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T

he seizure by Syrian state
forces of the strategic
town of Al-Qaryatain
has opened the way for
a major offensive on the
Islamic State’s de facto capital of
Raqqa and the oil and gas fields of
Deir ez-Zor along the Iraqi border
that, if successful, would put President Bashar Assad’s regime in a
powerful position in UN-sponsored
peace talks in Geneva.
Clearly there is a lot of fighting
still to come as Assad’s army and
its allies, ferociously supported by
Russian air power, battle to recover
territory lost in a war that entered
its sixth year on March 15th.
But recapturing the heavily bombed city of Raqqa in northeastern Syria and the oil and gas
fields in Deir ez-Zor, an important
economic centre for the jihadists’
caliphate, would deal the Islamic
State (ISIS) a severe double blow
from which it would have great difficulty recovering.
A defeat on that scale would be
immeasurably heightened if Iraqi
forces, aided by what appears to
be a growing US deployment on
the ground, recapture the northern
city of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city seized by ISIS in June 2014
and where the caliphate was proclaimed the following month.
The Iraqi campaign against Mosul was launched by two army
brigades on March 24th and could
take months. The push, backed by
US air strikes, has been slowed by
poor coordination between army
units and tens of thousands of civilians trapped between the army
and ISIS.
It was halted April 5th outside
the ISIS-held Euphrates river town
of Hit in Anbar province, when ISIS
launched a wave of car and roadside bombings and mortar fire.

Iraqi children sit in a tricycle as hundreds of civilians are evacuated from the town of Hit in Iraq’s
Anbar province, on April 4th.
A key objective of the Iraqi offensive is to cut links between Mosul and Raqaa. Syria’s Deir ez-Zor
province is a vital ISIS link with its
forces in Iraq.

Recapturing Raqqa
would deal the
Islamic State (ISIS)
a severe double
blow.
The loss of Al-Qaryatain — much
of which, including a fifth-century
monastery, was destroyed by the
retreating jihadists — greatly reduces ISIS’s ability to threaten Syria’s

heavily populated western areas
that include Damascus and other
cities.
The April 4th fall of Al-Qaryatain,
encircled by regime forces after
they stormed the ISIS-held desert
city of Palmyra, 100km to the west
in Homs province, on March 27th
was an important breakthrough
because the jihadists had used it to
mount offensives into the eastern
Qalamoun mountains that shield
Damascus.
The regime’s next target on the
road to Raqqa appears to be AlSukhna, 70km east of Palmyra and
overrun by ISIS in May 2015. The
town sits astride the strategic M20
highway leading to Deir ez-Zor,
where regime forces hold a pocket

of territory despite repeated ISIS
assaults.
“Regime forces supported by allied militiamen of Syrian, Arab and
Asian nationalities are massing in
the Wadi al-Ahmar east of Palmyra
in preparation for a wide-scale attack on Al-Sukhna,” the UK-based
Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights, which monitors the war,
reported.
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly.
He lives in Beirut.
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With unity government in Tripoli, focus shifts to ISIS fight
Lamine Ghanmi

is international concern that ISIS
could reach out from Libya and affect security and stability across
the Maghreb and into sub-Saharan
areas.

Tunis

T

he so-called National Salvation body in Libya reversed its stance on supporting the UN-backed
unity government of
Faiez al-Sarraj and threatened legal
action against those working with
the new government.
Khalifa Ghwell, the National Salvation leader, told ministers under
his control to “continue your mission in accordance with the law”.
The statement contradicts the
group’s announced decision to step
aside in favour of the Government
of National Accord.
That position, along with support
from the National Oil Corporation,
which controls the country’s oil and
gas, and the Central Bank, seemed
to clear the way for the Sarraj-led
government. Ghwell’s comments of
April 6th returned the overall Liby-

“The fight against
Daesh has and
will continue to
cement unity
among Libyans.”
Ismail Alghwol Alsharif, an
HoR member

Faiez al-Sarraj, prime minister-designate of Libya’s UN-backed
unity government, being greeted by people on a street in Tripoli,
on April 1st.
an situation to chaos.
The twist is likely to hinder the
UN-backed government’s efforts regarding a burgeoning Islamic State

(ISIS) presence in Libya. Setbacks
in Syria and Iraq have caused ISIS
to shift its forces, with an estimated 5,000 reaching Libya. There

Libya had apparently been massing its own campaign against ISIS,
particularly in coastal areas such
as Sirte and Sabratha. Intelligence
sources told The Arab Weekly that
more than 15,000 soldiers and former militia members were mustering to face the Islamist group.
“This will bring militias out of
Tripoli and bolster security in the
Libyan capital,” one source said. “It

will also show the world that Libyans are capable of fighting (ISIS) on
their own and avoid a foreign military intervention.”
Ismail Alghwol Alsharif, a House
of Representatives member who
backs Sarraj’s government, said:
“The security plan of the unity government calls for deploying militia
forces from at least ten regions to
fight Daesh (an Arabic acronym for
ISIS). It expects militias to leave
Tripoli and relocate to bases at least
80km from the capital as part of efforts to restore security and peace
to the capital.
“Trust me. The fight against
Daesh has and will continue to cement unity among Libyans.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis. He has
reported on North Africa for
decades. Information from Agence
France-Presse was included in this
article.
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Palmyra’s recapture triggers race to Raqqa
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T

he Islamic State’s major
defeat in Syria’s ancient
city of Palmyra has triggered a race to capture
the terrorist group’s de
facto capital, Raqqa.
The competition, between the
Syrian Army and its allied militias on the one hand and the USbacked Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) on the other, is said to have
forced Damascus to shift its next
battle against the Islamic State
(ISIS) from the oil-rich province
of Deir ez-Zor to Raqqa, fearing
the Kurdish-dominated SDF might
beat them to it and claim international praise.
Strategists and military analysts
say commanders on both sides are
planning for the “post-Palmyra
stage” amid reports that ISIS commanders and their families were
fleeing Raqqa in anticipation of the
battle to liberate the city.
The change in regime plans
comes in the wake of the army’s
capture of Al-Qaryatain, a strategic
town near Palmyra through which
main oil and gas pipelines pass.
The town is on a main supply route
for ISIS militants entrenched in the
western Al-Qalamoun area near
the Lebanese border.
The regime’s battle for Raqqa has
become urgent to check the advance of SDF, a coalition of Kurdish
and Arab fighters.

Strategists and
military analysts say
commanders on both
sides are planning for
the “post-Palmyra
stage”.
“Taking over Raqqa is of a major
importance for the regime because
it would cut off ISIS-held areas in
rural Aleppo and Homs from Deir
ez-Zor and facilitate the army’s advance in both directions, westward
and eastward,” said an analyst who
spoke on condition of anonymity.
He argued that the Syrian air
strikes on Al-Tabqa military airfield in Raqqa’s western countryside on April 2nd signaled the regime’s intentions. “This was a first

move followed by air raids on ISISheld territories in Hama’s northern
and eastern countryside, which
the army needs to pass through on
its way to Raqqa,” he said.
“That is why I believe the Syrian
troops will move quickly in Raqqa’s
direction to expel ISIS before the
SDF does,” the analyst said. “The
regime wants to show to the world
that it is serious about fighting ISIS
and thus will not allow the Kurds,
moving under the SDF umbrella, to
achieve victory.”
He noted that the timing of SDF’s
dash towards the city is “suspicious” because the militants have
been stationed close to Raqqa
for nine months “but have not
budged”.
The main absentee from the battle remains the Syrian opposition
groups whose militants in Raqqa’s
countryside and eastern rural
Aleppo have joined the SDF, which
prioritises fighting ISIS militants

over combating regime troops and
their allied militias.
In any event, the expulsion of
ISIS from Raqqa would be a major
step that neither Damascus nor the
SDF can decide alone. Key regional
and international players, including Moscow, Washington, Ankara,
Riyadh and Tehran, will have a say,
according to military analysts.
One scenario is that Syrian troops
would reach Raqqa before the SDF.
However, they need to flush ISIS
from rural Hama first to clear the
way, 150km of flat, uncovered terrain across the desert. “Russian
warplanes need to back the army’s
advance. It will then take only a
few hours for the troops to reach
Mount Qassarat, which overlooks
the city,” one analyst said.
Another scenario previews the
army’s
simultaneous
advance
along the Hama-Raqqa highway,
which crosses the desert from the
western side.

Syrian warplanes have been
bombing ISIS posts on the highway,
which leads directly to al-Tabqa
airfield, lost to ISIS in a humiliating
battle in which hundreds of army
troops were killed in August 2014.
On the Kurdish front, the SDF is
preparing to “liberate” Raqqa with
the backing of the international
coalition but support of the city’s
Arab residents will be crucial, Saleh
Muslim, the Paris-based head of
the Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD), said in recent statements.
The chief of the PYD, which is
allied to the SDF, was referring to
Raqqa Rebels’ Brigade, a militia
of local tribesmen that has joined
the SDF in the fight against ISIS. In
2015, it participated in the Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG) offensive on the Syrian border city of
Tal Abyad and was able to increase
its strength because of the influx of
rebels from Turkey and locals opposed to ISIS.

The SDF controls a 15km strip,
stretching around Raqqa’s eastern,
northern and western sides, leaving only the southern side open for
the Syrian Army.
Yet, another scenario, which is
not hard to imagine, is that ISIS
would give up Raqqa as it did Tal
Abyad. Sources inside Raqqa disclosed that, following the fall of
Palmyra, senior ISIS leaders and
their families were leaving the city
and relocating in Iraq and North
Africa.
“ISIS might quit Raqqa, claiming
that it wants to spare the lives of civilians,” a Syrian Army officer who
hails from the city said. “However,
it will most probably leave behind
dormant cells it can use in the future.”
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly. He has been
reporting on Syria since 1995.

Amid Russian ‘withdrawal’, Putin sends in missiles, gunships
James Bruce

Beirut

A

mid the partial military
withdrawal from Syria
that Russia announced
March 14th, there is
mounting
evidence
the Kremlin has deployed new
weapons systems in the war-torn
country that reinforce the Syrian regime’s offensive against the
Islamic State (ISIS) and threaten
neighbouring powers if they seek
to oppose Russia’s strategy to save
Syrian leader Bashar Assad.
The London-based IHS-Jane’s
security consultancy and other
sources that track Russian weapons systems in the Middle East
say that recent deployments in
Syria include Moscow’s new attack
helicopters, the Mil Mi-28N Night
Hunter and the Kamov Ka-52 as
well as the Iskander-K surface-tosurface missile.
It is not clear whether the single
truck-mounted system sighted,
with the helicopter gunships, at
Russia’s Hmeimim airbase near
the Mediterranean port city of
Latakia, is the ballistic or cruise
missile variant. It was spotted by
Jane’s weapons specialists in video footage broadcast March 27th
by Russia’s Zvezda TV channel.
The Iskander-K joins the formidable S-400 air-defence missile
system, which has been deployed

for several months near Hmeimim,
and is capable of shooting down
missiles and aircraft at a range of
500km.
That means it can hit targets
deep inside Israel, Turkey and
Jordan, including US combat jets
deployed in Jordan and southern
Turkey.
The Russians also have a task
force of 12-15 warships in the
eastern Mediterranean, including a cruiser and corvettes armed
with terrain-hugging Kalibr cruise
missiles, which have been used
against anti-Assad rebels in Syria
since Russia’s armed intervention
in the Syrian war on September
30th, 2015.

This naval force has been augmented with two amphibious
landing ships — the Caesar Kunikov and the Saratov — along with
the Yauza, an auxiliary cargo vessel, monitors say.
A Reuters analysis of Russian
shipping movements shows that
Putin has “shipped more equipment and supplies to Syria than it
has brought back” under the partial withdrawal after Russian air
power had rescued Assad’s regime
from collapse.
“It is not known what the ships
were carrying or how much equipment has been flown out in giant cargo planes accompanying
returning warplanes,” including

Russian soldiers ride an armoured vehicle near the ancient Syrian
city of Palmyra, on March 31st.

about 20% of the 36 warplanes
based at Hmeimim since September, Reuters reported.
“But the (ship) movements —
while only a partial snapshot — suggest Russia is working intensively
to maintain its military infrastructure in Syria” in the heart of a region that is undergoing profound
political change amid a cluster of
inter-locking conflicts that have
provided Putin with a rare opportunity to swiftly restore Moscow’s
power and influence in the Middle
East.
The purpose of deploying the Iskander system and the helicopter
gunships is not altogether clear
beyond underlining the Kremlin’s
commitment to keeping the widely reviled Assad, Moscow’s closest
Middle Eastern ally, in power — in
the short term at least.
Despite the partial drawdown,
Russia still has Su-30 strike jets
and Su-35 fighters at Hmeimim.
However, the armoured gunships,
not seen in Syria before late March,
are armed with a formidable array
of rockets and anti-tank missiles,
as well as 30mm cannon.
This kind of firepower is deadly
against the kind of targets, such as
troop concentrations and forward
bases, that Assad’s advancing
forces are running into after seizing the ISIS-held city of Palmyra
on March 27th in a game-changing turnaround brought about by
Moscow.
These forces, backed by Russian

air strikes, have swung north-east
against the city of Raqqa, the ISIS
caliphate’s de facto capital, and the
oil and gas fields of Deir ez-Zor.
This offensive, bolstered by the
new weaponry Putin has sent in
along with arms for Assad’s badly
mauled army, was launched even
as Russia, along with the United
States, oversaw a cessation of hostilities that began February 27th.
This does not embrace ISIS,
prompting speculation that Putin
is exploiting the truce, which does
not have the legal force of a mutually agreed ceasefire, to strengthen
Assad’s position in the Geneva III
talks by recapturing more territory
for the regime Moscow does not
want to see entirely dismantled.
The Iskander deployment at
Hmeimim is seen as a display of
Putin’s desire not to tolerate interference in his campaign to transform Syria into a Russian satellite
in the Middle East — and possibly
more importantly — establish a
military presence in the eastern
Mediterranean where Moscow
says it will maintain a permanent
naval presence to face off the US
Navy 6th Fleet and NATO.
Putin is expanding the naval depot Russia has long had at the Syrian port of Tartus into a full-blown
logistics base, Russia’s only military footprint outside the former
Soviet Union, and the Black Sea
bases taken over in Russia’s recent
controversial seizures of Ukraine
and Crimea.
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Assad’s Russia-won gains create US dilemma
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he Syrian regime’s offensive against the Islamic
State (ISIS) along the
country’s northern border
with Turkey and the eastern frontier with Iraq has put the
Americans in a geopolitical quandary: whether to join the Russians,
whose air force has given the Damascus regime its powerful military
edge or focus on forcing Moscow’s
tyrannical ally, Syrian President
Bashar Assad, out of power.
The Americans have wanted Assad to go pretty much since the
March 2011 protests for political reforms to which the Syrian leader so
ferociously responded by gunning
down his own people in the streets
and triggering the war that has left
Syria in ruins, with at least 260,000
dead and half the population homeless.
But Russia, for its own strategic
imperatives that include reviving
Moscow’s power in the Middle East,
has thwarted every effort to unseat
him in the United Nations along
with Assad’s other foreign ally, Iran.
Both have supported him with military forces and arms.
There are signs that despite
US dismay at Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s no-holds-barred
military intervention on September
30th, 2015, to save Assad as he appeared to be going under, that the
two powers are cooperating in a
pragmatic manner to crush ISIS.

Russia’s Spetsnaz
special forces were
reported to have been
heavily involved in the
battle for Palmyra.
They appear to be focused particularly on driving the jihadists out of
Raqqa, the northern Syrian city that
is the de facto capital of the Islamic
caliphate proclaimed in July 2014
by Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.
On March 30th, Russia’s Interfax
news agency quoted Deputy Foreign Minister Oleg Syromolotov as
saying the Kremlin and the White
House are discussing “concrete”
military coordination to liberate

Raqqa, which has been heavily
bombed by US, French and Russian
air forces in recent months, albeit in
largely separate Russian and US-led
coalition campaigns.
Raqqa has been under ISIS control since January 2014 after heavy
fighting between the jihadists and
Syrian rebel groups that had driven
out Assad’s forces in March 2013,
the first Syrian city the anti-Assad
rebels had captured.

“President Assad will
no doubt use the
advance in Palmyra to
strengthen the
argument that he is the
only player in Syria.”
Michael Stephens of the Royal
United Services Institute.
The noose tightened around
Raqqa on March 27th when Assad’s
army, heavily supported by Russian
air strikes, recaptured the important northern city of Palmyra, the
jihadists’ first major strategic loss of
territory to Russian-backed government forces since the Kremlin intervened in the Syrian war.
The Russians, the true architects
of Assad’s recent string of battlefield
successes, want to capitalise on the
strategic gains they have notched
since their intervention. These have
thrust Moscow back onto the global
stage, forcing Washington to make
common cause with the Kremlin
and Damascus against ISIS.
The constant Russian air strikes
and the withering weight of firepower Moscow has brought to bear
on those opposed to Assad easily
surpass the US-led air campaign in
Syria, which is primarily directed at
ISIS.
While the Americans dither about
committing ground troops to support Syrian and Iraqi state forces
fight the jihadists, Russia’s Spetsnaz
special forces were reported to have
been heavily involved in the battle
for Palmyra. Russian reports have
bolstered the belief that Spetsnaz
units are operating in Syria alongside Assad’s forces.
The Russians sought to draw the
Americans closer to a partnership
by inviting US troops to help clear
Palmyra of thousands of landmines
and booby-trap bombs left by ISIS.

Russian soldiers walk in the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra on March 31st.
But that would mean Americans
would have to deploy in territory
held by the Damascus regime.
The Americans have sent in special forces groups, largely to aid
Kurdish fighters, and in recent
weeks established an airbase in
Kurdish-controlled territory on the
east bank of the Euphrates, their
first in Syria.
But, in terms of firepower and
ability to dictate events on the battlefield, Russia leaves the Americans standing flat even though their
diplomatic cooperation is increasing.
“Both the Syrian government and
the Kremlin used Palmyra’s symbolic significance to amplify the message to Washington and the world:
The Assad government is part of the
solution against the Islamic State,”
the US-based global security consultancy Stratfor observed.
So far, the Americans have rebuffed Moscow’s offer, in large part
because they know that accepting
the Russian proposals would threaten its fragile links with Turkey and
Arabian Gulf monarchies, led by
Saudi Arabia, which fervently want
Assad out of the way to impede Iranian ambitions.

“Washington is aware that… outright collaboration with the Syrian
government would further strain
the relationship between the US and
its regional allies,” Stratfor noted.
“Even more pressing for the United
States, however, is to ensure progress in negotiations before loyalist
advances force Washington to cooperate with Assad’s fighters against
the Islamic State, conferring legitimacy onto his government.”
Moscow has gone to great lengths
to stress that Assad’s army, despite its serious shortcomings and
poor combat record, is its primary
partner in what it deems “the war
against terrorism” and the Russian
military has said it will use Palmyra
as the springboard for a wider assault on ISIS strongholds in the
north and east, particularly Raqqa
and the oil and gas field of Deir ezZor to the east.
The Americans are worried that
if Assad’s Russian-backed forces
can push into ISIS’s last holdings
in Syria before US-supported Arab
and Kurdish rebel forces can, Moscow will be able to call the shots at
the Geneva III peace negotiations,
due to resume April 9th, that were a
consequence of Russia’s earlier suc-

cesses in Syria that left the Americans in the shade.
A victory by Assad’s army, engineered by Russian air power, in
Raqqa “will most likely melt the
glue holding the fragile anti-ISIS
coalition together”, observed Michael Stephens of the Royal United
Services Institute, a London thinktank.
“With the current political negotiations about the future of broken
politics making slow headway in
Geneva, President Assad will no
doubt use the advance in Palmyra
to strengthen the argument that
he is the only player in Syria that is
truly ‘fighting terrorism’ and that he
must be allowed to stay to finish the
job properly…,” he said.
“The galvanising effect the reconquest of Palmyra will have on
the beleaguered Assad regime will
be significant and unfortunately we
should expect no significant progress in peace talks as the regime
looks to cement its legitimacy, politically and militarily.”
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly. He has reported
on Middle Eastern affairs since 1967
and lives in Beirut.

Is Russia in collusion with US against Assad?

View poi nt

John C.K. Daly

L

ondon-based Al-Hayat
reported in late March
that US Secretary of
State John Kerry
informed several Arab
countries of an agreement with Russia to have Syrian
President Bashar Assad depart to
another country as part of a
future peace agreement.
Russian response was swift.
The following day Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov told a news
conference in Moscow that Kerry’s
remarks were US “disinformation”
and “wishful thinking”.
That Russian intervention has
proved critical in allowing Assad
to remain in power has been
ruefully acknowledged by US
Marine General Joseph Dunford,
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, who told an audience in
Washington on March 29th: “Let
me be honest. I think the Syrian
regime was reeling last July or
August and is stabilised right
now and Assad and the regime

The idea of US-Russian
collusion on Assad
extending to his forced
removal is wishful
thinking.

is certainly in much better shape
than they were before the Russian
intervention.”
Dunford’s remarks acknowledge
the value of Russian military
assistance, which began
September 30th, to ensuring the
survival of the Assad regime.
Beyond propping up a long-time,
valued ally, intervention in Syria
has provided many benefits to
the Kremlin, the most notable
of which use of an airbase and a
naval base at Latakia.
The Russian use of these
facilities raises the question: Why
would they be facilitating Assad’s
departure behind the scenes as the
installation of a new government
could put both facilities at risk of
cancellation?
Second, the Syrian campaign
has boosted Russian arms exports.
Many countries have indicated
an interest in purchasing Russian
equipment after seeing their
performance in the campaign,
particularly the Sukhoi Su-34
bomber.
According to Russia’s state
arms exporter Rosoboronexport’s
deputy chief executive officer,
Sergei Goreslavski, negotiations
are going on with countries in
Africa, Asia, the Middle East and
Latin America.
The firm expects a $6 billion-$7
billion uptick in sales.
One aspect of the Syrian civil
war that remains little commented

on beyond illicit Islamic State
(ISIS) oil sales is the country’s
immense reserves of oil and
natural gas. The country’s energy
infrastructure, in the event peace
is secured, will need massive
reconstruction and Russia, having
provided support critical to the
Assad regime’s survival, would be
in a prime position to benefit from
lucrative post-civil war energy
deals.
In the wake of its success in
Syria, Russia sees itself emerging
in the Middle East as a reenergised diplomatic player, an
“honest broker”, in comparison
with the United States and
European Union, both of which
are heavily influenced by Israeli
policies.
Accordingly, Russia will not
press Assad to step down but will
grant political concessions as
regards the composition of any
upcoming coalition government.
Evidence of this is Assad’s recent
enthusiasm, stated in numerous
interviews, of his willingness to
form a coalition government.
Russia is pursuing its own
national self-interest in Syria,
being engaged in a tenacious
struggle with its own Muslim
extremists. The Kremlin remains
profoundly concerned about the
possible effects of Middle East
extremism radicalising its own
Muslim population. The Russian
Foreign Ministry estimates that

In the
wake of its
success in
Syria, Russia
sees itself
emerging in
the Middle
East as a
re-energised
diplomatic
player.

5,000-7,000 Russians are currently
fighting in Syria and Iraq, training
with ISIS militants and preparing
to return to Russia.
The same day Kerry spoke, RIA
news agency announced that
security services in Moscow had
arrested 20 ISIS members and
sympathisers who were attempting
to recruit people into the extremist
group. ISIS, which is outlawed in
Russia, has claimed responsibility
for several attacks in the nation,
mostly in the country’s troubled
Caucasus region.
Kerry’s assertions run counter to
Russia’s well-known distance and
dislike of Washington’s fondness
for “colour” revolutions and
“regime change”, having instead a
pragmatic view that regime change
in the violent Middle East brought
about by armed insurrection leads
to a power vacuum that is filled by
extremists, as in Iraq and Libya
following their liberation from
authoritarianism with weaponry
supplied by the West.
The idea of US-Russian collusion
on Assad extending to his forced
removal is wishful thinking and
far beyond what has actually been
agreed in principle and is yet
another example of Washington
spin, “disinformation” and
“wishful thinking”.
John C.K. Daly is a
Washington-based specialist on
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.
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Sarraj struggles to gain traction in Tripoli
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

L

ibya’s UN-backed government has rallied support
of the main militias and
tribes in western Libya,
drawing enough momentum to silence the guns of his rivals in Tripoli.
The value of the Libyan currency on the black market strengthened from 4 dinars to 2.74 dinars
to the US dollar in one day after
Prime Minister-designate Faiez alSarraj and the Presidency Council
reached Tripoli abroad a Libyan
Navy ship on March 30th.
Threats by rivals in Tripoli to jail
Sarraj and his aides as “infiltrators” evaporated and Presidential
Council members sipped coffee at
a café on Tripoli’s Algeria Street
while Sarraj hugged and shook
hands with Libyans as he walked
in Martyrs’ Square nearby.

