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ighting in Syria has fallen 
off dramatically under 
a cessation of hostilities 
agreement that took ef-
fect February 27th and 

the United Nations has scheduled 
renewed peace talks in Geneva on 
March 9th if the lull holds, though 
continued Russian air strikes 
against rebel forces battling the 
regime of President Bashar Assad 
could imperil the negotiations.

Overall, the United States said the 
ceasefire appears to be holding de-
spite some violations but US State 
Department spokesman John Kirby 
said “nobody’s doing any victory 
dances yet… It’s a very fluid envi-
ronment.”

The Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights, which monitors the 
war through a network of activists, 
reported a recent wave of Russian 

air strikes in the Aleppo and Hama 
regions, and Moscow accused Syr-
ian rebels, including jihadists, of re-
peated violations of the deal.

The Russians insist the cessation 
of hostilities agreement does not 
cover forces of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and al-Qaeda-affiliated al-
Nusra Front and it has continued air 
strikes against those groups.

The Britain-based observatory 
said non-jihadist groups have also 
been targeted in what many see as 
a drive by Russia to hammer all the 
enemies of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, Moscow’s key Arab ally, un-

der cover of the cessation of hostili-
ties to change the situation on the 
ground before the Geneva talks re-
sume.

However, Lieutenant-General 
Sergei Kurylenko of the Russian 
coordination centre in Syria set up 
after Russian forces intervened on 
September 30th, said that, on the 
whole, the temporary truce is being 
implemented.

If the cessation of hostilities 
agreement is successful, it could 
boost prospects for renewed peace 
talks, which collapsed in early Feb-
ruary even before they began amid 
a Russian-backed regime offensive 
in northern Syria that recaptured 
strategic territory Assad’s forces 
had lost.

The Geneva talks are generally 
seen as the last chance to negoti-
ate an end to a war in which at least 
260,000 people have been killed 
and 11 million, half Syria’s pre-war 
population, have been forced from 
their homes.

North-western Syria, south of 

the border with an increasingly 
alarmed Turkey, is now the main 
battleground in the most dangerous 
Middle Eastern war in a generation 
and one with dire consequences for 
the entire region and for Europe as 
it grapples with a tidal wave of refu-
gees.

Despite the lull in fighting, the 
United Nations reports that 4.6 mil-
lion people remain trapped in towns 
under siege or “hard to reach” zones 
and on the verge of starvation.

As relief agencies step up efforts 
to deliver food, medical supplies 
and other aid, such as blankets. to 
high-risk areas, UN human rights 
chief Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein warned 
that thousands of people already 
may have died from lack of food.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. 

Tunis

T 

unisian Foreign Minister 
Khemaies Jhinaoui does 
not miss the irony of Tu-
nisia’s newly built barrier 
with Libya.

Tunisia announced the comple-
tion in February of construction of a 
200km sand-bank-and-trench barri-
er along the Libyan border and plans 
to install electronic monitoring sys-
tems to keep terrorists away.

The power vacuum in Libya since 
2011 has made the threat of cross-
border infiltration more than just a 
risk. More than once during the last 
three years, Libya-based Tunisian 
jihadists crossed the border to carry 
out attacks in Tunisia.

“Before the revolution, Libya had 
been the second trade partner of Tu-
nisia, after the European Union. We 
used to have a $2.5 billion worth of 

trade. We used to have a free trade 
area with Libya,” Jhinaoui told The 
Arab Weekly.

“Now, we have been forced to dig 
a ditch between the two countries 
because of the unfortunate security 
situation,” he noted, not without a 
tinge of sorrow.

For now, Tunisians have also to 
live with the losses incurred in trade 
and employment opportunities with 
Libya since 2011. Many fret over pos-
sible fallout from any foreign mili-
tary campaign in Libya.

Jhinaoui emphasises that it is es-
sentially up to the Libyans them-

selves to establish their Government 
of National Accord and fight terror-
ism. Any foreign intervention would 
require the United Nations’ impri-
matur, he added.

In Tunisia, the former adviser to 
president Beji Caid Essebsi said he 

is optimistic the security situation 
is tangibly improving. “There has 
been quite a reversal from the time 
when our security forces used to be 
in a reactive mode. They have now 
retaken the initiative,” he said.

In light of that improvement, he 

said, Western countries, which is-
sued advisories against travel to Tu-
nisia, should reconsider.

As the country readies to imple-
ment an economic reform package, 
Jhinaoui said that much more is 
expected from the European Union 
than the continuation of the same 
type of relationship. “The EU and 
the international community will 
reap benefits by investing more in 
Tunisia,” he emphasised.

As Tunisia readies to host a minis-
terial meeting of Libya’s neighbours 
on March 21st-22nd, the Tunisian 
foreign minister sees a new role for 
his country’s diplomacy.

“Our main concern is that by pro-
moting common action in our region 
we contribute to peace and security 
in the world,” Jhinaoui said.

Oussama Romdhani is
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly.

James Bruce

Syrian boys play football between destroyed buildings in the old city of Homs, Syria, on February 26th, the day the UN Security Council 
adopted a resolution endorsing a ceasefire in Syria.

The Geneva talks 
are seen as the last 
chance to negotiate 
an end to a war 
in which at least 
260,000 people 
have been killed.

“The EU and the 
international 
community will 
reap benefits by 
investing more in 
Tunisia.”

Oussama Romdhani
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he Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) has of-
ficially designated the 
Lebanon-based Hezbol-
lah militia as a terrorist 

organisation, a move that comes 
less than two weeks after Saudi 
Arabia announced it was halting 
$4 billion worth of aid intended for 
the Lebanese military.

GCC Secretary-General Abdul-
latif al-Zayani, in a statement, 
stressed the council made its de-
cision as a result of the “militia’s 
practices in the council’s states and 
their terrorist and subversive acts 
being carried out in Syria, Yemen 
and Iraq contradict moral and hu-
manitarian values and principles 
and the international law and pose 
a threat to Arab national security”.

The latest tension comes as Sau-
di Arabia and fellow GCC member 
the United Arab Emirates have 
cracked down on alleged cells and 
businesses affiliated with Hezbol-
lah, increasing pressure in a man-
ner in line with the Saudis’ more 
assertive regional foreign policy.

On February 26th, the Saudi Inte-
rior Ministry blacklisted four com-
panies and three Lebanese men 
linked to Hezbollah. The Saudis 
named Fadi Hussein Sarhan, Adel 
Mohammed Sheri and Ali Hussein 
Zeater, who according to the US 
Treasury Department purchased 
unmanned aerial vehicles and ob-
tained electronics “for transport 
to Yemen for use in improvised 
explosive devices by the Houthis”.

Sarhan and Sheri were put on a 
sanctions list by the United States 
in 2015 over their support for Hez-
bollah, particularly, “for providing 

material support to enhance the 
group’s military and terrorist capa-
bilities”.

The media war between the 
kingdom and Hezbollah has also 
escalated.

Scores of Hezbollah support-
ers on February 27th protested in 
Beirut against Saudi Arabia. How-
ever, their motivation wasn’t the 
war in Syria or the cancellation of 
military aid but rather a satirical 
depiction of Hezbollah Secretary-
General Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah 
on the Saudi-owned satellite chan-
nel MBC.

Supporters of the militia closed 
roads with burning tyres over the 
programme’s lampooning of Nas-
rallah’s pro-Iranian stance and his 
minor speech impediment.

Saudi Arabia’s National Com-
mercial Bank, the largest in the 
kingdom in terms of assets, closed 
both of its branches in Beirut, in 
what local reports described as a 
precaution against money laun-
dering and terrorism funding.

According to Saudi financial 
analyst Fadl al-Boainain, this is 
not the first time such a thing has 
happened in the Lebanese bank-
ing industry. “Such was the case 
with the Canadian Lebanese Bank, 
which was involved in the opera-
tions of an international network 
for money laundering and drug 
trade,” he said.

The GCC views Iran, Hezbollah’s 
main backer, as a cause of regional 
instability, pointing to evidence 
of that in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, 
Yemen and Bahrain. Tensions 
were heightened in January when 
Riyadh severed diplomatic ties fol-
lowing the storming of its Tehran 
embassy by protesters angered at 
Saudi Arabia’s execution of a radi-
cal Shia cleric convicted of involve-

ment in killing police.
Saudi Arabia cancelled a $4 bil-

lion aid package to the Lebanese 
Army due to the Lebanese gov-
ernment’s failure to condemn the 
January attacks on the kingdom’s 
diplomatic missions in Iran. This 
was followed by travel bans by the 
kingdom, the UAE, Bahrain and 
Kuwait, a huge blow to Lebanon’s 
tourism industry.

In the last few weeks, nearly 
three dozen people have been or-
dered to stand trial in a special 
Saudi criminal court on charges of 
spying for Iran. All but two of the 
32 individuals, formally charged 
February 21st, are members of the 
kingdom’s minority Shia commu-
nity. The other defendants were of 
Iranian and Afghan descent.

The suspects, arrested in 2013, 
have been charged with establish-
ing a spy ring in collaboration with 
Iranian intelligence, providing Iran 
with highly sensitive information 
on the Saudi military, seeking to 
sabotage Saudi economic inter-
ests, inciting sectarian strife, re-
cruiting others for espionage and 
participating in anti-government 
protests, local reports said.

The United Arab Emirates also 
recently had a series of terrorism-
related trials involving defendants 
allegedly belonging to organisa-
tions, including Hezbollah.

Regarding the Hezbollah cell, 
three Lebanese men were charged 
with illegally establishing and 
managing a group linked to the 
Lebanese militia. The men were 

also accused of providing Hezbol-
lah with intelligence on UAE busi-
nesses operating in Lebanon and 
information related to UAE-Iranian 
relations. According to testimony 
during the trial, there are numer-
ous UAE-based Lebanese-owned 
businesses, mainly in the restau-
rant and food industry as well as a 
number of bookshops, which pro-
vide funds to Hezbollah.

Both cases were adjourned until 
March 14th.

In December, US President 
Barack Obama signed the Hez-
bollah International Financing 
Prevention Act, which aims to ex-
pand economic sanctions on the 
Lebanese militia, especially with 
regards to its global financial op-
erations.

GCC-Hezbollah dispute intensifies
The Arab Weekly staff

A Januray 2016 file picture shows Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (R) giving a press conference 
with Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) Secretary-General Abdullatif bin Rashid al-Zayani in the Saudi 
capital, Riyadh.

Scores of 
Hezbollah 
supporters 
protested in Beirut 
against Saudi Arabia 
on February 27th.

Nearly three dozen 
people have been 
ordered to stand 
trial in a special 
Saudi criminal court 
on charges of spying 
for Iran.
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Saudi move may bolster Hariri

A 

s if Lebanon didn’t 
have enough prob-
lems, friction with its 
oldest ally can be 
added to its list of 
woes. Saudi Arabia’s 

decision to halt a $4 billion arms 
grant to assist Lebanon battle the 
Islamic State (ISIS) raised many 
eyebrows in Beirut and was timed 
to coincide with what many hope 
would be the return to Lebanon of 
former prime minister Saad 
Hariri.

Hariri’s return to Lebanese 
politics was garnished by a speech 
to mark the anniversary of his 
father’s assassination, a speech 
that included a formidable attack 
on Hezbollah, assured his followers 
that Lebanon would never be part 
of an Iranian axis and that there 
was no “middle ground” between 
the Shia movement and the Leba-
nese Army.

His speech was supposed to 
mark his return to Lebanon after 
a self-imposed exile since 2011, 
which many in the Sunni-Christian 
political bloc March 14 backing 
him hope will heal rifts and had 

led some MPs to push for his 

nemesis, Michel Aoun, to become 
president.

Yet, what of the news from 
the Saudis? And is there a link to 
Hariri’s return to Lebanon?

Much has been made of the 
Saudis’ resentment of Lebanese 
Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil, 
who, aligned to Hezbollah, has not 
acknowledged the financial sup-
port from Riyadh. This is an exag-
gerated and a convenient excuse 
that hides the truth.

The Saudi news agency state-
ment said the kingdom halted the 
deals because of Lebanon’s “non-
condemnation of the blatant at-
tacks against the Saudi Embassy in 
Tehran and its Consulate-General 
in Mashhad, which are contrary to 
international law and diplomatic 
norms”. This, too, has only a kernel 
of truth to it as the real story is 
stretched over a longer period and 
represents a geopolitical shift that 
has been taking place since Russia 
entered the Syrian battlefield.

A moment of clarity has taken 
place in Riyadh since the death 
of King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud in January 2015 and in 
September when Russian President 
Vladimir Putin pulled the lever and 
sent in his military to save Syrian 
President Bashar Assad from a 
certain fall.

The Saudis had an epiphany. 
Their own defence minister, the 
youngest in the Arab world, had 
a wake-up call to exactly what 
the strength of the kingdom was, 
given crippling low oil prices and a 
domestic economy that was eating 

into cash reserves. An entirely new 
rationale was required in how the 
kingdom goes about its business, 
what it spends given the restraints 
and who gets a share of its booty. 
Saudi Arabia simply does not 
have the money it used to have to 
spend on  weak countries, such as 
Lebanon, and, given its own crisis, 
has resorted to call-centre geopoli-
tics with a simplified approach to 
friends and foes: You’re either with 
us or against us.

But that George W. Bush ap-
proach doesn’t work in Lebanon. 
The case in Beirut is complicated 
as part of the country is with the 
House of Saud. But Hezbollah 
and Iran’s strength and strategic 
positioning — both in Syria and in 
relation to Israel — have focused 
the thinking towards Lebanon. The 
warning signs were there for any 
to see as the Saudis have not been 
paying their bills in Beirut for at 
least a year.

But now they played an ace by 
halting funds pledged for the Leba-
nese Army, a move announced in 
the same week as Hariri returned 
to try to salvage a political bloc 
that doesn’t need Hezbollah to 
destroy it when in-fighting seems 
to be doing an amiable job in itself.

Hariri’s return is designed to 
repair the opposition coalition and 
to serve Riyadh in at least blocking 
Hezbollah’s latest coup de grace in 
installing Michel Aoun as presi-
dent.

The blocking of the defence 
aid is also a clear message: “We 
can still make you or break you. 

Get your act together first before 
we throw more money into your 
national military.”

It was also a message to Bassil, 
who surely will be worrying about 
the first attack on Lebanese Army 
positions by extremist groups from 
Syria and the inevitable kidnap-
ping of Lebanese soldiers — made 
easier due to a cash-strapped 
national guard.

It’s a political card that the 
Saudis no doubt will play when 
anger boils over in Lebanon and 
they can then blame Hezbollah if it 
doesn’t prevent those attacks. And 
blame Hezbollah if it does prevent 
them as the accusations of behav-
ing “like a state within a state” will 
no doubt resonate. And, of course, 
blocking the aid serves to bolster 
Hariri as the only one who can re-
store stability in Lebanon and give 
the army the requirements needed 
to fight terrorism.

From the Saudis’ perspective, 
Iran has advanced too much of 
late in Lebanon and, with Presi-
dent Bashar Assad in Syria looking 
more like a long-term incumbent, 
something had to give. Like a fuse 
jumping in an overloaded circuit, 
the Lebanon one blew. And now it 
is Hariri who appears to be the only 
one able to throw the switch and 
return power to Lebanon.

Martin Jay is the Beirut 
correspondent for the Daily 
Mail and the founding editor 
of An-Nahar English (Lebanon) 
newspaper. Follow him on Twitter: 
@MartinRJay.

Martin Jay

View point
From the 
Saudis’ 
perspective, 
Iran has 
advanced 
too much 
of late in 
Lebanon.

Hariri’s return is 
designed to repair the 
opposition coalition.
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H 

ezbollah has come a 
long way since it was 
founded in 1985 on the 
back of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards 

Corps (IRGC). It has come to domi-
nate the Lebanese political system 
with a combination of political and 
paramilitary might to the extent 
that it is perceived as a state within 
a state today.

For its paramilitary strength, 
Hezbollah is considered more pow-
erful than the Lebanese Army itself 
— it is actively engaged in the Syr-
ian civil war where its role has been 
decisive in preventing the Assad 
regime from collapse until the Rus-
sians had to interfere to stop oppo-
sition advances.

Now the Yemeni government 
charges Hezbollah with support-
ing Houthi rebels. Hezbollah also 
remains active in the provision of 
social services, running schools 
and medical clinics and has its own 
widely watched television network.

While it remains firmly focused in 
the political sense in Lebanon, Hez-
bollah is nonetheless transforming 
into a regional force of sorts under 
the guidance of Iran. In 2006, Hez-
bollah fought a well-documented 
war against Israel, which has since 
been reluctant to re-engage Hezbol-
lah in another conflict.

Hezbollah has demonstrated its 
power projection capabilities by de-
ploying fighters far out of its tradi-
tional operating ground as it is do-
ing in Syria  where it has managed 
to sustain operations and, despite 
losses, has performed its mission 
largely successfully from a military 

point of view.
However, Saudi Arabia has run 

out of patience with Hezbollah, 
whose role in Syria, suspected part 
in Yemen and desire for total po-
litical dominance in Lebanon have 
provoked a recalibration of policy 
towards Lebanon as a whole. With 
the first deliveries of armaments 
just weeks away, Riyadh has can-
celled $4 billion military aid pack-
age meant for much-needed mod-
ernisation of the Lebanese military 
and internal security forces.

Riyadh puts its reasons down to 
Hezbollah. The cancellation came 
after Lebanese Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil of the Free Patriotic 
Movement, an ally of Hezbollah, 
cast a non-vote in a near unani-
mous Arab League resolution con-
demning Iran for the burning of the 
Saudi embassy in Tehran and a con-
sulate in Mashhad.

Saudi Arabia has been trying to 
rally Arab countries closer together 
politically — in part to counter the 
rising influence of Iran and espe-
cially its intervention in the Syrian 
civil war but also because the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) poses a looming 
threat over the horizon, as do non-
state militant groups in Yemen and 
Libya. Hezbollah has been blocking 
the appointment of a new president 
in Lebanon, and the Lebanese gov-
ernment remains hamstrung be-
cause of Hezbollah’s ability to para-
lyse it almost at will.

In sum, Hezbollah has developed 
the combination of political con-
fidence and influence in Lebanon 
that has made it increasingly diffi-
cult to negotiate with for its oppo-
nents inside and outside Lebanon.

For some time, Hezbollah has 
been relying on a strategy that em-
phasises the weaknesses of its op-
ponents to achieve advantage and 
often engineer a win-win situation 
for itself. However, Saudi Arabia 
will seek to remind Hezbollah of its 
weaknesses and mount a challenge 
that Riyadh believes will ultimately 
push Hezbollah into rethinking 
its political strategy at home and 
abroad. Newly issued advisories 

from the United Arab Emirates, 
Kuwait and Bahrain against travel 
to Lebanon, along with Gulf inves-
tors preparing a substantial liqui-
dation of their assets in Lebanon 
while  hundreds of thousands of 
Lebanese expatriates earning a liv-
ing in the Gulf will hurt even more 
than the suspension of the military 
aid. Such moves coincided with the 
Hezbollah International Financ-
ing Prevention Act of 2015 — a US 
law that many in Lebanon fear will 
undermine its robust financial ser-
vices industry.

As part of a new strategy, the 
six-member Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) has decided to raise 
the stakes and push back hard on 
Hezbollah. On March 2nd, the GCC 
declared Hezbollah a “terrorist” 
group, accusing it of recruiting 

youths in GCC countries to “carry 
out terrorist acts, smuggle weapons 
and explosives” and warning that 
its “terrorist acts and incitement” 
in Syria, Yemen and Iraq are threat-
ening Arab security.

Saudi Arabia is forcing Hezbol-
lah to bargain in Lebanon —  if Hez-
bollah wants total domination in 
Lebanon and if it wants to project 
that domination to a regional level, 
then it will need to be prepared to 
pay a significant cost at home and 
broad. Hezbollah is a highly trained 
and well-armed paramilitary or-
ganisation but it has limited, if any, 
options to contend with the sort of 
challenge Saudi Arabia and its Gulf 
allies look to be laying in place. Giv-
en its own financial restraints, even 
Iran is unlikely to consider stepping 
in to assist Hezbollah by making 

substantial financial pledges for 
Lebanon.

The politically sensible way for-
ward for Hezbollah is to moderate 
its political positions in Lebanon in 
support of consensus-building and 
allow state institutions to return to 
functioning with normality.

That is the way to go forward 
even if used to pursuing and mar-
keting only maximalist approaches 
as Hezbollah will be very weary of 
the perception that it is backing 
down.

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.

The stakes in Saudi moves against Hezbollah
Sabahat Khan

A Hezbollah fighter stands on a hill in the fields of the Syrian town of Assal al-Ward in the 
mountainous region of Qalamoun, Syria.

Hezbollah is 
considered more 
powerful than the 
Lebanese Army 
itself.

Lebanon in the eye of the storm again

L
ebanon is once again 
confronted with fateful 
choices. For the first 
time Saudi-Lebanese 
relations are going 
through rough seas, 

heralding further isolation for the 
small Middle Eastern country. The 
reason: Riyadh is displeased with 
the policies of Lebanon’s Iran-
backed Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
Syria, Yemen and Bahrain.

The strain adds fuel to an explo-
sive situation, crafted by the politi-
cal elite that has ruled the country 
since the 1989 Taif accord stopped 
Lebanon’s civil war.

Since the onset of the war in 
Syria five years ago, internal crises 
have piled up and divisions over 
Syria have grown deeper, further 
worsening the schism in Lebanon.

Yet, Lebanon survived, barely 
escaping a new cycle of civil strife 
reminiscent of previous crises, 
whose effects are visible in the 
country’s political, social, sectarian 
and doctrinal realities.

However, the current reality is 
very tense and bodes grave conse-
quences, especially after Lebanon 
was pushed into choosing between 
opposite regional powers, Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. This reality does 

not exonerate any side, sect or reli-
gious community from its responsi-
bility in reviving conditions that in 
the past led to strife.

Internal schisms induced by 
international and regional conflicts 
have always led the Lebanese to 
raise sectarian barricades coated 
with nationalistic slogans. Players 
from inside and outside the country 
shifted constantly and circumstanc-
es and reasons changed.

At one point, it was Western 
coalitions; then came the Palestin-
ian guerrillas’ presence; after that 
it was Syria’s military interven-
tion; and now the strings are being 
pulled by Iran. The recipe for crises 

has not changed but Lebanon’s im-
munity is at its lowest level.

On the contrary, schisms have 
become more destructive. The 
Lebanese continue to fail the tests 
of achieving national unity and put-
ting in place a proper state. In fact, 
the Taif accord did stop the war but 
failed to pluck its causes, which re-
main like embers under the ashes.

Lebanon finds itself once again 
teetering on an active fault line. It 
is facing the toughest immunity 
test against its resident evils. The 
risk is another civil war or, worse, a 
sectarian war of the type ravaging 
other countries in the region.

While some are happy to talk 

about the Lebanese miracle of 
avoiding the flames of the Syria war 
after Hezbollah’s military involve-
ment, the fact is that prevailing 
stability is due to two factors: an 
international security umbrella 
and a popular refusal to repeat the 
bitter experiences of the past whose 
memories are fresh in people’s 
minds.

It is indeed thanks to those two 
factors that Lebanon did not con-
tract the Syrian virus. But now that 
the war in Syria has reached a criti-
cal turn, which provoked a Saudi 
mobilisation, Lebanon received a 
first warning in the form of Saudi 
Arabia suspending military and 
police aid worth $4 billion.

Lebanon is approaching the 
danger zone. So far, the punish-
ment has been financial but what if 
it becomes worse?

The desirable scenario is for the 
Saudi-led axis and the Iran-led axis 
to continue to coexist peacefully in 
Lebanon. Is this possible?

Saudi Arabia is “fully deter-
mined” and also rather powerful. 
Underestimating it will be a fatal 
political error.

At the same time, Riyadh would 
be making a gross error by underes-
timating its adversaries.

Nonetheless, Lebanon does not 
want to be swept by fear nor believe 
that war is looming and that some 
Lebanese have become nostalgic for 
the era of barricades.

Beware, the temple is resting on 
cardboard pillars.

Amin Kammourieh is a Lebanese 
journalist who has been covering 
Lebanon and the Middle East for 30 
years. He is based in Beirut.

Amin 
Kammourieh

View point
Beware, the 
temple is 
resting on 
cardboard 
pillars.

The recipe for crises 
has not changed but 
Lebanon’s immunity is at 
its lowest level.

Lebanon’s former prime minister Saad Hariri (L) talks to Lebanon’s Prime 
Minister Tammam Salam during the 36th presidential election session at the 
Lebanese parliament, on March 2nd. The session failed to elect a new president.
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“F
ighting terror-
ism is the task of 
Libyans before 
being that of the 
international 
community,” 
Tunisian 
Foreign Minister 

Khemaies Jhinaoui told The Arab 
Weekly in an exclusive inter-
view.

US fighter jets conducted 
strikes on February 19th against 
an Islamic State (ISIS) target in 
the Libyan town of Sabratha, 
70km from the Tunisian border, 
killing about 50 people. Two rival 
governments have been vying 
for the control of Libya since 
the power vacuum was created 
after the overthrow of Muammar 
Qaddafi’s autocratic regime in 
2011.

There has been talk of possible 
Western military intervention in 
Libya to stop attempts by ISIS and 
al-Qaeda affiliates to expand their 
presence in the country.

“We want our Libyan 
brothers to move ahead with 
their Government of National 
Accord. We look forward to that 
government being endorsed by 
the Tobruk parliament and to be 
established very soon in Tripoli,” 
Jhinaoui said, referring to the 
parliament of the internationally 
recognised government in the 
eastern city of Tobruk.

According to Jhinaoui, Tunisia 
“is ready to provide every effort 
to help the government take root 
and be the body that leads Libya’s 
efforts to rebuild the country and 
fight terrorism”.

In mid-February, Libya’s 
Presidential Council named 
members of a revised unity 
government but infighting within 
the internationally recognised 
parliament hindered its final 
endorsement.

“We share the view according to 
which priority should be given to 
rebuilding the state and allowing 
it to play its rightful role,” Jhinaoui 
said. The role of the international 
community should “be within the 
framework of the United Nations”, 
he added.

Diplomats and security analysts 
say 750 militias and armed gangs 
operate across Libya, with the 
main militias backing one of the 
two rival governments.

Tunisia, noted Jhinaoui, 
places “great importance on the 
contributions of countries of the 
region towards the stability and 
security of Libya”.

It will host a meeting of foreign 
ministers of Libya’s neighbours on 
March 21st-22nd.

