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R

ussian President Vladimir
Putin’s surprise decision
to partly withdraw his
forces from Syria leaves
the Damascus regime
vulnerable to rebel assaults and is
a powerful message to President
Bashar Assad that he has to negotiate to end the war.
Putin made it clear right from
the start that the Russian intervention in September 2015, as unexpected as the Russian pullout, was
not open-ended and that Moscow
had its own strategic imperatives in
stepping in to save Assad.
The mercurial Russian leader’s
March 14th announcement of the
partial withdrawal, as the war entered its sixth year, was widely interpreted as a strong nudge to an
obdurate Assad, his bargaining position greatly strengthened by Russian power, that now is the time to
seriously compromise and negotiate a peace deal at talks under way
in Geneva.
Putin’s move may well have been
prompted by Assad’s grandiose
boast two weeks ago that with his
military position immeasurably improved by Russian forces, he now
seeks to reconquer all the vast territory lost since the war began in
March 2011.
That seemed to have grated with
Moscow and prompted Putin to give
Assad a sharp reminder of his vulnerability amid a partial ceasefire
brokered by Russia and the US that
began on February 27th.
“This is Russia’s way of saying
‘You know what, there are no more
offensives. This is as far as you’re
going. We’ll protect your territory,
but we’re not going to go any further than this. You’re going to have
to negotiate a deal’,” observed Randa Slim of the Middle East Institute.
On the battlefield, the Russian

A Russian pilot receives flowers upon arrival from Syria, at an airbase in Krasnodar region, southern
Russia, on March 16th.
withdrawal, however partial, will
leave Assad’s forces exposed after
a ferocious Russian air campaign effectively blocked rebel advances in
northern Syria.
“The Russian drawdown… will
certainly affect the loyalist forces’ overall prowess, the US-based
global security consultancy Stratfor

“This is Russia’s
way of saying
‘You know what,
there are no more
offensives’.”

observed. “The rebels will take advantage of their renewed freedom
of movement. And loyalists will
lose much of their ability to soften
up enemy positions before ground
assaults.
“The rebels, especially jihadist
factions such as Jabhat al-Nusra and
Jund al-Aqsa, will also seek to demonstrate their strength, potentially
weakening efforts towards a permanent ceasefire.”
It is not entirely clear what elements Moscow is withdrawing
from its deployment of 40 top-line
combat aircraft and a dozen attack
helicopters. But military analysts
believe that a quarter of that force
would likely be enough to allow As-

sad’s forces to hold onto the territory they have gained.
“I don’t think Russia would pull
out unless they’re confident that
there will be no external assistance
to the opposition of the kind that
might upend the military balance
that exists in Syria today,” Slim said.
“Russia has obviously shown to
the opposition’s backers… that if
the regime is under threat, it will go
in and draw the lines.”
Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly. He has covered
the Middle East since 1967 and lives
in Beirut.
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Turkey bracing for more violence after bomb attacks
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

urkey is bracing itself for
further violence after suspected Kurdish suicide
bombers killed 37 people
in Ankara and Kurdish
rebels threatened to step up their
campaign amid ongoing clashes in
cities in the south-east.
Two bombers, identified by Turkish officials as a 24-year-old woman
and a man, detonated their car
filled with explosives near a busy
bus stop in central Ankara on March
13th, the second big attack in the
Turkish capital within a month. A
car bomb close by killed 30 people
on February 17th.
The government blamed both
attacks on the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), which has been fighting the Turkish state for more than
three decades. Peace talks between

the government and jailed PKK
leader Abdullah Ocalan broke down
last summer, shattering a two-year
ceasefire and triggering a new wave
of violence. Security forces and
units of the PKK, designated terrorists by Turkey and the West, have
been engaged in house-to-house
fighting in predominantly Kurdish
south-east Anatolia for months.

received military training from the
People’s Protection Units (YPG), the
main Kurdish force in Syria, which
has links with the PKK. The Turkish

government also blamed the February 17th attack on the YPG, but that
attack was claimed by a Turkish
PKK splinter group, the Kurdistan

With the Kurdish
new year Newroz
on March 21st just
days away, fears of
more attacks are
rising.
No group has claimed responsibility for the March 13th attack. But
the Turkish Interior Ministry said
one of the bombers was a woman
who joined the PKK in 2013 and had

A woman with children walks by a vehicle, which was damaged
during the clashes between security forces and Kurdish militants, in
the Kurdish-dominated city of Diyarbakir, Turkey, on March 15th.

Freedom Falcons (TAK).
The March 13th attack could mark
a new escalation of the Kurdish
conflict, as the PKK has traditionally directed its wrath against the
Turkish security forces and not civilians.
With the Kurdish new year Newroz on March 21st just days away,
fears of more attacks are rising. At
the height of the Kurdish conflict in
the 1990s, Newroz was a focal point
of the PKK’s fight against Ankara,
with frequent clashes and attacks.
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
called for legal changes to broaden
the definition of the term “terrorism”, in an apparent attempt to
make it easier to prosecute non-violent actions and statements seen
as supporting the PKK or other terrorist groups.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Istanbul.

P16

2

March 18, 2016

Syria

Cover Story

Russia pullout from Syria sends many signals
Oraib al-Rantawi

Amman

R

ussian President Vladimir
Putin stunned the world
twice in less than six
months. First when he
decided to engage his air
force in Syria to prop up the regime
of embattled President Bashar Assad in September 2015. Then a second time when he announced on
March 14th the withdrawal of the
bulk of his forces from Syria.
Unlike his decision to intervene
in the country, which he had shared
beforehand with Arab leaders, Putin’s resolution to reduce Russia’s
military presence was only communicated to Assad. Even Washington
expressed surprise at the move,
noting that it was not previously informed about it.
Analysts are divided over the
reasons for the Russian decision.
For some, it is linked to a wider USRussian “agreement” and a strong
“commitment” to the Vienna-Geneva peace track and UN Security
Council Resolution 2254, outlining
a road map for a peaceful settlement process. Some argued that
Washington and Moscow had gone
as far as pledging to rein in their respective allies, in the sense that the
former would prevent any possible
Turkish-Saudi ground intervention in Syria, while the latter would
check Assad’s push for a military
solution.
Russia’s partial withdrawal from
Syria, the argument said, is also
dictated by a consensus with Washington on the need to maintain “a
sustainable cessation of hostilities”
entailing uninterrupted channelling of humanitarian aid, reactivation of local reconciliation bids and
encouraging opposition groups to
end their alliance with al-Qaedainspired al-Nusra Front, while the
two poles would coordinate the war
against the Islamic State.
A second group of analysts,
however, view the Russian move
as a reflection of Moscow’s “dispute” with Assad’s regime, which
has remained largely under cover
so far. They argued that disagreement erupted over Assad’s push
for “a military settlement”, which
he highlighted in an interview with
Agence France-Presse on Febru-

ary 12th, only to back down in later
comments he made to the Spanish
newspaper El Pais, following sharp
criticism by Russia’s UN ambassador Vitaly Churkin.
Moscow has also expressed its
“strong discontent” with Assad’s
announcement of general elections
in April. The Syrian government
later said the polls were a “constitutional event” not meant to abort
the “Vienna-Geneva peace track”.
This was followed by Syrian Foreign
Minister Walid Muallem’s saying the
presidency was “a red line” and that
Damascus refused to discuss Assad’s future with any foreign party.
Syria’s UN envoy, Bashar alJaafari, further strained relations
with Moscow when he declared that
“the transitional period” stipulated
in the peaceful settlement road map
did not exist in Syria’s dictionary,
nor in the talks’ agenda between the
regime and the opposition.
Advocates of this viewpoint
played down the significance of official statements issued in both Moscow and Damascus, which sought

to portray the Russian decision as
a result of “consensus” and “a step
that was carefully studied for some
time” after the Russian intervention
had achieved its objectives.

welcomed the Russian announcement, but called for the withdrawal
of all foreign troops from the country. Iranian troops and Iran-backed
Iraqi and Lebanese militias are also
fighting in Syria alongside Assad’s
troops. Tehran publicly welcomed
the Russian move but gave no indication that it intended to follow
suit.
The Syrian opposition, represented by the High Negotiations
Committee (HNC), and the government delegation, led by Syria’s
ambassador to the United Nations,
Bashar al-Jaafari, have now both
submitted their settlement proposals to UN envoy Staffan de Mistura.
The aim of the negotiations is to
reach a framework on a transitional government, as well as devise a
road map for the drafting of a new
constitution and parliamentary
and presidential elections in 18
months.
“We will do everything that we
can [during the negotiations] to
serve the Syrian people. We won’t
be a pushover during these negotiations. We will fulfil the responsibility that the Syrian people have
placed on us,” al-Muslet, official
spokesman for the HNC, said at the
start of negotiations.
But the main sticking point remains the fate of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, with the HNC refusing to countenance his remaining
in power during the transitional
period, and government officials

describing Assad’s departure as a
“red line”.
Speaking before the start of talks,
chief HNC negotiator Mohammed
Alloush said: “We believe that the
transitional period should start
with the fall or death of Assad. It
cannot start with the presence of
the regime or the head of the regime still in power.”
The HNC and Assad delegations
are not sitting at the same negotiat-

Russia did not
intervene in the
Syrian conflict
seeking a military
settlement in favour
of Assad.
They maintained that the Russian
move came in response to growing
differences and is designed to put
pressure on Damascus to return to
the peaceful track and meet obligations required under the terms of
the road map and in line with USRussian consensus.
Neither of the two groups of analysts gives much weight to claims
about the success of the Russian
military effort in Syria.
However, they acknowledge that
Moscow has succeeded in establishing itself as a key regional-in-

ternational player that holds many
powerful cards and that its “Syria
adventure” resulted in reviving the
chances of a political settlement for
the brutal conflict, which has killed
more than 250,000 people and
forced the displacement of millions.
The move coincided with the
start of the political process in Geneva, which is still volatile and its
results not guaranteed. It also came
after the regime has achieved “gains
on the ground”, but the latter could
still suffer setbacks and maybe a
“dramatic relapse” in the absence
of the air cover that Russian planes
had provided to the Syrian Army.
Russia’s military intervention in
Syria in September helped turn the
tide of the war in Assad’s favour after months of gains in western Syria
by rebel fighters.
Analysts agree that Russia’s “dramatic” move would not have been
possible without a “comprehensive
and advanced” US-Russian “consensus” on Syria, which has caused
confusion and embarrassment for
Syria’s regional allies, including

Iran and Lebanon’s Hezbollah. The
“dispute” between Moscow and
Damascus has obviously reached a
level beyond containment within
the diplomatic channels.
The observers maintained that
while Iran and Russia converge in
supporting the Syrian regime, they
clearly disagree over Assad’s future
and Syria’s regional role, as well as
its relations with Hezbollah and its
stance on the Arab-Israeli conflict.
It might take some time for the
inner causes of the Russian move to
become clear. But one thing is clearer than ever: Russia did not intervene in the Syrian conflict seeking a
military settlement in favour of Assad, but rather a “political solution”
that would ensure Moscow a safe
exit after reinforcing its regional
and international role and ensuring
its interests. Russia has no permanent allies in Syria, but it surely has
permanent interests.

ing table, with talks being conducted in “proximity” and UN officials
shuttling between the two sides.
Negotiations are scheduled to continue until the end of the month,
with de Mistura seeking to bridge
the divide and move the opposing
sides from their all-or-nothing positions.
Assad’s role, if any, in a transitional government will become a
major focus as talks progress, and
the two delegations will ultimately
need to reach an agreement on his
fate. The fear is that the talks could
break down if the two sides cannot
reach a compromise.

ensure the continuation of a Syrian state,” German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier said.
De Mistura welcomed Putin’s announcement, describing the Russian withdrawal as a “significant
development” towards revolving
the crisis.
“Assad can shape the future
constitution, but Russia knows he
has no choice but to stand aside at
some point; otherwise there will be
stalemate,” a senior diplomat at the
Geneva peace talks told the UK’s
Guardian newspaper.
“The Russians have strengthened
Assad’s position enough so he can
come to the negotiating table closer
to a state of equilibrium, but they
want this war to come to an end.
They are not inextricably bound
up with him, so long as they maintain their influence”, the diplomat,
speaking on condition of anonymity, said.
This round of talks is scheduled to conclude at the end of the
month. They will then meet with
their respective interest groups and
seek a mandate for further talks.
The next round of talks, if they do
go ahead, could even see direct negotiations between the opposition
and government after al-Muslet
said the HNC was not against them.
“As long as we have a solution, as
long as we have relief for our people, we don’t mind what form the
negotiation is,” the HNC spokesman said.

Oraib al-Rantawi is a Jordanian
analyst and an expert in security
and strategic affairs.

Hopes rise in Geneva talks after Russia’s move
The Arab Weekly staff

Geneva

L

ong-awaited peace talks to
end the Syrian conflict are
under way in Geneva, with
many hoping that the opposing sides will be able to
reach a political solution to end the
five-year conflict, particularly after
Moscow announced the surprise
withdrawal of military personnel
and warplanes from the country.
Russian President Vladimir Putin
made the shock announcement on
March 14th, the first day of talks,
with some warplanes leaving
Hamim airbase, near Latakia, less
than 24 hours later. Putin said that
Russia’s objectives in Syria had been
“generally accomplished” after
more than five months of bombing
raids, with some analysts viewing
the decision, and particularly its
timing, as part of a Russian attempt
to push government negotiators
to reach an agreement with the
opposition.
“If the Russians are now really
putting pressure on the Assad government, then we can make quick
progress in the talks. But that requires another good brave decision
from Putin and that is to be on the
side of the Syrian people,” Syrian
opposition spokesman Salim alMuslet said.
The Syrian opposition cautiously

The Syrian
opposition
cautiously welcomed
the Russian
announcement, but
called for the
withdrawal of all
foreign troops.

UN mediator for Syria Staffan
de Mistura attends a news
conference after a meeting
with a delegation of the High
Negotiations Committee (HNC)
during Syria peace talks at
the United Nations in Geneva,
Switzerland, on March 15th.

Despite the lack of direct negotiations, hopes are high that they can
succeed where others have failed,
particularly after Russia’s military withdrawal, which seemingly
weakens the Assad delegation’s
hand.
Russia’s decision has placed Assad “under pressure to finally seriously negotiate a peaceful political
transition in Geneva that would
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Land mines, the silent killers in Syria war
Ahmad Ramadan

Northern Syria

W

hile rockets and
missiles explode on
impact causing immediate casualties,
land mines and unexploded ordnance are killers that
will haunt populations for decades
to come. In Syria today, more than
25,000 people have been killed
or wounded by mines planted by
all parties in the five-year bloody
conflict, making Syria one of the
world’s most mine-polluted countries.
Land mines are used in besieging cities, preventing and slowing down enemy advances and
protecting strategic sites. In the
southern provinces of Quneitra
and Deraa, land mines were planted extensively around the many
military bases as part of the army’s
defence strategy. When the rebel
fighters seized the strategic sites,
many were killed or injured by the
vicious “killers”.

More than

25,000

people have been killed
or wounded by mines
planted by all parties.
Aware of the long-term dangers
of mine pollution, many civil society groups have created demining
centres, such as the one in Deraa,
which has successfully removed
mines in most districts it could
reach.
“Most areas from which the Syrian Army had retreated are littered
with mines and have not been
cleared yet, though thousands of
mines have already been found and
deactivated by opposition fighters
who also recuperated the explosive
charges inside them,” said Ghazi
Swedan, the de-mining centre director.

Nonetheless, thousands continue to fall victim to unexploded
ordnance. “Up to the beginning of
2016, we have documented the cases of 25,000 victims of land mines
and cluster bombs. But accidents
are on the rise every day, as more
than 80% of Syrian territory is polluted with mines and most cities,
towns and villages are littered with
unexploded ordnances,” Swedan
said.
“Since 2012, we have cleared
about 12,500 mines and trained
over 400 field workers in most Syrian districts.”
Besieged cities, such as Madaya,
north-west of Damascus, have
been encircled by land mines to
prevent residents from fleeing or
bringing in supplies. Madaya residents say regime forces and allies
from Lebanon’s Hezbollah planted
land mines last winter when bad
weather disrupted proper surveillance.
“Those who could escape Hezbollah’s snipers would surely be
trapped in the minefields. Many
people have lost their lives that
way. They were trying to escape
death from famine but they ended
up losing their lives from mines,”
one resident said, speaking on condition of anonymity.
Numerous minefields were also
planted in battlegrounds around
Damascus. A rebel fighter from Deraa, near Damascus, explained: “We
have identified many mine zones,
especially in wooded areas which
are difficult to monitor. They were
purposely mined so that we would
not escape through the fields.”
The fighter, who asked for anonymity, said the rebels deactivated
some mines and replanted them in
other zones. “But many of these
fighters died in battle and we no
longer know the mines’ location…
Heavy bombardment changed the
area’s landscape beyond recognition… Deraa’s fields and orchards
were turned into mine fields rather
than fruit-tree fields.”
The northern Idlib and Aleppo
districts rank first in terms of civilian casualties caused by unexploded ordnance. “Cluster bombs

Rebel fighters test a mine detector on the outskirts of Idlib city, Syria.
dropped by Russian planes have
made it very difficult for rescuers to
do their job since they too fall victim to unexploded bombs as they
try to reach mine victims,” said Abu
Jaafar Mohamad, head of the Independent Office of Legal Medicine in
Aleppo.

Up to 10,000 land
mines are believed
to be still buried in
Kobane, north of
Syria.
Mines have also been planted by
the Islamic State (ISIS) in areas under its control in Aleppo province.
“They booby-trapped roads hoping
to prevent their opponents from
advancing,” said Abu Lateef, from
the town of Minbaj in rural Alep-

po. “Fifteen fighters from the Free
Syrian Army were hit by mines in
Kubra, east of Aleppo, from which
ISIS had retreated leaving it littered
with explosives.”
To the east, ISIS surrounded
government-controlled areas in the
city of Deir ez-Zor with thousands
of landmines. “After a year of living under siege, some inhabitants
tried to flee driven by famine and
disease. They were either killed
by ISIS sharpshooters or exploding
mines. Some torn corpses are still
lying in the minefields,” said Ali alAbd who lives in Deir ez-Zor’s besieged al-Jura neighbourhood.
“In case ISIS leaves the city, who
could remove the thousands of
mines? Death lies in wait for the
inhabitants of Deir ez-Zor,” he said.
Up to 10,000 land mines are believed to be still buried in Kobane,

north of Syria, which Kurdish fighters recaptured from ISIS last year.
According to Idris Naasan, a local
Kurdish official, about 300 people
have been killed and 800 others injured in mine explosions since ISIS
was expelled from the town.
Naasan said foreign de-mining
organisations such as DCA, MAG,
and Handicap International were
barred by Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan from bringing in detectors and
demining equipment, classified as
military equipment. “Their help
was limited to counselling and raising awareness about the dangers of
mines.”
Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is a
reporter in northern Syria who
contributes to The Arab
Weekly.

Russia sees ‘strategic’ value in Syria, not regime

View poi nt

Stephen
Starr

T

here is little doubt
Russia’s bombardment of northern and
western Syria has
changed the broader
dynamics of the war.
Instead of pursuing its stated aim
of degrading the Islamic State
(ISIS), Moscow has gone after the
Syrian regime’s de facto chief
threat: rebel groups operating
close to Latakia province and
north of Aleppo. Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s forces have their
tails up.
At first glance this suggests Russia has never been more serious
in its support for Assad. Yet there
are several counterpoints observers can pick apart as to where
Moscow’s support for Assad may
be aiming.
The fact that Russia appears
nowhere on lists of leading international donors of humanitarian
assistance for Syrians, nor has
any interest in taking in Syrian
refugees, tells us that winning the
hearts and minds of Syrians is not
a priority. It sees the Syrian regime
as a short-term strategic partner.
Unlike Iran, Russia has not offered Assad a blank cheque nor is

2016 will very probably
see an upturn in violence
before a breakthrough to
peace transpires.

it investing in long-term civilian
projects, such as building banks or
hotels; Russian oligarchs are not
buying property in Syria and Russia has not based large numbers
of troops or military hardware in
or around Damascus, the obvious centre of power in a post-war
Syria.
The announcement on March
15th that Russian forces currently
engaged in the conflict in Syria
are to begin withdrawing came
as a surprise to the international
community. But it may also be an
indication that while Moscow will
continue to support the regime in
Damascus, it does not necessarily
mean that it will blindly support
the president.
When the Russians first entered the fight in Syria to help the
beleaguered Assad, he must have
thought that he and his regime
were saved. This latest move by
the Russians, however, may well
be an indication that the regime
may be saved but no such assurances can be made concerning the
president.
The regime may remain the
chief actor in Syria through its
control of Damascus and the Mediterranean coast, but we must not
forget that millions of Syrians still
support the regime either through
blind faith or a palpable fear of any
alternative. Alongside it, Iranian
military and civilian officials,
who enjoyed a strong presence in
the city even before 2011, can be
expected to stay on.
Recent statements from Russian
diplomats and leaders suggest that
the relationship is not as water-

tight as a cursory look gives.
Vitaly Churkin, Russia’s permanent representative to the United
Nations, went out of his way on
February 19th to play down Assad’s comments vowing to retake
all of Syria.
“I heard President Assad’s
remarks on television… Of course
they do not chime with the
diplomatic efforts that Russia is
undertaking,” he said in an interview with Kommersant, adding
that “the Syrian president is acting
according to a certain political
framework. And here I think we
should take into consideration not
what he says, with all the respect
to the statements of such a highranking individual, but what in the
end he will do.”
In January, Russian President
Vladimir Putin told a German
newspaper how Russia's granting
asylum to Edward Snowden “was
far more difficult than to do the
same for Mr Assad”. He has also
made it clear how he thinks Assad
has “made many mistakes in the
course of the Syrian conflict”.
Arguably, the reason for these
apparently contradictory positions
is that Russia does not see Assad
as an integral, long-term partner
in Syria but it does see Syria’s
strategic territorial position in the
Middle East as something it wants
to be part of.
Just how dependent is Damascus on Russia? While the Assad regime has been known for decades
to be as conniving and ruthless
as just about any other political
or military force in the region, it
increasingly appears to be placing

Russia does
see Syria’s
strategic
territorial
position in
the Middle
East as
something
it wants to
be part of.

its eggs in one basket vis-à-vis its
relations with Russia. Certainly
Hezbollah and Iran have deeply established ties with Damascus but
with a negotiated settlement that
would involve the United States
and others the only way of ending
the war, neither has any real political capital at that level.
All this points to the fact that
Russia is fighting in Syria to secure
Russian, not Assad’s, interests.
Remarkably, Russia’s tiny, rented
naval base in Tartus on Syria’s
Mediterranean coast is its only
military facility outside the former
Soviet Union.
The former superpower has
seen its star decline since 1989 and
today in Syria it sees Washington’s
disinterest as an open door on the
path to the head of the international diplomatic table.
The advances Russia can
secure in the coming months
will be critical because Moscow
will want to nail down its and
Assad’s positions before a new US
president — perhaps the hawkish
Hillary Clinton — is elected.
That means 2016 will very probably see an upturn in violence
before a breakthrough to peace
transpires. Then and only then,
when all international actors are
serious about ending the war, will
Russia’s real intentions for Assad
become apparent.
Stephen Starr is an Irish
journalist who lived in Syria
from 2007-12. He is the author of
Revolt in Syria: Eye-Witness to the
Uprising (Oxford University Press,
2012).
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Saudi-led coalition targets al-Qaeda in Yemen
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

Y

emeni government forces have clashed with
suspected al-Qaeda militants in the port city of
Aden, the first time since
the start of the one-year war the
internationally recognised Yemeni
government, backed by a Saudi-led
coalition, has targeted the global
terrorist network.
Apache helicopters from the
Saudi-led coalition targeted armoured vehicles and a government
compound under the control of the
jihadists in Al-Mansoura district in
north Aden on March 12th-13th,
witnesses said. Medical officials
said 17 suspected militants and one
civilian were killed, and 23 civilians and militants were wounded.
Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) has been active in
Yemen since 2009, when a severe
crackdown on al-Qaeda in Saudi
Arabia led to a merger between
both the Saudi and Yemeni branches of the group.
Analysts said the targeting of the
terrorist group by the Saudi-led
coalition was long overdue.

This represents a
tremendous threat
to the rest of the
peninsula and for
that matter to the
West as well.

“You had al-Qaeda’s growth basically continuing unchecked in
Yemen,” said Adam Baron, an expert on Yemen and a visiting fellow
at the European Council on Foreign Relations.
“There has been a mistake from
some quarters labelling this a local
issue, but in reality this represents
a tremendous threat to the rest of
the peninsula and for that matter

to the West as well; so in a lot of
ways I’m surprised it’s taking this
long for the collation to act,” Baron
said.
Fighters within the Yemen’s
Southern resistance, many of
whom were leading militias fighting Houthi rebels, have long complained about the lack of support
in the fight against al-Qaeda.