“The groundswell of
popular anger and
desperation has
caused militias and
political groups to
lose support in the
street.”
Ismail Alghwol Alsharif,
An HoR member
According to a senior diplomat
from a Maghreb country, reports
by Libyan military and intelligence
officials indicated that backing for
Sarraj’s government was broadening even though he was working
out of a naval base on the edge of
the city.
He noted that the militia tasked
with protecting the Tripoli-based,
self-proclaimed National Salvation
government headed by Khalifa
Ghwell shifted loyalty to Sarraj.
Ghwell had displayed strong opposition to any transfer of power,
threatening to close the capital’s
airspace.
In a statement posted after Sarraj’s arrival, the National Salvation government struck a milder
tone, saying any opposition would
be “by peaceful and legal means

without use of force or incitement
to violence”.
“We will not cling to power,” the
statement said. “We demand that
the revolutionaries, civil society
and the senior clerics be given the
opportunity to take the necessary
decisions to avoid bloodshed and
find a solution to the Libyan crisis.”
“The brigade could have handily
arrested Ghwell but they did not
want escalation,” said the unidentified diplomat.
However, on March 6th Ghwell
ordered his ministers not to step
down citing “requirements of public interest “.
A statement by his government
announced a day earlier that Ghwell was resigning to spare Libyan
lives and prevent further upheaval. No official explanation for the
U-turn was immediately available
but Libya’s politics have been buffeted by abrupt changes because
of ideological and regional divisions fanned by outside influences.
The European Union has frozen
assets and imposed travel bans on
Ghwell and the heads of the parliaments in Tripoli and the east,
citing their role in obstructing the
unity government.
“I guess I should start by commending you on entering Tripoli as
peacefully as possible. In a country where any political move can
set off a chain reaction of violence
acts, this is a promising achievement,” Nada Abdulgader, an architect from Benghazi, wrote in an
open letter to Sarraj.
Hussein Dawwadi, head of Sabratha municipality, one of the
radical Islamists’ strongholds,
said: “The situation of the country
is very bad. The cost of living is becoming very expensive and there
is no cash in the banks.
“We see that it is time to back
Sarraj’s government.”
Sabratha is one of ten western
Libyan towns that expressed support for Sarraj.
Libya has missed out on more
than $68 billion in potential oil revenues since 2013 amid the power
struggle that brought the oil industry to near collapse.
Mohamed el-Qorchi, the International Monetary Fund’s mission
chief for Libya, said the country
posted a fiscal deficit in 2015 of

54% of gross domestic product —
“one of the highest in the world”.
“The groundswell of popular
anger and desperation has caused
militias and political groups to lose
support in the street. They have
become in the eyes of the population the symbols of the country’s
problems. People cannot take it
anymore,” said Ismail Alghwol
Alsharif, a member of the internationally recognised House of Representatives.

Libya’s UN-backed
government has
rallied support of the
main militias and
tribes in western
Libya.
Dialogue over months among
the various factions helped isolate
radical politicians and warlords.
Lobbying governments in North
Africa and the Middle East helped
cement support for Sarraj’s government and deterred radicals from
stepping outside their boundaries
in western Libya.
The security team of Sarraj prepared the ground to silence armed
opposition as they have good relations with militias and factions

within Tripoli government,” Alsharif said.
Libyan political sources and diplomats in the Maghreb said all Arab
states pulled in the same direction
to back Sarraj by playing their influence with Libyan factions in
western Libya, either out of fear of
Islamic State (ISIS) expansion or to
accommodate Western powers for
whom Sarraj’s government is the
only alternative to Libya’s chaos.
But analysts said a scrutiny of
the quality of political support Sarraj is enjoying showed the country
is still divided, with most of the
backing coming from moderate Islamists while extremists, such as
Ansar al-Sharia, were watching for
a change in the winds.
“If you put together the boycott
of Sarraj’s government by Zintane’s
region representative (Said) Lassoued and representative of the
eastern region (Ali Faraj) al Qatrani you get that Sarraj is backed
by moderate Islamists factions
from Fajr (Dawn) Libya in Misrata
and Tripoli,” said Libyan analyst
Ezzedine Aguil.
He and other analysts said that
many are backing Sarraj out of fear
of ISIS in Libya but there are divergent views among neihgbouring

Libya has missed
out on more than

$68 billion

in potential oil
revenues since 2013.

Arab states about Sarraj.
“Egypt backs General [Khalifa]
Haftar as they consider Islamists
a threat to the state stability,” said
Aguil, who argues that Algeria and
other neighbouring states differentiate between Islamist factions
and would like to focus on more
extreme groups, such as ISIS and
al-Qaeda.
Haftar and his political backers,
including Aguila Saleh Issa, the
speaker of the House of Representatives, have voiced opposition to
Sarraj’s government. They branded it as illegitimate.
A source close to Sarraj fell short
of blaming Cairo’s government
saying: “Egypt’s Foreign Ministry backs Sarraj’s government but
Egypt’s Mukhabarat (intelligence
services) are taking a different path
in eastern Libya.”

In Maghreb, struggle over Tamazight script endures
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

C

hildren in Libya’s Nafusa
mountains in the weeks
before the ouster of
strongman
Muammar
Qaddafi started studying
an almost unknown alphabet.
Their volunteer teachers had
learned to read and write Tamazight
from the internet as Qaddafi’s
crackdown on Amazigh dissidents
limited access to books and other
learning material on the language.
The Nafusa mountains, 750
metres above sea level, are the
Amazigh’s main stronghold where
their ancient language survived
through waves of culture and civilisation cycles across the Maghreb.
The coastal Zuwara area, 60km
from the Tunisian border, is another enclave of the Libyan Amazigh,
who number about 600,000, which
is approximately 10% of the country’s population.
Amazigh are native inhabitants
of North Africa, with an estimated
population totalling about 25 million extending from Morocco’s Atlantic coast to the west bank of the
Nile in Egypt. The Touaregs of the
Sahara desert share the same ancient tongue.
Students in Nafusa’s Tamazight
classrooms sing: “Nanna a Nanna, sekker asif n zalla, asif n zalla

A 2012 file picture shows Amazigh demonstrators flashing the
three-finger Amazigh symbol, which stands for land (akal)
language (awal) and man (afgan), in Casablanca, Morocco.
yeshur s yimtekan d wzemmur“.
That translates in English: “My
grandmother, my grandmother,
you wake the valley of Zalla, the
valley of Zalla filled with figs and
olives.”
It suggests that Libyan Amazigh’s
language was based on Latin while
their brethren in Morocco officially

opted for the Tifinagh alphabet to
underline that Tamazight is the expression of an independent culture
and ancient civilisation.
The Moroccan option is based
upon findings of linguistic specialists who say owning and mastering
a written language are the main criteria for the foundation of a civili-

sation.
Islamists had been locked in a
tug-of-war with secularists and
Amazigh activists about the choice
of the alphabets, with Islamists
claiming Arabic, as the language of
Quran, is the obvious option and
secularists mostly embracing Latin
as a way of modernisation.
For
anti-Islamists,
bringing
Amazigh symbols from oblivion is
a way to belittle fundamentalist Islamist view of the world that slams
pre-Islamic era as jahiliya — a period of darkness of ignorance and
heresy.
Morocco’s reform-minded King
Mohammed VI, whose mother is
Amazigh, sided with the group in
2007 in a broad strategy to erect
hurdles to Islamist expansion.
In Algeria, where the Amazigh
language (Tamazight) was recognised in January as an official language, along with Arabic, in the revised constitution, there has been
no decision on the selection of alphabet amid fierce debate between
secularists and Islamists backed by
conservative Arabists.
Governments in Rabat and Algiers had feared language pluralism as threat to national unity as
authorities struggled to rebuild the
countries after independence.
In 1968, the Algerian government
decreed that all civil positions use
the Arabic language.
The government ruled in 1990
that Arabic is the only language to

be used in institutions and public
service.
In 1997, the government passed
legislation prohibiting officials
from speaking any language other
than Arabic publicly. Laws imposed
a fine on officials who prepared official documents in any other language than Arabic.

Amazigh are native
inhabitants of North
Africa, with an
estimated population
totalling about 25
million.
“It is better to foster pluralism
of the alphabet in the writing of
Amazigh to avoid tensions and rigidity about language and culture
identities and strengthen the pillars of a state of democracy and citizenship,” said Abderrazak Douray,
the head of the Algerian National
Centre of Pedagogy and Amazigh
Language Teaching.
Amazigh comprises variations
across the Maghreb and its Sahara
periphery. These include dialects
in the Kabilye region in northern
Algeria, Mzab in the southern Mzab
valley, Chaoui in the eastern mountainous areas, Chleu and Chnoui in
Morocco’s Atlas areas, Rifia in the
Moroccan northern Rif regions and
Touareg in the Sahara of southern
Algeria and Libya and in Niger, Mali
and Mauritania.
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Iraq’s Shia militias borrow a page from radical Salafists
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

S

treet posters assert that the
Islamic headscarf, known
as hijab, is a must for all
women — including Christians — in Iraq. Some clergy
warn men against shaking hands
with a woman, saying it brings
God’s wrath. Others caution against
singing, calling it a sin.
Such demands are not only made
in areas controlled by the Islamic
State (ISIS), but also in districts of
Baghdad run by the pro-Iranian Shia
militias. Residents said they worry
Shia religious groups are adopting
hard-line policies and could impose
an uncompromising interpretation
of the Quran and sharia law.
Some posters address Christian
women outright, urging them to
wear the hijab, following the footsteps of the Virgin Mary, whom tradition has it wore a head cover.
“The hijab is ordered by God, so
you should obey Him,” read a placard on a wall of a Baghdad church.
Fatin Yalda, a Christian Iraqi
housewife in Baghdad, said the
“message of the radical Shia groups
to religious minorities and secular
people is either you follow our rules
or there is no place for you with us
here”.
Iraqis said the poster campaign
was organised by religious or armed
groups that want to impose an Iranlike theocratic state, ruled by clergy
claiming divine right.
Iraq’s long-sidelined and ostracised Shias assumed power after
the fall of Sunni dictator Saddam
Hussein in the 2003 US-led invasion
of Iraq. Shia religious parties and
groups have since dominated political life in the country.
However, their politicians opted
largely for moderate policies, hesitating to impose strict sharia law
and shying away from radical religious interpretations if only to appeal to a population long exposed to
Sunni rule.
The turning point came after the
fall of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest
city, to ISIS in June 2014 when the
Shia-dominated Iraqi Army units
capitulated when the jihadists attacked.
At the time, an anxious Shia gov-

Members of a Shia militia group, in Baghdad, last January.
ernment and population saw the
only hope left to confront the growing threat of Sunni militants was
the well-organised Shia militias and
their allies among heavily armed
Shia groups that had informally assisted the feeble Iraqi security system since its inception in 2004.
Days after Mosul fell, top Shia
cleric Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani
issued a fatwa declaring the fight
against ISIS was part of jihad, fulfilling one of Islam’s sacred duties in
war. He instructed Shia volunteers
to support domestic security forces
and to be loyal to the Iraqi government.
The fatwa led to the emergence of
a Shia force with strong alliance to
Iran, Iraq’s arch foe under Saddam,
which worked its way to control
Iraq’s Interior Ministry, including
the police, and other vital security
offices.
Iraqi lawmaker Raad al-Dahlaki
said the emergence of stricter Shia
groups violates the Iraqi constitution, which safeguards personal

and religious liberties. He urged the
Iraqi government to stop all those
trying to impose doctrines alien to
Iraq’s largely secular society.
“Nobody can impose the Iranian
style of Wilayat al-Faqih (rule of
jurist) on Iraq’s secular and diverse
society. We refuse the guardianship
of clerics,” Dahlaki said.

“The message of the
radical Shia groups to
religious minorities
and secular people is
either you follow our
rules or there is no
place for you with us
here.”
Fatin Yalda, a Christian Iraqi
housewife in Baghdad
A poster in Baghdad read: “Allah’s
wrath will befall upon any man who
shakes hands with a strange woman.”
Another banner quotes a revered

late Shia imam as saying: “Singing
is hypocrisy and it will lead only
to poverty.” Such ideas are almost
identical to the interpretations of
Islam held by ISIS, which controls
large sections of land in Iraq and
Syria.
ISIS recently repeated its call for
banning alcohol, saying it would
punish traders and consumers who
are found with liquor in their possession. Local governments in many
Shia provinces have also made trade
and consumption of liquor a crime.
Shia gunmen frequently attack
liquor stores in Baghdad, sometimes near checkpoints manned by
police, who in turn ignore the attacks.
Baghdad-based human rights activist Ziyad al-Ajeely said the posters promoting strict interpretations
of Islam were a sign of the weakness of the state and pointed to Shia
Muslims being radicalised, just as
Sunnis were.
“These posters send a frightening message to minorities and aver-

age people that the state is helpless
in the face of the extremists,” said
Ajeely, who also heads the Baghdad-based Journalism Freedom
Observatory. “These banners are no
different from some raised in ISISheld territories,” he said, explaining
that proved the “foes have similar
mentalities”.
Interior Ministry spokesman Brigadier-General Saad Maan said an
investigation showed that the posters were the outcome of “individual
acts”, vowing to bring the perpetrators to justice.
Human rights activist Kamil Amin
said the people behind the posters
belonged to religious groups and
parties that are part of the government. “Part of the government is
violating the constitution that safeguards personal freedom and the
rights of the minorities,” he said.
Muhanad al-Hussam, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Iraqi
journalist who has reported on Iraq
for 17 years.

Real change in Iraq will require a magic wand
View poi nt

Jamal J.
Halaby

I

t has been tough for Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi to juggle things
around.
Whether militarily to beef
up security in Baghdad or
politically to present a cabinet
reshuffle acceptable to supporters
and adversaries, Abadi has had little
room to manoeuvre without upsetting other politicians or slowing the
battle to rid Iraq of Islamic State
(ISIS) militants.
In the latest mess, Abadi proposed a near-complete reshuffle
of his cabinet, which politicians
quickly rebuked as lacking the
“technocrats” the prime minister
had promised and the wider representation that had been expected,
at least to incorporate some Kurds
from Iraq’s northern autonomous
areas.
Abadi’s March 31st announcement
brought increased warnings from
powerful Shia cleric Muqtada alSadr, whose followers have poured
into Baghdad’s streets every Friday for several weeks in March
in a show of force against Abadi.

Iraq’s Sunni minority
feels more desperate than
ever.

Followers of Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr wave national flags as they end a sit-in
outside the Green Zone in Baghdad, on March 31st.
Al-Sadr is trying to reassert himself
in the centre of Iraqi politics, to be
portrayed as a choirmaster of reform
and reconciliation.
“In a country gripped by conflict,
deep sectarian and ethnic divisions
and constant political strife, ambitious reforms are not an easy task,”

observed Kamel al-Hadithi, a former
political science lecturer at the University of Anbar.
“And, who said that what Abadi
has in mind is similar or would
satisfy al-Sadr?” he wondered.
Abadi has much more on his
plate.

For a real
change to
transpire
will require a
magic wand.

ISIS controls several Sunni Iraqi
areas, including key cities on major supply lines linking its fighters
in Iraq with those in neighbouring
Syria.
There are hundreds of thousands of Iraqis displaced in ISIS’s
violence or the sectarian strife
that has shattered Iraq’s unity and
threatens its division into three
smaller states.
Iraq’s Sunni minority feels more
desperate than ever, being isolated
by successive Shia-dominated
governments. Many Sunnis fear
that expected reforms will further
diminish their representation in
national institutions.
Financially, Iraq’s Kurdish north
has turned its back on an agreement regarding Iraqi oilfields in
autonomous areas with the central
government in Baghdad, depriving it of much-needed funds and
aggravating a cash crunch caused
by plummeting oil prices.
With such enormous challenges,
one can safely assume that al-Sadr
or others can ask and Abadi would
oblige.
But for a real change to transpire
will require a magic wand.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan,
is Levant editor for The Arab
Weekly and has reported on the
Middle East and North Africa for
nearly three decades.
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Internet looms large in
the Arab world’s future

T

wo recent reports reflect positive developments in
the Arab world regarding the growth of internet use
and the promising potential it offers the region.
The Arab Knowledge Economy Report 2015-2016,
released in Dubai, predicts that the number of
internet users in the Arab world will jump to 226
million by 2018 from 181 million in 2015. The internet
penetration rate, which was 48.35% in 2015, would increase to
55%.
A second report, Media Industries in the Middle East 2016 issued
by the Qatar campus of Northwestern University and the Doha
Film Institute, supports that assessment. It said the number of
internet users has almost doubled over the past five years and
quadrupled in the last 15 years.
Rates of internet penetration vary from more than 66% in the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 52% in the Levant, 45% in North
Africa and 27% in Yemen and Sudan. Similar differences exist
among rates of mobile phone subscriptions in the Arab world but,
overall, Arab societies are increasingly connected and that is
rapidly changing the type of social relationships in those societies as well as their outlook on life and the world.
These positive indicators also offer economic opportunities.
Development of the knowledge society creates a better environment for providing value-added jobs to the swelling ranks of
Arab university graduates. Growth of internet use and penetration in the Arab world can pave the way for economic diversification of oil-dependent economies. It already is doing that in GCC
countries.
According to Nidal Abou Zaki, managing director of Orient
Planet Group, which issued the Arab Knowledge Economy Report
2015-2016, oil price changes have “prompted a shift towards
establishing a diversified economy with a particular focus on
cultivating a knowledge economy evident in the increased
investment”.
Figures show progress by GCC countries in scientific and
technological innovation as well as the challenges other Arab
countries face: Of the 2,339 patents granted to Arab countries by
the US Patent and Trademark Office since 2004, 294 went to
Saudi Arabia, 370 to Kuwait, 257 to Egypt and 174 to the United
Arab Emirates.
Of the five Arab universities appearing on the Shanghai Academic Ranking of World Universities, four are in Saudi Arabia and
one is in Lebanon.
One challenge Arab countries face is insufficient development
of Arabic language digital content, which is not keeping pace with
the rapid growth of internet penetration.
The Media Industries in the Middle East 2016 report points out
that “Arabic content remains one of the most under-represented
languages online in terms of its share of the world’s websites”. It
is estimated that only 3% of the internet’s content is in Arabic.
One-third of the most visited websites in Egypt are either in a
foreign language or do not offer Arabic as the primary language.
The level of digital advertising was about 10% of total advertising
in 2015, a level that is too low to promote Arabic language content.
New information technologies are here to stay and Arab countries should not lag behind. They should be prepared for the
economic and social transformations that will follow.
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Lebanon’s Christians and the
Syrian refugee problem

L

ebanon’s Syrian refugee
crisis cannot be
resolved until the
Lebanese people learn
to take into account
what is happening
across the region and do away
Khairallah Khairallah
with superficial and empty claims
about the threat that desperate
Syrians represent to the identity
of the Lebanese state.
Lebanon’s Christian community,
in particular, seems to have failed
to understand the country’s
domestic situation, as well as the
wider regional state of affairs,
focusing instead on narrow
concerns regarding their own
presence in the country. All this
talk about restoring the “rights of
the Christians” and how this influx
of Syrian refugees will affect their
position in particular, rather than
the country as a whole, shows
flawed thinking.
What is most important in the
current period is to understand
that the Syrians who are there
do not want to settle in Lebanon.
They have been forced to flee their
country because of violence. They
would much prefer to return to
their homeland.
On the other hand, Lebanon
has a major opportunity to benefit
from the future rebuilding of Syria
in the post-Assad period. If Beirut
fails to take advantage of this, it
will have allowed a significant
chance to pass by. Perhaps the
best thing that Lebanon can do is
to learn from Jordan’s example,
which is ensuring that its care
and assistance for Syrian refugees
is being offset by regional and
international support.
Lebanese Foreign Minister
Gebran Bassil, who boycotted UN
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon’s
visit to the country, recently sought
to incite false controversy over the
Syrian crisis at a time when such
discourse only serves to harm
Lebanon and its Christian minority.
Bassil claimed that Lebanon’s
Christians are being over-run by
Muslim refugees from abroad.
“What is happening in
Lebanon is an attempt to
The Lebanese fail to replace the people with
Syrians and Palestinians,”
understand the
he was quoted as saying
benefits the refugees by the country’s Daily Star
newspaper.
can have for their
Bassil’s comments,
which are almost racist
community.
in nature, come at a
time when the Lebanese
government should be
looking for a solution to their
long presidential vacuum and
government crisis rather than
engaging in discourse that will

increase inter-community strife.
Lebanon could be a launch
pad for dozens of projects to
help rebuild and reconstruct a
post-Assad Syria. The Lebanese
economy would benefit from such
activity immensely, particularly
as the latest developments across
the border, including the ceasefire
and the imminent restart of peace
talks, indicate that a political
solution may be on the horizon.
There are strong ties between the
Syrian and Lebanese economies.
This interdependence allows
Lebanon, in light of the presence
of such a large number of Syrian
refugees in its territory, to play
a central role in the rebuilding
process.
The time has come for the
Lebanese, and particularly
the Christians, to put this
psychological complex over the
presence of Syrian refugees in
Lebanon to bed. No Syrian wants
to settle in Lebanon; this is
something that has been forced on
them by circumstance.
The Lebanese fail to understand
the benefits the refugees can have
for their community. Syrians
contributed to Lebanon’s banking
and real estate sector but now
many wealthy Syrians have chosen
to go to Dubai and elsewhere,
rather than Lebanon, due to
the prevailing negative view in
Lebanese society.
If Lebanon’s Christians are truly
under threat of displacement,
this is because of the Christian
community’s lack of vision. This
narrow thinking caused previous
crises and disasters in the country,
including the conflict between
Christians and Palestinians and
Christians and Muslims, which
served as the justification for
Syrian intervention in the country.
A large number of Christians
left the country as a result of the
Lebanese civil war, which saw
Christian militias lead the fighting.
The largest number of Christians
returned when normal life resumed
in the country between 1992-2005.
Bassil is simply wrong to link
the influx of Syrian refugees to
attempts to overrun its Christian
community. The presence of
Lebanon’s Christians, or indeed
any Lebanese group, is tied to
economic prosperity. If there is
no prosperity, people will leave to
seek their fortunes elsewhere.
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 ‘federal’ option in Syria serves many Russian interests

S

hortly after the United
States and Russia agreed
to push for a ceasefire in
Syria, Russian Deputy
Minister of Foreign
Affairs Sergei Ryabkov
called for a federal solution in the
Sami Nader
war-torn country.
From a Russian perspective,
such a move serves several
objectives.
First, a federal solution will keep
the Alawite region where Russia
has two military bases under de
facto Russian control. Second, it
puts serious pressure on its rival
Turkey since it bolsters the Kurds’
resolve for autonomy.
On March 16th, the latter,
encouraged by Ryabkov’s move,
announced self-administration,
putting into effect the federal
solution in northern Syria. This
unilateral act infuriated Turkey’s
government, for which a Kurdish
Syrian state is considered an
existential threat. All the more so
because Turkey has been the scene
of terrorist attacks, mostly claimed
by Kurdish separatists.
Ryabkov’s call raised
concerns not only in Syria but
in neighbouring Lebanon, too.
Druze leader Walid Jumblatt was
first to rebuke the Kurds’ claim
for autonomy. Jumblatt said
he considered the Kurdish call
for federalism a move towards
partitioning Syria. He did not
give further explanation on why
and how a partitioned Syria could
jeopardise Lebanese security
and stability or that of the Druze
community.
In a letter to UN SecretaryGeneral Ban Ki-moon, during his
recent visit to Lebanon, Lebanon’s
former president Michel Suleiman
was more explicit on the threats
posed to his country as a result of
partitioning Syria along
sectarian lines.
Suleiman emphasised
The federal formula
that a partitioned Syria
puts pressure on
may lead to the formation
a mono-ethnic bloc
Turkey as it bolsters of
all across the Lebanese
eastern borders — from
the Kurds' push for
Latakia province in
autonomy.
Syria to Jabal El Sheikh,
bordering Israel, in the
south-east. Suleiman was
referring to the danger
underlying a Shia canton
encircling Lebanon and that
corresponds to the area controlled

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L), and Staffan de Mistura, UN special envoy for Syria, in
Moscow, on April 5th.
by Hezbollah since its military
involvement in Syria and that
could translate into an Iranian area
of control on the Mediterranean.
Russia’s military involvement in
Syria marked a major turning point.
Arab countries did not welcome it,
especially when Russian military
jets, instead of bombing the Islamic
State (ISIS), pummeled the Syrian
mainstream opposition.
Russia’s burst onto the scene,
though, was not such a bad news,
at least for one reason: It broke
Iran’s monopoly over the Assad
regime. Arab states could leverage
the discrepancies between Tehran
and Moscow. They can more easily
engage with Russia, with which
they have no conflicting past,
on the multi-century Sunni-Shia
conflict in Yemen, Iraq and Syria.
Russia President Vladimir
Putin’s move, welcomed by both
the Syrian opposition and the
Arab Sunni countries, proved
to be a manoeuvre to boost the
diplomatic track and put pressure
on the embattled Syrian president,
pushing him to make substantial
concessions.
In fact, Syrian President Bashar
Assad conceded. He accepted to
sit at the same negotiation table
with those he labelled terrorists.
Even more, he accepted and called

for early presidential elections — a
move that could settle the key
sticking point in the negotiation:
the transitional authority.
These concessions were good
news for Syrian opposition factions
and their backers, namely Saudi
Arabia. However, the federal
solution raises more than a concern
in the Sunni world. While serving
Russian strategic interests, such as
protecting its military bases and
destabilising its main rival, Turkey,
through Kurdish empowerment, a
federal scheme dilutes the Sunni
demography in Syria and all the
Levant.
For the Syrian Sunnis — being
the largest religious group in the
country — a federal scheme that
establishes cantons for the different
ethnic and religious groups would
deprive them of the majority card
they could leverage in a unified
Syria. Worse, it would be to the
advantage to regional powers that
are competing with Sunni powers
in the Middle East.
In a nutshell, the Arab feeling
about Russia’s increasing role in
Syria is mixed. On one hand, it
replaces, even though partially,
Iran. On the other, the federal
formula Russia is pushing
constitutes a strategic threat to
Arab Sunnis in the region.

