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T

ime is running out for
Syria to remain intact following the announcement
of a Kurdish federation in
northern Syria.
The Democratic Union Party
(PYD) and other Kurdish and nonKurdish allies on March 17th unilaterally declared the Federation of
Northern Syria, uniting three Kurdish majority areas in northern Syria
into a single entity.
The newly declared region,
known as Rojava (“West” in Kurdish), consists of the Kurdish-controlled Jazira, Kobane and Afrin
cantons.
Talks between the Syrian opposition, as represented by the High Negotiations Committee (HNC), and
the Syrian government are under
way in Geneva — dubbed “Geneva
III” — to decide the future of the
country.
UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan
de Mistura is pushing both sides to
present their vision for a transition
period, although the fate of Syrian
President Bashar Assad remains the
sticking point, with the government
delegation refusing to discuss the
issue.
Both sides, however, agree on
the rejection of the nascent Kurdish
federation, an idea the Arab League
also strongly dismissed. The HNC
rejected the Kurdish announcement as a “misadventure”, asserting that the Geneva I communiqué
enshrines Syrian national unity and
territorial integrity while the government delegation described the
announcement as “worthless and
unconstitutional”.
US Secretary of State John Kerry
has described the partition of the
country as “Plan B” should negotiations fail. “It may be too late to keep
it as a whole Syria if we wait much
longer,” he told a US Senate Foreign

A Syrian Kurdish woman holding a Kurdish flag in the north-eastern Syrian town of Qamishli.
Relations Committee hearing in
February, ahead of the latest Syria
negotiations and before the Kurdish
declaration.

US Secretary of
State John Kerry
has described the
partition of Syria
as “Plan B” if
negotiations fail.
“A Kurdish region now and an
Alawite enclave soon, this is all
expected because, in reality, Syria
has already been divided,” Ahmed
Qassem, a Turkey-based Syrian opposition leader, said, adding that
the emerging Alawite enclave for

Assad’s Shia-allied minority on the
eastern Mediterranean, encompasses the coastal cities of Latakia
and Tartus with parts of Homs and
Hama.
The idea of partitioning Syria has
been mooted before but was rejected by regional and international
powers that warned the move would
set a dangerous precedent. Despite
such reservations, Syria’s ethnosectarian makeup makes “soft” partition — autonomous regions under
a weak central government — a possibility, with Kurds concentrated in
the north of the country, Alawites in
the western coastal region, Druzes
in the south-west and Sunni Arabs
in central Syria.
The de facto establishment of a
Kurdish federation could embolden
other Syrian communities to push

for a similar status. Turkey and Iran
have large Kurdish minorities and
fear seeing those communities push
for more independence or semi-autonomous status.
As for the Syrian Kurds, the deteriorating situation in the country represents a unique situation.
“This is a real opportunity to build
a federal democratic system. We are
confident this will be a model for a
solution to the Syrian crisis,” the announcement of the new federation
said.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is The Arab Weekly’s Levant editor
who has covered the Mideast
and North Africa for nearly three
decades.
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Spectre of terrorism haunts Europe after Brussels attack
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

“

hat we feared
has happened.
Belgium was hit
by a blind, violent and cowardly attack. This is a day of tragedy, a
black day,” Belgian Prime Minister
Charles Michel said in the aftermath of three deadly explosions
that brought Brussels and parts of
Europe to a standstill.
More than 30 people were killed
and many others were wounded in
the March 22nd attacks on Brussels Airport and a metro station.
The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed
responsibility and threatened further violence in Europe. The Brussels attacks triggered memories of
the November 2015 Paris attacks
in which 130 people were killed.
The Paris assault was organised in
Belgium and carried out by an ISIS

cell that has been directly linked to
both terrorist attacks.
Two explosions hit a Brussels
airport departure lounge at 8am,
killing at least 11 people. Witnesses
said that initial explosion targeted
a check-in desk, with a second
blast timed to hit those fleeing
the first bombing in a tactic often
employed by terrorists to cause
maximum civilian casualties. Witnesses also reported shots fired
and a Kalashnikov rifle was found
at the scene, according to a European official.

“What we feared has
happened.”

Belgian Prime Minister
Charles Michel

A second attack took place an
hour later at the Maelbeek metro
station in central Brussels, which
is close to the headquarters of the
European Union. At least 21 people
were reported killed as an explosion was set off in a metro carriage
as it departed the station.
Belgian police released a CCTV
image of suspected suicide bombers Khalid and Brahim el-Bakraoui.
A third man pictured with them is
believed to be Najim Laachraoui,
described as the group’s “chief
bomb maker”, who was the subject
of a city-wide manhunt after the
attacks. All three men have been
linked to the Paris attacks and Paris
suspect Salah Abdeslam, who was
arrested March 18th in Brussels.
A minute’s silence for the victims of the attacks was observed
across Europe on March 23rd, with
Belgium observing three days
of mourning. Tributes poured in
from across Europe and the world
following the attack, amid expressions of solidarity with Brussels

A man leaves Brussels airport, on March 22nd, following blasts.
and condemnation of ISIS.
“Through the attacks in Brussels, the whole of Europe has been
hit,” French President François
Hollande said. “We are at war. Over
the past few months in Europe, we
have endured several acts of war,”

French Prime Minister Manuel
Valls said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
eekly correspondent in London.
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The risk of partition in Syria

Kurds’ ‘federal’ project in Syria raises concerns
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T

he Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD)
proclaimed the creation
of a “federal democratic
system” in northern Syria, drawing criticism at home and
abroad, though the move was not a
surprise.
Having its own autonomous region is a long-standing dream that
Syria’s Kurdish minority has exercised de facto for three years. Supporters of the move hailed it as a
step towards establishing a federal
system that would preserve Syrian
unity. Opponents fear it is the beginning of the country’s partitioning.
The March 17th announcement
followed meetings involving members of Kurdish, Arab, Assyrian and
other communities in the region,
known to Kurds as Rojava. It covers
Hasakah, Kobani and Afrin, stretching over about 16% of Syria.
The United States, Russia and
Turkey rejected the move but PYD
political adviser Sihanouk Dibo said
federalism could be the beginning
for a permanent peaceful solution
to the Syrian conflict.

Having its own
autonomous region
is a long-standing
dream of Syria’s
Kurdish minority.
“After autonomous administration in Rojava proved successful to
a large extent, its officials developed
the system into democratic federalism,” Dibo said.
“They considered the successful
experience a pillar for a democratic
federation, a political framework
that will be at the same time correlated to the centre (Damascus). The
move was meant to assure all parties
that (the PYD) is not seeking a new
system away from a united Syria.”
The Democratic Federal System
for Rojava and Northern Syria was

announced in a two-day conference in the oil-rich town of Rimelan,
which appointed Hediya Yousef, a
Kurdish woman, and Mansur Selam,
an Arab, as co-leaders. Both had
been excluded from internationally
sponsored peace talks for Syria in
Geneva.
The announcement was not
meant to pressure organisers of the
Geneva talks to include PYD representatives in future negotiations,
Dibo said. “We will do our best to
propose democratic federalism as a
comprehensive solution for Syria,”
he said. “It should be superior to
any future constitution for Syria.”
The PYD is believed to be affiliated
with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), which is listed as a terrorist
organisation by Turkey, the United
States and the European Union.
The PYD considers PKK founder
Abdullah Ocalan, imprisoned in
Turkey, as its ideological leader and
declared the Kurdistan People’s
Congress the supreme legislative
authority of the Kurdish people. It is
also a member of the United Kurdish Community in Western Kurdistan (KCK-Rojava).
Syrian Information Minister Omran al-Zoubi said the PYD declaration did not stem from popular
will and threatened Syrian unity.
“Hence, the move is invalid in form
and substance and is rejected politically and legally,” he said in a statement.
Amer al-Halloush, an Arab member of the political branch of a
Kurdish-Arab fighting force known
as the Syrian Democratic Forces
who attended the Rimelan meeting,
refused to sign the final communiqué, saying, the convention, which
brought 200 leaders together, “was
supposed to develop self-administration, not federalism”.
Syria’s Arabs and Kurds, including
Muslims and Christians, do not live
in exclusive areas of the country,
which makes federalism difficult,
he said, adding: “The only possible
system is one that guarantees joint
administration and coexistence.”
An attendee of the Rimelan meeting, who requested anonymity, argued that all Syrians should endorse

federalism plans in their country.
“We should wait for outcomes from
Geneva rounds of peace talks and
an end for the Syria war,” he said,
warning that the Islamic State’s
control of parts of the PYD-declared
entity threaten to undermine it.
Pro-regime Arab tribal leaders
who met in Qamishli on March 20th
rejected the PYD move. “The declaration is against the will of millions
of Syrians, who back the Syrian
Arab Army’s war against terrorism,”
they said in a statement, referring to
the regime’s armed forces.
Haytham Manna, the Paris-based
co-leader of the Syrian Democratic
Council, which includes the PYD,

lambasted the Rimelan declaration
as an attempt to “impose” federalism on the umbrella opposition
group without prior consultations.
In a statement, he urged the PYD to
reconsider its stance.
Ibrahim al-Hassan, appointed by
the Rimelan meeting as representative of Tal Abyad inside the entity,
had another view: “Since the beginning of the revolution, the federation was proposed as a solution at
the ‘Forum of Syria for All’, to replace the centralised state because
Syria will never be as it was before.”
“Opposition leaders who rejected
the declaration did so because the
Kurds made the declaration unilat-

erally,” Hassan said, stressing that
“such historic opportunities do not
come often and should be seized
wisely”.
“Those who [really] seek a democratic Syria should not reject such
a democratic system of administration,” he said, “but people have
preset positions that Kurds have
always wanted independence. So
let us stop judging intentions and
enhance trust among Syria’s components.”
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
reporting on Syria since 1995.

Partition is gaining momentum in Syria and Iraq
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Tom Regan

I

t has taken about 100 years
but the boundaries created
by the secret 1916 BritishFrench Sykes-Picot agreement, which largely shaped
the Middle East after World
War I, look to be unravelling.
Along with that unravelling
comes a perplexing question: Do
Iraq and Syria still exist?
There is little doubt that Iraq and
Syria no longer look anything like
they did in the past. Large areas of
both countries are controlled by
terrorist groups the Islamic State
(ISIS) or Jabhat al-Nusra, by ethnic
minorities such as the Kurds or by
sectarian militias. Areas controlled
by governments in Baghdad or in
Damascus are mere rumps of what
they once were. Boundary lines no
longer matter. The question going
forward is what will they look like
in the future.
If the Syrian peace process
produces longer lasting tangible
results, and after the defeat of ISIS,
we could see something like what
we have in Lebanon — a Syria that
lacks strong central government,
with sectarian entities and militias
controlling various sections of the
country.

Areas controlled by
governments in Baghdad
or in Damascus are mere
rumps of what they once
were.

Iraq is a different matter.
Kurdistan President Masoud
Barzani may not have officially
declared independence, because
of pressure placed on him by the
United States at the request of
neighbouring countries that do not
want an independent Kurdistan
(the question of a possible invasion
by Turkey is a very real one) but
it exists even without such a
declaration.
One factor, cited by several
experts, that could play a key
role in determining whether the
Sunni parts of Iraq will want to
remain under Baghdad’s control
is how much have Sunni residents
of the region come to hate ISIS?
Would they prefer the lesser of
two evils — a predominately Shiacontrolled Iraq — to the horrors of

daily life under a group like ISIS?
Could a Shia-led government in
Baghdad avoid the mistakes of
previous administrations towards
the Sunnis and make a new
arrangement?
If, however, the Sunni part of
Iraq did want to go it alone, it could
unite with a Sunni region in Syria
and look for a regional backer, no
doubt the Saudis, who would want
to reinforce this new entity as a
bulwark against Shia Iran.
A key part of the equation in
the future will be the desire of
Western governments, particularly
the United States, to maintain the
current boundaries in the region.
US President Barack Obama’s
administration seems to have lost
interest in anything other than
defeating ISIS. Their new favourites

Amer al-Halloush (C), a member of the Syrian Democratic
Council, heads out following a meeting of more than 150
delegates from Kurdish, Arab, Assyrian and other parties in the
town of Rimelan, in Syria’s north-eastern Hasakah province, on
March 16th.

The
conditions
that can lead
to dissolving
old
boundaries
are certainly
present in
the Middle
East and
seem to
be gaining
momentum.

in the region appear to be the Kurds,
the one group able to regularly
defeat the terrorist group.
If the next US president is more
willing to invest time and energy
(and blood and money) in the
region, that might stabilise it for
a while. But in the long run, the
United States can no longer be
depended on to pour resources
into the region as it has in the
past, leaving it up to the interested
parties on the ground to sort things
out.
Is what happened in the Balkans
a preview of what could happen
with Iraq and Syria? In that case
an artificially hammered together
state, Yugoslavia, fell apart and
after a prolonged period of war
became several new states that
reflected old realities. Many of
the factors that kept Yugoslavia
together and then broke it apart are
different from what is happening
in the Middle East but some are
the same — ethnic and religious
differences being the main ones.
It is difficult to look into the
future and know exactly what will
happen. Modern states are rather
sticky things and do not come apart
very easily. However, the conditions
that can lead to dissolving old
boundaries are certainly present
in the Middle East and seem to be
gaining momentum, not retreating.
Tom Regan, a columnist at
factsandopinion.com, previously
worked for the Christian Science
Monitor, National Public Radio, the
Boston Globe and the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation.
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Kurdish aspirations could spark wars in region
Riad Kahwaji

Dubai

T

he Kurds have emerged
as major players in the
conflicts in Syria and Iraq,
increasing the concerns of
neighbouring
countries
over Kurdish aspirations for selfdetermination within their own territories.
The Kurds make up the largest
ethnic group in north-eastern Syria,
south-eastern Turkey, northern Iraq
and in parts of western Iran.
Their dreams of an independent
Kurdistan have been repeatedly
crushed by regimes and governments that ruled the land before
and after the Sykes-Picot agreement
divided Ottoman empire territory
after World War I. The agreement
divided Ottoman Kurdish populations between Turkey, Iraq and
Syria.
Kurdish liberation movements
appeared in the 20th century and
struggled via violent and non-violent means to achieve some sort of
self-rule in their respective countries. Their efforts were crushed,
often brutally, by the ruling regimes
and failed to receive the attention of
the international community.
However,
major
geopolitical
changes sweeping the Middle East
since the 2003 US-led invasion of
Iraq, have presented the Kurds with
a major opportunity to achieve selfrule.
A post-invasion Iraqi constitution
turned the country into a federal
state with an autonomous region
for the Kurds, who gained a strong
representation in the federal government, including the position of
president.
The uprisings that swept the Arab
world reached Syria in 2011, where
revolution turned into a violent
sectarian war that weakened the
central government, allowing the
Kurds to control provinces in the
north-east.
The rise of the Islamic State (ISIS),
its takeover of vast territory in Iraq
and Syria and the targeting of Kurdish Yazidis in Iraq gained the Kurds
strong international sympathy and
support for their cause.
The United States, Russia and
European powers provided Syrian
and Iraqi Kurds with military training and weapons to help them fight

Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) fighters in Qamishli, Syria.
ISIS and evict its radical gunmen
from Kurdish towns and villages,
especially along the borders with
Turkey.
Syrian Kurds, especially the Democratic Union Party (PYD), carved
out a large chunk of the country,
especially the provinces of Hasakah
and Qamishli, and are trying to gain
more territory in Aleppo province.
Turkey, which has the largest
number of Kurds, an estimated
15-million-strong
community
(about 15% of the population), has
been fighting a guerrilla warfare
with the gunmen of the Kurdish
Workers’ Party (PKK) — a group
branded as terrorist by a large part
of the international community.
The showdown with the PKK has
escalated in recent months and the
Turkish government has blamed
recent bombings in Ankara on the
group and its affiliates in Syria, especially the PYD.
Turkish warplanes have repeatedly raided PKK positions in northern Iraq and its artillery pounded
PYD positions in northern Syria.

Turkey has massed tens of thousands of troops along the borders
with Syria, raising fears that it could
mount a campaign to limit Kurdish
control and destroy their military
capabilities.

The Kurdish
question will be a
thorny issue in the
international
community’s efforts
to resolve the crisis
in Iraq and Syria.
Ankara has grown increasingly
concerned over Washington’s and
Moscow’s strong support to the
Kurds in Syria and has warned
against giving the 2.5-million Kurdish community in Syria any autonomy.
A surprise visit by Turkish Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu to Tehran on March 8th to improve relations strained by Iran’s support to
the Syrian regime and Turkey’s sup-

port for the Syrian opposition highlighted the importance both countries give to keeping the Kurds in
check and their willingness to unify
efforts against Kurdish self-rule aspirations.
The PYD, along with other Kurdish political parties in Syria, on
March 18th proclaimed self-rule
under a Syrian federation. Both the
Syrian regime and opposition were
quick to respond from peace talks
in Geneva, rejecting the Kurdish
federation declaration.
The Kurds appear to be trying to
establish a status quo similar to the
one the 6.5 million Kurds in Iraq had
from 1991 before they gained autonomy within an Iraqi federation.
Russian and US officials have spoken about the possibility of Syria becoming a federation, which would
eventually give the Kurds autonomy. Ankara and Tehran will likely
oppose Syria turning into a federation because, they say, the Kurdish
population in their own countries
would demand autonomy.
Iraqi Kurdish officials recently

started calling for their own full independence of Iraq due to the deterioration of political and security
conditions in the country.
President of the Iraqi Kurdistan
Masoud Barzani has called for a referendum on the independence of
the region.
Such a move would likely prompt
Iran and Turkey to react politically
and possibly militarily because they
fear that it would only be a matter
of time before Kurds in their own
countries seek autonomy.
The Kurdish question will be a
thorny issue in the international
community’s efforts to resolve the
crisis in Iraq and Syria because the
stakes for Turkey and Iran are high.
One miscalculated move could
prompt either of them — or both —
to seek a military option to protect
national interests.
Riad Kahwaji is founder and
chief executive officer of the
Institute for Near East and Gulf
Military Analysis (INEGMA) based
in Dubai and Beirut.

A cantonised, post-war Syria, best chance for peace
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Stephen
Starr

P

redicting a future for
war-torn Syria is a fool’s
errand. If we look at
how the major players
in the conflict have
conducted themselves
over the past several years we
can, however, postulate that some
scenarios are more likely to
happen than others.
The stop-start dynamics of the
most recent set of peace talks in
Geneva have undoubtedly marked
the most concrete step away from
conflict. What has become clear
this month is that neither side
wants to walk away.
So when a deal is finally brokered, and that may take years, we
can roughly sketch what a post-war
Syria would look like.
First of all, the Syrian regime
will, in all likelihood, remain
the chief actor in Syria through
its control of Damascus and the

Syria as a state has clearly
disintegrated; recognising
that will allow for the first
step towards peace.

Mediterranean coast. 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 officials, who enjoyed
a strong presence in the city even
before 2011, can be expected to stay
on.
Hezbollah has suffered significant personnel losses in an
unpopular war and may regroup
to focus again on its enemy to the
south, the de jure reason for its
existence, Israel.
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
calculation for the past five years
has arguably centred on the fate
of Homs. He correctly figured it
could rely on Hezbollah militants
to secure the Lebanese border
along which a series of insurgent
towns once caused the government
serious headaches. It is Homs that
is central to the regime’s survival
because it links Damascus to the
coastal region.
Would rebel groups be able to
stomach the regime’s continued
control of Syria’s capital? Absolutely. It has been almost three years
since rebel groups last looked like
they were making a serious push
on central Damascus and since
then have instead been forced
to back-foot in Homs, Hama and
eastern Syria.

Were the war to end today, the
rebels who first took to the streets
to protest would settle for an end to
the humanitarian crisis and control
of sections of rural Homs and Hama
provinces, Idlib and eastern Syria,
once, of course, the Islamic State
(ISIS) has been defeated there.
Because the so-called moderate
rebel groups and Kurdish militias
share relatively similar goals and
are backed by the same sponsor, it
is probable that they, supported by
US air strikes, will take on and weed
out ISIS and al-Nusra Front in the
north and east in the aftermath of a
deal with Damascus. This would be
something just about palatable to
Turkey — if the 2.7 million refugees
it currently hosts return home and
the border definitively closed to
stop the ISIS-linked terrorist attacks
it has been subjected to for the past
year. The remnants of the Assad
regime has, in truth, long since cast
off the notion of winning back the
entirety of the north and east.
But two essential elements are
necessary for Syria to make a postwar recovery: money and a peace
to allow investors to risk sinking billions into reconstruction.
Reports suggest the war has cost
Syria $275 billion so far and were
it to end today an additional $175
billion to $415 billion would still
be lost in gross domestic product

Predicting
a future for
war-torn
Syria is a
fool’s errand.

growth. Still, there are reasons for
optimism: For the past three years,
Syrian and international experts
in Beirut have been working on a
detailed economic and infrastructural rebuilding plan, while it is not
difficult to envision Gulf countries
and Turkey sinking money into
infrastructure that would benefit
Syrians in rebel-controlled territories.
As such, Syria’s best-case
scenario is for its cantonisation, a
reality that would mean the end of
the country as we knew it in 2011,
but also its best chance for a durable peace. Even in this scenario,
serious questions would remain
over control of Aleppo, today a city
divided.
But years of war, migration and
loss have tired out Syrians and the
various military factions claiming
to represent them. All involved,
except perhaps Russia, have had
enough as reflected by the improbable continuation of talks in
Geneva.
Syria as a state has clearly disintegrated; recognising that will allow for the first step towards peace.
Stephen Starr is an Irish journalist
who lived in Syria from 2007 to
2012. He is the author of Revolt in
Syria: Eye-Witness to the Uprising
(Oxford University Press: 2012).
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Security noose may have prompted Brussels attacks
The Arab Weekly staff

Brussels

A

fter the arrest in Brussels
of Salah Abdeslam, suspected of being involved
in the Paris terror attacks, European authorities knew that retaliatory assaults
might be only a matter of time.
“We know that stopping one cell
can… push others into action. We
are aware of it in this case,” Belgian Interior Minister Jan Jambon
told public radio on the eve of the
March 22nd suicide bomb attacks
that killed more than 30 people
at Brussels Airport and Maelbeek
metro station in the centre of the
city close to European Union buildings. The country was on high alert,
he said.
The same day Belgian prosecutors identified two men they said
were accomplices of Abdeslam in
the Paris attacks and Paris prosecutor Francois Molins said Abdeslam
had admitted he wanted to kill himself with an explosive suicide vest
in Paris but had “backed out”.
Belgian Foreign Minister Didier
Reynders said a network of more
than 30 people had been found to
have been involved in the November 13th Paris attacks, which killed
130 people.

“It’s fair to say that
Belgian authorities
have been
overwhelmed by
the number of
individuals linked
to ISIS.”
“He was ready to restart something in Brussels,” Reynders said of
Abdeslam. “We have found a new
network around him in Brussels.”
The words of Abdeslam’s lawyer
Sven Mary would also have given
cause for alarm to any jihadist
would-be attackers at large.
“He is collaborating. He is com-

municating. He is not maintaining
his right to remain silent,” Mary told
Belgian public broadcaster RTBF.
The fear that police and counterterrorism officers could be about to
close in on Islamic State (ISIS) cells
in Brussels could have spurred the
militants into action just days after
Abdeslam’s arrest, security analysts
said. ISIS claimed responsibility for
the Brussels bombings.

