rath-
er than cutting production — which 
has led to questions as to its impor-
tance.

However, experience suggests 
production agreements are normal-
ly reached in stages, often after ear-
lier attempts failed or were partially 
fruitful.

Successful agreements often ex-
ploit the temporary weakness of 
specific producing countries and at 
least some past participants have 
reserved the right to increase out-
put beyond agreed levels in the fu-
ture.

Successful production agree-
ments are usually of limited scope 
and duration, deferring more com-
plicated and intractable issues 
about production allocations for 
later. In that sense, the production 
freeze announced in Doha on Feb-
ruary 16th could be seen as a step-
ping stone towards a more ambi-
tious and comprehensive deal.

The depth and duration of the 
price slump have taken produc-
ers by surprise and are inflicting 
intense pain on oil companies and 
exporting countries.

The Organisation of the Petro-
leum Exporting Countries’ (OPEC) 
original strategy of maintaining 
high production envisioned a mod-
est and brief drop in prices that 

would quickly curb output from US 
shale formations and other high-
cost producers and then restore the 
organisation’s market share.

The strategy may be working, 
with reports of a downturn in US 
shale output and a sharp drop in 
non-OPEC exploration and produc-
tion spending. However, the strate-
gy has proved far slower and costli-
er than thought when prices started 
to slide in 2014.

There are still doubts about how 
quickly the market will rebalance 
and whether prices will recover, 
with observers predicting no rebal-
ancing until the second half of 2016, 
2017 or even 2018.

OPEC’s strategy has inflicted a 
“good sweating” on the oil mar-
ket but also on members of OPEC. 
The good sweating has made many 
OPEC and non-OPEC producers 
more flexible and amenable to the 
idea of a production agreement, at 
least in principle.

There is a strong incentive to de-
clare the current strategy a success 
— and then quietly modify it. Key 
oil producers have already travelled 
some distance along this path.

Saudi Arabia and its close allies 
the United Arab Emirates and Ku-
wait have stressed in recent weeks 
that the strategy is working and that 
they can weather the downturn but 
indicated greater openness to pro-
duction cuts in future.

Russia also signalled it might be 
prepared to join in any eventual 
production agreement in some un-
specified way.

Venezuela, one of the hardest-hit 

producers, has been marshalling 
support for a modest production-
freezing agreement, culminating in 
the Doha deal.

If most countries have sent mixed 
signals about their willingness to 
reach a deal, that reflects sound 
negotiating strategy as well as the 
extent of the remaining disagree-
ments. Until now, no country want-
ed to be the first to make a concrete 
production-limiting offer for fear of 
weakening its negotiating position.

The Doha deal is incomplete in 
that it relies on concessions by oth-
er countries that were not party to 
the agreement and may not restrict 
output enough to restore market 
balance.

Its significance is that it indicated 
at least a subset of the most impor-
tant oil-exporting countries that 
may be ready to do a deal.

Tehran will probably reject the 
deal in its current form (as might 
Baghdad) since it would constrain 

Iran’s output at an unacceptably 
low sanctions-era level.

From a Saudi perspective, one of 
the deal’s attractions is that it shifts 
some of the responsibility for con-
tinued overproduction and price 
weakness to arch-rival Iran.

The focus will now move to Teh-
ran and away from Riyadh and Mos-
cow, which is exactly what the Rus-
sian and Saudi negotiators want.

The form of Iran’s rejection is 
what matters. Iran could reject the 
deal outright and announce it will 
maximise its production unilateral-
ly. Or Iran could accept “voluntary” 
limits on its production in the short 
term while announcing its intention 
to increase output later.

Uncertainty about just how much 
Iran can actually produce once freed 
from sanctions is one reason Saudi 
Arabia and its allies have wanted 
to defer any talk of production cuts 
until mid-2016.
(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia, Russia, Venezuela and Qatar 
agree on oil production freeze
John Kemp

There are still 
doubts about how 
quickly the market 
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whether prices will 
recover.

Why the world should back the Saudi-Russian oil plan

E
fforts by Saudi Arabia 
and Russia, joined by 
Qatar and Venezuela, 
to put a floor under 
plunging global oil 
prices are to be 

warmly welcomed. There can be 
no doubt that Riyadh and 
Moscow are in earnest about the 
effort and their influence can be 
clearly seen in bringing other 
countries onboard.

The agreement is by no means 
a done deal: Russia’s Energy 
Ministry cautioned that it remains 
dependent on other major produc-
ers, notably Iran and Iraq, joining 
in as well.

Some short-sighted US interests 
may oppose the deal or try and 
take advantage to dump the grow-
ing US surplus onto world mar-
kets. They should think again.

From a broader US perspec-
tive, stabilising global oil prices is 
absolutely crucial to preventing 
the US domestic oil industry from 
entering its greatest crisis in 86 
years, since the depths of the great 
depression.

The extraordinarily irresponsible 
US policy of maintaining virtually 
zero prime interest rates for so 
long meant that, when the fracking 
revolution boomed, far too much 
money was borrowed and invested 
in the fracking sector across the 
heartland of America. As a result, 
thousands of producers faced ruin 
when oil prices dropped to less 
than the mid-$40s per barrel.

Far worse, the collapse of those 
companies exposed the worth-
lessness of the junk bonds that 
financed them, threatening Wall 
Street with its greatest peril since 
the September 2008 meltdown.

Even if oil prices stabilise far 
below the $45 per barrel make-or-
break rate for so many US domestic 
producers, sane financial and en-
ergy interests in the United States 
should do their utmost to ensure 
that the Saudi-Russian deal holds

Ironically, the greatest threat to 
this deal is the country that both 
Russia and the United States have 
indulged and embowered system-

atically over the past year — Iran.
Thanks to US Secretary of State 

John Kerry’s extraordinarily wit-
less P5+1 nuclear agreement with 
Iran last July, between $50 billion 
to $150 billion in Iranian frozen 
assets is being freed. Kerry claims 
the figure is “only” $50 billion — 
though economic brilliance has 
never been evident in his skill set.

Even if the lower figure turns 
out to be correct, it gives Tehran 
the financial cushion to drive 
oil prices down as far as it likes 
to maximise short-term market 
share — a policy that could prove 
ruinous for Saudi Arabia and the 
Russians alike.

The Iraqi government is likely 
to be far more responsive to the 
wishes of the ayatollahs than to 
those of the Saudis, the Americans 
or even the Russians — a reflec-
tion of the gross incompetence 
Washington has shown in manag-
ing relations with the state system 
it created in Baghdad.

As Bloomberg noted February 
16th, supply far outstrips demand 
and record oil stockpiles continue 
to grow around the world. That 
means global oil prices could even 
fall to less than $20 a barrel before 
the rout is over, Goldman Sachs 
warned.

This global oil glut is very bad 
news for the United States but it is 
even worse news for Russia.

The willingness of the Russians 
to talk seriously with Riyadh to try 
to resolve the crisis is a refreshing 
ray of realism and hope. The Rus-
sian oil oligarchs and diplomats 
most involved should note the 
reckless willingness of the Iranians 
to stab them in the back by boost-
ing production at such a crucial 
time.

Tehran plans to boost output 
and exports by 1 million barrels a 
day in 2016, thanks to the ending 
of international sanctions in Janu-
ary, another of Kerry’s signature 
achievements.

The international community 
should hope Moscow and Riyadh, 
working together, can rein in the 
Iranians. As Qatar’s wise Energy 
Minister Mohammed bin Saleh al-
Sada said, according to a Bloomb-
erg report, low oil prices have not 
been positive for the world.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University 
in Moscow and the author of 
Gathering Storm: The Seventh 
Era of American History and the 
Coming Crisis that will Lead to It. 
(Amazon-Kindle, 2015).
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A 

lgeria’s state-owned util-
ity company, Sonelgaz, 
is pursuing an ambitious 
programme to double the 
country’s electricity gen-

eration capacity by the end of the 
decade, largely through a massive 
solar energy project.

Faced with high energy subsidies 
and declining gas output, Sonelgaz 
has plans to install 13.5 gigawatts 
(GW) of solar photovoltaic (PV) ca-
pacity by 2030. It is projected that 
Algeria could generate more than 
one-quarter of its energy needs from 
renewable sources by 2030.

Algeria is highly dependent on en-
ergy revenues. Oil and gas account 
for 62% of government revenue 
and 97% of export earnings. How-
ever, with oil and gas production in 
decline, renewable energy is con-
sidered an essential substitute for 
high domestic energy demand. Al-
geria’s electricity generation capac-
ity reached 15.2GW in 2013, up from 
11.4GW at the end of 2011, mainly 
from gas-fired and combined-cycle 
plants. The role of renewable energy 
is limited.

Peak power demand in Algeria is 
during the summer, reaching 12.5GW 
in the summer of 2014. Sonelgaz pro-
jects peak demand to grow to 20GW 
by 2017. As a result, Sonelgaz plans 
to add more than 12GW of generating 
capacity by 2017-18, with solar en-
ergy contributing a large part of the 
growth. One of the main challenges 
for the programme is financing pro-

jects at fixed electricity prices.
Algeria is the largest natural gas 

producer in Africa and is the second-
largest gas supplier to Europe. It is 
also a member of the Organisation 
of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC). Algeria’s oil production 
is approximately 1.6 million barrels 
per day (bpd); gross gas production 
in 2011 was around 190 million cubic 
metres.

Despite its considerable hydro-
carbon reserves, Algeria is building 
large solar energy capacity, about 
170 terawatt-hours (TWh) per year. A 
new scheme for large-scale PV pow-
er plants is in the pipeline.

The programme, which will offer 
two feed-in-tariffs (FIT) rates — one 
for 1-5MW projects and one for pro-
jects larger than 5MW, is intended 
to help the country reach its goal of 
800MW of solar capacity by 2020 
and 22GW of renewable energy ca-
pacity by 2030.

The Algerian Energy Ministry 
launched the FIT programme to 
adopt more clean energy technolo-
gies. The programme offers solar 
power generators about $0.17 per 
kilowatt-hour (kWh) and has con-
tributed to what is currently about 
350MW worth of solar PV projects 
that are on the drawing board.