A recent visit to Moscow by
Lebanese Sunni leader and former
prime minister Saad Hariri echoed
this paradoxical stand. He openly
called for a greater role of Russia in
Lebanon, promising to cooperate
with Moscow on different levels,
economically and militarily.
He said he hoped Russia would
help with electing a president in
Lebanon, ending the country’s
constitutional vacuum.
However, after meeting with
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov, Hariri did not miss the
opportunity to call for a unified
Syrian state.
Meanwhile, Hezbollah is
continuing its military involvement
in Syria. The Russian move did
not seem to have altered its plans.
Hezbollah Secretary-General
Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah said it
clearly in a recent TV interview:
“We will keep up with our
involvement in Syria.” Surprisingly
enough, he did not comment on the
Russian federal proposal.
Sami Nader is an economist, Middle
East affairs analyst and university
professor. He directs the Levant
Institute for Strategic Affairs,
focusing on the economics and
geopolitics of the Levant. He lives
in Beirut.

An open letter to President Obama

M

r President, I am
writing this open
letter to you in
order to convey
the sadness and
concern of my
people whose blood continues to
Muhammad
be spilled in the streets. And I am
Abdul-Mutalib
sorry to say US policies are at
al-Houni
least partly to blame.
In the 1950s, when I was
growing up in a small village in
northern Libya, the three great
threats to my people were poverty,
ignorance and infirmity. These
threats have only increased in the
intermittent years as US policies
went from sending bread and
books to the people of the region
to military intervention and
widespread destruction.
So how did we move from bread
and books to bombs?
During the Cold War, the
United States did not
directly intervene in
So how did we move our region, although
Washington was keen
from bread and
on shoring up support to
Mideast countries against
books to bombs?
Soviet influence. When
the Russians became
embroiled in Afghanistan,
your country did not
intervene directly but instead
threw its support behind local and
regional actors.
This war, however, was
something that did directly
affect us, particularly as some of

those who fought the Soviets in
Afghanistan were from our own
people. They eventually brought
their dangerous Islamist ideology
and combat experience back to
their homelands.
It is unfortunate, Mr President,
that following the Soviets’ defeat
in Afghanistan, the United States
completely failed to shoulder
its responsibility towards that
country, allowing it to fall prey to
poverty, ignorance and dangerous
obscurantist Islamism.
US policy has ever since
consisted of spending millions of
dollars on military operations but,
once objectives were supposedly
achieved, the areas were allowed
to fall into chaos.
The fateful 9/11 attacks can be
traced directly to the Taliban’s
takeover of the country,
something that the United States
could easily have prevented.
And what was America’s
response to 9/11, Mr President?
Your predecessor George W.
Bush and his neo-con supporters
were swayed by emotion and
blind revenge. They directly
intervened in Afghanistan and
Iraq. Unfortunately, Washington’s
post-conflict plans there were,
as usual, flawed. These countries
became less, not more, secure and
the Middle East was engulfed in
further chaos and destruction.
Then came the “Arab spring”,
which again revealed the US

foreign policy deficiencies. Some
dictatorial regimes, traditional
allies of the United States, were
ousted and the wave of chaos
became a tsunami. Again this was
thanks, in part, to US decisionmaking.
If you think that Iraq was a
one-time mistake, then think
twice. US planning for its
military intervention in Libya
was no better. This is not the first
time that the United States has
intervened in the Middle East,
telling the world it was coming to
save the people from a dictatorial
regime, only for things to end up
worse afterward.
The United States’ lack of
planning for the post-Qaddafi
period allowed Libya to fall into
the arms of bandits and terrorists.
This caused even more chaos and
destruction across the region.
Your stated objective is to
spread democracy in the Arab
world. A beautiful sentiment but
one that does not live up to close
scrutiny. After all, how many
true democracies are there in
the Middle East? If it was under
the same type of pressures of
tribalism, sectarianism and
intolerance, could the United
States itself retain its democratic
nature?
How can we have true
democracy in our countries
without good governance, which
can only emerge in a corruption-

free environment and where
development and education allow
for a culture of tolerance and
openness to blossom?
How can there be true
democracy in countries that
do not have any real concept
of citizenship and whose
governments continue to
discriminate between citizens on
the basis of colour, creed, gender
and ethnicity?
The reality, Mr President, is
that a US-style democracy in our
countries will simply result in
further chaos. Democracy is not
a one-size-fits-all solution for all
countries and societies across the
world, even if it offers hope for the
people.
I am not saying democracy is
incompatible with the Arabs or the
Arab world, only that democracy
must be adapted to our societies
and should be implemented the
right way.
Mr President, may I ask you to
rethink your strategy towards the
region and help us establish good
governance in order to preserve
maybe what remains of our states.
I am in the twilight years of my life
and hope that my grandchildren
can live to see again the America
that I knew as a child, an America
that was a model of fraternity and
a force for good around the world.
Muhammad Abdul-Mutalib
al-Houni is a Libyan writer.
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Bourguiba, 16 years after his death

Why Bourguiba is always present, always current

Kmar Ben Dana

F

ormer Tunisian
president Habib
Bourguiba is back
in the news. Two
proposals have
reignited the
passions and
polemics surrounding this major 20th-century figure.
One proposal is to return an
equestrian statue of Bourguiba to
its former location at one end of
the avenue that bears his name.
The second would direct schools
to devote one hour of class time
to his memory each April 6th, the
anniversary of his death.
The disappearance of
Bourguiba from power left a
political vacuum that, in truth,
had begun to form during his
lifetime due to a governing style
that grew uncompromising
towards any form of opposition.
The Declaration of the
Republic in 1957 suddenly and
brutally wiped out the country’s
Husainid monarchy (17041957). It was a unilateral act by
Bourguiba and his partisans
who had decided to dismiss
all challenges and opposition
for the purpose of laying the
foundations of a modern state.
When Zine el-Abidine Ben
Ali took power in 1987, he filled
the vacuum by transforming
Destourian partisans and
Bourguiba loyalists into a
dormant network or by turning
them into members of his
Democratic Constitutional
Rally (RCD). Many of the latter
“repented” and are back on the
political scene.
The unexpected departure of
Ben Ali stirred those regrets and
the frustration of not having given
Bourguiba the merit he deserves.
These confused
feelings emerged
during a period when
no clear leadership
rose to the surface
and nourished
Bourguiba’s symbolic
appeal since 2011.
Meanwhile,
after 60 years of
independence, a
perfusion of the
principles of
organisation
of the Tunisian
state and society had

The country has
undergone profound
changes induced
by public policies
derived from
Bourguiba’s vision
and choices.

time to make its mark.
Despite Bourguiba’s
authoritarian abuses and despite
manipulations by the Ben Ali
regime to co-opt Bourguiba’s
legacy, various Tunisian social
classes have evolved to accept,
and even take for granted, free
access to public education and
public health and the recognition
of women’s rights and their role as
political actors.
The country has
undergone profound
changes induced
by public policies

derived from Bourguiba’s vision
and choices. To various extents,
modes of thinking and ways of
living in the spheres of family
life, education and labour (but
not politics) have changed for the
better.
Nostalgic “Bourguibists”,
political entrepreneurs reviving
Bourguiba’s image and legacy
to use as a stepping stone, and
Islamists who acknowledge
in their speeches Bourguiba’s
contributions to
modern-day
Tunisia, share
almost similar
discourse
characterised by
the absence of
their own political

A statue of the first Tunisian president, Habib Bourguiba in La
Goulette in the northern suburbs of the Tunisian capital, Tunis.

vision.
It is thus significant to note that
Tunisia’s constitution of January
2014 kept the same version
of the first article in the 1959
constitution: “Tunisia is a free,
independent, sovereign state;
its religion is Islam, its language
is Arabic …,” with the same
syntactic ambiguity, namely is the
possessive pronoun its referring to
Tunisia or the noun state?
The various political tendencies
in the National Constituent
Assembly ended up agreeing to
preserve the status quo at least
with respect to this particularly
divisive issue.
The sudden appearance
of religious extremism in
Tunisia brought the question of
women’s rights to the forefront
of ideological and political
confrontation and turned it into a
compass.
Once more, political speeches,
public debate and social media
return to Bourguiba as a reference
and a symbol. In this respect,
Bourguiba was not the sole
artisan in the “modernisation” of
Tunisian society. The groundwork
for this process was laid out long
ago in the writings of Tunisian
intellectuals, Tahar Haddad being
the most famous among them.
What Bourguiba did was
introduce the principles of
equality between the sexes. The
concept took strong root in the
country.
Despite Bourguiba’s legacy and
his symbolic importance within
the context of women’s rights
in Tunisia, it would be wrong
to consider him a demiurge
responsible for thrusting
Tunisia into a brave new era.
Recent tensions in public
debates demonstrate that values
incarnated by Bourguiba can
be contested in the name of
competing political projects.
Without resorting to either
mystifying or vilifying his legacy,
it is best to pursue it. Rising above
political cleavages, we should
renew and reinvent his legacy
in actions and laws so we build
a society in which women fully
occupy the space that Bourguiba
had begun to clear for them.
Kmar Ben Dana is a professor
of contemporary history at the
University of Tunis.

Fear of Islamism behind nostalgia for Bourguiba

Fayçal Cherif

H

abib Bourguiba
is a central
figure in
Tunisia’s
modern history.
He was one of
those largerthan-life people
who shaped the fate of his
country through a mix of charisma, eloquence and vision. He
died at age 96 on April 6th, 2000,
while under virtual house
arrest.
Bourguiba spent much of
his adult life fighting French
colonial rule. Following Tunisia’s
independence on March 20th,
1956, he became head of Tunisia’s
first national government. Ever
since, he has occupied a central
place in the country’s history and
in the collective memory of the
Arab world.
Sixteen years after his death,
Bourguiba remains an emblematic
figure who was no stranger to
controversy.
Bourguiba
was known by
many nicknames:
“the Supreme
Combatant”, “the
Leader” (Ezzaieem
in Arabic), “the
Chief” (al-Qaed in
Arabic), “the Liberator
of Women”, “the
Builder of Modern
Tunisia” among

Sixteen years
after his death,
Bourguiba remains
an emblematic
figure.

them. The post-World War II, postindependence decades produced a
host of remarkable and charismatic
leaders: John F. Kennedy, Che
Guevara, Houari Boumediene,
Josip Broz Tito, Jawaharlal Nehru,
Jomo Kenyatta, Gamal Abdel
Nasser. Habib Bourguiba belongs
in this impressive group and
his name and image are forever
entwined with the history of his
country.
As soon as the independence
protocols were signed, Bourguiba
was hard at work implementing his
vision for a new Tunisia. One of his
fundamental achievements was
the establishment in July 1957 of a
republican system of government.
He introduced major legal reforms,
including the enactment in August
1956 of the Code of Personal Status,
known as the family code. His
government replaced judges of the
old school with younger jurists
educated and trained in the West.
Despite the state’s limited
financial resources, Bourguiba
made a priority of eradicating
illiteracy and improving public
health, investing 40% of the state’s
annual budget in education.
Bourguiba also chose to keep
the military out of the country’s
political affairs. As a result, and
unlike in many Arab states, the
army’s role was restricted to
protecting the country’s territorial
integrity, not meddling in political
choices. The ministry of defence

was always and continues to be
headed by a civilian. The army’s
attention and efforts focused on
helping the state to fight underdevelopment.
A victim of his own
megalomania, Habib Bourguiba
had a sad exit. Ousted from power
by Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali on
November 7, 1987, Bourguiba spent
the rest of his life confined to his
family home in Monastir.
His death was long preceded by
political death in 1974 when he was
elected as president for life. From
that date until 1987 political life in
Tunisia was in a hibernation mode.
The ruling party-state reigned over
the country but did not govern.
The confusion of the political party
with the government was a major
hurdle preventing Tunisians from
acceding to true participatory
democracy.
Adopting a paternalistic
approach to government,
Bourguiba genuinely thought of
himself as the father of the nation.
Because of the excesses that
naturally went along with this role
and because of the influence of his
entourage at the time, he failed to
place the country on the right path
for democracy.
It is ironic that those who boast
of adherence to Bourguiba’s
legacy are exactly those who
had abandoned him before the
revolution.
Considering that today’s

politicians are hardly able to
communicate with the public or
defend the interests of the state,
it is no surprise that there is
nostalgia for Bourguiba, a skilled
orator and a natural-born leader.
Many identify with Bourguiba’s
social and political values such as
championing women’s rights, civil
education, an apolitical military
and investment in human assets.
These values do not represent
an ideology but rather a current
societal project.
The return of Bourguiba and his
legacy to centre stage is due to fear
of the rapid political ascension
of Islamists. People have been
spooked by the likely emergence
of a conservative project that
might jeopardise the country’s
progressive achievements.
It is time to closely examine and
reflect on Bourguiba’s history,
which is in many regards the
country’s history. Few people
leave an imprint on their country
the way he did. Those who
manage to do so will always
be remembered despite the
polemics surrounding them. It is
exactly such polemics that make
Bourguiba a figure to be revisited
and reassessed.
Fayçal Cherif is a researcher at the
Tunis-based Higher Institute for
Tunisian Contemporary History.
He is an expert in international,
military and security issues.
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Egypt turns to Africa in fight against terror
Amr Emam

Cairo

D

eep beneath steps taken
by Egypt to strengthen
military
cooperation
with Sahel and Saharan states is the Arab
country’s desire to prevent militant groups in eastern, western and
central Africa from coalescing with
those in northern Africa, experts
say.
Egypt also wants to return to Africa after decades of absence and
prevent Israel, an active player in
the continent, from gaining more
influence in it, they add.
“A merger between militant organisations active in western and
central African states and others
active in North Africa is a reality
already,” political researcher AbdelMonem Halawa said. “This raises
alarms in Cairo.”
Egypt recently hosted a two-day
meeting of the defence ministers of
28 Sahel and Saharan states amid
reports that Cairo strives to form a
shield that keeps North Africa apart
from the rest of the continent.
The Egyptian effort comes after
reports that militant organisations
are sending fighters to Libya to join
those operating with the Islamic
State (ISIS), which has been gaining presence in Libya for months,
capitalising on the country’s turmoil and the fact that its political
and military rivals are fighting each
other.
ISIS has appealed to the members
of al-Shabab, an al-Qaeda-linked
organisation in Somalia and Kenya,
to join its branch in Somalia.
This has created concern in Cairo, where anti-ISIS fears are high.
Egypt already fights an ISIS-linked
group in the Sinai peninsula. Egyptian military planners, working to
beef up security along the country’s
border with Libya, loathe seeing
ISIS gaining more strength in Libya
through additional fighters from
western, eastern and central Africa.
At the end of the two-day meeting in Sharm el-Sheikh, Sahel and
Saharan defence ministers announced the creation of a counterterrorism centre in Cairo. The
centre is to devise plans to prevent
terrorism from metastasising and
coordinate efforts to do so.

Egyptian Defence Minister Sedki Sobhi (L) and the Secretary-General of the Community of Sahel-Saharan States (CEN-SAD) Ibrahim Sani
Abani in Sharm el-Sheikh, on March 24th.
Halawa said Egypt can help the
militaries of other Sahel and Saharan states in many ways.
“Egypt can offer training, arms
and military technologies to the armies of these countries,” he said. “It
can also help them in terms of strategic and military planning.”
Nevertheless, Egypt, which is
trying to recover from a long political torpor in the wake of two
popular uprisings, has political motivations behind the African drive,
analysts say.
Egypt’s absence from Africa
is costing it dearly and bringing
about catastrophic consequences
at home.
Five years ago, Ethiopia started
construction of a multibillion-dollar hydroelectric dam on the Nile.
The dam would deprive Egypt of

billions of cubic metres of water.
When it diplomatically protested, however, Egypt had few Nile
basin supporters. Now, it can only
comply with Ethiopian efforts to
build the dam.
“Egypt paid little attention to its
relations with other African states
for a long time in the past, which
caused extreme harm,” said Mohamed el-Shazly, a retired diplomat
and an expert on Egyptian-African
relations. “Now, however, it is trying to make up for this by taking
intensive measures to mend fences
with the same states.”
Over the past few months, Egypt
has turned into a new mecca for African leaders. In February, it hosted
an investment conference of the
Common Market of Eastern and
Southern African States.

Many African leaders are travelling to Cairo for consultations. Local experts say Egypt’s Africa reawakening seeks to prevent Israel
from gaining presence in the continent.

Egypt’s absence from
Africa is costing it
dearly and bringing
about catastrophic
consequences at
home.
Israel provides development aid
to a large number of African states
and is said to have offered Ethiopia
engineering and technological support for the Nile dam.
In February, six members of the
Intergovernmental Authority on

Development requested military
assistance from Israel in the fight
against Islamist terror, according
to Israeli media. The request was
reportedly presented to the Israeli
government during a visit to Tel
Aviv by Kenyan President Uhuru
Kenyatta.
However, Cairo does not apparently want the African states to coopt Israel to their struggle against
terror. It is introducing itself as a
strong backer in the struggle.
“African countries need support
in this tough battle and Egypt can
offer it,” Halawa said. “In doing
this, our country will be serving its
own national security interests in
the first place.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egypt wakes up to Nile dam fait accompli
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt, Ethiopia and Sudan
are to sign an agreement
allowing two French consulting firms to study the
impact of a multibilliondollar hydroelectric dam being
built by Ethiopia on the Nile.
It took the three countries almost two years to reach consensus
on which firms should conduct the
studies and the methodology and
the time the firms will take to finalise them.
Meanwhile, Ethiopia is speeding up work on the dam, which is
about 60% complete. Filling of the
first phase of the reservoir is expected to begin in July.

Egypt is expected to be
deprived of 280
million-425 million
cubic metres of water
as Ethiopia fills its
dam reservoir.
Filling the reservoir will significantly reduce the amount of water
reaching Egypt from the Nile, the
country’s main source of water.
Egyptians claim Ethiopia is delaying negotiations on the project
so that, by the time any conclu-

sion is reached, construction is so
far advanced that no substantial
changes can be made.
“Ethiopia has succeeded in stalling and buying time to construct
the dam and make it a reality,”
said Mohamed el-Shazly, a former
diplomat and a veteran of African
politics. “The fact is simply that
Egypt has already given up its water rights by allowing Ethiopia to
waste its time in useless negotiations.”
Egypt has moved from denying
the presence of the dam, to shock
at the pace of construction and
then to last-ditch attempts to retain its water rights, which stem
from a 1929 agreement that makes
the construction of dams by Nile
basin countries conditional on the
approval of Egypt and Sudan.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has tried to move away
from the language of force used by
his predecessors, to diplomacy and
cooperation.
He signed a declaration of principles with Ethiopia in March
2015, a document that recognises
Ethiopia’s right to economic development and, consequently, the
construction of the dam, provided
that it would not negatively affect
Egypt’s Nile water share. The document is, however, not binding,
experts said.
Egypt receives 1.6 billion cubic metres of water from the Nile

Playing for time. Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukri (L),
Sudanese Foreign Minister Ibrahim Ghandour (C) and Ethiopian
Foreign Minister Tedros Adhanom (R) after a round of talks on the
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam project, last December.
every year. However, the country
needs 2 billion cubic metres of
water to meet domestic and agricultural needs every year. Egypt
is expected to be deprived of 280
million-425 million cubic metres
of water as Ethiopia fills its dam
reservoir.
“This will be devastating to our
country,” said Meghawry Shehata,
an Egyptian water expert. “We are
talking here about a catastrophic

project that Egypt will pay very
dearly for.”
Other experts said that, by the
time the studies by the French
consulting firms are finalised with
Egypt, Ethiopia and Sudan, the
dam will have been completed.
“Ethiopia needs to halt the
construction now. Otherwise the
studies, when completed, will
be useless and no changes could
be introduced if the French firms

prove that the dam design as it is
will harm both Egypt and Sudan,”
Shehata said.
This is not how Egyptian decision makers see the matter. Cairo
seems to have realised that the
dam has become a reality and is
trying to figure out how it can
compensate for the loss of water
because of it.
On August 5th, 2014, Sisi almost
acknowledged that. He said he
could only negotiate with the Ethiopians over the time they need to
fill the dam reservoir.
“We can only negotiate on
whether this dam reservoir will
be filled in three, five, seven or 12
years,” Sisi said.
He accused his predecessors of
“swimming against the tide [by rejecting construction of the dam]…
because they did not know the realities”.
“We will sign binding agreements with our brothers in Ethiopia [on the dam],” Sisi said. “So, we
must have thorough calculations
on how we will compensate the
water we will lose as they fill the
dam reservoir.”
Building water desalination and
sewage treatment plants as well as
introducing modern water-saving
irrigation systems are among Sisi’s
alternative plans.
Hassan Abdel Zaher is an
Egyptian reporter based in Cairo.
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Looming confrontation with ISIS in Jordan
Joe Macaron

Washington

J

ordan’s
counterterrorism
strategy since 2014 has
included joining the USbacked military campaign
against the Islamic State
(ISIS) inside Syria, while making
overtures to an anti-ISIS Salafist
movement at home.
Recent developments, however,
raised questions about how much
longer this strategy can maintain
the Hashemite kingdom’s relative
stability.
The rise of ISIS on Jordan’s northern border and the influx of Syrian
refugees reaffirmed the military’s
counterterrorism mindset, a trend
reflected in the defence budget’s
projected growth to $1.8 billion in
fiscal year 2016, up from $1.5 billion in 2015.
Nearly $400 million of defence
spending is for procurement of
weaponry and technology, in particular armoured vehicles, aircraft,
missiles and artillery to counter
ISIS. Widespread public support
for the military helps tolerate the
high level of defence expenditures.

Jordan may sooner or
later go into an open
confrontation with
ISIS at home.
To alleviate the fiscal pressure,
Jordan signed with the United
States a non-binding Memorandum of Understanding to receive
$1 billion of foreign assistance. The
United States recently delivered
UH-60 Blackhawk helicopters to
strengthen rapid response in border security. Amman has requested US drones to detect ISIS targets
across the border.
There were signs recently of a
more aggressive US-Jordanian ap-

proach that could lead to a confrontation with ISIS inside the
kingdom. Even though Jordan has
not been prominent on ISIS’s radar,
pressure on the extremist group in
Syria and Iraq is forcing Jordanian
jihadists fighting in Syria to return
home.