On the home front, Jhinaoui 
insisted that “real and tangible 
progress” had been made in 
boosting security readiness and 
efficiency in addressing terrorist 
threats.

Terrorist incidents in 2015 
caused the death of 59 foreign 
tourists in Tunisia and virtually 
ruined the tourism sector, which 
accounts for 7% of the country’s 
gross domestic product (GDP) and 
is its main hard currency earner.

Beyond the economic cost, it 
was, however, the human toll of 
the attacks that has had the most 
effect on Tunisians. Jhinaoui 
said: “We have lived the deaths 
of foreign tourists as a national 
tragedy.

“We have thoroughly reviewed 
and enhanced our security 
procedures since the 2015 
incidents. Tunisian security 
forces have retaken the 
initiative in combating 
and preventing 
terrorism.

“Nobody is 
immune from 
the risk of terror 
attacks but we are 
determined not to 
spare any effort 
that is humanly 
possible to 

curtail such risk.”
Since the terrorist attack 

on the beach resort of Sousse 
in June 2015, Jhinaoui said 
Tunisia has kept its international 
partners abreast of efforts it has 
undertaken to improve security 
measures around airports and 
other travel installations. A 
steering committee, including 
representatives of the Group of 
Seven countries as well as Belgium, 
Spain and the European Union, has 
taken part in that process.

“We are hopeful our partners 
will take into consideration the 
tangible and real progress achieved 
when formulating their future 
travel advisories,” Jhinaoui said.

Following the terrorist attack 
in Sousse, Britain’s Foreign Office 
warned against travel to Tunisia. 
Some other European countries 
followed suit.

Beside the security issues, the 
Tunisian government is focused 
on improving social and economic 
indicators, Jhinaoui said.

“Democracy will be at risk 
without an adequate economic 
recovery,” he said.

The Tunisian government is 
pressing ahead with a package 
of economic reforms to create a 

“better environment for 
business and investment”, 

he said.
Government 
officials and 

experts say 
Tunisia needs 
to expand 
investment, 
mainly from 

foreign and local 
private sources, 

to at least 35% of 
its GDP from 25% 

currently, in order 
to energise growth 

and satisfy the 
urgent demands for 

jobs.
The country’s 

unemployment rate is 
more than 15% overall 

and 32% for university 

graduates.
“We are aware of the urgency 

of achieving such reforms and 
the government is working hard 
to make sure the necessary 
reforms become laws before next 
September,” Jhinaoui said.

“Tunisia is laying the 
foundations for a free and 
prosperous market economy in 
order to bolster strong growth and 
create opportunities and jobs for 
its population, especially for its 
unemployed youth.”

The Tunisian foreign minister 
called upon the country’s 
traditional partners to provide 
more tangible help.

“We need the EU to go the extra 
mile with us so that we meet our 
social and economic challenges as 
rapidly as possible and with the 
least amount of turbulence,” he 
said.

Nearly 80% of Tunisia’s foreign 
trade is with EU countries.

Jhinaoui said Tunisia continues 
also to count on the “pivotal role” 
of the United States as “a close 
partner”.

Washington backed Tunisia 
with two loan guarantees of $500 
million and is considering a third 
loan to bolster Tunisia’s stand in 
the capital markets. The United 
States also provided Tunisia with 
financial aid worth about $500 
million since 2010 and is a key 
provider of security and military 
support.

But it is the Arab world that 
could provide Tunisia with 
a “natural environment” for 
cooperation, Jhinaoui said.

In this regard, he mentioned the 
diplomatic effort spearheaded by 
the visits of Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi to key Arab capitals.

“Tunisia is back in foreign 
policy. It will do its best to have 
good relations with everyone in 
our neighbourhood as well as 
with others,” he said. “Success of 
Tunisia to get out of its crisis and 
overcome terrorism and other 
challenges will be a success for our 
region and beyond.”

I n t e r v i e w

Oussama Romdhani
“We have lived 
the deaths of 
foreign tourists 
as a national 
tragedy.”

‘Fighting terrorism is the Libyans’ task,’ 
says Tunisian foreign minister

Egypt’s Libya calculus 

E 

gypt’s interests in 
Libya are multifaceted, 
reflecting strategic, 
political and economic 
concerns. At times, 
these interests align 

with those of the international 
community; other times, they 
diverge.

On the strategic level, Egypt is 
extremely worried about weapons 
and terrorists crossing its western 
border with Libya and aiding ter-
rorists in the Sinai peninsula and 
elsewhere in Egypt. The porous 
Libyan-Egyptian border makes 
monitoring the frontier extremely 
difficult, frustrating Egyptian 
officials. Washington is providing 
Egypt with equipment to help deal 
with this serious problem.

The presence of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Libya has heightened 
Cairo’s concerns. The gruesome 
beheading of 21 Egyptian Coptic 
Christians by ISIS on a Libyan 
beach in 2015 brought home how 
very real this threat is. Egypt re-

taliated with air strikes against ISIS 
positions in Libya.

After the breakdown of authority 
in Libya and the emergence of two 
rival governments, Egypt’s policy 
has been to support the secular To-
bruk government, which it views 
as an ally against the Islamist gov-
ernment in Tripoli — it includes the 
Libyan equivalent of the Muslim 
Brotherhood — and a force that can 
take on ISIS.

This has led Egypt also to sup-
port the controversial Libyan mili-
tary leader General Khalifa Haftar, 
an avowed secularist who was 
appointed the army chief by the 
Tobruk government. Some reports 
indicated that Egypt has provided 
Haftar with military equipment 
and soldiers, though he denied the 
allegations.

Until very recently, Egypt was 
opposed to international efforts to 
forge a unity government in Libya 
that would merge elements of the 
Tripoli and Tobruk factions, largely 
because it distrusts the Islamists. 
In recent weeks, with a major push 
by the international community, 
the prospect of such a unity gov-
ernment has come closer to reality.

Not wishing to be seen bucking 
international consensus, Egyptian 
officials have publicly endorsed 
the idea of a unity government. On 
February 9th, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fatah al-Sisi, meeting in 
Cairo with the head of the Tobruk 
government, Aguila Saleh Issa, 

said he favoured a unity govern-
ment and offered “all forms of aid 
to the Libyan state institutions to 
allow them to maintain stability 
and security”.

But Sisi also underscored that 
the international arms embargo 
against the Libyan national army 
— the forces under Haftar’s con-
trol — should be lifted. Egypt sees 
Haftar’s forces as the only reliable 
ground troops capable of taking on 
ISIS, which controls three Libyan 
cities.

The Tripoli faction, however, 
sees Haftar as part of the problem. 

Politically, Egypt sees itself as a 
kind of big brother to and protec-
tor of Libya. During his February 
8th visit to Washington, Egyptian 
Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry, 
in response to reports that the 
United States and other Western 
governments were considering 
air strikes against ISIS targets in 
Libya, stated that such interven-
tion should only come about with 
a request from the Libyan govern-
ment because of “concern” over 
the “outcome of the last interven-
tion” — a reference to the NATO 
intervention in 2011 that helped to 
overthrow Libyan autocrat Muam-
mar Qaddafi and led to a break-
down of authority.

Egypt wants to ensure that Libya 
remains a friendly state and not 
a source of terrorism that would 
keep Cairo constantly on guard. 
Its support for the Tobruk gov-

ernment was a large part of this 
strategy because it made that fac-
tion dependent on its assistance. 
Although Egypt is now supporting 
the concept of a unity government, 
it wants the interests of the Tobruk 
faction to prevail in a unity govern-
ment.

Economically, Libya is important 
to Egypt because of its potential 
to absorb excess Egyptian labour. 
During the 1990s there were about 
1 million Egyptian workers in Lib-
ya. Although many of these people 
were not employed in full-time 
jobs — some were street vendors 
selling goods from Egypt— they 
at least earned some income and 
were able to send money home.

Given Egypt’s many economic 
problems, Cairo hopes that Libya 
will again emerge as a major source 
of employment for the large pool 
of unemployed Egyptians. Howev-
er, this will not happen until ISIS is 
defeated in Libya and the country 
stabilises. Egyptian officials say 
their policies in Libya will achieve 
this result but their insistence on 
keeping Haftar, a highly divisive 
figure within Libyan society, in 
power may undermine the stabili-
sation effort.

Gregory Aftandilian is an associate 
of the Middle East
Center at the University of 
Massachusetts-Lowell and is 
a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
Some 
reports 
indicated 
that Egypt 
has provided 
Haftar with 
military 
equipment 
and soldiers.

Egypt wants to ensure 
that Libya remains a 
friendly state and not a 
source of terrorism.
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Casablanca

T 

he European Union said 
it wanted to deal with 
the issues that led Mo-
rocco to suspend ties in 
response to the European 

Court of Justice (ECJ) annulling a 
fishing and agriculture agreement 
involving the disputed region of 
Western Sahara.

“We are ready to provide all clari-
fications and additional assurances 
to address Morocco’s concerns, so 
that contact and cooperation can 
be restored as soon as possible,” EU 
foreign policy chief Federica Mogh-
erini said on February 26th.

“It is our conviction that a true 
partnership implies listening, shar-
ing, solidarity and mutual respect 
among partners,” she said, stress-
ing that contacts had been made 
at all levels between the European 
Union and Morocco since Decem-
ber and that Morocco had been 
kept informed throughout the pro-
cess.

“The EU and Morocco have de-
veloped, over many years, lasting 
partnership sealed by an associa-
tion agreement covering many ar-
eas of our bilateral cooperation,” 
Mogherini added.

Moroccan Prime Minister Ab-

delilah Benkirane said he told EU 
Ambassador to Morocco Rupert Joy 
that the North African kingdom re-
jects the ECJ’s verdict and consid-
ers it a “grave decision”.

The ECJ’s ruling followed a com-
plaint filed by representatives of 
the Polisario Front. Morocco an-
nexed Western Sahara, a former 
Spanish territory, in 1975. Polisario 
Front separatists took up arms to 
fight for an independent state un-
til the United Nations brokered a 
ceasefire in 1991.

Benkirane said ties with the Eu-
ropean Union cannot be resumed 
unless “Morocco has guarantees 
that it will be the EU’s main ally in 
judicial decisions affecting the re-
gion”.

He told Moroccan TV channel Al 
Aoula that “this is not a matter of 
commercial ties for us. The matter 
is far bigger than trade coopera-
tion, tomatoes and fish”.

Several EU countries announced 
plans to appeal the ECJ ruling and 
maintain strategic ties with Moroc-
co, which is a key ally against jihad-
ist movements in Europe.

French Senator Christian Cam-
bon expressed support for Moroc-
co’s stance on the ECJ’s “arbitrary 
and political” decision.

German Federal Minister of Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Develop-
ment Gerd Muller, in Rabat on Feb-
ruary 26th, said: “We understand 
Morocco’s position and we want to 
do everything for Morocco to be in-
volved in this process on an equal 
footing.” Morocco is a “guarantor of 
stability” in the region, he said.

European Parliament Deputy Ra-
chida Dati told the Moroccan daily 
Le Matin that Morocco’s suspen-

sion of ties with the European Un-
ion will force the 28-country bloc 
to respond without ambiguity.

“When I say too late, it means 
that it will be detrimental to the 
security of Europeans, especially 
in the context of fighting terrorism 
and the influx of migrants. Moroc-
co is essential in the fight against 
the current threats to our security,” 
said Dati.

Morocco played a key role in 
averting terror attacks by giving 
French police intelligence about 
the whereabouts of Abdelhamid 
Abaaoud, the suspected master-
mind of the November 13th as-
saults in Paris that left 130 people 
dead.

After the Paris attacks, Belgium 
sought Morocco’s help in fighting 
terrorism. In a telephone conversa-
tion in November with Moroccan 
King Mohammed VI, King Philippe 
of Belgium called for a close coop-
eration in intelligence and security 
between the two countries.

Immigration is also a thorny is-
sue as the European Union is fac-
ing an unprecedented influx of mi-
grants. The European Union wants 
to sign an agreement with Rabat on 
the repatriation of rejected Moroc-
can asylum seekers.

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

EU wants to work with 
Morocco over court dispute
Saad Guerraoui

A 2015 file picture shows Moroccan Foreign Minister Salaheddine 
Mezouar attending a EU-Morocco association council meeting at 
the European Council in Brussels.

The North African 
kingdom rejects the 
ECJ’s verdict and 
considers it a “grave 
decision”.

“Morocco is 
essential in the fight 
against the current 
threats to our 
security,” said Dati.

Algiers

T 

aking cues from his pre-
decessors, Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
brought about a number 
of constitutional reforms 

as the country grappled with eco-
nomic difficulties and security 
challenges along its borders with 
Mali and Libya.

All Algerian presidents since in-
dependence from France, 54 years 
ago, have rejigged fundamental 
laws to bolster their power and add 
honourable entries to their lega-
cies.

Bouteflika, in power for almost 
two decades, has changed the con-
stitution three times, including 
in 2008 when he scrapped a two-
term limit for president, to extend 
his stay in power. Some analysts 
do not rule out the possibility he 
might act on the constitution anew 
if he were to finish his current term 
in 2019.

The ailing 79-year-old president 
promised bold reforms in 2011 as 
strife-weary Algerians ignored 
upheavals that ripped apart other 
parts of the Arab world.

However, Bouteflika took no 
chances. He steered clear of popu-
lar votes on the constitution and 
his backers in parliament over-
whelmingly endorsed by a show 

of hands, as in the vintage days 
of single-party rule. The constitu-
tion won 499 votes from the par-
liament, with only two lawmakers 
voting against it and 16 abstaining, 
in early February.

The opposition initially divided 
over the purposes of the consti-
tutional changes, with factions 
seeking a virtual regime change 
through the drafting of a new con-
stitution. Others were hoping for a 

wide consensus ahead of the vote 
on proposed amendments.

Bouteflika presented the consti-
tutional amendments as a solution 
to economic, social, cultural and 
political grievances. “The reforms 
we have started allow us to move to 
a new political and constitutional 
stage.”

The National Liberation Front 
(FLN) and the National Rally for 
Democracy (RND), which domi-
nate the parliament, defended the 
constitutional amendments’ pur-
poses as bolstering stability and 
fostering a more open multiparty 
democracy.

The most important amend-
ments include reinstating the two 
5-year terms limit for the president. 

Other changes enshrine the Berber 
Tamazight language as a national 
and official language and set up 
an independent elections commis-
sion.

Berber-speaking regions, mostly 
in the Kabylie area of north-eastern 
Algeria, are strongholds of the op-
position movement not only be-
cause of  the Amazigh language 
but also because of political griev-
ances.

It is not clear whether the con-
stitutional move on the language 
would alter the political balance in 
regions where the local population 
has traditionally leaned towards 
secular opposition groups, such 
as the Socialist Forces Front (FFS) 
and the Rally for Culture and De-
mocracy (RCD). For the separatist 
Movement for Kabylie Autonomy 
(MAK), the change falls short of a 
special regional constitution.

It is not clear which dialect of 
Tamazight will be adopted as an of-
ficial language. Tamazight, spoken 
by 9 million-11 million Algerians, 
includes Kabyle, Mozabite, Chaoui 
and Tuareg dialects.

Abdallah Djaballah, a leader of 
the Islamist Justice Party warned 
against the adoption of the Latin 
alphabet by Berber Academy in 
transliterating Tamazight. That 
would be “very dangerous for the 
Arabic language”, he said.

After having dissolved the pow-
erful intelligence service and 
amending the constitution, Boutef-
lika might have secured most of 
the control over his own succes-
sion. The 2016 constitution grants 
him enormous powers and he can 
decide who will take over after the 
end of the fourth term.

It remains to be seen what he can 
do to bolster the rapidly deteriorat-
ing economy. In the long run, that 
could be Algeria’s real powder keg.

Rachid Tlemçani teaches 
international and comparative 
politics in Algiers.

Bouteflika amends constitution, smoothing way to succession

Good old ways. Algerian parliamentarians vote on a package of constitutional amendments, on February 7th, in Algiers.

Rachid Tlemçani

Amendments 
introduce term 
limitations and 
enhance status of 
the Berber language.
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T
he shortcomings of scientific research and innova-
tion in the Arab world and the means of overcoming 
them were discussed during the World Government 
Summit in Dubai. The issue is likely to be debated in 
many more events considering the distance that 
separates Arabs from the rest of the world in this 
regard.

Scientific research is at the core of human progress and 
development. It is the key arena through which the Arab world 
can either be part of the journey to fulfil human dreams or 
remain on the sidelines of history.

In a region shaken by wars and threatened by terror, more 
billions of dollars are spent on military equipment than on 
scientific research. Expenditures on scientific research and 
development remain below the 1% mark, despite Arab leaders 
committing more than two decades ago to raise that budget 
allocation.

Egyptian Nobel Chemistry Laureate Ahmed H. Zewail notes 
that, while South Korea and Israel spend 4% of their gross 
domestic product (GDP) on research and development, Egypt’s 
R&D budget is 0.4% of GDP.

One of the more telling indicators according to the UNESCO 
Science Report is the number of researchers in proportion to the 
general population. The Arab world counts 371 researchers for 
every million people, compared to a world average of 1,081.

Their number is as low as 19 per million inhabitants in Sudan, 
50 in Bahrain and 137 in Oman. The situation is better in certain 
Arab countries, such as Tunisia with 1,394 researchers, Morocco 
with 864 researchers and Egypt with 581.

Another indicator is the number of patent applications by Arab 
countries. In 2013, according to the MIT Technology Review, 
applications from the Arab region represented only 0.1% of 
patents registered at the US Patent and Trademark Office.

Scientific and technical articles by Arab authors constitute just 
1.3% of journal entries published.

An important part of the problem is the disconnect between 
businesses and the R&D community. According to the Egyptian 
Academy of Scientific Research and Technology, only 5% of the 
research budget in Egypt emanates from the private sector.

Indicators show progress in the participation of Arab women in 
scientific research but more can be done. The high ratio of 
women in tertiary education is not reflected in the research 
sector. More than 50% of university students in most of the Arab 
countries are women but only 37% of researchers are female.

A poor R&D environment is causing thousands of researchers 
to leave the Arab region. The “brain drain” is not bad in itself, if 
researchers kept ties to their home countries. For a young Arab 
researcher leaving out of despair, looking back does not come 
easy.

For the Arab world, once at the vanguard of scientific progress, 
the issue of scientific research has to do with more than govern-
ment policies. It has to do with youth regaining confidence in the 
ability to clinch achievements at home and not having to look for 
greener pastures abroad.

Initiatives such as the UAE space programme and a few others 
offer Arab youth the opportunity to widen their scientific 
horizons as well as the rare luxury of dreaming.

For Arabs, science is the only track that could lead to regained 
status and restored pride among nations.

The Arab world’s 
path to progress goes 
through science

Opinion

Editorial

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 6702 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

Opinion Section Editor 
Claude Salhani 

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Levant Section Editor 
Jamal Halaby

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel 
Sections Editor

 Samar Kadi

Correspondents
Mahmud el-Shafey (London), 

Dominique Roch (Beirut), 
Houda Ferjani (Paris), 

and Rasha Elass (Washington)

H
illary Clinton’s 
lopsided victory in 
the South Carolina 
primary put her on 
course to be the 
potential next 

president of the United States so 
Arab governments need to 
engage her as rapidly as possible 
to try to prevent her as president 
repeating her catastrophic 
embrace of “democratic” forces 
across the Middle East in the 2011 
terribly misnamed “Arab spring”. 
It led to havoc from Libya to Syria 
to Yemen.

As I have noted in these col-
umns before, Clinton is in no way 
anti-Arab. The Clinton Foundation 
has re ceived at least $40 million 
from wealthy Gulf Arab donors. 
She has longstanding friendships 
with lead ers and members of 
royal families throughout the 
region.

However, Arab governments 
should not be lulled by positive 
experiences in dealing with her as 
secretary of state to imagine that 
they will have the same experi-
ence if she becomes president.

A President Hillary Clinton 
will not simply repeat either the 
strengths or the shortcomings of 
her husband Bill’s presidency.

It would be a mistake to as-
sume that Hillary Clinton will 
be automatically sympathetic to 
and supportive of Israel because 
her husband was or because she 
refused to challenge Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
when she was secretary of state.

As president, Clinton is far more 
likely to openly clash with Netan-
yahu and try far more energeti-
cally to revive the peace process 
and restore the possibility of a 
two-state solution precisely be-
cause she took such a low profile 
on those issues out of deference to 
US President Barack Obama while 
his secretary of state.

Conversely, Clinton may 
be far more likely to stand 
up to Iran as president. Her 
instincts have always been 
confrontational, for good or 
ill, and US Secretary of State 
John Kerry’s achievement, 
if such it was, in concluding 
the nuclear agreement with 
Iran is less likely to impress 
her, however much she 

praises it on the election trail.
Therefore, on Iran, Saudi and 

Gulf leaders are much more likely 
to receive a sympathetic hearing 
from Clinton than they ever did 

from Obama or Kerry.
However, most of all Clinton can 

be expected to want to be her own 
secretary of state on major issues 
and she will replicate in the White 
House the way she ran the US 
State Department.

That means: for good or ill (most 
likely for good and ill) only three 
aides in her most intimate circle 
will really count as influences on 
her as president: Huma Abedin, 
Sidney Blumenthal and Cheryl 
Mills.

Between now and mid-July, 
a window of opportunity offers 
itself for Arab governments.

Clinton’s only serious chal-
lenger, US Senator Bernie Sanders, 
(D-Vt.) has little chance of winning 
the Democratic nomination. The 
Republicans are far too divided 
and confused to focus their rhe-
torical firepower on Clinton. These 
conditions will likely remain so 
until the major party nominating 
conventions in July.

That means now is the time for 
Arab embassies and diplomats in 
Washington to engage Clinton’s 
“Big Three” advisers in Washing-
ton and, if possible, fly them out 
to the region where they can see 
the opportunities, challenges and 
conditions first hand.

The most powerful and influ-
ential Washington advisers and 
power brokers lead surprisingly 
sheltered lives inside the Beltway: 
With them, a little real world ex-
perience goes a long way. A little 
time taken to engage such figures 
can pay off handsomely in four to 
eight years of sympathetic under-
standing from the West Wing of 
the White House.

Love her or loathe her, Clinton 
is on the wide political freeway 
to coast home to the Democratic 
Party’s nomination for president 
and a dream campaign against a 
confused and chaotic Republican 
Party will follow.

Now, therefore, is the time for 
Arab leaders to show the hospital-
ity and long-term vision for which 
they have been so long famed and 
seek to constructively engage Clin-
ton’s closest aides. The window of 
opportunity is there but it will not 
stay open long.

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).

Clinton may be far 
more likely to 
stand up to Iran as 
president.

Martin Sieff

How Arab leaders 
should deal with 
Clinton
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R
etired US Air Force 
General Michael 
Hayden has laid out a 
defence for the 
United States’ use of 
unmanned aerial 

vehicles — UAVs or drones — in its 
anti-terror fight, concluding 
that, in his opinion, the death 
toll from terror attacks would 
have been much greater if the 
United States had not first killed 
suspected terrorists.

His article in the New York 
Times is a narrow picture of the 
use of UAVs. Drones are effective 
killing machines but questions 
arise whether, given the anti-
US propaganda value and, more 
importantly, ethical and moral 
concerns, employing them is a net 
strategic plus.

Hayden was a top official in 
the National Security Agency, 
Office of the Director of National 
Intelligence and the Central 
Intelligence Agency. His tenure 

in those posts began 
in 1999 and ended in 
2009, putting him in 
the administrations 
of presidents Bill 
Clinton, George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama.  
Undoubtedly many very 
frightening scenarios 
and much horrifying 
information crossed 
his desk that suggested 
immediate action was 

needed to forestall terror attacks.
Indeed, Hayden writes in 

February 21st editions of the 

New York Times that “by 2008” 
intelligence indicated that “the 
terrorist threat had become 
intolerable”. By then, however, 
drones already were widely used 
weapons. There were about 50 
UAV attacks ordered by the Bush 
administration after the 9/11 
attacks until the end of his tenure. 
The Obama administration has 
carried out more than 500 drone 
sorties in its seven years in power.

Hayden argues such attacks 
are effective. He cites documents 
confiscated in the operation in 
which US Navy SEALs killed 
Osama bin Laden — notably not 
a drone attack — that stated that 
UAVs were feared by al-Qaeda 
leaders to the point that many 
wrote to bin Laden requesting 
fewer travel assignments so as to 
keep out of UAVs’ sights.

“Al-Qaeda along the 
Afghanistan-Pakistan border 
was spending more time 
worrying about its own survival 
than planning how to threaten 
ours,” Hayden wrote, adding 
that “attacking Americans on 
American soil was central to their 
planning”.

US drone strikes scored many 
headline-grabbing kills of people 
who called for terror attacks but 
there has been a heavy price to 
pay — civilian casualties, which 
Hayden writes was a “constant 
concern”.

Civilian deaths — and there is 
every indication UAV operators do 
much to limit such casualties — 
quickly become jihadist cries for 

recruits to join the fight against 
a country that would kill non-
combatants, handily ignoring that 
terror groups regularly make the 
innocent their targets.

Hayden wrote of the large 
number of high- and mid-level al-
Qaeda operatives killed by drones. 
Those deaths slowed the group 
but did not kill it.

To that point, UAVs are not 
effective in ending terror threats 
and there is a deeper issue 
concerning drone use: right and 
wrong.

If a terror attack is imminent 
— no matter where the terrorists’ 
target is — there is a moral duty 
to stop that attack. Drones 
sometimes are the best weapon to 
accomplish that.

However, if the UAV strike is 
ordered because it is thought — 
rather than known — the suspects 
are planning to attack thousands 
of miles away, the morality of 
that action comes into question. 
Sometimes “threats” are just talk.

Who can tell the difference 
between threat and braggadocio? 

The debate in the United States 
rarely touches on that aspect but 
focuses on how far the use of 
such tactics against Americans is 
allowed — US nationals have been 
killed on foreign soil; it is off-
limits to have such attacks in the 
United States.

The logic does not follow. There 
are more serious threats planned 
and executed in the homeland 
than foreign terrorists entering 
the country with marching orders, 

so why aren’t UAV attacks used 
in the United States? Perhaps 
because such tactics cannot be 
justified as right.

If UAV use is effective on the 
personnel level but not towards 
the overall goal of halting 
terrorists’ threats and there is a 
moral question, perhaps drones 
are not the great success they are 
made out to be.

There is an impressive UAV-
related kill total, which US 
officials like to cite as proof of 
efficacy. However, no one is of the 
opinion that this important war 
can be won solely with airborne 
weaponry, even without the 
bigger questions.