The ministry programme for the 
development of renewable energy 
plans to integrate renewable ener-

gies into the national energy mix to 
conserve hydrocarbon resources for 
export. In the Programme for De-
velopment of Renewable Energies 
2011-30, adopted by the government 
in 2011, renewables are given a high 
priority. The first phase of the pro-
gramme is dedicated to pilot and 
test projects of available technolo-
gies.

The first Algerian renewable en-
ergy project was launched in 2011, 
based on hybrid sources: photovol-
taic, concentrated solar power (CSP) 
and wind power. The programme 
has a generating capacity of 12GW. 
It was built at the Hassi R’Mel power 
station in the northern part of the 
Sahara next to Algeria’s major natu-
ral gas industry hub. Gas from Hassi 
R’Mel feeds the natural gas export 
pipeline to Tunisia and Italy, as well 
as a gas pipeline to Morocco and 
Spain.

Algeria considered earlier an am-
bitious large scale European propos-
al to build Desertec. The initial focus 
of the project (proposed by a consor-
tium of European firms, led by Ger-
many’s Siemens) was to export solar 
power generated from the Sahara to 
Europe.

Desertec plans were to produce 
100GW of power by 2050 at a cost of 
$440 billion. 

The one-dimensional project’s 
main objective was to use renew-
able energy in North Africa to export 
power to Europe but failed to at-
tract sufficient interest because the 
European renewable energy market 
could supply 90% of its own power 
demand.  European critics of De-
sertec also argued that the project is 
utopian and too expensive.

In late December 2015, the Alge-
rian Electricity and Gas Regulation 
Commission (CREG) confirmed its 
commitment to the development of 
renewable energy by concluding the 
final templates of the Algerian Power 
Purchase Agreement (PPA) for PV so-
lar and wind projects.

Algeria’s power demand is expe-
riencing steep consumption rates, 
with growth of 8-10% annually. Con-
sumption growth is due to increas-
ing population, rising demand and 
below-cost domestic energy tariffs. 
Several Arab countries have changed 
domestic energy prices recently in 
light of the rising demand and the 
deterioration of global crude oil 
prices. Algeria is expected to follow 
suit to attract financing for its energy 
projects.

Energy exploration has declined 
in Algeria. International oil compa-
nies have been reluctant to invest in 
exploration because of differences 
over the production-sharing con-
tract law and security threats by ter-
rorist organisations.

The major discovery has been 
shale gas in the southern Sahara. Al-
geria is among the top ten countries 
with shale gas reserves but shale 
gas is a long-term perspective. Ex-
ploration has been delayed. Local 
residents demonstrated against the 
development of shale gas reserves, 
fearing depletion and contamination 
of water tables in the region. Na-
tional protests spread in support of 
the move and very little work on the 
new gas finds has taken place since 
discovery in 2014.

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer on 
energy affairs based in Beirut.
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First freight train 
from China arrives 
in Iran

Tunisia makes 
$500 million from 
ousted president’s 
assets

Qatar and Pakistan 
sign $16 billion gas 
deal

A freight train from China arrived 
in Tehran, Iranian and Chinese me-
dia reported, calling it a historic first 
that opens a new trade link between 
countries seeking to strengthen ties.

The train, carrying 32 contain-
ers, arrived in Tehran after a 14-day, 
10,399km journey from eastern 
China, Iran’s ISNA news agency re-
ported. The agency did not say what 
goods were shipped on the train.

The train’s journey was 30 days 
shorter than the time usually taken 
by ships to sail from Shanghai to 
Iran’s Bandar Abbas port, China’s 
Xinhua news agency quoted Iranian 
Transport Minister Mohsen Pour-
Aqaei as saying. 

He also said one freight train 
would travel from China to Iran eve-
ry month.

Tehran is being heavily courted by 
China, which sees Iran as a key part 
of its One Belt, One Road policy to in-
crease trade and open new markets 
as its domestic economy slows.

A big part of the policy is to ex-
pand the use of railways between 
China and Europe to shorten trans-
port times, creating a modern Silk 
Road, Beijing has said.
(Reuters)

Tunisia has made nearly half a bil-
lion dollars from the sale of assets 
confiscated from ousted president 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and his al-
lies, a minister said.

In the months following Ben Ali’s 
flight to Saudi Arabia after the Janu-
ary 2011 revolution that ended his 
rule, Tunisian officials seized hun-
dreds of businesses, properties, lux-
ury cars and jewellery belonging to 
Ben Ali, his family and allies.

“Since 2011, we made around 1.5 
billion dinars (of which) around 1 
billion ($500 million) went into the 
state’s coffers,” Tunisian Finance 
Minister Slim Chaker said. “The oth-
er 500 million dinars went to paying 
off debts,” he said.

Revenues from the sales boosted 
the national budget and allowed the 
state to borrow less, he added.

Nepotism and state corruption 
plagued Ben Ali’s rule and trig-
gered his fall at the start of the “Arab 
spring” uprisings.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar signed a long-term deal 
with Pakistan to export liquefied 
natural gas (LNG), according to state 
media in the Gulf. The deal will in-
volve Qatar exporting up to 3.75 mil-
lion tonnes of LNG a year, Pakistani 
Petroleum Minister Shahid Khaqan 
Abbasi said.

The contract covers about 20% 
of the South Asian country’s gas re-
quirements. Pakistan faces severe 
shortages of natural gas, both for 
electricity generation and industrial 
use.

Pakistani reports estimated the 
deal was worth $16 billion. Abbasi 
said the deal would save the country 
$1 billion annually.

Supplies of the gas could start as 
early as March, according to the Qa-
tar News Agency.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Algeria sets ambitious target for solar programme
Walid Khadduri

Algeria is the largest 
natural gas producer 
in Africa and is the 
second-largest gas 
supplier to Europe.

The Emirates Airlines terminal at the concourse in Dubai International Airport.

Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

V 

isitors to Dubai in the 
United Arab Emirates 
seem not to be shaken 
by events engulfing the 
Middle East as the emir-

ate continues to attract evermore 
tourists from around the world.

Figures released by Dubai’s De-
partment of Tourism and Commerce 
Marketing show Dubai attracted 
more than 14.2 million overnight 
visitors in 2015, a 7.5% increase over 
2014.

“Last year was a very strong year 
for Dubai’s travel sector, achieving 
double the global industry growth 
levels and our international visita-
tion hitting 14.2 million, which firm-
ly positions us as the fourth most 
visited city in the world,” Dubai 
Tourism Director-General Helal 
Saeed Almarri said in a statement.

“The year 2015 was volatile for 
travel globally, as we have all wit-
nessed a range of disruptive factors, 
ranging from slackening economic 
growth in Asian and European mar-
kets to currency fluctuations across 
the world. Yet if Dubai is to hit its 
20 million visitors per year target in 
the next five years, we must deliver 
a threshold 7-8% annual growth 
consistently, which has put even 

greater emphasis on strong sector-
wide collaboration.”

Despite a sluggish economy and 
a strong US dollar constraining 
Dubai’s competitiveness, Western 
Europe was the second highest 
regional contributor to visitor vol-
umes, bringing in nearly 3 million 
tourists, reflecting 6.1% growth.

The United Kingdom was among 
Dubai’s top three source countries 
with 11% growth, accounting for 
nearly 1.2 million visitors. Germa-
ny also stayed in the top ten with 
7% growth generating more than 
460,000 visitors.

South Asia was the next largest re-
gion by volume, sending 2.3 million 
visitors, reflecting a 21.7% increase 
versus 2014. India dominated the 
region, becoming Dubai’s number 
one source market for the first time 
sending in more than 1.6 million 
tourists. The country was the sec-
ond fastest growing market with a 
26% year-on-year growth, followed 
by Pakistan, which ended 2015 with 
11% growth and 513,000 visitors.

More than 1.6 million visitors 
were from the wider Middle East 
and North Africa region, represent-
ing a 1.3% growth, a strong outcome 
in the face of heightened regional 
disturbances.

Iran delivered a reliable 6% in-
crease, with much of the remaining 
volumes attributable to Egypt and 
Jordan, each registering robust 15% 

growth versus 2014.
“Positive growth across stalwart 

markets and emerging countries 
helped offset negative trends in the 
consolidated Russia, [Common-
wealth of Independent States] and 
Eastern European region, which 
saw a 22.5% decline in travellers, 
as well as the Australasia region, 
which dropped 6.3% year on year,” 
the tourism release said.

“Markets such as the GCC, India, 
[United Kingdom] and Germany, 
which are our traditional strong-
holds and continue to deliver over 
a third of our tourism traffic, will 
always be a critical priority as there 
is already a proven credibility of the 
Dubai destination offering,” Almarri 
was quoted as saying. 

Dubai International airport also 
became the world’s busiest airport. 
Traveller numbers increased more 
than 10% in 2015, dealing with 78 
million passengers in 2015 com-
pared to 70.5 million in 2014. The 
airport topped London Heathrow, 
which saw 75 million passengers in 
2015.

Known for its luxury and culture, 
Dubai has unique plans to attract 
more tourists. A 360-degree pool 
will feature in the planned St Regis 
hotel on the Palm Jumeirah, set to 
open in 2018. The pool will border 
all four sides of the hotel, 210 me-
tres above ground. The hotel will be 
in the Palm Tower and connected to 
the new Nakheel Mall.

However, Dubai will not only be 
known for its skyscrapers but is a 
cultural hub. There are plans for 
Dubai to be an open-air museum.

“Every city in the world has mu-
seums but with the concept of an 
open-air museum, the space is not 
limited and we want the people to 
decide what they want to see. 

It will be an interactive experi-
ence with illustrations, and the city 
will be an open canvas [for artists],” 
Saeed Mohamed al-Nabouda, acting 
director-general at Dubai Culture 
and Arts Authority, told Gulf News.

Dubai is also expecting more than 
1 million medical tourists by 2020. 
In 2015 it posted an increase of 18% 
over 2014 in the sector, surpassing 
its growth target of 12-15%.

The emirate appears to be on 
track to reach the targets set out 
under its Tourism Vision, including 
attracting 20 million visitors a year 
by 2020.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dubai hopes to attract 20 million 
visitors in 2020

Dubai attracted 
more than 14.2 
million overnight 
visitors in 2015, a 
7.5% increase over 
2014.