Jordan signed with the
US a non-binding
Memorandum of
Understanding to
receive $1 billion of
foreign assistance.
US forces in Jordan on March 4th
launched rocket artillery from the
country to support Syrian rebels’
assault on a military base controlled by ISIS in the border city of
al-Tanf, which links the extremist
group’s territories in Iraq and Syria.
A few days earlier, Jordan’s General Intelligence Directorate arrested 13 suspected ISIS militants
in Irbid for allegedly planning to
strike civilian and military targets.
Seven other militants, wearing suicide belts and carrying automatic
weapons, attacked Jordanian security forces. All seven were killed as
was a member of Jordan’s security
forces.
The first direct confrontation between both sides means Jordanian
nationals are no longer only travelling to Syria to join the war but
are prone to become active inside
the kingdom. Authorities estimate
that more than 2,000 Jordanians
have joined ISIS. One of the most
vocal supporters of ISIS, Abu Mohammed al-Tahawi, has been in
administrative detention since December 27th.
The “divide-and-rule” strategy
against a weak Salafist movement
helped Jordanian authorities win
public opinion against extremist
groups and allowed the necessary
environment for security forces to

US Vice-President Joe Biden (C) attends a military demonstration at a Joint Training Centre outside
the city of Zarqa, north-east of the capital Amman, last March.
remain vigilant. The Jordanian authorities’ September 2014 release
of Abu Qutada, a prominent Salafi
cleric supportive of al-Qaeda, signalled not only an attempt to offer
an anti-ISIS platform but also to
make a distinction between ISIS’s
regional ambitions and the Syrianrestricted agenda of Jabhat al-Nusra, an al-Qaeda affiliate.
When Royal Jordanian Air Force
pilot Muath al-Kasasbeh was
burned to death by ISIS in January
2015, after his F-16 aircraft crashed
over Syria, Jordanian authorities
followed the same approach and
released one month later Salafist
cleric Abu-Mohammed al-Maqdisi
with the understanding that he

speak out publicly against ISIS.
Even though Maqdisi was the spiritual guide of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, who was allegedly behind the
2005 bombing of hotels in Amman,
Jordanian authorities saw ISIS as
the greater threat.
As Maqdisi was released, Jordan’s King Abdullah II went to
Washington to request additional
munitions to fight ISIS. Jordan’s
balancing act of maintaining a
close alliance with the United
States while appeasing Islamists
at home has been successful so
far and helped shield the kingdom
from ISIS attacks similar to ones in
Turkey and Lebanon.
Kasasbeh’s death unified the

country against ISIS and was the
first sign of the coming confrontation. However, the battlefield
remained in Syria, not inside Jordan. The new generation of ISIS
loyalists is far more effective as a
recruiting tool than the old guard
of weakened al-Qaeda-inspired
clerics in the Levant.
Jordan may sooner or later go
into an open confrontation with
ISIS at home, testing its nascent
rapprochement with the Salafists
and further altering its security
outlook.
Joe Macaron is a Middle East
analyst at the Arab Center of
Washington.

Jordan, Turkey: From strategic alliance to cold ties

View poi nt

Oraib
al-Rantawi

L

eaks to the Guardian
newspaper and Middle
East Eye online service
have revealed a muted
and different side in
Jordanian-Turkish relations with reports of strong
criticism from Amman about the
Turkish leadership.
The leaks were based on what
was described as “minutes of a
meeting” in January between
Jordan’s King Abdullah II with
a number of members of the US
Congress in which the monarch
strongly criticised Turkish policy
under President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan.
The leak came hours before
Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu arrived in Amman
and also coincided with
Jordan’s centennial celebrations
commemorating the Arab revolt
against Ottoman rule.
The celebrations added to
the “implicit confusion” in the
relationship that Jordan, being
an heir to the revolution, has
had with successive Turkish
governments. Traditionally, the
Turks looked at the Arabs siding
with Britain and France in the
World War I as a “betrayal of the
historic bond and later the Islamic
one” between the states and
people of the region.
The countries maintained

relations “of strategic nature” by
being close allies of the United
States and the West. The ties
prospered in the 1990s, after
Jordan’s peace treaty with Israel
saw both countries in joint
manoeuvres with Israel.
However, after the Islamistleaning Justice and Development
Party took over in Ankara,
lukewarm relations turned cold
with estrangement in the past five
years, especially during the “Arab
spring”.
Jordan blames Erdogan for
his alliance with the Muslim
Brotherhood, which the king
accused of being affiliated with
the Free Masons and described
its members as “wolves in lambs’
clothing” in an interview with the

Atlantic magazine in March 2013.
According to the leaks, the
king said Erdogan “believes that
Islamic extremism is a solution
to the problems of the region”,
including Syria, while he backs
a “third-way solution” for the
country away from despotism and
radical Islam.
Criticism of Turkey is also
heard in Europe and the United
States, including Turkey allegedly
providing substantial facilities to
the Islamic State (ISIS), such as
allowing its fighters to cross into
and out of Syria and Iraq.
The king confirmed reports
disclosing oil smuggling trade
between ISIS and Turkey.
Accusations against Turkey
are not confined to supporting

According
to the leaks,
Jordan’s King
Abdullah II
said Erdogan
“believes
that Islamic
extremism is
a solution to
the problems
of the
region”.

The king confirmed
reports disclosing oil
smuggling trade between
ISIS and Turkey.
Jordan’s King Abdullah II at the Nuclear Security Summit, on April 1st, in Washington.

extremism in Syria. The king
clearly accused Erdogan, in the
leaked report, of supporting
Islamic militias in Libya and
Somalia.
In his perspective, “extremism is
manufactured in Turkey”.
The statements attributed to the
Jordanian monarch are in line with
those made by US President Barack
Obama to the Atlantic, in which
he described Erdogan as a “tyrant
loser” and blamed his personal
ambitions for his country’s
domestic and foreign crises.
Observers say the statements
coincide with UN reports
suggesting that democracy was
receding in Turkey and that its
rights charter, particularly on the
freedom of the press, opinion and
expression, was eroding.
Turkey was regarded as an
advanced model of “civilian Islam
in harmony with democracy and
secularism”. But such a view
changed after its political speech
became dominated by religion —
mostly reflecting the Sunni sect —
and Erdogan’s personal ambitions
transformed the country’s
system from a parliamentary to
a presidential one in addition to
pushing Kurdish issue back to
square one.
The “Alawite issue” has
surfaced for the first time since
the establishment of the republic
while the country is witnessing
“an identity struggle” among its
various components.
We can now understand what
the king told the Atlantic three
years ago: Democracy for Erdogan
is a “bus ride he disembarks when
he arrives at his destination”.
Oraib al-Rantawi is a Jordanian
analyst and an expert in security
and strategic affairs.
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Israel uses administrative
detention against Palestinians
Mohammad S. Abu Johaysha

Hebron

A

dministrative detention
in Israel is one of a kind.
It entails arrest and detention without charge
or a court hearing. The
process depends on secret evidence
and a covert verbal indictment, to
which neither the defendant nor a
defence lawyer has access. And the
detainees are only Palestinians.
Under directives by Israel’s military command, detention is authorised by “administrative order”
rather than judicial decree. The
initial arrest warrant is valid for six
months but detention can be renewed indefinitely.

The initial arrest
warrant is valid for six
months but detention
can be renewed
indefinitely.
Palestinians see administrative
detention as tailored by the Israeli
parliament to muzzle Palestinian
opponents of the Jewish state.
“It’s a sword held on our necks,”
Palestinian Minister of Prisoners’ Affairs Issa Karakea said.
“Israel is the only country in the
world that uses this kind of administrative detention,” Karakea noted.
He pointed out that Israel has been
violating the Geneva conventions,
which stipulate that such detentions can be carried out only in
exceptional or extraordinary emer-

gency cases.
“But since the year 2000, Israel
has had 25,000 cases of administrative detention, which indicates that
such arrests have become part of its
routine and so systematic that anyone can be arrested with the pretext
of being a threat to Israel’s security,”
the minister said.
Palestinian scholars regard Israel’s administrative detention as a
“collective punishment” to “muzzle
specifically educated Palestinians”,
such as rights activists, university
students, lawyers and journalists. It
has even used the law to crack down
on outspoken Palestinian lawmakers, businessmen and housewives.
The Israeli rights watchdog
B’Tselem said international law
sanctioned administrative detention in certain circumstances. “But
because of the serious injury to
due-process, rights inherent in this
measure and the obvious danger
of its abuse, international law has
placed rigid restrictions on its application,” B’Tselem said on its website.
It said under international law,
administrative detention “can be
used only in the most exceptional
cases as the last means available for
preventing a danger that could be
thwarted by less harmful means”.
“Israel’s use of administrative
detention blatantly violates the restrictions of international law,” the
group said. It explained that Israel
“carries it out in a highly classified
manner that denies detainees the
possibility of mounting a proper defence”.
Additionally, it said, “the deten-

tion has no upper time limit. Over
the years, Israel has placed thousands of Palestinians in administrative detention for prolonged periods
of time, without trying them, without informing them of the charges
against them and without allowing
them or their counsel to examine
the evidence.”
Karakea said Israel has used the
administrative detention to arrest
62 Palestinian lawmakers in the
Palestine Legislative Council since
2006.
“Three lawmakers are still in
detention without being formally
charged and without trial,” noted
Karakea, whose duties include following the fate of Palestinians in
Israeli jails, as well as those in administrative detention.
There are 700 Palestinians in Israeli jails who were arrested under
the provisions of the law. Israel
renewed the detention of 30% of
them at least twice, Karakea said.
Some Palestinian prisoners resort
to food strikes and “starve to death
in prison to bring their plight to the
attention of the outside world”, he
said, adding the moves had little effect on Israel and an international
community focused on world troubles elsewhere.
Fareed Atrash, director of the
Palestinian group Independent Authority for Human Rights, said Israel’s administrative detention was
arbitrary and a flagrant violation
of conventions pertaining to social
and political rights of individuals.
“The detention order isn’t issued by a judge, or a court, but by
military officials who serve in the

Palestinian journalist Mohammed al-Qeq, 33, was on hunger
strike to protest his administrative detention in an Israeli jail,
before being admitted to a hospital in the northern Israeli city of
Afula, on February 5th.
army,” he said. “The order is outside
the jurisdiction of the judiciary. It
can’t be appealed. And, those who
are ordered detained are usually
Palestinian civilians or politicians,
who do not carry arms and do not
constitute any danger on Israel’s security.

“Those ordered detained are
treated like outlaws, not prisoners
of war, as the law stipulates.”
Mohammed S. Abu Johaysha,
based in Hebron, the West Bank,
has reported on Palestinian affairs
for ten years.

Israel’s self-serving view of the Syrian war
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

I

srael has technically been at
war with Syria ever since its
formation in 1948. Until the
Syrian war broke out, despite a
balance of power that favoured
Israel heavily, Syria represented
one of Israel’s principal military
threats.
Israel has defeated the Syrian
Army in all three wars they have
fought and occupies the Golan
Heights, seized in 1967 during the
six-day war. However, Syria recently began to evolve its strategy
against Israel by developing ties
with armed non-state actors, such
as Hezbollah and Hamas.
In April 2010, US and Israeli officials, for example, charged Syria

with transferring Scud missiles
with 700km-plus ranges to Hezbollah. Tel Aviv would be within reach
of such weapons fired from southern Lebanon.
Syria had become integral to the
Iranian regional alliance, Israel’s
pre-eminent security threat. Embracing a similar approach to Iran
that prioritised the development of
ballistic missile capabilities, Syria
had also possessed chemical weapons.
By January 31st, 2015, however,
the Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons reported
that approximately 98% of Syria’s
chemical weapons stockpiles had
been destroyed after the Assad regime struck a deal with the Americans to give them up. In September
2007, Israel had destroyed a covert
nuclear facility in northern Syria,
an incident that followed a $1 bil-

lion grant from Iran to Syria to upgrades its defences.
The Syrian war, which ties Iran
and Hezbollah into the conflict, is
the single most important strategic development taking place for
Israel. Israeli involvement in Syria
may appear more limited than Iranian, Russian, Lebanese, Turkish,
or American, for example, but it
has been highly calculated and arguably less hesitant.
The Golan Heights has again
come into focus as Hezbollah and
Iran explore how to develop a strategic presence in the region. Israeli
forces and intelligence have been
busy with border protection, covert
raids inside Syria and provisioning
medical treatment to rebels on the
front line.
Thousands of Syrians, including
operatives of al-Qaeda-affiliated
Jabhat al-Nusra, have been treated

Israeli soldiers patrol near the Druze village of Majdal Shams in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights,
last February.

at hospitals in northern Israel and
by Israeli medical teams inside
Syria. Israel has perceptibly been
willing to facilitate as much fighting between the Assad regime,
Hezbollah and Iranian forces with
moderate rebels, the Islamic State
(ISIS), al-Qaeda or any combination
of stakeholders.

The Syrian civil war
has yielded largely
positive developments
for Israel.
The Syrian civil war has yielded
largely positive developments for
Israel. Its Syrian enemy has imploded and chemical weapons neutralised. If there was any possibility of
a serious threat re-emerging in the
Syrian Army, that has been comprehensively removed.
Even Russian intervention into
Syria proved useful for the Israelis.
It prevented a total regime collapse
and thereby a situation that would
become difficult to control or manipulate; it stopped the growth of
ISIS, which is seen as an incubating threat; moderated the role of
Hezbollah and Iran, which began a
drawdown almost simultaneously;
and it has helped create conditions
for some manner of dialogue.
With the Syrian state neutralised
as a military threat, the concern for
Israel is what happens next inside
Syria. How de facto power is divided
and what level of influence regional
stakeholders, especially Iran, Hezbollah and al-Qaeda have, alongside the United States, Turkey and
Russia, for example. A permanent
stalemate is what Israel would ideally like to see in Syria, with power
diluted between many groups.
However, Israel has little confusion over which is its most potent
enemy. Israeli Defence Minister
Moshe Yaalon publicly suggested
about Syria that “if the choice is between Iran and the Islamic State, I
choose the Islamic State”. The logic
is that ISIS does not have the capabilities to threaten Israel in the way
the Iran and its allies can.

For Israeli military chief Lieutenant-General Gadi Eizenkot, too, the
“number one enemy” remains Hezbollah, which has grown its inventory of rockets and missiles from
10,000 to 100,000. Spread across
240 villages in southern Lebanon,
according to Eizenkot, Hezbollah
is positioned to launch the most
sophisticated inventory of rockets
and missiles it has ever had whenever the order is given.
Israel says Hezbollah and Iran
want to develop the similar capability to target Israel from Syria and
that scenario could prove disastrous for the Israelis. As such, Israel
worries that a victory for the Assad
regime is a victory for Iran and for
Hezbollah, which will strengthen
and embolden their alliance.
Israel was convinced the West
would intervene in Syria in favour
of moderate rebels but this seems
less and less likely. On the other
hand, ISIS has been pushed by the
Russian military intervention towards the Israeli and Jordanian
borders, according to Eizenkot.
While Israel cannot detach itself
from the Syrian civil war and its
ramifications on national and regional security, Tel Aviv has been
able to keep a surprisingly safe distance from a conflict fuelled by religious and ethnic identities.
Most predictions for Syria, including in Israel, envisage multiple
“enclaves” emerging for Sunnis,
Alawites, Shias, Druzes, Christians
and Kurds, with de facto power divided among them and instability
persisting long into the future.
The road to that endgame is,
however, replete with unexpected
developments and more than ever
before blow back of the Syrian war
is picking up strength as it heads towards Israel.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal
Holloway, King’s College London
and Cranfield University.
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Cairo and Riyadh build on common interests
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt and Saudi Arabia,
which parted ways because of differences over
the Syrian crisis and other
regional issues, have realised the need to build on common
interests and strengthen their old
alliance.
The challenges of fighting terrorism, curbing Iran’s growing influence and preserving Egypt’s stability are leaving both countries with
no option but closing their ranks.
“Iran and terrorism are actually
two important points in this common ground,” political analyst Nabil
Zaki said. “Egypt and Saudi Arabia
are united in their strategy to trim
Tehran’s regional influence and
fight extremism.”
Putting aside frustration that
grew in recent years because of diverging priorities, Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi cleared the way for a longawaited meeting.
King Salman arrived in Cairo,
on April 7th, his first visit to Egypt
since he ascended to the throne in
January 2015. This visit was scheduled for last September but it was
reportedly postponed because of
differences over how to respond to
the war in Syria.
Saudi Arabia insists Syrian President Bashar Assad should give up
power, arguing that there is no future for him in Syria. Egypt wants
to preserve Syria’s state institutions
until a transition is manageable.
“The fear in Egypt is that a postAssad political and military vacuum
will only be filled by the Islamic
State (ISIS),” said Tarek Fahmi, a
political science professor at Cairo
University. “This is why Egypt opposes Saudi Arabia’s desire to effect
outright regime change in Syria.”
Syria is not the only issue in relations between Cairo and Riyadh.
There is frustration in the Gulf at
Cairo’s caution to use military power in support of other Arab states.
Sisi said before he took power
two years ago that it would take his
army only the duration of travel to
reach other Arab states and defend
them. “People in the Gulf are yet
to see this translated into action,”
political analyst Akram Badr Eddin
said.
Egypt, which has received more
than $20 billion in aid from Gulf
states since July 2013, participates

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) welcoming Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) upon his arrival at Cairo
international airport, on April 7th.
in military drills in Saudi Arabia,
Bahrain and the United Arab Emirates.
When Saudi Arabia started striking Yemen’s Houthis in March 2015,
Egypt sent naval units to tighten a
maritime siege on the Shia group.
The measures were seen in the Gulf
as only serving Egyptian interests
and not doing enough to protect
Gulf allies.
“Gulf states expected Egypt to
send ground troops into Yemen,”
Badr Eddin said. “Nevertheless,
apart from the fact that it is Egypt’s
parliament that decides these matters, Egyptians have bad memories
of boots on the ground in this Arab
country.”
Egypt lost thousands of soldiers
when it intervened in Yemen’s 1962
civil war, losses Egyptians remember well and want to avoid.
However, the challenge of facing

an Iran empowered by a nuclear
deal with the West and expanding
terrorism seem to be overshadowing differences between Cairo and
Riyadh. Predominantly Sunni Saudi
Arabia views Iran as its largest regional threat. With no diplomatic
relations with Tehran since 1979,
Egypt, too, grows wary of Tehran’s
regional influence.
The Islamic State (ISIS), which
is active in Egypt’s Sinai peninsula
and claimed responsibility for several attacks inside Saudi Arabia, is
also uniting Cairo and Riyadh.
“This is why the two Arab capitals
are coming to the realisation that
they cannot stay away from each
other,” Zaki said. “The fact is that
the reasons for unity between the
two capitals are far more important
than the ones for conflict.”
Egypt is in dire need for Saudi investments and financial assistance

as it continues to recover from
years of unrest. The value of Egypt’s
pound is dropping against foreign
currencies, resulting in unprecedented price hikes in local markets.

“Saudi Arabia is bound
to back Egypt through
its economic difficulties
until it stands back on
its feet.”
Egyptian political analyst
Akram Badr Eddin
Egypt is also losing its foreign currency lifelines, including tourism
and foreign investments, because of
a Russian passenger plane bombing
in late 2015 and political and security conditions.
The Suez canal, a main source of
foreign currency, is deeply affected

by the international economic slowdown, which translates into fewer
container ships transiting the canal.
“Here is where Egypt badly needs
Saudi Arabia,” Fahmi said. “Egypt
needs Saudi investments but Riyadh will commit a big mistake if
it thinks it can influence Egypt’s
political decision using its need for
money.”
Apart from the financial assistance and easy-term oil shipments,
Saudi Arabia recently donated $1.5
billion for the development of Sinai. The Saudi government also announced plans to invest $8 billion in
Egypt in the coming years.
“Saudi Arabia is bound to back
Egypt through its economic difficulties until it stands back on its feet,”
Badr Eddin said. “For Gulf states,
supporting Egypt is a matter of no
choice but a national security priority.”

King Salman’s visit to Egypt

View poi nt

Jamaan
al-Ghamdi

F

or years we have
affirmed the strength
of relations between
Saudi Arabia and Egypt
and that Riyadh views
ties between the two
countries are not largely affected
by domestic circumstances. Even
during the Muslim Brotherhood’s
one-year rule of Egypt, Saudi
Arabia tried to be a good friend
and neighbour and was shocked
when Egypt’s Islamist rulers
sought to surrender the country
to Iran’s mullahs.
Still, Saudi Arabia was patient
and eventually the Egyptian people
had enough and a second revolution took place. Now Egypt has a
government that is seeking to fix
the country’s democratic path and
return Saudi-Egyptian relations

Relations that bind Saudi
Arabia and Egypt are
not confined to the ties
between their leaders.

to their normal track.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud’s visit to Cairo came at
a time when the Saudi-Egyptian
Coordination Council is having its
sixth meeting in which a number
of agreements are set to be signed.
These deals would increase Saudi
investment in Egypt to serve the
economic interests of both sides.
They include an agreement —
worth an estimated $20 billion —
that will result in Egypt’s energy
needs being covered for the next
five years.
This is a major agreement and
represents important Saudi economic support for Egypt.
Saudi Arabia will also be providing the funds for the construction
of King Salman University in Sinai,
at a cost of about $1.5 billion.
King Salman’s visit is also at a
crucial time given deteriorating
political, security and economic
situations across the Middle East
following the “Arab spring”.
Indeed, the visit in itself is a blow
to those who have tried to divide Egypt and Saudi Arabia over
the past few years, not least the
Muslim Brotherhood and certain
regional states whose governments

oppose Cairo.
King Salman and Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi had
an agenda that included a range of
important topics affecting the Arab
and Islamic world. Key among the
issues is the Syrian crisis where
there appears to be lack of agreement on some points and where it
is hoped that Cairo and Riyadh can
reach a common vision.
The same applies to the Yemeni,
Libyan and Lebanese files, as well
as the broader fight against terrorism. Some are suggesting greater
security coordination between
Saudi Arabia and Egypt’s respective Interior and Defence ministries
could emerge from the meeting.
King Salman’s visit was to include
discussions on the issue of joint
Arab forces and the establishment
of an independent committee
responsible for dealing with the
refugee crisis.
There is also no doubt that the
meeting will include discussions
of Egyptian-Qatari relations after
Qatar hinted a desire to improve
them. The same goes for EgyptianTurkey relations after Ankara
sought to calm tensions with Cairo
over the past months. Saudi Arabia

King
Salman’s
visit is also
at a crucial
time given
deteriorating
political,
security and
economic
situations
across the
Middle East.

is the only country able to lead the
reform of relations among these
three parties. We can only hope
that this is something that can be
achieved because Arab and Islamic
countries need to overcome their
differences for the greater good.
In a recent statement, Sisi said
Saudi Arabia and Egypt represent
the two flanks of Arab security.
The history of relations between
these two countries only serves
to confirm this. As for what we
are seeing today, Egypt and Saudi
Arabia are both looking to work
together to create new policies affecting the Middle East following
the disasters of the “Arab spring”.
This development is a testimony to the fraternity between Egypt
and Saudi Arabia, something that
the Muslim Brotherhood and
those trying to hurt this relationship simply do not understand.
Relations that bind Saudi Arabia
and Egypt are not confined to the
ties between their leaders; this is
a relationship between two fraternal people and historic strategic
allies.
Jamaan al-Ghamdi is a Saudi
writer.
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Saudi-Lebanese relations further deteriorate
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

R

elations between Lebanon and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC),
and in particular Saudi
Arabia, continued their
downward spiral with the ransacking of the offices of a Saudi-owned
newspaper in Beirut.
The offices of pan-Arab daily
Asharq Al-Awsat was attacked
April 1st as part of the uproar
caused by a cartoon depicting
the Lebanese flag with the words
“April Fools… the Lebanese state”.
Video footage showed a group
of men entering the offices of the
publication, saying they wanted to
talk with newspaper employees.
Security personnel said journalists were not currently at the office
and the protesters then trashed
the offices and threatened and insulted newspaper staff members.