The Paris attacks
and Brussels
bombings highlight
failures by security
and intelligence
services within
Europe.
“It could be that the operation
was planned for a while, for weeks
or months but they decided to carry
out the attacks now… because they
were afraid Abdeslam was going to
give information to the authorities
or in a way to avenge the arrest,”
Lorenzo Vidino, an expert on extremism at George Washington University, told the BBC.
“It is also very possible that the
extremist network wanted to act
before security agencies acted on
information divulged by Abdeslam,
who is known to have backed out of
a suicide attack and may have been
considered by his erstwhile co-conspirators as likely to cooperate with
authorities,” Jason Burke, an expert
of terrorism and Islamic extremism,
wrote in the Guardian newspaper.
The Paris attacks and Brussels
bombings highlight failures by security and intelligence services
within Europe to share information
with agencies in other EU countries
or sometimes even within the same
country.
“There are problems of coordination within the Belgian government
and different police agencies, problems of coordination with France,
with other countries,” Vidino said.
After the Paris attacks, the Belgian manhunt focused on Abdeslam’s home neighbourhood of

Belgian police officers take position around Brussels Central Station following attacks in Brussels,
on March 22nd.
Molenbeek in inner city Brussels.
Despite the presence of EU and
NATO headquarters, sociologists
say central Brussels more closely
resembles some US cities — where a
shattered, poverty-stricken centre is
surrounded by rich suburbs — rather
than the expensive central parts of
Paris and London.
“That they could sit for four
months, not only in Belgium but
in Brussels and especially in Molenbeek, and plot these kinds of attacks just four days after the arrest
of such a high-level network facilitator — this is shocking to me because they should have been on the
highest level of alert,” Clint Watts,
a former FBI and US Army counterterrorism official and expert on ISIS,
told NBC News.
“After [Abdeslam’s] arrest, you
would have to assume everyone

in the network was preparing to
launch whatever they had,” Watts
said.
Belgian jihadist analyst Pieter
Van Ostaeyen said the attacks were
not a surprise. “I had expected that
something would happen but not
on this scale. This is really highly
coordinated,” he told Belgium’s Het
Nieuwsblad newspaper. The attacks
were most likely a response to the
counterterror operations and were
probably “pulled together at very
short notice”.
Analysts said Abdeslam and other
militants have tapped into criminal networks within the large immigrant population of Molenbeek
as well as others who may have
been sympathisers, but had no direct link with ISIS or other jihadist
groups. The scale of the networks
and the number involved have

overwhelmed the under-resourced
intelligence and security apparatus.
“It is clear from the amount of
time Abdeslam spent on the run
that he was looked after by dozens,
if not scores of contacts. This is the
reality of contemporary Islamic extremism in Europe. It is not about
so-called lone wolves or solitary
actors, but about a small but significant number of people who are
deeply embedded in broader communities or neighbourhood,” Burke
said.
“It’s fair to say that Belgian authorities have been overwhelmed
by the number of individuals linked
to ISIS,” said Vidino. “It’s a tiny law
enforcement, intelligence community that is not coping with the
disproportionately high number of
individuals who belong to ISIS or
espouse ISIS ideology.”

The problem of jihadists in Belgium

View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

E

xplosions at Brussels
Airport and a metro
station near European
Union institutions in
central Brussels killed
more than 30 people,
injured dozens more and marked
a new — and worrisome — development in the war between
jihadists and the West.
The Islamic State (ISIS) has
claimed responsibility for the
March 22nd bomb attacks in Brussels.
In the aftermath of the November 13th Paris terrorist attacks, as
investigators gathered information on the identity of the attackers, one thing that appeared evident was the central role played
by Brussels. Belgian anti-terror
police recently arrested a jihadist
they believe was the mastermind
of last November’s killings in
Paris.
As early as January 2015 we had
warned of the dangers that returning European jihadis posed to
the security of Europe. Belgium,
with a population of 9 million, is
believed to have the highest proportion of jihadis. Sources close
to French and Belgian intelligence

Possibly as many as
800 combat-hardened
jihadists are believed to
be returning from Syria or
Iraq.

services revealed to this reporter
that there could be up to 1,000
Islamist “sleepers” in Belgium,
waiting for the right moment to
strike.
More than half of them — possibly as many as 800 — are believed
to be combat-hardened jihadists
returning from Syria or Iraq where
they received military training and
battlefield experience with ISIS.
The perpetrators of the Paris
attacks, in which 130 people were
killed, came from a cell in Belgium.
How did Brussels, not too long
ago a sleepy little town where
outside of eurocrats shuffling paperwork between Brussels, Strasbourg and Luxembourg, nothing
much happened, find itself in the
spotlight of international Islamist
terrorism?
In January, police killed two
men and arrested a third during a
raid in southern Belgium. The suspects had been under surveillance
and authorities were convinced
they were about to move into the
action phase of an operation when
police launched a pre-emptive
move.
Some Muslim Europeans who
have links to ISIS are second- or
third-generation Belgians, making
it hard for authorities to detect
them.
Belgium is one of Europe’s
smallest countries yet one with
the most strategic targets for a
would-be terrorist. The unusually
high number of diplomats accredited to Belgium and the many
strategic targets concentrated over
a relatively small area make the

country an ideal location for terrorists to strike.
Brussels is home to the European Union and the plethora of
agencies and organisations affiliated with the 28-member group.
The Belgian capital is also home to
NATO, and SHAPE — the Supreme
Headquarters for Allied Powers in
Europe — is a short car ride south
of Brussels.
As such, Brussels hosts three
times more foreign-accredited
diplomats than any other European capital with embassies
having separate staff accredited to Belgium,
NATO and the
European Union.
The physical size of the
country offers
an additional
benefit to
terrorists
who can
be beyond
Belgium’s
boundaries
in less than
two hours by
car. Although
most of Europe’s
country borders
have disappeared,
national police forces
cannot cross into another
country unless invited to do so.
The jihadists used Brussels as a
base because they found the country’s security services less efficient
than its European neighbours’.
Communicating through
Twitter, the Islamists arrogantly
mocked Belgian security services,

The
perpetrators
of the Paris
attacks
came from
a cell in
Belgium.

A Belgian flag
reads “We are
all Brussels”
at a makeshift
memorial in
Brussels, on
March 22nd.

calling them “stupid” and “idiotic”. That outlook may have been
revised, however, since the Belgian anti-terrorist unit thwarted
a possible attack in January and
the government of Prime Minister
Charles Michel pledged an extra
$440 million to fight ISIS.
Reliable sources, who asked
not to be identified, told The Arab
Weekly there could be 400-800
returning Belgian jihadis from Iraq
and Syria, plus the “veterans” of
al-Qaeda and Iraq. The number
could rise to as many as 1,000
“people of concern”, the source
said.
In neighbouring France,
the numbers are thought
to be even higher with
about 1,500 fighters
returning from the
wars in the Middle
East. Officials said
about 50 sleeper
cells could be operating in Germany.
As previous incidents have demonstrated, large numbers are not needed
to create havoc and
mayhem. At the height
of the clashes between
British authorities and the
Irish Republican Army (IRA),
it is believed that no more than
150 people were involved on the
IRA side. They managed to keep
almost the entire British Army tied
up for months at a time.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Abadi faces an insidious foe: Corruption
Harvey Morris

London

G

rowing discontent over
Iraq’s chronic and institutionalised corruption
spilled into the streets in
recent weeks as protesters rallied in Baghdad and other cities to demand that Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi fulfil promises of
reform even as he battles the Islamic State (ISIS).
Muqtada al-Sadr, an influential
Shia cleric, rallied his followers behind calls for the establishment of
a new non-partisan government of
technocrats to replace a governing
regime that is riddled with graft
and political patronage. Defying a
government ban, thousands of Sadr
supporters descended on Baghdad’s Green Zone on March 18th
chanting: “Let’s get rid of them.
They’re all thieves!”
It is hardly news that Iraq is one
of the world’s most graft-ridden
countries or that it suffers “extensive, pervasive corruption across all
levels of government and sectors”,
in the words of a 2015 Transparency
International brief.

Graft not only
hollowed out Iraq’s
crumbling civil
sector but
imperilled national
security.

What is different in 2016, however, is that tumbling oil revenues stemmed the cash flow that
propped up the corrupt system.
Also, Abadi in January designated
2016 as the year to eliminate corruption after a stinging public rebuke from Grand Ayatollah Ali alSistani, Iraq’s highest Shia cleric,
that nothing had been achieved.
Corruption in Iraq predates the
US-led invasion of 2003 — remember Saddam Hussein’s role in skim-

ming off billions of dollars in the
oil-for-food scandal? However, the
containerloads of dollars Washington airlifted in to grease the wheels
of the occupation fuelled an appetite for graft.
Beyond anecdotal evidence that
the public has few interactions with
officials that do not involve the exchange of bribes or favours, there
have been frank admissions by regime insiders that the system is so
corrupt that it is potentially beyond
reform.
In a recent interview, Mishan
al-Jabouri, a senior member of a
parliamentary committee set up
to tackle corruption, confessed
to Guardian correspondent Martin Chulov that he had personally
taken a $5 million bribe. “There is
no solution,” he said. “Everybody’s
corrupt, from the top of society to
the bottom. Everyone. Including
me.”
Endemic corruption went into
overdrive during the tenure of Abadi’s predecessor, Nuri al-Maliki,
who was accused in 2015 by Iraq’s
Commission of Integrity of siphoning off $500 billion in public funds
during his eight-year premiership.
That amounted to more than half of
Iraq’s oil income for the period, the
anti-corruption body alleged.
Graft not only hollowed out
Iraq’s crumbling civil sector but imperilled national security. Officers
were appointed according to sectarian loyalties rather than military
competence. A system in which
salaries were handed to commanders for distribution to troops led to
the creation of “ghost” battalions of
up to 30,000 non-existent soldiers.
It was one factor blamed for the
collapse of units that should have
confronted the forces of the Islamic
State (ISIS) that captured Mosul in
June 2014.
Abadi began reforms soon after he took office later that year,
dismissing more than 100 highranking officers and officials. Many
more have since been accused of
corruption. Announcing further re-

Supporters of Iraqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr try to remove a barbed wire fence on the bridge
leading to Baghdad’s Green Zone, on March 18th.
forms in mid-2015, the prime minister said he intended to abolish three
vice-presidential posts, including
Maliki’s.
What was a chronic and pervasive problem in 2014 is now an existential one. Iraq’s budget is almost
entirely dependent on oil revenue
and it needs to sell oil at $45 a barrel
to meet its obligations, including a
massive bill for the salaries of a
bloated corps of public employees.
In a depressed market, however,
oil fell to less than $30 per barrel
before recovering to around $40
in recent weeks on hopes of a deal
among major producers on freezing
output. That would bring some financial relief but it will not address
the underlying problem of corruption.

Even after a period of relatively
high prices, treasury coffers were
virtually empty when Hoshyar Zebari, Iraq’s Kurdish finance minister, took over in late 2014. So tight
was the fiscal squeeze that Iraq was
forced to delay a $4.6 billion compensation payment to Kuwait for
the 1990-91 occupation and seek international financial support.
Faced with the prospect of not
being able to pay its 7 million public employees, almost one-third of
the population, Iraqi authorities are
considering introducing unfamiliar
taxation, including a value-added
tax. In graft-ridden societies, the
general population is invariably resistant to the idea of paying taxes
on the grounds that the proceeds
will end up in the wrong hands.

Therefore, even measures geared
towards reform could provoke public unrest.
Sadr has emerged as the cheerleader of popular discontent,
eclipsing a protest movement that
brought people to the streets to
demand better public services. He
has said the movement should be a
peaceful one but has intimated that
his followers might storm the Green
Zone, the heavily fortified seat of
government in Baghdad, if their demands are not met.
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.

The potential catastrophe of the Mosul dam

View poi nt

Dalia al-Aqidi

I

n a country plagued by
terrorism and war, a new
devastating threat has
emerged — the potential
collapse of the biggest dam
in Iraq.
A number of warnings have been
given that the Mosul dam — the
fourth biggest in the world — runs
the risk of collapsing. If the disaster
happens, more than 1 million lives
would be at risk.
Local and international reports
confirm that the dam’s structure
is weak and that seasonal changes
could put immense pressure on
it — pressure it likely will not withstand.
The Iraqi government has failed
to take the warnings seriously. The
spokesman for the prime minister’s
office, Saad al-Hadithi, in an attempt to allay the fears of citizens
who would be affected should the
Tigris river inundate the area, said
the probability that the dam would
collapse was only 2-3%.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi posted a statement on his
official Twitter account on March
3rd announcing that a contract
had been signed with the Italian
firm Trevi Group to reinforce and
maintain the Mosul dam.
According to Iraqi officials, the

Italian company’s workers and
equipment will head to Iraq within
days but it would take two to three
months for repairs to actually start.
This step, however, is too little
and too late because no urgent repairs were made to the dam in the
year following its liberation from
the Islamic State (ISIS).
If the dire warnings about the
dam prove true, Iraqis may not
have the luxury of waiting for up to
three months since a large amount
of snow will be melting during
April and May. This will substantially increase the volume of water,
placing immense pressure on the
dam.
If the increased volume of water
puts extra pressure on the deep
existing structural cracks, the dam
could collapse within minutes,

threatening the Iraqi city of Mosul
within four hours.
A potential 20-metre-high wave
would wipe out cities, villages and
oilfields along the Tigris.
The US embassy in Baghdad
warned that the collapse of the
dam would be “serious and unprecedented” and 500,000 to 1.47
million Iraqis would probably be
killed.
About 96% of the population in
the three most likely to be affected
provinces — Nineveh, Diyala, and
Salah al-Deen — are Sunnis, which
will create yet another political
problem.
Abadi, who is facing a major
challenge to his leadership despite
attempts at reforms, will be blamed
for the resulting humanitarian
disaster. He is not expected to build

A potential 20-metre-high
wave would wipe out cities,
villages and oilfields along
the Tigris.
A view a section of the Mosul dam in northern Iraq, last February.

The Mosul
dam — the
fourth
biggest in the
world — runs
the risk of
collapsing. If
the disaster
happens,
more than 1
million lives
would be at
risk.

an ark but should have ensured
that certain measures were implemented right after securing the
dam from ISIS.
Some Iraqis blame Abadi for the
lack of a serious evacuation plan
but in a country that has been
through wars as Iraq has, is it realistic to expect evacuation plans for
several million people?
Abadi has a history of failing to
provide security. He was unable
to come up with a solid plan to
secure the relocation of more than
3 million displaced Iraqis throughout sectarian conflict and the war
against ISIS.
Abadi also failed to ensure the
completion of the Badush dam
project on the Tigris, originally
designed in 1988, to protect the
country if the Mosul dam should
collapse.
Is it really the right time now to
launch a military operation to liberate Mosul which is about 4km from
the dam?
The United States on March
5th announced that the international coalition will start using B-52
planes in Iraq and Syria to fight
ISIS. If the bombers are used in
Mosul, the effects of their powerful bombs on the ground could
threaten the structural integrity of
an already weakened dam.
At this point, regardless of the
decision undertaken, Abadi will be
doomed for failing to take timely
steps to protect his people.
His future lies beneath a deep
cracked dam that might break loose
at any moment wreaking havoc on
the already beleaguered country.
Dalia al-Aqidi is an Arab-American
journalist in Washington.
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Why ISIS cannot win

O

n March 18th one year ago Tunisians were glued
to their television sets watching the unfolding
drama at the Bardo National Museum. Just next to
the parliament building, Islamic State (ISIS)
terrorists were randomly shooting foreign tourists.
Since then, the museum — renowned for one of
the largest collection of Roman mosaics in the world — has
reopened to visitors.
On the first anniversary of the massacre, a large mosaic
stood defiantly in the same place where the motionless bodies
of murdered tourists had lain in pools of blood. The new fresco
immortalises the names and faces of the 23 victims of the
attack — 21 tourists, one police officer and Akil, the police dog
that bravely chased the terrorists.
The artistic memorial goes a long way towards showcasing
the power of art and culture to illustrate the resilience of
civilisation in the face of nihilistic terror.
ISIS, also known as Daesh, has a particular problem with
museums and ancient monuments. In February 2015, it
targeted for destruction artefacts of Iraq’s Mosul museum.
The terror group is intolerant of anything that does not
conform to its narrow vision of the world, whether pre-Islamic
churches and temples or Muslim mosques and Sufi shrines.
Salafist radicals claim such monuments promote idolatry and
contradict their supposedly puritanical vision of the faith. So
their followers have consistently wrought havoc on archaeological sites in Syria’s Palmyra and Raqqa and elsewhere.
ISIS cannot compete with the creative spirit of mankind. It
underestimates the yearning of the Arab world for modernity
and pride in its historical roots. As an advocate of conflict of
civilisations, it cannot fathom the desire of young Arabs to
engage the world.
A repaired and reopened museum that continues to promote
a universal vision of history and attract visitors from all over
the world is both the Arab world’s and humanity’s best
response to terror. And it is ISIS’s worst nightmare.
Jihadist groups assume they can channel the frustrations of
young people, deprived of hope, jobs and a sense of belonging,
towards the evil ends of their nihilistic endeavour.
As a force of destruction, ISIS in particular thrives on
exploiting divisions and conflicts within society. It carries out
its plans when there is a propitious climate of civil strife
amplified by deep fraying of authority.
In Ben Guerdane, a small town in southern Tunisian, it might
have met the antithesis of that climate. Instead of supporting
ISIS assailants when they attacked on March 7th, local inhabitants joined the police and army in hunting the Daesh fugitives.
Without concern for their own safety, they stayed in the
streets, helping security forces and cheering them on throughout the clashes. They used social media to relay messages
rejecting ISIS.
Ben Guerdane’s inhabitants belied Daesh’s expectations.
They showed they had a stake in the peace and security of
their hometown and that economic hardship and marginalisation do not prevent citizens from defending their country
when barbarians are at the gates.
The fearless support Ben Guerdane’s men and women lent to
their country’s security forces needs not be an exception in the
Arab world.
When government troops show a will to stand up to the
enemy and fight, they can expect their people to be on their
side. And that can make a difference.
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Turkey steps into
Kurdish minefield

A

fter withdrawing a
large portion of its
troops and aircraft
from Syria, Russia is
leaving a minefield
— although it has left
a few mines for those who
Khairallah Khairallah
remain, not least Kurdish
aspirations for a federal state of
their own. It is clear that the
Kremlin wants to use the issue to
settle scores with Turkey, as well
as advance its interests.
Russia claims that the
objectives of its military
intervention in Syria have been
“largely fulfilled”, although it
was not able to achieve all its
objectives, especially after it
became clear that what remains
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
forces were not able to benefit as
much as they should have from
Russian air strikes.
Still, Russia secured its own
strategic objectives and it is clear
that Moscow views Syria as firmly
within its influence. So even if
Moscow’s military adventures
are coming to an end, Russia is
preparing for the long game in
Syria.
Russia is now seeking to wield
the Kurdish card in its regional
struggle with Turkey, including
inviting the leading Kurdish
political organisation in Syria,
the Democratic Union Party
(PYD), which Ankara regards a
terrorist group, to open an office
in Moscow, not to mention the
announcement of a Kurdish
federation in northern Syria.
This serves to unnerve Turkey,
while also clearly announcing
Russia’s unchanged intentions
towards Syria and Assad. But how
will Turkey respond?
Ankara is concerned about the
Kurdish question, particularly
as Turkey’s own Kurds want
independence. Turkey also fears
any US-Russian collusion on Syria,
including on the Kurdish
issue.
Can Turkey afford to
Moscow is pushing the
Kurdish issue, facing off
remain on the
with a US administration
that has no overall
sidelines of the
Middle East strategy. US
Syrian crisis given
President Barack Obama,
who has less than a year
what is at stake?
remaining in office, will
not seek to make any
furtive moves at this late
stage. The White House’s
only concern is to appease Iran
and avoid confrontation with the
Kremlin.

If we look at Russian policy
towards Syria, it is clear that
Moscow is gambling on the
patrition of the country.
The division, or federalisation,
of Syria is an open secret. Russia
simply does not believe in the
prospects of a united Syria. This is
a belief that is shared in Tehran,
despite the fact that Iran is less
keen to use the pretext of Kurdish
federalism.
This shared concern about
the Kurds has led to TurkishIranian rapprochement, seen in
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu’s recent visit to Tehran.
However, this has not reached the
level of a common political vision
on Syria, particularly regarding
the fate of Assad.
Russia resorted to the Kurdish
card after it realised that it would
not be able to keep up its military
campaign in Syria, despite its
relative success. This is based
on Russia’s weakening economy
and the decline in oil and gas
prices. Moscow determined that
remaining in Syria was just too
costly.
Even if Turkey does intervene,
will this be enough to stave off
Syrian division?
The fact of the matter is that
there is no consensus in Turkey,
whether on how to engage in Syria
or how to resolve its own Kurdish
issue. This lack of consensus
ultimately hurts Ankara and
prevents Turkey from taking its
place at the negotiating table
where Syria’s fate will be decided.
Can Turkey, which finds itself in
an increasingly difficult position,
afford to remain on the sidelines
of the Syrian crisis given what is
at stake?
Time is running out for Ankara.
Turkey made a mistake by
believing that Assad’s fall was
just a matter of time. This outlook
has been shown to be wrong and
now, with Russian and Iranian
influence next door, Turkey must
decide what, if anything, it can
do. And what, if anything, it
should do.
Turkey is in a difficult position
vis-à-vis Syria and even more so
now that the Syrian Kurds want
their own federal region.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer. The commentary
was translated and adapted
from the Arabic. It was originally
published in the London-based Al
Arab newspaper.
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The Obama doctrine

W

ritten by
Jeffrey Goldberg, The
Obama Doctrine, published in the
April 2016 issue of the Atlantic,
Khattar Abu Diab
is an indispensable reference to
understanding the US president’s approach to the world,
seeking to explain Barack
Obama’s reluctance and impassiveness towards the Middle
East.
In the lengthy article, based
on interviews conducted over
a number of months, Obama
demonstrates contempt for
European and Arab states that
have been among Washington’s
closest allies. It seems that
Obama, whose term in office
expires in January 2017, no longer
cares about the traditional rules
of the game.
Obama appears to be a man
beyond self-criticism or selfdoubt. Justifying his approach,
Obama sought to stand out from
his predecessors, believing that
he is setting forth a completely
new foreign policy regarding the
use of soft and hard power that
will be followed by whoever sits
in the Oval Office.
Obama proudly says that one of
the best decisions he made was to
back away from taking military
action against the Assad regime
in 2013 after it broke his famous
“red line” and used chemical
weapons. Obama seemingly fails
to show any awareness that his
decision not to take action led to
the current Syrian disaster, which
has expanded to embroil the
wider region; he does not seem
to feel any responsibility for the
Syrian crisis.
Based on the disastrous
military adventures pursued by
his predecessor, Obama’s Middle
East policy has been plagued by
indecisiveness and caution. The
US president likens the Middle
East to the Hobbesian “war of all
against all”. Based on this view,
Obama says the
United States should
Obama’s Middle East
avoid, as much as
becoming
policy has been plagued possible,
embroiled in the
Middle East. Thanks
by indecisiveness and
to America’s energy
caution.
revolution, he
views the region as
being of “negligible
relevance” to the
future of the US economy,
which he believes lies in Asia.
This withdrawal from the
Middle East flies in the face of
almost 60 years of Washington

A December 2015 file photo shows US Special Operations Commander General Joseph Votel (R)
listening as US President Barack Obama (L) speaks following a US National Security Council meeting
on counter-ISIS efforts.
policy. The complexities of
constant conflicts, the scale
of regional and international
interests and the simple lack
of successful states have
transformed the Middle East into
a quagmire of crises.
At the same time, the Obama
administration’s failure to
advance Palestinian-Israeli peace
and its action, or lack thereof, on
the massive changes that have
swept the region, not least the
rise of Islamic extremism, as well
as its latest rapprochement with
Tehran, have hardly helped.
The Obama reading of the
Middle East, including the
latest dealings with Iran, is not
circumstantial but based on
concrete thinking regarding
what he would like to see in the
future. In particular, Obama is
reportedly an admirer of Harvard
Professor Stephen Walt, who
advocates balance in the Middle
East between Sunnis and Shias
and says that Washington’s role
should be to intervene only if that

When Obama leaves
office almost eight
years later, he will
be leaving behind a
less secure and more
troubled world.
balance is upset.
For Obama, the Sunni Gulf
must learn to “share” the region
with Shia Iran. Riyadh and
Tehran must move towards
“some sort of cold peace”,
Obama says, blaming “proxy
wars and chaos in Syria and Iraq
and Yemen” on “competition”
between Saudi Arabia and Iran.
Obama was well aware that
the nuclear deal would anger
America’s traditional allies in
the Middle East, from Israel
to Turkey, to Egypt and Saudi
Arabia. He pursued it anyway.
He also criticises Saudi Arabia
and the Gulf Arabs, seemingly
holding them responsible for

changes within Islam, including
the popularisation of the hijab
in Indonesia. But the Quran is
an Arabic document and Islam is
intrinsically linked to the Arab
world; you cannot separate one
from the other.
Obama is keen to point the
finger but makes no mention
of the ties between Iran and alQaeda or even his own country’s
history in Afghanistan or the
fall of the shah, which arguably
paved the way for the rise of
religious considerations in
international politics.
The article exposes Obama’s
unemotional and “Spockian”
nature. He was awarded a Nobel
Peace Prize in his first year in
office but perhaps that was
premature. When Obama leaves
office almost eight years later,
he will be leaving behind a less
secure and more troubled world.
Khattar Abu Diab is director of
the Council on Geopolitics and
Perspectives in Paris.