“You had al-Qaeda’s
growth basically
continuing
unchecked in
Yemen.”
“In every conversation I’ve had
with them, they ask why aren’t
they helping us against al-Qaeda,
why aren’t we getting more help
fighting al-Qaeda, but better late
than never,” Baron added.
He said it was likely the Saudiled coalition and the United States
would collaborate in the fight
against al-Qaeda in Yemen.
“US drone strikes against al-Qaeda never stopped and have continued despite the Saudi-led fight
against the Houthis. When you
have two separate air forces, sharing the same sky over the same
country that means cooperation
is inevitable, so I would imagine
there would be a bit of cooperation between the coalition and the
United States on this issue,” Baron
said.
In a related development, two
Emirati fighter pilots were killed
when their jet crashed on a mission
targeting the Iran-allied Houthi
rebels. The two pilots died when
their Mirage jet crashed due to
what it described as technical failure, the official Saudi Press Agency
said without elaborating further.
Local Yemeni officials said
the plane was flying low when it
crashed into a mountain after a
bombing raid in north-western
Aden where Islamist militants are
based.

Yemenis looking at the wreckage of a vehicle in the aftermath of clashes between forces loyal to
Saudi-backed President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi and al-Qaeda members in the Mansura suburb of
Aden.
The Emirati jet is the third coalition plane to go down since the
start of operations last March. A
Bahraini F-16 jet crashed in Saudi
Arabia in December of last year,
while a Moroccan piloted plane did
so in Yemen in May. Both accidents
were also blamed on “technical errors”.
The war in Yemen began in
March 2015 when an Arab coali-

tion led by Saudi Arabia began air
strikes against the Houthis to restore the UN-recognised Yemeni
government to power.
More than 6,000 people, mostly
civilians, have been killed and the
country is facing a major humanitarian catastrophe.
Last week, in what appeared
to be a small diplomatic breakthrough, Saudi Arabia conducted

a prisoner exchange with Houthi
rebels after a Houthi delegation
travelled to the kingdom to discuss
a de-escalation of fighting along
the Saudi-Yemeni border. Seven
Houthi fighters were released in
exchange for Saudi Corporal Jaber
al-Kaabi.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Will the Houthis reconcile with Saudi Arabia at Iran’s expense?
Mohamad Abul-Qassem

Sana’a

I

“

t seems that one day we
shall reconcile with Saudi
Arabia and have Iran as an
enemy.”
Khaled al-Akwa’a is far
from alone among Yemeni citizens in expressing such a view after news came that the Saudis and
Houthis, who are backed by Iran,
are engaged in direct negotiations
to end a bloody conflict now in its
second year.
Al-Akwa’a’s comments may well
reflect the saying that “there is no
permanent enemy or permanent
friend in politics”.
The first week of March witnessed a turning point in the battle between the Saudi-led coalition
and Houthi rebels as negotiators
from both sides met at the Saudi
border town of Abha and agreed on
a truce and a prisoner swap.
The surprise negotiations reportedly focused on a border-line
ceasefire that excluded the other
areas of conflict. They coincided
with renewed hopes for United Nations-sponsored peace talks set to
resume in Geneva on March 24th.
There have been recent hints
that the United States and Russia
were preparing the ground for ending the Yemen war on the basis of
giving Saudi border security the
priority. Both countries, which reportedly have provided the Saudis
with important intelligence, fear
that this war would allow al-Qaeda
to restore its influence and the Islamic State (ISIS) to seize the opportunity to gain a foothold in the
embattled country.
Another important development came when Yousef al-Feshi,

a member of the Houthis’ Revolutionary Committee, strongly
criticised Tehran and said Iranian
officials “must be silent and stop
exploiting the Yemen file”. The
comments, which came a day after
the arrival of a Houthi delegation
for talks with the Saudi officials,
were welcomed as “positive” by
the kingdom’s foreign minister,
Adel al-Jubeir.

Al-Feshi‘s criticism seemed also
to be in response to an Iranian
military leader who said his country might send military advisers to
Yemen to help the Houthis against
the Saudi-led Arab coalition, a
statement that reminded of previous Iranian comments that Sana’a
had become the fourth Arab capital
with allegiance to Tehran.
Political analyst Rashid Haddad

said it was better to wait and see
before concluding that there was a
“change of heart” towards Tehran,
for without its support the Yemeni
rebels could not have held out for
so long.
“Probably, by giving the impression that they have moved away
from Iran, the Houthis have opened
a window for the Saudis, who have
closed the door in the face of Iran,”
said Haddad.
Many Houthi leaders admit
growing discontent among their
followers towards Iran, particularly after Saudi Arabia engaged in
the war against them and Tehran
failed to deliver on their promises.
The Iranians reportedly promised
to deposit $2 billion in the Yemeni
Central Bank following the Houthi
takeover of Sana’a but such a move
never materialised.

The first week of
March witnessed a
turning point in the
battle between the
Saudi-led coalition
and Houthi rebels.

Yemenis celebrate after tribesmen from the Popular Resistance
Committees, supporting forces loyal to Yemen’s president,
reportedly pushed Houthi rebels out of the Beer Basha area in
Taiz, on March 12th.

Other unfulfilled promises include donating a one-year supply
of petrol products, building power
plants, sending a shipload of medical and food supplies and treating
war casualties, who were sent instead to Oman, according to Mohammed el-Imad, a journalist who
enjoys close ties with the Houthis.
“Iran also lied when it claimed its
embassy in Sana’a was attacked
from the air while in fact it was intact.”
Political analyst Issam Khleidi
explained that there are differing
stances within the Houthi movement: one op-minded and politically oriented that thinks that Iran

used Yemen to make many gains,
while the other is conservative and
indoctrinated. It considers Iran as
the main supporter of the group
and that criticising it openly would
backfire.
While Riyadh accuses Iran of
providing the Houthis with money
and weapons as well as helping
them build arms factories, it recognises the legitimacy of the rebel
movement, assuring that it has no
intention of destroying or isolating
the rebels politically, provided that
they stay away from Iran and become part of the Yemeni state.
Houthi voices advocating cooperation with Riyadh and rejecting Iran’s interference in Yemen
gained more strength when Issam
al-Imad, the Qom-based religious
leader close to the rebels, spoke of
“the possibility of truce and peace
with Saudi Arabia”, thus giving a
religious validity for the efforts to
reconcile with the Saudis and stop
the war.
Ahmad Sinan, a political science
professor at Sana’a University,
viewed the Saudis’ sudden move
to talk directly to the Houthis as “a
new tactic” dictated by the latest
developments in the region, mainly the US-Iran rapprochement and
the lifting of sanctions imposed
on Tehran. He argued that this approach was an attempt to open a
new page with Iran via its Houthi
allies
Also, the Houthis themselves
might have ended up realising that
they cannot count on Iran, which is
simply using Arab Shias for its own
interests, according to some political analysts in Sana’a.
Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a
pseudonym used for security
reasons, is a reporter based in
Sana’a.
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News & Analysis New Arab League secretary-general
Taxing mission, divided region
face new Arab League chief
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

he
22-member
Arab
League, which celebrates
its 71st anniversary this
month amid unprecedented turmoil in the region,
has a new secretary-general, with
the hard mission of resurrecting the
organisation, reunifying Arab ranks
and rescuing four states shattered
by wars.
Ahmed Aboul-Gheit, Egypt’s former foreign minister, was elected
to the post on March 10th during a
stormy session at the pan-Arab organisation headquarters in Cairo,
amid reservations from Qatar and
Sudan, both of which cited remarks
made by him previously against
them.
But, away from diplomatic bickering behind closed doors, the
73-year-old Aboul-Gheit, who will
serve for five years, takes over the
league at a time when the waves of
Arab turmoil have never been higher, experts say.
“He has a lot on his plate with
four of the 22 member states of the
league torn by war,” Hussein Haridi,
a former Egyptian assistant foreign
minister and a colleague of AboulGheit, said. “He has to get Arab
states to agree on a unified way out
of the turmoil in these four states;
otherwise these states will cease to
exist as we know them now.”
The Arab states Aboul-Gheit
needs to unify are deeply polarised
on how this turbulence can end,
driven by their inconsistent national interests.
Syria, a country ripped apart by
infighting for five years now, is a
case in point. Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Qatar are
for ending the rule of Syrian Presi-

dent Bashar Assad, even by force,
offering support to his armed opposition, while Egypt and Iraq are for
a negotiated solution to the crisis.
Other Arab states apparently stand
on the fence.
Inter-Arab rifts are also palpable
on other fronts, including Yemen,
Iraq and Libya, where the Islamic
State (ISIS) seemingly overruns new
territories every day, directly threatening the security of neighbouring
Arab states.
Palestine, which for decades had
been the Arabs’ issue No 1, is taking a backseat, while Arab states are
busy trying to solve their internal
problems.

Ahmed Aboul-Gheit,
Egypt’s former
foreign minister,
was elected to the
post on March 10th.
Under the strains of bringing
member states together are limits
to what anybody can do as Arab
League secretary-general, experts
say. These limits were outlined by
outgoing chief Nabil Elaraby after
Aboul-Gheit’s nomination.
“Do you want this league to be
strong?” Elaraby asked. “This depends on the will of league members.”
But this “will”, observers say, is
difficult to find at this time of great
polarisation.
The Arab League stood idly by
and watched as Syria descended
into civil war, did nothing as Iraq
waded into unrest and then lost territory to ISIS and even gave the goahead signal in March 2011 to an international coalition to strike Libya
and destroy its army.
The Arab League did little to
reconcile Arab states now at loggerheads, either because of the in-

terference of some of them in the
affairs of others or because some
states pursue foreign policies harmful to others.
An instance of the weakness of
the Arab League emerged in late
2015 when Turkey deployed troops
into northern Iraq with the stated
aim of repelling ISIS.
The league only denounced the
move and called on Turkey to withdraw its troops.
The league did nothing more than
condemn other violations of Arab
rights, including the latest bombing
of the Saudi consulate in Tehran.
“The Arab world is full of divisions and tension,” Mohamed alShazly, a former diplomat and a
member of the Egyptian Council for
Foreign Affairs, a think tank, said.
“This has emboldened international
powers to do whatever they want in
the region.”
Nevertheless, Aboul-Gheit, the
last foreign minister in the government of autocratic Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak, is viewed by
some as the person least capable of
leading the Arabs out of their ongoing crises.
His repeated defence of the octogenarian president after his ouster
in 2011 had brought him criticism,
while the mood in Arab countries
was all about democracy.
Aboul-Gheit’s tenure as foreign
minister was marred by events that
changed the Arab world for good.
He was foreign minister when Sudan broke up into two states in 2011.
A short while before Israel staged
a merciless onslaught on the Gaza
Strip in 2008, he was meeting with
then-Israeli foreign minister Tzipi
Livni. A few days into the onslaught,
he confessed in 2015, he sabotaged
an invitation for an emergency Arab
summit to discuss the Israeli aggression.
This legacy can haunt the man

A 2011 file picture of new Arab League secretary-general Ahmed
Aboul-Gheit.
as Arab League chief. Despite this,
soon after his nomination, he promised to work to solve Arab problems,
make the Arab League a home for all
Arabs and turn it into an effective
organisation.
Some people say because of the
lack of Arab will to blow life into
the league and ongoing rifts, AboulGheit will not succeed.

Nevertheless, this lack of will
should not sap the man’s resolve,
said Amr Moussa, an Arab League
chief for ten years until 2011.
“The secretary-general has to
work to create this will,” Moussa
told private Dream TV.
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian reporter
based in Cairo.

The Arab League and the need for renewal

View poi nt

Khairallah
Khairallah

T

he Arab League found
itself in a strange
situation after its
leader, Secretary-General Nabil Elaraby,
announced he would
not seek to renew his term in
office, which ends in July.
His replacement was quickly
chosen, another Egyptian former
foreign minister, Ahmed AboulGheit. But it would be wrong to
say that Aboul-Gheit’s nomination
resolves the major problems facing
the Arab League.
Has the position of Arab League
secretary-general become nothing
more than a place to park former
Egyptian foreign ministers?
There is an Arab crisis. The Arab
League is acting as if nothing is
wrong and everything is normal.
But really it should be asking:
Is the Arab League capable of
renewing itself and playing an
effective role?
If the Arab League wants to
endure for much longer, it must
seriously investigate how to renew
itself and breathe new life into
its operations, at a time when
everything in the Arab world has
changed, when major regional
players are on the wane, and
even the notion of what it is to be
“Arab” is in flux.
Lebanese Foreign Minister

Bassil Gebran’s move to defy
Arab consensus on condemning
the attacks on Saudi Arabia’s
diplomatic missions in Iran and
act as a de facto envoy from Tehran
sums up the dire straits that the
Arab League finds itself in. It
also shows the extent to which
Lebanon is no longer the state that
it once was.
This does not mean that Iran
does not deserve to be heard. But it
is out of the question for Lebanon
to become an Iranian colony. It
would have been better for an
Iranian official to be invited to
present Tehran’s point of view at
an Arab League meeting.
The fact that an Arab country
can speak in the voice of Iran at an
Arab League meeting exemplifies
the changes that the region has
witnessed since 2003 and the
George W. Bush administration’s
ill-advised war in Iraq, which

opened the door for Iran.
During the Sharm el-Sheikh
summit in 2003, held on the
eve of the Iraq war, most of the
discussions revolved around ways
that the conflict could be avoided,
even if delegates privately agreed
that there was no way out.
The meeting that year was
consumed by bickering, with
ultimately no Arab state, or indeed
all Arab states working together
through the conduit of the Arab
League, able to do anything to
impact the coming war.
Today, Iraq is another country
that is no longer part of the Arab
flock in the same way that it was in
the past.
Over the past decade or more,
the Arab League has failed on
every level. It failed in Iraq. It
failed in Syria and Yemen. The
Arab League has been singularly
unable to find a solution to any

Is the Arab League
capable of renewing itself
and playing an effective
role?
A January 2016 file photo of Arab foreign ministers attending an
emergency Arab League session in Cairo.

It is too
early to
announce
the death
of the Arab
League.

recent regional crisis, and is
not even a factor in the Syrian
situation.
The Arab League has also
completely failed to help restore
Palestinian national unity and
accept the political reality today.
So, given all these failures, does
this represent the end of the Arab
League?
It is too early to announce the
death of the Arab League, but
that does not mean we should not
be looking for a new framework,
including new decision-making
and voting procedures that allow
for stronger positions and do away
with weak compromises.
What worked in 1945 may
no longer be relevant in 2016.
The Middle East has changed.
The entire world has changed.
Sectarianism is on the rise, a
self-proclaimed terrorist caliphate
has been established in the heart
of the region, while Iranian
expansionism continues to
threaten the Arab Gulf.
This organisation, the only one
to bring Arabs together, must deal
in realities. In the end, does the
Arab League want to be at the
heart of events or on the sidelines?
Do Arab states or at least those that
remain want to have a role in the
region or want to leave decisionmaking for outside actors?
So, how can we renew the Arab
League? Perhaps inspiration
should be taken from the Gulf
Cooperation Council, established
in 1981, which has been able to play
a far more effective role in Arab
Gulf affairs.
As for whether this will actually
happen, only time will tell.
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
writer.
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Not too early to think
about reconstruction

R

ussia’s unexpected partial exit from Syria has greatly
improved the climate of the Geneva peace talks. The
war in Syria, now entering its sixth year, has already
killed nearly 270,000 people, mostly civilians.
Violence and destruction continue to be the rule in
Yemen, Iraq and Libya. But with the retreat of the
Islamic State in the Levant and signs of budding
diplomatic processes, it is not premature to raise the issue of
regional reconstruction.
When the guns eventually do fall silent, the world will be left
with the more daunting task of rebuilding societies and economies, many of which were distressed and dysfunctional to start
with.
International involvement will be imperative. In Syria alone,
tens of billions of dollars will be needed. Experts estimate that
even if war stopped today reconstruction would take at least
another 15 years.
Global institutions experienced in reconstruction-oriented
investment and development will have a big role to play, and
there also may be the need to establish a regional Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) development and reconstruction bank as
was proposed in the 1990s.
The UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
(ESCWA) has already developed a programme called “the National
Agenda for the future of Syria”.
The scope of the reconstruction effort would be close to that of
the Marshall Plan. After the second world war, the United States
spent $100 billion (in current dollars) to rebuild Europe. The US
was motivated in large part by the strategic desire to prevent
Soviet advances. Similarly, a major reconstruction programme in
MENA would have the strategic goal of stifling the forces of
extremism.
The global private sector also must play a role in the reconstruction process, although subcontracting the reconstruction process
to the lowest bidder is not the answer.
World powers seem much more eager to participate in war than
in reconstruction. The files of the British House of Commons
reveal that the 2011 military intervention in Libya cost the UK
treasury 320 million pounds. In the ensuing four years, Britain
allocated 25 million pounds for “stabilisation projects” in Libya.
World powers will have to overcome their natural stinginess if
the MENA region’s reconstruction is to succeed. And geography
compels Europe to act more than other world powers.
Reconstruction is not just about bricks and mortar. According to
the Aleppo Project — a Budapest-based collaboration among
refugees, experts and policymakers — 72% of Aleppo’s inhabitants
would return once the war ends.
But those with a post secondary education are 14% less likely to
return than those who are less educated. The emigration of the
well-educated and the professionals from countries at war will
further handicap their futures. In Syria, already half of the
country’s doctors have left.
“The longer the conflict goes on the more likely it is that those
who have integrated economically and socially into new communities will stay put and build new lives outside Aleppo,” said the
Aleppo Project pollsters.
Of course, responsibility for reconstruction does not lie solely
with the outside world. MENA countries will have to assume their
role. Without an end to imperial ambitions and a commitment to
peaceful resolution of conflicts and internal reconciliation, no
amount for external assistance will be able to produce the kind of
future that the region’s people deserve and desire.
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Sisi needs to
correct course

C

lose to three years
after former president
Muhammad Morsi’s
overthrow and almost
two years since taking
office, why is Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
Mohamed Abu al-Fadl
al-Sisi relying on policies that he
is well aware tarnish the image of
his presidency?
In the vast majority of his
speeches, Sisi refers to what
he deems to be tireless efforts
to improve Egypt’s economic,
security and political situation.
He seems to believe that the
achievements he has made
are being overlooked, whether
because the impact of them has
yet to trickle down to the people or
due to the actions of his opponents
or even the media failing to put
forward a realistic view of what is
happening in the country.
This has even prompted him
to phone in directly to late-night
political talk shows, popular in
Egypt, to address the general
public directly and confront
criticisms that have been made
against him. Whatever the reason,
it is clear that Sisi has become
increasingly frustrated by this
situation, hence his repeated
allusions in speeches and
interviews to “plots” against the
country.
Sisi’s proactive defence of his
presidency, and his continued
support for unpopular polices
that leave him open to criticism,
indicate confusion at the heart
of his administration. There
are also reports of conflicts
between various political sides,
including a fight to control the
very information that gets to the
president.
So is Sisi suspended between
Nasserite and Mubarak modes
of thinking? And if so, which is
winning out?
This analysis may date back
to questions over the
“deep state”, an everSisi cannot wait until present concept in
Egyptian politics, with
public anger hits a
many believing that
Sisi has been forced by
peak and he finds
circumstances to rely
himself facing the
on pillars of the former
Mubarak regime. This
fate of Mubarak.
places him in an awkward
position, as it suggests that
Sisi is another Mubarak,
while his previous reliance
on Nasserite discourse and figures
also gives the Nasserists a claim
on him as well.

It is not really important who
is winning or losing, but rather
how this is being perceived
by the Egyptian people. For
now, the Egyptian people seem
preoccupied with discussing the
people surrounding the president
and whether they are up to the job
of advising him.
The cynics among us say that
this entire line of inquiry aims to
protect the president and place
the blame for his mistakes on
those around him. Another excuse
that has been floated is based on
the sheer scale of the crises facing
Sisi, thereby placing the blame on
the former regime.
As for those who want to give
Sisi the benefit of the doubt,
many believe the deep state is
still playing a major role, only its
objectives are directly in contrast
to those being pursued by Sisi.
Many believe that Sisi is now
preparing to take action against
those who are standing against
him.
Sisi cannot wait until public
anger hits a peak and he finds
himself facing the fate of
Mubarak, who was paralysed by
indecision until it was too late to
offer any concessions and his own
people brought him down.
He will not wait to face the fate
of Morsi, who was brought down
in a similar way to Mubarak — but
after just one year in power. In
both revolutions, the military
stood with the people and played
an active role in bringing down
the president.
Despite Sisi's popularity since
he first entered the political
scene, public anger towards his
policies are on the rise, while his
economic programmes have yet to
trickle down to the people. While
the majority of Egyptians do not
want to see another revolution,
that does not mean the revolution
scenario is out of the question.
In that case, Sisi must carry
out a mid-presidency course
correction in the same way that
Sadat did in 1971, when he carried
out his Corrective Revolution,
purging the Nasserites from
power and changing tack on a
number of domestic and foreign
policies.
Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer. This commentary
was translated and adapted
from the Arabic. It was originally
published by the London-based Al
Arab newspaper.
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Red Lines? Better not draw them

I

have used the term “red
line” before in reference to
defining constrained topics
in media and political
discourse in Morocco. That
got me thinking about how
often, aside from US President
Jean AbiNader
Barack Obama’s now infamous
red line on chemical agent use by
Syria, red lines have influenced
foreign policy.
A quick internet search brought
up a most interesting coincidence.
The term arose as a result of
Western machinations in the
Middle East after World War I. It
first appeared in English in the
“Red Line Agreement” of 1928
when the oil companies with the
connivance of the governments
of the United Kingdom, United
States and France were dividing
up the last vestiges of the Ottoman
empire.
“At the time of signature, the
borders of the empire were not
clear and to remedy the problem
an Armenian businessman named
Calouste Gulbenkian took a red
pencil to draw in an arbitrary
manner the borders of the divided
empire,” Wikipedia says.
This is the same Calouste
Gulbenkian who is credited with
opening up Iraqi oil fields to the
West though his part ownership
in a company he helped form
called Royal Dutch Shell.
As you would expect, the
phrase caught on quickly
Who will draw the
and became part of the
red lines for Iran’s
United Nations’ lexicon. Of
course France has its own
increasingly
name for this concept, the
belligerent
“yellow line” ( franchir la
ligne jaune). I wonder if
behaviour?
it has variants in China,
Russia and other hotspots?
But I digress. My
favourite variation
of this expression is then US
president George H.W. Bush’s
statement addressing Saddam
Hussein in August 1990 that the
United States had “drawn a line
in the sand” in the deserts of the
Arabian peninsula to protect Saudi
Arabia, free Kuwait and maybe
see Saddam on his way. Little

To each his red line. Iraqi protesters, most of them members of
Shia paramilitary forces, hold a placard reading in Arabic “Iraq is a
red line”.
thought was probably given by
his speechwriters to the image
of “lines in the sand”, indicating
nothing to people who see shifting
sands, erasing lines, daily.
Obama’s red line regarding
the use of chemical weapons by
Syria led US Senator John McCain
(R-Ariz) to say it was “apparently
written in disappearing ink”

because to most the perception
was the red line had been crossed
with no action.
In Geneva, we hear the Syrian
government calling President
Bashar Assad’s future a “red line”,
asserting that his fate should
be decided by the people of the
country, without any intention, it
seems, of saying how that should

happen or when or who will
participate.
Speaking of red lines, what
about the curtailing of the use
of barrel bombs on civilians, the
targeting of hospitals and schools
in Yemen and Syria, the wholesale
destruction of religious and
cultural heritage sites and red lines
around non-existent safe zones
that have yet to materialise.
Invoking red lines does not
prevent actions and activities that
further undermine the stability
and security of the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) region. Who
will draw the red lines for Iran’s
increasingly belligerent behaviour,
echoing its counterpart in North
Korea? What is the use of red lines
when it comes to separating an
increasingly belligerent Israeli
government from stripping
Palestinians of even more land and
reducing their access to their own
neighbourhoods? Are there red
lines limiting Palestinian attacks
on Israeli citizens, regardless of
their motivations?
With the useless use of “red
line” as a concept and a reality,
one could anticipate that the
wordsmiths for the world’s
leaders would try to move beyond
rhetoric to focusing on sustainable
solutions. But words speak
louder than actions in diplomacy
surrounding issues in the MENA
region and possibly the South
China Sea, the Korean peninsula
and other places where fatigue
undermines resolve to engender
order through resolution.
Although there is no strategic
progress in more meaningful
diplomatic discourse on the
horizon, a good start would be to
avoid provocative and vacuous
rhetoric and admit that sometimes
problems will not be resolved as
easily as holding a referendum or
swapping notes or drawing a red
line.
Jean AbiNader resides in the
Washington area and is a
long-time participant in US-Arab
affairs. www.jeanabinader.com
and @jeanabinader on Twitter.