“We are taking these
threats seriously but I
will continue to do my
diplomatic duty and
will stay in Lebanon
for now.”
Saudi Ambassador in Beirut
Ali Awad Asiri
According to local reports, Beirut authorities arrested seven individuals in connection with the
attack and issued an arrest warrant
with regards to another individual.
GCC Secretary-General Abdul
Latif al-Zayani condemned the
attack, saying: “This cowardly
aggression does not express the
stances of the brotherly Lebanese
people, who realise very well the
effective and distinctive role being
carried out by Asharq Al-Awsat in
supporting Lebanon in the media

as well as supporting its government in its efforts in maintaining
the security and stability of Lebanon and achieve the aspirations of
its sons in establishing freedom,
dignity and development.”
The newspaper defended publication of the cartoon, contending
that it has been misinterpreted.
However, the cartoon in question
was removed from the newspaper’s website.
According to the newspaper’s
statement: “Asharq Al-Awsat condemns the vicious assault on its
Beirut offices… and it holds the
Lebanese state responsible for
maintaining the safety of its office
employees.”
The statement added that the
“caricature aimed to shed light on
the reality of the Lebanese state as
an entity living a huge lie. It comes
from attempts to dominate it and
drive it away from its Arab environment,” a reference to Iranian
influence on Lebanese politics.
Security at the Saudi embassy in
Lebanon was increased following
the attack on Asharq Al-Awsat and
death threats against Saudi Ambassador Ali Awad Asiri.
Asiri recently said he was subjected to an extortion plot but did
not elaborate. “We are taking these
threats seriously but I will continue to do my diplomatic duty and
will stay in Lebanon for now,” he
added.
The attack on the Saudi publication came a day after the announcement that Saudi-funded Al
Arabiya news channel would close
shop in Lebanon due to security
concerns. Al Arabiya described the
closure as restructuring, which included the elimination of 27 positions, brought about by “challenges on the ground”.
The deterioration in relations
between the GCC and Lebanon
began when Lebanon’s Hezbollahaffiliated foreign minister refused
to condemn the January attacks on

A view of the office of Saudi-owned newspaper Asharq al-Awsat in Beirut, on April 1st, after it was
ransacked by protesters.
the Saudi diplomatic missions in
Iran, leading Riyadh to cancel $4
billion in grants intended for the
Lebanese military. This was followed by travel bans by a number
of GCC countries to Lebanon.
On March 2nd, the GCC declared
Hezbollah a terrorist organisation.
Analysts said the GCC will appeal
to countries outside the region to
match their moves.
Brookings Institution Senior
Fellow Bruce Riedel said the GCCHezbollah dispute might see Saudi
Arabia press European countries to

brand Hezbollah in its entirety, and
not just its military wing, as a terror group.
“London and Paris are desperate
to keep their lucrative arms sales
relationships with Riyadh,” Riedel
wrote. “They also need Saudi help
to fight jihadist terrorism. If Riyadh presses hard, the Europeans
will find it difficult to resist.”
Kuwaiti daily Al-Qabas, citing a
security source, recently reported
that more than 60 Lebanese nationals were expelled from the
Gulf state for alleged ties to Hez-

bollah. Those considered “dangerous cases” were given 48 hours to
leave to country.
This marked the second wave of
deportations from Kuwait in less
than a month.
Al-Qabas also reported that GCC
countries were sharing intelligence
and were putting together a unified list of individuals banned from
working in any of six countries that
make up the alliance.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Mistrust grips Yemen antagonists ahead of peace talks
Mohamad Abul-Qassem

Sana’a

W

“

ill hostilities really stop this
Sunday? I don’t
believe it,” said
Mohamed Najib
on the expected Yemen war ceasefire.
“The war has taken its toll on us.
It has been a year now and we’re
totally exhausted. We hope that
our politicians are serious about
the ceasefire this time and about
starting negotiations to bring an
end to the conflict,” Najib said.
Prospects of a political solution
to the conflict pitting pro-Iran

Houthi rebels and followers of former president Ali Abdullah Saleh
against Saudi-backed forces loyal
to President Abd Rabbo Mansour
Hadi has dominated conversations
in Yemen’s political circles.
The recent buzz comes after
the disclosure of tribal-brokered
accords between Riyadh and the
Houthis that led to a ceasefire on
the border and an exchange of prisoners and dead bodies in March.
However, deep mistrust persists.
Officials on both sides have been
accusing the side of taking the negotiations lightly and of being devious about a ceasefire.
UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed said in
a statement that with “political
will, good intentions and balance,

all parties can seize this opportunity to bring an end to the conflict
and pave the way for a permanent
truce”.
He said preparations were taking
place in Sana’a, Riyadh and Kuwait
and that a comprehensive ceasefire would be announced before
peace negotiations were to start
April 18th in Kuwait.
Hadi welcomed efforts to put an
end to the “Houthi insurrection”,
saying he was informed by Ould
Cheikh Ahmed that rebels accepted UN Security Council Resolution
2216, which called for the resumption of the political process to end
the conflict.
Colonel Ahmed Asiri, spokesman for the Saudi-led coalition
fighting the Houthis, said Riyadh

A cache of weapons is assembled on the deck of the guided-missile destroyer USS Gravely operating
in the Arabian Sea. Seized shipments of illicit arms were assessed by the United States to originate in
Iran and likely bound for Houthi insurgents in Yemen.

supported the role played by the
tribes in facilitating a truce and
denied any Saudi involvement in
the negotiations, stressing that the
solution “will be entirely Yemeni”.
The Houthis, on their part, insisted the coalition stop military
operations as a prerequisite for negotiations.
Mohamed Charfi, a political science professor at Sana’a University, said the UN declarations since
the beginning of the war in Yemen
“were not serious enough” to bring
about an end to the conflict. “Any
negotiations within the context of
aggression and hostilities would
only lead to further exacerbate the
conflict,” he said.
On the clause in Resolution 2216
that calls on the Houthis to surrender their weapons and withdraw
from the cities, Charfi said the rebels do not object to complying
with this clause “but within the
context of a clear and acceptable
mechanism”.
Ali al-Badani, a specialist in crisis management at the University
of Aden, maintained that Saleh’s
attempts to take centre stage could
hinder the talks.
“Saleh insisted on opening a
[side] channel with Saudi Arabia,”
Badani said. “He rallied his followers to mark the first anniversary of
the [Saudi] aggression on Yemen,
reaffirmed his alliance with the
Houthis and covertly tried to intimidate President Hadi by threatening to go back to Sana’a. He
persists in trying to appear the
strongest among his opponents as
well as his allies, who both do not
trust him, though the latter pretend the opposite.”
He noted, however, that it was
too early to make predictions
about the outcome of the negotiations. “Even if they take place

in an effective manner, we should
not expect a positive outcome very
soon,” he said. “I doubt Resolution
2216 will be implemented as is but
rather its content will be diluted
either by suppressing the clause
on accountability and punishment
or by complicating the mechanism
for the Houthis’ withdrawal from
cities and surrendering their weapons.

Officials on both sides
have been publicly
exchanging
accusations of the
other side taking the
negotiations lightly
and of being devious
about a permanent
ceasefire.
“The chaotic security conditions
in addition to the existence of alQaeda in Al-Makla and Hadramawt
give excuses to the Houthis and
Saleh to keep their weapons since
they blame Hadi’s government for
the increase in terrorist activities.”
On the ground, the parties do
not seem to be preparing for a durable ceasefire. Despite the accord
with the Houthis, the Arab coalition intensified air strikes on rebel
positions and Saleh’s supporters in
north-western Yemen. Coalition
troops carried out six ground operations in Midi and Hajja on the
Saudi-Yemeni border in an obvious
effort to seize control of the area
before the ceasefire.
The Houthis also intensified
their military operations as a reaction to what they considered as
Saudi “provocations”.
Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a
pseudonym used for security
reasons, is a reporter based in
Sana’a.
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Daesh or Islamic
State: What’s in
a name?
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W

“

e believe that
ISIL or Daesh is
now
beginning
to lose. We see
them in a defensive crouch,” coalition spokesman
US Army Colonel Steve Warren said
during a recent visit to Britain, using both the UK and US designation
for the Islamic State, or ISIS.
The British government made the
decision to call the group Daesh in
September 2015. Speaking before
parliament, British Prime Minister
David Cameron said: “I feel it’s time
to join our key ally France, the Arab
League and other members of the
international community in using…
the terminology ‘Daesh’ because
this evil death cult is neither a true
representation of Islam nor is it a
state.”

“Daesh” is the
acronym of the group’s
name in Arabic.
“Daesh” has become an increasingly accepted name for ISIS, which
had previously been known as either the Islamic State of Iraq and
Syria (ISIS) or the Islamic State of
Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in Western media.
ISIS rebranded itself as the “Islamic State” in June 2014 after it
consolidated its hold on territory
in Iraq and Syria and declared a
caliphate. Many governments and
media outlets initially took up the
new name for the sake of expediency and to draw a line under the
confusion of the group’s name, although this has now been followed
by a move to promote the “Daesh”
designation.
France decided to officially call
the group “Daesh” in September.
“This is a terrorist group and not
a state. I do not recommend using
the term Islamic State because it
blurs the lines between Islam, Muslims and Islamists,” French Foreign

Minister Laurent Fabius said.
“The Arabs call it Daesh and I
will be calling them the Daesh cutthroats,” he added.
“Daesh” is the acronym of the
group’s name in Arabic — Al-Dawla
Al-Islamiya fi Al-Iraq wa al-Sham
or the Islamic State in Iraq and Al
Sham (an area roughly equivalent
to the Levant). However, ISIS prefers to call itself simply Al-Dawla
— “The State” — and has disavowed
the term “Daesh”, punishing those
who use it.
A number of Mosul residents told
the Associated Press that ISIS fighters threatened to cut the tongue
out of anyone who used the term
“Daesh”, instead of referring to the
group by its full name. A video was
published in February showing a
boy in western Iraq receiving 60
lashes for referring to the group as
“Daesh”.
In addition to detracting from
the group’s claimed “Islamic” identity, “Daesh”, in Arabic at least,
also brings to mind the root word
da’s, which means to “crush” or
“trample” and is reportedly hated
by members of the group. Arabic’s
complex conjugation system affords its speakers an ability to use
the term “Daesh” in a variety of different ways, none complimentary.
Many analysts say it is important
to differentiate between Islam and
the terrorist group, which mainstream Muslims maintain has nothing to do with their interpretation of
the religion, particularly at a time
when Islamophobia is on the rise in
the West.
“It is imperative that Islamic State
is not granted the legitimacy that
referring to it as ‘the’ Islamic State
would give; it is not a state, nor, arguably, is it Islamic,” a report by UK
anti-extremist think-tank Quilliam
said.
Questions
surrounding
the
group’s name and Muslim attempts
to differentiate ISIS from mainstream Islam have been on the rise
since the group announced its caliphate, with a number of alternatives being put forward.
Dar Al-Ifta, responsible for issu-

Iraqi demonstrators march across Arabic writing that reads “Daesh”.
ing religious edicts in Egypt, which
has its own ISIS franchise in the Sinai peninsula, has said the group
should not be referenced as “ISIS”
or “Daesh”.
Egyptian Grand Mufti Shawki Allam in August 2014 proposed that
ISIS should be referred to as “alQaeda Separatists in Iraq and Syria”
— QSIS.
“The initiative by Dar Al-Ifta
came to express the institution’s
rejection of many stereotypes that
attach the name of Islam to bloody

and violent acts committed by such
groups,” Ibrahim Negm, an adviser
to the grand mufti, told Al Arabiya
News.
“We are afraid that such incorrect
stereotypes will be rooted in the
minds of Muslims and non-Muslims
alike,” he added.
A group of leading British imams
petitioned the government in 2014
to adopt the usage of the term the
“Un-Islamic State” or UIS.
“We shall take every opportunity
to continue to say clearly and loudly

‘not in our name’ and ‘not in our
faith,’” a statement read.
Whether ISIS, ISIL, IS or Daesh,
the way that politicians and media
outlets refer to the group is important in shaping public perceptions
of Islam, particularly in the West,
but is nothing compared to the
physical battle that is taking place
in Iraq and Syria to erase the group,
and its name, from existence.

gist at Claremont Graduate University in California, suggested that
one of the emotional factors that
may make extremism attractive to
an individual is “existential uncertainty”, which can be defined as
confusion about one’s future and
even one’s basic identity. If indeed
the engineer’s “mindset” stresses
the need for certainty, one can see
how a feeling of existential uncertainty might drive a frustrated and
angry engineer into the arms of a
group that claims to have all the answers to life’s equations.
It is important to note that engineers or would-be engineers are
not the only people who share the
traits that seem to make extremism attractive. Gambetta and Hertog make a point of saying that
engineering schools do not create
these psychological traits in their
students.
What you apparently have is a
“perfect storm”: Young men who
tend to share certain psychological traits pursue a discipline that
rewards these traits (think of the
successful bridge builder), only to
find upon graduation that their expectations of life are not being met.
At that point, a small number — an
extremely small number — will respond to the siren call of jihad’s
glory and certainty.
There are two possible responses
to the authors’ findings that should
definitely not be pursued: First, security forces should not start profil-

ing engineers or engineering students; and second, countries in the
Arab world that desperately need
modernisation and economic development should not discourage
students from pursuing engineering or other technical degrees.
While the overlap between engineers and jihadists is apparently
real, it represents an infinitesimal
portion of the overall engineering
population.

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

Why do engineers go bad?
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T

he fact that a large number of jihadist terrorists
had been educated as
engineers is a phenomenon that has been widely noted but rarely studied. Until
now. Diego Gambetta, professor of
social theory at Italy’s European
University Institute, and Steffen
Hertog, a Middle East specialist at
the London School of Economics,
have published a controversial new
book, Engineers of Jihad: The Curious Connection Between Violent Extremism and Education.

In the study, 45% of
200 known jihadist
university graduates
had attained degrees
in or studied
engineering.
Gambetta and Hertog studied the
personal biographies of more than
200 known jihadists who had pursued higher education. They discovered that nearly 45% of them either attained degrees in or studied
engineering. The 200 jihadists were
from 19 countries where on average only 12% of university students
study engineering. The over-representation of engineers held true
whether the jihadists were educat-

ed in the Middle East or were born
and educated in the West.
Gambetta and Hertog have
moved the argument beyond the
anecdotal. Clearly, something is going on here.
What exactly that is, however, is
harder to determine and has stoked
controversy. Some professional engineers have accused the authors of
giving engineering a black eye. Others have suggested that
terror groups actively recruit engineers, assuming they would be better
able to make and handle
advanced explosives.
Gambetta and Hertog,
however, found that the
vast majority of the jihadist engineers they studied
were not recruited but had
volunteered.
Moreover,
they most often were not
the bomb-makers within the
group but rather leaders and
commanders.
Clearly, there is some causal factor between studying engineering — or having an engineer’s
“mindset” — and being attracted to
jihadism.
Gambetta and Hertog offered two
explanations for their findings.
The first is based on the wellknown sociological phenomenon
of relative deprivation: When people feel they are not getting what
is due them or that their hard
work and educational attainment

are not being rewarded, they may
become frustrated and angry. In
other words, a young man (and it is
overwhelmingly men we are talking about) who studies engineering
only to find that there are no jobs
available, or at least none of the status he expected to achieve, will feel
deprived. He will feel angry, and
angry people often look for someone to blame for their
distress.
Gambetta and Hertog suggested another
possible factor as well,
one that is based on
the engineer’s mindset. They polled students across various disciplines and
found that engineers ranked very
high in three psychological categories: the need for
certainty, a preference for order and
a dislike of ambiguity. Clearly,
these are excellent qualities for
an engineer — who would want to
cross a bridge built by an engineer
who was less than certain of what
he was doing?
These same traits are also the
hallmarks of extremists — religious
or otherwise. They think in black
and white, holy and evil, us and
them. There are no grey areas or
room for debate with jihadists.
Michael Hogg, a social psycholo-

There is speculation
about a causal factor
between studying
engineering — or
having an engineer’s
“mindset” — and being
attracted to jihadism.
Ultimately, the answer is to create
civil discourses that focus on tolerance and dialogue — as Tunisia is doing — and to undertake policies that
create the kind of economic growth
in which engineering graduates will
find satisfying and productive employment. Both solutions will take
time, even a generation, to achieve.
In the meantime, we should not be
surprised or overly alarmed when
we learn that a jihadist terrorist also
happens to be an engineer.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Turkey faces problem of refugees returning from Greece
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

A

s refugees are being deported from Greece to
Turkey under a controversial deal between the
European Union and
Ankara, the Turkish government is
coming under increasing pressure
to modernise its asylum laws.
Refugees, most of them from
Asian countries such as Pakistan
and Bangladesh, are being deported
from Greek islands to Turkish ports.
Under the agreement between
the European Union and Turkey,
refugees who entered Greece illegally since March 20th will be
deported to Turkey. In return, European countries agreed to take in
up to 72,000 Syrian refugees from
Turkish camps. The first group of 32
Syrians arrived in Germany by plane
from Turkey on April 4th as ferries
took about 200 refugees to Turkey
from Greece.

“It will not be easy to
send those people
back, just like a
package in the mail.”
Murat Erdogan, a leading
Turkish migration expert.
The plan is designed to stop illegal mass migration into the European Union by showing refugees
and people smugglers that passage
to Greece is futile, after more than
800,000 people reached EU countries in 2015. According to UN figures, the number of refugees reaching Greece from Turkey had fallen
to an average of 425 a day, a big drop
compared to several thousand daily
arrivals last summer.
Human rights activists, migration
experts and politicians, however,

say the project fails to give refugees
a chance to have their cases heard.
Turkey says non-Syrians will be returned to their home countries.
Belgium’s former prime minister Guy Verhofstadt said the deal
ignored Turkey not having proper
laws to provide a safe environment
for refugees. The country insists on
geographical limitations in the UN
Refugee Convention, which means
that people from Asia, Africa or the
Middle East who are not granted
refugee status in Turkey, are not
allowed to work and face deportation. Syrians receive temporary protection because of the war in their
home country.
“A condition of the deal to allow
the return of asylum seekers from
Europe was Turkey’s commitment
to honour all protocols of the Geneva Conventions,” Verhofstadt
said in a statement posted on the
website of the European Liberals
and Democrats, a political alliance
he leads. “However, the Turkish
parliament has not yet approved
the necessary legislative changes to
their domestic laws. This is simply
unacceptable.”
While there are no plans to lift
the geographical limitations, Turkish officials said their government
is in talks with 14 countries about
readmission agreements. Ankara
says the number of refugees in the
country — about 2.7 million Syrians
and 300,000 non-Syrians — will not
increase as a result of the deal with
the European Union.
There is clearly unease among the
public. In Dikili, residents staged a
protest march when rumours spread
of alleged plans to build a refugee
camp near their town. “Leave Dikili
alone,” said one banner.
There were similar protests near
the southern city of Kahramanmaras, where authorities are building a refugee camp for 27,000 predominantly Sunni Syrians close to
several villages populated by Ale-

A Turkish police officer escorts a migrant after a vessel transporting migrants from Greek island
Chios docked in Dikili port, Turkey, on April 4th.
vis, a religious minority with ties to
Shia Islam.
Murat Erdogan, a professor at Ankara’s Hacettepe University and a
leading Turkish migration expert,
said the government’s plan to send
non-Syrian refugees to their respective countries would probably not
work. “It will not be easy to send
those people back, just like a package in the mail,” Erdogan said. He
said countries might refuse to take
their citizens back.
“More than 90% [of refugees returning from Greece] will end up
staying in Turkey,” he said. “Turkey
will have to give them some sort of
legal status.”
Erdogan said another effect of
the deal was that Turkey would
probably attract more migrants

from poorer countries since it was
becoming more difficult to reach
Western Europe.
“For these people, it is not bad to
stay in Turkey,” as living conditions
were better than in their own countries, he said. “This new phase has
already started,” the professor said
in reference to Afghan, Iraqi and
other migrants. “Turkey doesn’t
know what to do.”
Some say Ankara is resorting to
illegal moves. Amnesty International, a rights group, accused Turkish authorities of having deported
Afghan and Syrian refugees to their
home countries against their will.
“The ink wasn’t even dry on the
EU-Turkey deal when several dozen
Afghans were forced back to a country where their lives could be in

danger,” John Dalhuisen, Amnesty
International’s director for Europe
and Central Asia, said in a statement. He added that the incident
“highlights the risks of returning
asylum seekers to Turkey — and the
knock-on effects the deal is likely to
have for refugees transiting through
Turkey”.
Based on what it said was its
own research on the Turkish-Syrian border, Amnesty International
said Turkey had been sending back
about 100 Syrians to their country
every day since mid-January. Ankara rejected both accusations, saying
all returns had been on a voluntary
basis.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Istanbul.

The autocratic transformation of Erdogan
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Claude
Salhani

T

he image of Turkey
that its president
wanted to project
— that of an open,
secular and modern
society in which
concerns for an individual’s rights
were on a par with Europe to the
degree that the country could be
invited to join the European
Union — is rapidly fading.
What we are seeing emerge
through the fog of confused Levantine politics is a very different
Turkey, one far removed from what
was initially hoped for.
Turkey is projecting a depressing
glimpse of President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s interpretation of democratic principles.
Yes, the country governed by
Erdogan looks very different from
the one that was knocking on the
European Union’s door not too
long ago. When Erdogan rose to
power in 2003, there were expectations that he could serve as a role
model of the modern and progressive Muslim leader who proved to
sceptics that Islam and the West
could coexist in peace.
Supporters of the notion that
Turkey belongs in the European
Union along with the rest of democratic Europe argued — and continue to say — that admitting Turkey
into the group would propel the
democratisation process in Turkey
and that, within a relatively short

As any self-respecting
dictator would do,
Erdogan went after the
country’s free press.

A Turkish demonstrator holds a placard reading “Free Press Free Society” outside
the Istanbul courthouse, on April 1st.
time, the country would have come
around to resemble its European
partners more than its neighbours
to the south, as now appears to be
the case.
Those opposed to Turkey’s
admission into the EU are saying
that they were justified in opposing Ankara’s ascension. They point
to Erdogan’s two-faced policies in
dealing with jihadists fighting in
Syria and Iraq. On the one hand,
the Turkish government helped
funnel arms and fighters to the
Islamists; on the other, it professed
to clamp down on jihadists.
As a member of NATO, in principle at least, Turkey is an ally of the
United States and Western Europe.
Turkey has even dispatched units
to fight the Islamic State (ISIS) in
Iraq.
The “democracy” that the Turkish president purports to be backing is in reality more of a gradual
infringement on all levels of a free
society. Scratch the surface of

Turkish politics and you will undoubtedly discover ugly truths.
Looking over the past few years,
there is a clear transformation of
the Turkish leader’s political stance
and the shining light and breath of
fresh air the Europeans had hoped
for. The reality turned out to be
something very different.
As more than one observer
noted, Erdogan turned out to be
a disappointment as the former
prime minister became president
and is now turning into a dictator.
As any self-respecting dictator
would do, Erdogan went after the
country’s free press. Erdogan had
the editors of Zaman and Cumhuriyet, two of the country’s largest
newspapers, arrested. Zaman had
devoted a number of articles to
corruption in Erdogan’s family and
government and Cumhuriyet represented the opposition.
Erdogan also took on scores of
university professors, members of
the military and aid workers, send-

The country
governed
by Erdogan
looks very
different
from the
one that was
knocking on
the European
Union’s door
not too long
ago.

ing dozens to prison
He erected a huge presidential
palace for himself and called a referendum, hoping to win the right
to rewrite the constitution and give
himself greater power.
Cumhuriyet published video
footage showing trucks filled with
weapons being delivered to rebel
groups in Syria. Since the start of
the war in Syria, Turkey had offered
support to rebels fighting the Assad
government, even arming extremist groups closely affiliated with
al-Qaeda. Two top editors of Cumhuriyet, Can Dundar and Erdem
Gul, were accused of espionage and
could be sentenced to life in prison.
According to journalism watchdog
groups, there are about 20 reporters imprisoned in Turkey.
And because the United States
needs Turkey’s support in the fight
against terrorism, the White House
and the US State Department have
been reluctant to criticise the Turkish leader’s actions, even when his
security detail beat protesters in
Washington on March 31st when
scuffles broke out between Turkish
security and reporters.
While US authorities reiterated
their position demanding that there
be more media freedom in Turkey,
ugly scenes erupted shortly before
Erdogan’s arrival at the Brookings
Institution, where Turkish security
officials clashed with protesters,
exchanging insults and scuffling,
before police separated them.
During the scuffle one Turkish
security guard aimed a chest-high
kick at an American reporter attempting to film the harassment of
a Turkish opposition reporter while
another called a female foreign
policy scholar a “whore”.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Ted Cruz’s extreme views stir concern
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

T

he Republican political
establishment has begun
throwing its support behind US Senator Ted Cruz
of Texas in an effort to
stop his rival, businessman Donald
Trump, from winning the Republican nomination for president.
However, many of Cruz’s positions
— and those of his advisers — are so
extreme that the adage “Be careful
what you wish for” may apply.
Cruz is not only personally disliked by many of his colleagues for
his obstructionist tactics on the
Senate floor and for his diatribes
against the body’s leadership but
for his extreme right-wing views
that are beyond what the general
American public would support.