Drone strikes often make 
martyrs of their targets, any 
civilian death is propaganda 
and UAV attacks are widely 
unpopular in the regions they 
occur. Many people who would 
like to have been serious threats 
to the United States have been 
killed and powers in Washington 
seem to find that acceptable, all 
other issues aside, but for a people 
supposedly inhabiting the moral 
high ground and seeking peace is 
it worth it?

Hayden’s argument for lethal 
UAV use fails to thoroughly 
address serious concerns the 
programme breeds. Those need to 
be considered as drone operations 
increase.

John Hendel is Senior Editor for 
The Arab Weekly. He lives in the 
United States.

Questioning the use of killer drones

Who can tell the
difference between
threat and 
braggadocio?

John Hendel

T
he repercussions of 
punitive measures 
enacted by Saudi 
Arabia continue to 
shake the Lebanese 
political scene. 

Riyadh’s announcement that it 
was halting much-needed aid to 
the Lebanese army and security 
apparatus shocked the Lebanese 
and seemed to come as a surprise 
to the government, which sought 
to rectify the situation by issuing 
a statement confirming its 
commitment to Arab solidarity.

However, Beirut did not seek to 
translate this “commitment” into 
real change, refusing to alter its 
decision not to support the Arab 
consensus condemning the attacks 
on Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic 
missions in Iran. This is because 
Lebanon’s official decision-making 
is subject to a precarious balance 
based on the nature of its current 
government, of which Hezbollah 
forms a key part. Ultimately, any 
official position taken by the Beirut 
government must be endorsed by 
Hezbollah.

Not only did Riyadh halt 
military and security assistance 
to Lebanon, it also issued a travel 
advisory for Saudis not to visit the 
country, a move that was followed 
by similar warnings from other 
Arab Gulf states.

So the questions that the 
Lebanese people are asking are: 
What next? What does the future 
hold for Gulf-Lebanese relations? 
Will relations decline even further, 
perhaps to the point that Lebanese 

expats working in Arab 
Gulf countries will be 
forced to return home?

Observers have 
framed Saudi Arabia’s 
decisions on Lebanon 
as strategic, namely 
using its withdrawal 
from the country as part 
of a broader offensive 
strategy.

This is based on 
a Gulf conviction 

that via Hezbollah, Lebanon is 
firmly under Iranian control. 
The previous state of consensus 

between Iran, France and Saudi 
Arabia over Lebanon, which 
resulted in the formation of the 
current government just two years 
ago, is no longer in effect. It has 
been overturned by Hezbollah 
and Iran. Given that state of 
affairs, Saudi Arabia has taken the 
prudent decision to withdraw.

But the broader situation must 
also be taken into account, amid 
Arab attempts to counteract 
creeping Iranian influence, not 
just in Lebanon but in the region. 
The Syrian conflict cannot 
be separated from Lebanon, 
particularly given Hezbollah’s 
involvement. The same goes for 
Yemen.

“Enough is enough” is the 
sentiment being expressed in 
Saudi Arabia and across the Arab 
Gulf towards Lebanon. The Saudi 
decision does not aim to punish 

the Lebanese but rather push 
them to take action to confront 
Iran, which is threatening their 
independence and their relations 
with the Arab world.

Claims that Riyadh’s decision 
was motivated by emotion and 
could ultimately benefit Hezbollah 
and Iran are simply incorrect. 
Saudi Arabia’s decision is a 
strategic move that aims to restore 
Lebanon’s traditional Arab role 
and strengthen those who want to 
confront Iranian influence in the 
county.

So, what will happen next? 
There are three basic scenarios:

First, this could lead to further 
crisis, with Hezbollah using its 
political and military power to 
change the pyramid of power 
in Lebanon, imposing a new 
president, prime minister and 
government that it approves of.

Second, things could stay the 
same. The crisis will remain 
within its current bounds without 
escalation, while Lebanon’s 
political situation remains in its 
confused configuration, with the 
presidential vacuum continuing 
until it can be resolved by 
external regional change, perhaps 
dependent on how the crisis in 
Syria resolves itself.

Third, change. The Gulf 
pressure will alter the balance of 
power in Lebanon and neutralise 
the threat represented by Iran 
and Hezbollah, with Hezbollah 
ultimately realising that its 
presence in Syria and the region 
will not succeed.

As for which of these three 
scenarios will prevail, only time 
will tell.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

What next after Saudi measures
against Lebanon?

The Saudi decision 
aims at pushing the 
Lebanese to take 
action to confront 
Iran.

Ali al-Amin

Lebanon’s Prime Minister Tammam Salam (C) during the 36th presidential election session in a 
discussion at the floor of the Lebanese parliament, on March 2nd. The session failed to elect a new 
president.
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S 

tarving an enemy is an old, 
albeit dangerous, weapon 
of war. In the Syrian civil 
war, starvation has often 
been seen as crucial in de-

ciding the outcome of many battles.
Almost all warring sides have 

used this weapon to gain military 
and political advantages, always 
at the expense of civilians. Many 
people starved to death in besieged 
areas, with sieges lasting more than 
three years in some cases.

More than 400,000 people are 
under siege in Syria by one of the 
many warring parties, according to 
the United Nations. Besieged zones 
are scattered across Syrian terri-
tory from Deir ez-Zor in the east to 
Zabadani and Madaya near the Leb-
anese border in the west.

Different parties define siege dif-
ferently. For the United Nations, 
any person who cannot secure food 

is considered under siege. The Syr-
ian Arab Red Crescent (SARC) con-
tends that “there are zones that are 
difficult to access but not impossi-
ble to reach”.

The Syrian regime resorted to 
sieges on many occasions to pres-
sure the armed opposition to relin-
quish territory or to impose a truce. 
Rebels made use of sieges to push 
the regime to relax its grip on other 
besieged areas and allow entry of 
humanitarian aid. Thus, the fate of 
besieged cities became intertwined.

For instance, the standoff be-
tween the Syrian Army and rebels 
led to an agreement in which hu-
manitarian aid was dispatched to 
Zabadani and Madaya and some 
fighters and their families were al-
lowed to leave the besieged town. 
In return, the opposition allowed 
inhabitants of Kefraya and Fua to 
leave the cities in Aleppo province 
and go to Sayeda Zainab near Da-
mascus.

Ayham Mihriz, SARC’s head of op-
erations, said: “Certain areas are dif-
ficult to access because of military 

operations but we still try to reach 
them via other ways.”

“We rely on local volunteers to 
provide the necessary services,” 
he said. “We have a chapter in the 
embattled town of Douma in rural 
Damascus and medical outposts in 
Arbin. These are areas difficult to 
reach but we are nevertheless giv-
ing medical care to the local inhab-
itants. In Douma we even provide 

dialysis sessions and diabetes medi-
cine.”

“We are also working side by side 
with UNICEF and the World Health 
Organisation to assist populations 
in neighbourhoods in east of Alep-
po that are under the control of the 
opposition. We dispense more than 
30,000 kilograms of bread in be-
sieged zones in areas of Damascus 
and Aleppo,” Mihriz added, noting 
that “last year, we have done a bet-
ter job than the year before and this 
year we hope to do a better job than 
last year.”

In Deir ez-Zor, more than 200,000 
people have been living under an 
Islamic State (ISIS) siege for more 
than a year. Trapped in four neigh-
bourhoods under regime control, 
they lack food, medicine, drinking 
water and all other basic needs. 
With ISIS forces refusing to let in 
food supplies from surrounding vil-
lages, prices have skyrocketed and 
whatever is smuggled in is sold at 
100 times higher than normal value.

“Prices of food items, when they 
exist, have simply gone through the 
roof. One kilogram of tea costs more 
than 40,000 Syrian pounds ($100), 
while in Damascus, it costs $7. Last 
week, the price of one loaf of bread 
reached 400 pounds, approximate-
ly $1,” says Mohamed al-Abd, who 
lives in Deir ez-Zor’s al-Joura neigh-
bourhood.

“A low income family of six peo-
ple living on a single meal a day 
would need about 450,000 pounds 
($1,100) a month to survive. To 
meet these living expenses, most 
people in the city have used up their 
savings and some had to sell their 
furniture,” Abd added.

Deir ez-Zor’s parliamentarians 
have accused government officials 

of “starving the city” by failing to 
delivery assistance to the airport, 
which is still under army control. 
They charged that people are left 
under the mercy of “merchant offi-
cials”, who reap incredible profits.

Those who can afford it are flee-
ing the city. For 200,000 pounds 
($500) per person officials would fa-
cilitate their transportation by heli-
copter from Deir ez-Zor to Qamishli 
airport in the Kurdish-held Hasakah 
province and from there to a land 
crossing point of their choice.

Following several deaths from 
starvation and lack of medicine in 
Deir ez-Zor, social media activists 
launched a cyber campaign they 
called “Save Deir ez-Zor”. That re-
sulted in some supplies being air-
dropped into the city.

During a visit to Damascus mid-
February, UN Special Envoy to Syr-
ia Staffan de Mistura announced 
that more humanitarian aid will be 
dropped into Deir ez-Zor because it 
is not possible to deliver it by land.

With the progress of the Syrian 
Army north of Aleppo that led to 
lifting the siege on Nubl and Zahra, 
and improving access to Kefraya 
and Fua, home for pro-regime 
Shia populations, rebels fear they 
might lose their bargaining chip to 
force aid deliveries to Madaya and 
Zabadani.

Syrian government sources, how-
ever, insist that the aid programme 
is the result of an international de-
cision and that the government will 
see to it that aid reaches all besieged 
areas.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has been 
covering Syria since 1995.

Starve or 
surrender — Syria’s 
weapon of war
Khalil Hamlo

T 

he fact that most areas 
under government siege 
are within the vicinity of 
Damascus illustrates why 
strategists resort to star-

vation and isolation as weapons. 
The siege has contributed to keep-
ing rebels from reaching Damascus 
neighbourhoods.

Thousands of people are besieged 
in towns and villages in Eastern Gh-
outa, including Douma, Harasta, 
Zamalka, Arbin, Kafr Batna, al-Na-
shabiya, Hamoryah, Hazeh, Deir al-
Asafeer and Juber. They are on the 
eastern fringes of Damascus.

The Syrian government in Au-
gust allowed about 5,000 civilians 
to leave Eastern Ghouta, a move 
that the opposition blasted as an 
attempt to mislead public opin-
ion and improve the government’s 
image vis-à-vis the international 
community. In recent weeks, Syr-
ian authorities allowed a convoy 
of humanitarian aid of the Syrian 
Arab Red Crescent (SARC) to enter 
Douma, the first such delivery in 
several years.

Not far from Ghouta lies the city 
of Al-Tall, also besieged by the Syr-
ian Army with the only difference 
that it has not been targeted by mil-
itary operations. Some 40,000 peo-
ple, mostly displaced from Eastern 
Ghouta, settled there.

To the west of Damascus, some 
175,000 people live under siege 
in Moadamiyet al-Sham, Zabada-
ni, Daraya, Moadamiyet, Ma-
daya, Baqueen and Qudsia. They 
rely heavily on humanitarian aid 
brought in intermittently by UN aid 
agencies, SARC and the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross.

In Qudsia, south-east of Damas-
cus, the government sought to im-
pose a “reconciliation” deal mak-
ing it possible for armed militia to 
leave the town. At the end of 2015, 
118 rebels had left the town with 
the understanding that the next 
step would involve lifting the siege. 
That did not happen because of a 
last-minute disagreement on who 
would be in charge of town secu-
rity.

Kefraya and Fua, in the northern 

Idlib province, are home for 20,000 
pro-regime Shias who have been 
besieged by opposition fighters for 
more than two years. The Syrian 
Army occasionally breaks the siege 
by airdropping supplies or relying 
on SARC’s assistance.

Aid was recently allowed into Ke-
fraya and Fua in return for similar 
assistance to Madaya, Zabadani and 
Baqueen which are encircled by 
government forces and their allies 
from Lebanon’s Hezbollah.

Al-Waar district is the last subur-
ban neighbourhood in Homs under 
control of opposition forces. More 
than 20,000 people live there, lack-
ing basic necessities. The area is be-
sieged despite an agreement to lift 
the siege after hundreds of fighters 
were evacuated to Idlib under UN 
auspices.

Deir ez-Zor in eastern Syria is yet 
another besieged area. Four of the 
city’s neighbourhoods are encir-
cled by ISIS militants. Food sup-
plies have been occasionally air 
dropped to assist some 200,000 
people trapped inside.

Besieged areas
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Need for humanitarian assistance increasing in Syria
Damascus

T
he need for 
humanitarian 
assistance is 
increasing in Syria 
and humanitarian 
actors must be 
given access to 
vulnerable 

populations, said Peter Maurer, 
president of the International 
Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC).

Maurer spoke to the Associated 
Press in Damascus on February 
25th after returning from the cen-
tral city of Homs. He had visited 
the Waer neighbourhood where a 
ceasefire was recently reached.

Speaking of Waer residents, 
Maurer said: “Sometimes they get 
access to some food, to some wa-
ter, to some medical services, and 
sometimes for weeks they don’t.”

During his tour in Waer, Mau-
rer visited an ICRC-supported 
community shelter and a hospital 
that was severely damaged in the 
fighting. The Al-Walid hospital is 

in desperate need of equipment 
and medical supplies and the ICRC 
expects to deliver doctors with 
medical supplies in the coming 
days, he said.

“My dominant impression from 
visiting Syria for the fourth time is 
that each time the needs are more 
profound,” Maurer added.

The United Nations says there 
are nearly 500,000 people in be-
sieged areas in Syria and an es-
timated 4.5 million Syrians 
are in a separate category 
called “hard to reach”.

Maurer earlier met 
with government officials, 
including Syrian Prime Min-
ister Wael Nader al-Halqi, 
about the Syrian humanitar-
ian crisis. “There is an under-
standing by the key representa-
tives that this has become a 
serious humanitarian 
crisis that has gone 
far be-
yond the 
country,” 
Maurer 
said. “The 

discourse of sovereignty is a rela-
tive one when a crisis has become 
a global crisis.

“In that sense I think everybody 
needs to review (their) position 
and then to see how we can work 
together in order to respond, again, 
in a much more meaningful way to 
those stark needs.”

Maurer said that 
of those in most 
need for help 
are people in 
areas that are not 
controlled by 
the government 
and are the 
hardest to reach 
for humanitar-
ian actors such 
as the ICRC.

The UN 
World Food Pro-

gramme (WFP) announced the 
first high-altitude airdrop of 21 
tonnes of aid February 24th over 
the eastern city of Deir ez-Zor, 
which is under siege from Islamic 
State (ISIS) extremists. WFP later 
said it faced “technical difficul-
ties” and indicated the drop may 
have been off target.

WFP said that due to weather 
conditions, including unexpected 
high winds over the area, ten 
of the 21 food pallets that were 
airdropped drifted away and are 
unaccounted for.

The ICRC has refused to use 
airdrops to reach isolated popula-
tions in rebel-held areas on the 
premise that aid could get into the 
wrong hands. “It is very difficult 
to target air drops to the right 
people and to do it safely without 
a presence on the ground,” Maurer 
said.

Syria’s crisis, which began in 
March 2011, has killed at least 
250,000 people, wounded 1 mil-
lion and displaced half the coun-
try’s population.
(The Associated Press)

I n t e r v i e w

“My dominant 
impression from 
visiting Syria for 
the fourth time 
is that each time 
the needs are 
more profound.”
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U 

S Secretary of State 
John Kerry told the US 
Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee that it 
might soon be too late 

to ensure the survival of Syria as a 
single state.

If hopes for a ceasefire evaporate 
and there is no shift towards a tran-
sitional government in the coming 
months, it would be time to move 
to a Plan B that could involve the 
country’s partition, he said in a Feb-
ruary 23rd hearing.

Warnings of Syria fragmenting into 
sectarian-ethnic statelets — Sunni, 
Alawite and Kurdish — could equally 
apply to neighbouring Iraq, which 
has a Shia majority. In the semi-
autonomous territory of the Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) 
in northern Iraq there is a renewed 
proposal for a referendum seeking 
independence from Baghdad.

In Iraq’s largely Shia south, 
where more than 60% of the coun-
try’s vast oil reserves lie, Basra has 
been convulsed by tribal violence 
and local politicians are pressing 
for autonomy. They complain that 
the central government takes the 
province’s oil but fails to provide 
adequate services.

Iraq’s minority Sunnis are torn 
between a brutal Islamic State (ISIS) 
regime, which controls a large seg-
ment of western Iraq, and a Shia-
dominated government they ac-
cuse of ignoring Sunni rights.

US Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter raised a possible break-up of 
Iraq in mid-2015 when he speculat-
ed before congressmen about what 
would happen if a central govern-
ment representing all communities 
was not viable.

“If that government can’t do what 
it’s supposed to do, then we’ll still 

try to enable local ground forces, if 
they’re willing to partner with us, 
to keep stability in Iraq,” he said. 
“But there will not be a single state 
of Iraq.”

In Iraq, as in Syria, the idea of 
acknowledging de facto fragmenta-
tion by drawing new borders that 
reflect the reality on the ground 
may seem an increasingly appeal-
ing option.

It was what happened in the Bal-
kans after the murderous civil wars 
of the 1990s that saw the break-
up of Yugoslavia, an entity that 
emerged from the ruins of World 
War I as did the states of the Mid-
dle East.

 It is not for nothing that the pro-
cess by which states fragment as a 
result of ethnic conflict is known as 
“Balkanisation”.

The present map of the Middle 
East is justifiably considered as the 
artificial creation of outside pow-
ers, specifically France and Britain, 
drawn to serve their own geopo-
litical interests rather than those of 
the inhabitants.

Redrawing the borders almost a 
century later, however, is an option 
that might create at least as many 
problems as it attempts to resolve. 
The Yugoslav wars were largely a 
consequence of Serbia’s attempts 
to exert its hegemony over its 
neighbours. There was a general 
Western consensus supporting 
the communities targeted, while a 
weakened post-Soviet Russia was 
unable to turn the tide in favour of 
its Serb ally.

In the case of Syria and Iraq, 
however, all the main powers have 
expressed opposition to partition. 
Even the statements by Kerry and 
Carter were expressed as warnings 
rather than preferences, despite 
widely circulating conspiracy theo-
ries that the United States is intent 
on fragmenting the region.

Turkey and Iran have both force-
fully expressed their hostility to 
partition, particularly in relation 
to the prospect of independence 
for the Kurds. Despite being on op-
posite sides in the Syrian conflict, 
Tehran and Ankara see eye to eye 
on the Kurdish issue at least.

On a fence-mending visit to Tur-
key in January, Iranian Deputy 
Foreign Minister Ebrahim Rahim-
pour said: “Kurds are our histori-
cal friends. And we want them to 
continue their existence in prosper-
ity and happiness within the states 
they live in.

“Our region is not strong enough 
to bear new crises. We hope Kurds 
in other countries will enjoy full 
citizenship rights as Kurds in Iran 
do. And if we defend the territorial 
integrity of Turkey and Iran, we do 
the same for Iraq and Syria as well.”

Given Tehran’s harsh crackdown 
on Iran’s Kurdish separatists over 
the years, the Kurds might con-
sider Rahimpour’s comments off 
the mark in terms of policy towards 
Kurdish secession.

But in what is presently northern 
Iraq, an independent Kurdish state 
might be feasible, given the terri-
tory’s oil reserves. 

However, faced with the hostil-
ity of its neighbours and with no 
access to the sea, an independent 
Kurdistan there would continue 
to be subject to opposition from 
neighbouring states that fear the 
rise of nationalism among their 
Kurdish minorities.

Shia Iraq might survive as a sepa-
rate entity but what would be the 
political and economic future of 

any future Sunnistan that has no oil 
or other natural resources?

Syria and Iraq might be artificial 
creations of the former imperial 
powers that divide ethnic and re-
ligious communities as much as 
they unite them but the vision of a 
region of micro-states prospering in 
their own territorial bubbles is per-

haps as unlikely as the ISIS vision of 
a region with no borders at all.

Harvey Morris has worked in the 
Middle East for many years and 
written several books, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.

In war-torn Iraq, breaking up is hard to do   
Harvey Morris

What would be the 
political and 
economic future of 
any future 
Sunnistan that has 
no oil or other 
natural resources?

A 2005 file picture shows an Iraqi vendor putting on display the 
map of Iraq and of Baghdad, at his shop in the souk al-Mutanabbi.
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Disappearing Iraq

I
t has been 25 years — Janu-
ary 1991 — since the United 
States began the bombing 
attacks that marked the first 
shots of Operation Desert 
Storm to drive Iraqi forces 

from Kuwait.
The shooting stopped a few 

weeks later but the belligerence 
did not and the United States, 
claiming a threat from Iraqi 
“weapons of mass destruction”, 
in March 2003 initiated Operation 
Iraqi Freedom, a military cam-
paign, perhaps changed in name, 
that has not truly ceased to this 
day and that is not likely to end 
anytime soon.

Mainstream media did ob-
ligatory recaps of the last quarter 
century of US-Iraqi relations, 
think-tanks put together a white 
paper or a video marking the 
anniversary and the satirical the 
Onion published an article noting 
how America’s political leaders 
were holding a gala in celebration. 
The reality is that the anniversary 
passed barely noticed.

The conflict in Iraq, which cost 
thousands of American lives, 
hundreds of thousands of Iraqi 
lives and trillions of US dollars, is 
disappearing from the American 
mindset.

US media, obsessed with the 
Republican and Democratic cam-
paigns for the presidency, seem 

to report on little else these days 
besides the daily musings of 
Donald Trump. 

While suicide bombings and the 
territorial gains and losses of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) occasionally 
merit a 150- or 200-word article on 
a news website or a brief men-
tion during a TV or radio news-
cast, Americans and their media 
have turned their attention to 
other issues. While they may be 
vaguely aware of the crisis in Iraq, 
it doesn’t feel important to them 
anymore.

Recently a friend who works for 

a well-known broadcaster pro-
duced an in-depth look at life in 
Ramadi, weeks after it was recap-
tured by Iraqi forces. 

He received so few views of 
this well-researched and reported 
story that he was reduced on Fa-
cebook to jokingly note that of the 
80 odd views of the report on his 
organisation’s website, 70 of them 
had come from his cameraman 
and him.

While it can be said that ISIS-

inspired terrorism is very much on 
the American radar, there is no real 
connection made to Iraq. Instead it 
is the domestic terrorist, the lone 
wolf inspired by ISIS, who is to be 
feared the most.

Isolated events in Iraq might 
bubble to the surface and domi-
nate the American news cycle 
for a brief time. If the Mosul dam 
was to burst, an event that the US 
government advised Iraqi citizens 
to prepare for, the resulting death 
and destruction would be hard to 
ignore even in the midst of a US 
presidential campaign. 

But anything below an event 
of that magnitude will rise only 
briefly and then sink beneath the 
waves of the American political 
campaign.

This does not mean that Iraq is 
being forgotten about by the gov-
ernment. US Secretary of Defense 
Ashton Carter recently confirmed 
that the US Army’s elite Delta Force 
units were operating again in Iraq 
with the express purpose to kill or 
capture top ISIS operatives.

It’s not likely, however, that 
events in Iraq will return to the 
importance they once held for the 
average American for many years, 
if ever.

 Iraq has become like a distant 
second cousin to most Americans 
— barely thought about and, when 
briefly remembered, soon forgot-
ten.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation. He is 
the former executive director of 
the Online News Association and 
was a Nieman Fellow at Harvard in 
1992.

Tom Regan

View point
The conflict 
in Iraq, 
which cost 
thousands 
of American 
lives and 
hundreds of 
thousands of 
Iraqi lives, is 
disappearing 
from the 
American 
mindset.

Iraq has become like a 
distant second cousin to 
most Americans.

An Iraqi little girl clings to her father’s legs as a US Army soldier 
frisks him at a checkpoint in Baghdad, on December 26, 2003.
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Gaza City

T 

en members of Hamas’s 
armed wing have been 
buried alive in recent 
weeks as clandestine 
tunnels collapsed on 

them, but Hamas insists the un-
derground passageways are in-
valuable and work on them will 
continue.

The tunnels that caved in in the 
Tuffah neighbourhood, in eastern 
Gaza near the Israeli border, were 
part of “dozens” of passageways 
dug under the city by Hamas’s 
armed wing, known as the Izzed-
dine al-Qassam Brigades, accord-
ing to Hamas officials.

The digging remained secret un-
til Israel discovered a 2km under-
ground route stretching from Gaza 
to Israel late in 2014. It claimed Ha-
mas planned to use the tunnels to 
mount attacks against the Jewish 
state and its civilians.

Hamas declined to confirm or 
deny the accusation and it was 
not until three tunnels collapsed 
in late January and early February 
that Hamas Deputy Chief Ismail 
Haniyeh confirmed publicly for the 
first time that Hamas’s armed wing 
was using tunnels under Gaza to 
test rockets near the enclave’s out-
let on the Mediterranean.

“The tunnels played a crucial 
role in our victory,” Haniyeh told 
mourners at the funeral of the sev-
en Hamas dead. “It is from these 
tunnels that the mujahideen car-
ried out painful strikes on Israel, 

captured the Israeli soldier Oron 
Shaul and fought the Israeli occu-
pation, went behind enemy lines 
and returned safely to their bases.

“Underground tunnels brought 
death to our enemy and victory 
and glory to our people and na-
tion.”

Hamas’s political and military 
leaders emphasise that the tunnels 
are an important weapon against 
Israel, more effective than rockets.

Dependence on the tunnels 
was obvious two years ago when 
Gaza’s Hamas rulers were smug-
gling weapons, food, medicine 
and medical supplies, furniture 
and various commodities into the 
area through the passageways. 
That helped Gazans cope with the 
blockade Israel imposed after Ha-
mas took over the enclave from the 
Palestinian Authority (PA) in 2007.

Severe shortages became evi-
dent when tunnels in Gaza were 
discovered and closed from the Is-
raeli and Egyptian sides.

Since Haniyeh’s announcement, 
fear has gripped Gaza’s residents, 
who argue Israel may wage anoth-
er war on Gaza in retaliation.

“Al-Qassam dug the tunnels un-
der Gaza to defend the city and its 
population,” Haniyeh said.

He said the tunnels were a “start-
ing point for the big battle for the 
liberation of all Palestine” — a ref-
erence to attacks against Israel. He 
declined to elaborate but said Gaza 
and Hamas are “so powerful. They 
are stronger than ever before.”

Haniyeh said the seven Hamas 
militants, aged between 18 and 22 
years, were neither hiding in the 
tunnel nor escaping from the Is-
raelis. “They were setting the stage 
for attacking their enemy,” he said. 
“They were preparing for any up-
coming battle with Israel.”