18 February 19, 2016

Environment

Syria’s war impacts environment
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

ens of thousands of hec-
tares of agricultural land 
in the eastern governo-
rates of Deir ez-Zor, Raqqa 
and Hasakah — Syria’s 

breadbasket — have become uncul-
tivable because of pollutants from 
large-scale primitive oil refining 
practices by militant groups, includ-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS).

Officials say the highest levels of 
cancers in Syria were reported in 
those governorates in the last four 
years.

Additional environmental damage 
includes millions of trees cut down 
across the country but especially in 
forest areas on the Syrian coast, due 
to military operations and overcut-
ting for heating purposes.

Cultivation in the Syrian desert, 
initiated to stop sands from reach-
ing nearby urban areas, has halted. 
Irrigation networks, which are part 
of the Euphrates Projects in Raqqa 
and Deir ez-Zor, were damaged and 
water has stopped flowing in many 
of them. In eastern governorates, 
the many primitive “burners” refine 
crude oil by heating it to extract de-
rivatives.

Minister of State for Environmen-
tal Affairs Nazira Sarkis said poison-
ous emissions, including gases and 
smoke, are produced when miner-
als in crude oil’s water content are 
burned.

Other pollutants, including radio-
active materials such as radon and 
radium, are also present, she said, 
adding: “The half-life of such radio-
active materials can be up to hun-
dreds of years. Their pollution can 
reach the air and spread with wind 
before falling on soil and plants and 
reaching waterways.”

Sources in Deir ez-Zor’s eastern 
countryside said that more than 
1,000 large and small “burners” are 
in use in villages and towns on both 
banks of the Euphrates.

“Primitive oil production by 
armed groups in the beginning of 
the Syrian crisis and by ISIS now 
has brought damage to the region,” 
said Deir ez-Zor Director-General 
for Agriculture Mahmoud Hayo. “It 
has had a major negative impact on 
agriculture and the livestock. Native 
and natural life has been destroyed.”

Some 73 island reserves — called 
hawaij —have been damaged in the 
Euphrates, he said. “They existed 
between the borders of Raqqa gover-
norate and the Syrian-Iraqi borders,” 
he said. “Some were more than 100 
hectares in area and included rare 
plants and animals… Residents and 
militants cut trees and exploited the 
hawaij.”

Irrigation canals in the Euphrates 
Projects were misused too, Hayo 
said by telephone from Deir ez-Zor.

“Water was overused, leading to 
soil salinisation, which means that 
large agricultural areas are now un-
cultivable,” he said. “Many farmers 
are out of business because agri-
cultural materials are either hard to 
find or too expensive.”

Abed Najem El-Obeid, the health 
care director in the city, said resi-
dents suffer high rates of cancers, 
believed to be linked to increasing 
pollution.

“Cancers, especially lung and skin 
cancers, as well as fetal malforma-
tions, are being reported in regions 
outside the government’s control in 
the countryside,” he told The Arab 
Weekly in a telephone interview.

“The numbers are very high 
compared to 2011 (when the Syrian 
revolution started). It is hard to give 
specific numbers because of a lack 
of statistics and inaccurate registra-
tions.”

He said emissions by oil burners 
were the obvious cause of the health 
problems.

In the governorates of Raqqa and 
Hasakah, primitive oil burners are 

reported at lower numbers but still 
numerous enough to harm the envi-
ronment. Local sources in Mansou-
ra, in Raqqa’s western countryside, 
said hundreds of burners operated 
in less than 10 sq. km. In an area of 
50 sq. km around the burners, the 
soil has become obviously darker, 
the sources said.

By the end of 2015, all burners 
stopped working because air strikes 
by a coalition of foreign countries 
had destroyed ISIS tankers carrying 
crude oil from Deir ez-Zor fields to 
Raqqa burners.

“The burners in Mansoura and 
other parts of the western coun-
tryside of Raqqa worked for three 
years, contributing to a major envi-
ronmental disaster,” an agricultural 

engineer from Tabaqa in the gover-
norate said, speaking on condition 
of anonymity.

“Last year was supposed to be a 
good harvest season but trees did 
not give fruit as expected because 
they were covered with soot from 
the burners. Even livestock has been 
blackened.”

Hundreds of thousands of trees 
were cut down in the governorates 
of Tartus and Latakia on the Syr-
ian coast. Some wood was used for 
heating but most was sold. Forests 
in the governorates, as well as the 
countryside of the inland city of 
Hama, disappeared. “Syrian forests 
that survived warfare did not sur-
vive the axes of traders in wood and 
charcoal,” said Ibrahim Ahmad, an 

engineer from Tartus.
“Syria is heading for a major en-

vironmental disaster,” said Yahiya 
Oweida, head of the Association 
for Environmental Protection and 
Sustainable Development. “Syria’s 
environment underwent systematic 
destruction.”

Cleaning the soil needs very com-
plicated efforts he said, pointing to 
the looting of wastewater treatment 
stations as another problem, add-
ing: “Reversing the disaster needs 
efforts by several nations, not mere 
associations.”

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

The use of primitive techniques to refine oil, like burners, causes serious damage to the environment.
Some 73 island 
reserves — called 
hawaij — have been 
damaged in the 
Euphrates.

“Cancers, especially 
lung and skin 
cancers, as well as 
fetal malformations, 
are being reported in 
regions outside the 
government’s 
control

Increasing wariness over climate change in Egypt

Cairo

T 

his winter has been a lot 
chillier in Egypt than usu-
al. Summer heat has also 
become more extreme, 
with experts saying cli-

mate change threatens to do irrepa-
rable harm.

“One of these things is the effect 
of the rise in seawater levels, which 
is expected to be induced by the 

melting of polar ice caps, on Egypt’s 
coastal cities and the Nile delta,” 
environmentalist Ahmed Abdel A’al 
said. “Effects in this regard will be 
catastrophic for our country, caus-
ing massive economic damage and 
loss to millions of people.”

Rising sea levels — a projected 
effect of climate change — could 
cause billions of dollars of dam-
age to Egypt’s coastal cities and the 
delta, experts and environmental 
studies say.

The delta could flood if sea levels 
rise 10 metres, according to the geo-

science news and information site 
Geology.com.

The delta is densely populated 
and Egypt’s most important agricul-
tural region, containing millions of 
acres of farmland and providing the 
country with the bulk of its agricul-
tural production. The delta and the 
narrow valley of the Nile account for 
5.5% of Egypt’s total area but more 
than 95% of its population and agri-
culture are found in the region.

The delta is flat and a small rise 
in the sea level could flood much 
of it, placing coastal cities, such as 

Alexandria, Damietta and Port Said, 
at risk.

With the exception of small areas 
of cultivated land in the oases of the 
western desert, the coastlands west 
of the delta, and in Northern Sinai, 
the rest of Egypt is desert.

Mohamed Dawoud, an agricul-
ture expert, says crop yields have 
been falling throughout Egypt be-
cause of climate change.

“Farmers are losing their crops 
because of rising temperatures,” 
Dawoud said. “The worst is yet to 
come.”

A few years ago, a large number 
of farmers growing mango trees in 
Ismailia, near the Suez Canal, and 
other provinces blamed rising tem-
peratures for the burning of their 
mango trees.

Studies predict Egyptian crop 
yields will fall by a staggering 30% 
in less than 35 years if average tem-
peratures rise 1.5-2 degrees Celsius.

This, experts say, will be a signifi-
cant loss to a country that already 
imports more than 60% of its food 
and whose agricultural space con-
tinues to shrink because of natural 
and human-caused desertification.

Egypt is trying to protect its 
coasts from the predicted rise of sea 
levels by putting millions of con-
crete blocks along the coast — some 
of them seen in Alexandria and Da-
mietta.

Nevertheless, specialists say 
Egypt needs to do more work to 
adapt to expected changes.

“We need to invent our own ad-
aptation mechanisms, which will 
make it necessary for us to, for ex-
ample, change our farming and crop 
plans,” said Sayed Sabri, another 
environmentalist. “We also need to 
create new types of seeds that show 
resilience to — among other things 
— warmer weathers and scarce wa-
ter if we really want to adapt to the 
changes.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

An abandoned car is partially submerged after a heavy rainfall in 
Alexandria, in October 2015.

A girl rides a bike during a rain and hail storm,
in Alexandria.

Hassan Abdel Zaher
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Egyptian girls continue to suffer FGM

Amr Emam

Cairo

S 

afe Mahmoud accompa-
nied her five daughters, 
one by one, to be “cut”, 
the last having gone under-
gone female genital muti-

lation (FGM) less than a year ago. 
Mahmoud, 45, from the southern 
province of Asyut, believes that cut-
ting the genitals of her daughters 
will make them chaste.

“This is how most people here 
think at least,” she said. “Every fe-
male in the family has to undergo 
the operation.”

A local circumciser carried out the 
operation with a blade and without 
anaesthesia, leaving the girls with 
scars that could remain with them 
throughout their lives.

Female genital mutilation is a 
widespread practice throughout 
Egypt, despite repeated warnings 
by health specialists about adverse 

health effects and advice against the 
procedure by men of religion.

Rampant female genital mutila-
tion is driven by tradition and ig-
norance, activists who campaign 
against the practice say.

“Parents just think that their 
daughters would be more virtuous 
if they are circumcised,” said Ahlam 
Helmi, an advocate of women’s and 
children’s rights. “Sorry to say, cir-
cumcision has nothing to do with 
virtue.”

Newspapers throughout Egypt 
are replete with articles about girls 
deeply harmed as a result of circum-
cision. A few weeks ago, the story 
made the news of a girl tied to a door 
in her home by her parents who 
were afraid she would run away due 
to the pain after being cut.

Egypt had its most shocking cir-
cumcision-induced fatality in 2013 
when a 12-year-old girl died. The 
date of the girl’s death — June 14th 
— has been marked as a national 
anti-female genital mutilation com-
memoration.

A law against female circumcision 
was passed in 2008, stipulating im-
prisonment of up to three years and 
fines up to 5,000 Egyptian pounds 
(about $625) for people involved in 
the practice. However, the law was 
only enforced in 2015 when two 
courts sentenced people involved in 
two cases of female genital cutting 
to prison.