France, UK should learn from Libya fiasco

U

S President Barack
Obama’s comments
to The Atlantic
magazine that
British Prime
Minister David
Cameron and then-French
Martin Sieff
president Nicolas Sarkozy failed
to recognise the responsible role
they needed to play in rebuilding
Libya after toppling its longtime
ruler Muammar Qaddafi have
soured relations between the
countries.
Obama’s comments were
perfectly true. But he neglected
to note he had even more
responsibility for the anarchic
chaos that Libya has suffered since
Qaddafi’s ouster.
The United States has vastly
more resources than Britain and
France, and Obama and his top
policymakers failed to show any
adequate interest in Libya after
2011.
Instead, the same pattern of
reckless use of US military force
followed by inept bungling we saw
in Iraq after 2003 was repeated in
Libya. The Islamic State (ISIS) took
advantage of the chaos
to terrorise and exploit
But as the old
the Libyan people as they
American folksong
never could have while
was alive.
says: “Oh, when will Qaddafi
London and Paris
have nothing to pride
they ever learn?”
themselves on in this
same old, sorry story.
Their failure to show
even cursory interest or
responsibility for Libya acquires
new urgency today in light of the
growing crisis in Tunisia.
Le Monde rightly pointed out

on March 10th that the European
nations were repeating their
familiar pattern of selfishness and
irresponsibility in failing to come
to the support of Tunisia when
it was threatened by terror and
economic crises.
In other words, the European
establishment, complacent,
hypocritical and passive as usual,
is once again failing to see the
other shore beyond its nose.
The Americans are no better
and arguably worse. But that does
not absolve the Europeans of their
responsibility, especially as the
anarchy spreading from Libya to
Tunisia directly threatens them.
Europe now faces the threat of
collapsed states that are havens
for jihadist and criminal groups
actively spreading violence
and terror across the southern
Mediterranean region on a scale
not seen since before the Battle of
Lepanto in 1571.
Cameron has even admitted
that he stopped paying attention
to Tunisia soon after the 2011 air
operations because he became
“distracted by a range of other
things”.
But admitting to the affliction
of attention deficit disorder is no
excuse for the leader of a major
nation.
Revealingly all of the media
attention in Britain and the United
States on Obama’s comments has
focused on what they did or did
not do to the venerable US-British
“special relationship”.
US Ambassador to Britain
Matthew Barzun memorably
tweeted that the row was just a
“storm in a teacup”.

A man pulls a wheelbarrow past destroyed buildings after clashes
between military forces loyal to Libya’s eastern government and
Islamist fighters, in Benghazi, Libya, last February.
Tell that to the people of Libya.
As Le Monde rightly observed,
since 2011, the Libyan people have
endured unprecedented suffering
and fear: No “storm in a teacup”
for them.
Trying to defend the
indefensible, a Cameron
spokesman told Agence FrancePresse: “As the prime minister has
said many times before, coming to
the aid of innocent civilians who
were being tortured and killed by
their leader was the right thing to
do.”
Then why isn’t he doing it now?
Obama, Cameron and current
French President François
Hollande need to take an honest,
hard look at the mess they made

of Libya and start taking urgent
action to support the beleaguered
government of Tunisia.
The last thing they should do is
to seek to undermine Tunisia in
the name of saving it by trying to
yet again force their “democratic
values” on a hapless country. They
need to strengthen Tunis, not
fatally weaken it.
But as the old American folksong
says: “Oh, when will they ever
learn?
“Oh, when will they ever learn?”
Martin Sieff is a Senior Fellow of
the American University in Moscow
and former Managing Editor,
International Affairs at United Press
International.
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Sadr steps to forefront of Iraqi politics amid crisis
Sameer N. Yacoub

Detroit

L

eading two large anti-corruption protests in Baghdad, influential Shia cleric
Muqtada al-Sadr is sending a clear message that he
does not support Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi and his policies.
On consecutive Fridays — February 26th and March 4th — tens of
thousands of Sadr followers poured
into the streets of Baghdad in an
unprecedented show against the
government. Sadr’s political bloc is
the main party in parliament.
Sadr called for an end to corruption among officials and a reshuffling of the cabinet, which shows
his disappointment with the slow
pace of enacting the reforms Abadi
had promised.
Some of those Sadr demanded
leave government because of corruption had been his supporters.
Salam Qassim, a Baghdad-based
political analyst, pointed out that
Sadr had ignored corruption of his
bloc’s ministers since 2003, but is
now leading anti-government protests.
“Obviously, Sadr wants to depict himself as the long-awaited
saviour. Iraqis are looking for a miraculous hero to fix the mess. Sadr
decided to play the hero of reform,”
Qassim said.
Responding to protests, which
began last summer, Abadi promised political and economic reforms
but met resistance from powerful
political leaders keen to protect
their interests.

Abadi’s failure to
address the
country’s problems
has damaged his
image among Iraqis.
Adding to the turmoil, Iraq’s top
Shia cleric, Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani,
has quit delivering weekly sermons
on politics and government corruption, which led many Iraqis to be-

Followers of Iraq’s Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr demonstrate in Tahrir Square, Baghdad, last February.
lieve that he had grown frustrated
with the government’s inability to
solve the country’s problems.
Iraq is plagued by a worsening
economic crisis brought about by
low oil prices, rampant corruption
and the costly war against Islamic
State (ISIS) militants.
“Abadi’s failure to address the
country’s problems has damaged
his image among Iraqis. Also, it
might have encouraged a frustrated
Sadr to take the lead,” said Qassim.
During one of the rallies, Sadr
warned Abadi that his position is
“at stake” if he fails to take decisive action against corruption. The
cleric threatened that his followers would storm the Green Zone,
a sprawling compound in central

Baghdad that houses government
offices and foreign embassies.
“This government has abandoned
its people, who are struggling to
survive death, fear, starvation and
unemployment,” Sadr said.
Abadi said political reforms cannot be done “under threat and mobilisation of masses”.
Sadr’s actions alarmed other influential Shias. Senior Shia leaders
issued a statement after a March
6th meeting in Karbala criticising
attempts by unnamed people to
unilaterally control decision-making — an implicit reference to Sadr.
Sadr responded by suspending
the participation of his political
bloc in meetings of the Shia Iraqi
National Alliance.

Political analyst Hamid al-Khazalie said Sadr might have crossed
red lines set by his Shia partners
who are worried that an “uncontrollable” cleric is distracting Shias
from the fight against “the ISIS wolf
lurking outside the gates of Baghdad”.
“Sadr has picked the wrong time
to achieve the radical change,”
Khazalie said.
“Any division among Shias now
will only serve Daesh,” Amir AbdulZahra, a Shia resident of Baghdad,
said using an Arabic acronym for
ISIS.
“Sadr remained silent for several years over the corruption of
his own ministers and government
officials. Why is he suddenly jump-

ing on that?”
Two Sadrist officials, former
deputy prime minister for Energy
Affairs Bahaa al-Araji and Industry
Minister Mohammed al-Daraji, who
face corruption charges, attended
the protests. That drew mockery on
social media, with some questioning the credibility of Sadr’s reform
claims.
One picture posted on Facebook
showed Daraji leading protesters in
Baghdad, with the comment: “Corrupt official leads a rally against
corruption.”
Sameer N. Yacoub, an Iraqi
journalist in Michigan, has covered
Iraqi affairs for more than two
decades.

With turmoil in Iraq, some yearn for Ba’athist stability
one was convinced.
Maliki’s successor and current
prime minister, Haider al-Abadi,
rejected any engagement with the
Ba’athists. “They allowed al-Qaeda
to enter the country, and they were
involved in the killing of hundreds
of Iraqis,” he said at the time. “How
could such a party return to the political process?”

Harvey Morris

London

O

ne of the widely acknowledged follies of
the administrative regime imposed on Iraq
following the 2003 USled invasion was the decision to
purge anyone associated with the
defeated Ba’ath Party.
Thousands of Ba’athist officials,
most of them Sunnis, were ousted
from government jobs and deprived of their pensions, regardless of whether they were personally implicated in the crimes of the
Saddam Hussein regime.
The purge sowed seeds of a sense
of victimisation among the minority Sunnis. In the face of repressive
measures against the community
by subsequent Shia-dominated
governments and their militia allies, some former Ba’athists allied
themselves first with al-Qaeda and
then with the Islamic State (ISIS).
In a memoir to be published on
March 22nd, a former senior US official reveals that the post-war plans
were secretly discussed with Iran
before and after the 2003 invasion.
Zalmay Khalilzad, a former US
ambassador to Iraq and the United
Nations, said US officials met in
Geneva with Mohammad Javad Zarif, then Iran’s ambassador to the
United Nations and now foreign
minister.
Zarif wanted to see power
quickly transferred to Iraqi exiles,
along with a widespread purge of
Ba’athists, which Khalilzad said he

Iraq’s continuing
political turmoil has
prompted moves to
revive and
reintegrate the
Ba’ath.

A 2003 file picture shows a US Marines cargo helicopter flying
over Ba’ath party headquarters in the northern Iraqi city of Mosul.
opposed. His strategy was for an
interim government that would include those who had remained in
Saddam’s Iraq.
The arguments for a purge prevailed but, in the years since the
2003 invasion, Iraq’s continuing
political turmoil has prompted
moves to revive and reintegrate the
Ba’ath as a means of healing sectarian rifts.
As early as 2007, Nuri al-Maliki,
the Shia prime minister, and Jalal
Talabani, the Kurdish president of
Iraq from 2005 to 2013, approved
a draft law allowing many former
Ba’athists to return to their government jobs. The move was actively
promoted by the United States,
reversing its support for the ini-

tial, short-sighted purge that so alienated the Sunnis who had kept
Saddam in power.
In 2009, provincial elections produced a strong showing in Sunni
regions for the Iraqi National Project of Saleh al-Mutlaq, a former
Ba’athist expelled from the party in
1977. The poll outcome was seen as
a reflection of a growing Ba’athist
revival. Mutlaq, who had opposed
a constitutional provision banning former Ba’athists, was himself
barred from standing for election in
2010 because of his political ties.
The Maliki government had
previously invited exiled former
Ba’athist army officers to return
and take up jobs as part of reconstructing national unity. Not every-

Such visceral opposition to a revival of the hated Ba’ath has not,
however, dimmed speculation that
it might have some role to play. In
a recent analysis, Dani Tahrawi,
editor-in-chief of the Iraq Monitor,
questioned whether one of Iraq’s
most notorious political parties
could make a comeback after 13
years in exile.
Tahrawi said the Ba’athist argument was that their party’s platform of supporting pan-Arabism
defused sectarianism and united
Iraqis around nationalistic themes.
He also noted their assertion that
their brand of secularism “distanced mainstream Shias from radical Iranian political currents and
helped integrate Iraq’s many minorities into the private and public
sectors”.
He acknowledged that history
belies this narrative and even members of the reorganised Ba’ath Party
admit that Saddam went off track.

“While the Iraqi Ba’ath Party’s role
in implementing the crimes of
Saddam is undeniable,” Tahrawi
observed, “the Ba’ath Party’s nationalist sentiment still resonates
with many Iraqis frustrated by foreign meddling and internal corruption.”
Writing on the Fikra Forum website, Tahrawi said: “The unrelenting and adamant insistence on a
ban of any iteration of the Ba’ath
Party makes little sense when the
rest of the country is in shambles.”
He concluded: “If brought back
into the political process, a new
Ba’athist Party might once again
be used to crush radical political
and religious ideologies and movements in Iraq, this time avoiding
the pitfalls of Saddam’s regime and
returning as an ally to the West.”
His thesis relies on the logic that
Ba’athist ideology was basically
sound but was abused by those,
such as Saddam, who implemented
it and made it synonymous with
his brutal regime. That may prove a
hard argument to swallow for those
who suffered the depredations of
Ba’athist regimes in Iraq and Syria.
It also raises the question of whether a pan-Arab movement can truly
serve a multi-ethnic, multi-confessional society. It may be that nostalgia for the Ba’ath is more of a symptom of the depths of Iraq’s disorder
than it is a solution.
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.
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US escalates ISIS strikes, key operative captured
Ed Blanche

Beirut

U

S
President
Barack
Obama has unleashed
the American military’s
special operations forces against the Islamic
State (ISIS) to an unprecedented
degree, sending the famed “snake
eaters” into the dark side, their
natural habitat, to kill or capture
the caliphate’s leaders and gather
high-grade intelligence in the way
that US forces crushed the group’s
predecessor in Iraq a decade ago.
On March 2nd, the Pentagon announced the first-known success of
the new aggressive strategy initiated in December 2015: the capture
of a “significant operative” of ISIS’s
recently launched programme to
develop chemical weapons.
A week later, Iraqi officials identified him as Sleiman Daoud al-Afari,
who allegedly had been involved
with Saddam Hussein’s Military
Industrialisation Authority and
specialised in chemical and biological weapons used against Kurdish
secessionists in the 1980s, killing
many thousands.
He is believed to be the first ISIS
commander captured alive in Iraq.
US officials have suggested that
Afari was one of scores of Saddam’s
former Ba’athist military and intelligence officers who played a key
role in establishing ISIS.

Air strikes have
degraded ISIS since
they were launched
in August 2014.
Afari was captured sometime in
February near the town of Tal Afar
in northern Iraq by the US Army’s
elite Delta Force, which comprises
the majority of the Expeditionary
Targeting Force (ETF) deployed in
Iraq in December to wage a covert

war against the ISIS leadership.
This 200-man contingent is the
first major US combat group to return to Iraq since the US withdrawal
in December 2011. Their deployment highlights Washington’s new
focus on taking the war to ISIS,
spearheaded by special operations
forces, who became known as
“snake eaters” for their long missions in the jungles of Vietnam.

The tempo of JSOC
operations may well
intensify.
The raid in which Afari was
nabbed appears to have been modelled on a similar operation on
May 15, 2015, in which Delta Force
troops flew into eastern Syria from
Iraq to seize ISIS financial guru Abu
Sayyaf.
He was killed when he fired on
the raiders, but they seized his wife
along with computer data, which
provided a treasure trove of intelligence that led to a fusillade of
air strikes on ISIS oil facilities that
badly dented the group’s financial
operations.
The capture of Afari will likely
yield much-needed intelligence as
US-backed Iraqi forces prepare for
a major assault on the main northern city of Mosul, captured by ISIS
in June 2014 and a stronghold of its
self-proclaimed caliphate spanning
Syria and Iraq. Its fall would be a
critical blow to the jihadists.
Meantime, the air strikes go on,
using intelligence extracted from
captured leaders. On March 4th,
one strike pounded an ISIS base
near the town of Shaddadi in northern Syria to target one of ISIS’s most
iconic leaders, a Georgian known
as Omar al-Shishani, or Omar the
Chechen, identified by US officials
as the ISIS “minister of war” with a
$50 million US bounty on his head.
Underlining Shishani’s importance in the jihadist hierarchy, he
had reportedly been dispatched to

A file photo shows a US aircraft landing after missions targeting the Islamic State group in Iraq from
the deck of the US Navy aircraft carrier USS George H.W. Bush.
Shaddadi, seized by ISIS in June
2015 but retaken by Kurdish and
Arab forces, by the ISIS leadership
to rally the Islamist fighters’ morale
and block rebel advances.
US-backed Kurdish forces in
northern Syria reported they had
information that Shishani, real
name Tarkhan Tayumurazovich
Batirashvili and known for his distinctive flowing red beard, had been
killed. Activists reported on March
10th that the veteran of the 1990s
Chechen wars against Russia had
been seriously wounded. Later reports said he was “clinically dead”.
Air strikes have degraded ISIS
since they were launched in August
2014, but they have not brought it
to its knees. Now Obama is stepping
up the war by going after ISIS’s secretive leadership on the ground, a
campaign likely to be extended to

Libya, where ISIS seeks to build a
citadel in oil-rich North Africa.
Beyond announcing the ETF’s
deployment, complete with assault
force, aviation wing and intelligence cell, Washington has said little about the task force. US Defense
Secretary Ashton Carter avowed it
would be a key element in accelerating US operations against ISIS and
would be used “to conduct raids
of various kinds seizing places and
people, freeing hostages and prisoners… and making it such that ISIS
has to fear that anywhere, any time,
it may be struck”.
This strategy has its roots in the
model developed by the US Joint
Special
Operations
Command
(JSOC) in Iraq by constant raids on
the command element of al-Qaeda
in Iraq (AQI), ISIS’s predecessor, using intelligence gathered one night

to mount kill-or-capture operations
the following night and build up a
withering momentum.
This unremitting pressure decimated much of the jihadists’ organisation and led to the elimination of
AQI’s notoriously bloodthirsty leader, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi of Jordan,
in a June 2006 air strike and his two
immediate successors over the following weeks.
The tempo of JSOC operations
may well intensify. General Joseph Votel, who currently heads
the greatly expanded US Special
Operations Command, is Obama’s
choice to be the next head of the
Central Command, which runs US
operations in the Middle East. He
advocates a more aggressive fight
against ISIS and is expected to give
his “snake eaters” as much work as
they can handle.

Iraq’s internal problems hindering fight against ISIS

View poi nt

Gregory
Aftandilian

L

ow oil prices, domestic
strife over corruption
and ongoing terrorist
bombings are dominating Iraq’s domestic
scene and hindering its
fight against the Islamic State
(ISIS). Although the United States
has been generously subsidising
Iraq’s military effort against ISIS
and trying to shore up the
country’s economy, no domestic
rebound is likely to occur until oil
prices rise and the regime gets
serious about corruption.
While Prime Minister Haider alAbadi gets high marks in foreign
circles for trying to be a good leader, his standing in Iraq is a different
story.
Some of this can be blamed on
matters outside of his control. The
drop in the price of crude has severely hurt the economy, as oil
accounts for about 90% of government revenues. If oil prices remain
as low as they are, the budget deficit could reach as high as $50 billion
this year.
Government expenditures remain high because of the large
public sector workforce, a legacy of
Iraq’s socialist past and more recent
policies of doling out government
jobs to political allies. About 7 million Iraqis are on the government

Iraq also has to cope with
3.3 million internally
displaced refugees.

payroll.
Abadi has tried to deal with this
crisis by cutting government salaries by 3% and instituting fees on
a number of services, but this has
made the public even angrier because of the widespread perception
that much of government’s revenue
is lost to corruption.
As one young Iraqi told a Western
journalist recently: “This is a rich
country, and it’s the poor that are
being asked to take the burden for
the mistakes of the corrupt government.”
Over the summer, large demonstrations broke out in Baghdad because of electricity shortages, but
they soon morphed into protests
against corruption. In response, the
Iraqi parliament voted for a package of reforms put forward by Abadi aimed at stamping out corruption. But there was no appreciable
change.
In the past few weeks, there have
been new protests over corruption,
led by Shia cleric Muqtadr al-Sadr,
who has been effective in mobilising his supporters from time to time
when he disagrees with government policy or when he wants to
score political points.
In response, Abadi has pledged
he will appoint a government of
technocrats, as opposed to members of political factions, because
the latter are seen as part of the
corruption problem, that is, the
practice of “taking care” of one’s
political allies. Thus far, however,
such a technocratic cabinet has not
materialised.
The government is so sensitive
about the corruption issue that it recently brought defamation charges
against the editor of an Iraqi independent news site who reported on

Iraqi protesters during a demonstration demand
government reform in Baghdad, on March 11th.
kickbacks from mobile phone companies to a telecommunications
regulatory official.
If these problems were not
enough, Iraq also has to cope with
3.3 million internally displaced refugees from the ISIS advance in 2014
and earlier conflicts, and rebuild
heavily damaged cities that have
been liberated from ISIS control
such as Ramadi and Tikrit.
To help deal with these economic
crises, Iraqi officials in December
2015 negotiated a $1.2 billion loan
from the World Bank to help offset
the drop in the price of oil and large
military expenditures that have
been incurred in the fight against
ISIS. Iraq is also seeking another
loan from the International Monetary Fund. (It received a $1.24 billion emergency loan from the fund

The budget
deficit could
reach as
high as $50
billion this
year.

in 2015.) As for the United States,
most of its new aid since 2014 has
gone to fight ISIS. In fiscal year 2015,
for example, it spent $1.5 billion on
the Iraqi “Train and Equip Fund”,
$1.2 billion on the regular Iraqi military, $350 million for the Kurdish
peshmerga forces and $24 million
for Sunni tribal security forces.
In its fiscal year 2017 budget request, however, President Barack
Obama’s administration seems to
have recognised that Iraq’s economic and social problems are serious matters that need to be addressed. Of the total $1.8 billion for
Iraq, $333 million is for economic
assistance to “support good governance and transparent use of public
resources”.
In addition, the US has offered
Iraq a $2.7 billion loan for military
expenses.
Sensing this public discontent,
ISIS has unleashed a spate of suicide
bombings in Baghdad and in other
areas under the government’s control. ISIS not only hopes to keep Iraqi security forces busy dealing with
these attacks — delaying an offensive to try to take Mosul — but also
to exacerbate public sentiments of
the government not taking care of
people’s needs, including security.
To turn things around, the Abadi
government not only needs strong
political will to stem corruption and
the expensive system of patronage,
but also tightening of world oil supplies that will drive up prices and
revenues. It is not clear whether either will emerge anytime soon.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at
University of Massachusetts-Lowell
and a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.
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Egypt seeks development to fight Sinai militancy
Khaled Osama

Cairo

E

gypt is turning to infrastructure development
to fight militancy in the
Sinai peninsula as attacks
targeting Egyptian troops
surge in the vast desert.
The government allocated $1.2
billion for the development of Sinai, paving roads, constructing
housing units and launching industrial and agricultural projects,
all with the aim of raising the living standards of the peninsula’s
residents and fighting extremism.
Sinai had fallen off Egypt’s development plans for decades and
its residents were not treated on
equal footing with other Egyptians
when it came to jobs or admission
into the military and state-owned
universities.

“Gaza has been
functioning as a
lifeline for the
militants in Sinai for
a long time now.”

“The government has already
started fighting terrorism by development,” political analyst AbdelMonem Halawa said. “Together
with security measures, this development will surely reduce support
for the militants.”
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi has outlined the precarious
nature of Sinai’s development, say-

ing contractors working on road
projects there had been threatened
by militants.
A surge in attacks against troops
has occurred in what experts describe as a change of tactics by the
militants. The militants, originally
disgruntled Sinai residents who in
late 2014 swore allegiance to the Islamic State (ISIS), tend to avoid direct confrontations with the army,
which outnumbers and outguns
them.
“The militants are no longer into
large-scale attacks on army posts
or confrontations with the army
troops,” said Nageh Ibrahim, a former jihadist who in recent years
has turned into an expert on militant organisations. “They now depend on what are called lone-wolf
attacks, which help them ensnare
army troops and officers, avoiding
any casualties within their own
ranks.”
The militants attempted to overrun parts of northern Sinai and declare it the capital of their aspired
Islamic state in the north-eastern
Egyptian peninsula on July 1st,
2015, with a series of coordinated
attacks on army posts, killing at
least 20 military personnel.
Two months later, the army
launched its largest operation
against the militants, going over
large parts of northern Sinai with
what some military experts described at the time as a “fine-tooth
comb”.
Dozens of militants were killed
in the operation after which the
military declared some militant
hotspots totally clean.

The operation resulted in the
discovery of several weapons depots.
Observers attribute the recent
resurgence of militant activities
to intensification of support for
the militants from the Gaza Strip,
which borders Sinai and is linked
to the peninsula with a number of
tunnels, mainly run by Palestinian
faction Hamas, which rules Gaza.

Egypt has failed to
win the hearts of the
Bedouins of Sinai in
its battle against the
militants.
“Gaza has been functioning as
a lifeline for the militants in Sinai for a long time now,” Halawa
said. “Some of the jihadist groups
present in Gaza have sworn allegiance to [ISIS] and supply Sinai’s
militants with arms and personnel
through the tunnels.”
The Egyptian Army demolished
hundreds of tunnels between Sinai
and Gaza but a handful of the passages are said to still be functioning, giving ISIS and other militants
opportunities to move supplies
and cross into Gaza for medical
treatment, according to media reports.
Hamas says it has nothing to do
with the turmoil in Sinai but this is
little believed by Cairo, which accuses the Palestinian group of not
doing enough to tighten its control
on Gaza’s border with Egypt.
Egypt has failed to win the hearts
of the Bedouins of Sinai in its battle

against the militants, according to
media reports.
Observers cite a number of reasons for this failure, including
the tribes’ fears of retaliation by
militants and the fact that some of

them hail from the tribes, making
it inconceivable for them to fight
their relatives.
Khaled Osama is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Turabi: Controversial figure who influenced The Sudan
an alliance with the regime and becoming its minister of justice.
Being an Islamist did not stop him
from joining Numeiri’s Socialist Union Party and he soon became the
country’s attorney general and Numeiri’s personal adviser.
At the height of his power in the
1990s, Turabi arranged an international conference of Islamic movements he dubbed The Popular Arab
and Islamic Congress, which was
attended by Yemen’s Abdul Majeed
al-Zindani; Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the
spiritual father of the Muslim Brotherhood; bin Laden and other Islamist figures who had been banished
by their governments.
When the National Congress Party
seized power and al-Bashir became
president in 1989, Turabi assumed
the self-appointed role of the only
legitimate voice of Sudan.