He declined to provide specifics 
but said Hamas was testing rock-
ets, firing into the sea. Other Ha-
mas officials said the tunnels were 
used partly to smuggle militants 
into Israel to carry out suicide at-
tacks.

The latest casualties bring to 

more than 40 the number of Ha-
mas activists who have died in the 
tunnels, according to Hamas offi-
cials.

Talal Oukal, a Gaza-based po-
litical analyst, said Hamas, which 
won 74 seats in the 132-seat Pales-
tinian Legislative Council (PLC) in 

2006, is still “acting as a group, not 
a responsible government”. A split 
with the PA has shattered Palestin-
ian unity.

Oukal blamed Hamas for Gaza’s 
worsening conditions. One-third 
of Gaza residents live in absolute 
poverty and unemployment in the 
enclave is 42%.

The Israeli siege, which bans 
trade with Gaza, has caused severe 
shortages of basic commodities, 
banned the travel of its residents, 
virtually turning the seaside city 
into a large jail.

Mushir al-Masri, a lawmaker and 
a senior Hamas leader in Gaza, said 
that, despite the hardships in the 
past ten years, Hamas remained 
“very powerful”.

Faisal Abu Shahla, a Gaza law-
maker affiliated with Hamas’s rival 
Fatah faction of the PA, said, al-
though Hamas formed a Palestin-
ian government after winning the 
elections, “it insisted on using the 
gun to resolve its dispute with us 
and eventually seized control of 
Gaza”.

“I hope it will change its man-
ners and return to dialogue to form 
a broader unity government to 
prepare for presidential and legis-
lative elections,” he said.

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

Gaza tunnels could trigger another war
Saud Abu Ramadan

A 2015 file picture shows Palestinian militants from the Islamic Jihad’s armed wing, Al-Quds 
Brigades, squat in a tunnel, as they take part in military training in south of the Gaza Strip.

Hamas’s political 
and military leaders 
emphasise that the 
tunnels are an 
important weapon 
against Israel, more 
effective than 
rockets.

Ramallah

T 

he Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict has slipped down 
the region’s priority list 
since “Arab spring” revo-
lutions swept across the 

Middle East and forced govern-
ments and people to focus on do-
mestic troubles.

Internationally, it is not any bet-
ter.

Europe jilted its largely vocal 
pro-Palestinian stance to focus on 
trying to resolve the Syrian crisis, 
host hundreds of thousands of Syr-
ian and Iraqi refugees and tighten 
security in the face of threats from 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants, who 
attacked the heart of the French 
capital in 2015.

The United States, the sponsor 
of Palestinian-Israeli peace nego-
tiations, is turning its attention in-
ward as campaigning heats up for 
presidential elections.

US President Barack Obama 
has little time to achieve a break-
through by pushing the Israelis 
to return to the negotiating table 
and paving the way for Palestinian 
statehood.

The talks stalled years ago with 

no indication when they would re-
sume.

In the meantime, Israel contin-
ued its unilateral moves: beefing 
up Jewish settlements on Palestin-
ian lands, provocations at a revered 
Muslim shrine in Jerusalem and 
a stifling blockade on Gaza since 
2007, which ruined the economy 
and further frustrated people who 
feel they are confined to a big jail.

For several months, Palestin-
ian President Mahmoud Abbas has 
been calling on the international 
community to support an interna-
tional peace conference because of 
the deadlock in Israeli-Palestinian 
talks.

Hanan Ashrawi, a member of the 
Palestine Liberation Organisation’s 
(PLO) ruling Executive Committee, 
said Abbas’s Palestinian Authority 
(PA) acknowledged the futility of 
the US monopoly over peace talks, 
which reinforced the imbalance of 
the process by equating the occu-
pier and the occupied.

“We will not make the same mis-
takes. We are pushing towards a 
time frame with international in-
tervention and guarantees to hold 
Israel accountable for its crimes 
and violations of international 
law,” Ashrawi said.

Palestinians say the PA must in-
vest in and support the Boycott, 
Divest and Sanctions (BDS) move-
ment and intensify efforts on the 
international level, such as in the 
International Criminal Court (ICC), 
to provide protection for the Pales-
tinian people.

Political writer Sam Bahour said 
“efforts on the global stage should 
continue to focus on recognition of 
the state of Palestine and increase 
the intensity of actions that add a 

cost to the occupation, such as BDS 
efforts.”

Another option is realising rec-
onciliation with the militant Pales-
tinian Hamas and the formation of 
a unity government.

Former minister Majida al-Masri 
said an end to Palestinian divisions 
would strengthen the Palestin-
ian representation externally and 
support the people’s political, eco-
nomic and social steadfastness.

Since the death of Palestinian 
leader Yasser Arafat and Hamas’s 
takeover of the Gaza Strip in 2007, 
Israel continues to benefit from 
the division to sabotage efforts to 
establish a Palestinian state within 
the 1967 borders including East 
Jerusalem and the Gaza Strip and 
stall peace talks.

Bahour stressed that the Pales-
tinian internal situation could no 
longer sustain the lack of unity, 
loss of public legitimacy and lack of 
a post-Oslo peace accords strategy.

Palestinian unity, learning from 
the failures of the 1994 Oslo ac-
cords, a sound strategy moving 
forward that addresses Palestin-
ians’ rights first and foremost, is 
bound to change the current situ-
ation, he explained.

According to Ashrawi, recon-
ciliation would help Palestinians 
activate the political system, have 
elections and secure public and in-
ternational recognition.

While Palestinians say recon-
ciliation is the answer to their in-
ability to solve many internal and 
external issues, they seem less 

united regarding whether they 
should adopt nonviolent or armed 
resistance.

Rateb Abu Rahme, coordinator 
of the popular committee in the 
West Bank village of Bil’in, said he 
firmly believes Palestinians have 
a great chance to succeed by sup-
porting popular resistance and 
turning it into a prevalent intifada 
to face Israel’s expanding settle-
ments and disregard of Palestin-
ians’ rights and extrajudicial kill-
ings.

Fahour approved, saying: “It 
would be wise for us to find other 
venues of resistance where we 
have an advantage, such as non-
violent civil disobedience.”

Despite its small accomplish-
ments, many believe non-violent 
resistance is the most apt alterna-
tive at the moment as Israel at-
tempts to take advantage of the 
surging violence since October 
2015 and youths’ involvement in 
stabbings and vehicle-ramming in-
cidents against Israelis.

“We cannot afford to allow the 
current acts of violence by our 
young to blindly lead us to a battle-
ground that Israel repeatedly drags 
us to, violence. This is the only 
game Israel knows how to play,” he 
said. 

Insisting the lull is just a phase, 
Ashrawi said: “As the Arab world 
fights for democracy, governments 
will devote their powers for the 
Palestinian cause once again, be-
cause leaving it unresolved will 
only increase violence in the re-
gion.”

Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah, 
has covered Palestinian-Israeli 
issues for more than five years.

The Palestinians’ best options
Malak Hasan

Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (R) and President Mahmoud 
Abbas after their meeting in Tokyo on February 15th.

“We are pushing 
towards a time 
frame with 
international 
intervention and 
guarantees to hold 
Israel accountable.”

Severe shortages 
became evident 
when tunnels in 
Gaza were 
discovered and 
closed from the 
Israeli and Egyptian 
sides.
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Amr Moussa: The threat to the Arab world is ‘immense’

Rome

T
he threat to the 
Arab world from 
Islamist extrem-
ists is very real, 
very serious and 
extremely worri-
some, Amr 
Moussa, former 

secretary-general of the Arab 
League, told The Arab Weekly 
during a conversation on the 
sidelines of a NATO conference 
addressing the situation in the 
Middle East.

Moussa, who led a meeting ses-
sion devoted to the deteriorating 
political and security situation in 
the Middle East and North Africa, 
said the region was going through 
one of its most precarious peri-
ods in recent history and that the 
danger facing the Arab world is 
“immense”.

The so-called theory of creative 
anarchy, he said, in reference to 
recent violence pitting Palestinians 
against Israelis in the occupied 
territories and in Israel, was “a 
destructive thing”.

Much to the detriment of Pales-

tinians struggling for independ-
ence, the wave of Islamist violence 
pushed the issue to the sidelines. 
The rise of al-Qaeda and the crea-
tion of the Islamic State (ISIS) have 
relegated the Israeli-Palestinian 
question to the back-burner for 
policymakers.

Moussa acknowledged that the 
Arab League was on the receiv-
ing end of much criticism for its 
failure to prevent the Arab world 
from falling into one conflict after 
another and without being able 
to enact reforms or to bring about 
a cessation of hostilities in Syria, 
Libya or Yemen.

Moussa explained the general 
disillusion shown towards the 
Arab League, saying that the peo-
ple expected more, but, pointed 
out that even the UN Security 
Council, with much more political, 
financial and military pull than the 
Arab League, has not fared much 
better when it comes to solving 
the Middle East’s complex issues.

Still, Moussa, despite heavy 
criticism directed at the Cairo-
based organisation, said the 
league has performed its duty. 
Many Middle East observers 
disagree with the Egyp-
tian diplomat and accuse 
the Arab League of being 

ineffective and passé. Moussa ad-
mitted that perhaps the time had 
come to replace the league with 
something else, with “a new world 
order”.

Particularly with much of the 
region in deep turmoil, some feel 
the organisation should be more 
proactive. Moussa admitted to the 
many shortcomings of the league, 
but he defended the institution by 
saying that it did have its moments 
in the limelight, even if those were 
few.

He counted among the successes 
of the league its intervention in 
providing a legal mandate to a 
number of member countries to 
join US military efforts to oust 
Saddam Hussein from Kuwait in 
1990-91, in keeping the question of 
Palestine alive “and other impor-
tant issues”.

The strength of the Arab League 
as well as its weakness stem from 
its members, he said. “The mem-

bers of the Arab League have 
different views on different 

issues and you cannot ex-
clude the possibilities of 
a foreign intervention 
influencing the position 
of certain countries,” 

said Moussa.
The veteran Egyptian 

diplomat defended the institution 
he led by saying that much like the 
United Nations, the Arab League 
is bogged down by bureaucracy 
and corrupt officials, though there 
are many who believe in their 
work and strive to make the Arab 
League succeed.

Still, as a political institution, it 
has failed overall to bring about 
greater Arab unity and it has not 
succeeded in stopping the carnage 
in Syria, Libya or Iraq.

While Moussa praised the 
organisation he led for ten years, 
it has failed to introduce binding 
resolutions and it has not offered 
solutions to any of the multitude 
of conflicts plaguing the Arab 
world.

But the changing face of the 
Middle East — the current conflicts 
that are tearing at the region — is 
placing much stress on the league.

“People expected more from the 
Arab League,” said Moussa. “The 
failure of the league is the failure 
of its members.”

“But,” he concluded, “that is 
today. You don’t know about 
tomorrow.”

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

I n t e r v i e w

Claude Salhani
“The failure of 
the league is 
the failure of its 
members.”

The Arab League still has a role to play

T
he Arab League was 
established in 1945 as 
a consortium of newly 
founded independent 
Arabic-speaking 
states. It aimed to 

“draw closer the relations 
between member states and 
coordinate collaboration 
between them, to safeguard their 
independence and sovereignty 
and to consider in a general way 
the affairs and interests of the 
Arab countries”.

In many ways, the league 
encompassed post-colonial 
nationalist aspirations for greater 
Arab unity and stronger economic 
and cultural associations. In the 
1950s and 1960s, pan-Arabism 
consolidated the role and mission 
of the Arab League, leading to the 
formation of various economic, 
defence and educational 
cooperation councils.

The league, however, has come 
to face insurmountable political 
challenges that undermined its 
ability to maintain a coherent and 
unifying position. The interests 
of member states have often run 
in contradiction to that of the 
league as a whole. Infamously, 
Egypt’s decision to sign a peace 
agreement with Israel in 1978 led 
to its expulsion from the league. 
Libya and Syria’s repressive 
campaigns against dissidents 
in 2011 culminated in their 
suspension. A unified response 
to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 
1990 resulted in divisions that 
exposed the league’s limitations 
for collective action.

The league’s inaction towards 
regional threats has eroded its 
credibility and convinced Morocco 
to decline to host the Arab 
League summit, which had been 
scheduled for March. Morocco’s 
foreign minister attributed the 
kingdom’s decision to the league’s 
“lack of important decisions and 
concrete initiatives to submit 

to the heads of states” and 
considered that “this summit 

will be just another occasion to 
approve ordinary resolutions and 
to pronounce speeches that give a 
false impression of unity”.

In the post-“Arab spring” era, 
the aggravation and inflaming 
of sectarian and tribal politics 
in an environment defined by 
the growing meddling in Arab 
affairs by Iran, Turkey, Russia, 
among others, has posed an 
unprecedented existential threat 
to the very essence of Arabism and 
with it the principle foundations of 
the Arab League. By 2015, hardly 
any member state has proven 
itself immune to the intimidation 
of irredentist movements claiming 
to reverse historic, sectarian or 
ethnic

Most members are facing similar 
breaches in sovereignty, reflected 
in domestic divisions evident 
in Sunni-Shia feuds throughout 
Levantine and Gulf states.  The 
existence of rising jihadi Salafist 
transnational armed movements 
fighting  “moderate” regimes, the 
contribution of paradigms focused 
on Arab versus non-Arab ethnic to 
domestic rifts in heterogeneous 
states marked by Arab-Kurdish 
disputes in Iraq and Syria, and 
rising Arab-Amazigh polarisation 
in many North African states 
have all threatened the pre-“Arab 
spring” status quo. Lately, the 
massing of foreign fighters and 
troops along the borders and in 
the skies above Syria and Iraq 
has added to the complexities of 
regional destiny.

The political collapses of Arab 
states or their partitions are not 
the only problem challenging Arab 
unity. Equally worrisome is the 
declining relevancy of cultural 
bonds and the undermining 
of the centrality of the Arabic 
language. A 2015 Arab Youth 
Survey, conducted by Penn 
Schoen Berland, indicated that 
of the 3,500 people aged 18 to 24 
polled, two-thirds said they were 
concerned about the declining use 
of Arabic while more than one-
third said they used English more 
than Arabic on a daily basis.

There is an increasing 
tendency among Arab Shias to 
learn Persian while Iran has 
simultaneously begun hosting 
an expanding number of Arab 
university students with aims to 
strengthen cultural and religious 
ties. Turkey has also initiated 

educational, training and cultural 
entertainment programmes that 
have been popular with young 
Arabs.

It is reasonable to conclude that 
the Arab region is undergoing a 
deepening identity and political 
crisis that has undermined 
collective action and complicated 
the role of the Arab League.

At the same time, it is premature 
to declare the end of the Arab 
League. The fact that the threats 
confronting Arab states are 
transnational and common 
necessitates cooperation and 
collective action. This is evident in 
Saudi Arabia spearheading efforts 
to assemble a military coalition 
from 34 Muslim countries to 
combat terrorism.

During its 2015 summit in Sharm 
el-Sheikh, the Arab League created 

a multinational military force to 
combat emerging security threats. 
The force was put to action in 
Yemen with the participation of 
ten Arab countries. The league 
could yet play an indispensable 
role in establishing consensus 
towards the deployment of 
peace-keeping forces in disputed 
territories such as Yemen, Libya, 
Iraq or Syria.

Regional economic cooperation 
remains essential among 
Arab states. Economic threats 
have been often confronted 
by cooperation, evident in 
Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) investments in Egypt 
simultaneous with Egyptian 
labour being utilised in GCC 
countries.

The geopolitics of the Arab 
states necessitates continuous 
cooperation in major economic 
sectors such as oil and gas. Major 
water gateways, including Bab el 
Mandab, Gibraltar, the Suez Canal 
and the Hormuz straits, have 
proven fundamental and vital 
commercial shipping routes.

Cultural conservation and the 
revival of the Arabic language 
persists as an essential requisite 
for the preservation of intra-
national, national and social 
cohesion as well as to safeguard 
against domestic fragmentation 
and sectarian polarisation.

Despite the impediments facing 
the Arab region, collective action 
is among critical options required 
for the survival and preservation 
of Arab sovereignty. Security, 
economic and cultural threats are, 
at the same time, opportunities for 
cooperation and integration.

From this perspective, the Arab 
League continues to provide a 
viable platform that can help 
foster inter-Arab relations 
and cooperation. Improving 
such a role, however, awaits 
crucial political decisions that 
can reformulate Arabism to 
accommodate the aspirations 
of the region’s multi-ethnic and 
multi-sectarian constituencies.

Imad Salamey is an associate 
professor of political science 
and international affairs at the 
Lebanese American University in 
Beirut, a senior policy adviser on 
Middle East and Arab Affairs, and 
the author of The Government and 
Politics of Lebanon.

Imad 
Salamey

View point
The Arab 
region is 
undergoing 
a deepening 
identity and 
political 
crisis 
that has 
undermined 
collective 
action.

Regional economic 
cooperation remains 
essential among Arab 
states. What role? Arab League’s Secretary-General 

Nabil Elaraby, at the Arab League headquarters 
in Cairo.



12 March 4, 2016

Special Focus

Beirut

A 

ctivism and engagement 
have no age limit, espe-
cially when people are 
fighting for their rights. 
This motto has kept 

Linda Matar, a pioneer of Lebanese 
women’s rights, going for 62 years.

At 90, the grey-haired woman 
with three children, eight grandchil-
dren and eight great-grandchildren 
still champions gender equality for 
Lebanese and Arab women. “A lot 
of progress in women’s rights and 
emancipation has been made but 
not all rights have been achieved 
towards equality with men,” Matar 
insists.

“Struggle continues. We still have 
a lot to do.”

Matar was 28 when she took the 
issue of women’s rights upon her-
self and started lobbying to amend 
laws that discriminate against 
women. The driving force behind 
her activism has always been an in-
herent part of her but an incident in 
1952 was a trigger.

It was Election Day and Ma-
tar was at home on her balcony, 
watching men streaming towards 
a nearby polling station. “A big car 
pulled over next to my building to 
give my neighbour a ride to the sta-
tion. He was a mentally and physi-
cally impaired young man,” Matar 
recalled in an interview with The 
Arab Weekly.

“He was given a paper to drop in 
the ballot box. It was a kind of vote-
rigging that simply infuriated me. 
Although I was fully normal and 

had all my mental and physical ca-
pacities, I could not vote because I 
am a female.”

It was a matter of weeks after 
that incident that Matar joined the 
ranks of Lebanese suffragettes. As 
a member of the Lebanese League 
for Women’s Rights, which she later 
presided over for 30 years, Matar 
promoted a petition that called for 
women’s right to vote and run for 
public office.

Women’s suffrage was obtained 
later in 1952 and fully enacted the 
following year, making Lebanese 
women among the first in the Arab 
world to win that right.

It was an uneasy struggle to raise 
awareness among women them-
selves at the time, Matar recalled. 
“One lady told me once ‘Why do I 
need voting rights? I have jewellery, 
this is my car key and the maids are 
at home. What do we need more?’ 
That made me even more deter-
mined to fight for our rights,” she 
said.

Although women have fared rea-
sonably since then, a core objective 
is yet to be attained — rectifying the 
woefully low percentage of women 
in parliament.

“We want women to participate 
effectively in public life, notably 
in the legislation and enactment of 
laws. If certain discriminatory laws 
still exist nowadays, it is because 
women are not engaged properly,” 
said Matar, who ran unsuccessfully 
for parliament in 1996 and 2000.

“Women should constitute at 
least 30% of members of parlia-
ment  and not only a cosmetic 
representation of one or two,” she 
said, arguing that a female quota in 
parliament is necessary “until the 
culture of women’s participation in 
public affairs becomes inherent in 
the society, including among wom-
en themselves”.

She maintained that women 
make better legislators than men, 
saying: “They basically fight for 

their nation, their society, their 
family and their children more than 
they seek personal gains (like men 
do).”

Women have been largely exclud-
ed from active participation in Leb-
anon’s political life. Lebanon is last 
in the Middle East in terms of parlia-
mentary representation by women. 
Just four women currently sit in 
128-member parliament and only 
one cabinet minister is a woman.

Matar had to leave school when 
she was 12 years old to work in a silk 
factory, an experience that opened 
her eyes to the injustices of Leba-
nese society, especially towards fe-
male workers.

“Women have gone a long way 
since that time,” she said. “They 
have asserted themselves and their 
role as an effective member of the 
society. They have become more 
aware and involved in public and 
national matters, and achieved 
strides in education, cultural, so-
cial and economic fields, but not all 
rights are acquired.”

Discriminatory provisions re-
main in the nationality law and pe-
nal code and sectarian control over 
personal status law — reinforced by 
patriarchal social norms — gener-
ally puts women at a disadvantage. 
Lebanon’s many women’s rights or-
ganisations have lobbied vigorous-
ly for legislative improvements and 
the government has taken steps to 
upgrade women’s legal status but 
major reforms have failed to win 
parliamentary approval.

Lebanon has 15 personal status 
laws for its recognised religions but 

no civil code covering issues such 
as divorce, property rights or care 
of children. These laws are admin-
istered by autonomous religious 
courts with little government over-
sight and often issue rulings that 
violate women’s rights.

Also, under the nationality law, 
Lebanese women are not entitled 
to pass their nationality to their for-
eign spouses and their children as 
men are.

Decorated by two presidents of 
the republic and voted as one of 

the 100 Women Who are Moving the 
World by the French magazine Ma-
rie Claire, Matar says women still 
have to fight to become equal citi-
zens.

“Struggle should continue in or-
der to achieve equality,” she said, 
vowing to keep up activism “as long 
as I can physically but the most im-
portant thing is that I keep all my 
mental faculties”.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.

The ‘struggle goes on’ 
for Lebanese women’s
rights pioneer

Linda Matar is a pioneer of women’s rights in Lebanon.

“Women should 
constitute at least 
30% of members of 
parliament.”

“A lot of progress in 
women’s rights and 
emancipation has 
been made but not 
all rights have been 
achieved.”

Samar Kadi

The Women of MENA

Cairo

W 

hen she took over 
her deceased fa-
ther’s place at what 
was a small petro-
chemicals factory 

outside Cairo, Hoda Galal Yassa said 
she was viewed lightly and some-
times ridiculed.

Twenty years later, Yassa is con-
sidered one of Egypt’s — and prob-

ably the African continent’s — most 
influential businesswomen.

“Most people thought that being 
a woman would be synonymous 
with business failure,” Yassa said. 
“But as time went by, everybody 
just saw that women are capable of 
making great successes.”

Women are gaining ground in 
Egyptian businesses at all levels.

Sanaa al-Sherif, a member of 
the state-run National Council for 
Women, said this is the time of eco-
nomic empowerment for women in 
Egypt and Africa.

“We notice every day that more 
and more women want to start their 
own businesses or just take jobs — 
some of them were no-go areas for 
them in the past,” Sherif said. “This 
is why we work hard to help them 
become, not mere cogs in the eco-
nomic machine but business lead-
ers.”

The National Council for Wom-
en is inviting as many as 50,000 
women to workshops it will organ-
ise across the country in the com-
ing weeks to teach them how to be 
business leaders or start careers.

About 35% of Egypt’s households 
are supported by women, accord-
ing to the Central Agency for Pub-
lic Mobilisation and Statistics, the 
government’s research arm. These 
women, the agency said, have to 
earn a living for several reasons, 
including the absence or death of 
their husbands or because their 
spouses are ill.

But leading feminist Heba Zah-
ran said women in Egypt face many 
challenges on the road to economic 
empowerment.

“This is a patriarchal society that 
looks down upon women and does 
not trust their abilities,” Zahran 
said. “Although women make up 
more than 50% of the population, 
they have not managed to occupy 
their deserved space on this coun-
try’s economic stage.”

According to the UN Human De-
velopment Report 2014, Egypt ranks 
130th out of 187 countries on the 
Gender Inequality Index. The re-
port said there were positive trends 
in gender equality in the country 
but areas of concern remain. The 
UN Population Fund cited access 
to education for women in Egypt as 
one of them.

“Illiteracy among women is al-
most twice as high as among men,” 

the fund said, noting that the most 
recent data available for domestic 
violence incidences are 2014 fig-
ures in which more than one-third 
(36%) of women of 15 to 49 years of 
age have experienced physical vio-
lence.

“The most commonly reported 
perpetrators are current husband 
(64%) but parents are also fre-
quently listed (father/stepfather, 
26%, mother/stepmother, 31%),” 
the fund said.

The UN Development Programme 
said there have been increases in 
women’s participation in the Egyp-
tian labour force from 18% in 1996 
to 22.4% in 2014.

Yassa is one of the 22.4%. Not 
content with what she has accom-
plished, she has formed a business-
women’s association that functions 
as an incubator for entrepreneurs 
and seeks to bring businesswomen 
together to increase their chances 
of success.

“Women need to form their own 
economic groupings to ensure that 
they will not be alone in the field,” 
Yassa said. “Partnerships make for 
stronger economic entities that 
help women have their say in eco-
nomic matters anywhere.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Egyptian women defy bias, achieve success

A female employee works at a petrol station in Cairo, on February 24th.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Egypt ranks 130th 
out of 187 countries 
on the Gender 
Inequality Index.

About 35%
of Egypt’s 
households are 
supported by 
women.
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Keeping track of women’s gains and challenges

Special Focus The Women of MENA

Istanbul

W 

omen in Turkey are 
under a constant 
threat of sexual 
abuse and violence, 
often committed by 

family members or people in posi-
tions of authority, with an average 
of one woman killed in the country 
every day, activists say.

As Turkey prepared for Inter-
national Women’s Day on March 
8th, the focus of women’s rights 
groups has been on the plight of 
an 18-year-old high school student 
from the central Anatolian city of 
Kayseri who committed suicide on 
February 17th after being raped by 
her maths teacher in school.

Cansel Kinali’s case triggered 
accusations that the school, de-
scribed as one of the most pres-
tigious in Kayseri, covered up the 
incident to protect its image. The 
teacher has been arrested and sev-
eral school officials are under in-
vestigation. A 12-year-old boy from 
the same school committed suicide 
days later. It was not clear if the 
deaths were related.

An aunt of the girl told Turkish 
media that Cansel revealed the in-
cident to the school’s administra-
tion but that officials even turned 
away an ambulance when she 
fainted. Shortly afterward, Cansel 
shot herself with a gun belonging 
to her father, a police officer.

Activists say behind Cansel’s 
death is a failure of government 
and society to treat violence against 
women as a serious problem. “Tur-
key is being ruled by a political sys-
tem that discounts women’s rights 
and freedoms and breeds male vio-
lence,” the group We Will Stop Vio-
lence Against Women said.