Even so, the circumcision drive is 
uneasy to quell. Apart from the de-
sire to control women’s sexuality, a 
large number of Egyptians believe 
that circumcision is strongly linked 
with religion.

The religious establishment has 

ferociously opposed that line of 
thought. Egypt’s former mufti said 
parents who force their daughters to 
be cut are “sinners”.

The Health Ministry said it 
planned a new initiative as part of 
its battle against female genital cut-
ting. It will encourage doctors to 
stop performing the procedures.

Egyptians will still find ways to 
cut the genitals of their daughters — 
even without doctors — because an 
uncircumcised woman, Mahmoud 
claims, may have less chance of get-
ting married.

“We have more than one case of 
women who were divorced on the 
wedding day just because their hus-
bands discovered that they were 
not circumcised before marriage,” 
Mahmoud said. “Some other wom-
en were forced to have their genitals 
cut by none other than their hus-
bands.”

Egypt is making progress against 
the practice, according to the Health 
Ministry. In 2008, 73% of all girls 
at the age of 17 underwent genital 

mutilation, the ministry said. Eight 
years earlier, 97% of married women 
included in a World Health Organi-
sation survey said they had experi-
enced female genital mutilation. 

Egypt has a plan to eradicate the 
practice by 2030. The national strat-
egy against the female genital cut-
ting includes — apart from law en-
forcement and a more active role by 
the religious establishment — train-
ing sessions for doctors to equip 
them with the necessary arguments 
to reason parents out of their desire 
to have their daughters circumcised.

But Sahar Abdel Gayed, an adviser 
to the governor of Asyut, said real 
change will happen only when cul-
ture is changed.

“This is a practice that is strongly 
linked with people’s religious and 
social beliefs,” Abdel Gayed said. 
“This means that it will not stop be-
fore these beliefs are changed and 
this is a process that takes time.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Newspapers 
throughout Egypt 
are replete with 
articles about girls 
deeply harmed as a 
result of 
circumcision.

Egypt’s health care 
system is ailing
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T 

he distance between Dar 
El Salam General Hospi-
tal and As-Salam Interna-
tional Hospital — both in 
southern Cairo overlook-

ing the Nile — is less than 2km.
In reality, however, the two 

hospitals are worlds apart. Dar El 
Salam is funded and run by the 
government and suffering all types 
of shortages, including a lack of 
specialist doctors, medicines and 
equipment. As-Salam is privately 
owned and run and has whatever is 
needed for its patients.

Dar El Salam is staffed by poorly 
paid, poorly trained Egyptian doc-
tors. It depends on a slender budget 
from the government and offers 
free medical treatment. As-Salam 
is staffed by well-paid, well-trained 
doctors, some of them foreigners, 
and has a huge budget that comes 
out of the pockets of its patients.

The basic difference between the 
hospitals is about the disparity be-

tween Egypt’s public and private 
health sectors and also about what 
went wrong with the country’s 
state-run hospitals.

“We talk here about two differ-
ent things: hospitals that are totally 
mismanaged, which reflects on the 
type of services they offer and oth-
ers that are managed well,” said Dr 
Ahmed Saafan, who until recently 
was Egypt’s assistant health minis-
ter. “At the private hospitals, there 
are trained doctors and nurses as 
well as medicines and equipment, 
whereas the state-run hospitals do 
not have any of this.”

More than 80% of health services 
in Egypt are provided by govern-
ment-run hospitals but Egypt’s 
state-run health system is blighted 
by mismanagement.

Egypt allocated approximately 
$5.7 billion to its health sector in 
2015, with $4.5 billion (79%) going 
to the salaries of administrative 
workers, nurses and doctors. The 
rest of the budget was spent on 
treating patients.

Kasr El Aini Hospital, the largest 
state-owned hospital in Cairo, is 
a case in point. Out of the hospi-
tal’s monthly income of $3.2 mil-
lion, $2.1 million (66%) goes to the 
salaries of administrative workers 
and doctors’ salaries amount to 
$750,000.

The number of administrative 
workers at the hospital is almost 
ten times the number of doctors. 
All state-run hospitals have similar 
workforces.

Doctors working for state-run 
hospitals are paid almost ten times 
less than those working for private 

hospitals.
“A doctor [in the public sector] 

has to do more than one job to feed 
his family,” said Dr Khaled Samir, a 
member of the board of the Medi-
cal Association, the independent 
guild of Egypt’s doctors. “There is a 
wrong perception in decision-mak-
ing circles that spending on health 
is a waste of funds.”

Out of 250,000 doctors registered 
at the Medical Association, 45,000 
work in Egypt. Most of the rest have 
opted for more lucrative positions 
elsewhere.

The lack of adequately trained 
doctors can have dire consequenc-
es. Thirteen people reportedly lost 

their eyesight at a Nile Delta state-
run hospital recently because an 
untrained doctor diagnosed and 
treated them incorrectly in one of 
the seemingly endless list of medi-
cal errors.

Samir attributes such mistakes to 
what he describes as “deteriorating 
medical education”.

Health Minister Dr Ahmed Emad 
Rady agrees. On February 7th he 
said almost all the 8,000 people 
who graduate from Egypt’s medi-
cal schools each year are not fit for 
the medical profession.  Also trou-
bling is that Egyptians have to pay 
for their medical treatment in the 
absence of a universal health insur-

ance system. 
About half of total health ex-

penditures comes out-of-pocket at 
the point of service in public and 
private facilities, according to the 
World Health Organisation. Uni-
versal coverage, which the govern-
ment is contemplating, would take 
$11 billion to fund. 

The government says it has only 
$1.1 billion in its coffers to go to 
such a system.

“Our health system goes from 
bad to worse,” Saafan said. “Egypt, 
which used to be a Mecca for medi-
cal treatment-seekers from other 
Arab states, now lags behind most 
of these states.”

Patients’ relatives waiting outside the Heart Institute, the largest cardiac hospital in Cairo.

of health services in 
Egypt are provided by 
government-run 
hospitals.

More than 
80% 

Health 

A file picture shows an Egyptian woman, in Minya, holding a brochure about the risks 
involved in female genital mutilation.
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War-weary Syrians survive by selling their valuables
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

he middle-aged lady 
walked into the antiques 
shop in Damascus’s old 
Al-Hamidiyah souk, car-
rying a bag in which she 

had tucked a few decorative brass 
and silver objects, a chaplet and 
a piece of old jewellery. After bar-
gaining for half an hour with the 
shop owner, she left almost tearful, 
closely holding her precious pos-
sessions.

“He did not want to pay the price 
that these pieces deserve,” she said 
pointing at the shop owner, who 
obviously tried to take advantage 
of her desperate need for cash. “All 
our savings are gone. I even sold my 
wedding ring. We’ve only got these 
old objects left that my husband in-
herited from his parents,” said the 
woman, who requested anonymity.

The woman, like a large majority 
of middle-class Syrians faced with 
severe economic strain after five 
years of a civil war, is trying any 
way she can to survive. The Syrian 
pound’s devaluation and skyrock-
eting food prices forced many to 
sell prized possessions, including 
furniture, antique objects and jew-
ellery.

Oum Shadi sold her mother-of-
pearl inlaid wooden vintage chairs 
to pay for the perilous journey of 
her sons, who joined the crowds of 
Syrian migrants flocking to Europe 
through Turkey. “Some of these fur-
niture (pieces) were 50 to 100 years 
old. I got 2 million Syrian pounds 
($9,000) for them, although their 

real value is no less than $15,000,” 
she said.

“I also had to part with remarka-
ble silver-encrusted copper objects, 
which were made by Jewish arti-
sans more than 70 years ago.”

Antiques shops, overflowing with 
old oriental furniture and brass-
ware in Al-Hamidiyah souk that 
attracted tourists and antique col-
lectors before the war, are hardly 

selling any goods. It is the other 
way round.

“Every day people are coming in 
offering to sell their valuable pos-
sessions. Some bring the items with 
them and others show us pictures 
on their mobile phones of the ob-
jects they want to sell,” said shop 
owner Ragheb Shalati.

“The items include crystal vases, 
decorative opaline objects, copper 
and silver ware, rugs, century-old 
carpets, furniture; anything that 
they can sell to get cash.”

While many engage in tough bar-
gaining to get the best price, others 
settle for any amount. “The latter 
are clearly ignorant of the value of 
the items they are offering for sale, 

which proves that these items have 
been stolen and for that reason I 
just refuse to buy them despite the 
attractive price,” Shalati said.

Sultan al-Sabini, who owns an an-
tiques shop next door, pointed out 
that people have different reasons 
for disposing of their prized posses-
sions. “For many, they need cash to 
buy food and pay rent while others 
have either decided to leave the 
country or they fear their belong-
ings might be stolen or destroyed, 
so they prefer to sell them,” he said.

“In some instances, we go to their 
houses to check on the items, espe-
cially when these include big furni-
ture pieces.”

According to Syria’s Consumer 
Protection Society, the purchasing 
power of individuals is 80% less 
than it was prior to the outbreak of 
the war in 2011. Food prices have 
risen to the point they exceed the 
average Syrian’s ability to pay for 
bread. In Damascus, where prices 
have been more stable than in the 
rest of the country, the average rate 
of food inflation is 300%. In other 
places, inflation exceeds 600%.

At 60 years of age, Abou Abdo 
learned a new profession. For the 
past few years, he has been making 
a living as an antique broker, roam-
ing the streets and calling on peo-
ple who have valuables they want 
to sell. “I usually take photos of the 
items, which I then propose to po-
tential buyers and antiques shops. I 
get a percentage only when the deal 
is closed,” he said.

“The war in Syria is also robbing 
the people of their memories as 
they often have to part with posses-
sions of a sentimental value,” said 
Mohamad Abou Salem, who was 

displaced from his home in rural 
Damascus to Jaramana, a relatively 
safe suburb of the capital.

“I have lost my house and my 
shop in the war without shedding a 
tear,” Abou Salem said. “But when 
I had to sell the carpet, which was 
a gift that my mother gave me 25 
years ago for my wedding, it broke 
my heart. It was a 60-year-old 
piece.”