Partitioning Syria is not the answer

T

he first round of Syria
peace talks in 2012
resulted in an agreement that any political
settlement of the
conflict must end with
a transitional governing body
Abdulrahman al-Masri
with full executive powers.
A second round of talks in 2014
failed to produce results, largely
because Syrian President Bashar
Assad’s representatives refused to
discuss such a government.
A third round of talks, known
as Geneva III, is under way with
representatives of the Syrian
government and the opposition
forces participating.
Before Geneva
III, Syrian Foreign
The potential
Minister Walid
breakaway regions
Muallem said his
government rejected
would be weak,
the UN envoy’s call for
presidential elections
economically fragile
within 18 months.
and hard to manage.
“Bashar [Assad] is
a red line and is the
property of the Syrian
people,” Muallem said
at a March 12th news conference in
Damascus.
UN Special Envoy for Syria

Staffan de Mistura insisted
political transition must be on the
Geneva III agenda, calling it “the
mother of all issues”. If the talks
do not succeed, he said, the only
alternative is to return to war.
US Secretary of State John Kerry
indicated that if a genuine shift
to a transitional government does
not take place in the next few
months, he would consider an
alternative in which Syria would
be partitioned into multiple states.
“It may be too late to keep it as
a whole Syria if we wait much
longer,” he told the US Senate
Foreign Relations Committee on
February 23rd.
The Geneva III negotiations are
likely to fail like the previous two
rounds, at which point the United
States and other international
powers would consider
partitioning Syria along ethnoreligious lines as a solution to the
brutal war.
A partitioning project is not
the best way to attain peace
in Syria and would disregard
the interconnectedness that is
prevalent among Syria’s various
communities. The resolution to
the conflict should deal with the

root problems of the conflict.
The concept of partitioning Syria
into enclaves is unrealistic; no
group in Syria would agree to such
divisions — with the exception of
the separatist-oriented portion of
the Syrian Kurdish population —
and neither would countries in the
region.
A partition of Syria would likely
create three states within the
current Syrian borders: a Sunni
Arab state in the centre and south,
a state for the Kurds in the northeast and an Alawite state on the
coastal west.
Any division of Syria would
result in destabilisation of regional
security, potentially sparking
regional conflicts, particularly
between Turkey and the Kurds.
Ankara would do whatever it takes
to prevent the establishment of
Kurdish sovereignty along its
southern border.
The areas controlled by the
Islamic State (ISIS) would present
major challenges and, if it is to be
defeated, who would take over its
territory?
On a human level, partitioning
would affect millions of Syrian
refugees in neighbouring

countries and would prevent many
of them from returning to their
homes.
Partitioning may present
short-term humanitarian benefits
by temporarily stopping the
bloodshed; however, it is not
sustainable and could lead to
unforeseen consequences. The
potential breakaway regions
would be weak, economically
fragile and hard to manage.
International pressure on the
Assad regime is critical to reach
a compromise and enable peace
talks to succeed. With pressure
on the regime, a comprehensive,
inclusive solution for Syria could
be the way to attain peace and
sustainability — a solution that
promotes Syrian territorial unity
and civil identity, which in turn
would mobilise the population to
counter terrorism and stimulate
tolerance. International and
regional powers would benefit
from upholding a unified Syria.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He can
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Despite pullback, Putin’s ‘Fortress Syria’ is a regional threat
Ed Blanche

Beirut

R

ussia’s much-hailed partial military withdrawal
from Syria after a withering
five-and-a-halfmonth air blitz that saved
the regime of Bashar Assad masks
a winning strategic stroke of President Vladimir Putin by which he reestablished Moscow’s power in the
Middle East.
Recalling most of the 40 combat
aircraft that formed the core of Russia’s expeditionary force to Syria in
September does not mean Moscow
is pulling out. On the contrary, Russia is in the Middle East to stay, adding a new layer of volatility to a region gutted by conflict.
Moscow now has the infrastructure in place for maintaining a military presence in the Middle East in
the waning days of Pax Americana
and the violent geopolitical transformation under way in the region.
It can redeploy its forces in Syria
swiftly any time it wants.
With the Russian intervention in
Syria, which may have edged that
benighted country closer to a peace
settlement but has not crushed the
Islamic State (ISIS), Putin has reestablished Moscow as a formidable player in a region where it was a
major power before the collapse of
the Soviet Union a quarter-century
ago.

There is much more
to the S-400 than
defending Syria’s
forces in the
country.
The Russians are expected to
maintain a long-term military
foothold in Syria, including various intelligence-gathering facilities similar to the ones Moscow
had there before the war erupted
in March 2011. These were primarily designed to monitor Israel, to
the south, and NATO naval operations in the eastern Mediterranean,
long a target for Russian expansion.
With Moscow calling the shots,
these are likely to multiply.
Even without the combat jets,
Russia has significant military muscle in Syria, namely the S-400 advanced air-defence system, capable
of countering ballistic missiles as
well as aircraft, at its airbase out-

side the coastal city of Latakia.
This is a trump card for Putin.
Its installation in Syria was one of
the most important outcomes of
his bold stroke in sending military
forces into Syria. The deployment’s
objectives were not just to rescue
Assad, Russia’s sole remaining Arab
ally, from the jaws of defeat, but to
unilaterally install strategic weapons in the heart of the region that
Putin could not have inserted without risking a confrontation with the
United States and Israel.

The Russians
are expected
to maintain a
long-term military
foothold in Syria.
The S-400 is one of the most
formidable air defence systems
in the world and one that worries
the United States and Israel. Assad
wanted to buy the S-400 but Moscow could not have sold it to him
without provoking an international
outcry.
As it turned out, Putin cannily
slipped in an S-400 battery without opposition, justifying its presence after he provoked Turkey into
shooting down a Russian jet that
supposedly strayed into Turkish
airspace on November 24th, 2015.
Indeed, NATO Secretary-General
Jens Stoltenberg declared bluntly:
“This does not look like an accident.”
There is much more to the S-400
than defending Syria’s forces in
the country. Although defined as
a defensive system, it is a strategic
offensive weapon with an extraordinary reach, capable of tracking
hundreds of targets simultaneously.
It has a killing range of 400km.
This means it can reach deep into
Israeli airspace, most of southern
Turkey, northern Jordan and all of
the eastern Mediterranean, including Cyprus, where Britain has an
airbase, and shoot down aircraft
or missiles without warning — in effect creating a Russian no-fly zone
that encompasses two airbases
where US jets are based — Incirlik
in southern Turkey and Al-Shaheed
Muwaffaq Salti in Jordan.
Compared to US President Barack
Obama’s reluctance to get dragged
into another Middle Eastern dogfight, Putin is demonstrating to Iran
and the Arab world that Moscow
puts its money where its mouth is.

Russian S-400 air defence missile systems at the Hmeimim airbase in Syria, about 50km south of the
border with Turkey.
At the very least, the United States
and its allies must now include the
Russian factor into their regional
planning.
Stoltenberg told the BBC that the
S-400 deployment is part of a wider
Russian strategy to inhibit Western
military operations from the Baltic,
through Ukraine and Crimea to the
eastern Mediterranean — what is
known in military-speak as “antiaccess capabilities”.
But it is at sea, in the Mediterranean, where the Russians are
reasserting themselves most visibly. They currently have a substantial naval squadron in the eastern
Mediterranean, largely deployed to
support the intervention in Syria,
which it did with two barrages of
Kalibr cruise missiles in conjunction with raids by long-range Russian strategic bombers based in
North Ossetia.
The naval group is expected to
remain while the small Russian naval facility at Tartus, which has long
been little more than a supply depot, is expanded into a full-blown
logistics base operating alongside
the Russian airbase established
outside Latakia in September. Da-

mascus has given Moscow free rein
to upgrade Tartus, through which
Moscow had secretly delivered
arms to Assad over the years.
The missile cruiser Moskva,
which was the Russian flagship in
the Mediterranean during air operations in Syria, has been replaced
with the Varyag, from the Pacific
Fleet. Russian reports indicate the
flotilla totals 12-15 ships, led by
the Kalibr-armed missile cruiser
Varyag and includes missile-armed
corvettes along with patrol, antisubmarine and amphibious landing ships cruising between Cyprus,
Rhodes and Crete and the Turkish
coast.
Analyst Stephen Blank of the
Jamestown Foundation, a Washington think-tank, cites Admiral Aleksandr Vitko, commander of Russia’s
Black Sea Fleet (BSF), as saying
that Russian warships armed with
cruise missiles will be a “perpetual
presence” in the Mediterranean as
Moscow seeks to restore its influence in the region as the United
States disengages.
“If Russia is successful in this endeavour, it would represent a strong
challenge to the US and its regional

and NATO allies in the Mediterranean — not least Israel and Turkey
as well as the Balkans and the Caucasus,” Blank said.
There is a downside to the Kremlin’s muscle-flexing and that could
inhibit further Russian adventures
in the region. Russia is no longer
the great power it was during the
Cold War, although Putin seeks to
reclaim that status, and it cannot
afford a prolonged confrontation
with the United States.
Russia “is facing a number of
critical domestic problems: catastrophic population decline, economic recession, unsustainable
military spending at the expense
of much-needed infrastructure improvement and many other issues,”
observed Anna Borshchevskaya of
the Washington Institute for Near
East Policy.
“Russia is also losing the domestic battle with radical Islam, a situation that will only likely be worsened by its Syria involvement.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly. He has covered
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967
and lives in Beirut.

Putin, the strongman in Syria

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

D

onald Trump’s new
ad shows Russian
President Vladimir
Putin laughing while
Hillary Clinton barks
like a dog. It also
lumps Putin with the Islamic
State (ISIS) as a threat to the
United States and the world. Just
a couple of frames earlier, Putin is
seen throwing a judo opponent.
Forget the Clinton bit for a
moment. Forget the Kremlin
spokesman’s disapproval of
the negative way that Russia is
repeatedly featured in the United
States’ election season. Shouldn’t
Putin at least be pleased about
being portrayed as a strongman,
considering his claims that Russia
won a remarkable victory in Syria
and that it should be given credit
for a ceasefire and the start of
peace talks?
Did it? Did Russian intervention
in September — and the abrupt

What a difference a
week — and the loss
of Putin’s airpower —
makes.

March 14th announcement of a
pullout — concentrate minds all
around the table at the UN talks
on Syria? More particularly, has it
changed the private calculations
and the public comportment of
Syrian President Bashar Assad?
Yes, in the sense that Putin
delivered for Assad’s embattled
regime. Russian air strikes helped
to partially rehabilitate it. The
regime and affiliated militias have
been enabled to recapture more
than 400 “populated areas” and
about roughly 10,000 sq. km of
territory.
Yes, too, because Putin cannily
declared — at a crucial moment
in the Geneva peace talks — that
he was partially pulling back
from the Syrian adventure. It was
just enough to make nonsense
of Assad’s claim that he aimed to
retake the whole of the country
and was profoundly uninterested
in the UN plan to establish
“credible, inclusive and nonsectarian governance” within six
months, set a schedule for drafting
a new constitution, to be followed
by UN-monitored elections.
That was then.
What a difference a week — and
the loss of Putin’s airpower —
makes. In the newest round of
talks, after Russia’s surprise

announcement of a withdrawal,
Syria’s UN Ambassador Bashar
Ja’afari has been forced at least to
acknowledge the UN negotiating
team’s laundry list of demands.
Though UN Special Envoy Staffan
de Mistura has been unable so far
to get Ja’afari to address what he
calls “the mother of all issues”,
political transition in Syria, there is
a growing sense that it may be only
a matter of time.
It has to be said that this is
mostly the result of Putin’s
indication that Russian support
has its limits.
Aron Lund of the Carnegie
Endowment for International
Peace recently pointed out that
Putin had probably correctly
judged that “a complete
nationwide military victory for
Assad remains unlikely” and that
a peace deal on Assad’s terms
was equally improbable. And
Randa Slim of the Middle East
Institute has said that Moscow’s
announcement of a pullout, which
coincided with the start of the
Geneva talks, may have been a
nudge to Assad to get talking and
get serious about doing a peace
deal.
Clearly, Putin had no intention
of pushing Russian forces into a
lengthy, expensive and dangerous

Putin had
no intention
of pushing
Russian
forces into
a lengthy,
expensive
and
dangerous
overstretch.

overstretch. He was evidently keen
to send a message — he would not
help keep Assad in power at all
costs.
This has changed the dynamic
of the UN talks, which sputtered
when they began off the back of a
fragile truce on February 22nd. A
peace plan is not in prospect right
now — it is too soon for that — but
for the first time in the war, there
is at least a vague sense of what a
settlement might look like. There
is talk of a loose federal structure
with an Alawite enclave from
Latakia to Damascus, territory for
the Kurds and the rest of Syria for
the Sunnis once they are helped
to purge Raqqa and the east of the
country of ISIS.
Can this happen? Yes, if Russia
were seen to be willing to work in
a constructive way with the United
States and other countries to get
to the next stage of the tentative
process towards a post-conflict
Syria.
Unfortunately, such strength in
solidarity may not come naturally
to Putin.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on Twitter:
@rashmeerl.
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Russia’s role in Syria

Has Putin outsmarted Obama in Syria?
Amal Mudallali

Washington

R

ussian
President
Vladimir Putin is playing chess while everyone
else is playing for time.
On March 14th, Putin
made a master move in announcing the withdrawal of the “main
parts” of his forces from Syria and
the world was caught by surprise.
But nobody should have been.
White House spokesman Josh
Earnest said: “Russia did not give
direct advance notice of this decision to the United States.” And
when US President Barack Obama
called Putin after the announcement, the White House clarified
that it was a “previously scheduled” conversation to discuss Syria
and Ukraine.
The focus in Washington was
on how to read Putin’s move and
its strategic implications for the
United States and Russia. Observers see “incompatible visions” of
the world in Obama’s and Putin’s
approaches to Syria.
Max Boot, a senior fellow at
the Council on Foreign Relations
think-tank, wrote in the Los Angeles Times that “there is no doubt
who is winning. From Crimea to
Syria, Putin is rewriting the rules
of the international game in his favour”.

The Russians, the
Assad regime and its
allies have the upper
hand and this will be
reflected at the
negotiating table.
Hussein Ibish of the Arab Gulf
States Institute, a Washingtonbased think-tank, concurred, writing: “Russia has at least somewhat
managed to shape the strategic
landscape in Syria and the US has
not, although their capabilities on

paper are not comparable.”
Others concluded that Putin took
the measure of the Obama administration and determined that he
could act with impunity.
All they had to do is look at what
Putin and his defence and foreign
ministers said during the Russian
president’s withdrawal announcement to see that Russia views its
Syria move as a strategic achievement. It was a “Mission Accomplished” moment that was not
lost on anyone who has heard the
Obama administration warn of the
“slippery slope” and “quagmire”
that was Russia’s Syria policy.

Observers see
“incompatible
visions” of the world
in Obama’s and
Putin’s approaches
to Syria.
In fact, Putin took the acceptable
risk and got out unscathed.
US Senator John McCain, R-Ariz.,
chairman of the Senate Armed
Services Committee and critic
of Obama’s policies on Syria and
Ukraine, never bought the administration’s line. McCain said in a
statement that Russia’s withdrawal
signalled that Putin had bombed
and killed enough people to ensure
the survival of the Assad regime.
McCain accused the US administration of “rationalising its indifference and inaction while (Syrian
President Bashar) Assad slaughtered nearly half a million people in Syria, by saying that Russia
would find itself in a quagmire”.
The senator said Russia and “its
proxies” have changed the military
facts on the ground and “created
terms for a political solution more
favourable to their interests”. He
also predicted the Syrian conflict
will “grind on”.
Obama has a different philosophy. He said Putin’s military involvement in Syria and Ukraine
“does not make him a player. Real

Russian President Vladimir Putin attends a meeting with senior Interior Ministry officials in Moscow
on March 15th.
power means you can get what you
want without having to exert violence”. He noted that in Group of
20 (G20) meetings Putin is not seen
“setting the agenda on any of the
issues that are important”.
Obama’s critics counter that
while Russia may not have the
power to shape the G20 agenda, it
is shaping the situation in Syria and
Ukraine and dictating the outcome.
Two years ago, US Secretary of
State John Kerry argued that the
United States and its allies should
change Assad’s calculations by
changing the reality in Syria to
force him to the negotiating table.
However, it turns out it was Putin
who changed the calculations in
Syria. He changed the situation
by bombing not the Islamic State

(ISIS) but the moderate opposition
that is supported by the United
States.
The Russians, the Assad regime
and its allies have the upper hand
and this will be reflected at the negotiating table.
Putin said exactly that during his
announcement. He said his forces
had transformed the situation and
created “conditions for the start of
the peace process”. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov mentioned the “unwillingness of all of
our partners” to work with them
on their proposal “but from the
moment of the start of operations
by our air forces the situation began to change”.
The Russians made a point of
saying they are working with the

United States on the Geneva peace
process, making Putin the “player”
that Washington observers say he
wants to be.
How will this be translated in
the Geneva negotiations? Many
experts in Washington say the Russians have the upper hand, which
is bad news for the Syrian opposition and people.
Obama says the Middle East is
not “fixable”. Will he let Putin try
his hand at it while he watches
from his balcony and “pivots to
Asia”? Perhaps. Does this mean the
region will live in a Pax Rossiya?
Few observers see that as likely.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

The transformed role of the Hmeimim base
Younes Ahmed

Latakia

W

ithin five months,
Hmeimim airbase,
a neglected airfield
in western Syria’s
Latakia province,
became the strategic centre of Russia’s military and political involvement in the war-torn country.
After serving as the base for Russian Air Force missions against the
Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaedaaffiliated al-Nusra Front, Hmeimim
has been transformed into a command post monitoring the ceasefire in Syria, which went into effect
February 27th.
It has also developed into a nucleus for mediating “reconciliation” accords between warring
parties that agreed to join efforts to
cease hostilities.
According to human rights
groups, Russian air strikes, which
also targeted moderate opposition
groups, killed about 2,000 civilians
in almost six months of attacks.
Hmeimim, which was completely refurbished by Russia before it
launched its military operations in
Syria on September 30th, 2015, has
seen a stark transition over a few
weeks, especially since the Kremlin’s decision to withdraw the bulk
of its forces from Syria.
“Russian officers from Hmeimim
centre are deployed in various
points of engagement where
armed groups who had signed the
truce agreement are positioned,
as part of their mission to monitor
the ceasefire and identify violators,” said Syrian General Hussam

Youssef, who is in charge of coordination between the Syrian Army
and the base.
“It is normal to have Russian liaison officers taking part in negotiations with armed groups to convince them to join the truce and at
the same time give them the assurances (they needed) in their position as a third party,” Youssef said.
Hmeimim is rising as a meeting
place for the moderate opposition
and a coordination centre to reconcile pro- and anti-Syrian regime
parties. Russian officers have been
travelling to rebel-held territory for
direct talks with rebel commanders.
“The Russian decision to with-

draw forces from Syria and the
assurances given for ceasing hostilities created a certain degree of
trust that resulted in allowing Russian officers to enter our areas,”
said the commander of an armed
group in the Damascus suburb of
Harasta who asked to be identified
as Abu Jassem al-Harastani.
But confidence in Russian mediators is not total. “We do not allow
them into our main headquarters,
nor do we accept that they be accompanied by any of the regime
forces, because they could be spying on us and might target our positions later,” Harastani added.
Russia’s good offices were not
limited to areas close to Hmeimim

or near Damascus but expanded
into southern Syria, where Russian
officers sponsored talks between
Quneitra’s governor and the armed
militias in the province.
According to a local source who
asked for anonymity, the Kremlin’s
officers played a central role in brokering settlements in many villages
and towns, including Abta’a in Deraa and the region of al-Hamra and
Qalaat al-Madiq in rural Hama.
Youssef sought to downplay the
Russian reconciliatory role, saying:
“The (local) settlements are one
aspect of the truce that has been
adopted by the Syrian leadership
for more than three years, resulting in several successful ceasefire

Russian soldiers work behind their screens in Russia’s reconciliation centre as they monitor the truce
in Syria at the Hmeimim airbase, on March 17th.

accords in areas of rural Damascus.
“The presence of the Russians in
the reconciliation meetings does
not mean that they are the sponsors, although their attendance
was requested by the armed groups
in their capacity as a third party
and witness of the agreements.”
However, the Russian presence
has largely facilitated the rapprochement, according to Tamer
al-Saoud, a dignitary in Abta’a.
“Three previous attempts to reconcile have all failed because of the
[stringent] conditions that the regime sought to impose on us, until
the Russians intervened to guarantee that they (regime) will abide by
their obligations under the settlement,” he said.
“The Russian side promised to
cease bombardment of the town,
have humanitarian aid delivered
and ensure the free movement
of inhabitants. Accordingly, we
agreed to a settlement with the regime.”
Hmeimim also was the site of the
March 14th announcement of the
formation of the Hmeimim Opposition Group, which includes “moderate” dissidents.
Leaders of the new coalition,
including Mahmoud Merhi of the
Gathering of Democratic Civil Forces, Meis Kreidi from the For Democratic Syria organisation, and Ilyan
Mansad of the National Conference
Party, turned up in the corridors
of the UN headquarters in Geneva
where peace talks to end the Syrian
war are taking place.
Younes Ahmed, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly correspondent based in
western Syria.

10

March 25, 2016

Egypt

News & Analysis

Egypt watches as Hamas tries to mend fences
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt has been cautiously
watching fence-mending
measures by Palestinian faction Hamas, which
rules the Gaza Strip.
The Palestinian group was recently reported to have taken down
posters in Gaza linking it with the
Muslim Brotherhood, the parent
movement of Hamas and an archenemy of the Egyptian regime.
The measure comes after a recent
meeting in Cairo between a delegation representing Hamas and officials of the Egyptian intelligence
agency.
Egyptian observers say Hamas
needs to do more than remove
posters to reform its relations with
Egypt.
“The presence of the posters or
their removal has nothing to do
with intentions,” said Samir Ghattas, an expert on Palestinian movements and a member of the Egyptian parliament. “The question now
is: Will Hamas stop its tunnel activities, which harm Egypt’s national
security?”

Egyptian observers
say Hamas needs to
do more than
remove posters to
reform its relations
with Egypt.
Hamas smuggled items such as
food, construction materials and
spare parts into Gaza, which has
been suffering under an Israeli
blockade since 2006, through hundreds of tunnels between Gaza and
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula.
Egyptian authorities say the
tunnels have also been used by
militants to enter Sinai and attack
Egyptian troops. Sinai has been a
hotbed of militant activities and attacks against Egyptian police and
troops for more than three years.
Hamas has repeatedly denied
Egyptian allegations that it abets

militants in Sinai.
Apart from severing links with
the Muslim Brotherhood, Hamas
was asked by Egyptian intelligence
officials to tighten control on the
border, end tunnel activity and prevent militants fighting the Egyptian
Army in Sinai from crossing into it
from Gaza or going into the Palestinian territory for hiding or medical treatment, according to media
reports.
Cairo in return promised to reopen the Rafah crossing, Gaza’s only
functional entry point on the border with Egypt, so Gazans can enter
and leave the Palestinian strip.
The view in Cairo is, however,
that Hamas will do little to deliver
on its unwritten promises to Egyptian intelligence.
Ghattas says to demonstrate its
goodwill, Hamas has to change its
constitution, which stipulates that
it is a branch of the Muslim Brotherhood.
“It also has to stop the tunnel activities but this will be very costly
to it because the tunnels bring Hamas tens of millions of dollars in tax
revenues every year,” Ghattas said.
The Egyptian Army has destroyed
hundreds of tunnels, according to
its spokesman, Mohamed Samir.
Hamas’s relations with Cairo
nosedived in mid-2013 when the
Egyptian Army ousted Muhammad Morsi, affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, who was Egypt’s
president for one year. Gaza’s rulers
cheered Morsi’s rise to power, believing that a Muslim Brotherhood
regime in Egypt would benefit them
against the Israeli siege, which deprives the 1.8 million Gazans of necessities and which translated into
public anger against the Palestinian
faction.
The Brotherhood regime was,
however, short-lived, which forced
Hamas to seek regional backers that
could bankroll it and give it political support. Turkey, Qatar and Iran,
political analysts say, tried to fill
that void.
“But with Turkey embroiled in
its internal problems, Iran deeply
steeped in Syria, Iraq and Yemen
and Qatar being eclipsed by Saudi

A Palestinian man repairs a smuggling tunnel after it was flooded by Egyptian security forces,
beneath the border between Egypt and southern Gaza Strip, last November.
Arabia on the regional scene, Hamas has to mend its fences with
its old friend, namely Egypt,” said
Tarek Fahmi, a political science
professor from Cairo University.
“Egypt also wants to draw Hamas
to its sphere of influence before it
goes into the sphere of any of these
regional powers.”
Gaza is at the heart of a current
rapprochement between Tel Aviv
and Ankara, according to Israeli
media, which says that Turkey has
tried to convince Israel to loosen
its blockade on the coastal territory

and allow it to have a seaport.
Turkey is also active in Gaza, offering financial aid, inviting its inhabitants to receive medical treatment at its hospitals and sending
construction materials to rebuild its
infrastructure, which was devastated during a 51-day Israeli onslaught
on the strip in 2014.
Qatar is also present in Gaza.
However, these countries are
viewed with some suspicion in Cairo. Egypt has accused both Ankara
and Doha of playing a role in its internal turmoil since Morsi’s ouster.