The group, which tracks violence 
against women and sends repre-
sentatives to follow trials across 
the country, said 303 women were 
killed in Turkey in 2015, up from 
294 in 2014 and 237 in 2013. Most 
were killed by family members, es-
tranged husbands or partners.

Domestic violence is widespread 
in all parts of Turkish society.

It was reported that a court in 
Istanbul issued a restraining or-
der against Ibrahim Toraman, a 
well-known football star with 46 
international caps, who is accused 
of having severely beaten his preg-
nant wife, Eylem Toraman. “My 
client is seriously concerned about 
danger to her life,” Eylem Tora-
man’s lawyer was quoted as saying.

Activists say the Islamic-con-
servative government in Ankara 
is partly to blame for the trend 
because leaders have advocated a 
traditional role for women instead 
of encouraging them to launch ca-
reers and become independent of 
male breadwinners.

Turkish Health Minister Mehmet 
Muezzinoglu caused an uproar in 
2015 by declaring that “mothers 
should not contemplate other ca-
reers besides motherhood”. Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who 
has called on Turkish families to 
produce at least three children to 
keep society from ageing, drew 
criticism by suggesting in a speech 
that men and women were not 
equal.

A study by the Hazar Education 

Culture and Solidarity Association, 
a non-governmental organisation 
specialising in women’s education, 
showed that 44% of women in Tur-
key suffer violence at least once in 
their lives but only 33% are aware 
of their rights, the Hurriyet daily 
reported.

Rights groups planned rallies 
for March 8th to draw attention to 
the problem. KESK, a federation of 
public workers’ unions, is calling 
on the government to declare In-
ternational Women’s Day an official 
holiday and says its members will 
stage a one-day protest strike on 
March 8th.

Turkey has strengthened its laws 
to protect women as part of its bid 
to join the European Union but ac-
tivists say women still face threats. 
Dr Gulsum Kav, chairwoman of We 

Will Stop Violence Against Women, 
said efforts to rein in domestic 
violence had failed. “Our aim is to 
make our own organisation redun-
dant one day but the number of 
cases keeps rising,” she said. “Un-
fortunately, there has been an in-
crease in violence recently.”

Her group sends lawyers to trials 
involving violence against women, 
becoming a co-plaintiff in many 

cases. In court, the group’s lawyers 
press for stiff sentences against 
men guilty of assault or murder of 
women.

Recent cases showed a posi-
tive trend, Kav said. “Instances in 
which men get lighter sentences 
are decreasing,” she said, add-
ing that the next step would be to 
press parliament to pass laws to 
make it much more difficult for 
courts to reduce sentences in cases 
of domestic violence.

Other activists offer more radical 
solutions. One group, Sefkat-Der, 
advises women to receive weap-
ons training to be able to defend 
themselves. “So far, 150 women 
have gone through arms train ing 
under our auspices,” Sefkat-Der 
President Hayrettin Bulan said. 
“But there are many more women 
who learn how to use a gun on 
their own.”

Bulan said media and society 
as a whole had become more sen-
sitive to domestic violence. The 
problem, he said, was that the 
government was not introducing 
new measures to fight the crimes. 
“Politicians condemn the violence 
but do not follow up with concrete 
action,” he said.

One example, critics say, is that 
there are not enough shelters for 
women seeking protection after 
suffering violence, even though 
laws calling for the creation of the 
shelters are in place.

The opposition newspaper 
Sozcu reported that 31 out of 201 
municipalities required by law to 
offer shelters for women had ac-
tually provided them. Capacity 
in shelters in Istanbul, a city of 15 
million people, was limited to 367 
beds, the newspaper said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Tunis

D 

alenda Larguech says 
Tunisian women should 
continue striving for 
their rights by lobbying 
for better representation 

in politics and stricter laws to pro-
tect them.

Larguech, who heads the Centre 
for Research, Studies, Documenta-
tion and Information on Women 
(Credif), wants government plan-
ning and strategy sessions to con-
sider gender issues.

She recently announced that 
Credif was working to create a 
Council for Equality to be overseen 
by the presidency and the Ministry 
of Women. “A decree will be signed 
soon to create this council, whose 
mission is to ensure that all govern-
ment committees provide equal op-
portunities,” Larguech said.

Tunisia has long been a leader in 
women’s rights in the Arab world. 
The Personal Status Code, adopted 
under former president Habib Bour-
guiba in 1956, granted women many 
rights and abolished polygamy.

“Bourguiba’s government had 
a vision that was the closest to a 
feminist approach to the question 
of women’s rights, [although] it is 
not feminist in the true sense of the 
word,” Larguech said.

“Today, many associations [in 
Tunisia] are advocating different 
manifestations of women’s rights.”

Larguech praised Tunisian wom-
en for their unrelenting struggle to 

protect their rights following the 
2011 revolution. Tunisian women 
consolidated their gains despite 
threats, especially those posed by 
radical Islam, she said, pointing 
to the inclusion of the principle of 
parity in the constitution as a mile-
stone in women’s rights.

“The constitution of 2014 sup-
ports the concepts of equality and 
parity, puts an emphasis on equality 
of opportunities and declares that 
the state must fight against all sorts 
of violence,” Larguech said.

While Larguech said she is 
pleased the government lifted its 
reservations about the United Na-
tions’ Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women, she remains con-
cerned about its implementation 
and notes that some legislation in 
Tunisia still discriminates against 
women. Credif will address discrim-
ination in legislation as the theme 
of International Women’s Day ac-
tivities.

“We acknowledge that Tunisian 
women have [made] gains but we 
still have a long way to go,” Lar-
guech said. “The violence law for 
instance is proof that our laws do 
not protect against violence.”

Larguech says preventing vio-
lence against women should be a 
government’s priority.

“It is a priority to have a law to 
protect women, a law that is inclu-
sive. The law still discriminates as 
the head of the family is paternal 
and not parental,” said Larguech. 
She is working with the Ministry of 
Women on a new comprehensive 
law.

Larguech recalled that in Tunisia 
changes have occurred first through 
the law.

“The law is a precondition for 
rights to exist — necessary but 
not sufficient,” she said. “The law 
guides and provides background. 
The laws we have today are not 
comprehensive enough.”

But she is aware that laws alone 

are not enough to change thinking; 
awareness and education also are 
needed, she said.

Larguech and Credif are credited 
with introducing gender studies as 
an academic discipline in Tunisia; 
a master’s degree programme at 
the University of Manouba started 
this year. A scholar of women’s his-
tory and studies, Larguech says that 
such programmes will lead to intel-
lectual change among Tunisian stu-
dents consistent with the cultural 
role universities should play.

Larguech has twice won the 
Zoubeida B’chir Award for Tunisian 
Women’s Writings in Scientific Re-
search (in 2001 and 2011) and her 
book The History of the Maghreb 

Through its Sources won the Arab 
Maghreb Union Award in 2007.

Ahead of International Women’s 
Day, Larguech reflected on life 
for women in the Arab world. She 
praised political gains women have 
made in Morocco and Kuwait but 
said that such progress needs to be 
consolidated by including women 
in decision-making positions.

“There is no establishment of a 
real democracy if there is no real 
participation of women in politics 
as leaders and decision-makers,” 
Larguech said

One of the biggest threats to Arab 
women derives from radical Islam-
ist groups, some of whom have re-
cruited women. Larguech says that 

global networks are behind such 
groups and that the only way to 
combat them is by providing alter-
natives for young women, such as 
by encouraging participation in the 
public domain, granting them equal 
opportunities in the job market and 
giving them decent education.

“The solution is to encourage 
young women, to give them hope to 
be of value, to have a job, an educa-
tion. Universities must regain their 
cultural role and families should 
talk to their children,” Larguech 
said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Turkish women face constant threat of violence

A Turkish member of the One Billion Rising movement and human 
rights activist holds a placard condemning violence and injustices 
against women during a February 14th demonstration in Ankara.

Thomas Seibert

Activists say the 
Islamic-conservative 
government in 
Ankara is partly to 
blame for the trend.

“Turkey is being 
ruled by a political 
system that 
discounts women’s 
rights and freedoms 
and breeds male 
violence.”

Roua Khlifi

Dalenda Larguech, director of the Centre for Research, Studies, Documentation and Information on 
Women (Credif) in Tunis.

Larguech says 
preventing violence 
against women 
should be a 
government’s 
priority.
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US House committee calls for designation of 
Muslim Brotherhood as ‘terrorist organisation’
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T 

he US House of Repre-
sentatives Judiciary Com-
mittee has advanced a bill 
that calls for the US State 
Department to designate 

the Muslim Brotherhood a terrorist 
organisation.

The bill quotes extensively from 
Brotherhood founder Hassan al-
Banna’s book “The Way of Jihad,” 
in which Banna writes that the goal 
of the organisation is to “to impose 
[Islamic] law on nations and to ex-
tend its power to the entire planet”. 
The State Department, the bill said, 
“should exercise the Secretary of 
State’s statutory authority by desig-
nating the Muslim Brotherhood as a 
foreign terrorist organisation”.

Although an identical measure 
has been introduced in the US Sen-
ate, the bill is unlikely to become 
law.

The legislation, advanced Febru-
ary 23rd on a 17-10 party-line vote, 
was introduced by Representa-
tive Mario Diaz-Balart (R-Fla.) and 
quickly received the support of 30 
other members of Congress, 29 of 
whom are Republicans.

Judiciary Committee Chairman 
Robert Goodlatte (R-Va.) said he was 
troubled that the State Department 
had not designated the Brother-
hood as a terrorist organisation. Do-
ing so, he said, would “make it less 
likely that the Muslim Brotherhood 
will be able to further infiltrate the 
United States”.

Several Democrats, including 

Representative John Conyers of 
Michigan, accused the committee 
of acting “without any real consid-
eration of the facts”. The committee 
voted without having any hearings 
on the bill or requesting any brief-
ings from the State Department.

Congress does not have the pow-
er to place an organisation on the 
terrorist list, which is maintained 
by the State Department, so the 
legislation is limited to urging the 
department to do so. However, the 
bill requires the secretary of State 
to send a report to Congress within 
60 days of the bill’s becoming law 
that either designates the Muslim 
Brotherhood as a terrorist group 
or explains why the organisation 
does not meet the criteria for being 
placed on the terrorist list.

The bill would next be voted on 
by the entire House of Representa-
tives, where it most likely would 
pass given that Republicans enjoy 
a majority and a small number of 
Democrats probably would support 
the bill as well. The House has yet to 
schedule a vote on the bill.

The bill would then be sent for 
approval to the US Senate, where an 
identical measure has been intro-
duced by US Senator Ted Cruz (R-
Texas). Cruz’s bill has only two sup-
porters, which is a reflection of the 
fact that Cruz, who is seeking the 
Republican nomination for presi-
dential elections, is not personally 
popular with his colleagues.

If approved by the Senate, the bill 
would be sent to the White House 
where US President Barack Obama 
almost certainly would veto it. Pres-
idents of either party do not like 
Congress encroaching on what they 
see as executive branch powers and 
State Department officials would 
be annoyed at having to prepare 
another politically sensitive report 
to Congress. Because a presidential 
veto may only be overturned by a 
two-thirds majority vote in both 
houses of Congress, the safest bet is 

that the bill never will become law.
Although some individual mem-

bers of the Brotherhood and several 
of its charities have been listed as 
terrorists, the Obama administra-
tion has refrained from designating 
the entire organisation as a terror 
group. In a February 25th hearing 
before the House Foreign Affairs 
Committee, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry said the administra-
tion carefully assesses the Brother-
hood’s status and has determined 
that “writ large, [it] is not a terrorist 
organisation”.

US-based non-governmental or-
ganisations that support the Broth-

erhood were quick to speak out 
against the Judiciary Committee’s 
action. The Center for the Study 
of Islam and Democracy (CSID) 
distributed a letter from John Es-
posito, professor of Islamic Stud-
ies at Georgetown University, who 
described the Muslim Brotherhood 
as “a force for democratisation and 
stability in the Middle East”.

The Brotherhood has been de-
clared a terrorist group by several 
US allies, including Egypt, Bahrain, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates, as well as by Russia.

After an official review, Britain 
decided in December not to include 

the Brotherhood on its terrorist list 
but British Prime Minister David 
Cameron said “the review supports 
the conclusion that membership 
of, association with or influence by 
the Muslim Brotherhood should be 
considered as a possible indicator of 
extremism”.

The organisation’s “relationship 
with violent extremism”, Cameron 
added, “is highly ambiguous”.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

US House Judiciary Committee in session under the chairmanship of Representative Robert 
Goodlatte (R-Va.).

US House Judiciary Committee Chairman Robert Goodlatte (R-Va.).

The legislation 
quickly received the 
support of 30 other 
members of 
Congress.

When the house of the Muslim 
Brotherhood starts to shake

B
ritish Prime Minister 
David Cameron told 
parliament in Decem-
ber that the ideology of 
the Muslim Brother-
hood contributes to 

terrorism. Two months later, the 
US House of Representatives’ 
Judiciary Committee advanced a 
bill calling for the US State 
Department to designate the 
group a terrorist organisation.

If the State Department complies, 
the Brotherhood’s assets would be 
frozen and legal procedures would 
be taken against those who finance 
or deal with the organisation.

The Muslim Brotherhood has 
become stigmatised in the eyes of 
many Americans for a number of 
reasons, including the prolifera-
tion of its affiliates in the United 
States starting in the 1960s. Today, 
there are 220 of them. This should 
have instilled fear in the public as 
a number of analysts argue that 
there is are common ideological 
roots between Muslim Brotherhood 
thought and that of al-Qaeda and 
other violent groups.

Yusuf al-Qaradawi, a Brother-

hood leader living in Qatar, has 
said that Islamic State (ISIS) leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was once a 
member of the group and Osama 
bin Laden belonged to the Brother-
hood before he created al-Qaeda, as 
did Boko Haram founder Moham-
med Yusuf.

It seems that the Brotherhood 
political wave has run its course 
after the fall of former Egyptian 
president Muhammad Morsi, the 
spread of chaos in Libya and after 
the Ennahda party was forced from 
power in Tunisia in January 2014 
following a wave of terrorism that 
started with the assassination of 
two political leaders.

The United States, which briefly 
viewed the Brotherhood as a possi-
ble partner in redrawing the Middle 
East map, has started to rethink the 
wisdom of this approach, especial-
ly as perceptions that Washington 

favoured the group angered many 
Egyptians as well as other key US 
allies among Gulf countries.

Arab decision-makers and the 
public have concluded that the 
Muslim Brotherhood played only 
lip service to the goals of democ-
racy and social peace and was more 
focused on its Islamist agenda and 
creating a new caliphate.

The change in perception by 
Washington — following Britain’s 
lead — will have repercussions for 
the future:

First, the Syrian Muslims will 
likely play no role in reaching a 
political solution to the crisis in 
that country.

Second, Turkey and Qatar will 
have to reconsider their support 
of the Brotherhood, seeing that 
the group’s reputation has been 
undermined in the Arab world and 
internationally.

Third, European states will 
continue to dissolve or freeze the 
activities of many of the Islamic 
associations that have links to po-
litical wings of the Muslim Brother-
hood.

Fourth, the power of the 
Brotherhood-affiliated parties will 
continue to wane in “Arab spring” 
countries. In Libya and Tuni-
sia, where its affiliates maintain 
political power, the public seems 
determined to prevent them from 
regaining control.

Fifth, deep divisions within the 
ranks of the Brotherhood in Egypt 
and other countries will widen. In 
the medium term, this could lead 
to a realignment that could produce 
a new ideology that neither antago-
nises Islam nor uses it for political 
ends. Such a benign ideology was 
the trademark of Islamic reform 
movements in the 19th century.

Sixth, Americans and Europeans 
will likely take steps to limit the 
immigration of Muslim Brother-
hood followers to their shores, as 
occurred in the 1980s and 1990s. 
And it is highly likely that Brother-
hood supporters in the Arab world 
will suffer if a Republican wins this 
year’s US presidential election.

The spectre of instability will 
continue to haunt the Middle East 
and North Africa but at least there 
is hope that Muslim Brotherhood 
parties will no longer be artificially 
propped up on the political scene.

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

Alaya Allani

View point
The United 
States, 
which briefly 
viewed the 
Brotherhood 
as a possible 
partner in 
redrawing 
the Middle 
East map, 
has started 
to rethink 
the wisdom 
of this 
approach.

The power of the 
Brotherhood-affiliated 
parties will continue to 
wane in “Arab spring” 
countries.
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Stranded refugees from Syria wait to cross the 
Greek-Macedonian border near the northern 
Greek village of Idomeni, on February 28th.

North African migrants 
bear the brunt of Europe’s 
suspicions
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

N 

orth Africans are fac-
ing increasing scrutiny 
in Europe following a 
string of attacks alleg-
edly carried out by mi-

grants. Several European countries 
are seeking to clamp down on asy-
lum seekers from Maghreb coun-
tries amid a continent-wide migrant 
crisis.

This comes after incidents in Co-
logne, Germany, where hundreds of 
migrants, mainly of North African 
origin, were accused of attacking 
and groping women during New 
Year’s Eve celebrations. Other inci-
dents involving North African mi-
grants were reported in other parts 
of Germany, Switzerland, Austria 
and Sweden.

Cologne police said they received 
652 complaints, including 331 al-
legations of sexual violence, over 
the New Year’s Eve attacks. Cologne 
public prosecutor Ulrich Bremer 
subsequently revealed that of 58 ar-
rests made in connection with the 
Cologne attacks, only three refu-
gees were arrested (two Syrians and 
an Iraqi). The majority of those ar-
rested were not refugees but rather 

migrants or second-generation im-
migrants, including 25 suspects of 
Algerian descent, 21 of Moroccan 
descent and three of Tunisian de-
scent while three others were Ger-
man.

A number of European countries 
issued warnings, specifically to 
women, to be wary of the threat of 
sexual assault by migrants. Ahead of 
the Cologne carnival, police issued 
leaflets in a number of languages, 
including Arabic, warning refugees 
not to drink too much or sexually 
assault women. Police also warned 
against the threat of reprisal attacks 
against migrants, as the general at-
titude towards them, wherever they 
come from, in Europe worsens.

While the bulk of asylum seekers 
in Europe come from Syria and Af-
ghanistan, there has been a spike in 
the number of migrants from North 
Africa, particularly Algeria and Mo-
rocco. Germany’s Interior Ministry 
said that in June 2015 the combined 
arrival figures for asylum seekers 
from the two countries was less 
than 1,000 but in December 2,300 
Algerians and 2,900 Moroccans 
claimed asylum in Germany.

Statistically relatively few Moroc-
cans and Algerians have their asy-
lum claims accepted but the process 
takes many months and many failed 
asylum seekers remain in Germany 
and other European countries amid 
criticism of the repatriation process.

Germany has moved to desig-
nate Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco 
as “safe countries of origin”, which 
would mean that citizens from 
those countries are not eligible for 
asylum. Berlin tightened its immi-

gration conditions by adding West 
Balkan states — Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Montenegro and Serbia — to the safe 
countries list.

Berlin also threatened to cut de-
velopment aid to North African 
states if they refuse to repatriate 
failed asylum seekers. “We have a 
repatriation agreement. That means 
everything is regulated on paper 
but, in practice, we know that it re-
mains problematic in some cases. 
That must be dealt with so that the 
agreement can be put into action,” 
government spokesman Steffen 
Seibert said.

Alleged crimes by North African 
migrants have increased European 
fears, although it is unclear whether 
crimes are actually on the rise or if 
more incidents are being reported.

The anti-Islamic Pegida move-
ment has used the Cologne New 
Year’s Eve attacks and others to ral-
ly support, with tens of thousands 
taking to the streets across 14 Euro-
pean countries on February 6th to 
protest immigration.

There have been reports of North 
African migrants targeting other 
refugees. “They’ll sit next to the 
Syrian refugees in the waiting room 
and then steal their stuff,” one vol-
unteer at the Cologne main railway 
station told Germany’s Suddeutsche 
Zeitung newspaper.

However, questions have been 
raised as to whether the suspects 
are even really North African, with 
most Europeans likely to struggle to 
distinguish Arabic from other for-
eign languages, let alone identify 
North African dialects.

Following significant criticism in 
the media towards North African 
migrants, ministers from the re-
gion questioned whether the asy-
lum seekers in question were even 
from the Maghreb or were merely 
using the general suspicion towards 
North Africa as a convenient scape-
goat.

“There are asylum seekers in Eu-
rope who destroy their identity doc-
uments and once they are arrested 

by police, they pretend to be Tuni-
sians even though they are not,” a 
Tunisian Foreign Ministry official 
told a German English-language 
news website.

“The state has to ensure that 
the migrants are really Tunisians. 
Sometimes these checks take time,” 
the official added.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

A refugee from Morocco holds flowers in his hand in front of a 
refugee camp in Cologne, on January 22nd.

Questions have been 
raised as to whether 
the suspects are 
even really North 
African.

Europe’s dangerous course

T 

he most terrible stage 
yet of Europe’s refugee 
crisis may have just 
begun. Fed up with the 
European Union’s 
failure to cobble 

together a common policy that 
would share the burden fairly, 
distribute refugees and the risk 
and provide what succour it can, 
various countries are unilaterally 
making up bizarre rules. They are 
crazily throwing up borders, 
imposing arbitrary quotas and 
confusingly creating subregional 
blocs to prevent the very shadow 
of refugees from darkening their 
soil.

A horrific humanitarian crisis is 
in the making.

The results of Europe’s every-
country-for-itself approach became 
apparent the last weekend in 
February. An estimated 7,000 
people remained miserably stuck 
on Macedonia’s border with Greece, 
unable to move in either direction 
— without tents, food, money or a 
plan.

This is chiefly because Balkan 
countries have suddenly and 
unexpectedly assumed hard-line 
postures that have thrown Europe’s 
occasional and imperfect har-
mony off-balance. Austria, Croatia, 
Macedonia, Slovenia and Serbia 
have united to block the entry and 
passage of refugees.

Austria restricts transit access 

to 3,200 people per day and will 
accept only 80 asylum claims a day. 
Macedonia, Slovenia, Croatia and 
Serbia have set their own caps on 
entry — 580 refugees per country 
per day.

That has left Greece on the front 
line of Europe’s conflicted emo-
tions over the refugees and Greece 
is manifestly and understandably 
unable to cope. It is struggling with 
deep fiscal cuts imposed in a con-
troversial international bailout deal 
after six years of recession.

And yet, Athens knows that 
worse is to come and that much 
of the humanitarian crisis seems 
doomed to play out within its 
borders.

Greek Immigration Minister 
Ioannis Mouzalas on February 28th 
grimly predicted that his govern-
ment was bracing itself for “be-
tween 50,000 and 70,000 people 
trapped in our country in the 
coming months”. He bravely added 
that “Greece will not accept becom-
ing Europe’s Lebanon”, a reference 
to the uncomfortable reality that 
Lebanon has the world’s largest 
number of refugees per capita.

Greek Prime Minister Alexis 
Tsipras added that Greece cannot 
be condemned by the rest of the 
European Union to becoming a mi-
grant holding pen or “a warehouse 
of souls”.

It was a profoundly poetic image 
for a prosaic and unedifying truth. 
Europe is in utter disarray about 
what to do with the unending flow 
of refugees — already more than 
100,000 this year, compared to 
5,000 for the same period in 2015. 
The European chaos is adding to 
the horrors of harried people’s 
displacement.

In the end though, the Greek gov-
ernment response is mostly bluster. 
On its own, Athens can do little to 
facilitate the onward journey or 

settlement of the 2,000 or so daily 
influx of people.

Tsipras and his immigration 
minister can offer no reasonable 
response to stranded refugees such 
as Nedal from Damascus, who 
described the predicament of thou-
sands stuck on the Macedonian 
border, saying: “We are three days 
here: rainy and cold and no food. 
People have spent all their money. 
We want just to pass, safely please.”

The European Union and its vari-
ous policymaking and executive in-
stitutions remain catatonic, unable 
to prescribe a solution or to enforce 
its acceptance and implementation.

This sense of paralysis was 
summed up by Austrian Foreign 
Minister Sebastian Kurz in a sting-
ing defence of Vienna’s unilateral-
ism. “As long as there is no Euro-
pean solution, we will have to take 
national measures,” he said.

He has a point.
But where do go we from here? 

What happens next? The European 
Union has another chance to still 
the roiling emotions within its 

member states at its March 17th 
summit in Brussels. It needs to 
agree to implement a plan to reset-
tle across the bloc the 160,000 mi-
grants in Greece and Italy. It needs 
to strengthen mechanisms at its 
external borders, registering new 
arrivals, speedily sorting through 
asylum claims and repatriating 
those who do not qualify. It must 
speedily dispatch much-discussed 
and recently promised financial 
support to Turkey, Jordan and 
Lebanon, which bear the burden of 
the refugee crisis.

Don’t hold your breath.
The alternative will be heart-

breaking. With Austria limiting the 
numbers it will allow to transit to 
Germany, the single-largest desti-
nation for asylum seekers, expect 
the following fallout. A huge back-
log of stranded people in Greece, 
which will grow exponentially, as 
Kirk Day, Europe representative of 
the International Rescue Commit-
tee, put it. 

“You’ll have upward of 20,000 to 
40,000 people getting stuck over 
the next few days,” Day has said, 
pointing out that this is a “conti-
nent that says it is founded on the 
principle of human rights. Right 
now, all we see is a race by coun-
tries that don’t want to be the last 
one to close their borders.”

The second consequence of 
this race to close borders and take 
unilateral action is that migrants 
may switch back to the treacherous 
route to Europe that runs through 
violent Libya and across a far 
greater expanse of sea to Italy.

So perhaps we should expect 
more drownings?

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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I 

n February 2004, I sat in the of-
fice of Resalat in Tehran as the 
newspaper’s political editor 
explained that Iran’s pragmatic 
conservatives wanted “our own 

version of reform, based on religious 
democracy… a reasonably open 
economy… (and) good bilateral re-
lations with all countries, including 
the US”.

Amir Mohebbian supported Has-
san Rohani, at the time a likely can-
didate in the 2005 presidential elec-
tion. As things turned out, Rohani 
was undermined by the failure of 
nuclear talks with the European Un-
ion, which he led as national securi-
ty chief, and he did not run in 2005.

Instead, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
won in a landslide and took Iran’s 
conservatives in a different, populist 
direction, exciting rather than calm-
ing Iranians and polarising interna-
tional relations.

Twelve years on from that inter-
view with Mohebbian, the Febru-
ary 26th elections to parliament and 
the Assembly of Experts, the cleri-
cal body that chooses the supreme 
leader, results show the strategy of 
pragmatic conservatives such as Ro-
hani, elected in 2013, has worked.