Jaramana has seen the rise of a 
thriving market for second-hand 
goods, including all types of house-
hold items and electronic devices, 
many believed to be stolen.

Second-hand trade flourished 
before the war with the arrival of 
Iraqi refugees in Syria. Demand for 
cheaper used items increased with 
the influx of war-displaced Syrians.

“In the past three years, the mar-
ket in Jaramana was flooded with 
used items, which were purchased 
by displaced families who arrived 
here without any of their posses-
sions,” said a salesman, who re-
quested anonymity.

“Supply is as high as demand. 
Many people sell all their belong-
ings to raise enough money to af-
ford to travel to Europe. They just 
don’t want to leave anything be-
hind,” he added.

Some of the mother-of-pearl inlaid wood objects are more than  
100 years old.

“The war in Syria is 
also robbing the 
people of their 
memories as they 
often have to part 
with possessions of 
a sentimental 
value.”

Sana’a

A 

li Hussein and his family 
of four share a rundown 
shop in an overcrowd-
ed, low-income central 
neighbourhood in the 

Yemeni capital Sana’a. They ended 
up there after fleeing air strikes by 
a Saudi-led coalition supporting 
government forces fighting Iran-
backed Houthi rebels in Yemen.

Hussein is among an estimated 
2.5 million Yemenis who have been 
displaced since the start of the 
conflict in March 2015. He fled his 
home and pomegranate farm in his 
native Razah in the northern Saada 
province eight months ago.

The humanitarian assistance he 
has been receiving from aid organi-
sations is hardly sufficient to feed 
his family, but Hussein says the 
solidarity and compassion dem-
onstrated by fellow Yemenis have 
helped them survive and alleviated 
their suffering.

“One day as I was wandering in 
the street with my youngest child, 
the owner of a restaurant, who was 
moved by the sight of my starving 
son, offered us lunch. Since then he 
has been giving my family one meal 
daily,” Hussein recalled.

The 38-year-old farmer could not 
carry any of his valuables when he 
fled his home. “Our only concern 
was to save ourselves,” he said. “I 
had to borrow money to pay the 
driver who drove us to Sana’a. It 
was a miracle that none of us was 
killed. The house collapsed (in an 
air strike) just minutes after we es-
caped.”

While the situation in Yemen, 
one of the poorest countries in 
the Middle East, has substantially 
worsened since the start of the 

conflict, Yemenis continue sharing 
their little fortunes with the less 
fortunate, human rights and social 
activist Saddam Kudsi said.

“People here, especially in 
Sana’a, are very generous and they 
like to share their food with oth-
ers, notably the destitute. It makes 
them happy and it is part of their in-
herent traditions,” Kudsi said.

The rise in food prices as a result 
of acute fuel shortages, restrictions 
on imports and the semi-blockade 
imposed on Yemeni ports by coali-
tion forces “did not affect the prin-
ciple of hospitality and sharing 
of food among Sana’a residents”, 
Kudsi said.

Most of the displaced, who come 
from various parts of Yemen, have 
lost their livelihoods and sought 
shelter with relatives and friends, 
in schools, public and abandoned 
buildings, makeshift shelters or in 
the open with little to no protec-
tion. They lack basic services in-
cluding food, water, hygiene and 
medical care. The conflict, damage 
to civilian infrastructure and strain 
on already depleted resources have 
exacerbated an already precarious 
humanitarian situation in the coun-
try, plagued by years of political in-
stability and volatile security.

While displacement has de-
creased in the southern governo-
rates, where there have been large 
scale returns in recent months, it 
has increased significantly in the 
northern governorates, consistent 
with the patterns of the shifting 
conflict.

According to the United Nations, 
the governorates most affected by 
the conflict — Taiz, Amran, Hajjah, 
Sana’a and Abyan — account for 
more than 1.2 million of the 2.5 mil-
lion displaced population.

An estimated 350,000 people are 

harboured in Sana’a, according to 
Abdel Wahhab Sharafeddin, direc-
tor of the executive unit in charge 
of managing camps for the dis-
placed in the city.

Sharafeddin pointed out that 
tented settlements were set up in 
the sports city and the headquar-
ters of the Olympic committee in 
eastern Sana’a but could not be 
used after the perimeter was tar-
geted by air strikes.

“We had to find alternatives, 
placing the refugees in schools and 
charity centres, while renting small 
apartments for some of them,” 
Sharafeddin said.

He said the numbers and needs 
of the displaced are overwhelming, 
largely exceeding the capacities of 

the authorities. “We had to rely on 
the cooperation of tradesmen and 
the rich to help us find shelters and 
secure some of the basic needs,” he 
said. 

Almost a year after the outbreak 
of the conflict, more than 21 mil-
lion Yemenis — 80% of the popula-
tion — have become almost entire-
ly dependent on the international 
community for food, fuel, shelter 
and medicine.

The Food and Agricultural Organ-
isation (FAO), the UN food agency, 
recently warned that more than 
half of Yemenis are food insecure, 
as fighting and import restrictions 
reduced the availability of essential 
foods and sent prices soaring.

“Food insecurity and malnutri-

tion are becoming highly critical,” 
FAO representative in Yemen Salah 
Elhajj Hassan said.

“If such estimates existed in an-
other country than Yemen, the 
situation would have been much 
worse… The existence of a strong 
solidarity among Yemenis makes a 
difference,” commented humani-
tarian affairs expert Wajd al-Hamiri.

The United Nations estimates the 
war has claimed more than 7,000 
lives, including 2,700 civilians, and 
another 27,000 people have been 
wounded.

Mohamad Abou Kassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.

Solidarity easing war displacement in Yemen
Mohamad Abou Kassem

An ICRC physiotherapist tends to a little girl whose right leg was amputated following an air strike on 
her home in Amran governorate.

“Food insecurity 
and malnutrition are 
becoming highly 
critical.”

 An estimated 2.5 
million Yemenis 
have been displaced 
since the start of the 
conflict in March 
2015.

“Every day people 
are coming in 
offering to sell their 
valuable 
possessions.”
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Hunger grips millions across the Middle East

Beirut

I 

n a Middle East torn apart by 
war and conflict, fighters are 
increasingly using food as a 
weapon.

Millions of people across 
countries such as Syria, Yemen and 
Iraq are gripped by hunger, strug-
gling to survive with little help 
from the outside world. Children 
suffer from severe malnutrition, 
their parents often resort to selling 
possessions or begging to buy basic 
needs, including water, medicine 
and fuel.

The biggest humanitarian catas-
trophe by far is Syria, where a ru-
inous 5-year civil war has killed a 
quarter of a million people and dis-
placed half the population. All sides 
in the conflict have used punishing 
blockades to force submission and 
surrender from the other side — a 
tactic that has proved effective 
particularly for government forces 
seeking to pacify opposition-held 
areas around Damascus.

Since October, Russian air strikes 
and the start of yet another winter 
exacerbated a humanitarian crisis 
and led to deaths by starvation in 
some places.

Humanitarian teams who re-
cently entered a besieged Syrian 
town related scenes that “haunt the 
soul”, said UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon. He accused both the 
government of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and the rebels fight-
ing to oust him of using starvation 
as a weapon, calling it a war crime.

Although sieges are accepted mil-
itary practices that are often carried 
out by forces to avoid intense urban 

conflict, the conduct of forces car-
rying them out and their behaviour 
towards civilian populations are 
regulated by international humani-
tarian law.

The United Nations and aid agen-
cies have struggled with funding 
shortages and growing impedi-
ments to the delivery of humanitar-
ian assistance despite UN Security 
Council resolutions insisting on the 
unconditional delivery of aid across 
front lines.

In Yemen, the Arab world’s most 
impoverished nation, nearly half of 
the country’s 22 provinces are con-
sidered one step away from famine.

Here’s a look at major areas in the 
Middle East under siege or suffer-
ing starvation:

Syria:

The United Nations estimates 
more than 400,000 people are be-
sieged in 15 communities across 
Syria, about half of them in ar-
eas controlled by the Islamic State 
(ISIS). In 2014, the United Nations 
was able to deliver food to about 5% 
of people in besieged areas. Current 
estimates show the organisation is 
reaching less than 1%.

In 2015, the World Food Pro-
gramme (WFP) was forced to re-
duce the size of the food rations it 

provides to families inside Syria by 
up to 25% because of funding short-
falls. The agency says it has to raise 
$25 million every week to meet ba-
sic food needs of people affected by 
the Syrian conflict.

Some of the hardest-hit blockad-
ed areas in Syria are:

Madaya: A town north-east of 
Damascus with a population of 
40,000. The town has been be-
sieged by government and allied 
militiamen for months and gained 
international attention after har-
rowing pictures emerged show-
ing emaciated children. Doctors 
Without Borders says 28 people 
have died of starvation in Madaya 
since September. Two convoys of 
humanitarian aid recently reached 
the town. Aid workers who entered 
described seeing skeletal figures; 
children who could barely talk or 
walk; and parents who gave their 
children sleeping pills to calm their 
hunger.

Fouaa and Kfarya: Two Shia vil-
lages in the northern province of 
Idlib with a combined population 
of about 20,000. The villages have 
been blockaded by rebels for more 
than a year. Pro-government fight-
ers recently evacuated from the 
villages describe desperate condi-
tions there with scarce food and 
medicine, saying residents are eat-
ing grass to survive and undergoing 
surgery without anaesthesia. Aid 
convoys entered the villages simul-
taneously with the aid to Madaya 
after months-long negotiations be-
tween the government and armed 
groups.

Deir ez-Zor: An estimated 
200,000 people living in govern-
ment-held parts of this city in east-
ern Syria are besieged by ISIS. The 
United Nations says most of the 

residents are women and children 
facing sharply deteriorating con-
ditions due to the ban on all com-
mercial or humanitarian access, as 
well as the inability of residents to 
move outside of the city. While gov-
ernment stocks continue to provide 
bread, there are severe shortages 
of food, medicine and basic com-
modities. Opposition activists say 
they have documented the death of 
27 people from malnutrition. Water 
is available only once a week for a 
few hours.

Yemen:

The humanitarian situation has 
dramatically deteriorated, nearly 
300 days after the Saudi-led coali-
tion began its air campaign aimed 
at driving Yemen’s Shia rebels from 
cities under their control. Coalition 
ships are blockading traffic in Yem-
en’s ports and rebels are besieg-
ing several areas, particularly the 
southern city of Taiz.