If Trump is a
demagogue who many
feel is unelectable in
November, Cruz is not
far behind.
Still, a Trump nomination worries
so many Republicans, in large part
because he is seen as a demagogue
who would lose the presidential
race to the likely Democratic candidate, Hillary Clinton, that many are
willing to bite the bullet and support Cruz.
But if Trump is a demagogue
who many feel is unelectable in
November, Cruz is not far behind.
In the wake of the recent terrorist
bombings in Brussels, Cruz said authorities should “patrol and secure
Muslim neighbourhoods” in the
United States “before they become
radicalised”. Trump, who normally
delights in criticising Cruz, said: “I

think that’s a good idea.”
Cruz’s statement was widely
denounced by Democrats as unconstitutional and discriminatory
for singling out a religious group
for special police scrutiny. Some
Republicans agreed with the criticism, though others — seeing Cruz
as their best hope against Trump —
equivocated, saying only that Cruz
should have made a better choice of
words.
Cruz also said during a political
debate that he favoured “carpetbombing” the Islamic State (ISIS)
in Syria and Iraq and was dismissive of the large number of civilian
casualties that would occur in such
operations. And he said he would
only favour accepting Syrian Christian refugees, not Muslim refugees,
to the United States.
So where is Cruz getting his advice from on such issues? Reporting over the past few weeks has
revealed Cruz’s foreign policy advisers as ranging from anti-Muslim
demagogues to a couple of alumni
from the Iran-Contra scandal from
the 1980s.
One demagogue is the notorious
Frank Gaffney of the Center for Security Policy who has warned of a
Muslim Brotherhood conspiracy in
the United States and has called for
the re-establishment of the House
Un-American Activities Committee from the 1950s to root out this
“insidious peril”. A prominent civil
rights group, the Southern Poverty
Law Center, described Gaffney as
“one of America’s most notorious
Islamophobes”.
Gaffney was among the so-called
birther conspirators who claimed
that US President Barack Obama is
a secret Muslim who was born outside of the United States.
Cruz has defended Gaffney as a
“serious thinker who has been fo-

US Republican candidate Ted Cruz at a campaign stop in Wisconsin, on April 4th.
cused on fighting jihadists, fighting
jihadism across the globe”. When
pressed by CNN’s Wolf Blitzer about
several outlandish Gaffney quotes,
such as his claim that Saddam Hussein was involved in the 1993 World
Trade Center bombing and the 1995
Oklahoma City bombing, Cruz said
it would be silly to play a media
game to say he agreed with every
statement of an adviser.
Another controversial Cruz adviser, although not an Islamophobe, is
Elliott Abrams, now of the Council
on Foreign Relations. Abrams was
indicted for lying to Congress about
the Iran-Contra scandal but was
pardoned by president George H.W.
Bush, who was vice-president during the scandal.
Abrams has long supported Is-

rael’s Likud Party and, as a neoconservative, was an early advocate of
the Iraq war of 2003. Abrams was
advising Republican presidential
candidate Marco Rubio but, when
Rubio dropped out of the race, he
shifted to Cruz.
Still another controversial Cruz
adviser is Andrew McCarthy, an Islamophobe like Gaffney. McCarthy
in 2011 charged that the religion of
Islam, especially mainstream interpretations of Islam, “radicalises”
Muslims. Again, like Gaffney, he has
stated that Obama is a secret Muslim not born in the United States.
With advisers like these, it is not
surprising that Cruz has taken the
positions he has so far. These advisers seem to reinforce his own rightwing views and, for the most part,

they match Trump’s views on the
“Muslim threat”.
Unfortunately, if another terrorist attacks linked to ISIS occurs in
Europe or the United States, more
Americans, out of fear, will subscribe to such views. With so little daylight between them, at least
on this issue, Trump and Cruz will
compete for this constituency. But
if the Republican political establishment believes Cruz is their saviour
against Trump, they should think
again. They are very much alike as
extremists.
Gregory Aftandilian is an associate
of the Middle East Center at the
University of MassachusettsLowell and is a former US State
Department Middle East analyst.
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Rashmee
Roshan Lall

D

onald Trump has not
provided many
so-called learning
moments during his
raucous campaign to
become the Republican Party’s nominee for US
president. However, we owe him
a debt for forcing attention on an
urgent subject that is little
discussed: the case for the
elimination of nuclear weapons.
That Trump, who has often displayed a dangerously laissez-faire
approach to nuclear proliferation,
stands any chance of being elected
president is a strong argument for
a nuclear-free world.
Consider this. Trump has said
that as president he would not
rule out using nuclear weapons
in the Middle East and Europe
because “I would never take any
of my cards off the table”.
He has suggested going nuclear in the fight against terrorists because “somebody hits us
within (the Islamic State) ISIS, you
wouldn’t fight back with a nuke?”
And he has said that a nuclearcapable Saudi Arabia, Japan and
South Korea were inevitable,
perhaps even desirable. With his
overly hyped businessman’s eye
on profit, Trump has said it may
be best for US allies to get their
own nukes unless they agree to
pay handsomely for shelter under
the American nuclear umbrella.
Coincidentally, Trump said
these things in a week rich in ref-

The Salman doctrine
has been marked by a
willingness to push back
against Iran’s alleged
mischief-making.

erence to nuclear threats.
In Washington, US President
Barack Obama was at his fourth
(and last) Nuclear Security Summit. The good news was ratification of a key global treaty to
tighten protections against nuclear
theft and smuggling. The bad
news was the fear that terrorist
groups such as ISIS may be setting
their sights on nuclear sabotage
or a dirty bomb. After the March
Brussels attacks, investigators
found surveillance footage of a
senior Belgian nuclear official
in the apartment of a suspected
militant.
And finally, Trump’s proposals
for an unregulated nuclear world
order came in a week of repeated
provocations from North Korea,
which recently released a video of
nuking Washington.
Trump or not, there is merit in
rethinking the realities of nuclear
proliferation in the real world.
Nuclear weapons are the final
option sought by both rogue
regimes and terrorist groups. The
original elite nuclear-weapons
club — the United States, Britain,
France, China and Russia — has
been unable to control proliferation.
So is proliferation inevitable?
Has it already happened? Set aside
pacifist Japan and nuclear-disinclined South Korea for a moment.
What about Saudi Arabia? Is it, as
Trump suggests, “only a question
of time” before Riyadh acquires
nuclear weapons?
It is no secret that Saudi Arabia
and Pakistan have enjoyed a mutually beneficial relationship for
decades. Islamabad has received
billions of dollars in subsidised oil
and David Owen, who was UK foreign secretary in the 1970s, once
suggested that the agreed tradeoff probably revolved around
nuclear warheads.
“Nuclear weapons programmes

are extremely expensive and
there’s no question that a lot of
the funding of Pakistan’s nuclear
weapons programme was provided by Saudi Arabia,” Owen was
quoted by the Sunday Times as
saying in May 2015. “Given their
close relations and close military
links, it’s long been assumed that
if the Saudis wanted, they would
call in a commitment, moral or
otherwise, for Pakistan to supply
them immediately with nuclear
warheads.”
There are indications of renewed Saudi interest in a muscular nationalism and, possibly,
a nuclear deterrent. The Salman
doctrine, named for the king who
ascended to the throne 14 months
ago, has been marked by a willingness to commit Saudi military and
allied forces to more frequent action in the region, a determination
to push back against Iran’s alleged
mischief-making and a new resolve to pursue its own interests —
regardless of American approval.
In January, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir refused to scotch
suspicions that Riyadh was trying
to buy nuclear weapons from
Pakistan, insisting that his country
would “do whatever it takes in
order to protect our nation and our
people from any harm”.
He added: “Saudi Arabia is committed to two things. I always say
two things we do not negotiate
over: our faith and our security.”
This comes at the same time as
US Secretary of State John Kerry’s
warning of “all kinds of NPT [NonProliferation Treaty] consequences” if Saudi Arabia bought nuclear weapons “and Saudi Arabia
knows, I believe, that that is not
going to make them safe”.
But then Kerry was probably not
listening to Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev’s dark hints
in late 2015. Medvedev reported
informally hearing from lead-

On nuclear
issues too,
Trump can
be said to
be merely
disruptive.

ers “within the framework of the
League of Arab States” that they
feared that “anything can happen
in the region.” Many countries,
including Saudi Arabia, “are seriously thinking” about creating
their own nuclear bomb “after a
series of events, including those in
North Africa, the Middle East”, he
told Time magazine.
This may or may not be true
and it is certainly vague enough to
cover a range of postures. What’s
clear is that any recent Saudi
exploration of the nuclear option is
not solely, as Trump says, because
of the deal between Iran and six
major powers. The Obama administration has long maintained
that sanctions relief for Tehran in
exchange for rollback and verification is sufficient to check Iran’s
nuclear weapons ambitions. And
yet Trump declares “Iran will have
it within ten years”.
There is little reason to believe
him. To date, Trump has not offered meaningful commentary
on any of the most complex policy
issues of the day. He has not explained the outrageous positions
he has adopted on some of the
world’s most pressing problems.
What to do about ISIS, seriously? It is not enough to say he’ll
“bomb the s—t” out of the extremist group. How best to work with a
Russia that once again wants to be
seen as a great power, especially
in the Middle East? It’s not enough
to compliment Vladimir Putin on
being “strong”.
On nuclear issues too, Trump
can be said to be merely disruptive. Unfortunately, his standing as
the Republican front runner makes
his careless words radioactive.
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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Wishful thinking has
destroyed French
foreign policy
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

W

hen the United
States, Russia, Turkey and Saudi Arabia met in Vienna
in October in a tentative first diplomatic step to find
an end to the bloodbath in Syria,
France was not invited. As negotiations between major actors in the
Syrian conflict have sped up recently, France and the United Kingdom
have been sidelined.
The United States, Russia, Turkey
and Saudi Arabia pay little heed to
the views of the trio who represent
European foreign policy — Donald Tusk, Jean Claude Juncker and
Federica Mogherini. The European
Union does not have a Middle East
policy to speak of — it exploded in
2003 when its members split on the
question of whether to back the USled invasion of Iraq.

As negotiations
between major actors
in the Syrian conflict
have sped up recently,
France and the United
Kingdom have been
sidelined.
That French diplomacy should
have been reduced to a walk-on
part on Syria’s future deserves
some explanation. France governed
Syria for a quarter of a century after
World War I under a mandate of the
League of Nations. French president Nicolas Sarkozy invited Syrian President Bashar Assad to the
founding of the Union for the Mediterranean in Paris in 2008, but in
February 2012 he decided to close

the French embassy in Damascus.
Sarkozy’s minister of Foreign Affairs, Alain Juppé, predicted Assad
would fall. In 2014, his successor,
Laurent Fabius, called the man a
“murderer who must leave” adding
that “he does not deserve to be in
this world”.
France chose, in concert with
Britain and the United States, to
back the “moderate” Syrian opposition, some elements of which
turned out to enjoy the support of
Saudi Arabia and Turkey, countries
that can hardly be described as
“moderate”.
The secularist opposition turned
out to be more visible in Western
hotel lounges than on the ground
fighting Assad. The main opposition came from the Islamic State
(ISIS).
But Fabius in his wisdom constructed a policy that excluded the
Syrian head of state, Iran, Russia
and ISIS. This was the French position through the attempts of the UN
special envoy, Lakhdar Brahimi, to
get the parties to the conflict to the
negotiating table in 2012-14.
France’s foreign policymakers,
which, under president Jacques
Chirac, had opposed what was
essentially an American neocon
attempt to impose democracy
through brute force of arms on Iraq,
had forgotten Charles de Gaulle’s
famous dictum that “we must take
things as they are” and be careful to
know who one’s principal enemy
was.
However brutal Assad was, he
had never threatened France. It was
only in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on Paris in November
2015 that French President François Hollande acknowledged what
should have been evident from
the onset. He no longer wanted to
bomb Assad’s forces but ISIS. He

A Rafale fighter jet is catapulted for a mission, on France’s flagship Charles de Gaulle aircraft carrier
in the Arabian Gulf, last January.
flew to Moscow to talk with Russian
President Vladimir Putin, a man
his foreign minister had openly expressed contempt for since 2012.
Today, Russia is on the front stage
of diplomacy, France and Britain
have written themselves out of
the script and US President Barack
Obama pursues what he feels are
the United States’ interests in his
policy towards Iran, Russia and Syria. As his interview in the Atlantic
suggests, he is a long-term player.
France in the Middle East is not a
long-term player; it is simply not a
player.
France forgot one cardinal rule of
foreign policy, that keeping lines of
communication — and embassies
— open with one’s enemies, even
if they appear disreputable to the
Western public, is essential. Did its
leaders think that Abdel Fattah alSisi in Egypt and Saudi King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud are all that
much more reputable than Assad?
Franco-American relations are
deeply flawed. No French leader
would dream of lecturing the United States on economic affairs in
view of the incapacity France displays in reforming its own econo-

my, creating jobs and encouraging
young entrepreneurs.
The country spends one-quarter
of what it did in the 1960s as a percentage of gross domestic product
on its military. The situation is akin
to Britain, which has trimmed its
military expenditures to the bone.

France in the Middle
East is not a long-term
player; it is simply not
a player.
France took the lead in toppling
Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi
in 2011 but then proved quite incapable not only of ensuring stability
in Libya but in preventing weapons
and fighters washing across the Sahel where they continue to destabilise one former French client state
after another.
France has also gone neocon visà-vis Israel. It refused to recognise
the Hamas victory in elections in
Gaza in 2006. Its diplomats are
banned from the territory and cannot aspire to a useful mediating
role. It helped get Hamas designated as a terrorist organisation by the
European Union.

Half a century earlier it had provided Israel with nuclear knowhow and always said it would guarantee the security of Israel. That
did not stop de Gaulle from criticising Israel. Since Sarkozy, French
governments are ever more aligned
on Israeli policies towards the Palestinians. French leaders will have
to give up wishful thinking if they
want their country to play a role in
the Middle East. They could learn
a lot from rereading de Gaulle.
The deeper problem with Sarkozy,
Hollande and his two successive
foreign ministers, Fabius and JeanMarc Ayrault, is that they usually
fail to find the right words needed
to express what is, admittedly, a
very confused foreign policy.
“Men will forgive a man anything
except bad prose,” said Winston
Churchill. But his foreign policy
was built on a lucid analysis of his
country’s interests and like the
leader of Free France, he was never
short of eloquent words to convince
his peers and countrymen.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

Israel supporters frown at senator's call to investigate abuses
Amal Mudallali

Washington

A

prominent US senator
and nine Democratic
members of the US
House of Representatives have written asking the US State Department to investigate alleged “gross violations
of human rights” by the Israeli and
Egyptian security forces.
While Egypt often has been the
subject of criticism on the issue,
publicly attacking Israel’s human
rights behaviour is virtually unheard of in the US Congress.
The letter, written by US Senator Patrick Leahy, D-Vt., could have
implications for the tense IsraeliAmerican relationship and could
affect military aid to Egypt and Israel. If the allegations that the letter outlined are found true, it could
trigger the so-called Leahy Law,
which prohibits US military assistance to countries whose militaries
systematically abuse human rights.

The letter could have
implications for the
tense Israeli-American
relationship.
The letter requests that the State
Department provide Congress with
information regarding the application of the Leahy Law, including
“specific allegations of gross violations of human rights by the security services of both countries”,
and asks for monitoring how US
military assistance is used.
The letter also asked for a determination whether the “disturbing

report of possible gross violations
of human rights” by both countries
was “credible” and to inform Congress of the findings.
The letter cites reports by Amnesty International and other human rights organisations about
“what may be extrajudicial killings
by the Israeli military” as well as reports of torture. Concerning Egypt,
the letter cites Human Rights
Watch, which described the August
2013 massacre in Rab’aa Square as
“the world’s largest killings of demonstrators in a single day in recent
history” and reports of extrajudicial killings and forced disappearance by Egyptian security forces.
The letter requested that the
State Department “act promptly”
to determine whether the reports
trigger the Leahy Law, in which
case the department “should take
appropriate action called for under
the law”.
Israel and its US friends were infuriated that the letter lumped Israel and Egypt together; for Israel’s
US supporters, Israel is the Middle
East’s only democracy while Egypt
is a notorious human rights abuser.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu issued an angry statement denying that the Israeli Army
and police “engage in executions”.
He said: “Israel’s soldiers and police officers defend themselves and
innocent civilians with the highest moral standards against bloodthirsty terrorists who come to murder them.”
State Department spokesman
John Kirby told Washington’s Free
Beacon that the United States “has
applied and continues to apply the
Leahy Law in Egypt and Israel in
the same way we do globally”.
He added: “We do not provide

A 2015 file picture of US Senator Patrick Leahy (R) talking to
Senator Charles Grassley (L) in the US Senate.
assistance to any security force
unit in Egypt or Israel when we
have credible information that
they committed a gross violation of
human rights.”
Several former officials played
down the importance of the letter,
saying it does not reflect the widespread opinion in Congress regarding the Israeli-American relationship.
What made the letter more significant is that it was published just
days after the videotaped killing of
a wounded Palestinian by an Israeli
soldier who shot him in the head
while he was on the ground. While
the letter was sent prior to the incident, its release during the international outcry and the public debate
in Israel over it made it potentially
more significant.
Former Israeli ambassador to
Washington Itamar Rabinovich,

who happened to be in Washington for a speech at the Woodrow
Wilson Center, said: “Leahy was
always, I remember, pleasant but
critical.” He said Israel responds to
all the issues that are raised by the
United States.
Frontpage Mag, a right-wing proIsrael publication, wrote under the
title Pat Leahy’s Israel obsession
that the senator is known as a critic
of Israel. The magazine said Leahy
represents the “left flank of the
Democratic party” and “serves as a
continuous reminder that there are
those in the West who function as
nothing more than useful idiots for
Palestinian terrorism”.
Aaron David Miller, a former
State Department official who
worked on the peace process with
the Israelis and the Palestinians for
years, said: “The central challenge
to US policy in the Middle East is

trying to reconcile our values, interests and policies. We never have
and likely never will.”
He said the Leahy letter would
not have an effect on the relationship between Congress and Israel
or on military assistance.
Shibley Telhami, professor at the
University of Maryland and senior
fellow at the Brookings Institution
disagreed: “This is important. Any
time you have a senator not only issue a statement but request a probe
and ask that the law is applied it is
important. It is critical that it is a
law in his name that was passed by
Congress.”
Telhami said the timing is important because it coincided with
the release of the video of the Israeli soldier shooting a wounded
Palestinian. He said even if it did
not have immediate implications
it would generate a conversation rarely heard in American discourse. “It is turning it into mainstream,” Telhami said. “The public
wants more even-handedness on
the Palestinian issue and there is
a gap between Democrats in Congress and their constituents on this
issue. This is what Bernie Sanders
is tapping into it.”
A Palestinian who has been involved in the Palestinian-American
relationship for more than 25 years
said he did not see the letter a serious threat to Israel, adding: “It is a
bigger threat to Egypt.”
He said he doubted that the letter
reflects a shift in Congress’s neartotal support for Israel. “That is too
far in the wishful thinking department,” he said.
Amal Mudallali is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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Solar energy not a
short-term option
for Saudi Arabia
Jareer Elass

Washington

S

audi Arabia is preparing
for the day when its most
valuable commodity is no
longer in high demand but
is still counting on oil to
play a significant role in the global
energy mix for at least the next 50
years.
As a result, the kingdom has
slowed development of solar power, despite public statements to the
contrary. Plans for solar power to
be a major portion of the kingdom’s
energy mix have been pushed back
to 2040.

“I don’t think there is a
more ideal country for
renewables than Saudi
Arabia.”
Saudi Oil Minister
Ali al-Naimi
Saudi Oil Minister Ali al-Naimi
insists that Saudi Arabia is planning
for when oil exports are no longer
a source of income but he has been
quick to insist that the demise of oil
and gas is not fast approaching. At a
March conference in Berlin, Naimi
repeated a theme he has stressed
before: “There is no way in the next
50 years” that the world will stop
extracting hydrocarbons out of
the ground to meet global energy
needs.
On the other hand, Naimi extolled the virtues of the kingdom’s
other natural resources at the Berlin gathering, arguing that “I don’t
think there is a more ideal country
for renewables than Saudi Arabia”,
thanks to abundant sunshine, available land and generous amounts of
sand that is required to build solar
panels.

It’s not surprising, however, that
the Saudi minister remains loyal to
the energy source that has made
the kingdom a dominant global energy power. In a speech delivered
February 23rd in Houston, Naimi
noted: “Saudi Arabia, the United
States, Europe and many other nations are built on energy from fossil
fuels… The products derived from
oil are essential parts of our daily
lives.
“As an industry, we should be
celebrating that fact and better
explaining the vital importance of
these precious natural resources.
We should not be apologising,”
Naimi said.
Indeed, the Saudi oil minister
said: “We must ignore the misguided campaign to ‘keep it in the
ground’ and hope it will go away.”
Concerning climate change issues associated with fossil fuels,
Naimi said: “The solution is to
work on technology that minimises
and ultimately eradicates harmful
emissions.”
While he championed the development and use of renewable energy, such as wind and solar power,
he also warned: “It is inconceivable
that renewables alone can supply
the growing global population with
the critical energy it needs in the
decades ahead.”
Formed by royal decree in April
2010, the King Abdullah City for
Atomic and Renewable Energy
(K.A.CARE) was given the mandate
of “building a sustainable future for
Saudi Arabia by developing a substantial alternative energy capacity
fully supported by world-class local
industries”.
In May 2012, K.A.CARE announced its intention to install 41
gigawatts (GW) of solar power by
2032.
Saudi Arabia burns nearly as
much crude oil and oil products as
it does natural gas to fuel its power

A file picture shows a field of solar panels at the King Abdulaziz City of Science and Technology,
Al-Oyeynah Research Station, Saudi Arabia.
plants. Solar power developed to
handle peak electricity demand
could reclaim valuable oil export
revenue. The goal of 41GW is considered extremely ambitious, particularly as solar power currently
contributes virtually nothing to
Saudi Arabia’s energy mix.
In January 2015, K.A.CARE quietly pushed back its timeframe for installing 41GW of solar power from
2032 to 2040. Much of the delay
appears to be attributed to bureaucratic issues, starting with the fact
that K.A.CARE falls under the jurisdiction of neither the Oil Ministry
nor the Electricity Ministry, making
major decision-making daunting.
Meanwhile, regulations overseeing
the development of the solar power
sector have yet to be approved.
The change in Saudi leadership
in January 2015 that placed King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud to
the throne has thrown a wrinkle
into plans for solar power. Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-

man bin Abdulaziz is chairman of
the Economic and Development Affairs Council. Under his guidance
the council is scrutinising all facets
of the kingdom’s economy. Major
economic reforms — beyond energy subsidy cuts that introduced
in January — reportedly are in the
works but no clear timetable has
been set for when they are to happen.

Plans for solar power
to be a major portion
of the kingdom’s
energy mix have been
pushed back to 2040.
Given speculation that key business sectors may be overhauled in
any economic restructuring, development of renewable energy sources may take a further back seat until
the dust settles.
Even if the Saudi government’s
pursuit of solar energy is slowed,

it is noteworthy that different options for solar power are being considered. Speaking at a climate conference in Paris in May 2015, Naimi
said: “Hopefully, one of these days,
instead of exporting fossil fuels, we
will be exporting gigawatts of electric power.”
Others see a potential for Saudi
Arabia to produce solar panels,
which would be a job generator for
Saudi youth and a means to not
only outfit the kingdom with panels but perhaps to become a regional supplier.
Yet, the Saudi government appears confident that the role of fossil fuels will diminish later rather
than sooner. For the immediate
future, the kingdom is likely to focus on pumping more oil out of the
ground than harnessing the power
of its abundant sunshine.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Saudi Arabia pushes for 2017 Aramco IPO
Mohammed Alkhereiji

my, which is feeling the pinch connected with the regional economic
climate.
Saudi Arabia and other members
of the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)
have continued pumping crude oil
beyond global needs to preserve
market share and weed out smaller
players, including the US shale industry, in the market.

London

S

audi Arabia hopes to wean
itself from dependency
on its oil sector by 2035 by
creating the world’s largest sovereign wealth fund.
The announcement by Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz revealed that
shares sold of state oil firm Saudi
Aramco will be allocated to setting
up a $2 trillion Public Investment
Fund (PIF).
The fund, designed to prepare
the kingdom for a non-oil dependent economic future, will involve
Aramco morphing from a state oil
company into an industrial conglomerate, with an initial public offering possibly as early as 2017.
“I’m trying to push for it to be
in 2017,” Prince Mohammed told
Bloomberg News. “Aramco will
greatly benefit, not only the fund,
but also the Saudi economy as
a whole. By simply transferring
the shares of Saudi Aramco to PIF
will make PIF the largest fund on
Earth.”
The prince said the measures
would raise at least an extra $100
billion a year by 2020, tripling nonoil income but dismissed suggestions that move was to generate
liquidity to meet the kingdom’s
financial needs while diversifying
income sources.
Prince Mohammed, who is also
the kingdom’s defence minister,
said the funds from Aramco’s initial public offering (IPO) would be

Saudi Aramco has
crude oil reserves of
265 billion barrels,
more than 15% of all
global oil deposits.

Saudi and Foreign investors attend the 10th Global Competitiveness Forum on January 25, 2016, in the
capital Riyadh.
transformed to the sovereign fund,
to “technically make investments
the source of the Saudi government’s revenue, not oil”.
However, some industry analysts
see the prospect of an Aramco IPO
as not appealing as a whole and
that only some aspects of the company’s activities would make an attractive investment.
“I personally don’t think Aramco
will be sold as an IPO, for a num-

ber of reasons, and the simplest
one being it is not profitable,” said
Jaafar Altaie, managing director of
Manaar Energy Group.
“If you look at Aramco’s overhead, it’s actually not profitable.
As a private sector operation, if
you were to sell the whole thing as
an IPO, I personally would never
buy shares in it. It’s an expensive
operation, particularly when oil
prices are at the level they are now.