As president, Rohani has carried 
the bulk of the political class behind 
the landmark July 14th, 2015, nu-
clear agreement with US-led world 
powers and he has consolidated that 
support electorally.

For while every election in Iran 
is a complex mix of regional, tribal 

and local factors, any binary divide 
in the 2016 polls was between sup-
porters and opponents of the nucle-
ar agreement. Analysts wedded to 
a battle between “reformists”’ and 
“hardliners” have tied themselves 
in knots.

Thirty seats require run-offs in 
April but the new parliament seems 
set to contain more supporters of 
the agreement than the last one, in 
which Speaker Ali Larijani worked 
hard to head off critics and carried a 
majority in favour of Rohani and the 
deal signed in Vienna.

Unsurprisingly, Larijani had the 
tacit support of Rohani in his parlia-
mentary campaign in Qom, where 
his pedigree as the son and son-in-
law of ayatollahs might have helped. 
Larijani also received public backing 
from Qassem Soleimani, head of al-

Quds Force, the overseas arm of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC), itself a testament of the gen-
eral consensus in the elite behind 
the nuclear agreement.

Of course, even with a more sup-
portive parliament, major challeng-
es remain for Rohani. Reforms to 
stimulate the private sector as sanc-
tions ease will require commitment 
and careful management, especially 
in dealing with an array of vested 
interests, including those who have 
benefited from the closed economy 
encouraged by international sanc-
tions.

He will also need to offer some-
thing to the reformists, among them 
Mohammad Reza Aref, who polled 
so well in the Tehran parliamentary 
election.

Internationally, relations with the 

United States have improved, as wit-
nessed by January’s telephone con-
versations between Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
and US Secretary of State John Kerry 
that led to the prompt release of ten 
US sailors arrested January 12th in 
Iranian territorial waters.

But Washington has also tight-
ened the screw on Hezbollah, Iran’s 
Lebanese ally, with Congress unani-
mously passing a bill in December to 
sanction banks involved in Hezbol-
lah financing, while the looming US 
presidential election raises the issue 
of further shifts in American policy 
towards Iran.

The Syria war remains at the cen-
tre of tensions with Saudi Arabia and 
January’s bombings near the Sayeda 
Zeinab shrine near Damascus will 
not weaken Iran’s resolve to resist 
Sunni militants, even at the cost of 
more Iranian lives. How far Tehran 
is prepared to compromise over the 
future of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad remains to be seen.

Lurking huge in Iranian politics 
is the succession to Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei as supreme leader. The 
strong showing of Rohani and his 
close ally, former president Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani, in the Assem-
bly of Experts election in Tehran, 
is a personal boost to the president 

and may indicate the new assem-
bly will be different to the outgoing 
hard-line one.

This could be important, given the 
reasonable chance that the expand-
ed 88-seat assembly will in its new 
eight-year term elect a successor to 
Khamenei, who is 76 and in 2014 un-
derwent prostate surgery.

The Assembly of Experts is an 
opaque body — no minutes were 
taken in 1989 when it chose Khame-
nei to succeed Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini — and the views of many 
delegates are obscure. The election 
of a new chairman to replace Ayatol-
lah Mohammad Yazdi, a hardliner, 
will be a vital clue as to where the 
succession may be heading.

Hossein Bastani, the BBC Persian 
Service analyst, in an article two 
years ago for Foreign Policy maga-
zine, contrasted the approach of two 
seventh-century Shia leaders: Imam 
Hussein, who fought the doomed 
battle for justice at Karbala in 
680AD, and his brother and prede-
cessor as Shia leader, Imam Hassan, 
who preferred compromise with the 
dominant Sunni order.

Imam Hussein remains a domi-
nant figure in Shia Islam, arguably 
the sect’s founding father. But Ro-
hani has chosen the path of Hassan. 
Iran’s medium-term future will be 
shaped by how far that path remains 
open — at home and abroad — and by 
how well the president can manage 
to progress along it.

Gareth Smyth has covered Middle 
Eastern affairs for 20 years and was 
chief correspondent for 
the Financial Times in Iran from 
2003-07.

Pragmatic path pays off for Iran’s Rohani
Gareth Smyth

Iranian women stand in line at a polling station during the 
parliamentary and Experts Assembly elections in Qom, Iran, on 
February 26th.
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I 

ranian President Hassan Ro-
hani smiled confidently when 
he cast his ballot at the Interior 
Ministry’s election headquar-
ters in Tehran as Iran voted to 

elect a parliament and a powerful 
constitutional body, the Assembly 
of Experts.

With most of the results in from 
the February 26th vote, which may 
prove to have been one of the Is-
lamic Republic’s most significant 
elections since 1979, Rohani’s con-
fidence was not misplaced — de-
spite efforts by his powerful hard-
line, anti-Western opponents to 
sabotage his campaign by disquali-
fying some 2,000 reformist candi-
dates.

“The competition is over,” Ro-
hani said. “It’s time to open a new 
chapter in Iran’s economic devel-
opment based on domestic abilities 
and international opportunities.”

“The people showed their power 
once again and gave more cred-
ibility and strength to their elected 
government,” he declared, saying 
he would work with any elected 
figures to take Iran, a potential 
powerhouse with vast oil and gas 
reserves and a deep pool of ener-
getic intelligentsia, into a new era.

The elections were particularly 
important as the first gauge of 
popular sentiment since Rohani’s 
government signed a landmark 
agreement with US-led global pow-
ers last July curtailing the Islamic 
Republic’s nuclear programme in 
return for lifting crippling econom-
ic sanctions.

“The election results were surely 
a big victory for moderate forces 
and a terrifying failure for hard-
liners,” observed reform-leaning 
analyst Saeed Laylaz. He said the 
vote “is a message to conservative 

forces that they need some kind of 
metamorphosis and become more 
moderate if they would like to sur-
vive”.

Whether the diehard inheritors 
of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s 
stern brand of Islamic governance 
are capable of change remains to be 
seen; certainly they are not likely 
to meekly submit to Rohani’s user-
friendly worldview and should not 
be expected to surrender power 
without a fight.

Rohani’s reformist-backed can-
didates won at least 85 seats in the 
290-member Majlis, or parliament, 
including a sweep of all 30 of the 
seats representing Tehran. Moder-
ate conservatives won at least 73 
seats overall.

The two groups are expected 
to work together, particularly on 
opening Iran’s moribund economy 
to the outside world and prob-
ably in forging a more friendly for-
eign policy, particularly towards 
the West, aspirations widely held 
among Iran’s 80 million popula-
tion, of which 60% are under 30 
years of age. 

The reformist faction won its 
strongest presence in the Majlis 
since 2004 but it has not secured 
an outright majority. However, the 
combination of 158 seats is enough 
to give the reformist-moderate bloc 
a majority, clipping the wings of 
hard-line conservatives who have 
dominated Iranian politics since 
the 1979 Islamic revolution.

Diehard conservatives took 68 
seats, a dramatic plunge from the 
112 they held in the outgoing par-
liament. Five seats are allocated to 
religious minorities and the other 
59 are to be decided in run-offs, 
probably in April.

Reformists for the first time se-
cured a majority — 59% — in the 
88-member Assembly of Experts, 
a clerical body long a bastion of 
the hardliners who elects Iran’s all-
powerful supreme leader.

It serves for eight years, so it 
will likely appoint a successor to 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 76 and 
reportedly in poor health. Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani — a political 
insider widely known as Kuseh, 
“the shark” and one of the found-
ers of the Islamic Republic — is seen 
as a contender but the immense 
wealth he has accumulated does 
not sit well with many working-
class Iranians.

The successor may be a reform-
ist or someone acceptable to Ro-
hani’s bloc but, more intriguingly, 
the assembly may decide to choose 
a governing council to replace the 
supreme leader, who has been the 
ultimate authority since Khomeini 
ruled the roost as founder of the 
world’s first Islamic republic.

The extent of the reformist-mod-

erate breakthrough was reflected 
in the personal poll triumphs of 
the bloc’s leaders, underlining the 
electorate’s desire for change after 
nearly four decades of authoritar-
ian control by Islamic zealots.

Rohani, who can now expect to 
easily win re-election as president 
in 2017, and his key ally, Rafsanjani, 
a former president and a wily vet-
eran of Iran’s political wars, each 
secured more than 2 million votes 
to the Assembly of Experts.

Even with these stunning victo-
ries, Rohani’s people on their own 
do not have a majority in parlia-
ment and deeply entrenched con-
servatives, who control the power-
ful Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and its thuggish Basij 
militia, the security services and 
judiciary, are expected to fight 

tooth and nail against the new po-
litical order. 

And, as always, the final word on 
key decisions will rest with Khame-
nei while he remains supreme lead-
er, a post he has held since 1989. 

Even so, some of his big guns 
have been silenced. Ayatollahs 
Mohammad-Taqi Mesbah Yazdi 
and Mohammad Yazdi, the fiercest 
critics of Rohani and Rafsanjani, 
lost their seats in the Assembly of 
Experts.

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.

Rohani’s election triumph marks new direction for Iran
Ali Alfoneh

Iranians vote in parliamentary and Assembly of Experts elections at a polling station in Qom, Iran, on 
February 26th.

Rohani’s 
reformist-backed 
candidates won at 
least 85 seats in the 
290-member Majlis.

“The competition is 
over. It’s time to 
open a new chapter 
in Iran’s economic 
development.”
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US elections 
shaping up as 
Clinton-Trump 
showdown
Washington

D 

emocrat Hillary Clinton 
and Republican Donald 
Trump scored impres-
sive victories in their 
parties’ primaries and 

caucuses on Super Tuesday and be-
came increasingly invincible in the 
quest for their parties’ nomination 
for president.

Barring a shocking and unfore-
seen development — such as a Clin-
ton indictment over violating the 
State Department’s e-mail policy — 
US voters will face a choice in No-
vember between the former secre-
tary of state and the New York real 
estate mogul.

Of the two, Clinton is in the bet-
ter position because the Demo-
cratic Party establishment prefers 
her over US Senator Bernie Sanders 
(D-Vt.). Even though he likely will 
remain in the race for some time, 
Sanders is unlikely to attack Clin-
ton in ways that would damage her 
in November.

Trump, on the other hand, faces 
strong opposition from a Republi-
can Party establishment terrified 
at the prospect of the unpredict-
able New Yorker being their party’s 
standard-bearer. Three of Trump’s 
opponents — US Senator Ted Cruz 
(R-Texas), who won three of the 
March 1st Super Tuesday prima-
ries; Senator Marco Rubio (R-Fla.), 
who won his first primary; and 
Ohio Governor John Kasich, who is 
holding out in hopes of winning the 
Ohio primary in two weeks — have 

vowed to stay in the race. Trump 
won seven Super Tuesday contests.

For those in the Republican 
Party who still dream of stopping 
Trump, it is becoming just that: a 
dream. Time is not on their side, 
nor is the fact that throughout the 
campaign Trump has been virtual-
ly impervious to criticism. In fact, 
the more outrageous his remarks, 
the more support he seems to at-
tract.

Assuming we are indeed headed 
to a Clinton-Trump bout in Novem-
ber, what will that race look like? 
For starters, it will be framed un-
like any US presidential election 
in recent history: The first woman 
major party nominee for presi-
dent, with vast experience as first 
lady, US senator and secretary of 
state, versus a blunt-talking, often 
profane New York billionaire who 
has never held elected office and 
only joined the Republican Party 
in 2015.

Clinton’s campaign will empha-
sise her experience in the political 
system and the fact that she has 
been tested. Trump will emphasise 
that it is the political system that 
has created the problems and that 
the solution lies with him, a self-
funded candidate who is beholden 
to no one and who will address is-
sues in the manner of a chief exec-
utive officer.

The two candidates have big dif-
ferences as well as some shared 
views on the Middle East. Trump 
has called the nuclear agreement 
with Iran “a terrible deal” but has 
not explicitly threatened to revoke 
it. Clinton supports the agreement 
but has vowed to use all means — 
including military force — to ensure 
Iran abides by its terms.

Trump has insisted that destroy-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS) must 
be the priority over defeating the 
Bashar Assad regime in Syria. He 
has proposed sending a limited 
number of US ground troops to the 
region and destroying the oil fields 
ISIS has seized. He also has sug-

gested killing the families of ISIS 
terrorists as a deterrent to their 
recruitment. Clinton has proposed 
more coalition air strikes against 
ISIS and greater support to Iraqi 
Sunnis and Kurds.

Clinton and Trump both support 
establishing safe zones in Syria for 
refugees — and Trump says Gulf 
Cooperation Council states should 
pay the bill. Clinton supports a no-
fly zone in northern Syria, which 
Trump opposes. He has expressed 
scepticism about the benefit of as-
sisting moderate Syrian forces. As 
has been widely reported, Trump 
opposes allowing Syrian refugees 
into the United States and later 
expanded that idea to a ban to all 
Muslim immigration. Clinton sup-
ports US President Barack Obama’s 

plans to greatly increase the num-
ber of Syrian refugees allowed into 
the United States.

Clinton has expressed strong 
support for a two-state solution 
between Israelis and Palestinians 
as well as strong backing for Is-
rael; she has said that the Israeli 
prime minister would be her first 
White House guest if she is elect-
ed. Trump has been vague on the 
two-state solution and describes 
himself as “Israel’s best friend” 
but refuses to back down from his 
argument that in order to be an ef-
fective negotiator, a US president 
must appear to be impartial.

The polls, not surprisingly, vary 
widely: four national polls con-
ducted in the middle of February 
ranged from an 8-percentage-point 
Clinton lead to a 2-point Trump 
lead. Polls this far from Election 
Day, however, are all but meaning-
less.

Trump, however, faces a serious 
problem with minorities. No Re-
publican since 1980 has won the 

White House without taking at least 
30% of the growing Hispanic vote 
(Romney won 27%). But Trump has 
pledged to round up and deport all 
11 million undocumented immi-
grants — an overwhelmingly His-
panic group — in the United States 
and to build a thousand-mile wall 
along the border with Mexico. In a 
recent Washington Post poll, only 
16% of Hispanic voters expressed a 
favourable view of Trump.

No polls are available but 
Trump’s support among Muslim-
American voters must be in the sin-
gle digits (Muslim voters are a sig-
nificant factor in Michigan, Virginia 
and New Jersey).

But in a year of “anything-can-
happen” politics, the only certainty 
is that the roller-coaster ride is not 
over.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

A combination photo of Republican US presidential candidate Donald Trump (L) and Democratic US 
presidential candidate Hillary Clinton.
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How Iraq war is helping Trump

A 

s Donald Trump has 
continued to rack up 
US presidential primary 
victories, he has taken 
positions that many 

Republicans consider beyond the 
pale. One of these is his harsh criti-
cism of the Iraq war and his label-
ling former president George W. 
Bush a “liar” for claiming Iraq had 
weapons of mass destruction.

Ever since he entered the presi-
dential race last summer, Trump 
has criticised the 2003 war as a 
foreign policy disaster that destabi-
lised the Middle East.

Just before the South Carolina 
Republican primary, Trump went 
even further in his disparaging 
remarks when he said about Bush 
and his team: “They lied. They 
said there were weapons of mass 
destruction. There were none and 
they knew there were none.

“We spent $2 trillion, thou-

sands of lives… Obviously it was 
a mistake… George Bush made a 
mistake. We can make mistakes but 
that one was a beauty. We should 
have never been in Iraq. We have 
destabilised the Middle East.”

And in a subsequent television 
interview when asked whether his 
denunciation of Bush, who sup-
posedly remained popular in South 
Carolina, would hurt his chances 
to win the state’s primary, Trump 
responded by saying the people 
of South Carolina are “smart”. “I 
think they’re rejecting the war in 
Iraq. They understand that the war 
in Iraq… was a disaster,” he said.

Trump was clearly using the Iraq 
war to weaken his then rival Jeb 
Bush, who has changed his position 
several times on that conflict, and 
to demonstrate that he would not 
be intimidated by having mem-
bers of the Bush family, including 
George W. Bush and his mother, 
campaign for Jeb in the state.

Some political pundits and Re-
publican Party strategists predicted 
that going after George W. Bush in 
a personal way would hurt Trump 
politically but when the votes for 
South Carolina were tallied, Trump 
won with 32.5% of the vote; Jeb 
Bush came in fourth with 7.8%. The 
loss was so devastating for Bush 
that he dropped out of the presi-
dential race the next day.

Why did this bashing of George 
W. Bush and the Iraq war succeed?

First, Trump has protected him-
self by being very supportive of war 
veterans and said that, if elected, 
he would do more to help veterans.

Second, he instinctively knew 
that Americans understand the 
differences between good and bad 
wars: Good wars lead to victories 
whereas bad wars lead to uncertain 
or bad outcomes.

With the rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the collapse of the Iraqi 
army in the summer of 2014, many 
Americans came to believe that all 
the blood and treasure that were 
spent in Iraq came to nothing. 
And they differentiated between 
supporting the troops and getting 
bogged down in a quagmire.

Trump’s appeal is not just his 
reprehensible demagoguery but 
also his plain speaking on certain 
issues. According to a poll, 77% of 
South Carolina Republicans asked 
said “telling it like it is” is their top 
quality in a candidate.

An analysis of the Jeb Bush 
campaign in the Washington Post 
noted that Bush “ran a campaign, 
whether deliberate or not, that was 
rooted in the past”.

Trump’s sharp criticism of the 
Iraq war does not mean he is op-
posed to military action. He has 
said on the campaign trail that the 

United States must go after the 
Islamic State (ISIS) because it is a 
direct threat to the US homeland. 
He has also suggested that he 
would oppose getting bogged down 
in a costly repeat of the Iraq war.

Trump is thus differentiating 
himself from hawks within the 
Republican Party, including one of 
his main rivals, US Senator Marco 
Rubio of Florida. In the South 
Carolina debate, Rubio went out of 
his way to defend George W. Bush, 
especially his role after 9/11. Such 
a position may have helped Rubio 
win a narrow second place posi-
tion in that state’s primary because 
he appealed to hawks but he still 
ended up far behind Trump.

Even in the Democratic Party 
contest, US Senator Bernie Sanders 
of Vermont, a strong critic of the 
Iraq war for more than 13 years, 
continued to score points with the 
party’s base even if Hillary Clinton 
still has more delegates. Her advan-
tage is not because of the Iraq war 
(as a US senator, she voted for the 
war in 2002, which she has since 
called a mistake) but because she 
has strong links to minority voters 
on domestic issues.

There appears to be a strong 
bipartisan consensus in US poli-
tics that the Iraq war of 2003 was 
not only a “bad” war but one that 
should never be repeated.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
Many 
Americans 
came to 
believe that 
all the blood 
and treasure 
that were 
spent in 
Iraq came to 
nothing.

Trump has criticised the 
2003 war as a foreign 
policy disaster that 
destabilised the Middle 
East.

Mark Habeeb

Clinton has said that 
the Israeli prime 
minister would be 
her first White 
House guest if she is 
elected.
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Africa energy issues highlighted at 
Casablanca forum
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

A 

frica needs to focus on 
energy as a top prior-
ity, said Hani Salem 
Sonbol of the Interna-
tional Islamic Trade 

Finance Corporation (ITFC) on the 
sidelines of the fourth Interna-
tional Africa Development Forum 
(IADF).

Sonbol, acting chief executive of-
ficer (CEO) of ITFC, said the group, 
an autonomous entity within the 
International Development Bank 
(IDB), “is supporting small farmers 
in various sectors, such as cotton 
and exports. It helps build the ca-
pacities of the African farmers and 
entrepreneurs in a bid to integrate 
in the global system.”

The IADF’s forum in late Febru-
ary focused on the theme Agricul-
ture and Electrification: Harnessing 
Energies. More than 2,400 partici-
pants from 29 countries took part 
in the event organised by Attija-
riwafa bank and Maroc Export to 
discuss problems facing Africa.

Sonbol told The Arab Weekly 

that microfinance was a major fi-
nancial instrument IDB was giving 
a high priority in Africa.

He cited Morocco as a leader in 
using renewable energy. “Moroc-
co, for example, has been advanc-
ing very quickly and providing 
a lot of resources for the energy 
sector. African countries should 
follow suit in order to reduce their 
dependency on imported energy,” 
he said.

Morocco is becoming a leading 
renewable energy hub thanks to 
its multibillion-dollar clean ener-
gy projects, such as its Noor solar 
power plant.

“We are part of the energy devel-
opment process where we support 
the energy sector in Africa,” said 
Sonbol, adding that there was a 
need to better enable Africans to 
access energy.

ITFC has provided more than 
$2 billion to support Morocco’s 
strategic sectors since its creation, 
especially the energy and steel in-
dustries.

Sonbol signed a Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) with Mo-
hamed el-Kettani, chairman and 
CEO of Attijariwafa bank for op-
portunities for trade financing in 
Morocco and Africa in accordance 
with sharia.

“The MoU seeks to promote a 
long-term and comprehensive re-
lationship between ITFC and At-
tijariwafa bank in various areas, 
including bilateral treasury and in-
terbank transactions for liquidity 
investment and borrowing foreign 

exchange,” Kettani said.
“The cooperation between the 

two financial corporations will 
also involve identifying opportu-
nities for structured trade finance 
operations in Morocco and other 
markets in Africa.”

Moroccan Minister of Agricul-
ture and Maritime Fishing Aziz 
Akhannouch said Africa has made 
much progress in the past dec-
ade. However, he emphasised that 
“much remains to be done”, par-
ticularly in rural development in-
volving food security for 200 mil-
lion Africans.

Jean-Louis Borloo, chairman of 
Energies pour l’Afrique foundation 
(Energies for Africa), said at the 
forum that offsetting the energy 
deficit in Africa would generate 
double-digit annual growth rates.

“Africa had 180 million inhab-
itants in 1950. It is now reaching 
the threshold of 1 billion, of which 
750 million do not have access to 
energy and therefore to light. Off-
setting this deficit would enable 
Africa to achieve an annual growth 

rate of 15%,” he said.
“Morocco is an example in the 

field of decentralised energy and 
all the heads of state that I met rec-
ognise the Moroccan expertise and 
undeniable progress in rural elec-
trification in Morocco… thanks to 
the Moroccan king’s guidance.”

Alassane Ba, acting CEO of Afri-
ca50 infrastructure fund, stressed 
the importance of having a real 
desire to get Africa out of the dark-
ness by finding the funding mech-
anisms and resources necessary to 
do so.

Globeleq Cameroon CEO Freder-
ic Mvondo, described the collabo-
ration between the public and pri-
vate sectors as inevitable to carry 
out worthwhile projects.

Ali Fassi Fihri, director-general 
of ONEE, noted that the electri-
fication work in Africa should be 
done urgently.

“Today there are several strat-
egies over the medium and long 
term that will enable us to suc-
ceed [in] this great project. Sev-
eral studies have shown that the 

cost of non-electrification is more 
important than that of electrifica-
tion,” Fihri said.

Zahra Maafiri, director-general 
of Maroc Export, said: “The eco-
nomic development of the African 
continent is a matter that must 
mobilise and converge towards a 
common end all the forces of Af-
rica.

“The key to development is in-
tegration, first at the regional level 
and then across the continent.”

“The key to 
development is 
integration, first at 
the regional level 
and then across the 
continent.”

of participants from 29 
countries took part in 
the event organised by 
Attijariwafa bank and 
Maroc Export to discuss 
problems facing Africa.

More than 
2,400

Hani Salem Sonbol (R) of the International Islamic Trade Finance Corporation (ITFC) and Mohamed 
el-Kettani, chairman and CEO of Attijariwafa bank signing a Memorandum of Understanding.

UAE to introduce VAT in 2018
The Arab Weekly staff

Dubai

T 

he Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) is expect-
ed to introduce its first 
value-added tax (VAT) 
within two years.

The United Arab Emirates is to 
levy a 5% VAT by January 1, 2018, 
UAE Minister of State for Finance 
Humaid Obaid al-Tayer said during 
a visit by International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) Managing Director 
Christine Lagarde. Other GCC coun-
tries are expected to institute simi-
lar taxes within the following year.

The UAE is expected to generate 
$3.3 billion a year from tax revenue, 
local reports say.

The UAE also revealed that 
government-funded studies were 
looking into the possibility of intro-
ducing a corporation tax, but did 
not elaborate. However, the news 
that set most at ease — particularly 
the UAE’s expatriate community, 
which makes up more than 80% of 

the country’s population — is that 
there are no plans to introduce an 
income tax.

According to Tayer, 100 food 
items and health, education and 
social services would be exempt 
from the VAT.

“Once the framework agree-
ment on implementation of VAT is 
reached, GCC countries have time 
from January 1, 2018, to January 1, 
2019, to implement VAT,” he said.

The drive to introduce a VAT 
has been spearheaded by the UAE, 
which has the most diversified 
economy outside of oil production 
in the GCC, although the diversi-
fication was mainly funded by oil 
revenues.

Since the discovery of oil, GCC 
countries slipped into a welfare 
state economic system that saw 
governments subsidise major as-
pects of their citizens’ lives. How-
ever, new economic realities dic-
tate that those days will soon be 
over.

“I believe we are on the verge of 
exiting the welfare state,” Saudi 
economist Turki Fadaq told Agence 
France-Presse. “The final goal of 
these measures is to restructure the 
Saudi economy in a way to stop its 
total dependence on oil.”

Saudi Arabia and other GCC 

members have had to reduce gen-
erous fuel, electricity and other 
subsidies to cut spending in the 
face of falling oil revenues.

Lagarde, in a February 23rd 
speech at the Global Women’s Fo-
rum in Dubai, called for greater tax-
ation and fiscal reforms as a path to 

political stability.
“We cannot stop the warriors, 

we cannot bring truce but certainly 
we can help with good economic 
policies… with a state that actually 
works for the benefit of people, that 
collects tax, that organises public 
spending in an efficient way for 
countries, that finances infrastruc-
ture projects where it’s needed.”

The UAE is the Organisation of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries’ 
(OPEC) fourth-largest oil producer 
with output averaging more than 
2.9 million barrels a day in 2014, the 
majority of which was produced by 
Abu Dhabi and the rest by Dubai 
and Sharjah.

The IMF has recommend ed that 
GCC countries prepare their econo-
mies for what it labelled a “new 
reality” of oil prices remain ing low 
for the foreseeable future and sug-
gested government spending cuts 
and income diversi fication.

The IMF also highlighted that 
Gulf economies remain in a strong 
position to make necessary ad-
justments, courtesy of large finan-
cial reserves built up during years 
of higher oil prices. According to 
the IMF, the combined budget defi-
cit for GCC countries over the next 
five years is estimated to surpass $1 
trillion.