About 14.4 million Yemenis, 
more than half of the population, 
are food insecure, an increase of 
12% in the last eight months, the 
United Nations’ Food and Agricul-
ture Organisation said. 

In late December, the WFP said 
7.8 million of Yemen’s 24 million 
people are in even more dire condi-
tion, “facing life-threatening rates 
of acute malnutrition”, up by more 
than 3 million in less than a year. It 
said ten of the country’s 22 prov-
inces are in “the grip of severe food 
insecurity” at the “emergency” lev-
el, one step short of famine on the 
agency’s scale of food security.

In Taiz, with a population of 
about 250,000, residents have been 
going hungry for weeks, the WFP 
said. 

The UN Humanitarian Coordina-
tor for Yemen Jamie McGoldrick 
said recently that basic services, in-
cluding access to water and fuel, in 
Taiz are scarce.

The severe shortage of food, fuel 
and medicine across Yemen led to 
an increase in the number of chil-
dren suffering from malnutrition 
and the destruction of health facili-
ties treating them led to deaths.

About 3 million children under 
5 years require services to treat or 
prevent malnutrition, according to 
a UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) re-
port.

Iraq:

Massive population shifts in Iraq 
due to violence have made it more 
difficult for millions of people to ac-
cess food, medicine and safe drink-
ing water. More than 3 million Iraqis 
are displaced within the country by 
violence and instability. “They’ve 
lost their livelihoods, their jobs, 
and hunger and the inability to pur-
chase food is a reality in their eve-
ryday life,” said WFP communica-
tions officer Marwa Awad. In total 
8.2 million Iraqis are in need of hu-
manitarian assistance: food, water, 
shelter or medicine, she said.

Violence in many of Iraq’s prov-
inces that are also home to peo-
ple who have been uprooted by 
conflict is of the greatest concern, 
Awad said. In Anbar, Nineveh and 
Saladin the price of food has risen 
by as much as 38% in recent weeks 
and in some cases the Iraqi govern-
ment has had to airlift families out 
of towns and villages besieged by 
fighting between Iraqi government 
forces and ISIS.

In Ramadi, families who had 
been held by ISIS as human shields 
said they survived for days on only 
rice and flour.

While conflict in Iraq hasn’t led 
to starvation, Awad said WFP has 
seen an increase in malnutrition as 
people eat less to conserve the little 
food they do have.

Syrian refugees in 
neighbouring countries:

According to UNICEF, malnutri-
tion is a major threat among mil-
lions of refugees. A 2015 report 
showed that almost 2,000 Syrian 
refugee children in Lebanon suf-
fer from severe acute malnutrition 
and need immediate treatment. It 
warned the situation could dete-
riorate as malnutrition is linked to 
poor hygiene, unsafe drinking wa-
ter, lack of immunisation, diseases 
and improper infant and young 
child feeding practices.
(The Associated Press)

Yemenis carry relief supplies in the city of Taiz, Yemen, on January 17th.

In a Middle East torn 
apart by war and 
conflict, fighters are 
increasingly using 
food as a weapon.

Zeina Karam

Syrian refugee children 
in Lebanon suffer 
from severe acute 
malnutrition and need 
immediate treatment. 

2,000
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Suspended Accounts tells 
forgotten Palestinian history

A painting from the Shadow of Shadow series by Bashar Khalaf

Karen Dabrowska

London

U 

sing archives and self-
narrative to tell unwrit-
ten history is at the heart 
of insightful creations 
displayed in the Sus-

pended Accounts exhibition by Pal-
estinian artists and finalists in the 
A M Qattan Foundation’s Young Art-
ists of the Year Award at the Mosaic 
Rooms in West London.

The nine finalists for the biennial 
award, which is open to artists un-
der 30 of Palestinian descent from 
any part of the world, were asked to 
manage their history through arts, 
curator Viviana Checchia said.

“It is a way for artists to assume 
responsibility and personally take 
control of the narrative in their own 
context. In the exhibition there are 
accounts which are not part of the 
main Palestinian narrative.

“It is basically informing us about 
chapters in the history of Palestine 
that we are not aware of such as the 
case of the Palestinian children sent 
to a boarding school in Russia. The 
exhibition relates to history: using 
the archives and making it alive and 
relevant.”

The finalists were shortlisted from 
among 50 artists who sent proposals 
in response to the curatorial state-
ment about the use of the archive in 
“self-historisation”, Checchia said.

“They were given a budget of 
$1,000 each to create their own 
project for the award. From April 
to September they met on line and 
discussed their work and there was 
input from scholars and art critics 
from all over the world.”

The outcome was an array of 
paintings, installations and docu-
mentary-style films.

The winner, Bashar Khalaf, pre-
sented a series of paintings A Shad-
ow of the Shadow in which he said 
he sought to bring the vision of 

established Palestinian artist Sulei-
man Mansour into the present. Each 
painting in Khalaf’s series sits in 
dialogue with a specific painting by 
Mansour alongside it.

“He is giving the audience the op-
portunity to see the talented paint-
ers creating beautiful paintings in 
Palestine. This is a reference for the 
new generation,” Checchia said.

Finalist Hamody Ghannam has 
spent his life in Wadi Nisnas, a small 
segment of what was left of Haifa’s 
old city following the nakba, refer-
ring to the Palestinian forced exo-
dus upon Israel’s establishment in 
1948.

He recorded interviews with resi-
dents from the neighbourhood as 
they tried to preserve their identity 
and the Arabic language. His instal-
lation is an archive room that con-
tains boxes with the names of Pal-
estinian families in Hebrew. Visitors 
walk through the room and hear the 
interviews about those memories.

Noor Abed’s film Penelope was 
inspired by the Greek epic The Od-
yssey. It explores ideas of futility, 
homeland and time. Abed’s heroine 
is a sewing fish. There is a sense of 
belonging and displacement.

In The Odyssey, Penelope pre-
tends to be weaving a burial shroud 
for her husband and says she will 
choose a suitor when she finishes. 
The Greek hero Odysseus struggles 
for ten years after the end of the Tro-
jan War in the sea battling mystical 
creatures before he returns home.

Farah Saleh’s interactive video 
dance installation A Fidayee Son in 
Moscow portrays a day in the Inter-
dom, a school built in 1933 in Ivano-
vo, north-east of Moscow to host the 
children of revolutionary parents 
from all over the world as a form of 
solidarity between nations.

Saleh’s brother went to the school 
with the children of China’s Mao 
Zedong and Yugoslavia’s Josip Tito. 
After the 1982 Israeli war on Leba-
non, the Palestinian leadership was 
scattered across the Arab world 

and some members decided to 
send their sons to the international 
boarding school in the Soviet Union.

The video focuses on the gestures 
and movements the students used 
to do in their history, singing, phys-
ics and creative writing classes and 
asks the public to try these gestures 
themselves in an attempt to make 
them live the Interdom experience. 

It encourages viewers to reflect on 
the pasts of the children, left from 
a certain generation, and questions 
the future of the current ones.

Being “scattered globally” or born 
and raised away from the land of 
their parents, many of the artists 
sought to connect with their Pales-

tinian identity by imagining, reflect-
ing on, or appropriating others’ ex-
periences, the exhibition’s synopsis 
states.

“Exploring the memories of oth-
ers, examining archives, imagining 
and constructing undocumented 
artefacts, questioning recorded 
histories and interrogating ideas of 
identity, the exhibition presents an 
insight into the practices of today’s 
emerging Palestinian artists,” the 
synopsis said.

A M Qattan Foundation Director 
of the Culture and Arts Programme 
Mahmoud Abu Hashhash said the 
project provides an opportunity to 
link the current problems of Pales-
tinians with international issues. 
“The artists want the audience to 
gain an understanding of forgotten 
history through their films and in-
stallations,” Abu Hashhash said.

Karen Dabrowska is 
a London-based contributor 
to the Culture and Society sections 
of The Arab Weekly.Scene from A Fidayee Son in Moscow

“The artists want 
the audience to gain 
an understanding of 
forgotten history 
through their films 
and installations.”

Casablanca book fair draws crowds
Moroccans still devote less than 2 minutes a day to reading, 134 to TV
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T 

he 22nd International 
Publishing and Book Fair 
(SIEL) kicked off in Casa-
blanca with the United 
Arab Emirates as the 

guest of honour, boosting histori-
cal and cultural ties between Mo-
rocco and the Gulf state.

More than 650 exhibitors, in-
cluding publishing houses, govern-
ment agencies, institutes, univer-
sities and civil associations from 
45 countries, are taking part in the 
book fair, which runs February 12-
21.

There are 350 new Moroccan ti-
tles among tens of thousands of 
books exhibited at SIEL, which 
offers more than 130 activities, 
including thematic roundtables, 
retrospectives and re-creating 
missing cultural symbols as well 
discussions between the audience 
and writers.

This year’s fair focuses on the 
Moroccan experience in education, 
translation and literary and intel-
lectual research, symbolically pay-
ing tribute to Moroccan researchers 
and authors in recognition of their 
contributions to the promotion of 
the country’s culture.

Long queues at the ticket offices 
were clearly visible, which showed 
Moroccans’ rising interest in the 
book fair.

Moroccan author Muhammad 
Ali Haider said the fair is one of the 

rarest cultural events that relink 
Moroccans with books as reading is 
not the average Moroccan’s choice 
pursuit.

Morocco ranks 162nd in read-
ing, according to a report from the 
UN Development Programme. The 
budget dedicated to promoting 
reading is a mere 0.03% of the state 
budget and there is one public li-
brary for every 130,000 inhabitants 
in the country.

A study by the High Commission 
for Planning (HCP) in 2014 revealed 
that Moroccans read less than 2 
minutes a day and spend 134 min-
utes watching television.

“Moroccan readers only find 

out about the latest book releases 
when they come to the fair because 
the media is not playing its role as it 
should do,” Haider said.

“In Europe, printed and visual 
media give literary criticism a huge 
importance, which is some kind of 
free advertising for the latest re-
leases in the market. We lack such 
a thing in Morocco.”