Amin Kammourieh

Beirut

H

assan al-Turabi, a Sudanese politician and controversial Islamist with
a proclivity to switching
sides on any issue if it
fit his purposes greatly influenced
a nation that remains at war, entangled by poverty, inequality and underdevelopment.
His supporters saw Turabi, who
died on March 5th at the age of 84,
as a skilful and shrewd politician
capable of rallying thousands to
his cause. His detractors thought
of him as a cunning and extremely
ambitious person who resorted to
conspiracies to achieve his aims.
Turabi was known for changing
political sides and switching from
extremism to moderation and back
when doing so served his interests.
The highlights of his career include
taking part in the military coup led
by Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir in 1989, co-founding the Muslim Brotherhood in the country and
hosting al-Qaeda leader Osama bin
Laden.
Holder of a doctorate from the
Sorbonne in Paris, Turabi was considered a sharp thinker who vehemently defended his intellectual
and political reversals.
He urged Sudanese young people
to join jihad against Sudan’s Christian south, only to declare after being ousted from power that those
who died fighting in the south had
perished for nothing.
“Up until his death, Turabi
remained
Sudan’s
most
controversial and ambiguous figure
with his pivotal personality that
caused concern for both supporters
and foes,” says Hani Raslan, former
head of the Sudan and Nile Basin
Studies Department at Cairo’s
Ahram Centre for Political and
Strategic Studies.
“Accounts and narratives about
him thrived. While some were
based on reality, others were largely
fictional and imaginary. A legendary leader in the eyes of his followers, he was labelled by his oppo-

Hassan al-Turabi
was a controversial
Islamist with a
proclivity to
switching sides on
any issue if it fit his
purposes.

nents as a deceptive, devious and
ambitious person who would not
hesitate to crush others and adopt
contradictory speeches to serve his
interests,” Raslan said in published
remarks.
Turabi often outshone other Sudanese politicians with his intellect

but he was always an opportunist
looking for self-serving moments,
a pragmatist and Machiavellian for
whom the ends justified the means.
After spending seven years in
prison for opposing former Sudanese president Jaafar Numeiri,
Turabi had no qualms in striking

Al-Bashir turned against Turabi in
1999, following a petition from the
latter’s students, dubbed the Petition of the Ten, demanding an end
to Turabi’s “despotism” and limitation of his powers. He then formed
the Popular Congress Party (PCP),
taking on an opposition role that
landed him in jail several times.
In 2008, Turabi was arrested in
connection with an attack in Khartoum by the Justice and Equality Movement, believed to be the
armed wing of his party.
Neither old age nor the harshness
of his experience could keep Turabi
away from politics. His ambitions
continued to put him in direct confrontation with leaders of Islamic
movements, especially after he intentionally opted for an independent path outside the Muslim Brotherhood organisation in Egypt.
“In fact, he disputed most of the
Brotherhood’s principles and ideas. His thoughts caused shivers in

the group’s doctrine and triggered
many disputes between them,”
said Ahmed Ban, expert on Islamic
groups.
Turabi resorted to the “open
door” policy at a time the United
States and other Western nations
“were feeling threatened by the
armed jihadi groups”, according to
Egyptian analyst Ahmed Saleh Faqih. Under such a policy, “any Muslim has the right to enter and reside
in Sudan without a visa, making
the country the Mecca to jihadists
around the world,” he said.
In months preceding his death,
Turabi mended fences with the Sudanese government and agreed to
participate in a national dialogue
boycotted by most opposition
groups.
With politics, his religious views
and interpretations were controversial. He issued many litigious
religious edicts causing widespread
polemics in Islamic circles. His most
famous fatwa included his declaration that all forms of art conform
to religion as long as they did not
upset morality. He also took a stand
against the legality of capital punishment for the crime of apostasy.
In his opinion, changing one’s religion is part of the fundamental freedom of thought.
Turabi also advocated full equality between sexes. Under his leadership, women were allowed in the
Islamic Front movement, making it
the first Islamic group to allow female members to mix with males.
Because of his views, he was accused of being a mason of apostasy
and immorality and of corrupting
women.
Abdel Mahmoud Abo, the secretary-general of the Ansar Affairs
Association, summarised Turabi’s
legacy, saying he had built “a radical policy that led to the isolation of
Sudan regionally and internationally, which made it miss big opportunities for development and for
playing an effective regional and
international role”.
Amin Kammourieh is a Lebanese
journalist who has been reporting
on Lebanon and the Middle East for
30 years. He is based in Beirut.
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Lebanese army seeks to adjust to Saudi aid halt
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

T

he Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) are regarded
by many as the last and
maybe the only institution keeping the country
unified and fairly stable despite the
non-stop political, security and economic problems sweeping it and the
region.
However, the recent move by
Saudi Arabia in freezing a $4 billion
grant to supply the LAF with arms
from France and other sources has
raised concern about the ability of
the Lebanese military to continue to
perform its job despite the mounting challenges emanating from the
spillover of the civil war in Syria.
The Saudis grew suspicious of the
LAF relations with the Shia militant
movement Hezbollah after seeing
it run its gunmen freely across the
army-manned checkpoints into and
outside of Syria to help the regime
there, according to an Arab Gulf official.

The Saudis grew
suspicious of the
LAF relations with
the Shia militant
movement
Hezbollah.
Also the Saudis were caught offguard by the surprise order of the
Military Court of Cassation to release former minister Michel Samaha from jail. He was caught redhanded in 2011 sneaking explosive
changes into Lebanon to be used in,
what he was captured on tape saying, “attacks on Muslim and Christian” targets in northern Lebanon to
spark an internal sectarian conflict.
He admitted the bombs were handed to him by Syrian intelligence
chief Ali al-Mamlouk. The Military
Court gave him a reduced sentence
of four years before his case was appealed.
“A military tribunal released
Michel Semaha from jail, which
shows how much influence Hez-

bollah has on the Lebanese Army,”
said Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir after concluding talks with
French officials on March 4th.
The LAF has always long been
short on financial resources, and the
main steady contributor since the
Syrian troops pulled out of Lebanon
in 2005 has been the United States.
Between 2005 and 2015, the US
provided Lebanon with military aid
worth at least $1 billion. This helped
the LAF grow to a 70,000-strong
force equipped with weapons, including the M198 155-howitzer
guns, M109 self-propelled guns,
M60 tanks, TOW anti-tank guided
missiles and Cessna Caravan reconnaissance planes armed with Hellfire missiles.
The Lebanese government and
parliament endorsed over the past
few months a budget plan for the
LAF to purchase defence systems
worth $1.2 billion to be spent in 2016
and 2017.
According to LAF sources, the
command is working hard on salvaging the deals that were supposed
to be covered by the second Saudi
grant by securing funding either
from the US, whose military aid was
recently doubled to $140 million annually, or by the Lebanese treasury.
“Top priority for the LAF is to bolster its air force and make sure the
contract to acquire a squadron of
A-29 Super Tucano attack aircraft
stays on track and the planes start
entering service next fall,” an LAF
official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said.
Lebanese forces have started
training on the light attack aircraft
that will be armed with highly accurate Hellfire missiles and Mark83
and Mark84 low-drag smart bombs.
The attack in August 2014 by the
Islamic State (ISIS) and the al-Qaeda-affiliated al-Nusra Front on LAF
positions near the town of Ersal in
east Lebanon along the Syrian borders took officials by surprise and
raised concern of ISIS spreading in
the mostly Sunni northern Lebanon.
ISIS and al-Nusra Front started
targeting predominantly Shia villages in the Beqaa valley and sent in
suicide bombers targeting various
neighbourhoods in the country in

A 2015 file picture shows Lebanese army soldiers standing guard at the site of ISIS twin suicide
bombings in Burj al-Barajneh, southern Beirut.
retaliation for Hezbollah intervention in the Syrian civil war on the
Assad regime’s side.
The LAF retaliated by launching
a series of assaults on terrorist positions along the frontiers with Syria,
especially between the towns of Ersal and Ras Baalbek, mountainous
territory known to be rugged.
“Air power was key in the operations against the terrorist positions,
especially ISIS,” said Lebanese Air
Force Commander Brigadier-General Ghassan Shahin. “We need precision weapons and eyes in the skies
to keep track of the movement of
the enemy and we did this with the
little we have.”
Addressing a crowd of professional airmen at a symposium in
Bahrain, Shahin spoke about how
the Lebanese Air Force utilised its
engineering skills to convert Romanian-built Puma helicopters into
attack gunships armed with 250-kg
and 500-kg bombs and 30-mm machine guns.
Some eight Puma helicopters and
nine French-built Gazelle helicop-

ters were donated by the United
Arab Emirates to Lebanon in 2006
to assist the LAF in combating terrorists who took refuge in the Nahr
al-Bared refugee camp in northern
Lebanon.
“We have used the Cessna Caravan planes in night-time air raids
to illuminate with laser the enemy
targets for the Puma pilots to drop
their bombs or 3-inch rockets at the
enemy positions with high accuracy,” he said while showing videos
of the precision attacks on ISIS positions.
Shahin underlined the importance of air power for the LAF fight
against terrorists. According to military sources, this is why the Lebanese military will make sure the Super Tucano deal will not be affected
by the Saudi decision and the attack
planes will be delivered on time.
LAF Commander-General Jean
Kahwaji visited Washington in
February, where he held a series
of meetings with senior American
officials, who have all reportedly
pledged to maintain the military aid

and even increase it to ensure the
LAF retains its current role in the
war on terrorism.
The LAF mounted a successful
pre-emptive strike against ISIS on
March 10th, proving that it was determined to take the fight to the enemy and keep up the momentum in
the war on terrorism with or without the Saudi grant.
“We are confident the international community will not forget
about us,” said a senior Lebanese
military official who asked not to
be named. “They saw how the LAF
managed to confront ISIS and alQaeda on its own without needing
direct support from the international alliance fighting terrorism in Syria
and Iraq, and we are sure they will
continue to do so. The last thing the
world powers want is to see another
country fall for the terrorists.”
Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief
executive officer of the Institute
for Near East and Gulf Military
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai
and Beirut.

Hezbollah loses heavily in Syria but emerges as new threat

View poi nt

Ali Alfoneh

M

uqawamah, or
“resistance to
Israel,” is the
self-proclaimed
raison d’être of
Lebanon’s
Hezbollah. However, at least
since 2012, the Shia militia, the
most powerful military force in
Lebanon, has been entangled in
the civil war in Syria where it is
fighting fellow Arabs rather than
its Zionist enemy.
Hezbollah is doing this with the
strategic goal of securing survival
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
regime and thereby maintaining
the land bridge lifeline connecting Lebanon on the shores of the
Mediterranean to its benefactors
in Tehran through Syria.
In recent months, Hezbollah
seems to have made advances
towards achieving its strategic
objectives, not least because the
militia has received the support of
Russia’s air power, coupled with
ground operations with the proAssad forces, combat units from
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC) and allied Shia mi-

Veterans of the brutal
conflict will likely rise
fast within the ranks of
Hezbollah in the coming
years.

litias from Iraq, Afghanistan and
Pakistan.
These advances, however, did
not come cheaply: A survey of
death notices in pro-Hezbollah
Lebanese media show that at least
865 Hezbollah fighters have been
killed in combat in Syria from
September 30th, 2012 to February
16th, 2016.
But it should be noted that this
number is considered a highly
conservative estimate. The real
death toll is believed to be much
higher but is kept secret by the
Hezbollah leadership to mask its
losses from its enemies, such as
Israel, and its domestic opponents,
namely Lebanon’s Sunnis, who are
backed by Iran’s arch-rival, Saudi
Arabia.
So who are the Hezbollah fighters killed in combat in Syria and
how is that war likely to affect
Hezbollah?
Analysis of the governorate
of origin of the combat fatalities shows that the Bekaa region
in northern Lebanon, the Shia
heartland, along with the southern
governorate of Nabatieh and south
Lebanon generally account for 682
of the fighters killed in Syria.
The home regions of 136 are not
known. The remaining combat
fatalities came from the Mount
Lebanon, Beirut and northern governorates, with ten from villages
on the Syrian side of the Lebanon
border.
Pro-Hezbollah sources do not
disclose the exact location and
circumstances of those killed in

action but surges in Hezbollah
funeral services in Lebanon invariably follow major battles in Syria.
Eighty-eight Hezbollahis were
killed in May 2013, following the
Battle of Qusayr in western Syria
near the Lebanese border, the first
major engagement in which the
Lebanese militia played a leading role. Another 36 funerals took
place in July 2014, in the wake of
the Islamic State’s seizure of the
Shaer gas field in Homs province
and the capture of the Syrian Army’s 17th Division base near Raqqa
in the north on July 25th, 2014.
In February 2015, 34 Hezbollah funeral services were held
following a rebel offensive by
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and
al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian
wing, against Hezbollah positions
in western Qalamoun, a strategic
region near the Lebanon border.
Since the Russians launched
their relentless air campaign in
Syria on September 30th, 2015,
providing air cover for pro-regime
offensives by Hezbollah and allied
militias, a monthly average of
36 Hezbollah fighters have been
killed in combat.
A survey of Hezbollah death
notices also helps identify 49
commanders among the militia’s
combat deaths. Ali-Hussein Nassif,
also known as Abu Abbas, who
was killed in clashes with the FSA
close to the Lebanese border on
September 30th, 2012, was the first
Hezbollah commander to fall in
battle.
Hassan Hussein al-Haj, aka

A survey
of death
notices
in proHezbollah
Lebanese
media
showed that
at least 865
Hezbollah
fighters
have been
killed in
combat in
Syria.

Abu-Mohammad al-Eqlim, or
Haj Maher, however, is the most
senior Hezbollah commander to
have been killed in Syria. He met
his end in the suburbs of Idlib on
October 10th, 2015.
Regardless of the outcome of the
Syrian war, now moving into its
sixth year, veterans of the brutal
conflict will likely rise fast within
the ranks of Hezbollah in the coming years. Success in Syria is likely
to encourage Hezbollah to engage
in further military adventures
in the region as its patron, Iran,
pursues a strategy of political and
military expansion.
Separately, the pan-Shia character of the alliance to which it
belongs is likely to fuel future
sectarian conflicts in the Middle
East. Muqawamah may survive,
but more as a slogan than politicalmilitary doctrine.
Nonetheless, the Israelis are increasingly concerned that Hezbollah, which they have battled since
1982, including the 34-day 2006
war in which Hezbollah fought
the vaunted Israeli military to a
standstill, is transforming through
its battle experience in Syria from
a guerrilla movement to a conventional military force.
Hezbollah would thus pose a
greater threat to the Jewish state
than it ever has before.
Ali Alfoneh is the author of Iran
Unveiled: How the Revolutionary
Guards Is Turning Theocracy into
Military Dictatorship (AEI Press,
2013).
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‘Silent killers’ wipe out 1,500
in Syria’s chemical carnage: survey
James Bruce

Beirut

A

mid growing fears that
the Islamic State (ISIS)
is seeking to develop
chemical and biological
weapons, a new US report claims that nearly 1,500 people
have been slaughtered in such attacks in the Syrian war up to the end
of 2015 and that these are continuing to further the embattled Damascus regime’s strategic objectives.
The Syrian-American Medical Society (SAMS) reported in a survey
released on March 14th as the Syrian war entered its sixth year that
up to the end of December there
had been 161 chemical weapons attacks, largely by the regime headed
by President Bashar Assad, but also
by rebel forces.
And these attacks are increasing,
the society warned, with at least 69
documented assaults carried out in
2015 amid what SAMS declared was
an integral part of the regime’s strategic drive to force civilian populations out of rebel-controlled territory, a massive demographic shift to
alter the sectarian map of the country to ensure the regime’s survival.

A new US report
claims that nearly
1,500 people have
been slaughtered in
such attacks in the
Syrian war.
“Chemical attacks are used strategically to cause civilian displacement in Syria,” the report said. “The
fear caused by these silent and unpredictable weapons cause civilians
to flee in larger numbers than in the
aftermath of conventional attacks.”
The report, which the society
says is the most comprehensive
compilation of chemical attacks
during the Syrian war, was issued
as peace negotiations brokered between the United States and Russia

and Assad’s regime and myriad rebel forces seeking its downfall reopened in Geneva.
It will likely intensify the pressure on the US and Russia, along
with the United Nations, which is
sponsoring the talks, to find a political settlement to the Middle East’s
most cataclysmic and complex war
that is hastening the collapse of the
old political order imposed on the
region after the first world war.

“Chemical attacks
are used
strategically to
cause civilian
displacement in
Syria.”
The UK-based Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights, which monitors
the conflict, has put the death toll at
about 250,000, but other estimates
go as high as 500,000, with half of
Syria’s pre-war population of 23
million driven from their homes in
the world’s worst humanitarian disaster in decades.
It remains to be seen whether the
political process, which hinges to
a large degree on the fate of Assad
himself, signals an easing of Syria’s
agony. The decision by Russian
President Vladimir Putin to withdraw some of the forces he sent into
Syria to prevent Assad’s collapse in
September 2015 may simply leave
Assad free to unleash further chemical weapons attacks on largely civilian targets.
The SAMS report said 1,491 people were killed in chemical weapons
attacks up to the end of December
in defiance of UN Security Council
resolutions and the 1997 Chemical Weapons Convention. At least
14,581 people were injured.
Another 133 reported attacks
could not be completely verified by
the society, which supports a network of about 100 medical centres
across Syria with 1,700 personnel.
The report blames Assad’s regime
for most of the chemical weapons

A March 2015 file picture shows a young Syrian man breathing with an oxygen mask at a clinic in the
village of Sarmin, south-east of Idlib, the capital of Syria’s north-western province of Idlib.
atrocities. Damascus has been repeatedly blamed by the US and
other Western powers for the indiscriminate use of such weapons
against its own people.
Those accusations continued
even after UN Security Council in
2013 ordered the eradication of
the regime’s chemical and biological stockpiles, including the nerve
agent sarin and vast supplies of
mustard gas and chlorine, accrued
over the last four decades, mainly
from the former Soviet Union.
But despite the dismantling of
much of the regime’s stockpile,
Western powers allege it has continued to use chemical weapons on
largely civilian targets.
The most devastating chemical
weapons attack, involving sarin
gas, was carried out by Assad’s forces against the besieged rebel-held

Damascus suburb of East Ghouta on
August 12, 2013. It killed hundreds
of people. All told, about 1,300 people were reportedly killed in chemical attacks by the regime that summer.
The carnage caused by the greatest use of chemical weapons since
the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war prompted Russia, Assad’s main foreign
backer, to propose Damascus accept to dismantle or relinquish its
entire chemical weapons arsenal.
The last of an estimated 1,300
tons of chemical weapons and biological agents were handed over to
the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW)
in June 2014. On January 5th, it
declared that all Assad’s chemical
weapons armoury had been destroyed.
But some Western governments

insist that the Assad regime has not
declared its entire chemical weapons arsenal. In November 2015, the
OPCW cited evidence that chlorine
has been used in systematic attacks
against civilians by the regime.
Damascus has repeatedly denied
using chemical weapons, but there
have been consistent reports it is
employing high concentrations of
toxic chemicals such as chlorine
gas dropped in the notorious barrel bombs to suffocate civilians.
But both sides stand accused of
continuing to use these prohibited
weapons.

which can deliver a limited amount
of chemicals to short-range distances,” said Ashraf al-Obeidi, a security analyst and retired brigadier
using an Arabic acronym for ISIS.
“Such factors limit the group’s
capability of inflicting big physical
harm,” he said. “Yet, using such
weapons against civilians have a
great psychological warfare significance.”
The Taza attack is believed to
be the first known ISIS chemical
attack against a civilian population, an indication that the militant
group is taking the war into a new
and more horrific level.
The extremist group is believed
to have formed a special unit for
chemical weapons research. Last
week, US officials said air strikes
were launched against some ISIS
chemical weapons sites following the capture of the group’s top
chemical expert in Iraq in February.
Obeidi said the attack might be
an attempt by the leaders of the
militant group to raise the morale
of their fighters by showing that it
can strike back after a series of defeats ISIS suffered in Iraq and Syria
in the past few months.
He criticised the Iraqi intelligence for failing to predict the
chemical attack on Taza. “Iraq’s
senior security officials care mainly
for protecting Baghdad and give little attention to other areas,” Obeidi
said.
“Such chemical attacks could recur. So, real work is needed to stop
it.”

An Iraqi woman exposed to a chemical attack wait for treatment
at a hospital in Taza, 20km south of Kirkuk in northern Iraq, on
March 11th.

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

Gas attack on Iraq’s Taza sends alarm bells

Sameer N. Yacoub

Detroit

I

slamic State (ISIS) militants
fired mustard gas at Iraq’s
mainly Shia Muslim town of
Taza on March 9th, killing a
three-year-old girl, wounding
500 others and sending a panicked
population fleeing the afflicted areas.
About 50 rockets hit Taza in the
afternoon, causing breathing problems and body burns to some of
those exposed, who did not know
what had hit them, local officials
said.
More than 100 Turkmen Shia
families fled Taza to nearby Kirkuk,
fearing more chemicals would continue to be fired from the ISIS-held
town of Basheer, said an official,
who spoke on condition of anonymity.
Teams of experts were dispatched to the area to test for traces of chemicals, the official said.
The only fatality from the Taza
attack was Fatima Samir, the threeyear-old child, who died in the
hospital due to respiratory complications and kidney failure three
days after the attack. Dozens of
other victims were hospitalised
in Kirkuk, while those with lifethreatening conditions were sent
to Baghdad hospitals.
Shia Turkmen lawmaker Arshad
al-Salehi called upon the central
government in Baghdad to provide

urgent medical supplies and assistance to treat Taza victims. He described the medical care offered as
“inadequate”.
Salehi also warned that ISIS
fighters have set up about 40 more
rockets, filled with mustard gas, to
fire at Taza again.
Another official said military
preparations were under way to
retake Basheer, which ISIS seized
in the summer of 2014, after an offensive in which one-third of the
country fell to the terror group.

The Taza attack is
believed to be the
first known ISIS
chemical attack
against a civilian
population.
Iraq’s army, its Shia militia allies,
Kurdish peshmerga forces, supported by US and Iraqi warplanes,
were expected to participate in the
operation, said the official.
He said he did not know when
the “zero hour” would be to reclaim Basheer, but noted that it
“will be soon and it will be quick
and clean”.
In a written statement, Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
vowed that the militants behind
the Taza attack would pay a “heavy
price” and warned that they “will
be terminated soon”. He promised
more medical supplies and teams
to meet the needs of Taza victims.
“Daesh has only small rockets
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US targets ISIS chemical weapons capability
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

T

he US military has started
carrying out air strikes
near Mosul, Iraq, targeting
Islamic State (ISIS) chemical weapons production
facilities. The US military operation
followed the capture last month of
Sleiman Daoud al-Afari, said to be a
leading figure in the terror group’s
chemical and conventional weapons manufacturing programme.
The Pentagon has said the latest
strikes against ISIS have degraded
but not completely eliminated the
group’s chemical weapons production capabilities. ISIS followed up
the US strikes by launching new
attacks with chemical agents in
Kirkuk and the nearby town of Taza
currently under the control of Turkmen Shia paramilitaries.
ISIS has been known to have possessed and used chemical weapons
for some time. Sulphur mustard
shells were used by ISIS against
Kurdish forces last summer. In September 2015, American intelligence
officials publicly confirmed their
knowledge of ISIS using chemical
weapons in Syria and Iraq.
The CIA previously disclosed that
the group has the capability to make
small quantities of chlorine and
mustard gas and US officials now
say that Afari has provided crucial
details about ISIS’s activities and
how it has been packing artillery
shells with powdered mustard gas.
The big question now is to what
extent Afari’s capture will help understanding of the true extent and
threat posed by ISIS’s chemical
weapons capabilities. Afari is believed to have worked for the Military Industrialisation Authority in
Iraq under Saddam Hussein.
The United States has so far
downplayed the importance of
ISIS’s chemical weapons capability
and has said it does not see it has a
high-level threat given the limited
production capacity and battlefield
effectiveness of its weapons. Indeed, ISIS has used both chemical
agents in the past but has had to
settle for more of a psychological
impact than a military one. For now,
experts believe that the powdered
mustard gas being packed into ar-

Members of the civil defence spray and clean areas in the town of Taza, on March 13th.
tillery shells by ISIS lacks the high
concentrations required to kill —
but these shells can certainly impair
and injure. Mustard gas can kill by
causing blistering in the lungs and
throat if inhaled in sufficient quantities. Even against targets using
gas masks it can soak through attire
to produce severe blistering on the
body.
Chlorine attacks can cause victims to choke to death. The gas
reacts at high speed with water in
the respiratory system to form hydrochloric acid, which then swells
and eventually blocks lung tissues
to cause suffocation.
In both cases, contaminated persons and areas need to be sealed off
and thoroughly cleansed as quickly
as possible, but this is almost impossible today in Syria and Iraq
where ISIS roams large swathes of
territory it has captured or dominates with relative ease. The situation also points to the lack of regional capacity more widely to deal
with emergencies where chemical

agents have been used in attacks by
terrorist outfits.
The use of chemical weapons by
ISIS should not be discounted — the
impact so far has indeed been primarily psychological but even this
is crucial since morale is critical in
the sort of war of attrition ISIS is
mounting. The psychological impact of chemical attacks by ISIS
has undermined morale among its
opponents and the general civilian
population at large.