International Monetary Fund chief, Christine Lagarde (L), chats 
with Emirati Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan and speaker of the UAE’s Federal National Council, 
Amal al-Qubaisi (C), on the opening day of the Global Women’s 
Forum on February 23rd, in Dubai.

“I believe we are on 
the verge of exiting 
the welfare state.”

International Africa Development Forum



19March 4, 2016

Economy

OPEC unlikely to 
cut output in June

Iraq’s oil exports 
fall in February

Qatar trade figures 
slump almost 60%

OPEC is very unlikely to cut out-
put at its June meeting even if prices 
remain extremely low, according to 
cartel sources and delegates.

The sources, who include officials 
from the Middle East, told Reuters 
that Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) mem-
bers, such as Saudi Arabia, want to 
test Russia’s commitment to freez-
ing output and judge Iranian output 
increases before taking further steps 
to stabilise prices.

More than 18 months after oil 
prices began a steep slide due to 
excess supply, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, 
Venezuela and non-OPEC Russia 
agreed in February to freeze output 
at January levels in the first global 
oil pact in 15 years.

“Maybe by the end of the year (a 
cut could be possible) when it is re-
ally clear that Iran is actually pro-
ducing the volumes they are talking 
about. But not in June,” a source 
from one of OPEC’s Middle Eastern 
producers said.

January was peak or near-peak 
production for Russia and Saudi 
Arabia, the world’s two top oil ex-
porters, but Iran — OPEC’s No. 3 
producer — is the key supply uncer-
tainty for 2016 as it is raising output 
after the lifting of Western sanctions 
in January, adding barrels to the al-
ready saturated market.
(Reuters)

Iraq’s Oil Ministry said crude ex-
ports averaged 3.225 million barrels 
per day (BPD) in February, far below 
levels planned to provide the coun-
try with badly needed cash for mili-
tary operations against Islamic State 
extremists.

Exports grossed about $2.2 billion 
in February, based on an average 
price of about $23 per barrel, minis-
try spokesman Assem Jihad said in a 
statement. 

Iraq’s 2016 budget is based on a 
price of $45 per barrel with a daily 
export capacity of 3.6 million bar-
rels.

Iraq holds the world’s fourth larg-
est oil reserves, about 143.1 billion 
barrels, and oil revenues make up 
nearly 95% of its budget. The 2016 
budget stands at nearly $90 billion 
and runs a deficit of about $20.5 
billion, which is expected to be re-
lieved through loans from local and 
international lenders.

Iraq has introduced austerity 
measures, eliminating government 
posts, merging some ministries, 
halting spending on construction 
projects and imposing new taxes to 
pay for civil servants and fund its 
military.
(The Associated Press)

Qatar’s balance of trade fell almost 
60% in the year to January, official 
figures showed, as the Gulf country 
grapples with a slump in global en-
ergy prices.

The Development Planning and 
Statistics Ministry said the trade 
balance, which represents the dif-
ference between total exports and 
imports, fell $2.7 billion — 58% — in 
January, compared with 12 months 
before.

The figures come as Qatar pre-
pares for its first budget shortfall 
in 15 years. At the end of last year, 
Qatar’s emir approved a new budget 
for 2016 that cut spending by more 
than 7% to $55.6 billion.
(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsSaudi hotel construction boom 
unfazed by lower oil prices
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

A 

surge in hotel construc-
tion in Saudi Arabia is 
showing no signs of 
slowing despite the Sau-
di government’s aggres-

sive plan to revive its economy by 
pulling back on spending on new 
projects.

Private investors and family-
owned, high-end brand hotels with 
optimistic long-term goals contin-
ue to invest in new projects. New 
hotels are scheduled to open over 
the next year in Mecca, Medina, 
Jeddah, Riyadh and Al-Khobar, ac-
cording to industry insiders.

Jil Assaf, managing partner of 
the Lebanon-based Lumen Hos-
pitality Consultants with clients 
in the kingdom, said investors see 
no reason to curb projects in Saudi 
Arabia.

“Owners acknowledge the chal-
lenges they face but there is noth-
ing that will impede investment in 
Saudi Arabia,” Assaf said.

Those challenges include the 
economic slowdown that may 
prompt tourists to spend less 
money while on holiday. Assaf, 
however, said key infrastructure 
projects, such as the Riyadh Metro 
rapid transit system and the Hara-
main High Speed Rail Project from 
Mecca through Jeddah to Medina, 
remain on schedule for completion 
over the next two years.

About 124 hotels are in devel-
opment throughout the kingdom 
with a whopping 47,431 rooms 
scheduled for completion. Fifty-
two hotels with 20,000 rooms are 
set to open in 2016, according to a 
study commissioned by the Hotel 
Show Saudi Arabia 2016.

The soaring number of projects 
is due largely to a projected 400% 
growth in domestic tourism over 
the next three years and Saudi Ara-
bia’s push to develop its religious 
tourism industry.

The country’s need to wean itself 
from oil revenue and focus on oth-
er revenue-generating industries 
have left, at least for now, the tour-
ism industry untouched while the 
government targets other sectors 
for its austerity programme.

The healthy outlook for hotel 
construction is particularly evident 
in Jeddah where the occupancy 
rate hovers around 77% during the 
off-season and nearly 100% dur-
ing haj and umrah seasons. The 
gross operating profit per avail-
able room (GOPPAR) in Jeddah in 
2015 was $150.77. Riyadh, which is 
considered less of a tourist destina-
tion than Jeddah, but strong in at-
tracting visitors for business, had 
a 62.8% occupancy rate during the 
off season in 2015 with a GOPPAR 
estimated at $113.29, according to 
HotStats, which collects data for 
hoteliers.

Christopher Hewett, associ-
ate director of TRI Consulting in 
Dubai, said occupancy levels have 
dropped off in key markets by 
about 2% over the past year but 
there are many development pro-
jects on schedule.

“Riyadh and Jeddah have seen 
quite a lot of development projects 
in past year or two and Jeddah has 
significant properties in the pipe-
line,” Hewett said.

Hotel leaders say the outlook 
looks promising with the Ritz-Carl-
ton opening in Jeddah in March and 

the Kempinski Al Othman Hotel set 
to open in Al-Khobar in May. Nobu 
Hotel will open its first Saudi ho-
tel in Riyadh in June, according to 
the Hotel Show Saudi Arabia 2016.. 
In addition, Hilton Worldwide has 
set aside 28 properties on which to 
build hotels over the next decade.

Aziz Awlya, general manager 
at 494-room Al-Shohada Hotel in 
Mecca and long-time tour opera-
tor, said the primary obstacle to 
successfully completing projects in 
Saudi Arabia are the hotel owners 
themselves.

“Not all international operators 
know the market,” Awlya said. 
“Owners come in with a classic 
real estate background and build 
massive units but in no way un-
derstand how to manage them and 
designs are not supportive of a ho-
tel. People who have the ability to 
build a hotel need to back it up with 
a proper design.”

Hewett agreed that hotel owners 
can create their own set of chal-

lenges. “A lot of people we deal 
with are new to the industry and 
after success in another industry, 
including real estate, they bring 
certain ideas that can’t be applied 
to the hotel market,” he said. “We 
have to educate our clients on what 
is suitable and do it at an early 
stage.”

Hewett pointed out that the Sau-
di hospitality market is relatively 
immature and that many hotel 
owners “don’t have a true appre-
ciation” of what they need to get 
their hotel built. “It’s an education 
process that is still maturing and a 
natural evolution of what we see in 

the market,” he said.
Unlike many business ventures, 

hotel owners do not look at what 
their investment returns in the 
short term but what long-range 
benefits they will reap. Hoteliers 
are less concerned about the eco-
nomic environment in 2016 and 
2017 but instead are more interest-
ed in the climate in 2020 and 2025.

The drop-off of tourism is a con-
cern, according to Assaf, but is not 
a deal-breaker to green light a pro-
ject.

“Even with the slight drop in oc-
cupancy, it doesn’t affect the long-
term (outlook),” Assaf said. “Saudi 
Arabia has had strong economic 
resources for quite a long time and 
eventually will come out of it. Even 
with the critical scene happening 
now with Syria and Iran, it will 
eventually settle down in two or 
three years and pick up.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Hotel owners do not 
look at what their 
investment returns 
in the short term but 
what long-range 
benefits they will 
reap.

New hotels are 
scheduled to open 
over the next year in 
Mecca, Medina, 
Jeddah, Riyadh and 
Al-Khobar.

A handout picture, made available by Kingdom Holding Company, shows a model of the world’s 
tallest tower to be built in the Red Sea city of Jeddah.
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The changing world of Baghdad’s cultural cafés
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T 

he British mandate, in-
dependence, society, 
politics, philosophy, cin-
ema. poetry and arts are 
subjects that have been 

debated for decades between the 
walls of the century-old Shah-
bandar coffeehouse, one of Bagh-
dad’s few remaining traditional 
cultural cafés.

The smell of hot lemon tea and 
smoke from shisha pipes greets 
visitors entering the renovated 
café on Al-Mutanabi Street, Bagh-
dad’s historic cultural oasis.

Shahbandar owner Mohamad 
al-Khashali insisted on maintain-
ing the character of the café, which 
was devastated in 2007 in a suicide 
bombing that killed his four sons 
and one grandson.

“Despite the calamity that be-
fell my family, I was keen on re-
habilitating the place to make it 
once again appealing to its regular 
customers and clientele, though it 
bears a new name, the Shahbandar 
Martyrs’ Café,” Khashali said.

Antique brass decanters, old 
samovars and the leather and wood 
furniture, in addition to pictures of 
Ottoman pashas, King Faisal II and 
Iraqi poets and artists that adorn 

the walls, create a special ambi-
ance reminiscent of the “good old 
days”.

“It is the character of the café 
that for generations has been the 
meeting place of intellectuals, 
thinkers and politicians who had a 
great impact on Iraq’s cultural and 
literary life,” Khashali said.

The café offers the lemon tea 
brewed the traditional Baghdadi 
way and the shishas. “Playing back-
gammon and dominos is forbidden 
in the café, in order to give space 
for dialogue and cultural exchang-
es, which makes the Shahbandar 
particular and different from the 
other (modern) coffee houses,” 
Khashali said with a laugh.

Cultural cafés thrived at the turn 
of the century along the banks of 
the Tigris, especially in the area 
of Al-Rasheed Street, a main land-
mark of the city. The majority of 
those cafés, which bear witness to 
cultural, social and political chang-
es marking Iraq’s modern history, 
have closed.

Older generations are accus-
tomed to the traditional places, 
whereas young people go to the 
Shahbandar to get a feel of the old 
Baghdad and listen to stories from 
the past.

For writers, scientists, intellectu-
als, artists and lovers of literature 
the cafés were like spiritual tem-
ples in which the graceful rituals 
of worshipping culture and knowl-
edge are practised.

Journalist Ahmad Suheil ex-
plained that cultural cafés consti-
tuted a substitute for clubs and fo-
rums that did not previously exist. 
Over decades these meeting places 
became an important part of Iraqi 
life in general and of Baghdad life 
in particular.

“I regularly come on Fridays to 

Al-Mutanabi Street and spend time 
in the Shahbandar,” Suheil said. 
“The particular Baghdadi ambi-
ance is the most attractive feature 
of this place… The pictures hang-
ing on the walls transport me into 
past times that I have read about 
and heard my father talk a lot 
about.”

Suheil noted, however, that the 
“political and cultural scene” has 
changed from what it was when 
cultural cafés were the nexus for 
writers, artists and intellectuals 

from across Baghdad.
“These places have no more im-

pact on cultural life as in the past. 
Modernisation and the widespread 
use of internet and social media 
platforms have greatly facilitated 
communication. Cultural meetings 
are now called on Facebook. Even 
popular movements and demon-
strations can be organised on the 
‘net,” Suheil contended.

Khouloud Samy, a university 
student specialising in Arab lit-
erature, said he regularly visits Al-
Mutanabi Street to look for books 
and sources for his thesis. “The 
(Shahbandar) café is the only place 
where I can relax after spending 
hours in libraries and bookshops,” 
Samy said, adding that the number 
of female customers is increasing; 
in the past, cafés were off-limits for 
women.

According to historians, the first 
Baghdad café, the Khan Jahan, was 
established in 1590 under Ottoman 
rule. The cafés were characterised 
by their brass tea decanters and hot 
water samovars that bestowed an 
attractive ambiance that brought 
together clientele from all social 
strata spending hours discussing 
private and public matters.

Writer Abdel Amir al-Majar noted 
that the old cultural cafés had seen 
controversial debates and argu-
ments involving famous political 
figures such as Jamil Sidqi al-Zaha-
wi and renowned poets including 
Maruf al-Rasafi and Muhammad 
Mehdi al-Jawhari, who had an ef-
fective role in shaping Iraq’s cul-
tural and political scene.

“But the situation has changed. 
Most of the famous cultural cafés 
have disappeared and were re-
placed by modern places,” Majar 
said, adding, however, that Rida 
Alwan café is among the few that 
still attract the intellectuals and 
artists.

“Most of the old cafés have been 
turned into commercial outlets 
and shops. The Shahbandar is an 
almost unique place which has 
maintained its traditional charac-
ter and services,” noted scriptwrit-
er and director Bare’ Jabbar.

“I often discuss work with my 
team over a cup of lemon tea… It is 
the best place to spend time away 
from the chaos of the street and to 
have a break from the hassles of 
life.”

But for Suheil: “The cafés have 
largely become a place where peo-
ple get together and nothing more.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Iraqi men sit inside Shahbandar café in central Baghdad’s 
Al-Mutanabi street.

The first Baghdad 
café, the Khan 
Jahan, was 
established in 1590 
under Ottoman rule.

For writers, 
scientists, 
intellectuals, artists 
and lovers of 
literature the cafés 
were like spiritual 
temples.

Lebanon’s Tripoli, capital of oriental delicacies
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

L 

ebanon’s northern port city 
of Tripoli, renowned for its 
medieval history and great 
heritage, is also known as 
the “Capital of Oriental 

Sweets”, a reputation earned over 
more than two centuries of produc-
ing tempting taste-tempting treats.

Tripoli boasts a wide array of ori-
ental sweets prepared according to 
traditional recipes originating from 
a host of different cultures, especial-
ly Ottoman, but which have been 
revisited and modified to seduce the 
most refined palates and authentic 
sweets lovers.

Unique specialities such as Znoud 
el Sett (Arabic for “Lady’s Arms”), 
perfectly rolled pieces of puff pas-
try filled with warm and creamy 
Kachta, basking in syrup and deco-
rated with red rose; or Halawet el-
Jibn, a mixture of sweetened cheese, 
cream and syrup, have drawn many 
a sweet tooth to Tripoli from across 
Lebanon and abroad.

A visit to Tripoli is not complete 
without a stop at one of its many 
sweets shops, some of which oper-
ate in their old premises in arcaded 
souks inside the old city, the way 
they have for more than a century.

Tripoli’s sweets industry is a se-
ries of family businesses passed 
down through generations, with 
each family becoming famous for its 
special sweets. Kasr al Helou (Palace 
of Sweets) of Abdel Rahman Hallab 

and Sons is one of the most promi-
nent, with branches across Lebanon 
and in other Gulf countries.

Tripoli keeps the secret of great 
sweets in Lebanon and the Arab 
world that many still wonder about. 
The recipes attracting residents and 
visitors have been devised, revisited 
and fine-tuned over many years, ex-
plains Oussama Hallab, a descend-
ant of Hallab family, who runs Kasr 
al Helou with his three brothers.

“In the past, Tripoli was famous 
for its sugar cane production. The 
big surplus in sugar was a main fac-
tor in shaping the city as a hub for 
the production of oriental sweets, 
which were originally prepared at 
home by housewives competing 
over who would make the best des-
sert,” Hallab said.

Sweets-making in Tripoli is a very 
old tradition that became a full-
fledged profession. Many owners 
of sweets shops trace their family 
businesses to the 19th century when 
great-grandfathers sold sweets on 
handcarts.

“Our family started the busi-
ness back in 1881 when an ancestor 
opened a small shop in the old city. 
The business was later expanded by 
his sons and grandsons and even-
tually many branched out and es-
tablished their own outlets,” said 
Hallab, whose father Abdel Rahman 
had split from the main family busi-
ness.

Tripoli’s sweets were influenced 
by interaction with surrounding 
cultures, Hallab explains. “For in-
stance, the Palestinians of Nablus 
who were famous for their Kunafa 
Nabulsi, a local dessert prepared 
with a local cheese, transmitted the 
know-how to the people of Tripoli, 
who introduced amendments to 
the original recipe and changed its 
name to Zunafa Taraboulsi in which 
they replaced the imported cheese 
with a local one and created a new 
version with cream.”

Sweets were traditionally made 
on special occasions, such as wed-
dings and births, to mark special 

events such as religious feasts and 
during the Muslim fasting month 
of Ramadan and when prominent 
guests visited the city. Some sweets 
were created and named for visiting 
dignitaries.

Another sweet, Faysaliya, was 
named after Prince Faysal (future 
king of Iraq) and created on the oc-
casion of his visit to Tripoli in the 
1920s.

The high quality of ingredients 
used in sweets production is at the 
core of Tripoli’s reputation. “Some 
components are imported and oth-
ers produced locally,” Hallab said. 
“For example, ghee is brought from 
Romania, milk is either local or im-
ported from Bulgaria, pistachio 
comes from Iran, whereas pine nuts 
are local.”

For the Haddad family, their spe-

ciality is Halawa shmaysiya, which 
consists of Turkish Delight (lokum) 
cooked in local cream and powdered 
sugar.

“This type of sweets is only pre-
pared by our family. It is an ex-
clusive creation that can only be 
found in our shops,” noted Khaled 
Haddad, who inherited the recipe 
from his ancestors.

He said that his family has been 
preparing the sweets for decades ac-

cording to the original method. “In 
our shops, we only sell this kind of 
sweets. We also kept on selling it on 
handcarts roaming the city,” Haddad 
added.

Oriental sweets-making is an in-
herent part of Tripoli’s culture and 
heritage, which the residents have 
succeeded in preserving and export-
ing beyond Lebanon’s borders.

Oriental sweets lovers can order 
online and have orders delivered 
within hours across Lebanon and by 
mail abroad, a service recently intro-
duced by Kasr al Helou.

For many residents of Beirut, the 
90-minute trip to Tripoli for a taste 
of Znoud el Sett or Halawet el-Jibn is 
definitely worthwhile.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based in 
northern Lebanon.

For many residents 
of Beirut, the 
90-minute trip to 
Tripoli for a taste of 
Znoud el Sett or 
Halawet el-Jibn is 
definitely 
worthwhile. Kasr al Helou run by the Hallab family is one of the most renowned sweets shops in Tripoli, Lebanon.

Sweets-making in 
Tripoli is a very 
old tradition 
that became a
 full-fledged 
profession.
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Poverty in Iraq dramatically rises

Baghdad

T 

welve-year-old Dunia 
hurries towards the cars 
when the traffic light 
turns red at an intersec-
tion in Baghdad’s Al-

Wathek neighbourhood. She car-
ries several packs of tissue paper 
that she hopes to sell.

She refuses to say she is begging 
for money. “I am selling napkins 
to help my family’s livelihood. My 
father’s salary as a guard is hardly 
enough to feed us,” Dunia insists.

Not far away, Haidar, 9, whose 
face and arms show bruises caused 
by beatings, says he has developed 
techniques to evade police chas-
ing street children and to draw the 
compassion of passersby. “Some-
times, I pretend to be ill or to have 
a handicap and it works,” he said. 
“People have empathy for children. 
Lots of beggars make acceptable 
money.”

Begging has become common on 
the streets of Baghdad, an indica-
tor of widespread poverty in Iraq, 
which sits on the world’s fifth larg-
est oil reserves.

Decades of conflicts and eco-
nomic sanctions, paralysis of the 
Iraqi economy, the sharp decline in 
oil prices, runaway spending on the 
war against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
in addition to the absence of stra-
tegic planning and rampant finan-
cial and administrative corruption, 
have left the Iraqi treasury nearly 
empty.

Officials say poverty levels 
reached unprecedented levels in 
the past few years.

“The poverty rate hit an unseen 

high of up to 22.5%, according to 
the ministry’s statistics for 2016,” 
said Abdul Zahra al-Hindawi, the 
spokesman for the Iraqi Ministry of 
Planning.

“The rate has shot up signifi-
cantly after ISIS took control of the 
provinces in the north, raising the 
numbers of displaced people, and 
the fall in oil prices, which stressed 
the economy and the state budget 
that relies on oil as a main source of 
income. Within a span of two years, 
the poverty rate increased dramati-
cally from 16% in 2014 to the cur-
rent 22.5%.”

The percentage is even higher 

in governorates under ISIS control 
where the poverty rate was 41%. In 
Kirkuk and Diyala, it is estimated 
that 31% of  people live in poverty; 
Baghdad has the lowest rate with 
12%; the oil-rich southern provinc-
es stand at 31% while the rate is 17% 
in the central governorates and 13% 
in Kurdistan.

In addition to large numbers of 
beggars, shantytowns and com-
plexes taken over by squatters are 
visible across Baghdad. According 
to Baghdad’s provincial council, 
there are more than 249 complex-
es, each with 17,500-20,000 squat-
ters living in poverty.

The prevalence of squatters’ 
compounds significantly increased 
in 2006-07 when sectarian violence 
broke out. Tens of thousands of Ira-
qis were killed and millions of oth-
ers moved to other areas to escape 
death.

There has been a spike in shanty 
neighbourhoods since June 2014 
when the war against ISIS began. 
ISIS, which controls vast areas in 
the northern and western parts of 
Iraq, has deepened Iraq’s poverty 
crisis, creating another wave of Ira-
qis homeless fleeing to safety.

“The phenomena of begging and 
squatters are the main indicators of 
widespread poverty which the gov-
ernment is striving to reduce with 
the help of UN-Habitat to find suit-
able housing for some 2.5 million 
(squatters) in Baghdad,” Hindawi 
said.

The terrorism crisis that gripped 
Iraq since the US invasion in 2003 
compounded with political fric-
tion and economic slump is largely 
blamed for the poverty of Iraqis.

“Terrorism has caused thou-
sands of victims, including or-
phans, widows, impaired people 
and mass displacement that left 
scores in deep poverty, forcing 
many to resort to begging to make 
a living,” argued social researcher 
Wathek Sadek.

“Poverty is a main handicap for 
social development in the absence 
of solutions,” Sadek said, noting 

that in addition to income, poverty 
indicators include quality of life, 
public services, education, health, 
job opportunities and employ-
ment.

Based on those indicators, Iraq is 
considered a poor country.

Deputy Director of Baghdad pro-
vincial council Atwan al-Atwani ad-
mits the government failed to de-
vise a clear policy to fight poverty 
after 2003. “The local government 
has no data on the numbers of beg-
gars and street children although 
this phenomenon has increased in 
an unusual and alarming way late-
ly,” he said, warning that rampant 
poverty increased the numbers of 
those dropping out of school, de-
linquency rates and prostitution 
among young girls.

Baghdad and several cities in the 
south were sites of massive dem-
onstrations in the summer of 2015. 
Protesters denounced corruption 
and the political bankruptcy of the 
ruling sectarian political parties, 
deteriorating public services and 
increasing social inequalities.

In the meantime, beggars roam 
the streets to make a living.

“Compelling circumstances 
pushed me into the street,” says 
the middle-aged woman beggar 
who asked to be identified as Leila. 
“It was a difficult decision for me 
but it was the only option left when 
my husband lost his job after a car 
accident.

“The Ministry of Social Affairs 
rejected my application for as-
sistance on the grounds that my 
husband has a retirement income, 
which is hardly sufficient to pay the 
rent. The government does not care 
about the poor. Officials are only 
concerned to remain in their posts 
and steal the country’s wealth.”

A garbage collector looks for recyclable waste at a dump in Erbil, 
in Iraq’s northern autonomous Kurdistan region, on February 21st.

Officials say poverty 
levels reached 
unprecedented 
levels in the past few 
years.

Syrian philanthropists 
try to ease their 
homeland’s suffering
Rasha Elass

Washington

I 

nstitutional charities continue 
to face obstacles in reaching 
Syrians who are most in need, 
but substantial humanitar-
ian aid has been arriving from 

Syrians themselves. Syrian expatri-
ates and locals, some wealthy, but 
many middle class, have formed ad 
hoc networks to pool resources to 
help their next of kin or stranded 
neighbours.

One such Syrian philanthropist is 
building and construction tycoon 
Moataz al-Khayyat, who recently 
spoke with The Arab Weekly dur-
ing a break between his meetings 
with insiders in Washington, where 
his foundation is based.

Though Khayyat declines to say 
exactly how much his foundation 
contributes to humanitarian aid in 
Syria, among its partners are the 
UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and 
the UN High Commissioner for Ref-
ugees (UNHCR) in Lebanon, Jordan 
and Turkey.

“There’s huge demand and a 
huge crisis and the extent of de-
struction is unfathomable. There 
are millions of displaced, requiring 
the budgets of nations,” Khayyat 
said.

A total of $6 billion, including 
$1.6 billion by the United States, 
was contributed in 2015 to Syrian 

refugee aid efforts. The figure in-
cludes nearly $380 million contrib-
uted by private individuals and or-
ganisations such as Khayyat’s.

Though dwarfed in dollar terms, 
individual donations to Syrians 
have had a disproportionately large 
effect on recipient communities 
because individuals are not bound 
by the same restrictions as institu-
tional donors.

Syrians stranded in besieged ar-
eas around Damascus and Homs, 
for example, cannot receive inter-
national humanitarian aid without 
permission from the Syrian gov-
ernment, which enforces the siege. 
Individual contributors rely on per-
sonal networks of Syrians who can 
deliver humanitarian aid to those 
in need.

Elizabeth Dickinson, a UAE-
based journalist and author of God-
fathers and Thieves: How the Syrian 
Diaspora Crowdfunded a Revolu-
tion, said that without this type of 
help, the Syria crisis would have 
spilled into Europe long before it 
did.

“The Syrian diaspora has been 
perhaps the single most impor-
tant contributor of humanitarian 
aid for a large number of the war’s 
displaced, injured and needy,” she 
told The Arab Weekly by e-mail 
from Abu Dhabi. “Working in small 
groups scattered throughout the 
world… [they are] able to navigate 
the security situation far more ef-
fectively than international aid 
groups. Often, areas denied aid 
from the United Nations were still 
receiving some support from the 
diaspora.”

Khayyat may be too big a donor 
to send substantial amounts of aid 
through surreptitious ways to be-
sieged Syrians but, like most phi-
lanthropists, he said one aspect of 

his charity is particularly dear to 
his heart: education.