“This is why Egypt wants to ensure that Gaza is not controlled by
any of these countries,” Fahmi said.
The meeting between the Hamas
delegation and Egyptian intelligence officials was reported to have
been mediated by Saudi Arabia.
Paradoxically enough, it came
only days after Egypt’s interior
minister accused Hamas of killing
Egyptian prosecutor-general Hisham Barakat in June 2015.

politics.”
Bringing a court case is an easy
matter for authorities, who insist
the judicial system is independent
and not politicised. Some observers said the claim of independence
is mostly true but cannot explain
why the country’s activists are being charged in such large numbers.
A rights advocate was prosecuted recently for proposing a law to
prevent torture at police stations.
Other activists, including founder of the Arab Network for Human
Rights Information Gamal Eid and
investigative reporter and human
rights campaigner Hossam Bahgat
were banned from travelling, having been accused of receiving funds
from foreign agencies and governments. The case against them dates
to December 2011 when authorities
raided the offices of a number of
pro-democracy groups, including
the office of US-based non-governmental organisation Freedom
House, accusing them of receiving
funds to destabilise Egypt.
A number of foreigners were
implicated in the case but Egypt’s
then military rulers allowed the
foreigners to leave. They only reopened the case recently.
Those who have followed Aly’s
case said they know the true reasons for his treatment.
In August 2013, Aly accepted an
invitation to go to an eastern Cairo
square, where thousands of people were protesting the overthrow
of Islamist president Muhammad
Morsi.
Aly’s academy has also called for
tough measures against administrative corruption. The academy

organises workshops to educate
the public in democratic practices,
elections and transparency.
Restrictions to freedom of movement, however, could threaten
Egypt’s relations internationally.
On March 8th, the European Parliament called for the suspension
of security assistance to Egypt,
citing human rights violations, including travel bans on activists and
politicians.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt slaps travel bans on critics
Khaled Osama

Cairo

W

hen he arrived at
Cairo Airport to fly
to the United States
for a seminar on
rights and freedoms
a few weeks ago, democracy campaigner Hossam Eddin Aly was told
he was banned from travelling.
Aly, the head of the Egyptian
Democratic Academy, was travelling at the invitation of the US State
Department and said he thought it
must be a case of mistaken identity.
However, when an Egyptian security officer questioned him, he realised there was no mistake.
“The officer asked me about why
I would travel, who invited me to
the seminar and who I would meet
in the US,” Aly said. “This was the
first time I was invited to visit the
US.”
Aly is on a long list of Egyptians
banned from leaving the country,
apparently for angering authorities. Egyptian rights activists said
the government uses travel and entry bans to punish opponents.
The rights group Daftar Ahwal
has documented the cases of 554
people who have been banned
from leaving or entering Egypt
since February 2011. It said 46% of
those were political activists, 39%
of them men of religion and 8%
rights activists such as Aly.
The local non-profit Egyptian
Coordination for Rights and Freedoms recorded 404 instances of
people banned from travelling

Gamal Eid, founder of the Arab Network for Human Rights
Information NGO, was recently banned from travel, having been
accused of receiving funds from foreign organisations in 2011.
since July 2013, with 277 of those
bans coming in 2014.
The organisation said the travel
bans were politically motivated,
noting the most flagrant case was
that of a 17-year-old who was prevented from travelling to California
to participate in an international
technological innovation contest in
2014. The young man was accused
of joining the outlawed Muslim
Brotherhood movement and forming a “rebel group”.
Rights advocates said this was a
violation of the Egyptian constitution but government supporters
accuse activists of spreading lies
about human rights in Egypt.

“This is a violation that gives
a very bad impression about this
country,” said Abdul Ghaffar Shukr,
a veteran of Egyptian politics. “The
authorities have no right to prevent
people from travelling without a
judicial order.”
Retired police major-general
Farouk al-Megrahi accused activists and some politicians of trying
to tarnish Egypt’s reputation.
“Only those implicated in legal
violations examined by the nation’s
courts are banned from travelling,”
Megrahi said. “It is a precautionary
judiciary measure to prevent them
from escaping, which means that
travel bans have nothing to do with

Restrictions to
freedom of
movement
could threaten
Egypt’s
relations
internationally.
On March 18th, the United States
expressed concern over what it
described as the “deterioration”
of the human rights conditions in
Egypt, saying restrictions to civil
societies would produce neither
stability nor security.
Aly said the decision to prevent
him from travelling would be received negatively and give a bad
impression.
“When anybody asks me about
the reasons why I did not attend
the seminar in the US, my answer
will be that I had been banned
from travelling,” Aly said. “This
will surely negatively affect the
way others see us as a people and
a country.”
Khaled Osama is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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How Syrian war changed Lebanon’s traditional conflict
Gareth Smyth

London

A

report covering 2013-14
was never likely to grab
headlines but Lebanon
in Conflict has gained relevance since completed
by Inga Schei and Lokman Slim and
published in October. It adopts both
chronological and analytical approaches, while drawing from interviews with “ordinary” Lebanese, to
challenge long-held assumptions.
The report, carried out by Hayya
Bina (the Lebanese Association for
Inclusive Citizenship) and financed
by the US Institute for Peace, ends
in January 2015 with the double
suicide bombing of a café in Jabal Mohsen, just outside Tripoli in
northern Lebanon. Seven people
were killed and 35 others wounded
in the attack carried out by two Sunnis who lived within walking distance of their target.
Lebanon in Conflict argues the
Lebanese sense of border security
flipped in 2013-14, with the Syrian
border becoming “a sprawling battlefield… [and] an epicentre of instability” in contrast to the relative
quiet of the Israeli border, which
“is very likely to maintain its status
quo”.

Another casualty of
Syria is the Axis of
Resistance, through
which Hezbollah
once allied with
Palestinian groups
against Israel.

The report cites incidents along
the Israeli border that failed to escalate. In August 2013, four Israeli soldiers were wounded by a Hezbollah
bomb but there was no retaliation.
Likewise, there was no flare-up in
September 2014 after a Hezbollah
fighter was killed when an eavesdropping device exploded or in October 2014 when Israel shelled south
Lebanon after two Israeli soldiers
were injured in an explosion.

Neither did Hezbollah seek to exploit the July 2014 conflict in Gaza.
As the battle raged between Israel
and Hamas, Hezbollah lost 20 fighters during 72 hours in Qalamoun,
Syria. Some analysts claim Hezbollah has lost more fighters in Syria
— an estimated 1,000 — than against
Israel.

Some analysts claim
Hezbollah has lost
more fighters in
Syria — an estimated
1,000 — than against
Israel.

Turning to the Lebanese Army,
Lebanon in Conflict notes longstanding hopes that it might serve
as a unifying institution. It recalls
this belief leading to foreign aid, including from the United States and
Saudi Arabia, which in December
2013 announced military assistance
of $3 billion.
The report surveys pressures in
2013-14 on the Lebanese armed
forces (LAF) from growing Sunni extremism and the Syrian maelstrom.
It cites the July 5th, 2014, statement
in which Interior Minister Nouhad
Machnouk, a Sunni, acknowledged
Hezbollah’s cooperation with the
army and security services.
“Clearly, ‘Sunni extremism’ and
the danger it poses has not only
changed the LAF’s agenda (and
those of its beneficiaries) but it has
also changed the enduring notion
that the LAF serves as the model
for… state institutions in Lebanon…
Not only is the LAF in no position to
challenge Hezbollah militarily, but
the very rationale behind any such
challenge is no longer relevant,” the
report said.
Since the report was published,
the Saudis announced in February
withdrawal of military aid in response to what they consider unacceptable Hezbollah influence — one
of the many ways in which Lebanon
in Conflict has gained traction since
publication.
The report marks the birth of a
new wave of violence from Sunni
extremists in the small-scale bomb-

Members of Lebanon’s militant Shia movement Hezbollah hold their flags, on March 1st, in the town
of Kfour, in the Nabatiyeh district, during the funeral of a Hezbollah fighter killed in Syria.
ing of July 3rd, 2013, in an “exceptionally secure” quarter of Dahiyeh,
the Hezbollah-dominated Beirut
southern suburbs. This was two
months after Hezbollah celebrated
its “victory” in Qusayr, a strategic
Syrian town near the Lebanese border. The following month came a
car bomb in Dahiyeh, Hezbollah’s
stronghold in southern Beirut, that
killed 22 people, claimed by a group
saying it was responding to Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria. In
November 2013 and February 2014
came the bombing of the Iranian
embassy and cultural centre in Beirut, as well as a series of attacks on
the Lebanese Army.
Lebanon in Conflict reminds us
that in Lebanon’s “long history of
bombings… few (if any)… were of
the suicide variety”. Again, the
new pattern has persisted: those
recently indicted over November’s

double suicide bombings in Bourj
el-Barajneh, south Beirut, are both
Lebanese and Syrian. “As long as
Lebanon remains… involved in the
conflicts of other nations,” wrote the
authors of Lebanon in Conflict, “the
likelihood that this type of violence
will become increasingly fashionable seems a foregone conclusion.”
Another casualty of Syria is the
Axis of Resistance, through which
Hezbollah once allied with Palestinian groups against Israel. This, the
report argues, was overwhelmed in
2013-14, as “evidenced by the burning of Hezbollah-provided aid in Ain
al-Hilweh [Lebanon’s largest Palestinian camp] in May 2013”.
Lebanon in Conflict charts a litany
of assassinations, attempted assassinations and kidnappings. The
last rarely make headlines, even
within Lebanon. On May 15th, 2014,
“Iraqi contractor W. Jabbour was re-

leased… after a $50,000 ransom was
paid. Surprisingly, family member
Majed Al-Nashi was kidnapped during the exchange.” On September
4th, 2014: “The body of Lebanese
Orsali Kayed Ghadadah was found.
The individual was kidnapped several days before by a group of Islamists said to be affiliated to ISIS [the
Islamic State].”
The report’s authors offer no solutions, framing their work as an
attempt to encourage understanding of tensions between “stability” and “instabilities”. There can
be no doubt they believe the latter
are beginning to overwhelm the
former.

demonstrate national integration.
It appeared as a Sunni-dominated
movement with Christian and Druze supporters. Hezbollah and the
Amal movement were quick to play
on Shia fears of marginalisation
and exclusion. Hezbollah and Amal
strengthened their grip on the Shia
community, denying March 14 a
crucial claim to national inclusiveness and representation.
Third, and most important, the
March 14 movement was unable
to establish the Lebanese state’s
exclusive right to arms. This factor
has proven the most overwhelming
and decisive in expanding its vulnerability to sabotage. During the
drafting of a ministerial statement,
it famously conceded that the responsibility for defending Lebanon
lay with the “army, resistance, and
people”, implicitly recognising
Hezbollah’s and its Syrian allies’
right to arms, the use of violence
and Shia autonomy.
The consequence is a state-sponsored Lebanese Army and security
forces possessing limited authority and paralysed by political and
sectarian disagreements. Formal
state security commanders loyal
to Hezbollah are appointed to key
positions. An informal security
infrastructure established by Hezbollah, supported and financed by
Iran, is ready to overwhelm any
political dialogue and sabotage the
country’s civil peace altogether.
The deficiencies of March 14
have proven many but Hezbollah’s
military might and its ability to
overwhelm the country’s political
establishment is the single most
important factor responsible for its

setbacks.
Co-opting with Hezbollah has
proven the only strategy capable of
preserving peace and avoiding civil
violence. Yet the cost continued to
pile up as Hezbollah became unrestrained in its vocal attacks against
Saudi Arabia, March 14’s main
backer and the country’s major
economic partner. Lebanese Prime
Minister Tammam Salam and
March 14 ministers appeared helpless while Hezbollah’s ally Foreign
Minister Gebran Bassil abstained
from voting along with other Arab
states gathered to express solidarity with Saudi Arabia against attacks on its diplomatic missions in
Iran.

11 years since Lebanon’s March 14 movement
Imad Salamey

Beirut

O

n March 14th, 2005,
Lebanese
protesters
from all sectarian and
political backgrounds
gathered in Beirut to
call for the immediate end of Syrian tutelage over Lebanon. The
demonstration marked the largest
gathering in Lebanese history.
Mobilised behind the Lebanese
flag, they demanded sovereignty,
freedom and independence.
The success of March 14, a political movement that assembled
groups opposed to Syrian presence
in the country, exceeded all expectations.
Two months after March 14’s inception, Syria pulled its troops out
of Lebanon. Exiled and imprisoned
Christian leaders returned to the
country or were released from prisons. An international tribunal was
established to investigate assassinations of anti-Syrian dissidents,
most famously the former prime
minister Rafik Hariri.
There were general elections that
year, culminating in a March 14
electoral sweep and the movement
formed a national government and
enacted laws at an unprecedented
rate.
An international donor conference in Paris pledged more than
$10 billion in direct aid and loans
to help Lebanon restore its civilian
and security infrastructure.
After Syrian military presence
and many Israeli incursions and
occupations, Lebanon appeared on

Former Lebanese prime minister Saad Hariri (C), and other
Lebanese leaders attend a ceremony to mark the 11th anniversary
of the assassination of former prime minister Rafik Hariri in
Beirut.
the verge of restoring its sovereignty, independence and freedom.
But March 14’s early momentum
was soon met with opposition.
Syrian and Iranian loyalists, who
framed themselves as an axis of
resistance opposing a perceived
post-colonial Western- and Zionistimposed regional order, mobilised
to show popular support for the
Syrian presence in Lebanon.
On March 8th, just days prior to
the March 14th protest, they gathered behind the Shia Hezbollah in
what was famously labelled the
Thank You Syria gathering, marking the inauguration of the March
8 movement.
The past 11 years of political
quarrels between the Marches have
proven sufficient to bleed off and
corrode the March 14 alliance.

At least three prime reasons
can be cited as responsible for the
movement’s demise:
First, March 14 was a coalition
that assembled incoherent political
groups. Populist Maronite leader
Michel Aoun demanded exclusivity
to Christian leadership. After
facing rejection, Aoun formed his
own opposition before merging
with March 8. Walid Jumblatt, who
had inherited Druze leadership
from his slain father, Kamal, soon
broke rank and restored ties with
Hezbollah and the Syrian regime.
The Future Movement, the Lebanese Forces and the Kataeb (Phalange) parties appeared as clientelistic networks splitting public
spoils and manipulating foreign aid
among close fellows.
Second, the movement failed to

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

The March 14
movement was
unable to establish
the Lebanese state’s
exclusive right to
arms.
Despite the sacrifices, assassinations, explosions, splits, sectarian fragmentations and divisions,
March 14 will be remembered as
having inspired a generation of
Lebanese committed to non-violence as they sought to become an
independent and sovereign state.
Imad Salamey is an associate
professor of political science
and international affairs at the
Lebanese American University in
Beirut, a senior policy adviser on
Middle East and Arab Affairs, and
the author of The Government and
Politics of Lebanon.
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Obama remarks prove controversial before Saudi visit
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A

week after remarks
were
published
in
which US President
Barack Obama labelled
a number of America’s
traditional allies, including Saudi Arabia and fellow Gulf states,
“free riders”, the White House announced he would be visiting the
Sunni kingdom in April.
According to a White House
statement, Obama is to participate in a Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) summit led by Saudi King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. The
statement emphasised the security
nature of the visit, adding that it
would “provide an opportunity for
leaders to discuss additional steps
to intensify pressure on ISIS, address regional conflicts and de-escalate regional and sectarian tensions”. ISIS is an acronym for the
Islamic State, also known as Daesh.
King Salman recently met with a
US congressional delegation led by
US Senate Foreign Relations Committee member Ben Cardin, DMaryland, a vocal opponent of the
Iran nuclear deal.

The GCC summit
Obama is to attend
on April 21st is a
follow-up to last
May’s Camp David
meeting.
The US delegation also met with
Saudi Minister of Defence Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, according to the Saudi
press agency.
The congressional meeting and
the president’s upcoming visit
come at a challenging time for USSaudi relations.

In an in-depth interview with
the Atlantic magazine, Obama said
a number of US allies in the Gulf
region and in Europe were “free
riders”, adding that Saudi Arabia
needed to share the region with
Iran.

Prince Turki
al-Faisal refuted the
“free rider” tag. “No,
Mr Obama. We are
not ‘free riders’.”
The first rebuttal came from Saudi Prince Turki al-Faisal, the kingdom’s former intelligence chief
and ex-ambassador to Washington
and London. In a strongly worded
open letter carried in Saudi media,
Faisal refuted the “free rider” tag.
“No, Mr Obama. We are not ‘free
riders’. We shared with you our
intelligence that prevented deadly
terrorist attacks on America.
“We initiated the meetings that
led to the coalition that is fighting
Fahish (a pun on “Daesh”, meaning “vile”) and we train and fund
the Syrian freedom fighters, who
fight the biggest terrorist, Bashar
Assad, and the other terrorists,
al-Nusra and Fahish. We offered
boots on the ground to make that
coalition more effective in eliminating the terrorists.”
The former intelligence chief
also addressed the sectarian accusation levelled at the kingdom,
saying: “You accuse us of fomenting sectarian strife in Syria, Yemen
and Iraq. You add insult to injury
by telling us to share our world
with Iran, a country that you describe as a supporter of terrorism
and which you promised to counter its ‘destabilising activities’.”
Although he currently holds
no official portfolio, Faisal’s comments are usually in line with kingdom policy.
Obama’s interview surprised

A file picture shows Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud meeting with US President Barack
Obama at the White House on February 4th, 2015.
Washington insiders. Describing
friction between Obama and the
US Gulf allies as a “not-so-wellkept Washington secret”, former
under-secretary of defence in
George W. Bush’s administration
Dov Zakheim, commenting in Foreign Policy magazine on Faisal’s
letter, wrote: “The list of ways in
which the Saudis have supported
American interests is actually longer and is simply too exhaustive for
Obama to dismiss them and, for
that matter, their Gulf partners, as

‘free riders’.”
Kuwait National Security Bureau
President Sheikh Thamer al-Sabah
said: “When we share intelligence,
when we open our air, land and
sea, when we spend billions of dollars in trying to combat terrorism
and trying to help the Syrian refugees, how is it free?”
Sabah also said the nuclear deal
between world powers and Tehran
did not lessen Kuwait’s concerns,
which include militant sleeper
cells, espionage and the safety

of Iran’s Bushehr nuclear power
plant. He pointed out that Kuwait
is the closest major population
centre to the facility.
The GCC summit Obama is to attend on April 21st is a follow-up to
last May’s Camp David meeting,
an attempt at the time to set GCC
leaders at ease over the Iran nuclear deal.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

Can NATO model help Saudis build an Islamic alliance?
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

S

audi Arabia is building an
Islamic alliance that could
become a military coalition
of substance and a political
bloc that could coalesce to
act as a bulwark against emerging
security threats.
Saudi Arabia is stepping up its
game as it seeks to assert itself as
a regional political and military
heavyweight. Statesmen from allied Muslim countries gathered recently in Saudi Arabia to witness
the conclusion of Northern Thunder — the largest military exercises
undertaken in the region — together
with their host King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.
The motivation for Riyadh is
clear. The United States is not highly dependable and the Saudis are
realising that the Americans, despite being the traditional security
guarantor in the region, have their
own agenda and outlook that ultimately put Saudi interests at risk.

Saudi Arabia may be
able to replicate or
even go beyond the
financial role played
by the United States
in NATO.
A recent interview by US President Barack Obama in the Atlantic
magazine served as a reminder of
how Washington continues to see
its relationship with Saudi Arabia as
“complicated” and maintains a perception that its regional allies “freeride” off American firepower.
Riyadh will have to secure its
long-term security interests with
its own leadership and with lack

of alternative options with Russia
or China to replace or rebalance
dependence on the United States,
an Islamic alliance holds the best
promise. Such an alliance may be
timely for much of the security dilemma in the region is somehow
internal to the Islamic world and
insofar as that it makes sense that
there is deeper strategic alignment
among this particular community
of states.

Riyadh will have to
secure its long-term
security interests
with its own
leadership.
As architects of this new alliance,
there are four key lessons the Saudis can draw from the NATO model
— a political and military alliance
unique in history that has endured
periods of enormous global transformations.
General Hastings Ismay, Britain’s chief military assistant during
World War II and first secretarygeneral of NATO, described its purpose as intended “to keep the Russians out, the Americans in and the
Germans down.”
Some might argue that as far as
Syria is concerned, the Saudis would
be similarly content with keeping
the Russians out, the Americans in
and the Iranians down.
Longer term, however, Saudi Arabia is more interested in keeping the
terrorists out, Sunnis together and
the Iranians down. Though any one
element of this on its own may not
be convincing for several states, especially those outside the Gulf, that
Riyadh would like to see become
part of its envisaged alliance. The
security “package” offered by this
alliance will determine its form,
output and, ultimately, its success.
At the most basic level Riyadh

A March 10th photo shows, from right to left, Sheikh Mohammed
Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, the ruler of Dubai and UAE
vice-president, Pakistani Prime Minister Muhammad Nawaz
Sharif, Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and the Emir of Kuwait Sheikh Sabah
Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah watching the North Thunder military
exercises in Hafr Al-Baten, Saudi Arabia.
will need to be able to develop a set
of core principles such as Article 5,
Article 4, and Article 6 (in order of
importance), which are the bedrock
pillars of the NATO alliance.
Article 5 commits NATO members
to consider an armed attack against
one member to be an attack against
them all. This has only ever been invoked once — by the United States
following September 11th, 2001.
Article 4 lets members call for
immediate military consultations
when “the territorial integrity, political independence or security of
any of the parties is threatened”.
Latvia, Lithuania and Poland convoked a meeting with Article 4 in
2014 after the annexation of Crimea.
Article 6 stipulates the geographical territories covered by the articles of the alliance. In other words,

where it counts and where it does
not.
Second, Riyadh will need to
establish a permanent, well-resourced structure in which military
and civilian personnel from alliance
members can work together. The
end goal has to be the formation of
a permanent military command rotated among the major powers.
However, the immediate focus
would need to be placed firmly on
standardisation. Only a programme
of standardisation between alliance
members at the training, doctrine,
concept of operations and equipment levels can ensure they can effectively operate jointly in the first
place.
Third, Riyadh will need to have a
clear plan for the economics of the
sort of international military alli-

ance it is envisaging. While NATO
upholds collective defence for its
28 members as its definitive purpose, it is driven financially by just
a handful of states.
The United States contributes
almost one-quarter of the yearly NATO funding requirements
whereas Germany, France, the
United Kingdom, Italy and Canada
together contribute more than half.
Saudi Arabia may be able to replicate or even go beyond the financial
role played by the United States in
NATO for its own alliance but it will
also need a small group of states to
commit to significant financial contributions. However, this pool of
candidates is small and realistically
limited to Gulf Cooperation Council states, such as the United Arab
Emirates. Kuwait and Qatar, and to
Turkey.
Finally, just as NATO expanded
gradually, beginning with 12 founding members in 1949 and absorbing another 16 over the course of
67 years since, Riyadh, too, must
take a long-term development approach.
NATO assesses when prospective
candidates for membership have
reached maturity including compliance to established standards
before being welcomed into the alliance, otherwise they could prove
an expensive liability.
Quality must trump quantity for
its alliance and if Riyadh upholds
this overarching principle, then
its deterrence objectives could be
achieved, just as NATO has done,
without ever having to fight in a
single conventional conflict.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus on international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal
Holloway, King’s College London
and Cranfield University.
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More focus needed on Yemen crisis: UK MP
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“

T

here are very
strong ties
and there
always have
been, between
this country
[the United
Kingdom] and
Kuwait. I think, the desire, both
on our part and on the part of the
Kuwaiti parliamentarians, was to
strengthen not only the bilateral
relationship between us and
Kuwait but also the ties that bind
our parliaments,” British MP
Stephen Phillips said following a
visit to Kuwait.
Britain has a history of sending
parliamentary delegations to liaise
with foreign parliamentarians to
build intra-parliamentary relations and strengthen bilateral ties.
This is a practice that British MPs
particularly pursue with Arab and
Gulf parliaments, given the crises
facing the region, from the rise of
the Islamic State (ISIS) to conflicts
in Syria, Libya and Yemen.
Phillips, a lawyer by trade, said
he has become increasingly interested in the Middle East, given the
impact the region has on the wider
world. Although not a member of
the British parliament’s Foreign
Affairs Select Committee, the
Conservative MP for Sleaford and
North Hykeham in Lincolnshire
said he has sought to raise issues
such as the Yemen conflict or the
deteriorating security situation in
Libya in the House of Commons
and the media to shed light on
them.
“I raised Yemen with a number
of [Kuwaiti] government ministers… I’m not sure I’ve been
particularly outspoken in relation
to backing one side or another or
taking a particular position, but I
think the humanitarian situation
is so dire and became, as we heard

from the UN, as bad as in Syria in
just five months, that it’s something that clearly the region needs
to be focused on,” Phillips said.
Kuwait is part of the Gulf coalition, led by Saudi Arabia, that is
fighting Iran-backed Houthi rebels
and forces loyal to ex-president
Ali Abdullah Saleh, in defence of
Yemen’s internationally recognised government led by Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi. Peace talks
to resolve the conflict have been
taking place in Kuwait, although
few believe a resolution is imminent.
“I think it’s very difficult,” Phillips said. “I think the eyes of the
world are elsewhere. Everybody is
focused on Syria and one consequence of this is the number of
displaced people in Yemen and the
situation which those who remain
are facing. It is simply not on the
agenda either of the media or the
governments in the region or in
Europe and the US and until that
changes and there is a desire to
bring what is essentially a proxy
war to an end, we are not going to
see the situation improve.”
Libya is another crisis that
Phillips is watching, given mounting fears of the rise of ISIS in the
war-torn North African state. With
the eyes of the world firmly fixed
on tackling ISIS in Syria and Iraq,
Libya looks to become a future
battlefield in the fight against terrorism.
US President Barack Obama
accused British Prime Minister
David Cameron of mishandling the
post-revolution situation in Libya
and has accused Britain, along
with Gulf states such as Kuwait, of
being in effect “free riders” on US
foreign policy muscle.
“Britain obviously played a key
role in the removal of the [Qaddafi]
regime. As with all such operations, what comes afterward is
more important,” Phillips said. “I
don’t agree with the view expressed by Obama that the prime
minister took his eye off the ball. I

“Yemen is simply
not on the
agenda either of
the media or the
governments in
the region or in
Europe and the
US.”
British MP
Stephen Phillips

know from my dealings with him
and with foreign office ministers
that it was something on which the
UK was focused on… [but] I can
see with hindsight that more could
have been done to prepare the
country for a peaceful transition to
democracy.”
The parliamentarian reiterated
criticism he had previously made
of US disengagement from the
Middle East. “I think that much
of the foreign policy that has been
pursued by the Obama White
House has been to disengage from
the Middle East — for perfectly
understandable reasons given the
US’s previous involvement in the
region,” he said.
“This has created difficulties. It’s
created a vacuum that others have
been unable to fill in terms of influence and indeed military hardware
and I think the consequence of an

isolationist foreign policy… has
been to make the Middle East a
less stable place than otherwise it
might have been.”
Still, he backed the United Kingdom’s overall engagement in the
Middle East and said he intended
to continue being active on Middle
East issues.
“I think personally, particularly
if we and the US and Europe, work
in partnership with Middle East
governments in trying to deliver
not our version of our culture but
try to deliver better democratic
accountability of governments to
people in the Middle East, then I
think there is a very bright future
for all of us,” Phillips said. “It’s
partly that which drives me to
think that these ties, like the ties
between the British parliament
and the Kuwaiti parliament, are
very important going forward.”