The CIA previously
disclosed that the
group has the
capability to make
small quantities of
chlorine and
mustard gas.
The question turns now to understanding the extent of ISIS’s chemical weapons production arsenal and
its existing stockpiles and what to

do about them. In June 2014, ISIS
captured Al Muthanna complex,
96km north of Baghdad, which is
believed to have been a storage site
for hundreds of tons of sarin and
mustard gas in the Saddam era.
It is unclear if there were still any
agents stored at Al Muthanna but
what is certain is that Ba’athists
from the Saddam era, such as Afari,
who were involved in its chemical
weapons programmes, are alive and
sharing their knowledge with ISIS
today. There is also speculation that
ISIS has managed to secure stockpiles from Libya that were produced
under the Qaddafi regime.
In large enough quantities, chemical agents can have a terrifying
and devastating impact. On March
16, 1988, during the closing days of
the Iran-Iraq war, one of the largest
chemical weapons attack against a
civilian-populated area was carried
out on the Kurdish city of Halabja.
According to some estimates the
chemical attack there killed up to
5,000 people, injured 10,000, and

thousands more died of complications, diseases and birth defects in
the years following the strike.
ISIS certainly possesses a ruthlessness to create another chemical attack of Halabja proportions
if it had the capacity. Considering
the huge psychological impact of
chemical weapons and given the
growing presence of ISIS’s affiliates outside of Syria and Iraq, there
is also a question of how far and
wide the group may have managed
to distribute chemical agents to its
fighters. This raises dangerous prospects for many countries, especially
those bordering Syria and Iraq such
as Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, and even Egypt, where ISIS
is active in the Sinai.
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.

ISIS cell planned biological attack in Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

I

slamic State (ISIS) militants
were considering using biological weapons in an attack on
Morocco, authorities in Rabat
said.
The Moroccan Interior Ministry
disclosed that security services dismantled a terrorist cell suspected
of having links with the ISIS and
was preparing “terrorist attacks on
a large scale” in several Moroccan
cities.

A 16-year-old was
supposed to carry
out a suicide car
bomb attack in El
Jadida.
“Some of the seized substances
are classified by international organisations that specialise in health
issues as falling within the category
of biological weapons, dangerous
for their capacity to paralyse and
destroy the nervous system and
cause death,” the ministry said in a
statement.
Security services, which have
been hunting for jihadist groups,
carried out searches in several locations in Morocco, investigations
that led to the arrests of nine Moroccans and a French convert to
Islam.

Moroccan investigators said they
found weapons, including four
guns and four pistols, containers
of toxic and lethal biological substances and “suspicious” tissues
in a house in the coastal city of El
Jadida, 60km south of Casablanca,
where the leader of the suspected
cell was captured February 18th.
Authorities said members of the
cell sought to carry out a series of
“separate and concurrent” terrorist attacks on “sensitive targets”,
including hotels and public institutions.
It would have been the first biological attack by a terrorist organisation in an Arab country, indicating that ISIS is changing tactics.
“Members of the terrorist cell
have not been trained, as usual, in
camps in Syria or Iraq. These people were trained on site in coordination with Daesh, which provided
them with the necessary arms,”
Abdelhak Khiame, director of the
Central Bureau of Judicial Investigations (BCIJ), said. “Daesh” is an
Arabic acronym for ISIS.
“It’s far from a terrorist cell, it is a
real armed commando,” he added.
The investigation revealed that
the suspected terrorists, who were
active in El Jadida, Essaouira, Meknes and Sidi Kacem, planned to
establish a training camp after the
attack.
“They were intended to go to
Sehb El Harcha, a mountainous
area about 20km from Tan-Tan to
establish their activity out of sight,”

A member of the Central Office of Criminal Investigation (BCIJ)
shows, during a press conference by the BCIJ’s chief Abdelhak elKhiam, ammunition and weapons seized by Moroccan authorities
as they carried out raids against a terrorist cell, in the capital
Rabat, on February 19th.
said Khiame.
The leader of the terrorist cell
was said to be a 35-year-old from
Laayoune. The French citizen has
been living in Morocco for almost a
year. A 16-year-old was supposed to
carry out a suicide car bomb attack
in El Jadida.
Khiame stressed that “Morocco
remains a prime target for various
armed groups settled in the area,
due to the country’s openness and
the increased number of ISIS fighters from the North African kingdom

in Iraq and Syria”.
Moroccan secret services also arrested a former French soldier once
he landed March 6th at Fez Airport
after flying from Nantes. The 34year-old alleged jihadist, who is
supposedly an explosives expert,
served in the French military but
was dismissed after his radicalisation.
He was under house arrest after
last November’s attacks in Paris
and subsequently was banned from
leaving French territory. His lug-

gage was said to contain knives,
military fatigues and a small gas
cylinder. Searches by BCIJ agents
at his home in Sefrou uncovered
books on military and weapons
training as well as religion, officials
said.
Questions have been raised on
how the suspect managed to fly
from Nantes without being spotted
by French security services.
BCIJ also dismantled on March
7th a five-member cell linked to
ISIS in Smara, Belfaa and Aït Amira
regions in the province of Chtouka
Aït Baha. According to a statement from the Interior Ministry,
cell members planned to join ISIS
camps in Iraq and Syria but instead
decided to join the jihadist organisation in Libya.
The investigation revealed that
the cell intended to declare jihad
in Morocco and one of its members
was making a bomb using a pressure cooker.
Moroccan authorities have dismantled 153 terrorist cells, including 32 since the beginning of 2013,
with close ties with jihadist groups
operating in Iraq and Syria.
The kingdom has witnessed no
extremist attack since the 2011 terrorist attack on Argana Cafe in the
main square of Jamaa El Fna in
Marrakech, which killed 17 people
and injured 25 others.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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Tunisian army rides wave of support after Ben Guerdane
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisians have shown
mixed reactions to jubilant young soldiers taking selfies with the dead
bodies of jihadists after
troops thwarted the Islamic State’s
bid to establish an “emirate” in Ben
Guerdane, a garrison town near the
border with Libya.
More than 60 people were killed,
including at least 47 jihadists, in
the March 7th-8th battle.
Although some assailed the selfie pictures as “too morbid”, many
others hailed the soldiers’ actions
as testimony to the forces’ ability
to ward off the threat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) and other jihadists.
“Bravo, may God grant victory to
our army and our boys,” wrote one
Tunisian on Facebook.

The morale of
Tunisian troops is
currently high after
its performance in
Ben Guerdane and
due to the support of
a populace.
Some people had the photos embossed on T-shirts with a bold black
caption reading: “I love my army.”
Abdessattar Ben Moussa, the
head of the Tunisian Human Rights
League, one of four civic groups
that won the Nobel Peace Prize for
fostering peace and dialogue in Tunisia, defended the selfie pictures
as a display of the young soldiers’
enthusiasm in the fight against
ISIS.

Hundreds of Tunisian jihadists
are reported to have returned from
fighting in Syria since last December. Tunisians constitute the largest contingent of ISIS fighters in
Syria and Iraq. Their number is estimated to be about 6,000.
Members of an al-Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb affiliate and other
jihadist groups have kept bases in
the mountainous areas near Tunisia’s border with Algeria since 2012.
There has been speculation the
Ben Guerdane attackers were planning to take control of the border
town as a starting point to creating
their emirate, in a manner similar
to what ISIS did in Syria and Iraq.
The morale of Tunisian troops
is currently high after its performance in Ben Guerdane and due
to the support of a populace that
views ISIS as an existential threat
to the Mediterranean nation.
The Tunisian armed forces have
seen their budget increase steadily
since 2011 and are becoming a key
employer for young men, mostly
from poor regions, and offer decent
wages and vocational training. But
some argue more money is needed
to acquire sophisticated weapons
and provide additional training.
“The long-marginalised Tunisian military has begun to see its
position improve after the revolution,” said analyst Sharan Grewal,
of Princeton University, in a recent
Carnegie Endowment for Peace
study.
While government forces won
the battle in Ben Guerdane, there is
no shortage of nightmare scenarios
for the future.
“A few kilometres from Ben Guerdane, Zarzis… or Djerba, a touristic
hub and centre of Tunisia’s Jewish
community, could be targeted. In
the west of the country, jihadis op-

Members of the Tunisian police stop a suspicious car driver and his passengers on March 10th, in
Bouhamed, 40km south of the town of Ben Guerdane, as security forces continue hunting jihadists in
the area.
erating in the forested mountains
along the border with Algeria could
take advantage of any new crisis to
attack nearby Kasserine or reach
as far as central Sidi Bouzid,” said
Michael Ayari, senior Tunisia analyst with that International Crisis
Group.
The government forces’ battle

against ISIS assailants in Ben Guerdane was the bloodiest confrontation in the country since January
27, 1980, when regime opponents
assisted by Libya and Algeria took
over downtown Gafsa, the capital
of Tunisia’s main phosphate-producing area.
With military help from Moroc-

co, France and the United States,
Tunisia put down the Gafsa rebellion after seven days of fighting in
which 24 soldiers, three assailants
and 21 civilians were killed.
Lamine Ghanmi has covered North
Africa for decades and is based in
Tunis.

The three facets of Tunisia’s security challenge
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Francis
Ghilès

T

unisia today faces
security threats that
could destroy what is
still very much a
democracy in the
making.
The country’s first line of defence is internal. It involves the
army and the national guard, both
of which have done a sterling job
since 2011 in trying to eradicate
terrorist cells. The legitimacy and
respect they command among
most Tunisians is all the greater in
that they did not turn on the young
Tunisians when they rebelled
against the regime of Zine elAbidine Ben Ali.
A second internal factor is the
economy, which is flat. It has been
badly hit by a crippling of two of
its key foreign income earners
and employers — tourism following terrorist attacks last year and
the phosphate-fertiliser industry,
whose production has been stuck
at a third of normal levels because
of continuing social unrest. Living
standards are declining for a majority of people, thus dashing the
hopes of more jobs and a better life
that were high five years ago.
The government dares not make
bold economic decisions, and one
of its key components, the Nidaa
Tounes party, is consumed by petty
internal quarrels.
The suicide commandos who
attacked the frontier town of Ben
Guerdane were notable for their
composition — all 60 or so terrorists were from the region, a traditionally poor area that survives
thanks to smuggling across the
frontier with Libya, 30km to the

Europe should strive
to build a joint security
policy with North African
states.

south. No one knows for sure how
many of the terrorists came from
dormant cells in the region and
how many from across the border.
An estimated 6,000 Tunisians have
joined the Islamic State in recent
years and fought in Iraq, Syria, Mali
and Libya. Many have been trained
in Libya. Any consolidation of that
organisation in Sirte, east of the
Libyan capital of Tripoli, poses a
mortal threat to Tunisia’s democracy.
Tunisia’s second line of defence
relies on close cooperation with its
western neighbour Algeria, which
since 2011 has acted as the de facto
guarantor of the country’s security.
Algeria’s prime minister, Abdelmalek Sellal, has clearly stated his
country’s determination to avoid
the emergence of a Libyanistan on
its eastern frontier.
Cooperation between Algerian and Tunisian armies and
intelligence is very good. Akram
Kharief, one of his country’s
best-informed security observers, points to the bulk of Algeria
ISIS-related fighters being in
Kabylia, a mountain range
due east of Algiers, and
one small group further
east near the Tunisian
border.
The Algerian
Army for its part
has been massively
redeployed from the
Moroccan frontier in
the west to the borders
Africa’s largest country has with Tunisia,
Libya, Niger and Mali.
The seriousness of the
domestic threat of terrorism is not taken lightly
in Algiers. A large stock
of rocket launchers was
found among many other
weapons when a jihadist
group was hunted down
in Guemar, about 60km from the
frontier with Tunisia.
The collapse in the price of oil

and the bitter infighting over the
succession to the ailing president
suggest to some observers that
Algeria is hamstrung in its fight
against terrorism. That may well be
the case but the country’s army is
very professional and well armed.
Its officer corps up to the level of
colonel is not corrupt but that is
not the case with many of its generals. Its intelligence forces know
the whole region well and their
efforts are backed by a diplomatic
corps and a minister who have the
full respect of their peers in the region, Europe and the United States.
Tunisia’s third line of defence is
the international cooperation on
security issues
in the region

Were Tunisia
to become
Tunisistan,
that would
bring
another
flood of
refugees and
completely
destroy
North Africa
and Europe
as we know
them.

A Tunisian security officer inspects the horizon
during an anti-terrorist operation in a village
some 50km from the town of Ben Guerdane,
near the Libyan border, on March 10th.

it can count on. Distracted by the
flood of refugees that has swamped
the Balkans and Germany, the
European Union treats North
Africa as its forgotten frontier. As
they led the coalition that toppled
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011, France
and Britain were free riders of
American military might. Libya and
Tunisia are in Europe’s backyard,
not America’s. France and Britain
cannot keep cutting their military
budgets and ride on the coat-tails
of America nor can Germany or
indeed Europe as a whole.
Never before in the past halfcentury have the interests of key
European countries — France, the
UK, Germany, Italy and Spain — and
the United States been more at one
with those of North Africa, particularly Algeria and Tunisia. Having
failed to see how the suction effect
of the Balkan crisis in the 1990s
would spread to its eastern and
southern borders, in a great arc
of instability from Ukraine to
Morocco via Turkey, Syria and
Libya, Europe should strive to
build a joint security policy with
North African states.
Military and intelligence cooperation between Algeria and
the United States has improved
considerably. With France, the
erstwhile colonial power, matters
have been more difficult but Algeria today provides the fuel for the
French military, which is engaged
in the “Operation Barkhane” in
Mali.
Europe must learn to treat North
African states on equal terms if
disintegration of countries that
lie off its southern shores is to be
avoided.
Were Tunisia to become Tunisistan, that would bring another
flood of refugees and completely
destroy North Africa and Europe as
we know them.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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UN chief’s remarks provoke
mass protests in Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Rabat

M

ore than 3 million
Moroccans filled the
streets of the capital, Rabat, to protest
against UN SecretaryGeneral Ban Ki-moon, who recently criticised the kingdom for not
making progress to resolve the status of the Western Sahara region.
Holding banners, the demonstrators chanted “Sahara is ours”,
and “Ban Ki-moon stay home, the
Sahara is not yours”, in a show of
strength backed by the government. Substantial logistical resources were made available to the
organisers to create the country’s
biggest demonstration ever.

The United Nations
acknowledged Ban
used the term
‘occupation’, but
said there was a
misunderstanding
over his use of that
word.
The government and protesters
were angered by a recent statement
by Ban, who used the word “occupation” to describe Morocco’s presence in the disputed territory after
a visit this month to Sahrawi refugee camps in southern Algeria. He
criticised Morocco and the Polisario Front for failing to make “real
progress” towards an “acceptable”
solution to end the 40-year conflict.

Morocco annexed most of Western Sahara, a former Spanish territory, in 1975.
Soon afterwards, the Polisario
Front took up arms for an independent state, until the United Nations brokered a ceasefire in 1991.
The North African kingdom has
proposed wide autonomy for Western Sahara. But the Polisario Front
insists on the right of the Sahrawi
people to self-determination.
Many Sahrawis who travelled to
the protest voiced support for Morocco’s autonomy plan, reiterated
their allegiance to the Moroccan
monarch and condemned Ban’s
stance on the Western Sahara issue.
Reacting to the demonstration,
the UN secretary-general “conveyed his astonishment at the recent statement of the government
of Morocco and expressed his deep
disappointment and anger regarding the demonstration that was
mobilised on Sunday, which targeted him in person,” Ban’s press
office said in a statement.
“He stressed that such attacks
are disrespectful to him and to the
United Nations,” said the statement, which was issued after he
met Moroccan Foreign Minister
Salaheddine Mezouar.
The march came a day after the
Moroccan parliament held an extraordinary session during which
Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane said Ban had “violated the
commitments” given to King Mohammed VI about the norms that
should lead to the process of negotiations to resolve the Western Sahara conflict.
Hamdi Ould Rachid, the mayor of
Laayoune, the largest city in Western Sahara, said during the session

that “there is a minority that is opposed to the current situation, but
the Sahrawis come back and want
to return to the country and democracy. A minority does not impose its will on the majority.”
Ould Rachid called on Moroccans to take up arms to defend Morocco’s rights.
In a statement issued following
the extraordinary session, members of the two houses of parliament stressed that Ban’s comments
“ignore the noble objectives” of the
United Nations and are a “flagrant
breach” of the principle of impartiality that the UN secretary-general must observe.
“This deliberate breach by the
Secretary General aims to hide his
failure, during two terms as the
head of this international organisation, to make tangible progress
in the settlement of the issue,” the
statement said.
The United Nations acknowledged Ban used the term “occupation”, but said there was a misunderstanding over his use of that
word, adding it was Ban’s “personal reaction to the deplorable
humanitarian conditions in which
the Sahrawi refugees have lived in
for far too long.”
Ban said during his visit to Algiers that the UN mission to the
region was “prepared to hold a referendum if there is agreement between the parties”.
King Mohammed VI vowed that
revenues from the Western Sahara
will continue to be invested locally.
“Those who are waiting for any
other concession on Morocco’s part
are deceiving themselves. Indeed,
Morocco has given all there was to
give,” the king said during a visit to
Laayoune.

Moroccan protesters in the capital Rabat, on March 13th,
demonstrate against statements made by the United Nations chief
regarding the Western Sahara.

In Libya, ISIS is the easy problem
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Daniel
Serwer

W

hile the Obama
administration
is leaking
profusely plans
for military
intervention in
Libya against the Islamic State
(ISIS), I have talked with many
people in Washington who worry
about what to do in Libya beyond
killing extremists. It is all too
obvious that an air war without a
political solution that mobilises
Libyans against the extremists
could leave the country even more
destabilised than it already is.
It is not so clear what to do about
that. A political solution is on the
table, but its implementation is
stalled, perhaps permanently. Even
if the diplomats succeed in their
current efforts to get the Government of National Accord (GNA)
sworn in, its move to Tripoli poses
big security problems, as the capital
is in the hands of 15 or more militias loyal to one of the country’s
two separate legislative bodies.
Planning for a peacekeeping/
stabilisation mission is ongoing
with the Europeans, including the
British, French and Italians. The
Americans won’t contribute ground
troops but rather “enablers” such
as intelligence, surveillance and
reconnaissance units and whatever
else is needed — drones, aircraft,
special forces — to attack ISIS.
There is a wide range of views on
what kind of stabilisation mission is

desirable or possible. Some think a
light footprint limited to Tripoli, or
even limited to protecting the GNA
and foreign embassies, will suffice
and arouse little Libyan xenophobia, provided the strategic communications are adequate.
Others note that experience elsewhere in the world suggests that
upwards of 70,000 international
peacekeepers would be required in
a country the size of Libya. A small
force unable or unwilling to protect
the Libyan population might arouse
more resentment and resistance,
not less. At the very least, major
routes, cantonments of weapons,
borders and oil facilities will need
protection, either by international
forces or Libyans.
Any stabilisation force will require a GNA request, Arab League
endorsement and a United Nations Security Council mandate. It
will need to be able to supply and
defend itself, including from ISIS
and other extremist and criminal

attacks. Those are tall orders.
But Libya also has some characteristics that make peacekeeping
relatively easy: it is close to Europe,
has good ports and a long coastline;
it is mostly flat and desert, with few
places for spoilers to hide, other
than urban areas. The population is
mostly Arab and overwhelmingly
Sunni.
The country’s immediate neighbours — Tunisia, Egypt and Algeria
— are all anxious to end the instability and block ISIS from establishing
a safe haven in Libya, though they
don’t necessarily agree on how to
do that.
Beyond getting the GNA up and
running, what to do about the
militias in Libya is the most difficult
governance problem. The Finance
Ministry, which still functions, has
been paying many of them. Others,
especially in the south and west,
have already gone into the private
sector, running smuggling and
other illicit businesses.

The hard part
is figuring
out how
Libya will
be stabilised
and
governed
once ISIS is
gone.

A political solution is
on the table, but its
implementation is stalled,
perhaps permanently.
Libyan men dressed in their country’s traditional costume ride horses during the
National Day Festival at the Martyrs square in the capital Tripoli, on March 13th.

Past efforts to build a united
Libyan security force by training
people outside the country failed
miserably. Next time around it will
have to be done in Libya. Many of
the militiamen will need to be disarmed and demobilised, but there
is little in the way of an economy to
integrate them into. It is vital to remember that the militias are linked
to local patronage networks, which
need to be mobilised in favour of
stabilisation, not against it.
While the United States and
others have the tools needed to kill
extremists, it is not at all clear that
they have what is needed to help
the Libyans sort out their differences and begin to govern in ways that
will deny safe haven to ISIS, which
already controls the central coastal
town of Sirte.
The United States suffers from
PDD: paradigm deficit disorder. A
hundred T.E. Lawrences prepared
to deploy with the militias and help
sort out their differences might
suffice.
But where would we get the 100
Arabic speakers with deep knowledge of the Libyan human terrain?
We have all but forgotten whatever we learned about such things
in Iraq and Afghanistan, erased
because the Obama administration
was determined not to get involved
again in state-building in the Middle East.
The Islamic State is the easy
part of the problem. The hard part
is figuring out how Libya will be
stabilised and governed once ISIS
is gone.
Daniel Serwer is professor and
director of conflict management
at The Johns Hopkins University
School of Advanced International
Studies in Washington as well as a
scholar at the Middle East Institute.
He blogs at www.peacefare.net and
tweets @DanielSerwer.
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Turkey’s Kurdish conflict blows up
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

bout a year ago, peace
talks between the Turkish government and
Kurdish rebels reached
a climax with the publication of a joint statement outlining the path to a lasting peace after
more than 30 years of guerrilla war
and more than 40,000 deaths.
Today, the country is sliding
into a renewed war. A suicide car
bomber killed at least 37 people and
wounded 125 others in an attack in
the centre of Ankara on March 13th,
the second big attack in the capital
in a month. There was no immediate claim of responsibility, but
media reports said authorities suspected militant Kurds to have been
behind the carnage.
Thirteen months after the Dolmabahce accord between Ankara and
Kurdish officials, the peace process
has been suspended, fighting and
bomb attacks have returned and the
president is leading calls for Kurdish deputies to be kicked out of parliament. “Turkey entered a one-way
street and is racing towards a wall,”
journalist Ergun Babahan wrote in
a column for the Ozgur Dusunce
newspaper.
Government officials and representatives of Turkey’s biggest legal
Kurdish party, the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), met at the government’s Istanbul offices near Dolmabahce Palace on the Bosphorus
in February 2015 and presented a
plan for the resolution of the Kurdish conflict.
The meeting turned out to be
the high-water mark of the Kurdish peace process, which started in
2013.
But since then the government
has tried to play down the significance of the Dolmabahce accord,
especially after Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said he did
not accept the agreement.
Critics say Erdogan ended the
peace process and opted for a return to a hard line after his Justice
and Development Party (AKP) lost
parliamentary elections in June,
an accusation rejected by Ankara.
Fighting between security forces
and rebels of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) resumed in July,
and the AKP swept back to power

Women mourn over the coffin of a car bombing victim during a commemoration ceremony in a mosque in Ankara on March 14th.
in elections in November. Each side
blames the other for reigniting the
conflict.
Since then several hundred people have been killed in house-tohouse fighting in Kurdish cities.
The clashes started when PKK fighters declared “autonomy”, digging
trenches and putting up barricades
to keep the police and the military
out. The state answered with military onslaughts and curfews. As
a result of the fighting, more than
300,000 people have fled their
homes.
Violence outside the Kurdish region is also on the rise. The government says a Syrian branch of the
PKK was behind a suicide bombing
in Ankara that killed 29 people on
February 17th. The bombing was
claimed by the Kurdistan Freedom Falcons (TAK), a PKK splinter
group operating outside the Kurdish south-east of the country. Syrian
Kurds vehemently deny involvement in the attack.
Tensions rose further when HDP
lawmaker Tugba Hezer paid a condolence visit to the family of the

suspected suicide bomber. The HDP
said the visit did not mean that the
party or Hezer approved of the attack but the party drew fierce criticism from the government, other
opposition parties and much of the
media, even those who are normally critical of Erdogan. Kemal
Kilicdaroglu, leader of the Republican People’s Party (CHP), the biggest opposition bloc in parliament,
called Hezer’s visit “treason”.