It might be profitable with higher
oil prices, but nothing guarantees
that.”
Altaie said that if Aramco were to
go the IPO route, it would only sell
parts, such as its down-stream operations and those that market oil,
possibly petrol stations and processing facilities.
The proposed move is a conscious effort by Saudi Arabia to
strengthen and diversify its econo-

Saudi Arabia cut government
spending after posting a record $98
billion budget deficit in 2015. The
kingdom has introduced a number
of financial measures, including an
increase in domestic petrol prices
of more than 50%. Water, electricity, diesel and kerosene prices increased.
The austerity measures are expected to save the kingdom about
$7 billion annually, according to
Riyadh-based Jadwa Investment.
The firm said revenues from the
kingdom’s hike on diesel are estimated at $2.75 billion and petrol
levies are expected to add $2.5 billion.
Saudi Aramco has crude oil reserves of 265 billion barrels, more
than 15% of all global oil deposits. It
produces more than 10 million barrels per day, three times as much as
the world’s largest listed oil company, ExxonMobil, and its reserves
are more than ten times larger.
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Egyptian tourism woes continue as
summer season approaches
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

C

oncerns are high within
Egypt’s flagging tourism
industry as international
holidaymakers, with the
summer-travel booking
season in full swing, show little
appetite to visit the North African
state due to heightened security
concerns.
Tourism in Egypt was hit hard by
suspected security lapses that led
to the bombing of a Russian passenger plane travelling from the
Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh
to the Russian city of St Petersburg
on October 31st, 2015, killing all 224
people aboard.
Russia and Britain suspended
flights to Sharm el-Sheikh, and
travel advisories remain in place.
About 3 million Russians and 1 million Britons visited Egypt in 2015,
out of the 9.3 million total international visitors. That overall figure
was down from around 15 million
visitors a year before the 2011 revolution.
Egypt’s tourism industry has lost
about $1.3 billion since November,
Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif Ismail said, with the number of visitors to Sharm el-Sheikh in January
reported down as much as 85%
from the previous year.

The number of visitors
to Sharm el-Sheikh in
January dropped as
much as 85% from last
year.
After the Russian plane crash,
Egyptian Tourism Ministry official
Mohamed Yousef estimated that
Egypt’s tourism industry would be
significantly hit by international
travel advisories. “The loss will be
70% of the tourist influx,” he was
quoted as saying by Egyptian media. The decrease in the number of
tourists visiting Egypt has actually
been higher, with public anger focusing on Tourism minister Hisham Zazou.

Tourists walk outside King Tutankhamun’s tomb at the Valley of the Kings, near Egypt’s southern
city of Luxor, on March 31st.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi replaced Zazou in the latest
cabinet reshuffle. Many hope that
new Tourism Minister Mohamed
Yehia Rashed will have better luck
restoring Egypt’s tourism industry,
which accounts for 11.3% of Egypt’s
gross domestic product and around
15% of the country’s foreign currency revenues. Approximately 4
million Egyptians work in Egypt’s
tourism sector, which is about 13%
of total Egyptian employment.
Rashed faces a difficult task, with
security in Egypt making recent international headlines following the
murder of an Italian student under
suspicious circumstances and the
hijacking of an EgyptAir flight.
His biggest challenge lies in convincing Russians and Britons to return to Egypt, a challenge that grew
after Thomas Cook, one of Britain’s
biggest travel companies, extended its suspension of bookings to
Sharm el-Sheikh until November
2016.
Its initial ban was due to end May

25th and Thomas Cook and other
British companies had been selling
holiday trips but it has withdrawn
the offers since the British Foreign
Office’s advisory against all but essential travel to Sharm el-Sheikh
remains in force. “We appreciate
that this may be frustrating for our
customers who have been looking
forward to their holiday,” a Thomas
Cook statement said.
The Egyptian Tourism Ministry
expressed disappointment at the
decision and its effect on Egypt’s
tourist industry. “The decision
means that the destination [Sharm
el-Sheikh] is closed to the British
tourism market that flows through
Thomas Cook for a whole year,
which is weird and negatively affects Egypt’s situation,” Egyptian
Tourism Authority Chairman Sami
Mahmoud was quoted as saying in
local media.
British tourists show little inclination to return to the once
popular tourist resort anyway. A
British petition calling on flight re-

strictions to Sharm el-Sheikh to be
removed has secured fewer than
3,000 signatures. “We are willing to
travel and have flights and holidays
booked,” said the petition, which
was created by Felix McMahon in
November 2015.
Petitions need 100,000 signatures to receive an official government response and be considered
for debate in parliament.
Since November, Egyptians have
sought to revive the tourism industry with a number of government
and non-government agencies
launching different initiatives.
The Tourism Fund, affiliated to
Egypt’s Tourism Ministry, launched
a “recovery” plan for Hurghada
and Sharm el-Sheikh that has seen
the government subsidise flights to
the resorts.
The Tourism Ministry also signed
a cooperation protocol with the UN
World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) in February, although this
has also had little demonstrable effect.

Medical tourism operators attempt to salvage
business despite European decline
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he decline in tourism in
Tunisia as a result of the
2015 terrorist attacks is
not discouraging operators in the country’s thriving specialised medical tourism industry.
Houssem ben Azouz, founder
of Cosmetica, a leader in medical
tourism in Tunisia, was the first to
launch such a business in the country in 2004.
“We play the role of the intermediary that coordinates with the doctors. Once the patients arrive at the
airport, we take care of them,” he
said. “It is a collaboration between
all: the agency as a provider of services; the clinic and the surgeon for
the well-being and comfort of the
patient.”

Hydrotherapy in
Tunisia dates to
Roman times when
baths were used to
treat battle wounds.
He said 90% of the thousands of
medical tourism patients in Tunisia
in 2015 were Algerian.
Khaled Hayouni, the president
of Jasmin Medical Assistance, said
that is partly because of proximity
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but also because medical tourism
operators are increasingly seeking
non-European customers.
“In the absence of European customers, the African countries are
our target as we aim to open offices
and branches in African countries
that we are working with,” he said.
Ben Azouz said many people travel to Tunisia because of the competence of its plastic surgeons and the
privacy which the facilities in the
country offer.
“Plastic surgery is quite expensive,” he said. “These [medical tourism] agencies helped democratise
plastic surgery. Many [people] also
were interested in the concept itself, to have a vacation abroad and
do plastic surgery. It kept the issue
private and provided them with the
anonymity.
“If you do the surgery abroad, you
would only spend the night at the
[facility], then you are back to your
home doing errands, taking care of
your family. Here, we offer them the
care necessary. With experience,
we can tell the duration necessary
of the trip so when they go back to
their countries, we make sure all
is good. The concept appealed to
many.”
Tunisia has long been a top destination for hydrotherapy, the use of
water in treatment for medical conditions such as arthritis. Its practice
in the country dates to Roman times
when baths were used to treat battle

wounds.
“The different archaeological
sites, such as the water temples in
Zaghouan, the baths in Bulla Regia
and the buildings surrounding the
sources of water show that Tunisia
since the antiquity has realised the
virtues of water,” said Rezig Oueslati, director of the National Office
of Thermalism and Hydrotherapy.

90%
of the thousands
of medical tourism
patients in Tunisia
in 2015 were
Algerian.
In the 1960s, thermal therapy
stations flourished in Tunisia with
centres operating around hot water
springs in Korbous, Hammam Bourguiba, Zaghouan and other towns.
By the end of 2014, the number of
annual visitors had reached more
than 14.000 at some centres.
Tunisia has more than 1,000 thermal springs, which have particular
chemical compositions that provide widely recognised therapeutic
qualities. Patients are directed to a
thermal centre with a water mineral
composition that is beneficial to
their needs.

“Today Tunisia has four important thermal stations and over 40
hammams offering different cures.
Medical tourism nowadays is of
great advantages for Tunisia. Visitors, enjoying the beauty of nature
and hospitality of the people, can
also improve their health by visiting
the thermal stations,” Oueslati said
in a statement.
“The merit of Tunisia is that it
managed to make use of its natural
richness and cultural heritage to develop new orientation to diversify
our touristic and medical offering to
resist competition and regenerate
and enlarge the offer of products.”
Despite hydrotherapy’s popularity, however, it witnessed difficulties
following the 2011 revolution.
“In thalassotherapy and hydrotherapy, we are leaders. Unfortunately, many thalassotherapy
centres closed after the political
changes because the hotels closed.
They have a good quality and all the
qualifications. For thermal tourism,
we have a good potential but Tunisia failed to diversify it,” Ben Azouz
said.
“Thermalism has an amazing
potential. All the south is full of
sources of hot water where one can
start projects but it is not well developed.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Briefs
Iran says it will
raise oil
production
Iran will continue increasing oil
production and exports until it
reaches the market position it enjoyed before the imposition of sanctions, Oil Minister Bijan Zanganeh
was quoted by the semi-official
Mehr news agency as saying.
Zanganeh spoke ahead of an April
17th meeting of Organisation of the
Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) and non-OPEC oil producers in Doha about an output freeze
to prop up prices. His comments appear to threaten the prospect of an
effective agreement at the meeting.
However, Zanganeh was also
quoted by Mehr as saying that “the
agreement between the world’s top
OPEC and non-OPEC exporters such
as Saudi Arabia and Russia to freeze
output at January levels is a positive
step”.
OPEC sources put Iran’s current
output at 2.93 million barrels per
day (bpd). Economic sanctions had
cut crude exports from a peak of 2.5
million bpd before 2011 to just more
than 1 million bpd in recent years.
(Reuters)

Tunisia tourism
revenue hit hard
by attacks
Tunisia’s central bank said tourism revenue in first two months in
2016 fell 54% to $90.21 million compared with the same period of 2015.
The decline follows major attacks by
Islamist militants that targeted the
industry and killed dozens of foreigners.
Tourism revenue in 2015 as a
whole fell 35% to $1.15 billion. Tunisia, for which tourism accounts for
7% of its gross domestic product,
has been under a state of emergency
since last year’s attacks claimed by
Islamic State (ISIS).
Thirty-eight people were killed by
a gunman at a hotel in Sousse on the
Mediterranean coast in June, three
months after 21 tourists were killed
by militants attacking the Bardo National Museum in Tunis.
(Reuters)

Turkey’s economy
grew 4% in 2015
Turkey’s gross domestic product
grew 4% in 2015 from a year earlier,
the statistics office said. The figure
was helped by an unexpectedly robust fourth quarter.
The economy grew 5.7% in the
last three months, the office said in
a statement, well above market consensus. The full-year growth figure
was an improvement on the 2.9%
reading in 2014.
There have been concerns over
the consistency of economic policies under President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and the economic fallout
from a row with Moscow after the
November 24th downing of a Russian warplane.
“The economy continued to grow
in the last quarter despite political
uncertainty, tension with Russia,
and rising terrorism,” said Ozgur
Altug, chief economist at BGC Partners in Istanbul. “The figures confirmed the Turkish economy’s resilience to shocks.”
Economic prospects for 2016
could be less certain, with tourism
taking a heavy blow after suicide
attacks in Istanbul and Ankara. The
number of foreigners entering Turkey fell 10.32% in February, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism said.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Gaza Strip women take up men’s jobs,
defying Hamas, traditions
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

G

hadir Tayeh, Salwa Sorour and a handful of others
in the Gaza Strip share an
uncommon connection.
They are vulnerable
women who survived successive Israeli wars and a crippling economic
siege that forced them out of their
homes to take up daring men’s jobs
to provide for their families.
Gazans agree the women are
“tough cookies”, if only because of
the traditionally men’s jobs, such
as carpentry or driving a bus, they
have chosen.
Tayeh, a soft-spoken 25-yearold mother of two with a jobless
husband, said she took the “harsh
man’s job” or carpentry because she
wanted “to prove to everyone that
Palestinian women are tough”.

“We are capable of
doing anything that
man does, no matter
how strenuous it is
physically.”
Tayeh, a 25-year-old
Gazan mother
“We are capable of doing anything
that man does, no matter how strenuous it is physically,” Tayeh said.
“Palestinian women are independent and strong. They will excel in
anything, no matter how tough it is.”
Women in Gaza hold public and
private posts, rubbing shoulders
with men in a territory run by the
militant Hamas, the Muslim Brotherhood’s Palestinian equivalent.
One of Hamas’s early moves in
Gaza was to veil women and segre-

gate the sexes in public.
Although overall the number of
women is almost equal to men,
their participation in Gaza’s labour
force is much smaller, according to
figures released in March by the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics
(PCBS). Women make up only 19.1%
of Gaza’s workforce.
PCBS also showed a gap in wages.
Women make a daily wage of $21
compared with an average of $27.50
for men. The bureau did not explain
if the situation was different in the
private sector.
The report showed that 39.2% of
women in general are unemployed
compared with 22.2% of men. Of
all women in Gaza, about half with
only high school education are jobless.
Women’s bleak situation in Gaza
is also blamed on a highly conservative society of clans, including Arab
tribesmen who once inhabited the
Negev Desert in central Israel. While
men in such patriarchal societies
have the final saying in all family matters, women are given duties
confined to cooking, cleaning and
raising the children.
But Tayeh, the carpenter, decided otherwise as she had to provide
for her family. While she admitted
taking up a man’s job because she
couldn’t find more appropriate ones
for women, she said “carpentry,
which is a tough job and full of risks,
should not remain monopolised by
men forever”.
Sporting a red headscarf and a
blue robe, she confidently grabbed
an electric saw, slicing chunks of
wood before they are moulded into
shapes for toys. Her products are
sold to an Italian charity that taught
her how to handle carpentry tools.
Salwa Sorour, 40, is the first Gaza
woman to become a kindergarten

(Credit: Saud Abu Ramadan)
Majeda Murad, a Gaza woman who overcame the loss of both legs to become a carpenter/upholster,
makes a measurement for furniture she is producing.
bus driver, transporting children to
school and home every day.
“Such a job is a taboo for women
in Gaza but I really I enjoy it because
I like both driving and children,” she
said.
Sorour said she avoided rejection
by Hamas police to grant her a special bus driver’s licence by opting
for a minibus, which only requires
a private driver’s licence she already
had.
“People think driving a bus is only

the job of a man but I broke that notion,” said Sorour, a dark-skinned
woman in blue jeans and head cap,
beaming a charming smile.
She said while families welcome
a woman escorting their children to
school, some “look at me as if I’m
crazy when they see me behind the
wheel”.
“But I don’t care,” she said. “I forget everything when I hear the children calling me ‘mom’”.
Majeda Murad, 45, said losing her

legs in an accident a few years ago
did not dissuade her from learning
carpentry and upholstery at a Gaza
centre for handicapped women.
Now, Murad boasts of the quality
of the house furniture she assembles.
Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza,
is an Arab Weekly correspondent
who has been reporting on the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28
years.

E-learning brings hope to Syrian children
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

T

“

he aim is to salvage a
whole generation of
Syrian children from
illiteracy and lack of
education, which will
have a detrimental effect on their
future,” said Mazen Sharbak, head
of the Association of Education and
Learning, a Syrian non-governmental organisation.
He was commenting on an initiative under which an estimated 2
million displaced and refugee children will have electronic access to
the Syrian education curriculum no
matter where they are.
“As a result of the armed conflicts
in Syria over the past five years,
generations of Syrians are facing
the biggest humanitarian calamity
in this century,” Sharbak said. “The
worst impact, however, is on the future of the young generation that is
growing up without education and
suffering bitterly to get some kind of
learning.
“The project will help thousands
of Syrian children to catch up on
education after they have been
deprived from it for several years
due to war and the lack of space in
schools (in host countries).”
The initiative dubbed No Syrian
Child Left Behind is designed to address the loss of schooling as a result of the conflict. It was launched
March 24th by the Islamic Development Bank (IDB) in Tripoli in northern Lebanon, where a large number
of the estimated 1.5 million Syrian
refugees in the country are concentrated.
“We have worked on two main aspects of the project,” Sharbak said.
“First, the design of a comprehensive educational programme, which
we have placed on the internet,

Young Syrian refugees attend class at a public school in the Lebanese village of Zahle in the Bekaa
valley.
making it user-friendly and easily
accessible to students. Second, we
secured laptops and electronic tablets for the students, which they can
use at home and in their tents with
internet access.”
The next phase of the project includes the establishment of internet
centres equipped with computers
and printers inside refugee camps
and sites to facilitate access to elearning.
“Despite the importance of this
project, we do not want it as an alternative to schooling but it is a
temporary arrangement imposed by
the fact that most countries hosting
Syrian refugees have limited educational capacities and cannot absorb
all Syrian students,” Sharbak said.
An estimated 300,000 Syrian children in Lebanon with no access to
teachers and textbooks are expected

to benefit from the $25 million programme, co-funded by IDB in collaboration with Qatar Charity and
the Syrian Scientific Society.

There are 700,000
Syrian students in
Lebanon but only
400,000 have access
to Lebanese private
and public schools.
According to the Association of
Education and Learning, which
groups Syrian education specialists,
there are 700,000 Syrian students in
Lebanon but only 400,000 have access to Lebanese private and public
schools, with the latter doing double
shifts in the afternoon for Syrians
only.
In many cases, children are de-

prived from school because their
parents cannot afford transportation fees and because they have to
work to help their families secure a
basic livelihood. The e-learning programme is designed to reach these
children, Sharbak noted.
The online curricula offer more
than 2,600 lessons for the intermediate and secondary classes, covering subjects, including mathematics, Arabic grammar, sciences and
humanities following the official
Syrian curricula. Topics related to
the Syrian regime and the Ba’ath
Party, which are taught in the official
programme, have been removed.
In his address at the launch ceremony, IDB President Ahmad Ali
stressed that the programme is
aimed at “addressing the effects of
conflicts on children and mitigating
the impacts that serious conflicts

leave on development”.
“There is no way to share the
desired prosperity, equality and respect for the rights of everyone as
long as millions of Syrian refugee
children are deprived of education,”
he said.
Sharbak pointed out that part
of the programme was designed
to reach children who were cut off
from any type of learning for the
past five years.
“The ‘education rectification’ syllabus targets students between (age)
6 and 17 who have totally missed
out on education,” he said. “It is
an intense and focused programme
that sums up several classes to help
them catch up and enable them to
sit for official certificate exams recognised locally and internationally.
They will also be able to choose vocational training to prepare for market requirements.”
The initiative has raised hopes
for many Syrian refugee children in
Lebanon.
“I wish I could return to school.
It has been two years now that I am
not getting any education because
there is no place for me in the school
here,” said 10-year-old Adel Darwish, who lives in a refugee camp
in northern Lebanon’s Dinnieh district.
“The other closest school is more
than 4km away but my parents have
no money to pay for the school bus,
so I could not go there, either,” Adel
added.
Ruba Dandashi, 9, has been without school for more than a year since
her family moved from Tripoli to a
rural area to the north. “The school
here is far and I cannot go there
on foot,” she said. “With the new
programme, I will be able to learn
at home until I go back to my real
home in Syria.”
Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based in
northern Lebanon.
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At 100, Beirut’s Hippodrome faces uncertain future
Paul Gadalla

Beirut

B

eirut’s Hippodrome lies
nearly derelict and forgotten as it approaches
its 100th anniversary. An
oasis of green in an evergrowing concrete city, the racetrack
stands as a monument to a bygone
era when princes and diplomats
stopped by for a day at the races.
Beirut’s famous racetrack might
soon fade into history, as a lack
of funds and political corruption
threaten its future.
“You should have seen the Hippodrome before (Israel invaded
Lebanon in) 1982,” said Maroun
Chamoun, a horse owner and longtime racing enthusiast. “Beirut was
an amazing city then. All the families used to come here every weekend. There’s no sport more beautiful than horse racing.”

Beirut’s famous
racetrack might soon
fade into history, as a
lack of funds and
political corruption
threaten its future.
His friend, also a veteran of the
races, known simply as Dr Ghazzi,
agreed, saying: “It would be packed
every weekend. There were races
every Saturday and Sunday. The
old stands were just beautiful.”
It is hard to imagine since Beirut’s 100-year-old Hippodrome
now is just a couple of concrete
stands with a small crowd of elderly men betting on the few horses
that run. The stands are half-filled
and include a small snack counter.
Behind the stands, spectators can
see the horses ahead of the race as
jockeys, who tend to be Lebanese
or Syrian, are weighed.
“The Beirut Municipality simply doesn’t care about the Hippodrome. They don’t realise its potential,” said former minister and
Beirut MP Nabil de Freij, who owns
three horses and helps manage the

Hippodrome. “It’s the lone horse
racetrack in the Middle East (with
betting) and the only one right in
the middle of the capital. Where
else can you find this?”
Indeed, one sympathises with de
Freij and the Hippodrome’s older
clientele, considering its rich history. De Freij and his partner Nabil
Nasrallah, who run the Society for
the Protection and Improvement
of the Arabian Horse in Lebanon
(SPARCA), a non-governmental organisation that maintains the Hippodrome, display vintage posters
of the track in its heyday.
“In 1916, the Ottoman government took the decision to mark
this land for a casino and horse
track,” Nasrallah said. “But with
the coming of the French mandate what was supposed to be the
casino was turned into the French
ambassador’s residence. The land
was leased by Alfred Sursock for
50 years and after that it was given
back to the Beirut Municipality.
They are the owners of the land.”
“Just look at the architecture of
the place,” de Freij said, pointing
to a vintage photo showing packed
stands adorned with Ottoman
arches. “It was much bigger and
grander then. We had 1,000 horses
and stables kept in different areas.
We had enough horses to do races
on both Saturday and Sunday. All
the top visitors in Beirut would
come for the races and many Beirut
families as well.”
Surprisingly, for the first half of
the 1975-90 civil war, races continued at the Hippodrome despite
it being on the demarcation line
that separated Christian-controlled
East Beirut from the Muslim controlled West.
“From 1975 to 1982, business
was as usual at the Hippodrome,”
Chamoun said. “People still came
to the races the minute there was
a ceasefire and bet on horses. They
would fight one minute and then
you’d find them, from both sides
of the city, sitting here to watch the
races on the weekend.”
All of this changed with the Israeli invasion in 1982. De Freij said:

A horse handler kisses an Arabian horse at the Beirut horse race track (hippodrome), on February
29th.
“The Hippodrome is at a major focal point of the city. When the Israelis came in June 1982, they told
us anyone approaching it would be
shot. We couldn’t get to the horses.”
After managing to contact thenpresident Elias Sarkis and Philip
Habib, the US envoy to Lebanon,
who worked out an arrangement
with the Israeli Army, de Freij and
Nasrallah were given a four-hour
period each morning to feed the
horses. “We found the horses exhausted with their tongues swollen. They hadn’t had water for
days,” de Freij said.
Abruptly though, the Israelis
warned that they had heard Pales-

tinian militants were hiding in the
Hippodrome. “They flattened the
place. It was all gone. Even some
horses died, although we managed to get a lot out,” de Freij said
while holding a picture of the rubble caused by the Israeli bombardment.
In 1990, the Hippodrome was
partially rebuilt and stands as it
does today, only a mere shadow
of what it once was. “Now we only
have 300 horses left and can only
hold races on Sundays,” de Freij
said.
“We drew up plans in the 1990s
to have the entire place renovated
with bigger stands, restaurants,
a park and a recreational centre

but the municipality hasn’t given
us a cent and no support. They
don’t think this place is a priority
and don’t see it as an opportunity
to make money from the betting.
They’re not happy with the betting
aspect.”
Despite the Hippodrome’s difficulties, there might be celebrations
to mark the 100th anniversary this
year. As Nasrallah put it: “There is
no decision by the municipality to
close the Hippodrome but we are in
a very tight financial situation. We
cannot say anything is for certain
but we are still here day after day.”
Paul Gadalla is a Beirut-based
reporter.

Egypt’s Nubian culinary tradition is little known
adapt to eating the food that the
people around them in their new
settings eat,” said Hamad Gabir, another Nubian heritage and culture
expert. “But sadly enough, this is
destroying the Nubian culinary culture.”
However, in their own communities, Nubians dig deep flavours out
of plants they grow on the banks of
the Nile or in the backyard of their
homes. They use okra, courgettes,
spinach, peas, beans and carrots
to create the most magnificent of
dishes.