More child soldiers fighting in Yemen war
other parties are innocent. They
are all doing it,” Qurashi said.
Abdel Basset Hatami, a social
studies professor at Sana’a University, said economic factors were
the main reasons for children joining militias.

Mohamad Abul-Qassem

Sana’a

C

lad in military fatigues,
14-year-old Walid alKadmi proudly boasts
of his agility in handling
an automatic rifle, which
is almost as long as he is tall. The
Yemeni boy seldom parts from his
lethal “toy”. He is among a great
number of children recruited on
both sides of Yemen’s conflict pitting Houthi rebels against armed
forces and militias supporting
President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi.
Taking up a weapon is a sign of
manhood in the Arab world’s poorest country, which has the world’s
second-highest number of arms
per capita after the United States.
“I have always wanted to enlist
in the army and was waiting to become 18, the official age of recruitment, to join its ranks,” Kadmi said.
More than a year ago, however, he
was drawn into the Iran-backed
Houthi militia to help feed his family — he has nine sisters and brothers. They could barely survive on
their father’s retirement pension.
“The Houthis have promised my
father to recruit me officially in
their cadres and pay me a regular
monthly salary,” Kadmi said. His
effort helps put food on the table,
a main incentive behind parents
allowing him to be recruited in return for $4-$5 a day.
After the Houthis seized control
of Sana’a in January 2015, Kadmi
served as a security guard out-

Children have been
armed and sent into
battle by all parties
which run militias.

A 2015 file picture shows Yemeni children, one holding a weapon,
sitting in a car boot during a march of supporters of the Houthi
movement in Sana’a.
side a government bank. He was
later summoned to the front in
the southern port city of Aden and
is now posted at a checkpoint in
northern Sana’a.
Kadmi considers himself “luckier” than others his age who have
either been killed or captured in
the conflict.
Around one-third of combatants
in Yemen’s civil war are children,
according to the UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF). Both the Houthi
rebels and militias fighting on behalf of Hadi have been sending
children to the front lines of the
war, in which more than 7,000
people, including 2,800 civilians,
have been killed.

UNICEF indicated that an average of eight children are killed or
maimed daily, charging that both
the Houthis and the government
have gone back on pledges to end
using children as soldiers.
“Efforts to put an end to the recruitment of child soldiers in Yemen were aborted due to the ongoing war,” said Ahmad al-Qurashi,
chairman of Seyaj Organisation for
Childhood Protection.
“Throughout Yemen’s turbulent
history, children have been armed
and sent into battle by all parties
which run militias, though at different rates. The expansion of the
Houthis has definitely increased
that rate but we cannot say the

“The family plays a big role in
engaging their children because
of their lack of resources,” he said.
“Children are used as a merchandise sold in return for income, a
trend that is further aggravated by
the parents’ ignorance and lack of
awareness.”
Warning about the long-term effects of the practice, Hatami cautioned that child fighters develop
wrong assumptions and hatreds
that could prolong the conflict for
generations. “At that age, they just
can’t assimilate what is post-conflict. They will always feel that an
enemy is out there and should be
resisted,” he said.
Psychology professor Sadiq
Basha said Yemen might end up
having a “more aggressive” and
violent generation, adding: “Child
soldiers could become physically
impaired and develop psychological handicaps which would make
them a burden on their families
and the society after the conflict
has ended.”
“Many children, driven by a lack
of resources or a desire to seek revenge for their families, are fight-

ing eagerly in the front lines,” Basha said. “I know of many orphans
who were dragged into fighting
and turned into merciless and
restless killing machines.”
The war has sparked a humanitarian disaster in the country,
already the poorest in the Arab
world. About 1.3 million children
under 5 years old are at risk of
malnutrition and at least 2 million
children are out of school, according to UNICEF.
UN data indicate that 747 children were killed and another 1,108
injured since March 2015 and at
least 700, with ages ranging from 9
to 17, were pressed into some form
of military activity.
Yemeni social researcher and
expert with UN Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
(ESCWA) Rasha Jarhum called on
the international community to
establish a comprehensive rehabilitation programme to help reintegrate child soldiers into society.
“These children should be offered shelters and safe havens,
their recruiters should be brought
to justice and the Yemeni government must implement a plan to
prevent the recruitment of child
soldiers,” Jarhum said.
Until better prospects come
along for Yemen’s children, Kadmi insists on keeping his weapon
close to his chest. “It is a source of
pride and dignity,” he said, pointing at his rifle.
Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a
pseudonym used for security
reasons, is a reporter based in
Sana’a.
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After standing up to terrorists, Ben Guerdane’s
residents want government to stand with them
Lamine Ghanmi

Ben Guerdane

T

he population of Ben
Guerdane have let it be
known they are proud of
their efforts to help government forces thwart
jihadist attempts to establish an
“emirate” in the southern Tunisian
city of 79,000 people.
“We gave an example on how to
fight terrorism by siding en masse
with government troops on the battlefield,” said Chaout Youssef, an
architect and head of the local civic
association Citizenship and Development.
“We provided every assistance we
could to the soldiers and police battling the terrorists. We gave them
information about the jihadists’
movements. We also handed them
food, drinks and encouragement.”
He added: “We wanted them to
feel they are in the midst of their
own people and wanted the terrorists to feel the opposite,”
Jamal Guenia, another architect
and civil society activist, said Ben
Guerdane drew its strength against
jihadists from the mettle and richness of its social fabric.

The economic
consequences of the
early March violence
are likely to fuel
more rejection of
extremists.
“We have more than 60 civic associations with almost 15 associations that are very active. You can
mobilise people quickly and effectively that way,” said Guenia who
woke at dawn on March 7th to the
sound of gunfire as Islamic State
(ISIS) fighters stormed the town’s
military barracks.
“They fired at the barracks from
two sides but could not take over
the military facility,” he said. “The
reaction was swift and they were
scattered all over the town.”
More than 50 militants were
killed in the assault and subsequent
clashes.

This is not known as a rich town
but luxurious villas and upmarket
shops and businesses were built on
oil wealth from neighbouring Libya. Many local people earned good
money from cross-border trade.
That, however, was before Libya
plunged into chaos as militias and
terror organisations, such as ISIS,
took advantage of the leadership
vacuum following the ouster of
longtime leader Muammar Qaddafi
in 2011.
Ben Guerdane has been a breeding ground for radical Islamists despite its residents’ apparent wealth.
According to Western intelligence
and think-tanks, more than 15% of
the estimated 6,000 Tunisian jihadists recruited by ISIS and other
extremist groups in Iraq, Syria and
Libya were from Ben Guerdane.
“I do not want to give them an excuse. These terrorists lived among
us. The local society here is conservative and religious but people
lacked good religious education.
When the scourge of radicalism
came, some young people took it as
the good side of religion,” resident
Mokhtar Saadi said.
Saadi and other civic activists said
extremist assailants were wiped out
by the sheer force of government
troops and by the vigorous reaction
of residents.
“Jihadists and other extremists
have lost forever after the last battle,” he said. “They were crushed by
the security forces and rejected by
the locals. We know of fathers, sisters, brothers and uncles who shut
the doors when jihadist relatives
sought a place to hide.”
The economic consequences after
the early March violence are likely
to fuel more rejection of extremists.
The town’s economic lifeline was
virtually severed as Tunisia shut its
border and hundreds of businesses
linked to informal trade with Libya
were closed.
Ties to Libya are crucial for Ben
Guerdane. About 80% of trade goes
through regular cross-border channels. The remainder includes less
formal arrangements.
“Most of the people here earn a
living through border trade with
Libya. Today, most of those people survive on savings or solidarity

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Essid (C) meets with members of the special forces during a visit in
Ben Guerdane, on March 13th.
among extended families members.
This is not a sustainable situation
if the border remains closed,” said
Youssef.
Youssef, like most other activists
interviewed for this story, is in his
early 30s.
“We will not remain as wise in
dealing with the state if there is no
change in policy to help the town,”
shouted a local young man before
civic activists, eager to show a lasting goodwill towards the central
government, interrupted him.
Civic activists argue jihadists and
other extremists are a minority and
insist the local population came out
against the jihadists out of genuine
rejection of violence. Many feared
the disruption of peace and stability
could hurt business.
The Maghreb market, a trading
hub of about 1,200 shops, is at an
eerie standstill. Stretching over 1
hectare, the market was alive with
activity.
“That market supplies other mar-

kets across Tunisia with various
goods brought from Libya,” said
Kamel Derbal, head of Ben Guerdane Traders Association. “Everything has stopped now. There were
more than 5,000 traders here. The
border is shut down and everything
here has stopped.” The Tunisian authorities opened the border temporarily in recent days.
Derbal and other traders have
urged the government to provide
help so locals can weather the crisis. “We stood with the state in its
fight against jihadists despite marginalisation and pauperisation. We
expect the state to stand with us
now,” he said.
Tunisian Prime Minister Habib
Essid visited the town after the attack to thank residents for supporting security forces and outline a development scheme for the area.
Tunisia has built a 200km barrier
that stretches about half the length
of its border with Libya in an attempt to stop militant incursions.

There are plans to install electronic
surveillance equipment, too.
“We want development projects
and some quick answers to the
current difficulties,” said Saadi, an
unemployed university graduate.
“They had built a security wall and
we want them to build an economic
wall to provide sustained sources of
revenue and good salaries for local
people.”
Saadi earned a good living running a spice shop and a currency
change stall. Like most activities
linked to Libya, his businesses have
stalled.
“My clients used to be mostly
Libyans coming for spices and to exchange currency but I have no such
customers anymore. Like many
others here, I am looking for a solution,” he said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis. He has
reported on North Africa for
decades.

After Ben Guerdane

View poi nt

Alaya Allani

T

unisians will remember the March 7th
Islamic State terrorist
incursion in the border
town of Ben Guerdane
for a long time.
Analysts and officials have
speculated that the aim of the
assailants was to establish an Islamic State (ISIS) emirate near the
Tunisian-Libyan border and use
this base to infiltrate other parts of
Tunisia where dormant cells were
waiting to be ordered into action.
The terrorists killed and captured by Tunisian security forces
in Ben Guerdane came from different parts of Tunisia. They gathered
in the small southern town with
the purpose of lending support to
elements already there.
By targeting Tunisia, ISIS sought
to boost the morale of the terrorist groups in Libya, where a great
number of Tunisians and other

ISIS may revise its
calculations in view
of its rejection by the
population.

African nationals, who are part of
the group, are based.
How did this come about? There
are old and new factors that provided a favourable climate for this
development.
The attack was the result of the
lax policies towards extremism and
terrorism during the 2-year rule of
the Islamist-led government after
2012. Such policies allowed radical
Salafist preachers to propagate a
narrative dividing Tunisians into
believers and non-believers. They
also allowed jihadists to move
freely and smuggle weapons into
the country, especially from Libya.
The involvement of some Ben
Guerdane natives in the attack
shows how that jihadist narrative
managed through the years to
attract young people and divide
Tunisians.
The attack also highlighted the
disastrous consequences of the
February 2011 pardon of convicted
terrorists who were serving prison
terms in Tunisian jails. These pardoned terrorists were allowed to
organise and travel without being
monitored. It is not a surprise that
13 of the ISIS fighters killed in Ben
Guerdane were among the terrorists pardoned in 2011.
The more vigorous effort
conducted in recent months by
authorities against cross-border

A TV cameraman films, on March 9th, a house
in Benniri, just south of the Tunisian town of
Ben Guerdane near the Libyan border.
trafficking may have contributed
to the Ben Guerdane attack. Some
smugglers might have found common cause with the jihadists as the
interests of both groups were hurt
by the government’s tough measures to curtail their activities and
its seizure of tens of millions of
dollars’ worth of smuggled goods.
What does the future hold?

The aim
of the
assailants
was to
establish
an ISIS
emirate.

ISIS is likely to continue its
attempts to instil fear through
surprise attacks and bombings.
ISIS may revise its calculations
in view of the lacklustre performance of its fighters and supporters in Ben Guerdane and the swift
reaction of security forces. Its
fighters were probably surprised
by the local population’s strong
rejection of the notion of an
Islamist emirate. Few if any local
residents rallied around the terrorists.
They were also surprised by
the level of readiness and the decisive response of the police and
army, who killed 49 of the attackers and arrested dozens more.
As it loses ground in Iraq and
Syria, ISIS would like to gain a
foothold in North Africa and
will continue to try to establish
a strong presence in the LibyaTunisia-Algeria triangle. Implicit
in the ISIS plan is the desire to
drag Algeria into regional turmoil
after earlier attempts failed and
to expand its influence to parts of
the Sahel and Western Africa so it
can link with such terror groups
as Nigeria’s Boko Haram.
Alaya Allani is an expert on
Islamic extremism. He teaches
at the University of Manouba in
Tunis.
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Morocco, Russia bolster strategic ties
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco is looking to
gain economic and
security benefits from
its king’s recent visit
to Moscow.
Moroccan King Mohammed VI
travelled to Russia in mid-March,
meeting with Russian President
Vladimir Putin and other officials.
He also was present as a series of
agreements related to economic issues, such as tourism and exports,
was signed.
Morocco and Russia also entered
into a strategic partnership to support regional and international
stability. The agreement includes
protection of classified information
and the fight against terrorism. Rabat has developed a strong reputation for counterterrorism-related
intelligence operations, which have
thwarted attacks in North Africa
and elsewhere.

Morocco has said it
wants to have as
many as 200,000
Russian tourists
visit the country
yearly by 2018.
The countries agreed to increase
air travel, as Morocco looks to entice
Russian tourists to North Africa.
An additional four charter flights,
including from St Petersburg to
Agadir, are to be added to existing
Royal Air Maroc routes.
Morocco has said it wants to have

as many as 200,000 Russian tourists visit the country yearly by 2018.
About 45,000 Russians travel to Morocco each year now. Contracts were
signed with Russian tour operators
to enhance Morocco’s reputation as
a vacation destination.
Television channel Russia 24 recently aired a documentary that
invited Russians to visit Morocco,
which it called “a stable and tolerant Muslim country” with great
tourist attractions.
Other agreements included cooperation in environmental protection
and natural resources, fisheries and
promotion and protection of mutual investments. A string of memoranda of understanding was signed
in energy, mineral resources, veterinary and Islamic affairs.
During the king’s Russian visit,
the General Confederation of Moroccan Enterprises (CGEM) organised a Morocco-Russia forum to
strengthen bilateral relations. Officials of the two countries launched
an economic council, which, along
with the Morocco-Russia Business
Council, is to help economic momentum continue.
Morocco’s trade deficit with Russia peaked at more than $16.5 million in 2014 with total trade about
$18.5 million. Moroccan exports to
the Russian market are dominated
by fruit, vegetables and fishery
products. Maroc Export DirectorGeneral Zahra Maafiri signed agreements with a number of Russian
food distributors. Among the more
than 200 Moroccan products that
were referenced were grapes, citrus, tomatoes, peppers, broccoli,
fresh fish from wild fisheries, oysters and other seafood.

Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) and Moroccan King Mohammed VI arrive for a signing ceremony
following their meeting at the Kremlin in Moscow, on March 15th.
Morocco is the top supplier of
citrus to the Russian market. More
Moroccan products, such as juices
and oils, have become available on
Russian supermarket shelves in recent years.
Opportunities in the fisheries
sector include expanded exports

of products such as frozen pelagic
fish. Morocco is the largest exporter
of frozen sardines and sardinellas
to Russia and is the sixth-biggest
exporter of mackerel. Diplomatic
ties between Moscow and Rabat
were established in 1958. The two
countries enjoy strong relations,

which are highlighted by mutual
visits of the countries’ leadership,
including Putin’s visit to Morocco
in 2006.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

UN envoy warns foreign intervention may be imminent in Libya
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

ibya’s UN-backed unity
government, led by Prime
Minister-designate Faiez
al-Sarraj, will have to
move to Tripoli from Tunis “within days” to try to pull the
country out of the current mayhem, warned UN Special Envoy for
Libya Martin Kobler.
Kobler, a veteran German diplomat, speaking March 22nd at a conference in Tunis, also expressed
fears the Islamic State’s swift expansion leaves little time before a
foreign military intervention takes
place.
The conference was attended by

representatives of the six countries
bordering Libya along with those
from the African Union, the Arab
League and the European Union.
The meeting aimed to support
the call by Western powers for the
unity government to start working
in Tripoli to counter the spread of
the Islamic State (ISIS), worsening
economic and social circumstances
and growing fears about a new flow
of illegal migrants to Europe.
“It is a matter of days not weeks
for the unity government to go to
Tripoli,” said Kobler, who had facilitated the formation of the Libyan
leadership following talks among
various political and military factions and figures from the main
tribes and civic groups.
“We will move soon to Tripoli
and our relocation will go smoothly

and without firing a single bullet,”
a senior political adviser of Sarraj
told The Arab Weekly. The Libyan
official did not want to be named as
he was not authorised to speak to
the media.
The unity government was
named under a plan to end the political chaos and conflict that have
scarred Libya since the uprising
that toppled Muammar Qaddafi
five years ago.
Since 2014, the country has had
two rival parliaments and governments, one based in Tripoli and
one in the east.
The eastern government said in
a March 18th statement that, while
it supported the unity cabinet, any
attempt to impose the government
represented a “violation of Libyan
sovereignty and reflected lack of

respect for the democratic process”.
“It will deepen the Libyan crisis
and the economic situation, increase division and shatter the political accord built on consensus,” it
said.
It also warned local and international parties to work with the new
government only after parliament
gave its approval. Its rival in Tripoli warned it would detain unity
government members when they
came to Tripoli.
“We aim at ending the suffering
of our people as we are at a dangerous turning point with a worsening
economic and social situation and
Daesh (the Arabic acronym for ISIS)
carving out parts of our motherland,” Sarraj told the Tunis gathering.
A final communiqué of the Tunis
meeting urged that “the Presidential Council of the unity government moves to Tripoli to assume its
duties in fighting terrorism, organised crime and illegal migration,
securing borders and improving
the living conditions of Libyans”.

“It is a matter of
days not weeks
for the unity
government to go
to Tripoli.”

Martin Kobler

UN Special Envoy for Libya Martin Kobler speaks at the eighth ministerial meeting of Libya’s
neighbouring countries, on March 22nd.

“The ministers expressed their
deep concerns and worries about
the expansion of the terrorist
groups in some Libyan regions for
the real danger they represent to
the brotherly Libyan people and
the future of their political process
as well as the security and the stability of the neighbouring states,”
added the statement.
ISIS and other jihadist groups
have spilled to neighbouring countries, such as Tunisia where dozens
of militants in early March attacked
the garrison in Ben Guerdane in an
attempt to establish an “emirate”.
Tunisian troops foiled the assault,
killing more than 50 jihadists.
Earlier, Algerian security forces

arrested gunmen in the southern El
Oued area attempting to smuggle a
Stinger missile, which can hit aeroplanes at a distance of 4.5km, and
other weapons from Libya.
At least six jihadists recently
travelled 1,000km across the desert of southern Algeria to try to
attack the second largest gas field
there but troops thwarted the attempt.
“Daesh is spreading in east, west
and south of Libya. It is already late
to resolve the problem of the security and military vacuum and stop
the expansion of Daesh,” Kobler
said.
Participants at the Tunis conference reaffirmed “their rejection of
any foreign military intervention
and insist that any military action
against terrorism must come upon
the demand of the unity government”.
The Tunis meeting was the
eighth in less than a year to try to
spur Libyans to unite to fight terrorism and prevent a Western military intervention many fear could
worsen the chaos in Libya.
“The danger of foreign intervention persists if the situation were
not tackled. If the fight against
Daesh is not done, this will provoke
the foreign intervention to do it,”
Kobler said, adding that the government’s priority will be to tackle
the security situation and build a
national army.
Diplomats and activists said they
are worried Libya could be forgotten while the European Union focuses on a deal with Turkey to return refugees from Greece. Such an
agreement with Turkey may push
traffickers to switch to North African routes to smuggle migrants to
Europe.
But with the March 22nd attacks
on Brussels, following the Paris assaults in November, which claimed
the lives of at least 130 people,
pressures to fight ISIS in Libya are
likely to increase.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
suicide bomb attacks on the Brussels airport and a rush-hour metro
train in the Belgian capital in which
more than 30 people were killed.
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EU-Turkish refugee deal in doubt
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T

he deal between the European Union and Turkey
designed to stem the flow
of refugees into Europe
is being questioned even
before the process to return people
from Greece to Turkey has begun.
Under the agreement thrashed
out March 18th in Brussels, Turkey
will take back refugees who make
the illegal journey from its territory
to Greece after March 20th. The European Union will take in one Syrian from a Turkish camp for every
refugee returned from Greece.
That way the total number of refugees in Turkey — about 2.7 million
Syrians and 300,000 Iraqis — will
not rise, Turkish Prime Minister
Ahmet Davutoglu has said. Turkey
is to receive up to $6.75 billion in
EU aid by 2018 and rewarded with
progress in its bid to join the European Union and visa-free travel for
its citizens in Europe.