As a result of the
fighting, more than
300,000 people have
fled their homes.
Erdogan and other leading government politicians, who accuse
the HDP of being the political arm of
the PKK, went further and said the
59 HDP lawmakers in parliament in
Ankara should be stripped of their
parliamentary immunity and put
on trial. “They have to be held to account legally,” Erdogan said.
It would not be the first time
for Turkey’s parliament to move

against Kurdish MPs. In the early
1990s, the chamber threw out members of a now-banned Kurdish party
who were accused of supporting the
PKK. They were later jailed.
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu said on March 4th the
government would ask parliament
to lift the immunity of five HDP
lawmakers, including the co-chairs
Selahattin Demirtas and Figen Yuksekdag. News report said a decision
on the request was due in the coming weeks.
Devlet Bahceli, leader of the rightwing Nationalist Movement Party
(MHP), hinted that his party would
support the lifting of the Kurdish
MPs’ immunity.
Mustafa Sentop, a senior AKP
lawmaker, said the HDP politicians
could be taken into custody once
immunity was lifted.
In a statement after the Ankara
attack of March 13th, the president
said he remained committed to his
tough line, vowing to bring “terror to its knees”. Hours before the
attack, authorities announced the
start of a new government offen-

sive against the PKK in the districts
of Nusaybin and Yuksekova in the
Kurdish region.
A year after the Dolmabahce accord, a return to negotiations looks
impossible for the foreseeable future. Both sides blame each other
for the breakdown of talks and the
war in Syria adds a further complication to the conflict.
The Democratic Union Party
(PYD), a Syrian-Kurdish party with
strong ties to the PKK, has carved
out two autonomous regions along
the Turkish border in northern Syria
that Ankara says could be the first
step on the road to an independent
Kurdish state there. Erdogan says
Turkey will not allow that to happen.
The conflicts on both sides of the
border have become intertwined,
Can Paker, chairman of the Istanbul-based think-tank Public Policy
and Democracy Studies, told the
A Haber news channel. “As long
as the Syrian conflict has not been
stabilised and solved, there is little
chance that Turkey’s Kurdish problem can be solved,” he said.

Kurdish problem runs generations deep
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Stephen Starr

T

o outsiders, Turkey
often appears to be a
mature, open society
where tourists of all
stripes can enjoy
nightclubs and
stunning Islamic history and
architecture all at once. For
almost a decade under the ruling
Justice and Development Party
(AKP), Turks’ salaries rocked,
highways were laid out across
hundreds of kilometres and
gleaming apartments allowed
millions of poor to move out of
dingy housing at little or no cost.
Ten years ago international news
reports acclaimed the AKP’S
economic nous and political
success as a model for Muslim
and developing countries around
the world.
Yet, beneath the surface,
Turkish society remains deeply
insecure. Let’s put to one side

The best chance for
peace with its Kurdish
community lies in looking
in the mirror.

Turks’ blanket refusal to talk
openly about the crimes against a
million Armenians a century ago.
Forget the fact that the lifeblood
of Turkey’s historical identity — its
once-vigorous Greek, Jewish and
Armenian communities — has been
wiped from the face of modern
life while the general population looked on at (and sometimes
partook in) violent pogroms. Let
us instead focus on a major issue
of concern right now: Turkish society’s attitude towards Kurds.
Until last year, Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his
political powerhouse AKP worked
to bring about peace with the separatist Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) even as society in general
remained suspicious.
So, when it became clear the
AKP risked losing political power
in elections last June, a vote that
resulted in a hung parliament, it
was easy for the government to
kill peace talks and use the idea of
Kurdish separatism as a scapegoat
for its own failures. The consequences of this included seeing the
Turkish population largely ignore
the attack that killed 32 activists in
Suruç in July 2015, the massacre
of more than 100 peace protesters
in Ankara in October and military
operations in south-east towns
that have killed more than 200

civilians.
Erdogan’s ploy to regain popular
support was clear: For a period of
months leading up to last June’s
parliamentary elections a groundswell of support and genuine
interest emerged for the Kurdishrooted Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP). It positioned itself as an
alternative to the AKP. It presented
heartfelt manifestos addressing
gender and lesbian, gay, bisexual
and transsexual rights, environmental issues and workers’ rights.
But the government’s return to war
with Kurdish separatists following
the Suruç attack resulted in two
damaging effects for the HDP and
society at large.
First, in the decades-long war
with the Kurds, the state understands that majority of Turks
habitually side with Ankara,
regardless of who is in charge.
There remains a huge sense of
mistrust among millions of Turks
towards Kurds and their ultimate
intentions — even among liberals
— which led to many abandoning
the HDP.
Second, threatening and virulent
rhetoric spouted by leading AKP
figures and its various media backers forced the HDP to align with
the embattled Kurdish population,
meaning that instead of being able
to continue its campaign for mi-

Turks
broadly
stand
with the
government
against the
Kurdish
population
in a war
neither side
can hope to
win using
guns.

nority and environmental rights,
it turned defensive and inward
towards its core Kurdish base.
This meant that by the time
snap parliamentary elections came
around in November, the HDP
was, in the eyes of the majority of
Turks, little more than a political
tool for Kurdish rebels assassinating soldiers in the south-east.
As a consequence, today Turks
broadly stand with the government against the Kurdish population in a war neither side can hope
to win using guns. As such, without a countrywide consensus that
recognises Kurds as equals who
make up an essential component
of the country’s national identity,
governments present and future
will use that fear of the Kurds as a
way to win votes.
Turkey’s political leaders are
chiefly responsible for the growing
animosity towards Kurds but it is
Turkish society through its sons
and daughters that will, if undeterred, carry on the resentment
long after Erdogan and his backers
have left the political stage.
Forty years of conflict have
illustrated that Turkey’s Kurdish
problem runs generations deep.
The best chance for peace with its
Kurdish community lies in looking
in the mirror. The alternative is
decades more war.
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Iran polls shape post-Khamenei era
Gareth Smyth

London

A

s the dust settles on
February’s
elections
for Iran’s parliament
and the influential Assembly of Experts, The
Arab Weekly talked to analysts who
before the poll highlighted what
turned out to be important issues.
Farideh Farhi predicted the manner of the election would shape the
succession to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as Iran’s supreme leader and
Saeid Glokar suggested conservatives would poll better in the countryside than in Tehran.
The new parliament is likely to be
more supportive of the July 2015,
nuclear agreement with world powers and the government of President Hassan Rohani, whereas the
election for the Experts Assembly
brought the defeat in Tehran of two
prominent clerics described as hardline — Ayatollah Mohammad Yazdi,
chairman of the outgoing assembly,
and the colourful Mohammad Taqi
Mesbah-Yazdi.

“The concepts of
‘moderates’,
‘centrists’,
‘hardliners’ are
blurry. ”
“The election showed that a good
part of Iran’s population agreed
with the direction Rohani has taken
the country and… felt the need to
come out and vote,” said Farhi, of
the University of Hawaii. “This gives
Rohani more ammunition to pursue
his policies. He now has a strengthened argument in pursuing policies
in the face of detractors and sceptics, which at times have included
Ayatollah Khamenei.”
But Farhi does not see any tension between Khamenei and Rohani
resulting in the conflict that flared
between the leader and previous
presidents Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
and Mohammad Khatami.
“Differences between them, re-

flected in a divided elite and public,
have to be negotiated in a constantly
changing process,” she said. “These
elections stabilise the country
through institutionalising a political
process that eases elite rotation.
“In a region wracked by instability, violence and succession crises,
this is the most important asset the
Islamic Republic has developed,
which underwrites its increasing influence in the region.”
Glokar, senior fellow at the Chicago Council for Global Affairs and
lecturer at Northwestern University,
said his monitoring of social media since the election, focused on
members of the Basij militia linked
to the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps, suggests conservatives accept they suffered a setback in February.
“Some argue there was a failure of
strategy,” he said. “Others say it was
a defeat for a new, middle-class lifestyle. The majority I follow accept
there was defeat to Rohani and his
administration but that this is not
the end of the road. They… say we
need to go away, reassess and come
back with a new strategy.”
There is already discussion of
the 2017 presidential election, said
Glokar, with some conservatives
suggesting Ahmadinejad should
run. He was ineligible in 2013, when
Rohani won, as the constitution allows only two consecutive terms.
“The social media discussion
among more conservative students,
in Islamic societies and the Basij,
is that Ahmadinejad can defeat
Rohani,” said Glokar. “Ahmadinejad
remains popular with the lower
class, the Basij, these people.
Ahmadinejad knows this and
believes they’ll come back to him
for the next election.”
Could Khamenei accept this,
given the problems Ahmadinejad
caused him last time? Wouldn’t he
prefer Rohani be re-elected?
“This would be a difficult decision,” said Glokar. “Ahmadinejad as
president would be a challenge, but
without Ahmadinejad, the hardliners perhaps don’t have someone
with charisma who can mobilise
people.

Iranian MP’s attend a parliament session in Tehran, on March 1st.
“Rohani is clever, obedient to
Khamenei. But it’s not simple:
Khamenei has a social base he has
to satisfy. If the social base favours
Ahmadinejad, Khamenei has to take
this seriously.”
The election to the Experts Assembly was especially important
due to the possibility it may, in its
8-year, term choose a successor to
Khamenei. Glokar argues the results
were no straightforward triumph
for Rohani and former president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, who were
both returned to the assembly from
Tehran.
“The concepts of ‘moderates’,
‘centrists’, ‘hardliners’ are blurry
with Khobregan [the Experts Assembly] and we can’t categorise
these individuals in such a way,” he
said.
Glokar divides the 88 clerics in
the assembly according to their

closeness to the traditional clergy in
Qom (such as Ayatollah Mahmoud
Hashemi Shahroudi), the state
bureaucracy (Rohani, Rafsanjani
and others) or the military-security
apparatus (Sadegh Larijani and
Mohammad Mehdi Mirbagheri
among them).

“This gives Rohani
more ammunition to
pursue his policies.”
“The Assembly of Experts somehow reflects wider society — the
bureaucracy, the clerical networks,
the security,” he said. “So the fight
reflects what’s going on outside the
Assembly.”
Another factor was highlighted by
Farhi in December: that Khamenei
can shape the succession with his
“legacy… shaped more by the way
he leaves than by what he’s done as

leader”.
Days after the election, the death
of Ayatollah Abbas Vaez-Tabasi,
80-year-old chairman of Astan
Quds Razavi, the body managing
the Imam Reza shrine in Mashhad
gave Khamenei the chance to appoint a close ally, Ebrahim Raeisi, as
successor to keep a close watch on
Rafsanjani.
So Raeisi, already a member of
the Experts Assembly, will oversee
a foundation whose turnover — in
endowments, property and companies — is many billions of dollars annually. “All of these events have an
impact,” said Glokar. “So we have to
see.”
Gareth Smyth has covered
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years
and was chief correspondent for
the Financial Times in Iran from
2003-07.

Iran and Turkey’s $10 billion question
Amin Kammourieh

Beirut

W

hen Iran-Saudi tension was reaching
a new high, with
Riyadh leading an
Islamic coalition to
confront Tehran’s ambitions and
expansionist plans in the region,
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmed Davutoglu was in Tehran. There he
was telling Iranian businessmen
that their country was “a treasure”
and relieving it from the “shackles of sanctions” had ushered in a
”golden age” in relations between
the two countries.
The recent visit to Iran by “Turkey’s Kissinger” was reportedly
successful in spite of disagreements between the two countries
about Syria and the nascent alliance between Ankara and Riyadh.
The visit had a business aspect:
Davutoglu came with Turkey’s
ministers of economy, customs,
energy, transportation, telecommunications and development.
The two countries agreed to try
to triple their trade in two years.
It shrank from $22 billion in 2012
to $10 billion in 2015. Thus, lifting
international sanctions off Iran
may have encouraged Ankara to
overcome formalities and seek better economic ties with Tehran. For
their part, Iranian officials showed
great interest in turning a new leaf
in their bilateral relations, which
have always fluctuated between
animosity and friendship.
In politics, both countries, which

Iran’s First Vice-President, Eshaq Jahangiri (R) and Turkish Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu reviewing the honour guard during a
welcome ceremony in the capital Tehran, on March 5th.
support conflicting parties in Syria’s war, said they had a common
approach to preserving Syria’s sovereignty, a move seen in contradiction with a possible Russian-US
plan to federalise Syria. However,
Turkey and Iran did not seem to
have any illusions about a rapprochement concerning Syria.
Federalisation of Syria is the best
recipe for the creation of a selfruled Kurdish region in the country, similar to the one in Iraq. This
would encourage Kurds in Iran and
Turkey to follow in the footsteps
of their Iraqi and Syrian counterparts. Such a possibility becomes
more dangerous with international
encouragement of the “Kurdish
dreams” and a US-Russian under-

standing over this matter, which
worries both Turks and Iranians.
Ankara and Tehran, which drifted apart over the revolt against the
Syrian regime, may reunite over
fears of Syria’s federalisation, not
only out of worry that Kurdish
ambitions may threaten their own
national fabric, but also because
of concern regarding possibly losing any role in running the Syrian
crisis.
When the United States pressures Turkey to appease the Kurds,
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan finds himself closer to
Iran. Tehran is equally suffering
from Russia’s growing influence at
its expense in Syria. It is concerned
that federalisation would confine

Syrian President Bashar Assad — if
he remains in his post — to a limited part of Syria, contrary to what it
wants. If it has to choose between
Moscow and Ankara, Tehran may
prefer the latter for many reasons,
including Islamic loyalties, which
Erdogan and Iran’s clerics highlight every time the need arises.
According to Ali Montazeri, an
Iranian journalist, the Iranian officials did not hide their worries
about Syria’s federalisation, on the
basis that such a contagion would
spread to all countries in the region, including Iran and Turkey.
“However, both countries do not
seem to have reached a joint understanding on the matter,” Montazeri told The Arab Weekly.
With Turkey now an important
partner to Arab Gulf states in their
dealing with the Syrian issue, Davutoglu’s visit to Tehran may be
Iran’s last chance to renew contacts with Riyadh. But it may be
the last such visit for Turkey if it is
to abide by Gulf states’ latest measures against Hezbollah and escalation policies towards Iran — in
case its efforts with Tehran reach a
dead-end.
Davutoglu’s visit to Tehran
raised many questions about what
role Iran can play in easing Turkish-Russian tensions and about
Turkish mediation between Iran
and Saudi Arabia. Samir Salha, a
researcher in Turkish affairs, said
it could be too early to talk about
“exchanged favours” between
Tehran and Ankara. “Russia says
that Syria’s sovereignty is its job
now, and this may be the only and
enough reason for Iran to reconsid-

er its alliance with Russia in Syria.”
According to Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, political and military coordination between Saudi
Arabia and Turkey is going well,
with both sharing the same vision
regarding fending off Iran’s plans
in the region..
“The only difference is that Turkey still communicates with Iran
and sustains its economic ties with
it, while Saudi Arabia does not.
This may make Davutoglu convincing in Tehran, while [Saudi Foreign
Minister] Adel al-Jubeir cannot go
there. Saudi-Turkish threats to interfere in Syria may have begun to
bear fruits. If Davutoglu can loosen
Iran’s tough stance, why not? Saudi Arabia wants a political solution
for the crisis.”

Davutoglu’s visit to
Tehran raised many
questions about
what role Iran can
play in easing
Turkish-Russian
tensions.
While Khashoggi believes that
Davutoglu’s visit came amid the
backdrop of the landslide victory
garnered by reformists in Iran’s
recent general elections, he warns
against too much counting on
change in Iran.
But if Iran wants to reconcile
with Saudi Arabia, it would prefer
direct talks or a non-Muslim, neutral go-between such as Germany,
argued Montazeri, the Iranian
journalist.
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Who’s advising
Clinton and Trump
on foreign policy?
Mark Habeeb

Washington

A

s US presidential primary
results continue to point
to the likelihood — although not yet a certainty — of a Clinton-Trump
showdown in November, it is not
too early to start thinking about the
people each candidate would call
on to fill top foreign policy positions
in his or her administration.
I’ll start with Donald Trump because it’s easier: So far, the New
York real estate developer has not
provided the name of a single foreign policy or defence adviser to his
campaign. In early February, Trump
said he had a “great team” of foreign
policy advisers and promised to release their names in two weeks. Six
weeks later, he still has not done so.

Understanding the
complexities of the
world and America’s
role in it is vastly
different from
running a populist
campaign.
On most issues, Trump considers
himself to be his own best adviser.
This is clearly the way he has run
his campaign, without relying on
the legions of consultants who staff
most presidential campaigns.
But if your campaign is based on
stoking the fear and anger of voters
with a nativist message virtually
devoid of serious policy proposals,
who needs experts and advisers?

Trump is right: He’s the campaign
expert, and the fact that he is the
Republican front runner would
seem to validate this.
But understanding the complexities of the world and America’s role
in it is vastly different from running
a populist campaign. Let’s hope
that Trump does not believe he can
“wing it” on foreign affairs and that
he soon provides us with at least a
few names of serious advisers.
The situation with Democrat
front runner Hillary Clinton is the
polar opposite: Her campaign has
released the names of dozens of
foreign policy experts and advisers.
This should come as no surprise
given that Clinton served as Secretary of State and as a US senator,
and lived in the White House for
eight years as first lady. Moreover,
she is a very policy-focused politician.
Heading Clinton’s foreign policy
team is Jake Sullivan, who served
as her deputy chief of staff when
she was secretary of state. Sullivan,
who is 39, also served as national
security adviser to Vice-President
Joe Biden and was a special adviser
to Secretary of State John Kerry during the Iran nuclear negotiations.
Sullivan was one of the US officials
who secretly met Iranian diplomats
in Oman prior to the official launch
of the talks.
Sullivan could end up as head of
the National Security Council in a
Clinton White House.
Working under Sullivan in the
Clinton campaign is a team of advisers organised by issue or world
region. The Middle East team is
headed by Tamara Wittes and
Derek Chollet. Wittes is director of
the Center for Middle East Policy

Director of the Saban Center for Middle East Policy at the Brookings Institution, Tamara Cofman
Wittes, delivers a speech during a panel discussion as part of the US-Islamic World Forum on June 1,
2015 in Doha.
at the Brookings Institution, a centrist think tank. It has been heavily
funded by Israeli-American television producer Haim Saban and has
a branch office in Doha supported
in large part by the Qatari government. Wittes served as deputy assistant secretary of state for near
eastern affairs during President
Barack Obama’s first administration, focusing on democracy and
human rights issues and reportedly
played a role in coordinating the US
response to the “Arab spring”.
In a recent blog post, Wittes
wrote: “The underlying drivers of
change in the Middle East are the
demographic drivers, the economic
drivers, the technological drivers…
Although there’s a lot of disorder
and a lot of violence, and that leads
people on the ground to prioritise
security, that doesn’t mean that
[people] are going to be satisfied…
So the question becomes: how are

governments going to learn to accommodate [change] and turn it
into a strength? I think that the
United States does have a really important role to play there. ”
Chollet served as assistant secretary of defence for international
security affairs from 2012 until
2015, where he focused on the Middle East. He has just completed a
book, to be published in June, entitled The Long Game: How Obama
Defied Washington and Redefined
America’s Role in the World. Chollet
argues that Obama has dramatically
changed US foreign policy for the
better and has positioned the United States to be the world leader for
decades to come.
Given Clinton’s prominence and
long exposure to policy circles, she
has easy access to virtually any senior foreign policy expert and former
office holder, such as her friend
Madeleine Albright, who was secre-

tary of state under Bill Clinton.
One person whose name does
not appear on Clinton’s foreign
policy team is her campaign cochairwoman, Huma Abedin. By all
accounts, Abedin is one of Clinton’s
most trusted advisers on a range of
issues, including the Middle East.
Abedin is an American-born Muslim who spent much of her childhood in Saudi Arabia — she speaks
Arabic fluently — where her Indianborn father was a professor. She is
married to New York Congressman
Anthony Weiner, one of the most
pro-Israel members of Congress.
It is virtually certain that Abedin
would play a prominent role in a
Clinton White House.
Mark Habeeb is the East-West
Editor of The Arab Weekly and
Adjunct Professor of Global Politics
and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.

On Palestinian issue, Trump is both
‘neutral’ and ‘pro-Israel’

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

S

o Donald Trump, the
Republican Party’s front
runner for presidential
nominee, wants to be
“neutral” in the
Israeli-Palestinian
conflict, in order to negotiate a
solution. No, wait. He has actually
declared his “pro-Israel” credentials, but “would like to have the
other side think I am at least
somewhat neutral to them”. All
for the purposes of doing, in
Trump’s favourite word, “a deal”.
This is as good as it gets on the
Palestinian issue in the bizarre
reality television show that the
2016 Republican campaign has become. Trump’s desire to hoodwink
the Palestinians into a peaceful
resolution may be this election
season’s most honest statement of
purpose on the subject. Assuming,
of course, that Trump, an uninformed, nativist, insular bigot on
most domestic and foreign policy
issues, really means what he says.
He probably doesn’t, which merely
adds to the Alice in Wonderland
absurdity of making a supposedly secret promise of pro-Israeli
pretend neutrality on live national
television.
And yet, the astonishing truth
may be as follows: in America’s

Trump is mainly
incoherent, improvising
as he goes along.

quadrennial ritual of democracy,
Trump is one of the few, if not the
only Republican candidate to have
placed even a notional distance
between himself and the state of
Israel. Unsurprisingly, he has set
off alarm bells in Tel Aviv. Even
the left-leaning Haaretz has carried a somewhat hand-wringing
opinion piece by correspondent
Chemi Shalev. It described Trump’s
alleged “decimation of the three
legs of blanket Republican support
for Israel — Evangelicals, Jews and
interventionist hawks”.
This is sound analysis in Haaretz,
Israel’s oldest daily paper. Trump,
who has voiced Muslim-hating and
race-baiting views, is a wild card on
Israel, refusing to toe the Republican Party’s traditional line even as
his three party rivals either declare
antipathy towards Palestinian actions and intentions or an unqualified bias towards Tel Aviv.
Earlier in March, US Senator Ted
Cruz of Texas spoke of the death
of a resident of his state at the
hands of a Palestinian assailant and
affirmed “I will not be neutral (if I
am president)”. US Senator Marco
Rubio of Florida said the Palestinians had failed to provide a realistic
partner to talk peace with Israel,
doubtfully adding that perhaps
there might be a “deal in 30 years”.
And Ohio Governor John Kasich
presented the forlorn view that
there could never be “any longterm, permanent peace solution”
and all that any American president
could do was to supply Israelis with
“the weapons, the security they
need (and) our 100% backing”.
Being pro-Israel is, of course, the
traditional position for Republicans

seeking office, preferment or merely to fit in with party’s most hawkish, neo-conservative elements, as
well as the religious right. But the
lack of enthusiasm among three of
the four Republican candidates for
reassessing the Palestinian issue
may say something rather deep and
unpleasant about their party. It may
also indicate a larger policy vacuum
within the American establishment as a whole towards one of the
longest running and most emotive
conflicts in modern times.
There are differing views on why
stasis set in across the 16-year period since Bill Clinton brought Ehud
Barak and Yasser Arafat to Camp
David to try to end the conflict. Was
it brought on by exhaustion from

Trump is
an equal
opportunity
offender.

Demonstrators protest the positions of
Republican presidential candidate Donald
Trump on March 14th in Hickory, North
Carolina.

trying too hard without tangible
result? Did 9/11 skew the equation
against the mainly Muslim Palestinians, allowing Israel to fight resistance as part of the so-called war on
terror? Or is it that the Middle East
has become gridlocked in a way that
precludes the Americans credibly
offering themselves as brokers or
even as well-meaning benefactors?
This is why Trump’s attempt to be
seen as both pro-Israel and neutral
sounds refreshing — and terribly
hollow. “There’s nobody on this
stage that’s more pro-Israel than I
am,” Trump said at the March 10th
Republican candidates’ debate,
adding: “I happen to have a son-inlaw and daughter who are Jewish.”
There is no sign that Israelis — or
their backers in America — are taking much comfort in that. As Shalev
dolefully pointed out in Haaretz,
“it’s not as if Trump is really antiIsrael; hardly. Like in most other
complex policy issues on which
he has spoken, Trump is mainly
incoherent, improvising as he goes
along, shooting from the lip, saying
one thing one day and the opposite
the next.” The problem, he said, is
that “Trump refuses to acknowledge United Jerusalem (and) wants
to remain ‘neutral’…”
Neutral. There’s that word again.
Perhaps there is a neutrality of
a sort in a populist presidential
hopeful who excites animosity both
among Arab Muslims and Jews.
Trump is an equal opportunity
offender.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly. She
blogs at www.rashmee.com and is
on Twitter @rashmeerl.
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Obama’s budget request on MENA is ISIS-focused
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

T

he Obama administration
sent its proposed budget
for the next fiscal year to
Congress in early February, the last budget request before US President Barack
Obama’s term expires in January
2017.
The MENA portions of the budget contain the usual requests for
Israel, Egypt and the Palestinians
but also substantial support for
countries and factions battling the
Islamic State (ISIS), reflecting how
the fight against the terror group
has risen to the top of US foreign
policy priorities.
The US Congress can reduce,
increase or ignore a president’s
budget request because it holds the
“power of the purse” as stipulated
in the US Constitution. However,
since the administration sets the
agenda by presenting its requests,
Congress usually supports much of
the proposal, especially in foreign
affairs, although with some tinkering on the edges.