Mohamed Abu Shanab

Aswan

N

ubian cuisine, little
known to fellow Egyptians living further
north in the Nile valley
and delta, is made up
of an astonishing variety of traditional dishes.
Egypt’s Nubians are experts in
pairing nature with taste. Agriculture along the narrow strip of the
Nile valley provided them with
the necessary food supply. Barley,
sorghum and wheat were the most
commonly cultivated crops and,
accordingly, bread is perhaps the
most widely produced food item
as best attested in the bakeries and
ovens of Kerma, one of the largest
archaeological sites in ancient Nubia.
Start with corn flour, mix it with
water and plop it into a casserole
dish before the paste is spread on
a mud hearth. The dough is baked
until the edges crisp, the top turns
golden and the centre collapses
into a molten mass to create what is
commonly known among Nubians
as kabed, a refined and extremely
delicious bread.
The ancient recipe, passed on
through generations of Nubians,
can be upgraded by adding yeast
before baking. The tasty bread is
widely eaten by Nubians, either as
a dessert with milk and honey or
with main courses of vegetables
and meat.
“Most Nubians eat what they
grow in their farms or along the
banks of the Nile,” said Moheieddin

“Most Nubians eat
what they grow in
their farms or along
the banks of the
Nile.”
Moheieddin Saleh, an expert
in Nubian heritage
and culture.

Saleh, an expert in Nubian heritage
and culture. “They have managed
to develop their own distinct cuisine from the things available in the
local environment.”

One of Nubians’ most
interesting dishes is
made of camel liver.
This cuisine is part of the Nubians’ seemingly dying culture. The
mouth-watering dishes are cooked
today only in the homes of the few
Nubians who live in southernmost

Egypt or in New Nubia, an artificial
amalgam of houses and villages
also in southern Egypt, where Nubians were resettled after being
evacuated from what is now the
site of Egypt’s High Dam in the early 1960s.
Most “Nubians in the diaspora”,
as some describe the people who
were forced to leave their homes
and settle in other parts of Egypt,
no longer cook the traditional dishes.
“They found themselves compelled to change their diet and

Although most of these vegetables are used in other Egyptian
cooking, “Nubians have incorporated their own particular herbs
and spices, which they grow in
their local environment, making
their food totally different from
other Egyptian dishes at the end of
the day,” Gabir said.
One of Nubians’ most interesting
dishes is made of camel liver.
Raw camel liver is chopped into
small pieces to which slivered
onions marinated in vinegar are
added. The ingredients are then
blended with chili sauce, cumin
and coriander. The mixture is eaten
raw. The dish is widespread among
Nubians who say it has nutritious
and beneficial effects.

Nubians also use meat, chicken
and fish — usually salty fish — to
cook dishes passed from one generation to another to preserve their
culinary culture.
In making their aromatic dishes,
Nubians use simple and primitive
tools, ones commensurate with
their austere surroundings and the
few resources the local environment offers.
Most Nubian kitchens are
equipped with a traditional mud
hearth for cooking, trays, bowels and dishes, some of which are
made of mud and others of glass
and, above all, clay water coolers.
With the help of Nubian intellectuals, Saleh has been trying to document Nubian cuisine and culinary
culture by collecting information
about the different dishes and the
ways they are cooked.
He says the culinary culture of
the Nubians of Egypt has been affected by Nubian tribes in northern Sudan, Kenya and Uganda.
“We are talking about one whole
Nubian culture here, even as Nubian tribes lived separately in a number of countries,” Saleh said. “The
most important thing now is to
protect this culinary culture from
dying.”
Nubian cuisine and some of its
recipes date back 5,000 years and
archaeologists have found the use
of food as a means of payment during ancient times. Of course, there
have been adjustments to the dishes over the years, mainly with the
addition of ingredients and styles
from other cultures
Mohamed Abu Shanab is an
Egyptian reporter based in Aswan.
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Saudi film-makers shine in annual festival
Rob L. Wagner

Riyadh

T

here was a time, not long
ago, that any discussion
among film-makers about
the future of cinema in
Saudi Arabia would be a
short conversation. Shooting movies on location was an exercise in
guerrilla film-making. Screenings
took place in Dubai. Young men and
women making films were scorned
for wasting their time on fluff.
Artists began chipping away at
negative perceptions from two very
different places in Saudi society.
Director Haifaa al-Mansour filmed
her stories in and outside Saudi
Arabia on shoestring budgets starting in 2005. Her film Wadjda was
the kingdom’s entry as Best Foreign
Language Film for the 86th Academy Awards and nominated as Best
Foreign Film for the 2014 BAFTA
Awards. Taking a different route,
Mohammed al-Turki has been producing mainstream Hollywood fare
such as the Richard Gere movie Arbitrage.
Missing from the struggle to produce worthy films has been government support, or at least benign neglect, that would provide a breathing
space to aspiring Saudis to pursue
their art but conservatives actively
discouraged the idea of Saudis becoming professional moviemakers.
Perceptions about film-making
have slowly evolved. The recent
Saudi Film Festival, which ended
on March 28th in Dammam, was the
result of a surprising collaboration
between film-makers and the sponsors, the Ministry of Culture and
Information and the Saudi Arabian
Society for Culture and Arts.
“We got a (great) deal of government support,” Saudi film-maker
Asem al-Roumi said. “The government support took shape by allowing us to go public, rather than doing
it in secret like we used to.”
Roumi is a graduate of the New
York Film Academy and a part-time
teacher at Imam Muhammad ibn
Saud Islamic University’s College of
Media in Riyadh. His small company, Asem Films, produces commercials and education films and covers
special events. He recently directed
Ghabash, a 6-minute horror story

Awarded winners of the Saudi Film Festival pose for a group photo on March 28th, at the Saudi Cultural Centre in Dammam.
co-written with Badr el-Kothairy.
Roumi said government support
is the difference between making or
breaking a young Saudi film-maker.
“In the past, a person might think
of producing a movie and starts to
shoot and write but stops because
he doesn’t know where to shoot or
where to screen the movie,” he said.
“Now we have festivals, thank God.”
Roumi said his entry, Amal, was
placed in the student movie category but did not win.
As film festivals go, the Dammam
event was small. Opening day drew
about 400 people attending ceremonies, screenplay workshops and
screenings. In all there was about
100 film-makers registered for the
festival and about 70 films were in
competition. Among the entries
were Their Stained Hearts, a Rakan
al-Harbi tale about a museum for
terrorists and Hajar Alnaim’s Hope
that tells of a mercy killing.
Women film-makers were well
represented at the festival largely

due to a contingent from Jeddah’s
all-female Effat University, which
has about 150 women in its visual
and digital production programme.
About 13 Effat students entered
screenplays or films in the Saudi
Film Festival competition, according
to Bentley Brown, an American who
teaches screenwriting at the university. He said Effat students were
exploring “topics of intellectual importance”.
Saudi film-maker Zainab al-Nasse
won the Golden Palm Award for
best screenplay for her film Wedding
Dress. The award for best student
film went to Motor by Mohamed
Alhlil. Other winners included best
short documentary for the film Yellow by Mohammed Salman and best
short film to Abdul-Aziz Shalahi’s
Fiddle.
Although Saudi Arabia has no cinemas, that is almost beside the point
among film-makers. Festivals in
Dubai, Europe and the United States
allow Saudi movie enthusiasts to

screen their films to the public. Most
malls built in Saudi Arabia’s urban
centres reserved space for future
cinemas.

“The government
support took shape
by allowing us to go
public, rather than
doing it in secret like
we used to.”
Saudi film-maker
Asem al-Roumi
There is no formal ban on cinemas. Entrepreneurs can open a cinema but must face the Commission
for the Promotion of Virtue and the
Prevention of Vice on their own.
Few people in business see the
prospect of a profitable business if
commission members campaign in
front of their cinema to discourage
moviegoers from buying tickets.
For now, film buffs must be content
to attend the occasional cartoon

screenings for families in Riyadh
and Jeddah while those wide, open
halls in malls remain bowling alleys
and indoor go-kart tracks.
Roumi, however, said he sees
change coming. He points to a cash
award to film-makers from the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and
Arts, affiliated with the Information
Ministry, as evidence of the government’s commitment to film-making
as a profession. Eventually, the infant Saudi film industry will flourish.
“I live in Riyadh and went to
the Eastern province where they
showed ten movies at one time,”
Roumi said. “It’s not a joke. The
production values of these movies
are a great thing. If that can happen
over five days now, imagine what
will happen in five years. I expect
a lot will happen over the next five
years.”
Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

1001 Nights recounts tales of Syria’s refugees
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

I

nstead of parables about princesses and genies, a 1001 Nights
play has the legendary Scheherazade recounting tales of
war-weary Syrian refugees
struggling to resettle and start a new
life in Europe.
In the play, Scheherazade is an energetic girl who is split between her
old home in Damascus and her new
life in London. She tells amazing
stories of her childhood to her new
friend, who does not understand
anything she says.
The play was written by Douglas
Rintoul years before the Syrian refugee crisis became so prevalent in
Europe to sensitise children in the
West about the ordeal of refugees.
It premiered in 2013 in the Unicorn
Theatre London and was restaged in
March at the Queens Theatre.
“The book of 1001 Nights has stories of exile and reunification, which
is what prompted me to link it to the
Syrian refugee crisis. I wanted to
celebrate this piece of literature,”
Rintoul said.
“Scheherazade uses these stories
to make sense of her own story. It
saves her life day after day.”
Rintoul was exposed to the plight
of refugees at an early age, making
him even more sensitive to the issue, magnified by the influx of more
than 1 million refugees to Europe in

Scheherazade, the Syrian refugee, learning English in the 1001
Nights play.
2015.
“When I was around 5 or 6 years
old, I made friends with a ‘Boat
Child’ so I met refugees from a very
young age and I felt I could have my
own version of the 1001 Nights,” he
said
Kashini Misha, who plays Scheherazade, said Rintoul “has realised
the refugee children do not speak
English, just like the protagonists.
However, you can communicate
when you are a child by playing and
that is beautiful to see.”
“One-thousand-and-one nights
is just over three years, which is the

same time the refugees (in the play)
have been separated from their
families (back home),” said Peter
Hoggart, who plays Scheherazade’s
father.
The cast researched the Syrian refugee experience to better empathise
with the characters. They examined
how long it takes refugee children to
learn English when they reach Britain, how they adapt to and integrate
in primary schools and how British
children interact with them.
“Between the ages of 5 until 9,
you are more welcoming than in
other ages or as adults,” said Millie

Turner, who plays Scheherazade’s
friend in 1001 Nights. “The negative
things that children have learned
are (usually) from older people.”
“We researched the different
routes Syrians took to get here and
how long each would take,” she
added. “They have to be careful of
where they claim refugee status.
Refugees are trying not to get fingerprinted in Calais (France) for
instance, so it does not stop them
from claiming asylum elsewhere.
We had walls that were covered in
statistics, pictures, maps and journeys.”
Hoggart said: “We also watched a
lot of documentaries about refugee
experience on the UNICEF website
and YouTube as well as Newsround
on CBBC, which would explain the
crisis in a child-friendly way.”
The play highlighted the children’s homesickness while trying to
adapt to a new life.
“I was speaking to some of the
children in the audience and I asked
them where they would want to fly
to on the magic carpet. Many said
they want to go back to their home
to Pakistan or Albania,” Misha said.
1001 Nights encourages children
and adults to take a positive approach towards refugees, keeping
in mind that everyone’s ancestors
come from a different country.
“Britain is a mongrel of races,” director Natasha Jenkins said. “There
is no such thing as a [pure] English
person. People who have been here
for generations are either partly

French or partly Celt or something
else. I feel people value that. London is multicultural, which makes it
richer and more interesting.”
“As sad as the situation is, people
always try to find a way to survive
and life always goes on. The human race is resilient.” Hoggart said.
“The refugees don’t want to be here.
They want to be home. It is our responsibility to help them. That is
why theatre is so good at changing
attitudes.”

1001 Nights
encourages children
and adults to take a
positive approach
towards refugees,
keeping in mind that
everyone’s ancestors
come from a different
country.
Queens Theatre conducted workshops exploring themes of youth,
transition and culture. They included discussion of the play and gathering of participants’ feedback and
interpretation of the story and the
characters they have seen.
Also high-energy games were carried out to help participants bond
and work together, in addition to
activities focused on encouraging
non-verbal communication and
teamwork.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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Zaha Hadid: Iraqi architect who changed architecture
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

Z

aha Hadid’s trailblazing
mark on architecture features sweeping curves,
dramatic acute angles and
eye-catching shapes that
were turned into dramatic structures across the world.
She was known as the “Queen of
the Curve”. Her avant-garde use of
angles and space mesmerised other
architects and infuriated some critics. Nevertheless, her unique style
will remain a major source of emulation for years to come.
Among her better-known designs
were the Guangzhou, China, opera house; the Sheikh Zayed bridge
in Abu Dhabi; London’s Olympic
aquatic centre and the Heydar Aliyev Centre in Baku.
There were other works on the
drawing boards at Zaha Hadid Architects, her eponymous firm, when
she died March 31st after suffering
a heart attack in a Miami hospital
where she was being treated for
bronchitis. She was 65.
Hadid was born in 1950 in Baghdad to a family that included a politically active father and an artist
mother. She studied mathematics
at the American University of Beirut
before attending London’s Architectural Association School of Architecture. Hadid Architects was founded
in 1979.

“We now see more
established female
architects all the time.
That doesn’t mean it’s
easy. Sometimes the
challenges are
immense.”
Zaha Hadid
In 2004, she was the first woman awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize. Among her many other
awards were the Royal Institute of
British Architects (RIBA) Stirling
Prize in both 2010 and 2011 and the
RIBA Royal Gold Medal in 2016.
Hadid blazed an uncompromising trail in an industry traditionally dominated by men, a path that
many other women are following.
“I am very proud to be awarded

A file photo taken on September 25, 2013, shows Iraqi-British architect Zaha Hadid posing for pictures outside her design for an
extension of the Serpentine Sackler Gallery in London.
the Royal Gold Medal, in particular,
to be the first woman to receive the
honour in my own right,” she said
in her award speech. “…We now see
more established female architects
all the time. That doesn’t mean it’s
easy. Sometimes the challenges are
immense. There has been tremendous change over recent years and
we will continue this progress.”
Hadid’s most critically acclaimed
buildings came relatively late in her
architectural career. Her reputation
was built on breathtaking designs
influenced by the Russian abstract
art movement Suprematism. It was
years before her ideas were transformed into reality with the Vitra
Fire Station in Germany completed
in 1993, doubtless one of the most
architecturally stunning fire stations in the world.
New projects quickly followed
and the last decade or so has seen a
series of her designs turned into reality, including the Rosenthal Centre
of Contemporary Art in Cincinnati
in 2003, the Maxxi Italian National

Museum of 21st Century Arts in
Rome in 2009, the Guangzhou opera house in 2010, the London’s
Olympic aquatic centre in 2011 and
the Heydar Aliyev centre in Baku in
2013.
Zaha Hadid Architects has carried
out more than 950 projects in 44
countries. Each design broke new
ground and helped create a portfolio that cemented Hadid’s place as
perhaps the greatest female architect.
“Zaha Hadid was widely regarded
to be the greatest female architect
in the world,” a statement issued
by Zaha Hadid Architects said, dubbing her “our heroine”.
“For Muslims and women, Zaha
Hadid was a shining torch,” said
Yasmin Shariff, director of Dennis
Sharp Architects.
Former RIBA president
Angela
Brady
described Hadid as “one
of the greatest architects of our time”.
“She was a tough

architect, which is needed as a
woman at the top of her profession
and at the height of her career. She
will be sadly missed as an iconic
leader in architecture and as a role
model for women in architecture,”
Brady said.
Her loss will be sorely felt but her
unique vision will continue to influence architecture. Hadid’s firm
has a number of projects in various
stages of progress and planning approval, including three projects in
Australia.
In Qatar’s 2022 World Cup, fans
will not just marvel at the international football on

the pitch but also at the curves of
Hadid’s Al Wakrah stadium.
Zaha Hadid’s place as one of the
world’s greatest female architects
seems assured. The question is
which architects can continue pushing further on the path she began.

Meknes animated film festival welcomes Disney animators
Saad Guerraoui

Meknes

T

he 15th International Animated Film Festival of Meknes (FICAM) welcomed
Walt Disney animators
Eric Goldberg and Roger
Allers to honour them for achievements in animated cinema.
Goldberg was feted at the festival for achievements throughout
his career. He co-directed Disney’s 1995 feature Pocahontas
and was the supervising animator for the character Louis in
The Princess and the Frog and
Rabbit in Winnie the Pooh.
“It’s just a great pleasure to
be here amongst animators
and artists. I’m beyond honoured,” Goldberg said.
Khalil Gibran’s The Prophet opened the festival, which
ran over five days in late
March, at the French Institute in the Moroccan
imperial city of Meknes.
The nine-part animated
feature was produced by
actress Salma Hayek and
written and directed by
Allers.
The Prophet, published by Gibran in 1923,
is one of the best-selling
books of all time, having
sold more than 100 million copies.

It is a book of 26 prose poetry essays and has been translated into
more than 40 languages.
Allers conducted a workshop
during which he went through
many Disney feature films in which
he played a major role in the design
of the structure and dialogue, including The Little Mermaid, Alad-

din and Beauty and the Beast.
More than 50 short and long animated films were showcased during the festival, including 2016 Cesar-nominated animations Adama
and Avril et le monde truqué (April
and the Twisted World).
Directed by Simon Rouby, Adama
depicts the story of a young boy
who lives in a village in West Africa.
He sets off across Europe to look for
his older brother who disappeared
during World War I.
The festival has a focus on
animated documentary with a
special screening of the feature
film The Magic Mountain by Romanian director Anca Damian.
French
director
Bastien
Dubois, Oscar-nominated in 2011
for his short film Madagascar,
Carnet de Voyage (Madagascar, a
Journey Diary), showcased an exhibition of original drawings that
were used in the making of his film
and for animated series for public
Franco-German TV network Arte.
FICAM also began the first French
writer in residence for animated
films, a programme that brought
together six young writer-directors
from Morocco, Madagascar, Lebanon, France, Belgium and Canada.
Xavier Kawa-Topor, general delegate of the Nouvelles Ecritures pour
le Film d’Animation (NEF) said the
one-month writing residence is a
first in Morocco. Six residents will
be coached and mentored on their
short film projects.

Workshops were organised for
schoolchildren and supervised by
the Annecy Workshop of Animated Cinema (AAA). Nadia Talah, an
animator from AAA, said the workshop aimed to introduce future
spectators to the art of animation,
showing them traditional techniques such as making characters
with plasticine.

American animator
and director Goldberg,
a legendary figure of
Disney Studios, was
honoured at the
festival.
The programme included an international competition of short
and animated feature films, Carte
Blanche dedicated to professionals
or institutions of the animated film,
a series of conferences and round
tables, exhibitions as well as training workshops for students from
art and audiovisual schools in Morocco.
Japanese animator Yoko Kuno
led a three-day training workshop
on rodoscopy techniques during
which she worked with ten students on videos based on a relay
system. She cut a sequence into difference parts. Each student had to
work on a series of images related
to a part of the sequence.
The goal was to allow students
to try the formal possibilities of the

digital alteration of the image with
the use of Photoshop software.
Issam Lehayeh, who studies at
the Fine Arts Institute of Tetouan,
said he came to the festival to acquire news skills and expertise
from professionals in animated cinema.
“Morocco is still lagging behind
in cartoons and animation. FICAM
is the perfect opportunity to bridge
this gap,” Lehayeh said.
Mohamed Beyoud, artistic director of the festival, said FICAM had
created a loyal audience of children
and their parents since its inception.
Unlike the other international
festivals, the red carpet was not
rolled out for the stars of animated
cinema, breaking the formal barriers between the audience and the
renowned artists.
“FICAM has now become one of
the most important events worldwide in animated cinema, drawing
some of the most talented directors
and animators such as Isao Takahata, Eric Goldberg, Peter Lord and
Roger Allers,” said Beyoud.
FICAM, which is organised by the
Aicha Foundation in partnership
with the French Institute of Meknes, is the first festival dedicated
to animation in Africa and the Arab
world.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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Agenda

Dubai:
Through April 30th
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 Temple of Water

Zaghouan: Where the Temple of
Water and Andalusian heritage meet
Roua Khlifi

Zaghouan, Tunisia

Z

aghouan is a peaceful town
that rests at the ridge of the
Djebel Zaghouan, on the
northern side of the Tunisian Dorsal mountains.
Dating back to Roman times,
Zaghouan offers a glimpse of the
past through archaeological sites,
including the Temple of Water, and
gives a taste of adventure through
mountain activities such as caving
and hiking.
Zaghouan, 70km west of Tunis, is
best known for its rich springs. The
modern town was built on the ruins
of the Roman town of Ziqua, from
which the name Zaghouan was derived.
“Ziqua is believed to be derived
from the Latin word aqua, which
means ‘water’, as the region was
reputed for its water springs. Water
has always been a hallmark of the
region,” said Abdelkader ben Hnia, a
guide in Zaghouan.
The importance of water in the
history of Zaghouan is best illustrated by the Zaghouan Aqueduct,
which was ordered built by Roman Emperor Hadrian in 128AD
to transport water from Zaghouan
to Carthage after a drought of five
years in North Africa
Extending over 132km, the aque-

The Roman Aqueduct

duct is a masterpiece of architecture
and is one of the longest built during
Roman times.
“Despite the destruction of an important part of the aqueduct during
the Roman wars, the remains are of
a grandeur and majesty that surpass
destruction,” ben Hnia said. “The
aqueduct testifies to the genius of
the people of their time who managed to devise an intricate system to
transport water.”.
“The aqueduct took more than 30
years to build,” he added. “It was designed to allow the transportation of
water travel through force of gravity
only. It was believed to have transported between 17 million and 32
million litres daily from Zaghouan
to Carthage.”
At one end of the aqueduct lies
the spring flowing from Zaghouan
mountain. The Temple of Water was
constructed in 139AD around the
waters’ source. It showcased Roman scriptures and statues of Roman gods. The surviving works are
housed in the Carthage museum.
“The temple is proof of the importance of water in the culture and
daily life of the people of this town
since ancient times,” ben Hnia said.
“The temple was built to venerate
water as a source of life. ”
The aqueduct was often renovated, including a restoration by the
French during colonial rule to transport water to Tunis.
In addition to the Roman ruins,
Zaghouan includes a beautiful old city that showcases
Andalusian architecture
brought by the Moors,
who settled in Zag-

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.

Beirut:
May 5th-8th

(Courtesy of the Speleology association of Zaghouan)

The eighth Beirut International
Tango Festival hosts world-renowned tango maestros, artists
and teachers, such as Sebastian
Arce, Mariana Montes, Neri
Piliu and Yanina Quinones.
Courses and workshops will
take place along with the performances.

The Mine Cave in Djebel Zaghouan
houan during the 17th century after
fleeing Spain.
The Moors also established new
agricultural methods and a new
plant species. Every year, Zaghouan
has a festival during harvest of the
flowers of the plant, the oil of which
is believed to offer many benefits.
”The Moors also brought with
them a special type of pastry that
Zaghouan is famous for in Tunisia,
the Kaak Warka, made of dough
and almonds mixed with the water
of the flower of Nesri (Rosa Canina),
ben Hnia said.
“They also brought Malouf music.
which is still alive today, and one
cannot visit Zaghouan without attending a Malouf concert. Families
pass down the music of Malouf from
one generation to another and there
are many groups still active.”
In addition to Zaghouan’s rich history, it boasts beautiful landscapes
and a mountain famous for
caves that are open for exploration. More than 25
caves are dispersed

through the mountains of Djebel
Zaghouan, offering the visitors a
unique experience of stunning caves
showing marble and limestone.
“Speleology, caving, hiking and
mountain climbing are all different
activities that one can enjoy in Zaghouan. The region has been known
for speleology since the 1980s when
a group of German travellers visited
the town to explore its mountains,”
said Hamda Ghalleb, president of
the Association of Speleology and
Hiking in Zaghouan. “Ever since,
Zaghouan became a destination for
speleologists.”

The Moors also
established new
agricultural methods
and a new plant
species.
He said explorations in 2012 revealed another floor to the main
chamber measuring to 1,600 metres,
making Mine Cave, which reaches
a depth of 425 metres, the deepest
cave in Tunisia.
“We also found its natural entrance and we found in it scriptures
dating back 4,000 years,” Ghalleb
said.
“The mountain of Zaghouan
reaches 1,295 metres extending over
9 km with stunning cliffs. Visitors
who come to the town are enamoured by the beautiful scenery and
the amazing landscapes it offers,”
Ghalleb said.

Palestinian territories:
May 20th-27th
The ninth Palestine Festival of
Literature takes place across
historic Palestine, including the
Ottoman Court in Ramallah,
the Adam Hotel in Gaza, Dar
al-Tifl in Jerusalem, Al-Midan
Theatre in Haifa, Municipal
Library Gardens in Nablus and
Bethlehem University. The
festival includes free public
events, such as readings, workshops, music performances and
debates, meetings with authors
and artists and visits to historic
sites.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th
The Lebanon Latin Festival
takes place in Edde Sands 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.
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calendar items related to
cultural events of interest
to travellers in the Middle
East and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