“Today we realised
that Turkey and
EU have the same
destiny, the same
challenges and the
same future.”
Ahmet Davutoglu
The deal is designed to stop a
wave of illegal migration that saw
1 million refugees flee to Europe in
2015 and strengthen legal ways for
refugees to get to Europe. Turkish
Minister for EU Affairs Volkan Bozkir said those who reach Greece illegally after March 20th would be
excluded from the resettlement
programme.
Speaking to the Turkish Anadolu
news agency, Bozkir described the
deal’s desired effect on refugees as
psychological. The European Un-

ion and Turkey wanted refugees to
conclude that it would be better to
“wait my turn”, he said, speaking
from the perspective of a refugee.
“‘I will not risk my life at sea, because even if I get there, I will not
have the chance to go again legally
and I will be sent back anyway.’”
Early signs were that the agreement was failing to deter refugees
from making the hazardous journey from Turkey to a Greek island.
“My aim is to go to Europe to find
work,” Arafhani Kawaj, a 28-yearold Afghan, told the private Turkish DHA news agency on Turkey’s
Aegean coast a day after the agreement between Turkey and the European Union.
“They say today is the last day
but there is no end as far as we are
concerned. Our search for a job and
a good life will continue,” he said.
Kawaj said he failed twice to
get to Greece from Turkey but he
would try again. Turkish news
reports said security forces had
stepped up patrols along the Aegean coast and had prevented almost
4,500 people from crossing over to
Greece since March 1st.
Figures provided by the UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) suggested that many refugees
tried to get to Greece before the
March 20th deadline. The UNHCR
said 1,431 refugees from Turkey arrived in Greece on the day the deal
was struck, after 263 on the day
before. On March 19th, the last day
before the deadline, there were 926
arrivals. A total of 146,500 refugees
were registered in Greece between
January 1st and March 19th.
While refugees were still arriving in Greece despite the threat of
deportation, human rights activists
criticised what they see as an illegal
agreement between Brussels and
Ankara.
The deal showed “the European
Union’s dogged determination to
turn its back on a global refugee
crisis and wilfully ignore its international obligations”, John Dalhuisen, Amnesty International’s di-

A refugee takes part in a demonstration March 19th calling for opening the borders, at the makeshift
camp at the Greek Macedonian borders near the village of Idomeni.
rector for Europe and Central Asia,
said in a statement. “Turkey is not
a safe country for refugees and
migrants and any return process
predicated on its being so will be
flawed, illegal and immoral.”
Turkish activists and opposition
politicians also rejected the deal.
“Turkey will be turned into an
open-air prison for refugees,” said
the Peoples’ Bridge, a charity based
in the western Turkish city of Izmir,
a hub for migrants looking to reach
Greece. Umit Ozdag, an MP for the
right-wing Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP), accused the government of turning Turkey into “the
EU’s migrant rubbish dump”.
Despite the criticism, the Turkish

government insists that the agreement with the European Union is
legal and practical. “Today we realised that Turkey and EU have the
same destiny, the same challenges
and the same future,” Davutoglu
said in Brussels.

Turkey is to receive
up to $6.75 billion in
EU aid by 2018.
Turkish news reports say Turkish migration officials will go to
Greece as the return of refugees
on April 4th approaches. Refugees
would be taken to Turkey by ferry.
It is unclear what will happen to

the returnees once they are back
in Turkey. The government says
they will be put into camps but
the country’s existing 26 camps
are full and there is no sign of new
ones being built. Government officials did not respond to questions
about the issue.
Turkey warned Europe to keep
its side of the bargain and start accepting Syrian refugees from Turkey as of April 4th and ensure its
promise of financial aid. “We are
not bound by complaints by individual countries,” Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

UN refugee agency pleads for more help
dimensions. It’s a very old discussion. I remember more than
20 years ago when the UNHCR
launched with the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP)
the Brookings Initiative, right here
in this institute, on precisely this
theme. I was part of that. I’m very
glad to see that under pressure of a
crisis it is bearing some fruit.”
He voiced hope that the ceasefire
and Geneva peace talks would allow the UNHCR, other relief organisations and developmental actors
to put resources in place.

Mary Sebold

Washington

F

ive years ago, when Filippo Grandi visited Syria as
head of the UN Palestinian refugee agency, he said
he’d never imagined that
the uprising in the southern city of
Deraa would lead to civil war. Now,
as the UN high commissioner for
refugees (UNHCR), he reflected on
the consequent humanitarian and
political catastrophe.
“The human cost is quickly becoming incalculable,” Grandi said.
“It’s not just the suffering, the
death of 250,000 to 300,000 people. It’s also the destruction of an
entire country — the infrastructure,
economy, society — which, in spite
of all the shortcomings in governance, was very vibrant, diverse and
multicultural and ancient culture
with its visible signs.”
Grandi said local, regional and
global parties have failed abysmally to resolve the conflict, which
has drained resources from other
humanitarian disasters and resulted in a refugee crisis unparalleled
since World War II.
Grandi’s UNHCR and smaller
relief organisations are overburdened. Between 11 million and
12 million Syrians have fled their
homes. About 4.5 million have left
Syria, most settling in neighbouring countries.
Turkey shelters more refugees
than any other country. The populations of Jordan and Lebanon have
swelled with desperate Syrians.
Others trying to feel the war are
internally displaced, served by Syrian and expat relief workers Grandi

“It’s a global
phenomenon, so
the response must
be global.”
Filippo Grandi

Filippo Grandi, UN high commissioner for refugees (UNHCR)
called heroic.
Since 2013, inadequate support
and loss of hope for a political solution have generated what the
UNHCR calls a “secondary movement of people” to Europe, often
through human smuggling operations.
Iraqis and Afghans fleeing their
own conflicts have followed the
Syrians. About million refugees
have entered Europe through
Greece.
When they arrived, there was
not enough solidarity among EU
countries. That resulted in disorder
at the borders. Austria, Germany
and Sweden took in most of those
fleeing. Then, national, not EU,

borders became the focus, culminating in the closure of the Balkans
route and leaving economically beleaguered Greece with 50,000 migrants unable to travel elsewhere.
Since Grandi spoke March 15th at
the Brookings Institution in Washington, Turkey has agreed to readmit many refugees in exchange for
more resources and freer movement to Europe for its citizens.
To solve the crisis, governments
and humanitarian and international development organisations must
work together, he said.
“These situations are not just
humanitarian,” Grandi said at the
Brookings Institution. “They also
have important developmental

So far though, “assistance to
refugees, which the UNHCR coordinates, has been forthcoming but
insufficient”, Grandi said.
Every year, donors contribute
only 50% of the amount relief organisations collectively request.
Most of the money realised necessarily goes to cover the urgent
needs of refugees, not to education
or livelihood and local community
development. To date, the international community outside of the
Middle East region has donated $2
billion to aid Syrian refugees.
In contrast, Turkey estimates it
has invested more than $8 billion
in helping all refugees in the country and has liberalised its labour
laws to accommodate 2.7 million
Syrian refugees. Cash-strapped
Jordan and Lebanon cannot afford
to spend billions on the refugees’
futures.

Still, Grandi said he was hopeful
that donors would pay all of the $11
billion they pledged in February in
London, mostly to assist internally
displaced Syrians and fund refugees’ long-term needs.
At least until there is a durable
peace and Syrians can voluntarily
return, governments must consider legal pathways to resettlement,
he said.
“On March 30th,” Grandi announced, “I’m chairing a meeting
in Geneva proposing to all states in
the world to take in Syrian refugees
to relieve some of the responsibility carried mostly by Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey and share it more
widely. We hope that the United
States, as a lead country in resettlement in general, will also become
a lead country in resettling Syrian
refugees.”
Countries, not only in the industrialised north but also in the less
developed south should offer jobs,
scholarships, family reunification and humanitarian visas to get
refugees out of countries of first
asylum, Grandi said, adding that
refugees could then contribute to
the workforce and eventually help
rebuild Syria.
“It’s a global phenomenon, so the
response must be global,” he said.
“Finally, may I say here at Brookings in Washington that it is very
important, perhaps most important, that the United States continues to stay the course. That in itself
is an act of leadership, even when
there will be difficulties, shortcomings, setbacks and violations. It is
important because the price that
has been paid is already too high.”
Mary Sebold is a contributor to
The Arab Weekly in Washington.
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What does Canada’s refocused mission against
ISIS have to offer?
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

C

anada’s decision to triple
the number of its military
advisers and trainers in
Iraq marks a significant
increase in its contribution to the international war against
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and
Syria.
“Our goal is to allow local forces
to take the fight directly to [ISIS], to
reclaim their homes, land and future,” Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said in a mid-February
speech in parliament.
The number of Canadian advisers and trainers deployed in Iraq is
to go up to 207 and the number of
Canadian armed personnel would
increase to 830 from 650.

“Equipping, advising
and assisting local
troops is the best way
that Canada can
support.”

Justin Trudeau
Trudeau said the “non-combat”
mission is the right role for Canada
in the fight against ISIS and that
his government’s plan is comprehensive and will achieve long-term
success. “Equipping, advising and
assisting local troops is the best
way that Canada can support,” he
said.
Since Canada started its training
mission in Iraq in 2014, the only
forces the Canadian troops have
trained are Iraq’s Kurdish peshmerga forces. Backed by air strikes by
the US military and its allies, peshmerga forces have held off major
ISIS offensives and have taken back

much ground. The Canadian programme has helped but Canada’s
focus on training Kurdish forces
has been criticised.
Some argue that putting more
Canadian trainers on the ground
in Iraq to only train Kurdish forces
could develop into assisting Kurdish aims to establish an independent state in northern Iraq.
Amnesty International in January accused Kurdish militias of ethnic cleansing against non-Kurdish
communities in northern Iraq. Amnesty said peshmerga forces had
“bulldozed, blown up and burned”
thousands of homes in Arab communities in northern Iraq and
barred Arab residents from returning to recaptured areas.
The Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) said the damage
was caused by fighting between
its peshmerga and ISIS, air strikes
and booby traps set by retreating
militants. A KRG official pointed
out that many Kurds had been prevented from returning to front-line
villages and that some 700,000
Arab refugees from elsewhere in
Iraq were being accommodated in
northern Iraq.
Peggy Mason, president of the
Rideau Institute, an Ottawa-based
research organisation, said the goal
of Kurdish peshmerga forces was
not to liberate Iraq from ISIS but
rather to create an independent
Kurdistan. She said the new plan
for Canadian involvement should
offer more inclusivity and incorporate various parties in Iraq to degrade ISIS.
“What is the endgame of the
peshmerga?” asked Mason. “The
only effective way to counter Islamic State is to isolate it and it cannot
be isolated… unless the Sunnis are
brought in.”
Mason also expressed scepticism
regarding the effectiveness of Canada’s stated mission. “There is this
assumption that we [Canadians]
are great trainers but the evidence
suggests otherwise,” she said, citing language and cultural differ-

Canada Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (second from right) answers a question as he is joined by,
left to right, Minister of National Defence Harjit Sajjan, Minister of International Development and
La Francophonie Marie-Claude Bibeau and Minister of Foreign Affairs Stephane Dion during a news
conference in Ottawa, last February.
ences as obstacles to training.
“We spent 14 years training in Afghanistan… It wasn’t successful.”
The Liberal government has emphasised the importance of what it
calls “renowned” Canadian expertise in training.
Although Canada in February formally ended its contribution of six
CF-18 jets to the US-led coalition’s
bombing campaign, the new plan
would provide the international
coalition with one CC-150 Polaris
aerial refuelling jet and two CP-140
Aurora aerial surveillance aircraft.
Canadian personnel would provide intelligence services and assist coalition forces in identifying
targets.

Furthermore, Canada’s new policy includes measures that aim to
“build local capacity” in Jordan and
Lebanon to assist with longer-term
development projects, support
counterterrorism initiatives and
increase the Canadian diplomatic
presence in the region. The plan
would cost more than $ 1.2 billion
over three years.
Canada has started to be more
engaged with the UN-brokered Syria peace talks in Geneva. Canadian
Foreign Minister Stéphane Dion
visited Turkey in February and met
with representatives of the Syrian
opposition.
Though Ottawa is becoming more
involved in the Syrian political pro-

cess, its new policy for Syria — and
Iraq — is primarily directed towards
the campaign against ISIS and does
not address the wider civil war and
broader political issues.
Mason said she welcomed that
the new plan includes aspects of
enhancing diplomacy, supporting
the peace process and assisting in
governance but she said she was
worried about what she said was
the overemphasis on the military
track of the mission.
Insisting there were no military
solutions for the political problems
in Syria and Iraq, she said: “There
has been far too much focus on the
military dimension and not on the
political dimension.”

Iran’s Washington lobby walks a thin line
Rasha Elass

Washington

S

afeguarding the Iran nuclear deal and reversing
new US visa waiver regulations top the agenda for the
nascent lobbying efforts by
Iranian-Americans in Washington.
Meanwhile, geopolitical issues, such
as the crisis in Syria and relations
with Sunni Arab states, remain on
the horizon, according to the head
of the National Iranian American
Council (NIAC).
“We’re clear-eyed about the fact
that, just because there’s a deal, that
doesn’t mean it’s going to stay. Many
want to sabotage it,” NIAC President
Trita Parsi said, referring to congressional efforts and promises by Republican presidential candidates to
reverse the nuclear agreement.

The organisation is
scrutinised by a
highly motivated,
anti-Iran political
coalition in
Washington.
“Just being where we are right
now is not enough. This opening
that has been created needs to be
widened or things could slide back
towards a military confrontation.”
NIAC was founded in Washington after the September 11th, 2001,
attacks to represent Iranian-Americans to US lawmakers and the Amer-

ican public. It mostly shied away
from publicly engaging in the debate
on Iran-US relations, which has until
recently been a bête noire in Washington circles.
The nuclear deal appears to have
changed the political tide in what
critics describe as “getting on the
bandwagon” to normalise US relations with the Islamic Republic despite its role in regional mayhem
and its poor human rights record.
NIAC officials say they often must
tread a narrow line as opponents on
both sides accuse the council of heresy. The organisation is condemned
by hardliners in Iran because, to
them, it represents the voice of Iranian dissidents in exile. It is also
scrutinised by a highly motivated,
anti-Iran political coalition in Washington, which is quick to recoil at
any semblance of Iranian lobbying
and accuses the group of peddling
Iran’s interests, even calling it “the
ayatollah’s lobby”.
Parsi, son of a Zoroastrian academic who was jailed by the shah
and later by an ayatollah before fleeing to Sweden, dismissed the question about NIAC acting as an apologist for the Iranian regime. He said
the organisation has always pushed
for scrutiny of Iran. Such efforts include lobbying to send a rapporteur
from the UN Commission on Human
Rights to Iran in 2010 to produce annual reports.
“We played a critical role in that
but human rights is not just about
a young Iranian thrown in jail for
writing a blog, which, of course, is
totally unacceptable and shouldn’t
happen,” he said. “Human rights is

Trita Parsi, president of the National Iranian American Council
also about preventing war, which is
the worst human rights violation. If
you’re rightfully upset about someone being thrown in jail for writing
a blog, you should be very worried
about a war.”
For this reason, he explained,
NIAC started full-fledged lobbying
of the US Congress to cultivate allies
who would support the nuclear deal
in a volatile political climate.
Also high on the organisation’s
agenda are the regulations passed
by Congress to deny Iranian dual
citizens the visa waiver courtesy
afforded their compatriots. This
came amid anti-Islamic State hyste-

ria when Congress, with the backing
of the White House, passed a law in
January that forbids Europeans and
other “visa waiver” citizens from
entering the United States without
a visa if they have in the past five
years visited Syria, Iraq, Sudan or
Iran or if they hold a dual citizenship
from any of those countries.
The law sparked outrage among
civil liberties groups, which accused
legislators of creating “second-class
citizens” and jeopardising the rights
of Americans with dual citizenship
from those countries.
As for Iran’s role in the war in Syria
and other regional dynamics, Parsi

said this was not on the NIAC’s immediate agenda, though he offered
a perspective on the Iranian-Saudi
rivalry.
“Rivalries will never go away, so
it’s about taming them, creating
ways of how Iran and Saudi Arabia
can compete in positive ways in the
future. Like in the EU, there’s a codified way that France, UK or Germany compete… [without which] we
wouldn’t have had 70 years of peace
there,” he said.
An ambitious vision, Parsi admits,
given the situation in the region.
Sunni-Shia bloodshed is the deadly
manifestation of the geopolitical
rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia. He said while Iran must “own up
to the fact” that it started this rivalry
with the Islamic revolution and its
subsequent bid to own the narrative on Islam and destroy the Saudi
monarchy, the kingdom should also
change its worldview and accept
that Iran is part of the region and will
inevitably play a significant role.
“Dividing the region between Arabs and non-Arabs, it cements division,” he said, referring to Saudi
Arabia’s constant demands for Iran
to “stop meddling in Arab affairs”.
“And I don’t think that on the
Saudi side there’s even an awareness of this because what it’s saying
is that… Iran can change its policy
but cannot change its ethnicity. So it
dooms Iran to illegitimacy in the region and that line of thinking is sowing the seeds of perpetual conflict,”
he said.
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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Iran port plan seeks to reopen fabled trade routes to Asia
Gareth Smyth

London

I

ndia and Iran are to sign an
agreement in April to proceed
with the first phase of a deepwater port at Chabahar on
Iran’s Arabian Sea coast. The
project, in Iran’s eastern province
of Sistan-Baluchestan, has been
delayed by sanctions since an initial agreement was signed in 2002.
The port would provide ready
benefits for both sides. While
Chabahar has been a port since
the days of Alexander the Great,
Tehran has long sought a deep-sea
facility and its location in the Gulf
of Oman offers ready access to the
East and would relieve pressure on
Bandar Abbas in the Arabian Gulf.

“Long-distance trade
has forever been a
quintessential part of
life on the Iranian
plateau.”
Rudolph Matthee
For India, Chabahar offers a route
to the Iranian market — both for exporting commodities such as rice
and importing urea after building
a gas-based manufacturing plant —
and to Afghanistan and central Asia
without having to cross Pakistan.
While Chabahar is often seen as a
rival to the deep-water port developed by China in Gwadar, in Pakistan’s Balochestan province, Pakistani Commerce Minister Khurram
Dastgir Khan on March 18th said
the two ports would “cooperate” in
the expansion of bilateral trade.
The Chabahar agreement would
see Iranian firm Arya Bandar (operating under agreement with
the Port and Maritime Authority)
award a 10-year BOT (build-operate-transfer) to Global India Ports
for two berths, one for containers
and one for other cargo.

Discussions are under way regarding a second phase, including
a 500km rail link to Zahedan, the
provincial capital, and facilities
for exporting Iranian gas. These
may be advanced later in the year
with the scheduled visit to Tehran
of Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi.
This is where possibilities really
begin to open. The easing of sanctions as part of Iran’s nuclear agreement with world powers is set to
strengthen Iran as an important
hub in a network stretching in all
four points of the compass.
In a sense this is new but in another it is not. In his classical study
of trade under the Safavid dynasty
(1501-1736), published 17 years ago,
Rudolph Matthee, professor of history at the University of Delaware,
included a series of maps highlighting the silk trade of the 17th century. One shows sea routes east to
Surat and Jakarta (then known as
Batavia), west around Africa to Europe and north by land to the Mediterranean. Another map shows the
more than 2,000km Volga route,
north overland, across the Caspian
to Astrakhan and then on to the
Volga River and Moscow.
“Long-distance trade has forever
been a quintessential part of life
on the Iranian plateau,” Matthee
wrote in The Politics of Trade in Safavid Iran. “A crossroads between
the Indian subcontinent, Central
Asia, Russia and the Mediterranean
basin, Iran was the scene of eastwest commerce even before the
days of the fabled Silk Road, an important branch of which traversed
the country… the world between
the Mediterranean and Central Asia
that was knitted together by common cultural patterns and a comprehensive trading network.”
A more recent work, published
in 2014, by Arash Khazeni, assistant professor of history at Pomona
College, California, looks at a commodity that was important up to
the 19th century but of little interest to the West. Sky Blue Stone: The

An Iranian security guard looks on at oil docks at the port of Kalantari in the city of Chabahar, 300km
east of the Strait of Hormuz.
Turquoise Trade in World History
focuses on a “global object that
did not matter to Europe but was
greatly esteemed and took on profound meaning across the tributary
Islamic empires of early modern
Asia”.

Oman’s leading port,
Salalah, has signed
agreements with
Bandar Abbas and
Chabahar.
Among many contemporary pictures featured in the book, including the turquoise-studded main
square and royal mosque at Isfahan, is a painting of Moghul emperor Jahangir on top of the globe
with a turquoise ring on his right

hand embracing the Safavid Shah
Abbas I.
However far patterns and means
of trade have changed since Safavid times, geography is constant.
With sanctions easing, Iran’s more
far-sighted leaders see the country
once again as a crossroads of north
and south, east and west. They
look to Europe for technology and
investment and as a potential market for Iran’s largely untapped, vast
gas reserves, the world’s second
largest.
They also look north. Iranian
Energy Minister Hamid Chitchian
on March 14th said he expected an
agreement with Russia to develop
a 1,400-megawatt thermal power
plant. According to IRNA news
agency, Chitchian claimed visiting
Russian officials, including Energy

Minister Alexander Novak, had
agreed to projects worth $30 billion.
It is not only India that sees potential for trade through Chabahar
into Iran and central Asia. Oman’s
leading port, Salalah, has signed
agreements with Bandar Abbas and
Chabahar that, according to Iranian media reports, could see the
sultanate replace the United Arab
Emirates as Iran’s biggest regional
trade partner.
David Gledhill, chief executive officer of Salalah, has spoken of the
hinterlands of all three ports finding “gateways for wider markets by
leveraging on the location of the
partner ports” while “landlocked
countries adjacent to Iran… [find]
transport corridors to access new
markets”.

Palestinian tile industry a cultural treasure
Malak Hasan

Nablus

Q

uietly hunched over a
dusty, metallic station,
with his fragile fingers
wrapped in shredded
sky-blue gloves, Hani
Rehan carefully eyes a custommade tile he crafted in Nablus’s
flagstone tile factory, where the
elite and tourists flock to purchase
a fragment of Palestinian heritage.
Established in 1930, Aslan Tiles’
factory is advertised as the last
workshop in the West Bank in
which handmade and coloured tile
is produced for those with a strong
cultural appetite and ample cash
to purchase a product once considered an affordable necessity in
many Palestinian households.
One of the factory’s clients is Jordan’s Queen Rania, the Palestinian
wife of King Abdullah II. The queen
once decorated her royal chamber
with tiles of a design that was then
named for her: Rania’s Lily.

“Each design has a
unique name:
Mosque’s Gate, Vine
Leaves, Cat’s Paw,
Crown, Wheel and the
Shami Carpet.”

Jalal Aslan

With hundreds of possibilities
and a wide array of colours and designs to choose from, Anan Aslan,
manager of Aslan Tiles, explained
that traditional coloured tile redefined the way people viewed heritage, prompting them to incorpo-

rate the tiles in modern lifestyles.
“Coloured traditional tile was
very popular in the early ’30s until
the late ’70s but people lost interest
all through the ’80s and ’90s. It was
no longer special or new and people found a cheaper replacement in
machine-made tile,” he said.