A good portion of
the overall MENA
assistance is geared
towards giving
support to states
and factions fighting
or being threatened
by ISIS.
Because this is an election year,
most likely Congress will not pass
a new budget until after the new
president is sworn in. Instead, just
before the new fiscal year begins
on October 1st, legislators are likely
to pass “continuing resolutions”,
which keep spending at level as
the previous year, while it waits
for the outcome of the presidential
election. If a Republican wins the
White House, the Republican-dom-

inated Congress will want the new
president to include his own priorities in the budget before Congress
votes on it.
The latest budget request includes $3.1 billion in military aid
for Israel and $1.45 billion for Egypt
($1.3 billion in military aid and $150
million in economic assistance),
the same as in recent years. However, this year’s request for Egypt
excludes language passed by Congress the previous year in which
the US secretary of State is obliged
to give updated assessments of
democratic reforms and human
rights before military aid can be released, with the proviso that such
conditions can be waived for national security reasons.
Those conditions — even with the
waiver — upset Egyptian officials
to such an extent that the Obama
administration wanted to avoid
the headache of the backlash from
Cairo and thus decided to send up
its Egypt aid request this year without such language. US Secretary of
State John Kerry acknowledged in
congressional testimony that there
are “disturbing arrests and sentences” in Egypt but added that “we’ve
got a huge interest in making sure
Egypt doesn’t go down into a more
difficult status than it is”.
The Foreign Military Funds
(FMF) request for Egypt is justified
in the budget request to “further
our shared security interests… including counterterrorism and border security, safe commercial and
military transit through the Suez
Canal, regional military access enhanced by US overflight of Egyptian air space and maintenance of
the Peace Treaty with Israel,” the
budget document says.
As for the Palestinians, the budget request includes $35 million to
strengthen the Palestinian Authority’s (PA) security forces plus $338
million in economic assistance to
help the PA with budgetary support and services such as health,
education and infrastructure.
A good portion of the overall
MENA assistance is geared towards

US Capitol building in Washington.
giving support to states and factions fighting or being threatened
by ISIS.
The request for Iraq is $1.8 billion
overall and includes $333 million
in economic assistance to support
good governance and transparent
use of public resources “to counter
ISIS’s messaging and promote stabilisation, recovery and reconciliation”; $150 million to help improve
the capability and professionalism
of the Iraqi military; and the rest
for other military assistance and
counterterrorism programmes.
The request for Jordan is about
$1 billion and includes $350 million to aid its armed forces concerning border security and their
ability to support “ongoing operations against extremist threats
stemming from Syria” and $632
million in economic assistance to

“mitigate the economic strains” it
faces “due to regional instability,
the ISIS offensive and the influx of
refugees”.

The latest budget
request includes $3.1
billion in military
aid for Israel and
$1.45 billion for
Egypt.
Lebanon is slated for $233.5 million, which includes $110 million
in economic assistance because it
is “on the front lines of the Syrian
crisis and under constant threat
from extremists such as ISIS at its
borders”, $105 million in military
aid to support the Lebanese armed
forces and $10 million for law enforcement.

The Obama budget includes $175
million for the Syrian opposition in
part to support local communities
in “liberated areas to maintain basic services”.
The budget allocation for Tunisia, another state affected by ISIS
attacks, includes $74 million in
economic assistance, $45 million in
military assistance and $13 million
for law enforcement.
Given the heightened concern in
US political circles (both Republicans and Democrats) about ISIS,
it is likely these MENA budget requests will remain in place when
the budget eventually gets passed.
If anything, a Republican president, to prove that he is tougher
than Obama on ISIS, might increase
funding for Iraq and Jordan despite
a likely pledge to be “fiscally conservative”.

Mayor of Hebron seeks to un-freeze US aid
build the economy? Because our
borders are all controlled by Israelis. Air, sea and land,” he said, adding that Palestinian factory owners
have been leaving because they are
unable to import raw materials.
“They have a hard time releasing
raw material out of the [Israeli-controlled] port. It will undergo a very
complicated process for security
checks. I’m talking about practice,
not talking for the sake of talking,”
he said.
Zatari described daily hardships
of Hebron residents, such as driving
35 minutes around the closure of AlShuhada Street in what should be a
5-minute crossing.

Rasha Elass

Washington

D

espair
is
increasing
among young Palestinians due to abysmal
economic prospects and
growing security concerns, Hebron Mayor Daoud Zatari
said.
Zatari recently travelled to Washington to urge the US Congress to release $290 million in aid the Obama
administration promised to the Palestinian Authority (PA) in 2015.
The mayor’s warning comes as
violence is escalating across the
Holy Land. An American tourist was
stabbed to death in Israel on March
8th, one in a series of Palestinian
knife attacks, shootings and attacks
in which drivers rammed cars into
pedestrians dating to September.
The Palestinian attacks were triggered by clashes over access to Jerusalem’s Aqsa mosque. At least 28
Israelis and 176 Palestinians have
been killed in the incidents.
Zatari, speaking February 25th at
the Middle East Institute in Washington, told of the growing unrest
after he met US congressmen. But
he dismissed suggestions of a new
intifada, insisting young Palestinians were acting on their own out of
frustration and anger.
“I disagree with anyone who says
it is an intifada or an uprising, because none of the political streams
were behind what has happened,”
he said. “But young people are sending a message to Israelis: ‘Enough is
enough. We’re fed up. We have no
future. No jobs.’ Thousands of our
young graduates and universities

The PA receives
more than $1 billion
in aid from the
European Union, the
largest donor.

Hebron Mayor Daoud Zatari
are unemployed.”
Zatari has served as dean at two
universities in the Palestinian territories. He said that of the thousands of students whose graduation he had overseen, most were

unemployed in an economy that
he described as crippled by Israeli
checkpoints, land seizures, settlements, water shortages and the Israeli separation wall.
“Why can’t our prime minister

Al-Shuhada is a 1km stretch that
was Hebron’s main commercial and
wholesale hub until 1994 when Israeli authorities closed it after Palestinian riots following an attack in
which an Israeli terrorist killed 29
Palestinians during Friday prayers.
“We’re talking about a total of
1,200 shops that remain closed,” the
mayor said. “The Israeli Army also
took over the old vegetable market and the bus station [which now
serves as an army checkpoint].”
Americans for Peace Now, a Jewish organisation that supports a
two-state solution, alluded to a general and rising sense of anger and
disenchantment among Palestinians in its condemnation of the latest wave of violence.
“This terrible escalation… is a re-

minder that Israel’s security threats
are not limited to tanks, fighter
planes and missiles… but are also
attributed to the festering occupation, its ongoing rule over millions
of disenfranchised, oppressed, angry Palestinians who can’t see hope
of a better future,” the organisation
said in a statement.
Zatari said rebuilding the Palestinian economy poses many challenges, among them the reliance
on outside support, with the US
Agency for International Development (USAID) being one of the main
lifelines.
About $370 million was allocated
to the PA in 2014 through what the
US Congress terms the Economic
Support Fund. Half of the funds dispensed usually goes to pay PA electricity and water bills to Israel and
Jordan. The other half pays for development projects run by USAID.
In 2015, the amount was cut to
$290 million for various reasons.
Some insiders say funds were diverted from the PA to Amman,
which has seen its US aid rise to $1
billion per year to support Syrian
refugees in Jordan.
Opinions vary as to why the funds
for the Palestinians were being held
up by Congress. Zatari said it was in
retaliation for the PA’s request for
statehood at the United Nations.
Some Washington insiders said
Congress is retaliating for the PA’s
efforts to build a war crimes case
against Israel with the International
Criminal Court.
The PA receives more than $1 billion in aid from the European Union, the largest donor.
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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Will migrating funds become an issue in Saudi Arabia?
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

D

uring a Shura Council
session in February,
council member Sadaqa Fadhel warned that
“nearly one million
Saudis” are living permanently or
temporarily in foreign countries
and that could impact the country’s social and economic security.
“I don’t really care why people
are out of the country, whether social or financial,” Fadhel told The
Arab Weekly. “We have 5% of the
population out of the country and
we need to know why.”
Fadhel said he asked the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to study the
issue and return with recommendations. “I think it’s a danger to social security, and something has to
be done about it,” he said.

Saudi investments
were pegged at
about $41.4 billion
at the end of May
2015 in 30 Arab and
foreign countries.
The Shura Council member has
raised the issue of whether Saudis
are leaving for a better living environment or to start businesses
and invest capital abroad. Regardless of the specific reasons, not
only must the Saudi government
contend with its citizens choosing
to live abroad, but also the migration of money leaving the country.
The potential impact at the microeconomic level affecting small and
medium-sized businesses could
have significant consequences for
middle-income Saudis.
The continuing trend of moving
huge sums of investment capital
to other countries comes at a time
when the kingdom is implementing programmes to generate nonoil producing revenue to close the

gap in its $98 billion budget deficit.
Amal Alkhalifa, a Saudi citizen
living in Boston, said she chooses
to live in the United States. She
founded Teletransport, a transportation, accommodations and education guidance company serving
university students. She started
her company in the United States
because of the ease and freedom
she found with municipal and
Massachusetts state government
rules and regulations.
“I found it really hard to own or
establish a business (in Saudi Arabia) because of the kafala (sponsorship) system and lack of transportation,” Alkhalifa said. “As women
are bound to that, it becomes a real
obstacle.”
The difficulty of starting a business in Saudi Arabia is not gender
specific. According to the World
Bank’s Doing Business 2016, Saudi
Arabia ranks 82nd out of 189 countries as business-friendly. The
kingdom ranks 130th in the ease of
starting a business and is 99th in
protecting minority investors. The
World Bank ranked the kingdom
150th in trading across borders.
Generally, businesses found Saudi
Arabia’s lack of government transparency in procedures frustrating,
according to the World Bank.
A Riyadh Chamber of Commerce
survey found that 65% of small and
medium-sized enterprises found
bureaucracy a “significant obstacle”.
Fifty-nine percent of the SMEs
reported that access to financing
was a problem, while 44% of SMEs
complained that workforce-related
issues caused hurdles in establishing businesses.
Saudi investments were pegged
at about $41.4 billion at the end of
May 2015 in 30 Arab and foreign
countries. About 41% of those investments are in the United Arab
Emirates, Turkey and China.
Using his own sources, Fadhel
said 430,000 Saudis are living in
Egypt, 200,000 in the UAE, 90,000
in the United States, 50,000 in In-

A Saudi man holds Saudi riyal banknotes at a money exchange in Riyadh.
donesia and 100,000 in Morocco.
About 200,000 Saudis had lived
in Syria, Jordan and Lebanon until
the Syrian civil war. But many have
since migrated to Turkey or from
Syria and Lebanon to Jordan, he
said.
Wanda Krause, owner of Krause
Consulting, which specialises in
Middle East civil society, socioeconomic research and political
science, said female entrepreneurs
often prefer to establish a business
in an environment where they
have the freedom to network with
both men and women.
“The short-term impact on the
(Saudi) economy may not be apparent, but there will be long-term
impact,” Krause said. “If we project
into the future, the next five or 20
years, and if the trend is growing, it

should be of great concern.”
Krause said that while Saudi
businessmen and women might
have initially earned their income
through operations in Saudi Arabia, they may spend that income
elsewhere after their success.
“When living outside Saudi
Arabia, they are investing in their
lives,” Krause said. “They are buying houses, taking trips, paying for
the education of their children,
buying clothes. Everything is taking place outside Saudi Arabia.”
James Thomas, a partner with
management consulting company
Strategy& in Dubai, who tracks
cultural and behaviour transformations of businesses, cautioned
not all companies in Saudi Arabia
leave the kingdom because of government bureaucracy and lack of

transparency.
“We had one Saudi company
that relocated in the GCC,” Thomas said. “It had acquired another
company and already had an office
here. It was easier to attract expat
professionals. It was the type of
business that made sense to relocate.”
Businesswoman Alkhalifa said
she is unsure whether she will
leave Boston to return to Saudi
Arabia.
“I’m well established here and
my kids go to school over here,” she
said. “I might go back but I’m not
sure. I have bought a home here,
which would not be possible if I’m
a single mother in Saudi Arabia.”

in 2015 and the country’s leadership has traditionally been cautious
about changes to its social welfare
system. But the government of King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is intent on instituting financial reforms,
particularly as record low oil prices
have hamstrung the kingdom’s
economy. The Saudi government
announced at the end of 2015 that
it was raising the domestic prices of
petrol, electricity, water and natural
gas.
Qatar, Oman and Bahrain have
taken similar measures to raise energy-related prices domestically.
Kuwait’s oil revenues account for
nearly 90% of its budget and about
40% of its gross domestic product (GDP). After 15 years of budget
surpluses, Kuwait is expected to
post a deficit of at least $23 billion
for the fiscal year that ends March
31st. That budget was assumed that
Kuwaiti oil would fetch an average
price of $45 a barrel; prices were in
the $30-$35 per barrel range much
of the year. Kuwait’s 2016-17 budget
is based on an average oil price of
about $25 a barrel.
The government projects 2016-17
expenditures of nearly $63 billion —
a 1.6% reduction in spending from
2015-16 — with expected revenues of
$24.6 billion. Subsidies, public salaries and compensation will account
for 70% of spending and oil income
will provide approximately $19 billion in revenue.
Each year’s budget includes a
contribution to Kuwait’s Next Generation Fund, a nest egg for the
day when Kuwait’s oil production
dramatically declines. The Next
Generation Fund is part of Kuwait’s
sovereign wealth fund, run by the
state-controlled Kuwait Investment
Authority (KIA). According to the

Sovereign Wealth Fund Institute,
as of February, Kuwait’s sovereign
wealth fund was worth $592 billion,
a healthy financial cushion against
the effects of sustained low oil prices.
There were reports in late 2015 that
the KIA was mulling selling assets in
the sovereign wealth fund, which
has generated returns of less than
9%. The goal would be to raise about
$30 billion to help plug the budget
deficit. It is unknown just how much
the KIA has raised by tapping into
the fund but the Kuwaiti government is looking for other measures
to help meet budget needs. Saleh on
March 8th announced that the government intends to issue domestic
and international bonds and government committees are sorting out the
process of doing so.
Kuwait is also planning a new
sovereign wealth fund that would
manage as much as $100 billion in
local assets, including interests in
local companies and power and water projects, with the goal of selling
those assets to private investors in
five to seven years.
Introducing taxes, privatising
public utilities and reducing energy
subsidies are the fiscally sensible
steps for Kuwait to take to strengthen its economy and help its people
wean off the largesse of the state.
Those moves would likely be lauded
by the IMF. However, as has proven
often in Kuwait, progress on major
economic decisions that require the
parliament to agree with the government can result in lengthy delays.

Kuwaitis study belt-tightening measures
Jareer Elass

Washington

K

uwait faces a $40 billion
budget deficit for the fiscal year that begins April
1st but the government
of Emir Sabah Ahmad alJaber al-Sabah has not joined other
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries in cutting generous energy subsidies.
The emir, speaking to newspaper
editors in January, said the government would lift subsidies and raise
the prices of petrol, electricity and
water but offered no time frame for
doing so.

Kuwait’s oil
revenues account
for nearly 90% of its
budget and about
40% of its gross
domestic product.
The delay is due in part to the
long-standing contentious relationship between the executive branch
of Kuwait’s government and its outspoken parliament. The government
tried to reduce energy subsidies in
2015 but reversed course in the face
of criticism from legislators.
Recognising the need to move
cautiously and to have parliament’s
backing, the government has agreed
to have several ministers join a parliamentary panel to study subsidies.
Parliament Speaker Marzouq alGhanim said the government promised it would not move unilaterally
on subsidies and that any cuts would
not affect low-income families.
At the World Economic Forum in

Kuwaiti Oil and Finance Minister Anas al-Saleh attends a
parliament session, at Kuwait’s National Assembly in Kuwait City,
last February.
Switzerland in January, Kuwaiti Finance Minister and Acting Oil Minister Anas al-Saleh said the economic
climate provides the perfect opportunity to reduce subsidies.
“With low oil prices,” he said, “it
is the right time.” But sensitive to
public reaction, Saleh added: “We’ll
have to look at rationalising subsidies to those who need them.”
Every GCC country has felt the financial pinch of lower oil prices and
all but Kuwait have increased fuel
and power costs for consumers. The

International Monetary Fund (IMF)
has called on the GCC states to remove subsidies, impose taxes and
reduce spending or risk depleting
their financial reserves within five
years if current economic conditions
continue.
The United Arab Emirates led the
way, moving in mid-2015 from a system of fixed fuel subsidies to one in
which prices adjust monthly to reflect global trends.
Saudi Arabia spent as much as
$107 billion on energy subsidies

Rob L. Wagner is an American
journalist based in Saudi Arabia.

Jareer Elass is a Washington-based
energy analyst, with 25 years of
industry experience and a
particular focus on the
Arabian Gulf producers and OPEC.
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Tunisia’s economy needs ‘painful’ reforms,
says leading businessman
Lamine Ghanmi

T
Tunis

unisia’s economy
needs immediate
“painful” reforms
if it is to be
rescued, Tunisian
business leader
Hamadi Bousbia
said.
“It is a miracle that the country’s economy is still standing but
miracles do not last forever,” said
Bousbia, chairman and chief executive officer of privately owned
Tunisia Beverage Manufacturing
Company (SFBT).
“The country’s leaders need to
immediately tackle the situation,”
he added.
Bousbia is a former central bank
deputy governor who experienced
first-hand how Tunisia moved
from a country with an economy
close to bankruptcy in the early
1970s to becoming relatively prosperous in the 1980s.
He and other veteran economists
remember the hard times Tunisia
went through as it emerged from
its socialist economic experience
in the late 1960s with almost no
hard currency reserves and empty
stalls in the market.
With liberal reforms introduced
in the 1970s and the Structural
Adjustment Programme implemented in the 1980s, Tunisia
resumed growth and rebuilt
sound economic foundations that
enabled it to churn out an average
growth rate of 5% for most of the
next two decades. A large middleclass emerged, giving the country
relative stability before social pressures outpaced economic progress.
Bousbia, who does not hide
his pride for turning SFBT from a
small French-owned brewer to a
large diversified company that is a
Tunis stock market blue chip and

a rare local firm to have US funds
among its shareholders.
SFBT’s capital jumped from
$1.9 million in 1980 to $52 million in 2014, with turnover rising
from $6.3 million to $164 million.
Bousbia slashed costs, including
the cost of water (20%) and energy
(30%) since 1980, to sustain company growth.
“I have rarely seen such a strong
stock like SFBT in the Maghreb
and Middle East,” said Kais Kriaa a
broker from AlphaMena.
Turning to the country’s current
circumstances, Bousbia expressed
his frustration over a recent tax
bill that lowered taxes on hard liquor pushing down the consumption of beer and wine and putting
at risk the country’s vineyards.
He said his company was not
consulted about the bill. He does
not blame legislators, saying that
“democracy is the most difficult
thing”.
SFBT draws 35% of its turnover
from beer sales and 42% and 14%
from soft drinks and water, respectively, but profit margins from
the beer business segment are
relatively higher, analysts said.
Two million Tunisians are
regular consumers of beer, wine
and other alcoholic beverages, according to Mohamed Ben Cheikh,
chairman of the chamber of alcoholic drinks producers.
Bousbia said there was a
tradition of consumption of
beer even before independence in 1956. No government has toyed with that
tradition. “Banning
anything would
make it even more
desirable,” he
said.
More
broadly, he
expressed disappointment
with how the
country’s economic and

“The situation
is particularly
difficult
because of lack
of business
confidence.”

financial crisis is being managed.
“They have so far failed to come
up with initiatives so as to be on
the top of the situation,” he said.
Bousbia was critical of the taxation system, which, he said, stifles
the creation of new businesses and
does not stimulate expansion of
current firms. He decries what he
sees as “distrust” of the business
sector, regretting the recently discussed “economic reconciliation
bill” was not adopted. “Demagoguery killed the bill,” he said.
Bousbia said he strongly
believes the subsidies regime is
making the budget deficit worse
without helping poor families
make ends meet.
Tunisia authorities hope economic growth will rise to 2.5% in
2016, compared to 0.5% in 2015.
The tourism industry was badly
damaged in 2015 by militant attacks at a Tunis museum and a
Sousse resort hotel.
Adding to the trouble, the country’s crucial phosphate exports
have been disrupted by strikes and
protests.
The government has repeatedly floated reforms, including to
subsidies, as a means of tackling
the deepening economic crisis.
Many experts have dismissed such
pledges as insufficient to turn the
economy around.
“The situation is particularly difficult because of
lack of business confidence” both in the security environment and the
government’s pledges to
carry out reforms. Bousbia
said. He cited banking,
shipping and air transportation among the
sectors that badly
need reform.
He also called for
a pause in wageincrease demands
by unions for three
years.

Iran’s access to oil markets faces hurdles
Jareer Elass

Washington

T

wo months after Western sanctions were lifted, Iran is sending more
oil onto the market but
it is not clear just how
much Tehran is exporting.
Some analysts said Tehran’s
increased export volumes have
come largely from storage, suggesting it is having trouble recovering crude production from fields
that were inoperative over the last
few years. Shipping and insurance
issues are also hindering Iranian
oil sales to Europe.
Iran on March 6th delivered
its first crude volumes to Europe
since mid-2012, with refiner Cepsa
receiving Iranian crude in southern Spain. Russian firm Lukoil and
French energy giant Total have
also accepted shipments of Iranian
crude.

Shipping and
insurance issues are
also hindering
Iranian oil sales to
Europe.
Iran claims it has increased exports by 400,000 barrels per day
(bpd) since Western sanctions
were lifted in mid-January. However, the International Energy
Agency (IEA) in its monthly Oil
Market Report, released March

11th, suggested that “Iran’s return to the market has been less
dramatic than the Iranians said it
would be”.
The Paris-based energy watchdog said Iran boosted crude production by 300,000 bpd since the
beginning of the year and that its
crude exports rose from 1.15 million bpd before sanctions were lifted to 1.4 million bpd in February.
Iranian officials had said they
could expand oil exports by
500,000 bpd within a week of
sanctions being removed and by
another 500,000 bpd over the following six months. That agenda
seemed ambitious given the inherent challenges of restarting output
from oilfields that have languished
for several years without requisite
financial and technical resources
to maintain them.
In anticipation of sanctions being lifted, Iran stored large volumes of crude in onshore storage
and offshore tankers to jump-start
its exports.
Iran has refused to take part in
the “production freeze” agreement that Saudi Arabia, Qatar
and Venezuela, fellow members
of the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC),
cobbled together with Russia in
mid-February. Iran argues that
four years of sanctions hampered
its crude production and exports
and it is the responsibility of those
countries that capitalised on Iran’s
reduced market access to rein in
their output while Tehran returns
to pre-sanctions levels.
Prior to sanctions, Europe im-

ported an average of 400,000 bpd
from Iran. After sanctions, Saudi
Arabia, Russia and Iraq moved to
fill the gap.
Saudi Arabia has not made much
noise about Iran’s response to the
freeze deal — perhaps anticipating
Tehran’s challenges in returning to
the oil markets — and seems willing to see how Iran’s export volumes evolve and how oil prices
perform before committing to production cuts.

Prior to sanctions,
Europe imported an
average of 400,000
from Iran.
Europe is not Iran’s only market.
In December, the National Iranian
Oil Company (NIOC) renewed existing contracts with China’s largest state refiner Sinopec and Chinese state trader Zhuhai Zhenrong
to supply a combined 505,000 bpd
in 2016. Tehran also began negotiating with PetroChina, China’s second largest state refiner, and state
oil firm CNOOC for new supply
contracts. NIOC appears to have
also made headway with Taiwan,
which agreed to modestly boost its
imports of Iranian crude for 2016.
Iran also has found renewed interest from Japanese firms.
Iran is facing some procedural
obstacles in returning to oil markets at full speed, particularly in
Europe. US financial restrictions
still in place affect Iranian oil trade
and many European banks are unwilling to issue letters of credit for

Iran-linked transactions for fear
doing so would harm their ability
to do business in the United States.
Tehran also faces insurance issues that make ship owners wary
of committing to carrying Iranian
oil. Because European procedural
ambiguities regarding the processing of payments for Iranian crude
have yet to be sorted out, Tehran
is reportedly offering deferred
payment options to large buyers to
secure new sales.
The question of whether Iran’s
initial boost in crude export levels
derives from storage or a combination of storage and resumed production from existing fields will
become clearer in the next few
months, especially if increased
export volumes don’t materialise
or if volumes drop as storage is depleted.
Because Iran was denied access
to Western oil field technology and
equipment, it faces inherent difficulties in substantially boosting its
oil production and exports. Iran’s
operations must be upgraded,
which takes expertise, technology,
time and money.
In addition to recovering lost
production capacity from the ageing oilfields that were idled over
the past four years and ensuring
that this capacity is sustainable,
Iran must develop new oilfields,
which can be a lengthy process. In
late January, NIOC signed its first
post-sanctions exploration contract — valued at $6 million — with
Lukoil to explore for hydrocarbons
in the country’s south-western
Khuzestan province.