Haider blamed educational insti-
tutions and the Ministry of Culture 
for not doing enough to promote 
reading among Moroccans.

“Substantial money is spent 
on music festivals while finan-
cial funds are needed to promote 
reading among both children and 

adults,” Haider said, calling on the 
ministry to help state schools take 
students to the book fair.

“State school teachers used to 
instil the love of reading into their 
students by asking them to swap 
their own books and write summa-
ries. Nowadays, this trend is quasi-
absent as most teachers see educa-
tion as a means of earning a living 
rather than a profession of high 
moral character,” Haider stressed.

He expressed pessimism about 
the future of reading in Morocco 
unless everyone concerned, in-
cluding schools, parents, media 
and government institutions, 
played their role efficiently and ef-
fectively.

Some exhibitors at the book fair, 
such as Dar Al Masar publishing 
house, tried to do their part by sell-
ing books for as little as 5 dirhams 
(52 US cents).

“We set these prices in order to 
encourage people to read,” Said 
El Bouri, owner of the publishing 
house, said. “Children’s books are 
the best-selling items in my stand.”

There is more interest in chil-
dren’s and religious books than any 
other types of material.

“Interest in religious books is 
not unusual at the fair,” said writer 
Jawad Mdidech.

“The problem with most visitors 
is that they mainly come to SIEL to 
hang out. Those who are into read-
ing look for books throughout the 
year,” he noted, adding that easy 
access to information and e-books 
on the internet and tablets was also 
taking a toll on printed books.

France is participating in SIEL as 
part of the France-Morocco Cultur-
al Season organised by the French 
Institute of Morocco and the em-
bassy of France in Rabat. About 50 
lectures, meetings and debates in-
volving more than 40 novelists, es-
sayists, researchers, bloggers and 

cartoonists from both countries, 
are scheduled to be part of the fair.

“In a tormented Mediterranean, 
when terror strikes every day many 
territories and throws on the roads 
of exile thousands of men, women 
and children, it is important to al-
low writers to speak, to think this 
new state of the world, to fight 
against the confusion of minds, for 
shared culture to prevail over the 
[culture shock],” said a statement 
from the French Institute.

German poet Volker Braun, who 
won the 2015 Argana prize by Bayt 
Achiir (the House of Poetry) in Mo-
rocco, received his award during a 
ceremony at SIEL.

“Volker Braun has remained 
faithful for half a century to the es-
sence of poetry, with verses in tune 
with their time, radiant with hope, 
always in quest for balance in a 
troubled world,” Bayt Achiir said in 
a statement.

Attendance at the Casablanca book fair was high, readership in 
Morocco is still low.

There is more 
interest in children’s 
and religious books 
than any other types 
of material.
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Riyad Nemah: An Iraqi artist fighting 
the trauma of war
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

D 

ecades of turmoil and 
tyranny in Iraq have 
spurred the emergence 
of a wave of artists, a 
great number of whom 

were cast into exile and whose cre-
ative output often bears the trau-
matic marks of the suffering they 
endured.

For Riyad Nemah and many oth-
er Iraqi artists, the effects of the 
longstanding conflict that has be-
come embedded in their work has 
influenced a burst of imaginative 
responses that highlight the resil-
ience of the creative spirit in the 
face of tragedy.

Nemah belongs to a generation 
of visual artists who surfaced dur-
ing Saddam Hussein’s totalitarian 
reign.

“Participating in art exhibitions 
was almost a non-existent [option] 
for us, the artists who had taken a 
political stance against Saddam, 
since most of the activities were re-
lated to the glorification of Saddam 
and his wars,” Nemah said.

Nemah and fellow artists found 
alternative ways to hone their skills.

“We were a group of friends going 
around cafés looking for models to 
draw. We sketched away from the 
government’s (eyes) and the visi-
tors of the cafés were our primary 
subjects, especially the characters 
with distinct features,” he recalled

“We often had disagreements 
with the people we were drawing 
because they were fearful of se-
curity surveillance and Saddam’s 
informers who were scattered eve-
rywhere. They thought we were 
informants.”

As the situation in Iraq escalated 
and an exodus began, the choice to 
remain in the country grew grim.

“It wasn’t an easy option for us. 
The choices were to either stay and 
suffer or a final departure from the 
country. I was forced to leave, even 
though I would have had no desire 
to leave such a beautiful and rich 
country if it wasn’t for the power 
struggles and unrest,” Nemah said.

“Only the poor and helpless re-
mained in the country. They are 
the ones suffering the consequenc-
es of having an intransigent tribal 
government who failed the coun-
try and sent it back to the Middle 
Ages,” he added, suggesting that 
there was a scheme “to empty the 
country of its artists, scientists and 
creative people”.

Nemah relocated to Syria, Jordan 
and, eventually, Beirut, the site of 
his recent work.

His latest series of elaborate silk-
screen and mixed media portraits, 
on view at Beirut’s Art on 56th 
gallery, invite the viewer into a 
vivid world of contrasting colours 
and seemingly marginalised char-
acters. Daubs of paint appear to 
stream across the canvases as they 
nearly submerge the faces of his 
subjects, who stand in virtual ano-
nymity and opposition to the visu-
al chaos. All that remains are their 
intense gazes that pierce forward, 
confronting the onlooker.

“I always have the desire to sum-
mon political personalities but I am 
reluctant to defame political fig-
ures, I am more interested in using 
innocent people as my subjects,” 

he said. “They are normal people. 
They are not the people that make 
the decisions.”

Using photographs of his close 
friends and strangers encountered 
in Beirut as a base, Nemah disguis-
es his subjects in outfits that betray 
their identity and suggest a differ-
ent and emotionally charged nar-
rative. Some figures appear dressed 
as soldiers of war fervently smeared 
beneath layers of red paint, while 
another adorns a military headscarf 
peering directly from beneath col-
liding coats of paint.

“Unfortunately when dealing 
with any Iraqi experience, the pub-
lic mind deals with it in accordance 
to the logic of adversity and cri-

sis,” he said. “I’m sure if I painted 
a beautiful red flower, the flower 
would become covered in blood!”

This misinterpretation carries 
into the present body of work as 
well, as he says: “When I draw a 
soldier, it is (meant to be) an ex-
pression of the fragile human 
state… My concept leans towards 
humanity.”

Nonetheless, there is a heroic 
quality about the people who in-
habit Nemah’s works. They settle 
into the frames of his canvases, 
standing resistant and unfazed as 
they witness what appears as un-
told conflict and destruction illus-
trated by the artist’s careless and 
frantic brushwork. Beneath the ve-

neer of paint, his subjects seem to 
adopt a streak of humanity on their 
faces.

“I’ve been out of Iraq for about 18 
years,” Nemah said. Yet, he also ac-
knowledges that shards of his past 
in his homeland are also present 
within the psyche of his characters.

“Of course it has to do with mem-
ory. I am like those people. I want 
to summarise those people in me 
(because) they are a part of me… 
Even though each of them has his 
own story, they are somehow me.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Mireille Ayman

Nemah relocated to 
Syria, Jordan and, 
eventually, Beirut, 
the site of his recent 
work.

Nadim Karam, unfazed by Lebanon’s crises, returns home to shout
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

H 

apsitus, the art-cum-
architecture atelier of 
Nadim Karam, has pro-
jects in China, Japan, 
Singapore, Kuwait, 

Doha, Dubai and one brewing in 
London. Apart from the exhibition 
Stretching Thoughts, Karam has no 
commissions in Beirut.

Yet, despite Lebanon’s problems, 
Karam is not heading to Paris or 
New York. “True, everything here 
is uncertain,” he said. “Look at 
the presidency [vacant since May 
2014]. Daesh [an Arabic term for the 
Islamic State] have started entering 
Lebanon. If you take the data, you’ll 

go crazy.”
Lebanon’s crisis over uncol-

lected rubbish has eased since the 
summer of 2015, when garbage 
enveloped the small street near 
the National Museum where Atel-
ier Hapsitus has been based since 
1997. It was piled so high, “it buried 
cars”, Karam said.

But the stench couldn’t drive him 
away from Beirut. “Everything’s 
boiling here; everything is spread-
ing from here,” he says. He says his 
staying in the country encourages 
the 12 people in Atelier Hapsitus 
and other young artists and archi-
tects not to leave. “They can create 
from here, grow from here,” Karam 
said. “If there’s destruction, hey, 
we’re here to build it back.”

It is tempting to see a statement 
about Beirut in Neglected Thoughts, 
a tangle of metal rods and concrete 
dominating the entrance to Karam’s 
exhibition Stretching Thoughts, in 
Beirut’s Ayyam Gallery.

But Karam is no literal or figura-
tive artist. “All of this steel, you 
can straighten it and use it. We can 
build great things in this region,” he 
said. “But I didn’t mean specifically 
rubbish, I’m concerned more with 
thoughts and how we can stretch 
them.”

Karam is best known in Beirut for 
the Archaic Procession — huge pri-
meval, universal figures, including 
a wild cat, elephant and angel — that 
appeared in 1994 and were moved 
around the city.

This eclectic procession reflected 
Karam’s sense of movement. Born 
in Senegal in 1957, he studied in Ja-
pan, where he met his wife, Kaya, 
a Zimbabwean of Scottish origin. It 
also shows a fascination with story-
telling that began with his father’s 
recollections of the hakawati, the 
donkey-riding salesman who col-
lected stories on his wanderings.

Karam’s exploration of thoughts 

continues with the March unveil-
ing in Dubai of Shout and Silence, 
curved stainless steel figures. 
“It’s a progression from Stretch-
ing Thoughts,” Karam explains. 
“There’s abstraction but the themes 
are more regional, local if you want. 
I can’t see myself still working on 
the Procession, with giraffes. Now 
the story’s in the thoughts.”

Specifically in shouting and si-
lence?

“The region needs to speak about 
this,” he said. “Sometimes people 
shout so much from so many sides, 
it doesn’t make any sense. And you 
have the silence part, because of 
the dictatorial state and because of 
what’s happening around. Aren’t 
refugees [fleeing Syria] part of the 
silence?”

How can this be seen in stainless-
steel figures? “You try to resolve 
complexities into a few simple 
ideas. If you see the shape of Shout, 
I’m talking about the whole world, 
but at the end it’s a simple gesture,” 
Karam said.