In the West Bank,
the process of
making tile and the
craft is a tourist
attraction.
Since 2000 however, Aslan said
demand has increased for traditional coloured tile, which is believed to have originated in the
Levant, thus the name Shami, Arabic for “Syrian”. But Aslan’s father,
Jalal, said the craft was established
in the region during French colonisation between the first and second
world wars.
Tile produced in Nablus carries
colours and designs that mirror local culture in a way that leaves no
doubt to the authentic Palestinian
flavour and identity it promotes.
“Each design has a unique name:
Mosque’s Gate, Vine Leaves, Cat’s
Paw, Crown, Wheel and the Shami
Carpet [are] just few designs of the
750 designs that we have,” Jalal
Aslan said. “We have so many copper designs that could last us another 100 years.”
Husam, who has been working
with the Aslan family for 17 years,
said he enjoys his craft. “What we
do here is not found anywhere
else,” he said. “Our craft is distinctive and only he who holds
the metal tankard and pours the
colours into the design can understand why this is a fascinating

 ani Rehan pouring colours into a copper tile mould at his station
H
in Aslan Tiles factory in Nablus. He has been doing this since 1947.
craft. We are artists”.
The worker begins by fitting a
hollowed piece of metal called
the “bracelet” over a metal plate,
turning the pieces into a mould
in which the colours are poured
through a copper design.
After 1 centimetre of liquid colour is poured into each cell, the
design is lifted and the colours are
covered with a 4-centimetre layer
of white, crushed stone and cement and then covered with anoth-

er metal plate before being pressed
in a machine.
Freshly made tile needs to sit for
up to 36 hours to dry before it can
be used. There are coloured tile
factories elsewhere in the Middle
East but they use different methods of colouring and their quality
of production seems less impressive.
In the West Bank, the process of
making tile and the craft is a tourist attraction. Aslan estimates that

half of the factory’s customers are
tourists who buy a few pieces to
take home.
“We rely on word of mouth and
passers-by who express interest in
what we do,” he said.
He said that 30% of the customers are from the West Bank and
most of the rest are from Israel,
both Arabs and Israelis.
“We are forced to partner up with
Israeli suppliers, who mediate between us and Israeli buyers. They
send us the requested colours, designs and quantity and we make it
and pack it to be sold as an Israeli
product,” Aslan said.
While more than half of the factory’s production targets Israelis,
Aslan and his father said they had
rejected an offer by Israeli businessmen to relocate to Israel because they felt that would be an
“act of betrayal” to the Palestinian
cause.
The factory is widely regarded as
a national treasure and a token of
Palestinian heritage but it receives
minimal support and facilities
from the Palestinian Authority.
Aslan said the factory has no export licence because it is owned by
about 100 people, most of whom
are either old or live abroad. However, he said, exports to Queen
Rania proceeded easily because of
“her royal status”.
Other potential buyers from
abroad are turned down because it
is not worth the trouble, Aslan said.
A 1-square-metre slab of traditional coloured tile, which makes
25 pieces, sells for $40. Machinemade tile can be purchased for $10
or less depending on quality.
Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah,
has covered Palestinian-Israeli
issues for more than five years.
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Economy
Briefs
BP, Statoil to
withdraw staff from
Algerian plants
Energy companies BP and Norway’s Statoil said they will withdraw staff from two gas plants in
Algeria after an attack by militants
on one of the sites in the North African country.
Militants attacked the In Salah
gas plant, operated with stateowned Sonatrach on March 18th
but there were no injuries or damage. Al-Qaeda’s North Africa branch
claimed responsibility for the attack.
Algeria’s energy infrastructure
has been heavily protected by the
army, especially since a 2013 attack
on the In Amenas gas plant, also
operated by BP and Statoil, during
which 40 oil workers were killed.
Statoil, BP and Sonatrach were to
restart the third and final processing train at the In Amenas gas plant,
damaged during the 2013 attack,
later this year.
(Reuters)

Economic positions
included in
Egyptian cabinet
shuffle

A recent view of the Mediterranean resort city of Antalya, normally a popular destination for German tourists.

Fewer tourists in Turkey after blasts
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

O

n approach to Istanbul
Ataturk Airport with
his passenger plane
in March, a Turkish
Airlines pilot was surprised to be told by air controllers
that there was no congestion and
that he, therefore, did not have to
wait in a holding pattern over Turkey’s metropolis before landing.
“I have never seen Istanbul as
empty as this,” the pilot said over
the radio, according to media reports. “We’re surprised ourselves,”
an official from the tower replied.
After years of a tourism boom
that produced steadily rising visitor numbers and billions of dollars
of revenue every year, the Turkish tourism industry is in crisis.
Terrorist attacks, the conflict in
neighbouring Syria and a row with
Russia are scaring off visitors. “It’s
drastic,” one Istanbul tour guide
said. “Some companies haven’t
paid wages for months.”

TUI, the world’s
biggest tour
operator, reported a
drop of 40% in
bookings to Turkey.
The tour guide, who declined
to be named, said that in normal
years a bus loaded with more than
30 foreign holidaymakers would
leave Istanbul for a tour of Anatolia every day. “This year, it’s about

two buses per week with about 12
people each,” he said.
A string of bomb attacks shattered Turkey’s image as a safe
holiday destination. A suspected
suicide bomber of the Islamic State
(ISIS) killed three Israeli tourists
and one Iranian on Istanbul’s Istiklal Caddesi shopping area in the
heart of the metropolis on March
19th. Following the attack, many
tourists left the country, news reports said.

Occupancy rates in
Istanbul hotels have
fallen to less than
50%.
In January, another ISIS member
set off explosives amid a German
tour group in Sultanahmet, Istanbul’s old town, killing 12 visitors.
Last October, two ISIS supporters
moved into an Ankara political rally and exploded bombs that killed
more than 100 people. Kurdish suicide bombers are thought to have
been behind attacks in Ankara on
February 17th and March 13th, killing 28 and 37 people, respectively.
At the same time, Turkey’s relations with Russia, one of the most
important countries of origin for
the Turkish tourism sector, went
into a deep crisis following the
downing of a Russian warplane
by the Turkish Air Force on the
Syrian border last November. As a
result, the number of Russian tourists arriving in the southern Turkish resort of Antalya dropped 81%
in January, compared to January
2015.
Overall, the number of foreign

tourists in Turkey decreased 1.6 %
in 2015 to about 36 million. Analysts say 2016 will be much worse.
TUI, the world’s biggest tour operator, reported a drop of 40% in
bookings to Turkey. Cruise operators said their tours would not include stops at Turkish harbours
this year.
Several organisations, among
them the International Political
Science Association (IPSA), cancelled conventions in Turkey due
to security concerns. News reports said eight major conferences planned in Istanbul had been
called off during January and February. Occupancy rates in Istanbul
hotels have fallen to less than 50%.
For the first time in several years,
Istanbul welcomed fewer guests in
January and February than in the
same time period a year earlier.
The economic fallout of the crisis is making itself felt. In Marmaris, a resort town in south-western
Turkey, about 70% of hotels are for
sale as empty rooms mean owners
cannot pay back loans, according
to news reports.
As more hotels were put on sale,
there was nobody willing to buy,
Zulfikar Soyvural, chairman of an
association of real estate agencies
in Marmaris, told Turkish media.
Investment bank JP Morgan said it
expected tourism revenue in Turkey to drop by 15% in 2016.
Cetin Osman Budak, a senior
lawmaker of the opposition Republican People’s Party (CHP)
representing Antalya, said the
situation was dire. “Alarm bells
are going off,” he said in February.
In January, Antalya saw a 21% decrease in visitor numbers. For the

first time in ten years, the number
of foreign tourists arriving at the
city by air in one month was less
than 100,000.
The government in Ankara says
it is helping the sector with a $78
million package that includes fuel
subsidies for tour operators to
make flights to Turkey cheaper.
Some in the industry say this is not
enough. The Chamber of Trade
and Commerce in Antalya suggested that Turkey invite international pop stars such as Madonna,
Jennifer Lopez or Justin Bieber to
perform in the country in an effort
to attract more visitors.

70%

of hotels are for
sale as empty
rooms mean owners
cannot pay back
loans, according to
news reports.
Some say tourists will return to
Turkey when the situation in the
country quiets down. Norbert Fiebig, head of the German Travel Association (DRV), said he expected
an increase in bookings for Turkey. Germans have traditionally
been the strongest national group
among foreign tourists in Turkey,
accounting for 5.6 million visitors
in 2015.
The tour guide in Istanbul also
said not everything was lost. “We
are hoping for the autumn,” he
said.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi named ten new ministers, including the finance and investment
portfolios, in a cabinet reshuffle
meant to revive an economy laid
low by political turmoil and militant violence.
Banking veteran Amr el-Garhy
was appointed finance minister
and Dalia Khorshid investment
minister, a statement said. Sisi also
named four new deputy ministers
— a deputy planning minister and
three deputy finance ministers for
treasury affairs, tax policy and fiscal policy.
Garhy joins the finance ministry
after serving in leadership positions at various finance institutions
including Qalaa Holdings, El-Ahli
Bank of Qatar and EFG Hermes, one
of the Middle East’s largest investment banks.
Khorshid takes on the post of investment minister after serving as
vice-president of Citibank for eight
years, holding several posts at Orascom Construction Industries and
most recently serving as chief executive of Orascom Holdings.
Egypt’s economy grew around
4.2% in 2014-15 and the government said it expects growth to remain at a similar level in the current
fiscal year.
(Reuters)

IRGC looks to play
bigger role in Iran’s
economy
A senior member of Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)
urged the government to follow its
supreme leader’s vision for a selfreliant economy and said the IRGC
wanted to play a bigger role to make
that happen.
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei called for a “resistance economy”, saying US policies to restrict business with Iran
had undermined any economic
benefits of international sanctions
being lifted in January.
Any increase in the IRGC’s economic footprint could make Iran a
riskier market for foreign investors,
as many of its members and front
companies remain under US sanctions on Iran’s defence industries
and alleged support for what Washington sees as “acts of terrorism”.
(Reuters)
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Youth initiatives revive hope in Baghdad
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I

am Iraqi, I read; Let’s Walk
and Shoot; and Baghdad Dar
el-Salam Festival are some of
the private initiatives undertaken by young Iraqis to raise
awareness of culture, heritage and
peaceful coexistence in a country
torn by conflicts, sectarian tension
and intolerance.
Although the concept of civil society in Iraq faces numerous challenges, including unconsolidated
democracy and instability along
with funding constraints, young
Iraqis have been struggling to revive civil and cultural life through
such initiatives.
“I am Iraqi, I read is an independent civil initiative that celebrates
books and the culture of reading,
which had regressed a lot among
all layers of the Iraqi society due to
the unstable political and security
situation in the country,” activist
and co-founder of the group Bassam Sinamai said.

The concept of civil
society in Iraq faces
numerous
challenges,
including
unconsolidated
democracy and
instability along
with funding
constraints.
The initiative, which was
launched in Baghdad in 2012, relies on young volunteers who collect books, organise reading sessions and have thematic debates in
universities, schools and cultural
centres.
Sinamai bemoaned the “vanishing” culture of reading in a country whose capital is famous for its
centuries-old book-selling centre,
al-Mutanabbi Street, named after
the tenth-century classical Arab

poet. The street, filled with bookshops and outdoor book stalls, illustrated the Arab saying: “Egypt
writes, Beirut publishes and Baghdad reads.”
“In addition to the fact that fewer people are reading, the absence
of quality reading was yet another
reason for launching the initiative,”
Sinamai said, adding that cultural
life deteriorated after the US invasion in 2003 and the proliferation
of religious extremism and sectarian tensions that followed.
“Nonetheless, civil activity continued and was actually reinforced
in retaliation to the rise of radicalism, sectarianism and rampant
corruption,” he added.
Let’s Walk and Shoot, which
began four years ago, focuses on
taking photographs of Baghdad
during daily walks and displaying
them on social media to increase
knowledge about the city and its
people.
“Conflict and rampant insecurity
have prevented young children
from moving around and getting
to know their city,” activist Hatem
Hashem said. “We have a whole
generation who are ignorant about
what’s in their country except
death and destruction, which they
hear about on the news.
“The experience was exciting
and challenging especially in the
beginning because of a photo ban
in Baghdad. However, we have
succeeded in producing plenty of
pictures that helped introduce Iraqis and Arabs to our capital which
offers beautiful sceneries, and
not only scenes of explosions and
death.”
The initiative was largely welcomed in youth circles and soon
spread across the country. “Our
message reached many young people who took it upon themselves
to shed light on other Iraqi cities
and we now have beautiful albums
about Iraq which depict the country’s history and its civil society,”
Hashem said.
Transmitting images of fun, culture and liveliness from Baghdad
is the main aim of Baghdad Dar
el-Salam Festival, put on each Sep-

Young Iraqis performing at the Baghdad Dar el-Salam Festival.
tember 21st — The International
Day of Peace. The festival took five
years to establish with the help
of 635 volunteers, said organiser
Nouf Assi.
“We wanted to show a different
aspect of Baghdad, which has been
locked in war for decades,” she
said. “The idea is to promote the
culture of peace among the Iraqi
people and to relay to the world
the message that Iraqis are peace
lovers and reject violence despite
the difficult conditions under
which they live.”
The one-day festival, first held in
2011, offers cultural activities, including art exhibitions and music,
in addition to seminars on health
issues and peace-building campaigns.
“It is a platform for the young
people to expose their skills and
express their ideas and at the same
time participate in the efforts of
enhancing rapprochement and

peaceful coexistence,” Assi added.
Despite meagre funding, youth
initiatives have grown due to the
younger generation’s eagerness to
make a difference in society and
raise hope for a better future amid
a gloomy situation, according to
activist and social writer Asmaa
Obeid.

“We have a whole
generation who are
ignorant about what’s
in their country
except death and
destruction.”
Activist Hatem Hashem
“Iraqi youth appreciate such initiatives because they need to vent
their frustrations with the political and security conditions in the
country through exposing their
talents and interests. The young

people’s determination and persistence will eventually restore civilian life in Baghdad to what it was in
the past,” Obeid said.
For the first time in decades,
Iraqis were free to participate in
political and social efforts that are
unrelated to the one-party rule imposed by the former Ba’athist regime. New to the experience, Iraqis
mobilised and formed non-government organisations geared towards
reviving participation in social,
cultural and humanitarian affairs.
“The displacement of thousands
of people fleeing (the Islamic State)
ISIS resulted in the mushrooming
of humanitarian campaigns and activities that helped alleviate the sufferings of many refugees,” Obeid
noted.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of
The Arab Weekly.

In Egypt, traditional taxis losing ground
Mohamed Zain

Cairo

C

hauffeur cab booking
services have come to
Egypt, redefining taxi
services and threatening
the livelihoods of traditional drivers who monopolised
taxi transport for decades.
“Business has been steadily
going down since these services
emerged in our country,” said
Ahmed Shawqi, a taxi driver in his
mid-30s. “I am sure this business
will keep declining day after day
until it shrivels up altogether.”
The chauffeur cab booking services in recent months have taken
tens of thousands of clients from
Shawqi and Egypt’s other 400,000
taxi drivers.

The chauffeur cab
booking services in
recent months have
taken tens of
thousands of clients
from Egypt’s
400,000 taxi
drivers.
Offering newer model cars and
good-looking, stylishly dressed
drivers, some fluent in more than
two languages, the new services
aim to serve people frustrated with
traditional taxis. The new taxis
stop at the doorsteps of clients and
help them book rides online at sur-

prisingly affordable prices.
Fatma Taha, a 24-year-old makeup artist, says she is becoming addicted to the new service.
“To say the truth, there is a total
difference between the traditional
taxis and the new service,” Taha
said. “The drivers [of the new service] are clean, the cars are new
and comfortable and the fare is not
exaggerated.”
Cars operating within the new
service charge clients 130 piastres
(about 13 US cents) per kilometre,
about the same as traditional taxis. The drivers arrive on time, according to clients, do not demand
extra money for rides when the
road is crowded or when traffic is
bad and — most importantly, say
some customers — do not harass
their female clients.
Drivers such as Shawqi are not
falling silent, though. They stage
protests, hold news conferences,
submit complaints at government
offices and take their grievances to
the airwaves. They claim the new
service will make them beggars
because they take over clients,
even though they do not have licences to offer transport to the
public.
They want the government to
ban the new service but officials
say they cannot shun investment.
Egyptian Local Development Minister Ahmed Zaki Badr on March
19th said the government works
to legalise the service and offer it
a licence.
“I am surprised at the war traditional taxi drivers wage against
us,” said Karim Atef, a 38-year-old
driver with the international chauf-

A taxi driver leans his head against his hand in desperation
during a recent protest by the drivers of the traditional taxis in
downtown Cairo.
feur cab booking service company
Uber. “We serve clients left behind
by them, namely those living in
remote areas who cannot reach a
traditional taxi.”
Mustafa Mohamed, a 32-yearold driver with UAE-based company Careem, said clients entrust
him with their family members
because they can track him down
during the ride through the global
positioning system (GPS).
“Apart from this, my clients can
report any mistake I commit to my
company, which does not happen
in the case of the traditional taxi
drivers who are self-employed,”
he said.
All these are probably reasons

why traditional taxi drivers are
getting less sympathy and support
from a public, many of whom have
harsh tales to tell of taxi rides.

Cars operating
within the new
service charge
clients 130 piastres
(about 13 US cents)
per kilometre.
Taha said a few months ago she
was almost abducted by a taxi
driver who drove her and her sister
away from their destination. They
were saved by her brother-in-law

who happened to be close to the
place the driver took them.
She said another time a man
flagged down the taxi she was riding in and got in the car. He turned
out to be a friend of the driver and
both men smoked hash inside the
car as she shuddered in fear in the
backseat.
“But this is not to say that all traditional taxi drivers are bad,” she
said.
The losses drivers such as Shawqi are sustaining are very real. He
said he used to earn $22-$44 a day
but now has $11 in fares on the best
of days.
“Clients have already gone to
the new service,” he said. “I do not
know what to do.”
Female-only taxis, called Pink
Taxi, began offering rides a few
months ago. Pink Taxi targets
women, who are often victims
of sexual harassment during taxi
rides.
There are three chauffeur cab
booking services operating in
Egypt but the number is expected
to rise, considering the success of
the current operations. The services are offered in Cairo, Giza
province and the coastal city of Alexandria. Executives say they will
soon expand to other provinces
and cities.
“We do not threaten the traditional taxis in any way,” said an executive from one of the companies
offering the services. “The Egyptian market is big enough for all of
us to work and make profits.”
Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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Saudi women lawyers achieve equality
in the courtroom
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

S

audi lawyer Dimah Talal
Alsharif had few expectations when she began practising law two years ago
in Saudi Arabia’s judicial
system but, in the relatively short
time that she has been representing clients, she discovered female
attorneys are powerful tools in the
courts.
“My perspective is really different
now,” Alsharif said. “Judges are beginning to appreciate us and starting to listen.”
There has been considerable
progress in women’s rights in the
Saudi judicial system since 2011.
The Ministry of Justice recently
adopted policies to streamline legal
procedures for female plaintiffs in
civil cases by exempting them from
the requirement that plaintiffs file
lawsuits in the jurisdiction of the
defendant’s residence. The exception eliminates the need to travel,
sometimes at great distances, to the
defendant’s city to file a lawsuit.
Equally important is that female
lawyers are now permitted to practise law in a courtroom before a
judge and can represent men and
women.

There has been
considerable
progress in women’s
rights in the Saudi
judicial system since
2011.
“There is no difference now,”
Alsharif said. “We are in the same
position as our male colleagues.
Judges today are more kind, more
educated and more open-minded
than a few years ago.”
It was not always that way. Saudi Arabia has a reputation for an
opaque judicial system in which
tribal biases seemed to influence
judicial rulings. Saudi law is based
on sharia, which is an interpretation of the Quran and Sunnah and
is not codified. Although the Ministry of Justice announced in 2009
that it planned to codify civil and
criminal laws, little is known of the
programme’s progress.

Until recently, the majority of
judges earned postgraduate degrees in Islamic Studies, usually
from Riyadh’s Imam Mohamed bin
Saud Islamic University. Formal legal training was not a requirement
and judges were permitted wide
interpretations of sharia. It was not
uncommon that social pressure,
regional differences and tribal customs played significant roles in rulings.

“Judges are
beginning to
appreciate us and
starting to listen.”
Saudi lawyer
Dimah Talal Alsharif
Alsharif characterised tribal biases influencing rulings today as
“accidents”, although overall she
has witnessed few problems.
Khaleel al-Basha, a Jeddah lawyer, said some issues persist in domestic courts.
“Some of the difficulties they
(women) face is the difference in
the verdicts in similar cases from
one court to another,” Basha said.
“All are due to the fact they are
based on ijtihad (independent interpretation of sharia) that leaves it
up to the judge’s interpretation and
evaluation on the evidence he has.”
Yet overall, women clients and
lawyers have made great strides in
legal representation, he said.
“There is a wide acceptance to
women’s demands in regard to her
rights whether from the society,
the family or the courts,” Basha
said. “However, there are still some
reservations. On the other hand, a
quite good number of female lawyers already representing their (clients) is a positive thing.”
He said domestic cases proceed
quicker and occur in a single court
hearing. Women are no longer
forced to follow the wishes of her
husband in divorce, custody and
alimony cases. Women have access
to mediation with a representative
from her side of the family and one
from her husband’s family. Judges
often rule favourably on khula, or
divorce initiated by the wife.
In fact, the Justice Ministry reported that there was a 48% increase in divorces initiated by

An outside view of the Riyadh Main Court.
women in 2015, with divorce cases
making up 4.2% of domestic cases
heard by Saudi judges.
To consider the rapid acceleration in women’s rights in the courtroom, it is instructive that Saudi
Arabia only embraced the concept
of legal representation in 1997 and
officially authorised it in 2001.
Saudi women began attending law
school in 2004 with the first graduates receiving degrees in 2008.
Even as late as 2011, the formal title
of “lawyer” was elusive to women.
Changes, however, were in the
works as the ministry developed
plans in 2010 to allow women lawyers to argue divorce, child custody
and other family related cases in
the courtroom. Law licences were

formally granted women in 2013
and now several thousand hold law
degrees.
Basha’s law firm, Wafa for Female
Legal Consultation, offers Saudi
women free consultations on how
to navigate the judicial system, including writing petitions and understanding what occurs during
a hearing. A similar service is provided by Al-Mawaddah for Family
Development.
“Our main job is to clarify for
women the Islamic and legal perspective of their case and their
rights in Islamic society and raising their awareness in a way that
guarantees that they receives their
rights,” Basha said.
He said women’s lack of aware-

ness of their Islamic rights have
hurt them in the courtroom. “There
is a lack of transparency in women’s
rights,” he said. “There is a tremendous number of… family cases lost
due to their lack of knowledge of
their rights and the way to deal
with the courts. There is a scarcity
of cooperating lawyers who represent women and at the same time
fees are skyrocketing.”
He cautioned women not to seek
legal advice from unqualified people since that could damage their
case. “Some women get wrong information about their legal rights,”
Basha said.
Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Egypt’s refugees cannot wait to leave
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

W

hen he arrived with
his wife and three
children almost two
years ago, refugee
Yahia Abdel Ghani
was hoping that Egypt would be his
second home until he could return
to Syria when the war ended.
As time went by, however, the
59-year-old lost hope of returning
home and also of staying in Egypt.
“Life is becoming more difficult
in Egypt day after day,” said Abdel
Ghani, a native of Aleppo. “My children and I now think of nothing but
how to leave to Europe.”

“We need to collect at
least $3,000 to give
for the smugglers to
help us reach
Europe.”
Yahia Abdel Ghani, a refugee
They are far from alone. Thousands of refugees who landed in
Egypt are seeking to leave for more
economically prosperous and politically stable countries.
As they grew in number, the refu-

gees competed for the limited number of jobs available in this country,
rubbed shoulders with Egyptians
at the nation’s health care institutions, on public transport and in
bustling markets.
Egypt, with a growing population
and limited resources, has been
struggling to regain its economic
footing after years of turmoil following the 2011 “Arab spring” protests.
“I know of a lot of people who left
to Europe in search of a better life,”
said Rakan Abul Kheir, a Syrian
community leader. “Some of them
did everything possible to continue
living here but Egypt has its deep
economic problems.”
Almost three years ago, there
were about 500,000 Syrian refugees in Egpyt, according to Abul
Kheir. Some have found steady
employment or started businesses.
Many others, however, found daily
life difficult, with jobs unavailable
and education for their children
unattainable.
Today, 140,000 Syrian refugees
remain in Egypt, according to the
UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). They are among
256,384 refugees and asylum-seekers in Egypt registered with the
agency.
UNHCR says more refugees in
Egypt are likely to try to reach Eu-

A Syrian refugee and his sons in the Egyptian port city of
Alexandria.
rope via sea routes as smuggling
and trafficking networks have taken advantage of the strained political and socioeconomic environment.
Abul Kheir says he knows quite a
few who have already done so.
“Some of them succeeded in
reaching Europe,” he said. “Others,
however, drowned, like many illegal migrants.”
The influx of migrants has turned
into an intolerable headache for

European governments.
“Apart from all social and economic considerations, the fear in
Europe is that some terrorists can
sneak in as part of this endless flow
of refugees,” said Nabil Zaki, a veteran political analyst. “This just
means that the boats bringing the
refugees to European shores can
also bring death and violence with
them.”
Egypt has signed the 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 pro-

tocol and the 1969 Organisation of
African Unity (OAU) Convention
governing aspects of refugee issues
in Africa.
UNHCR says that, while Cairo
grants some access to public primary health care and education, specialised care for chronic illnesses
and rehabilitative intervention are
not available to refugees nor are
various public insurance schemes.
The absorption capacity in state
schools remains an issue due to
overcrowding and teacher shortages, UNHCR says.
Education and quality health
care covered by insurance are simply things Abdel Ghani and his
children cannot even contemplate.
They worry about life’s basics:
food, clothing and a roof under
which they can live.
Abdel Ghani, who is too fragile
to work, could not enroll his children in Egyptian universities because they need to earn money to
buy food for the family and save for
their dream of getting out of Egypt.
“We need to collect at least
$3,000 to give for the smugglers to
help us reach Europe,” Abdel Ghani
said. “I know we can drown in the
sea or be killed on the way but we
will die anyway if we stay here.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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Palestinian calligrapher captures sovereignty through Quran
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

W

hen the United Nations voted the Palestinian territories
to a non-member
observer state status in 2012, Palestinians felt sovereignty was attainable. The desire
to capture the symbolic independence dominated the thoughts of
calligrapher Saher al-Kabi.
Born in the refugee camp of Balata near the West Bank’s northern
city of Nablus, one of Kabi’s early
ambitions was to handwrite Islam’s holy scripture, the Quran.
“Initially, it was only about a
masterpiece that will bear my
name but it later became about
Palestine and the need to preserve
its name,” Kabi said.
For Palestinians, who are predominantly Muslim, the Quran
is the most sacred text. It is the
primary source of every Muslim’s
faith and deals with subjects such
as wisdom, doctrine, worship,
transactions, law and the relationship between God and humans.
From an artistic point of view,
the Quran presents a great challenge for calligraphers and artists
as it is an opportunity to display
fine talent through handwriting
what is regarded as the most important work in the Arabic language.