Briefs
Saudi Arabia
orders 5% cut in
contract spending
Saudi Arabia, its finances strained
by low oil prices, is opening a fresh
austerity drive by ordering ministries to cut spending on contracts by
at least 5%.
The cuts could further slow economic growth in the world’s top
oil exporter and hurt the construction industry, where companies are
struggling with deteriorating cash
flow and rising labour costs.
The central government instructed all ministries and state bodies
to reduce the value of outstanding
contracts signed to support their
operations, as well as construction
contracts included in the 2016 state
budget, by “not less than 5% of remaining obligations”.
It says these measures were proposed by the minister of economy
and planning to “rationalise spending and increase its efficiency” and
approved by the king.
Saudi Arabia ran a record budget
deficit of nearly $100 billion last
year and has been seeking ways to
narrow the gap.
(Reuters)

OPEC sees lower
2016 demand for
its oil, pointing to
higher surplus
OPEC predicted global demand
for its crude oil will be less than
previously thought in 2016 as supply from rivals proves more resilient
to low prices, increasing the excess
supply on the market this year.
The monthly report from the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries contrasts with that of
the International Energy Agency,
which said producers outside OPEC
were cutting production by more
than it expected.
Saudi Arabia in 2014 led a change
in OPEC strategy to defend market share instead of cutting output
to support prices, hoping to slow
growth in rival supplies such as US
shale oil.
The move accelerated a collapse
in prices, which hit a 12-year low of
$27.10 in January.
The price drop has started to
slow the development of relatively
expensive supply sources such as
shale and forced companies to delay
or cancel billions of dollars worth of
projects, putting some future supplies at risk.
(Reuters)

Egypt devalues
pound as foreign
currency inflow
declines
Egypt’s central bank said it had
devalued the Egyptian pound by
14.3 % to 8.95 to the US dollar to face
“challenges” emerging from declining foreign currency inflows.
The bank has been battling an
acute US dollar shortage over the
past few months, with the local
currency often trading at a rate of
almost 10 pounds to a dollar on the
black market.
The devaluation boosted sentiment on the stock market, with
Egypt’s benchmark EGX30 index
rising 6.7% to 7,003.91 in midday
trading.
The Central Bank of Egypt said
the move to devalue the pound was
aimed at adopting a “more flexible
foreign exchange policy” that would
be driven by demand and supply.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Bringing downtown Cairo back to life
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

year ago, a century-old
building on Qasr al-Nile
Street in downtown Cairo stood neglected and
facing collapse.
The designs incised on the front
of the building had almost disappeared, the façade paint turned
black — the same colour of the
fumes emitted by thousands of
cars running along the street — and
the wooden windows were decaying.
Now, the same building is turning into a work art.
The paint on the façade is back to
its original condition, the designs
are back and the windows are restored to their earliest pattern.
The building is one of about 500
in downtown Cairo which are part
of a government project to resurrect the city centre and turn it from
an uncared for area of the metropolis into one pulsating with beauty
and life.
As they do this, the municipal
authorities hope that downtown
Cairo, which has long been synonymous with overcrowding, traffic
jams and street hawking, will turn
into a magnet for tourists visiting
the Giza pyramids — only 25km
away — or the Egyptian Museum
on Tahrir Square nearby.

“This will turn the
city centre into an
open museum.”
“Downtown Cairo has never
had its share of tourism although
it contains some of this country’s
most precious buildings,” tourism
expert Reem Fawzi said. “Restoring the old buildings of the city
centre will motivate everybody to
visit it and encourage business.”
Some of the downtown buildings

were constructed at the beginning
of the 19th century, bearing witness
to seminal moments in the history
of Egypt and standing as living
testament to the French architects
commissioned to build them.
Modelled after Paris, downtown
Cairo was home to the prosperous
elite of the 19th and early 20th century.

“Downtown Cairo
has never had its
share of tourism
although it contains
some of this
country’s most
precious buildings.”
However, more than 150 years
later the city centre has become a
mere shadow of its former self.
Bringing the buildings back to
their former beauty is a tough challenge, said Sohair Hawass, one of
the engineers of the National Agency for Urban Harmony, the government body responsible for restoring downtown Cairo.
Hawass and her colleagues have
gone from building to building in
their bid to spruce them up.
“Some of the designs incised on
the fronts of buildings were obliterated a long time before the project
started,” Hawass said. “To restore
them, we had to look at the original
designs in history and architecture
books.”
The government is investing half
a billion Egyptian pounds (roughly
$625,000) in the project, which
started in January 2015 with some
of the nation’s banks contributing.
The project, which is almost
completed, has also involved the
restoration of downtown Cairo’s
bridges, the redesigning of its
streets and the creation of new
parking lots. The aim of the latter
is to encourage motorists to park
their vehicles in the new mega
parking spaces created on the

A downtown Cairo building after undergoing restoration as part of the project.
fringes of the city centre and to
enjoy walking through its streets,
now lined with clothing stores,
bookstores and eateries, some of
them offering authentic Egyptian
cuisine.
The restoration of the city centre
is being accompanied by the revival of some of the area’s famous
hotels, including what was once
the Nile Hilton (now Ritz Carlton)
after years of closure because of
the turmoil caused by the popular
uprising of 2011.
Downtown Cairo boasts relatively cheap two and three-star hotels

that offer suitable accommodation
for those who want to experience
life among real Egyptians, sharing their traditional foods, such as
beans and falafel and hanging out
at well-known cafés such as Groppi
— a relic of bygone times and once
a favourite of Cairo’s nobility, British occupation officers in the early
20th century, artists, intellectuals
and writers.
The area’s renovation project
also includes the restoration of its
many statues, some of which are
of people who changed Egyptians’
life for good, including Talaat Harb,

an economist who founded the
country’s oldest bank at the beginning of the 20th century.
“This will turn the city centre
into an open museum,” Ayman
Abdel Tawab, the deputy Cairo
governor, said. “This precious part
of Cairo is finally being rediscovered and given the attention it deserves.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
journalist. He has contributed to
the New York Times, San Francisco
Chronicle and the UN news site
IRIN.

Armenians, Kurds in Lebanon hold on to their languages
Samar Kadi

Beirut

A

rmenians and Kurds,
who constitute the main
ethnic minorities in Lebanon, have fared differently in preserving their
ethnic identities, including the crucial element of language.
Armenians have succeeded in
keeping the use of their mother
tongue widespread among their
community but the Kurds of Lebanon have been largely absorbed into
Arabic culture.
“I can quite confidently say that
90% of Lebanese Armenians can
speak their native language, though
some do not read or write in Armenian,” said Armenian Catholic priest
Elie Yeghyaian, who also teaches at
Armenian schools.
“Armenian is a vibrant language,
rich with songs, poems and culture.
It is spoken at home and used in the
church, especially the Greek Orthodox Church, where mass is held in
Armenian only,” Yeghyaian said.

The Kurds, the
second largest
minority in
Lebanon, are losing
their battle to keep
their language alive.
“Even if children are not learning
Armenian at school, they are forced
to speak it to be able to follow mass
and participate in church services.”
Since arriving in Lebanon a century ago, the Armenian community
of 170,000 has established many
churches, cultural clubs, philan-

Armenian children leaving their school in Beirut’s Armenian
quarter of Bourj Hammoud.
thropic and youth organisations, in
addition to political parties, schools
and a university that play a big role
in maintaining their ancestral language.
They also have radio stations that
cover news of the Armenian communities in Lebanon and the diaspora and two Lebanese TV stations,
Al-Mustqabal and Orange TV, broadcast daily Armenian news bulletins.
However, younger people differ
from their forefathers in the ability
to master Arabic, especially among
children of mixed marriages.
“Our language has been losing ground among children whose
mother is a Lebanese. In fact, most
Armenians who speak perfect Arabic have Lebanese blood and their
mother tongue is Arabic more than
anything else,” Yeghyaian noted.
Until the early 1960s, Armenian

children were mostly enrolled in
Armenian schools that did not teach
Arabic. In time, the schools introduced the regular Lebanese curricula, including Arabic literature,
history and culture, preparing students for the Lebanese official baccalaureate examinations. Unlike
their ancestors, who could hardly
communicate in Arabic, young Armenians have been able to integrate
and interact with their Arab environment.
“When Armenians first arrived
in Lebanon [fleeing genocide in
Turkey], they spoke their native
language in addition to the Turkish
language. Eventually the third generation lost the Turkish, replacing it
with Arabic,” Yeghyaian said.
With more Armenian children
joining Lebanese schools, there is
a whole generation who can speak

their ancestral language but cannot
read and write it, the priest said.
“We used to have 50 to 60 Armenian schools in the past but the
number dropped to 28 because
many Armenians have emigrated
and others are joining Lebanese establishments,” he said. “But some
parents are keen to inculcate a
sense of duty towards the ancestral
language and would give their children private Armenian lessons.”
Catholics, who make up about
10% of the overwhelmingly Orthodox Armenian community, have
been particularly integrating in
Lebanese circles and losing attachment to the native language. “The
Orthodox don’t even consider us as
Armenians,” said Lucy Djabrayan, in
her 60s.
“At home, we speak both Arabic
and Armenian because my mother
is Lebanese but my nephew insists
on speaking Arabic. Even when we
talk to him in Armenian, he answers
in Arabic. He is more Lebanese than
Armenian,” Djabrayan said.
“If you don’t learn how to read
and write at a younger age, it is difficult to learn it later. That is why I
believe 50% of our children can only
speak the language.”
The Kurds, the second largest minority in Lebanon, are losing their
battle to keep their language alive.
“The Kurdish identity has been
largely lost in Lebanon. There are no
Kurdish schools. The community is
dispersed, the children go to Lebanese schools where no Kurdish language is taught and people are not
talking in Kurdish anymore,” said
Mohamad Fattah Atriss, a leading
figure of the Kurdish Razkari Party.
“In Turkey and Syria, you have
whole Kurdish areas and so it is
impossible to lose their language

there. But in Lebanon, the Kurds
are isolated from each other and
have dissolved in their Arab entourage,” Atriss said. Although they
have their own political parties and
cultural clubs and maintain their
traditional celebrations, the lack of
Kurdish schools has been a main
handicap for the community.

90%

of Lebanese
Armenians can
speak their native
language.
There is no official count of the
Kurds who arrived in Lebanon
around the same time as the Armenians, fleeing violence and poverty
in Turkey. According to the Kurdish
community, they number 125,000
in Lebanon.
“Schools are necessary to perpetuate the language but the community lacks the means and funds
to establish them… Kurds are instead learning Arabic, English and
French,” Atriss said. “However, we
are trying hard to continue to use
Kurdish and we want to teach it
to our children because it is their
mother tongue, which they should
not give up.”
Yeghyaian said he considers language to be at the core of ethnic
identity. “We should preserve it to
preserve our heritage and history
and reinforce our attachment to our
identity,” he said.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly's
Travel and Society sections editor.
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Head of ALECSO worried about refugee education
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

M

illions of Arab children whose education
was uprooted by war
could be a lost generation from which
Islamic State-styled terrorist groups
would recruit soldiers, the leader of
the main pan-Arab education, science and culture body said.
“There are estimates putting the
number of children out of schools at
more than 14 million. These children
could be a wellspring for terrorist organisations,” Abdullah Hamad Muhareb, the head of the Arab League
Educational, Cultural and Scientific
Organisation (ALECSO), said in an
interview.
Muhareb was elected ALECSO
director-general in December 2012.
“The issue of children deprived
of formal education worries us tremendously. We have hotbeds of
violence in Syria, Libya and Yemen.
These hotspots are leaving children
out of school. We do worry that after
four or five years a whole generation
will be without education as it does
not enroll in schools,” he said.
UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and other human
rights groups said that refugee children enrolled in schools outside
their home countries are struggling
to adapt to the education systems of
their host nations.
In Lebanon, the UNHCR said 51%
of Syrian children refugees are under the age of 18 and the majority
of children face problems accessing
education systems.
“The biggest problem is the language,” says Save the Children in
Lebanon. The Syrian school system
is entirely run in Arabic; Lebanese
schools teach maths and sciences in
either English or French, which few
Syrian refugees understand.
As a result, many Syrian children
are being put in grades lower than

the classes they attended in Syria.
Adding to the hurdles faced by refugees, the curriculum followed in
Lebanon is different than the one
in Syria, with some educational experts deeming Lebanon’s more advanced, making it difficult for refugee children to adjust.
In Germany, which is expecting to
take in 1.5 million asylum seekers,
the education body the Standing
Conference estimates there will be
more than 320,000 extra students
throughout the country.
German psychotherapists say
they find many students suffering from mental health problems,
which affects concentration and the
ability to grasp what teachers say in
the new scholastic environment.
The refugee crisis has driven a
wedge between Germans who support asylum seekers and those
strongly against them, a rift that
shows up in schoolyards and classes
in some areas.
In Jordan, 38.6% of school-age
children in the Zaatari camp do not
attend any form of education despite informal services offered in
Jordan’s biggest refugee camp.
Before the war, school attendance
was 100% for male primary school
children and 98% of female primary
school children in Syria. At the secondary school level, 67% of both
male and female students attended
school.
In Turkey, where more than 2 million Syrian refugees live, 400,000
of the children are not attending
school, according to relief organisations and human rights groups.
They cite language and economic
hardship as main causes keeping
refugees away of classrooms.
“We must find solutions to this issue, which is of great concern to us.
There are countries who help in the
education of the refugee children
and deploy efforts and resources.
These include Jordan, Turkey, Saudi
Arabia and United Arab Emirates,
which are building schools for refugees,” Muhareb said.

Abdullah Hamad Muhareb, the head of the Arab League’s Educational, Cultural and Scientific
Organisation (ALECSO).

“Children out
of school could
be a wellspring
for terrorist
organisations.”

“We seek a solution that would
be based upon a clear plan. We are
moving in that direction as we plan
a conference to bring people together and think about a good solution for that issue.” But he did not
give a date or specific place for the
planned gathering.
“We will arrange the meeting at
a state close to the conflict area.
We are in permanent contacts with
Arab countries over their contributions to rescue these children from
being lost. These are 14 million children from Syria, Libya and Yemen
out of school,” he added.
Turning to the issue of ancient
Arab ruins destroyed or threatened
by destruction by the Islamic State
(ISIS), Muhareb said his organisation had taken cue from Kuwait
when it readied teams ahead of its
liberation from Iraqi occupation in

the 1990s.
“We want to borrow from the
Kuwaiti approach by preparing advance teams to visit Syria, Libya
and Yemen to assess and repair
damage to museums and historical
ruins,” he said.
ISIS destroyed many archaeological sites, damaging many and looting artefacts to finance its operations.
“The poor education system in
the Arab world made it easy for
[ISIS] narrative to attract the region’s youth. The quality of the
education is inferior to what it was
30 years ago,” added Muhareb, who
also deplored the poor performance
of Arabs in developing scientific research.
“Israel conducts four times more
research than all the Arab states put
together,” he said.

Baghdad celebrates selection as UNESCO City of Literature
Nermeen Mufti

tions) to organise literature and cultural activities in the coming four
years, which is the period towards
the implementation of UNESCO’s
designation,” Hamoudi said.
The plans, he explained, was to
hold literary events that would not
be costly, with committees working in each cultural facility across
the country to review its financial
needs, worsened by years of war,
instability and violence.

Baghdad

D

espite a bloody sectarian strife, violence by
Islamic State (ISIS) militants and street protests
demanding
reforms,
Baghdad is facing another challenge stemming from deserving a
UN honorary title.
UNESCO accorded Baghdad the
title of a City of Literature in December 2015, joining more than 40
others worldwide on the UN’s Creative Cities Network.
The distinction pushed Baghdad
t quickly opt for holding literary activities, such as poetry reciting festivals, book expositions, painting
and sculpture exhibitions to meet
the minimum requirements of the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation.

“Baghdad was the
capital city of the
world, the ancient
Mesopotamia.”

UNESCO accorded
Baghdad the title of
a City of Literature
in December 2015.
UNESCO places tough conditions on new members joining its
creative network. Besides having
an outstanding literary heritage,
a picked city should have vibrant
contemporary scene and be a city
where culture thrives.
By joining the network, Baghdad
committed to developing relationships and industries to strengthen
literary culture for four years after
the designation. Under UNESCO’s
guidelines,
Baghdad’s
mayor
should also expend $200,000 on

(Credit: The late Mohammed Ghanim Hikmet’s Facebook page)

One of Mohammed Ghani Hikmat’s last statues in baghdad,
named Save Baghdad is written in Cuneiform. The man with
multi hands represents Iraq with its different ethics, religions and
civilisations.
literature activities during that period.
“Activities started to kick off as of
the beginning of March,” declared
Basim Abdul Hamid Hamoudi,
head of a state body overseeing the

implementation of UNESCO’s designation, called Baghdad, the City
of Creative Literature Committee.
“We are working together with
many other state committees and
NGOs (non-governmental organisa-

Hamoudi emphasised that one of
Baghdad’s literature and cultural
landmarks, Mutanabbi Street, with
its printing houses, libraries, bookshops and different literature and
cultural activities, is enough to fulfil UNESCO’s conditions.
Iraqis in general, and residents of
Baghdad in particular, write their
history daily on the famed Mutanabbi Street. “Mutanabbi Street
is the real creative Baghdad that
spreads like a dream since the Abbasid caliph al-Mansour decided to
build a new capital city for his caliphate,” Iraqi poet Yassir Omer said
Still, Hamoudi insisted that there
would be separate activities that
would showcase Baghdad’s role in
the world of literature.
Poetry reciting festivals and
painting and sculpture exhibition
have been held in Baghdad recently, which highlighter the city’s leading cultural role in the region, said
Hamoudi. He said about 200 Iraqi
and Arab painters participated in
the exposition.

Iraqis in general, and residents of
Baghdad in particular, write their
history daily on the famed Mutanabbi Street. “Mutanabbi Street
is the real creative Baghdad that
spreads like a dream since the Abbasid caliph al-Mansour decided to
built a new capital city for his caliphate,” Iraqi poet Yassir Omer said
Renowned Iraqi novelist Abdul
Rahman Majid al Rubaiee, who is
from Nassiriya in southern Iraq,
said: “Baghdad is an inspiration to
many, even to foreigners in countries afar who wrote novels and
produced movies on Baghdad’s history, culture and heritage because
this city has its own charm and
mystic.”
Insisting that Baghdad brought
him the fame he enjoys, Rubaiee
said: “Baghdad developed my way
of thinking, my style of life and
even my style of wardrobe.”
Rejoicing in UNESCO’s decision,
he said: “Baghdad was the capital
city of the world, the ancient Mesopotamia.”
Baghdad’s old quarters are witness to that rich culture. One of the
world’s oldest universities, built in
1233, still stands in the heart of the
city on the Tigris, called Mustansiriya. In every corner of the school,
the past resonates.
In his novel the Land of Blackness, Abdul-Rahman Munif said
he “drank Baghdad’s love with the
milk” of his mother. “Even amid
Baghdad’s charred ruins, the city’s
destiny is still intertwined with
ours, in an eternal bond of love and
remembrance,” he wrote.
Nermeen Mufti, based in Baghdad,
has been covering Iraqi affairs for
three decades.
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Agenda
Tripoli:
Until March 20th
The Hollywood Circus is moving
to Tripoli. People are invited to
be part of the show every Thursday to Sunday from 4pm to 8pm
at the Rachid Karami International Fair.

Beirut:
Until March 20th

The Palm Island Reserve boasts crystal clear waters and unique marine life.

Palm Island Reserve, Lebanon’s
unique natural marine Park
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

P

alm Island Reserve, 10
nautical km offshore of
Lebanon’s northern city of
Tripoli, is a chain of three
small islands rich with native flora and fauna offering a natural respite for the city’s residents
and visitors from across the world.
Open to the public from July until
October, Lebanon’s only protected
marine life area is easily reached
from Tripoli’s fishing port of AlMina. It takes about half-an-hour
for small fishing boats to get to the
main Island of the Rabbits, which
boasts a sandy beach and a reserve
known for rare green sea turtles and
other marine wildlife.
Unlike the often murky, polluted
water off other cities on Lebanon’s
coast, the water at the Palm Island
Reserve is a very clear turquoise.
Swimmers and snorkelers can clearly see the rocky seabed.
The fine white sand on the beaches is made of eroded limestone,
which, in addition to creating a pristine shoreline, is believed by local
fishermen to have healing properties for rheumatism and arthritis.

Despite the remote
location, the
islands had their
share of violence
during Lebanon’s
conflicts.
The island draws thousands of
visitors on day trips for a ferry ticket price of $3.50. No restaurants or
shops are available on the islands,
only a kiosk selling water and soft
drinks.
“It is the only inexpensive breathing space for the people of Tripoli
where they can bring their own food
and drinks, spend a day at the beach
and enjoy the clean waters,” said
Samih Kabbara, a frequent visitor.
“The ferry drops you off in the

morning and picks you up at sunset.
It is forbidden to have people on the
island after nightfall.”
The Island of the Rabbits, named
for the fast-breeding community of
furry animals introduced to the island by French soldiers in the 1920s,
is under the Barcelona Convention
for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea Against Pollution because
of its importance for nesting and
migratory birds, turtles and seals.
Ruins of an old church, dating from
medieval times, stand on the rocky
part of the island, which also has a
fresh water well.
“Fishermen are strictly forbidden to come close to the reserve or
jeopardise the ecosystem, a breeding milieu for rare species threatened with extinction. It is the only
place in Lebanon with such marine
life diversity,” said Ghassan Jaradi, a
conservation activist and president
of the Palm Islands Nature Reserve
Management Committee.
The committee employs two fulltime guards but they can hardly
monitor violations and trespassing. “We need a comprehensive and
well-equipped apparatus to prevent
violations. With just two people, we
cannot have a proper surveillance
of the three islands making up the
reserve,” Jaradi said.
“Protecting the islands entails
setting floating decks and a mooring
space away from the shore so boats
won’t need to throw their anchors
in the sea and damage underwater
fauna.”.
Gaby Srour, a former member of
Tripoli’s municipality, expressed
his frustration with the government’s neglect of the islands, which
he said “have a great potential as a
tourist attraction”.
“We have tried for many years
to place the reserve on Lebanon’s
tourism map and to secure funds
for development and rehabilitation
projects without success. The reserve needs funds to be able to play
its role as a tourism and ecological
site, especially after it was recognised internationally as a secure
stopover for migrating birds,” Srour
said.

Al Bustan International Festival
of Music and the Performing Arts
is a musical celebration that
takes place in various venues
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 Morocco, sees villagers mark harvest
time with Berber dancing,
singing and almond tastings. International musicians and actors
mingle with local performers
to produce live events based on
Moroccan folklore.

Doha:
During March

The reserve draws thousands of visitors during the summer
months.
Amer Haddad, head of the Environment Protection Committee in
Tripoli, is as disillusioned as Srour.
“The Ministry of Environment has
been totally inattentive to the Palm
Islands. These natural islands are
an environmental treasure, which
need a little attention to become
a special tourist spot not only in
Lebanon but in the whole Arab region,” Haddad said. One of the environmental committee’s proposals, the Biaa Bay, would establish a
marine park and specific sea routes
to the islands and offer official ferries for visitors departing from Beirut’s Zaitunay Bay marina, Haddad
says. He insisted that “the project
won’t jeopardise the marine life
on the islands but takes into consideration the preservation of the
natural reserve and the unique ecosystem”.
Haddad argues that coastal development projects would provide
jobs and improve the social and
economic situation for residents of
Tripoli.
Khaled al-Mohamad, a frequent
visitor of the island, argues that
the site needs basic renovation to
make it more restful and suitable
for tourists. “It should be equipped
with proper showers and toilets

and have a bigger number of umbrellas to make it more comfortable. I believe the state should also
impose an entry fee to control the
number of daily visitors,” he said.
But many people in Tripoli fear
development could be harmful. “I
am glad that there is no financing
for development. We prefer the island stay as it is, to remain virgin
and natural without development,”
Kabbara said.
Despite the remote location,
the islands had their share of violence during Lebanon’s conflicts.
In 1984, Israel bombed the islands
alleging that Palestinian guerrillas
were hiding there. The Lebanese
Army spent the next decade cleaning them of unexploded ordnance.
The islands suffered again during
the 2006 war, when Israel, when Israel bombed the Jiyeh power plant,
triggering an oil spill that washed
over the islands’ shores, killing algae and other marine plant life that
the delicate ecosystem depends
on for survival. An internationally
funded clean-up effort and implementation of a strict monitoring
system revived the islands.
Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based
in northern Lebanon.

The International Kite Festival
takes place in Katara, a village in
Doha, and attracts international
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 kite teams from
India, the United States, China,
South Korea and Japan. Activities scheduled include kite
workshops, face-painting and
street-painting.

El Kef, Tunisia:
March 17th-20th
The second Sicca Jazz Festival
will enliven the city of El Kef and
its surroundings. Organised by
the Culture and Development
Association, the festival aims to
become an international event
and a great destination for artists
and jazz lovers.

Dubai:
Until April 9th
Global Village is the largest
seasonal cultural extravaganza
in the region. Visitors can enjoy
an array of festivals, shopping
and entertainment in an open-air
theme park. The entertainment
and shopping destination hosts
more than 70 participating
countries with presentations in
more than three dozen pavilions.
There are more than 50 fun rides
and 26 restaurants offering food
from around the world.

Dubai:
Until April 30th
Headlined by the Emirates
Airline Festival of Literature,
the Dubai Art Season this year
will showcase the city’s artistic
talent in sync with the UAE’s
2016 “Year of Reading”. For two
months, the city will be enveloped in artistic and cultural
activities such as fine art exhibitions, calligraphy exhibitions,
music performances, outdoor art
projects, youth theatre, museum
exhibitions and more.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
The Island of the Rabbits boasts white sandy beaches and crystal
clear waters.

The Palm Island Reserve consists of a chain of three isles.
The biggest is the Island of the Rabbits.
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