With so much public art — current 
work includes highways in Doha 
and atriums in Susu, near Shang-
hai, for the world’s largest shopping 
mall — is Karam still an architect?

“I’m at the stage of the ugly 
duckling,” he confides. “Architects 
refuse you because you’re an art-
ist, while artists refuse you because 
you’re an architect. You stand in 
between until everything blossoms 
into the white swan.”

Karam would love to do “iconic” 
architecture in Lebanon. Some of 
his designs were intended to stretch 
imaginations rather than be built: 
Hilarious Beirut in 1993 envisaged 

pyramids, zoos and a neighbour-
hood shaped like a barcode.

But Karam has an eye on the cem-
etery at Baskinta, the mountain vil-
lage where his late father was born 
and where the wider family meets 
in the summer.

“I go with my [14-year-old son]. 
We visit my father. I tell my son, 
this is one day where I’m going to 
be and you, too. But it’s hard to get 
him to go because it’s not a [pleas-
ant] place to visit. You enter a corri-
dor [into the mausoleum], it’s dark 
and wet,” Karam said.

Redesign would improve the ex-
perience. So what is Karam think-
ing of? Overhead walkways?

He laughs. “The concept could be 
sculptural in the sense that it’s there 
and stays, it doesn’t move,” Karam 
said. “It’s mainly Italians who have 
designed cemeteries — Aldo Rossi 
and Massimiliano Fuksas.” And the 

Japanese, Karam notes, take pic-
nics in cemeteries when the cherry 
trees blossom.

A design for Baskinta could be 
“nostalgic”, with greenery and an 
enticing entrance, he said. It would 
allow spaces for meditation.

“Some cosmic elements have 
landed, too,” Karam said. “The 
mysticism and paradox of death al-
ways haunt us. We don’t know what 
can fall on us, at any time. We’re 
like little stars in a dark sky and we 
have to make it through and look at 
the other stars.”

Stretching Thoughts is at the Ayyam 
Gallery until April 2nd.

Gareth Smyth has covered Middle 
Eastern affairs for 20 years and 
was chief correspondent for the 
Financial Times in Iran from
 2003-07.Stretching Thoughts, seated 2015

Center: Spark in Thought Clouds 2015, Mixed media on canvas 
with golden leaf. Left: Jumping Thoughts 2015, Corten steel finish.

Karam is best known 
in Beirut for the 
Archaic Procession.
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Agenda

Tripoli: 
Through March 20th

The Hollywood Circus is moving 
to Tripoli. People are invited 
to be part of the show every 
Thursday through Sunday from 
4pm-8pm at the Rachid Karami 
International Fair, Tripoli, 
Lebanon.

Beirut: 
February 16th-March 20th

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration 
that takes place over five weeks 
in various venues in Beirut 
with an emphasis on chamber 
music. The festival promotes 
and celebrates music from all 
over the world and includes or-
chestral concerts, choral music, 
puppets, opera and dance.

Dubai:
February 25th-March 12th

The Dubai Food Festival is a 
citywide festival that celebrates 
Dubai’s emergence as a gastro-
nomic destination. The event 
offers an impressive schedule 
of food-related events and pro-
motions that highlight Dubai’s 
food scene.

Dubai:
March 1st-12th

The Emirates Airline Festival 
of Literature — LitFest as it is 
known — is a large celebra-
tion of the written and spo-
ken word. People of all ages, 
nationalities and backgrounds 
join with authors from around 
the world to attend literary dis-
cussions, readings and partici-
pate in workshops.

Tafraoute, Morocco:
March 6th-8th

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every year in Moroc-
co, sees villagers mark harvest 
time with Berber dancing, sing-
ing and almond tastings. Inter-
national musicians and actors 
mingle with local performers 
to produce live events based on 
Moroccan folklore.

Doha:
During March

The International Kite Festival 
takes place in Katara, a village 
in Doha, and attracts interna-
tional visitors during two days 
of culture and art. During the 
festival, the sky above Katara 
is dotted with thousands of 
kites, including those flown 
by internationally recognised 
kiting pilot teams from India, 
the United States, China, South 
Korea and Japan. The variety 
of activities scheduled includes 
kiting workshops, face-paint-
ing, street painting and more.

Tunis:
April 8th-17th

The 11th annual Jazz à Carthage 
music festival brings together 
renowned international and 
local musicians to perform and 
attend discovery concerts, lec-
tures, exhibitions and nightly 
jam sessions.

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Jenin

F 

or backpackers ventur-
ing on biblical trails or 
exchange and foreign 
students learning Arabic, 
“homestays” dotting the 

West Bank offer a good temporary 
housing option.

Homestays offer comfortable and 
clean single or shared rooms with a 
private toilet. The stay is full board, 
with home-made Palestinian cook-
ing and snacks between hot meals. 
The rate is about one-third what 
West Bank hotels charge.

More important, for an exchange 
or a foreign student learning Arabic, 
homestays offer a good place to be: 
Living with a Palestinian family to 
become steeped in the culture, lan-
guage, history, customs and tradi-
tions and handicrafts first-hand.

Homestays began in the 1990s 
to lure foreign tourists to the West 
Bank in the wake of an uprising 
against the Israeli occupation. It 
was adopted by the Palestinian non-
governmental organisation Rozana 
Association, based in the West Bank 
town of Birzeit.

Homestays provide Palestinian 
families an opportunity to earn ex-
tra money to shore up their finances.

Since homestays are scattered 
across at least seven cities and towns 
in the West Bank — from Hebron in 
the south to Jenin and Nablus in the 
north — they attract pilgrims, histo-
rians and hikers on Masar Ibrahim 
al-Khalil — Abraham’s Path.

The trail stretches over several 
hundred kilometres from Egypt’s 
Sinai in the south, through Israel 
to the West Bank. Another route 
crosses Jordan. Plans include devel-
opment of a trail from Mecca, Saudi 
Arabia, linking it with Jordan, and 
from Jordan across Syria to southern 
and south-eastern Turkey.

The trek across the Middle East 
“retraces the journey of Abraham, 
the legendary ancestor of over half 
of humanity, who is known for his 
hospitality and kindness towards 
strangers,” according to the Abra-
ham Path website.

Rozana Chairman Raed Saadeh 
said for many families, homestays 
“created a source of income and cul-
tural exchange. It also attracts visi-
tors to become more involved in the 

issues of local communities.”
Homestays charge a fixed rate of 

$30 per night, a competitive price 
compared to local hotels that charge 
up to $100 per night for a shared 
room and two meals or only a bed 
in a hostel for $20. Homestay hosts, 
mostly women, produce handicrafts 
and food products. 

Ayat al-Mardawi became a home-
stay host in Jenin in 2009, hoping 
to generate additional income and 
achieve personal independence.

A housewife and a mother of 
six, Mardawi lives in Arraba, 12km 
south-west of Jenin. The town and 
its surroundings are speckled with 
a variety of archaeological sites, in-
cluding Roman wells and springs, 
castles that protected the area from 
intruders, Byzantine churches and 
Sufi shrines on hills overlooking 
agricultural fields, forests and ter-
races.

Mardawi was not capable of gen-
erating a second income to help her 
husband provide for a relatively 
large family until the Abraham Path 

Initiative. With a smile that doesn’t 
leave her face and a friendly atti-
tude, she said, “Running my own 
business was a dream that has come 
true.”

“I have been praised for my culi-
nary skills since I first started cook-
ing and I decided it was my opportu-
nity to transform my passion into a 
profitable business,” she said.

Initially, Mardawi only cooked 
for backpackers walking Abraham’s 
Path but soon the second floor of 
her house was furnished for the use 
of guests and buzzed with life.

Samah Abu Nima, from the village 
of Battir, 6.4km west of Bethlehem, 
used the promotional platform for 
homestays to promote her home-
made pickled vegetables and fruit.

While it is too early to evaluate 
the economic effects of homestays 
on the overall economy, Saadeh said 
they add value and diversity to the 
area’s tourism sector by providing 
a great opportunity for visitors to 
meet and learn about Palestinian 
heritage and civilisation.

Already experiencing the ben-
efits of direct interaction between 
local communities and foreigners, 
Mardawi said: “Many of my guests 
are hungry to know about the politi-
cal situation and about us as the oc-
cupied people. This is a huge chance 
for us to show the world that we are 
not terrorists.”

Stefan Szepesi, travel blogger 
and author of Walking Palestine; 25 
Journeys into the West Bank, said the 
Mardawi family is the finest exam-
ple of the importance of homestays.

Frequently writing about his ex-
periences trekking through Sinai to 
Turkey, he said: “The blossoms are 
there, too, if you look past the news 
headlines, if you experience the re-
gion through travel, if you take on 
the humble act of walking through 
its communities.”

The Mardawi family has been 
running its business for almost two 
years and describes the experience 
as phenomenal. With the help of her 
husband Mustafa and her children, 
Ayat Mardawi hosts at least three 
visitors a month, with some staying 
for one night, others for weeks.

“Although an average of three 
people per month is not enough to 
generate a sufficient second income, 
we are confident our business will 
grow especially when many choose 
to return to our house or recom-
mend us to friends and family,” she 
said.

Mardawi and more than a dozen 
other homestays hosts share more 
than a house or a dining table but 
also their time, affection and friend-
ship that runs beyond each stay with 
the help of social media.

“Our visitors look for several 
things in the place where they are 
going to stay, most importantly safe-
ty, delicious food and originality,” 
she said. “And by originality I mean 
the opportunity to live as a Palestin-
ian for a little bit.”

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.

Palestinian ‘homestays’ enrich 
visits to West Bank
Malak Hasan

Rozana staff in a hike on the way to Tulkarm. 

Swedish school girls wearing 
the traditional Palestinian 
dress during a stay in Burqin 
town, western Jenin.

A homeowner i n   the West Bank town of Aqraba welcomes guests in 
his home, which  was  turned to a homestay.
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A panoramic view of the Jordan valley. The road leads to Wadi el Qilt, a valley where the famous St George monastery is located, and 
where many tourists hike from Jerusalem to Jericho.

Homestay hosts, 
mostly women, 
produce handicrafts 
and food products.