The final product is
to be put on display
in the soon-to-beinaugurated
Palestinian
Museum.
“To write a single page, I sometimes work up to 14 hours and to
apply tashkil, or Arabic diacritics,
it takes more than 5 minutes per

word. This is not an easy task and
the text is extremely complex,”
explained Kabi, who said he proposed his idea to Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas in 2014.
Abbas commissioned Kabi to
work on the first Palestinian copy
of the Quran, which will bear the
name of the al-Aqsa mosque, Islam’s third holiest shrine, in Jerusalem.

“To write a single
page, I sometimes
work up to 14
hours and to apply
tashkil, or Arabic
diacritics, it takes
more than 5
minutes per word.”
Saher al-Kabi
“I knew the president would support me,” Kabi said, “but I didn’t
imagine his extreme enthusiasm
and immediate endorsement.”
The relatively unknown calligrapher, who has a master’s degree in
economics but taught calligraphy
at a local university, said he realised the significance of the task,
not only because his name would
be tied to it but because would
be an unprecedented Palestinian
achievement.
After being commissioned for
the job, Kabi needed eight months
to prepare, including calculating
the diameters of the final manuscript, the type of paper, the pens
and the ink.
“The material used in the production of the manuscript was
mainly imported from abroad, including the traditional Japanese
ink, which has been produced the
same way for 300 years, and the
chemical-free German paper that
is made of egg whites and cornstarch,” Kabi said.
The chosen style for manuscript
is known as Naskh, a simple and

Palestinian calligrapher Saher al-Kabi working on his handwritten Quran.
clear writing used to guarantee
readability and clarity.
Kabi said he expects to deliver a
completed manuscript around the
end of the year. The final product
is to be put on display in the soonto-be-inaugurated Palestinian Museum.
Although the project is seen as
a symbolic achievement for Palestinians, it is also a dream that Kabi
is proud to have been able to bring
to life.
“The art of calligraphy has fascinated me since I was a young
boy,” he said. “I used to examine
the work of a local calligrapher in
hopes that I will grow to become a
renowned calligrapher myself.”
Kabi studied calligraphy on his
own as a teenager and then travelled to Iraq to master the art. Although the state of affairs in Iraq

prevented him from enrolling
at the University of Babylon, he
joined the Iraqi Calligraphers’ Association and practiced the craft
with Iraqi experts, gaining the experience and skill needed to carry
out the Quran project.
The Palestinian Authority obtained official approval from AlAzhar Al-Sharif, Egypt’s renowned
Islamic institution that plays a key
role in teaching Islam and preserving Islamic culture and heritage,
which will ultimately give the
manuscript its credibility.
“We work hand in hand with AlAzhar Al-Sharif. I finish five parts
and send them to be proofread.
While the experts do their part,
I start working on the next five
chapters,” Kabi said.
After being proofread by a special committee at Al-Azhar, the

next phase will be adding a distinctive style of illumination using
liquid gold to complete the manuscript, which is expected to weigh
35 kilograms upon completion.
Mahmoud al-Habash, the president’s adviser for religious affairs
and head of the committee supervising the project, said the Palestinian Authority is planning to
print about 1 million copies in various sizes to be distributed in Arab
and Muslim countries.
“By doing so, we aim to make
sure that everyone remembers alAqsa mosque and their responsibility towards the holy city when
they hold al-Aqsa mosque printed
manuscript to read,” he said.
Malak Hasan, based in Ramallah,
has reported on Palestinian-Israeli
issues for more than five years.

Digital archive immortalises Mesopotamian city
Karen Dabrowska

London

O

bjects and archives from
the Sumerian city of Ur,
one of the most important cities in Mesopotamian history, are being
digitalised under the auspices of the
British Museum and the Penn Museum in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, a
project inspired by the looting of the
Iraq Museum in 2003.
Curators then realised that there
was no inventory of the finds at
Ur, which are housed in the British
Museum (25%), the Penn Museum
(25%) and the Iraq Museum (50%).
The wanton destruction of Iraq’s archaeological sites prompted them to
act as they wanted to ensure that the
finds at Ur would be documented for
the benefit of future generations.

The centenary of the
start of the
excavations at Ur
will be in 2022.
In areas of Iraq that fell in the
hands of the Islamic State (ISIS) history is being systematically erased:
Damage has been done to ancient
Mosul (dating back to 25th century
BC), Hatra, 3rd century BC; Nineveh,
the Assyrian capital from the 5th
millennium BC; Nimrud, founded
3,500 years ago; Khorsabad, built
between 717-706 BC. The 4th century Mar Behnam Monastery and
the Mosque of the Prophet Yunus
(Jonah) and his tomb are no more.
Numerous other wonders are being
erased as are museums and ancient
literary treasures.
But Ur, in southern Iraq, will be
immortalised online through the

Search Ur Online website scheduled to be launched in summer.
“We are photographing and
documenting all the finds
from Ur in our collections,
from small pieces of broken pots to ancient cuneiform texts and exquisite
gold jewellery. We are also
digitising the original excavation
photographs,
archives, plans and other
documents,” Birger Helgestad, project curator at
the British Museum, said.
“These varied sources
of information will be
brought together for the
first time and made available in an online database
that will preserve the
complete finds and records in digital formats
for posterity.”
The first excavations
were undertaken in
1854 by J E Taylor, the
British vice-consul in
Basra who excavated
the base of the ziggurat. Inscriptions he
found there identified the site as “Ur
of the Chalices”,
the biblical home of
Abraham.
Further
excavations
were
carried out by the
University of Pennsylvania and the British
Museum (1918-19) but
the best known work was
done by British archaeologist Sir James Woolley between
1922 and 1934.
In 1922, Woolley discovered the
Royal Cemetery at Ur and the engraved helmet of King Meskalamshar of beaten gold, one of the finest
examples of Sumerian workman-

A 4,000-year-old fired clay
relief from the ancient
Mesopotamian city of Ur is
one of the artefacts being
digitalised by the British
Museum and the Penn
Museum.

ship. The grave of Queen Shubad
contained the bodies of 64 servants
and four harpists all wearing ceremonial dress and jewellery.
“We want the city of Ur to
come to life,” Helgestad said.
“Music was a very essential
part of the lives of the people and we have instruments
from Ur, such as lyres and
tablets that describe how to
tune them. Street performers from India who played
music with their monkeys
show us that four or five
thousand years ago the
people of Mesopotamia
enjoyed their lives in
much the same way we
do.”
The photographs uploaded on the site provide a glimpse of the
excavations and some
of the experiences during the 1920s and 1930s.
One photograph shows
workmen being inoculated against cholera.
“We wanted to unify
the objects so if you
are interested in terracotta objects you
don’t have to travel to
the [British Museum],
the Penn Museum or
the Iraq Museum. You
can find all the information recorded in one
place on the website.
This is one of the core
aims of the Ur project,”
Helgestad emphasised.
Jonathan Taylor, the assistant keeper of cuneiform collections
in the British Museum’s Mesopotamia Department, is responsible for
taking care of the 11,000 cuneiform
inscriptions on clay tablets and other objects such as seals.

“It is a good manageable number,
enough to get our teeth into but not
so many that it is not overwhelmingly possible to cope with them,”
he said.
“The inscriptions provide a nice
thread through Mesopotamian history. We have professional documents, legal texts and administrative material but we also see how
the scribes learned. We have a tablet
with a scribe who is just learning
and one with a more efficient scribe.
There are also iconic temple foundations which describe which king
built which temple and for which
God.”

Ur, in southern Iraq,
will be immortalised
online through the
Search Ur Online
website scheduled
to be launched in
summer.
Eleanor Robson, the chairwoman
of the Council for the British Institute for the Study of Iraq (formerly
known as The British School of Archaeology in Iraq) played down
fears for Ur, noting that it is in a
safe and tranquil province, a couple
hours drive from Basra.
“I hope that by the time of the
centenary of the discoveries it will
be reasonable and normal for researchers and visitors to go to Ur.
The centenary of the start of the excavations at Ur will be in 2022, and
thanks in no small part to local archaeologists. it is remarkably similar
to how Woolley left it,” Robson said.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.
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Egypt museum offers trip into depths of Africa
Mohamed Abu Shanab

Aswan

T

he man sitting on the
ground and turning on
a primitive water pump
sparkles with life, even
though he is a mere stone

statue.
Beside him, an earthenware water
jug is placed, as if the man has just
finished drinking from it and resumed work on the pump.
These are not the only life-size,
true-to-reality installations at the
Nile Museum, which opened in the
southern Egyptian province of Aswan in January.
The museum, under construction
for 11 years, contains examples of
real-life items from Nile Basin countries. Its contents mimic everything
in these states, including the traditions of the peoples, national dress,
agriculture systems, animals and
tropical life.

There is a section
inside the museum
for every Nile Basin
state, exhibiting
features of its life
and culture.
It also manifests Egypt’s newfound cultural, economic and political interest in other African countries, an interest that started to form
after regime change in July 2013.
“This is a belated interest but better late than never,” said Amany alTaweel, the director of the Africa
Unit at Ahram Centre for Political
and Strategic Studies. “There is a lot
at the cultural level Egypt can take
from and give to other Nile Basin
countries.”
The trip inside the 146,000-square-

metre museum is tantamount to one
to the ten states of the Nile Basin.
At the entrance to the museum,
there is a towering statue of Hapi,
the god of Nile flooding in ancient
Egypt. The statue leads into an African jungle where full-size statues of
animals, including elephants, lions,
tigers, crocodiles and hippopotamuses are arranged. Surrounded by
large trees, the animals come at the
centre for major water falls that pour
into the middle of the jungle.
A modern sound system creates
the feeling of a real jungle, making
the sounds of the animals heard to
visitors.
The jungle is only metres from a
museum section where a statue of a
beautiful woman dressed as a bride
sits on the ground. Known in ancient Egyptian culture as “Bride of
the Nile”, the statue is a representation of a virgin woman thrown into
the Nile every year to please Hapi.
Tools strongly connected with the
Nile in Egypt are scattered around
the bride.
“This is the museum section telling the story of Egyptians’ efforts
to control the Nile for millennia,”
museum director Hesham Farghaly
said. “It contains testimonies to
Egyptians’ interest in this river over
the years.”
One of these “testimonies” is an
ancient water-level measuring tool
that dates back thousands of years.
The tool was used by ancient Egyptians to measure the level of the Nile
flooding to determine the amount of
taxes they would collect from farmers who used the flooding in irrigating their farms.
Another tool — a lot more modern
— is a light bulb used by Egyptians
in the 1960s during the construction
of the High Dam, Egypt’s gigantic
dam in Aswan, near the border with
Sudan. The dam was built to control
the Nile flooding and prevent it from

A museum corner showcasing a statue of Hapi, one of the four sons of Horus in ancient Egyptian
religion, and the protector of the Nile.
destroying farms along the Nile Valley. There is a section inside the
museum for every Nile Basin state,
exhibiting features of its life and
culture. One of the sections contains models of hunting and fishing
equipment, including arrows, daggers and trawling nets.
On the walls of the stairs to the
second floor of the museum are
paintings of scenes from Nile Basin
countries. Some of the paintings
depict charming landscapes, while
others show human activities, such
as farming, fishing and irrigation.
On the second floor, there is a
massive library that contains thousands of books and maps covering

the Nile, the creatures living in it
and its geography.
There are also huge aquariums
where all types of Nile fish, including the African tiger fish, mudfish,
catfish, marbled lungfish and the
African knifefish, can be found.
Despite its economic hardships,
Egypt spent about $10 million to
construct the Nile Museum but the
repository is only one aspect of the
larger picture of this country’s growing interest in Africa.
Part of the interest, observers
say, boils down to Egypt’s realisation that its continued neglect of
ties with other African states can
be costly. Egypt is working to bring

its strained relations with African
states, in general, and with Ethiopia,
in particular, back on track.
Ethiopia has started constructing a multibillion-dollar dam on the
Nile, a project expected to significantly trim Egypt’s water share from
the river.
“This is why I say demonstrating
keenness on closer ties with other
African and Nile Basin states is not
optional,” Taweel said. “True, we
live here, but our heart is somewhere else, namely in other states
where the Nile comes from.”
Mohamed Abu Shanab is an
Egyptian reporter based in Aswan.

Lebanon’s private museums offer educational discovery
Khaled Abdel Malek

Beirut

A

number of specialised
museums, most backed
with private money
and displaying private
collections, have been
popping up in Beirut, offering an
instructive and cultural experience.
Private museums have proliferated and flourished in Lebanon
even though national security is a
big issue due to the civil war raging
in neighbouring Syria and a failing
political system which has kept
Beirut without a president for almost two years.

A number of
specialised
museums, most
backed with private
money and
displaying private
collections, have
been popping up in
Beirut.
Among the best known are the
Museum of Minerals — MIM — and
the Les Merveilles de la Mer (The
Wonders of the Sea) but there are
many others, including the Aishti
Foundation of retail magnate Tony
Salame, which opened in October
displaying his 2,000-piece collection of modern and contemporary
art; and the Robert Moawad Private
Museum, showcasing Moawad’s
collection of books and manuscripts, ceramics, pottery, carpets,
icons, Chinese porcelain, jewellery,
mosaics, metal and wooden panels. The oldest museum, Nicholas Sursock’s, dates from 1961 and
hosts a permanent collection of Is-

lamic artwork.
MIM, in the heart of Beirut, offers insight into a remarkable private collection of more than 1,650
minerals, one of the finest compilations worldwide in terms of variety
and quality. Drawing its name from
the phonetic pronunciation of the
24th letter of the Arabic alphabet
(MIM) equivalent to the letter “M”,
which is the first letter of the words
museum, minerals and mines, the
collection is the brainchild of Salim
Edde.
“While I inherited my passion for
collecting from my father, who collected oriental rugs and old coins,
it is probably from my grandmother that I got the idea for the museum,” Edde said.
“As the collection grew, I
couldn’t stop thinking of what she
often said of people accumulating
material things: ‘My grandson, no
one has ever taken anything with
him (after death).’ Guided by her
words, and in particular by a desire to share my passion with the
greatest number of people, I began
considering creating a museum of
mineralogy in 2003.”
The museum came into being in
2013 at the Jesuit University, which
had a display room on its campus.
Stacked on two levels, it consists of
several beautifully choreographed
clusters. The atrium hosts a selection of minerals designed to give
the visitor a taste of what comes after. The space unfolds into a large
hall where each of the nine classes
of minerals is represented by a single large piece. Interactive screens
explain what a mineral is and how
it is formed.
In the main exhibition area,
specimens of some 380 different
species of all classes are displayed.
A special section has been devoted
to radioactive minerals containing uranium and thorium, the two
major radioactive elements found
in nature. Then comes the trophy

Les Merveilles de la Mer marine museum is located in a
19th-century traditional Lebanese house.
room, which has about 30 examples considered to be the best examples of their species, including
famous specimens that were purchased after fiercely competitive
auctions.
Describing his fascination with
minerals, Edde, a chemical engineer, said: “I have always been
amazed by the variety of geometric
forms of crystals and the perfection
of the plane surface and the angles
between them… these wonders of
creation that have formed under
the sole influence of temperature,
pressure and the incredibly complex work of water and time.”
MIM is financed mostly by Edde
and 15% of the revenues come
from ticket sales, a museum gift
shop and renting space for events.
“This imbalanced way of financing
will undoubtedly have to improve
in the future to keep the museum
life sustainable in the long term,”
Edde admitted.
MIM is definitely a museum with

a special mission, one to promote
the historical, industrial and economic but also aesthetic aspects
of mineralogy till now unknown in
the world of museums.

Among the best
known are the
Museum of Minerals
— MIM — and the Les
Merveilles de la Mer
(The Wonders of the
Sea).
About 7km north of Beirut, in
the suburb of Jdeideh, lies another
hidden treasure — The Wonders of
the Sea. Set within the traditional
Lebanese house of Assaad Yazbeck, the museum hosts a fantastic
collection of seashells and species
of marine life.
“The idea of turning this house
into a museum was the brainchild
of the whole family but the col-

lection is entirely mine,” said the
manager Jeanine Yazbeck, one of
Assaad’s four grandchildren.
“I have always been fascinated
by the sea and have been collecting seashells since my early childhood.”
The site is magnificent with a
beautifully maintained garden
surrounding the big 19th-century
house with its red-tiled roof. A
massive centenary eucalyptus
greets visitors at the entrance of
the two-storey house where the
first floor has been transformed
into a large exhibition space. The
extraordinary seashell collection is
displayed in wooden and glass cases in a 15-metre-long central room.
More than 3,000 shells of about
630 varieties are exhibited alongside red and blue coral from the Pacific Ocean and the Red Sea, as well
as a collection of fossils. The shell
collection includes different families, among which the cypraeidae
(cowries) and conidae (cones) are
the most popular.
Apart from the shells, the museum has aquariums. One holds a
baby green sea turtle with a “congenital malformation that makes
it vulnerable in front of her predators”, said Yazbeck. “I’ll keep it until it is mature and release it afterward. It will have more chance to
survive in the nature.”
With schoolchildren as its main
visitors, “the project has a target”,
Yazbeck explained. “It is designed
to make children aware that the
oceans host an infinite number of
magnificent living creatures that
we have to protect.”
Also on display is a fun movie
that shows various sea creatures
eating, moulting and giving birth.
A big sign at the exit says: “If you
like what you have seen, keep your
sea clean.”
Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Oman.
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Agenda
Doha:
During March
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 kiting pilot teams
from India, the United States,
China, South Korea and Japan.
Activities scheduled include kiting workshops, face-painting and
street-painting.

A view of a beach at the Mediterranean city of Marsa Matrouh.

Egypt’s north-western coast
promises to become tourism magnet
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

I

n 2000, the space separating
Beausite, one of the oldest hotels in north-western Egypt’s
coastal city of Marsa Matrouh,
and the beach was empty. Now,
restaurants, diving and tourist service centres and entertainment facilities fill the area.
Around Beausite, hotels, restaurants, parks and cafés pop up like
mushrooms after the rain, reflecting mounting interest from tourism
investors.
Interest extends to other parts
of north-western Egypt, including
Siwa oasis, a fertile basin 25 metres
below sea level, brimming with olive and palm trees about 50km from
the border with Libya.

In October 2015,
the government
announced a plan
to attract about
$22 billion in
investments to
Marsa Matrouh and
Siwa.
With Egypt’s traditional tourism
magnets Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurghada and Luxor reaching saturation
points in investment possibilities,
new opportunities seem to be opening along Egypt’s north-western
coast and Siwa, reflecting investors’
desire to find fresh locations.
With such interest, it came as no
surprise when Egyptian Tourism
Minister Hisham Zaazou recently
described this area as a “gold mine”.
“Almost all tourism investors expect this area to enjoy a great future,” said Ahmed Shahin, the chief
executive officer of Azmeel, a major
real estate developer. “This is why

everybody races to gain a foothold
there.”
The shift from the traditional
tourism investment hubs to the
north-western coast and Siwa started quietly ten years ago.
Marsa Matrouh, which overlooks
the Mediterranean, had for decades
been a solely Egyptian resort, even
though the city contains some of
Egypt’s most beautiful beaches.
The turquoise waters and soft white
sands of the beaches had captivated
millions of Egyptians for years.
Siwa, too, is a must-visit. One of
the world’s last pristine oases, it is
home to spectacular natural landscapes, ancient historical ruins and
unique cultural traditions.
Thought to be the site of the Oracle of Amon, whom Alexander the
Great consulted before continuing
his Persian conquest, Siwa remains
much as it was centuries ago. Majestic rock formations, lush groves
and brilliant salt lakes that have inspired people since they settled in
the area 12,000 years ago continue
to enchant those who set foot in the
secluded area of Egypt’s Western
desert.
Tourism investors and real estate developers want to put the city
and the oasis on the international
tourism map. They are getting support from a government thirsty for
investments to perk up a tourism
sector hard hit by the turmoil that
followed the 2011 popular uprising
and most recently by the bombing
of a Russian passenger plane in November 2015.
In October 2015, the government
announced a plan to attract
about $22 billion in investments to Marsa Matrouh and
Siwa.
There is no specific estimate of the total investment
made in the areas in recent
years, although some place
them at hundreds of millions of dollars.
Major real estate and
tourism
developers

Dubai:
Through 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:
Through April 30th

A man stands at a farm in Siwa while a worker collects palm leaves
to make traditional baskets used for storing food.
are investing large sums in northwestern Egypt. UAE-based Emaar
Properties is constructing a series
of international hotels in Sidi Abdel
Rahman, a compelling area 30km
west of Marsa Matrouh city. Emaar
is also building hundreds of villas
and chalets in the area, promising
to turn it into an international tourist destination.
Magdi Selim, the former
head of the state-run Tourism Promotion Authority,
said whether Egypt’s northwestern region will develop
into a tourism investment
magnet depends on the government’s ability to provide
the area with the necessary
infrastructure.
“There is a need for a road
network that eases movement to, from and inside this
area,” Selim said.
This is not only about
tourism, however. It is also
about Egypt’s national security. The government says
development of the vast
western desert, turning it

into a centre of agricultural, industrial, commercial and tourist activities, would prompt millions of citizens in the densely populated Nile
Valley and Delta to move in, which
will make the desert function as a
buffer zone against lawlessness in
neighbouring Libya.
Some 400,000 people live in Marsa Matrouh, although the province
covers an area of 166,000 sq. km, almost twice the size of Ireland. Only
23,000 people live in Siwa oasis,
which includes 1,050 sq. km.
“True, plans are made for this
area to attract millions of residents
but it also represents the future of
the tourism sector in this country,”
said Abdel Nasser Taha, a representative of the International Federation of Real Estate, which networks
professionals associated with real
estate transactions.
“New interest in the area promises to alter it in a matter of a few
years.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Headlined by the Emirates Airline
Festival of Literature, the Dubai
Art Season showcases the city’s
artistic talent along with the
United Arab Emirates’ 2016 Year
of Reading. Dubai is enveloped
in artistic and cultural activities such as fine art exhibitions,
calligraphy exhibitions, music
performances, outdoor art projects, youth theatre and museum
exhibitions.

Beirut:
Through May 31st
Oriental nights at Feb30 celebrates
oriental Arabic music every Tuesday from 9pm until 2am at Feb30,
Alleyway, Hamra.

Tunis:
April 8th-17th
The 11th Jazz à Carthage music
festival brings together renowned
international and local musicians
to perform and attend concerts,
lectures, exhibitions and nightly
jam sessions.

Marrakech:
April 17th-23rd
The third Marrakech Dance Festival hosts dance teachers and participants from around the world
taking part in workshops, classes
and conferences. Dance performances take place in Marrakech’s
Les Idrissides hotel during the
festival.

Jbeil:
September 8th-12th
The Lebanon LATIN Festival takes
place in Edde Sands, Byblos, with
more than 90 artists from all over
the world. Latin dance workshops
will be given in Salsa, Bachata,
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip hop,
Samba, Lambada, Oriental, Dabke
and Afro-Cubano. Performances
are also scheduled.

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
Desert safari driver Ahmed Bakrin building
a small fire to make mint tea during a trek
outside the oasis of Siwa.

A sightseeing boat at Rommel Beach
at the Mediterranean city of Marsa
Matrouh, north-west of Cairo.

Women ride on a donkey-drawn cart as they
make their way home with their children in
Siwa.

Please send tips to:
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