“For me, it’s important to focus 
on education because it’s a weapon 
you give to anyone and they can 
fight their way through life with it, 
so we have several projects in edu-
cation,” he said.

Among the public ones is a group 
of schools in Istanbul working with 
displaced Syrians. Khayyat said 
he has plans to expand the school 
project to refugee areas along the 
Syrian-Turkish border.

Another publicised project is a 
scholarship fund for 43 Syrians to 
study at universities in the United 
States, with more in the pipeline, 
though Khayyat demurred when 
asked for details.

His bashfulness is not unique 
among Syrian philanthropists, 
who generally eschew the more 
aggressive, transparent and public 
fundraising that is commonplace 
and expected of foundations in the 
West.

Philanthropy and grass-roots 
charity have a long tradition in Syr-
ian society but it is run much like 
most businesses operate in Syria’s 
private sector: They are family 
owned and private. And, just like a 
culture of publicly traded corpora-
tions had not yet taken hold in pre-
war Syria, transparent philanthro-
py remains highly unusual, even as 
private charities are ubiquitous.

Before the war, much of society’s 
medical and humanitarian needs 
were met by private and minimal-
ly regulated family-run charities, 
which usually focused on specific 
needs, such as those of children 
with autism, cochlear implants, 
heart surgeries or milk for babies 
and nutrition for the poor.

Asked about the vision he sees 
for Syria after the war, Khayyat re-
flected a common sentiment that 
captures the war fatigue that over-
whelms Syrians today.

“First of all, we’re working for 
Syria at war time because we’re not 
thinking Syria post-war, because if 
we focused on that then we won’t 
be able to meet the needs now,” he 
said. “We’re focusing on Syrians 
inside Syria, the ones we can reach 
with humanitarian aid, or Syrians 
outside of Syria and how we can 
help them.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Syrian philanthropist Moataz al-Khayyat

“We’re not thinking 
Syria post-war, 
because if we 
focused on that then 
we won’t be able to 
meet the needs now.”

Syrian expatriates 
and locals, some 
wealthy, but many 
middle class, have 
formed ad hoc 
networks to pool 
resources.

Oumayma Omar
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Lebanon’s Wardani twins share passion for performing
Ruba Zeidan

Amman

“I   

f a woman is sufficiently 
ambitious, determined 
and gifted, there is prac-
tically nothing she can’t 
do,” American writer Helen 

Lawrenson once said.
The Wardani twins seem to be 

the embodiment of such thought.
“I am a woman who believes in 

strength, beauty, health, fitness 
and well-being,” said Nour Warda-
ni, who, besides her work in thea-
tre, is a full-time physical therapist.

“I believe in the power of love, 
and that’s what brought me to the-
atre.”

Nour and Farah Warden, at 28, 
are active members of Wasl, a thea-
tre troupe that focuses on the op-
pressed. 

They use their acting skills with 
social activism in mind.

Nour joined Wasl at the advice 
of her sister, who leads the troupe. 
Farah is a professional actress, dra-
ma educator, clown doctor, pup-
peteer and the coordinator of the 
Arab playback theatre alliance. She 

is the taller of the sisters at 160cm, 
while Nour is 156cm. Both have 
brown hair and eyes.

Wasl’s 17 members deliver per-
formances for Syrian refugee chil-
dren in Lebanon. They perform a 
monthly show and are involved in 
several other projects.

After the July 2006 Israeli war on 
the militant pro-Iranian Hezbollah 
in Lebanon, Farah said she wanted 
to find a way to best serve her com-
munity

“I believe in this chaotic region 
of the world, self-expression and 
arts might be our only tool to build 
a better environment, invest our 
energies and revive our traditions, 
and the only tool I believe in and 
was able to apply was the magical 
power of theatre among youth and 
children,” Farah said.

She joined Laban, an improvisa-
tional theatre-based organisation 
as coordinator and trainer. After-
ward she created Laban’s social 
and psychological arm, Wasl.

Juggling school work, perform-
ing as hospital clown and in the 
troupe and being a mother and 
wife are demanding, she said.

“Sometimes, I end up doing 
house chores after a very long 
night on stage that was preceded 
by eight hours of training a day but 
this is the only way I imagined and 
wanted my life to be,” she said.

“So, in the process I make sure I 
enjoy every bit and piece of it and 
do it from the bottom of my heart.”

After finishing her physical ther-

apy studies and working with disa-
bled children, Nour said she want-
ed to learn something new.

“Therapy and theatre are both 
driven with love and care towards 
the others, and that’s why I do both 

with all my heart.” Nour explained.
What Farah and Nour said they 

did not expect was the great suc-
cess of their endeavours. Audienc-
es, they pointed out, are respon-
sive and enthusiastic to see their 

performances and the number of 
people attending their monthly 
shows is increasing.

“We’re hitting 100% participa-
tion most of the times, regardless 
of the audience’s age and back-
ground,” Nour said.

In the past five years, “we’ve 
been tackling different topics from 
celebrating holidays to marital 
rape, bullying, acceptance, corrup-
tion, civil war, integration of refu-
gees, municipal work, environ-
ment and other topics”, she said.

In Jordan, the sisters put on per-
formances focusing on domestic 
issues such as wasta, the Arabic 
term for using one’s connections 
to achieve gains, and violence in 
universities. They have done many 
theatre sessions on youth needs, 
gender sensitivity and other top-
ics.

And how do the sisters explain 
the shared passion? Does it have to 
do with being twins?

“We are more than sisters,” Fa-
rah said. “We are almost identical, 
have the same physical look, talk 
and move almost the same way. We 
also share the same vision when it 
comes to raising our kids. We share 
the same belief system and a lot 
of preferences in life. Our love for 
theatre happens to be the biggest 
one of them.”

Ruba Zeidan is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Jordan, where 
she has covered social, cultural 
and economic issues for ten years.

Farah Wardani posing in a red dress before one of her 
performances.

 (Courtesy of Nour Wardani)

“I am a woman 
who believes in 
strength, beauty, 
health, fitness and 
well-being.”

Young Arab designers showcase at 
international platform
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

T 

he International Fashion 
Showcase in London of-
fered Arab designers a 
privileged platform to dis-
play cloth and jewellery 

creations inspired by their culture 
and heritage.

The late-February event featured 
several designers, some from Leba-
non and Egypt, each presenting a 
single design. Operating under the 
theme of Blueprint Beirut, the Leba-
non showroom revealed the work 
of young designers from the Starch 
Foundation, an organisation that 
helps local designers establish their 
brands globally.

Timi Hayek’s dress was inspired 
by her mother’s childhood home, 
a traditional Lebanese home with 
three arches, palm trees and fans, 
which are shown in the print.

“There is a lot of layering and 
pleating in the design of the dress 
representing the original blueprints 
that have a lot of layering and trans-
parencies,” Hayek said.

Armenian-Lebanese Sevag Dilsi-
zian presented a jewellery design 
of a fish inspired by old Lebanese 
souks that have pre-historic fish fos-

sils. Coming from a family of jew-
ellery designers, Dilsizian’s design 
is a blueprint and can be used as a 
brooch and a display piece for men 
or women. It is made of copper and 
the eyes are sapphires. On the back 
side of the fish, bare bone is visible.

Dilsizian said it is Lebanese tradi-
tion to make things with copper. “I 
wanted to show the duality of Leba-
non,” he said. “For some people it is 
heaven on Earth and for others it is a 
struggle to get by.”

Nour Najem displayed a dress that 
she said was inspired by what wom-
en take with them when they marry, 
such as clothes that represent their 
heritage. “Handmade brooches are 
rare to find now because people 
don’t have the time to make them or 
it is too expensive,” she said. “That 
is why I took pieces of metal and at-
tached them to my kaftan. My de-
sign is contemporary but has a big 
part of heritage to it.”

Mira Hayek said her dress Blue-
bell was inspired by a motif used 
in Lebanese tiles. It is a four-petal 

flower that is the shape of the dress. 
From above, it is a 3D version of a 
bluebell. She said her previous work 
was inspired by Wes Anderson’s film 
The Darjeeling Limited and photog-
rapher John Rollins.

Margherita Abi-Hanna said she 
researched architecture in Lebanon, 
especially architecture in the 1960s 
and ‘70s before coming up with her 
design, which consists of four prints 
of nine squares each.

Lebanon’s showroom curator El-
lie Metni, an architect, interior and 
product designer, put on the display 
with the help of the Arab British 
Centre and British Council Lebanon.

“I used lights because it is a ma-
terial you can touch, feel and even 
smell. It relates to the Utopia theme 
of the showcase as an imaginary, 
surreal world. Light also represents 
tradition which reflects the past into 
something you can touch, feel and 
smell,” he said.

In the Egypt room, Daki Marouf 
and Ahmed Sabry, founders of Cai-
ro’s Sabry Marouf design studio, 
applauded Egypt’s participation for 
the first time in the event, although 
it had been invited the previous four 
years.

“The previous (Egyptian) ambas-
sadors (in the United Kingdom) did 
not believe it was important to take 
part,” Marouf said. “However, the 
new ambassador believes in the im-
portance of fashion as it could affect 
the supply chain of the Egyptian 
economy.

“If designers do well, the manu-
facturers will do well so the econ-
omy will do well. We did not have 
a budget for the showcase but we 
managed through a crowd-funding 
campaign and some (non-govern-
mental organisations) helped us.”

Presenting designer bags, Sabry 
said they were inspired by ancient 
Egyptian artefacts, notably Nefer-
titi’s bust and other works of Thut-
mose, a 14th-century BC sculptor.

“I was mostly inspired by the ma-
terials they used in sculpting, what 
was underlying, how they finished 
the sculptures and how they kept 
it long-lasting,” he said of his crea-
tions, which have the shape of the 
scarab and Tutankhamen.

Egyptian designer Reem Jano 
maintained that Egypt’s Room rep-
resented the “rebirth of a new Egypt 
we dream of and hope to be”. She 
said she was inspired by the phar-
aohs and their belief in life after 
death, especially the goddess Maat, 
who had long wings, after which 
Jano shaped her jewellery design.

“My choker necklace represents 
the suffocation Egyptians feel due to 
the ‘Arab spring’. I relate this to Maat 
as the goddess represents truth, bal-
ance, order, harmony, law, morality 
and justice. I left the choker neck-

lace open from the back to represent 
hope,” she said.

Sara el-Mofti is founder of SAYA 
swimwear. “My design is made from 
bikini bottoms representing the 
Egyptian flag and eagles that repre-
sent freedom and flight,” she said. 
“The trail at the back represents 
eyes that are covered by the chiffon 
veil to mimic how Egypt was cov-
ered and now we are trying to show 
a new hip Egypt.”

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

The International 
Fashion Showcase in 
London offered Arab 
designers a 
privileged platform.

The work of Lebanese designers. Discord (L) by Bashar Assaf, 
Bluebell (C) by Mira Hayek and Nawarat (R) by Rayya Marcos.

Lebanese designer Timi Hayek next to her piece Three-Arch House.
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Annual Jeddah exhibition nurtures Saudi art scene
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

T 

he Saudi government in 
the 1960s had a high re-
gard for its artists. Many 
were sent abroad on uni-
versity scholarships and 

then returned to teach. As bright as 
the art scene had burned, a decade 
later it went into hibernation.

Nearly 50 years later the Saudi 
art scene has re-emerged stronger 
and more vibrant thanks largely 
to an eclectic group of modernist 
and abstract painters, street artists 
and those engaged in multimedia. 

Many of these artisans are flour-
ishing through 21,39 Jeddah Arts, a 
non-profit initiative of the Saudi Art 
Council. 21,39 Jeddah Arts, named 
for the geographical coordinates of 
Jeddah, is hosting its annual Cen-
tral Exhibition at venues through-
out the city through May.

While the exhibits are expected 
to draw considerable attention, the 
core element of the project is its 
education programme.

“The key factor is the school tours 
and more importantly the govern-
ment school tours,” Sarah Alireza, 
who heads an education committee 
at 21,39 Jeddah Arts, said. “We work 
with the Ministry of Education and 
will receive about six schools [per 
day] with each group having about 
30 students for tours.”

Saudi Arts Council members 

Hamza Serafi and Mona Khazindar 
are curating the show. “This popu-
lar event aims at making a mean-
ingful contribution to the develop-
ment of Saudi society,” Serafi said.

Now in its third year, the Central 
Exhibition comes at a time when 
Jeddah is emerging as an important 
cultural and arts centre after a long 
struggle. Saudi artists enjoyed a 
renaissance in the 1960s and 1970s 
with Jeddah’s public art at the city’s 
roundabouts a testament to its bold 
approach. Artists were heavily in-
fluenced by Lebanese and Egyptian 
expatriates who brought a cosmo-
politan sense to the art scene. Art, 

however, took a dramatic turn by 
the early 1980s following the 1979 
Islamic revolution in Iran.

Artistic expression, while taught 
in public schools, was limited to 
students learning to draw inani-
mate objects. Instructors discour-
aged representation of the human 
figure. The movement went dor-
mant as such subjects as engineer-
ing — perceived as a more practical 
occupation — took centre stage in 
education.

“Artists were not highly appre-
ciated when I started,” said Jed-
dah artist Fatima Baazeem, who is 
not participating in 21,39 Jeddah 

Arts. “Many artists were drawing 
for their own leisure and for their 
families. Some took it further and 
went to bazaars to show their work 
on a small scale, especially among 
the middle class.”

Alireza said attitudes are chang-
ing. “We (Jeddah Arts) are playing 
a role in changing those attitudes,” 
she said. “Looking through school 
books I have to say the schools to-
day have quite a good curriculum. 
Now how to promote that is a dif-
ferent question.”

Rima Takieddine, an organiser 
for 21,39 Jeddah Arts, said that it 
was a matter of better exposure for 
artists.

“There is more exposure now for 
artists in the sense that we have 
more serious galleries and show-
ings,” Takieddine said. “Before it 
was more decorative art and how to 
fit it in homes. We are trying with 
an education programme for the 
new generation to see conceptual 
art. There has always been Saudi 
art: Tribal embroidery, geometri-
cal, Islamic calligraphy. It has al-
ways been present.”

Alireza said: “Being an artist no 
longer has the taboos it had in the 
past.”

Baazeem agreed, but noted: 
“Saudi art is maturing but there 
is also a lack of individuality and 
identity. People tend to go after big 
ideas imported from the West.”

To boost Jeddah’s reputation as a 
cultural centre, and perhaps recap-
ture the city’s original artistic bon-
afides, the Ministry of Education 
has given 21,39 Jeddah Arts organ-
isers wide latitude in taking stu-
dents to workshops, Alireza said.

“There have been no problems 
with the government,” Alireza said. 
“Every artwork proposed has been 
viewed by the Ministry of Culture 
and Information and so far we have 
had no problems. At end of the day 

we want to sustain what we are do-
ing.”

Organisers are expecting at least 
5,000 students from 200 schools to 
tour the main exhibition and per-
haps as many as 300 to sign up for 
the nearly two dozen workshops 
and discussion panels. The exhibi-
tion and workshop instructors can 
accommodate up to six schools a 
day but the number of young art-
ists participating in workshops is 
determined by instructors. An ex-
tension programme in March is to 
feature panel discussions that in-
clude filmmakers.

Takieddine said the programme 
is attempting to broaden its range, 
saying: “We have international art-
ists this year and we are looking 
from the perspective of all artists, 
a more universal look. We expect 
more students at the university 
level to participate.”

The programme is employing 
various city venues to showcase 
contemporary art, including show-
ings at the Serafi Mall on Tahlia 
Street.

Among the artists scheduled 
with exhibitions in February are 
designer Ahmad Sami Angawi dis-
playing forgotten Hijazi crafts and 
a solo exhibition by the visual art-
ist Emy Kat at the Nassief House in 
Al-Balad.

In addition, Shaikha Mai bint Mo-
hammed Al-Khalifa, president of 
the Bahrain Authority for Culture 
and Antiquities, and Farouk Hosny, 
an artist and former Egyptian min-
ister of Culture, will participate 
in a panel discussion. Other par-
ticipants include Venetia Porter, 
curator of Islamic and Contempo-
rary Middle East Art for the British 
Museum, and Maha al-Senan, ex-
ecutive director of Saudi Society of 
Preservation of Heritage.

Information and schedules: 
www.21-39.com.

A photograph by renowned Saudi architect Rana Alkadi.

Artisans are 
flourishing through 
21,39 Jeddah Arts, a 
non-profit initiative 
of the Saudi Art 
Council.

Jerusalem//Home: 
An artistic statement 
about the holy city
Karen Dabrowska

London

W 

hose home is Jeru-
salem?
A group exhibition 
by photographers, 
ceramic and digital 

artwork artists raised the question 
about whose “home” is the holy 
city, which is commonly revered 
and contested by Jews, Christians 
and Muslims.

The exhibition Jerusalem//Home 
at London’s P21 Gallery, brought 
together the works of four Palestin-
ian photographers from Jerusalem, 
ceramic works by two London-
based artists and digital artworks 
by a Palestinian-American artist 
based in the United States.

While the photographs captured 
the beauty of the Dome of the Rock 
of al-Aqsa mosque and the proud 
majestic city without reference to 
the long-protracted Arab-Israeli 
conflict and the harsh political de-
bate surrounding the identity of 
the holy city, the digital artworks 
and ceramics make a political 
statement alluding to the idea of 
home and the Judaisation of Jeru-
salem.

In an introduction to modern Je-
rusalem the exhibition’s catalogue 
states that, following the procla-
mation of the state of Israel in 1948, 
Israelis began converting Palestine, 
including West Jerusalem, into a 
Jewish land. East Jerusalem, in ad-
dition to the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip, was seized by Israel in June 
1967 in what was the six-day war.

The photographs portray the Pal-

estinian territories as a seamless 
amalgam of cultures and religions 
“like members of the same fam-
ily on the same plot of land”. They 
are taken at dusk and the caption 
Spirituality Moment on Obayda Ja-
mal’s photograph of the Dome of 
the Rock could apply to all photo-
graphs in the exhibition.

“Taking photos of the beauty of 
Palestine is my passion; there are a 
lot of amazing spots in our country 
that show how stunning it is,” Ja-
mal said.

His views were echoed by Ab-
dullah Hawash: “What inspired 
me to pursue photography was my 
passion to show the beauty of Pal-
estine to the whole world… What 
photography means to me is the 
ability to freeze a moment of life so 
others can see it.”

Expropriations of land in and 
around Jerusalem has been a sys-
tematic policy of Israeli govern-
ments. Its area has been increased 
and the city has become surround-
ed by Jewish settlements that 
dominate the landscape.

The three digital artworks by Ma-
nal Deeb, a Palestinian-American, 
represent dreams of a reunion with 
the family and the beloved ones in 
the homeland. Digital collages are 
intricately layered with forms and 

digital textures to suggest original-
ity, homeland and belonging.

“The content and narrative be-
hind each piece construct a visual 
metaphor of how Palestinians from 
generation to generation overlaid 
their lives and circumstances,” 
Deeb explained.

Ceramics artist Ranjena Gohel 
explores the meaning of home. By 
using clay to recreate fragments 
of homes, she seeks to capture 
the yearning of people who make 
their own homes against all odds, 
fuelled and energised by hopes for 
a better life.

In Letters, Gohel turns envelopes 
into clay works of art. The visual 
references have much to do with 
loving memories, the romance of 
the receipt of handwritten words 
and the joy of sealing intimate 
thoughts only to be read by one 
other person.

“Should our personal histories, 
the proof of our existence and our 
loving memories reside forever in a 
cloud server or should it reside, as 
it did before, in a physical form?” 
Gohel asks. “The envelopes in this 
work hold the private thoughts 
that were once cherished and loved 
and now have been discarded or 
blown away.”

A small room in the lower gallery 
is devoted solely to a cream-col-
oured football, strategically placed 
on sand by Italian potter Marcella 
Mameli. The colours are different 
shades of brown and cream. An 
overhead projector sheds different 
light on the ball on the background 
sounds of the sea and children’s 
voices.

A major theme of Mameli’s work 
is children affected by displace-

ment and fear. The washed-out 
ball represents the tragedy that 
occurred when four boys play-
ing football by the beach in Gaza 
and were shot by Israeli soldiers. 
Her recurring images of children’s 
shoes are mirrored into clay, with 
focus on Aylan Kurdi, a Syrian mi-
grant boy whose body was found 
washed up on a Turkish beach.

In a statement about her work 
Mameli said that she “admires the 
Palestinians’ love for life amid the 
devastation” and although she 
may not be able to directly make a 
change, she “cannot help but not 
stay silent”.

Exhibition curator Sara Foryame 
said that “the exploration of home 
and displacement ultimately al-
lows for discussion of sensitive and 
intriguing issues for those seeking 
to come together and explore their 
own identity and self.

“It also instinctively enquires 
about the gallery space, itself be-
ing a temporary home for the art-
works… from where the artwork, 
again, will soon be displaced.”

Karen Dabrowska is 
a London-based contributor 
to the Culture and Society section 
of The Arab Weekly.

The photographs 
portray the 
Palestinian 
territories as a 
seamless amalgam 
of cultures and 
religions.

Reclamation by Manal Deeb
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El Kef

E 

l Kef, about 40km from 
the Algerian border, is Tu-
nisia’s mountainous town 
with a view.

The north-western Tu-
nisian town and the mountainous 
region around it offer panoramic 
views of green landscapes from 
an elevation of 780 metres. It also 
offers eclectic culture and boasts 
thousands of years of history.

El Kef has been influenced by Pu-
nic, Roman, Numidian, Byzantine 
and Arab civilisations. During the 
second world war, the town was the 
provisional capital of Tunisia and 
later served as a command centre 
for the Algeria’s National Liberation 
Front during the Algerian war for 
independence.

“The town of El Kef is one of its 
kind as it is built on the cliff of a 
mountain that is part of the Atlas 
mountains. It is the balcony of Tu-
nisia in the sense that it oversees 
green land beneath,” said Moham-
ed Tlili, a Tunisian historian who 
specialises in the history of El Kef.

El Kef is known as a spiritual 
place. The name of the town dur-
ing Roman times was Sicca Veneria, 
which means “the sacred spot”, 
showing that the town was a tem-
ple site. At the time of the Roman 
empire, Sicca Veneria was known 
for controlling the road to Carthage.

“El Kef used to be known by the 
Romans as the shrine of the god-

dess of love and beauty, Venus, 
from which it gained its spiritual 
importance,” Tlili said. “Later it 
hosted Sufi groups such as al Qadi-
riya. El Kef became the hometown 
for all the Sufi groups. It still plays 
this religious spiritual role today.”

The baths and the adjoining un-
derground cisterns are all that re-
main of the Venus shrine. Today, 
one can enjoy the mixture of Ro-
man and Arab scriptures on the 
walls of the town while strolling in 
the alleys of the kasbah.

The kasbah, or the old city of El 
Kef, was built in 1612 on the site of 
a previous Byzantine fortress. The 
kasbah witnessed a succession of 
civilisations that adorned with the 
edifices and imprints.

Today the kasbah is an open-air 
theatre hosting events such as the 
Jazz Festival of El Kef. Scattered ca-
fés dot the streets near the fortress.

Tlili added: “The most impor-
tant part of the town is the kasbah, 
which summarises its military and 
cultural functions. The landscape 
of the town is structured in an al-
most amphitheatre-like style. The 
higher you go, the better look you 
have of the surroundings of the 
town.”

Not far from the Roman remains, 
there is the dazzling white minaret 
of the Sidi Bou Makhlouf‘s mosque 
and shrine, one of the most visited 
attractions in the town. Made up of 
two ribbed domes, the mosque has 
a magnificent octagonal minaret. 
The white walls contrast with the 
interior decoration of finely carved 
green stars and crescent moons.

The Sidi Bou Makhlouf shrine 
includes the tomb of the founder 
of the Sufi Aissawiya Brotherhood 
in Tunisia. For over two centuries, 
Sidi Bou Makhlouf has been consid-
ered the patron saint of the town.

Beside the many Islamic sites, 
there is a well-preserved Roman 
basilica dating to the fifth century 
dedicated to St Peter. The town also 

has a synagogue.
The old town has the Jewish 

neighbourhood known as el Har-
ra, which includes the shops and 
houses owned by Tunisian Jews. 
The neighbourhood is believed to 
date to 1740.

“El Kef musical tradition could be 
traced to this exchange of cultures 
between Jews, former slaves and 
Algerians who settled there,” Tlili 
said.

In addition to music, the town is 
known for being the birth place of a 
theatre movement that dates to the 
early years of the 20th century.

“Mohamed Bourguiba, a Tuni-

sian theatre figure, started a the-
atrical movement during the first 
world war. Along with a group of 
actors, he created the theatrical 
scene of El Kef. They were pioneers 
of theatre back in 1918, ” Tlili noted

El Kef each year celebrates an 
event, during which shows are per-
formed non-stop over a 24-hour 
period.

In addition to shows and concerts 
in the kasbah, a visit to the museum 
of popular arts and traditions is a 
must. At the end of the road down 
from kasbah, the museum provides 
a glimpse of the nomadic and Ber-
ber communities.

El Kef, Tunisia’s mountainous town with a view
Roua Khlifi

The Kasbah of El Kef

Green vistas of El Kef.Winter view of El Kef.

El Kef has been 
influenced by 
Punic, Roman, 
Numidian, 
Byzantine and 
Arab civilisations.

Sidi Bou Makhlouf shrineThe Basilica

Dubai: 
Through March 12th

The Emirates Airline Festival 
of Literature — LitFest as it is 
known — is a large celebration 
of the written and spoken word. 
People of all ages, nationalities 
and backgrounds join with au-
thors from around the world for 
literary discussions, readings 
and participate in workshops.

Dubai: 
Through 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.

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: 
Through March 20th

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration 
that takes place in various ven-
ues in Beirut with an emphasis 
on chamber music. The festival 
promotes and celebrates music 
from all over the world and 
includes orchestral concerts, 
choral music, puppets, opera 
and dance.

Tafraoute, Morocco: 
In March

The Almond Blossom Festival, 
celebrated every year in Mo-
rocco, sees villagers mark har-
vest time with Berber dancing, 
singing and almond tastings. 
International musicians and ac-
tors mingle with local perform-
ers 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 inter-
national visitors for 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. Activities 
scheduled include kiting work-
shops, face-painting and street 
painting.

Tunis: 
April 8th-17th

The 11th annual Jazz à Carthage 
music festival brings together 
renowned international and 
local musicians to perform 
and attend concerts, lectures, 
exhibitions and nightly jam 
sessions.


