
Islamic summit censures Iran, 
Hezbollah for ‘support to terror’
Istanbul

T 

he sectarian divide in the 
Muslim world was reaf-
firmed during the Organi-
sation of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC) summit in 

Turkey, which ended with censures 
of Iran and Shia militant group Hez-
bollah for “support for terrorism”.

The two-day summit produced 
pledges for greater cooperation and 
to work together on projects such as 
a Turkey-introduced police centre. 
However, the closing communiqué 
directly cited Iranian “interference” 
in the region, suggesting that even 
bringing together 30 heads of state 
among representatives of the 57 OIC 
members was not enough to get past 
sectarian divides.

“The conference deplored Iran’s 
interference in the internal affairs 
of the states of the region and other 
member states including Bahrain, 
Yemen, Syria and Somalia, and its 
continued support for terrorism,” 
the statement said. A later clause 
condemned Hezbollah “for con-
ducting terrorist activities in Syria, 
Bahrain, Kuwait and Yemen and for 
supporting terrorist movements and 
groups undermining the security 
and stability of OIC member states”.

“Muslim problems have to be 
solved by Muslims,” Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the 
summit host, said at an April 15th 
news conference. He said sectari-
anism, racism and terrorism were 
the main dangers threatening the 
Islamic world. “We have only one 
faith: Islam,” he said in reference to 
sectarian tensions between Sunni 
and Shia Muslims.

Ahead of the meeting, Turkey, an 
aspiring regional power, set itself 
the goal of reducing friction among 
OIC countries but that target seemed 
elusive after the summit. Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani, protesting 
the tone of the final communique, 
boycotted the closing session.

The OIC summit was meant to 
be seen as a show of Muslim soli-
darity, bringing together rivals Iran 
and Saudi Arabia, the main Sunni 
player in the Middle East. The two 
countries back opposing sides in 
conflicts in Syria and Yemen. Ri-
yadh broke off diplomatic ties with 

Tehran in January.
Erdogan also took the undiplo-

matic step of naming the 20 coun-
tries that are current on their dues 
to the OIC, suggesting the unnamed 
members were in arrears.

He said terrorist groups, such as 
the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda, 
Boko Haram and al-Shabab, that 
kill innocent people could not be 
regarded as representative of Islam, 
which is “a religion of peace”.

Erdogan said Turkey would host 
a new OIC police cooperation and 
coordination centre to boost the 
fight against terrorism and other 
crimes. He welcomed an initiative 
by Saudi Arabia to establish a joint 
military force, dubbed the “Army of 
Islam” by Turkish media.

Turkey has been trying to im-
prove relations between Saudi 

Arabia and Iran, although Erdogan 
has made it clear that he shares Ri-
yadh’s concerns about alleged Shia 
expansion pushed by Tehran when 
he accused Iran of trying to “domi-
nate” the region.

The Turkish-Saudi rapproche-
ment has been strengthened by 
Saudi Arabia’s disappointment 
about the deal struck by the in-
ternational community and Iran 
regarding Tehran’s nuclear pro-
gramme. Feeling abandoned by 
its main Western ally, the United 
States, Saudi Arabia has been try-
ing to build alliances in the region 
to counter Iran.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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In Yemen, hopes pinned on talks despite breaches of truce

London

W 

ith a Yemen war 
ceasefire barely 
holding, atten-
tion is on Kuwait 
as peace talks de-

signed to end the fighting in Yemen 
are set to start April 18th, bringing a 
glimmer of hope to Yemen and the 
region.

Yemen has been the site of a Sau-
di-led intervention to restore the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment of President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi to power. He was forced 
to flee the country in March 2015 
when Houthi rebels took control of 
the capital Sana’a and the port city 
of Aden.

A ceasefire has been in effect 
since April 10th but both sides have 
reported violations. The spokes-
man for the Houthi negotiating 
committee, Muhammad Abdel-
salam, blamed the breaches on 
“merchants of war and those who 

hate peace and stability”.
The ceasefire was tested before 

it even started, with militias loyal 
to former president Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh escalating attacks in the 

south-western city of Taiz and 
Sana’a in an attempt to sabotage 
talks because of misgivings about 
Saleh’s representation in Kuwait.

Yemen’s Southern Separatist 

Movement has also renewed calls 
for secession and planned a rally 
that insiders say was promoted out 
of fear that the movement’s de-
mands would not be a part of the 
negotiations.

Diplomatic efforts began yield-
ing results, however, after Gulf Co-
operation Council member Oman 
mediated direct talks between the 
Iran-allied Houthis and Saudi offi-
cials in Riyadh. The two sides sub-
sequently exchanged prisoners.

UN Special Envoy to Yemen Is-
mail Ould Cheikh Ahmed said the 
talks in Kuwait would focus on sev-
eral main areas: Houthi withdrawal 
from Sana’a and other cities; hand-
ing over light and heavy weapons 
to the government; setting tempo-

rary security measures; restoring 
state institutions and ministries 
to the government; establishing a 
committee on political prisoners 
and resumption of a comprehen-
sive political dialogue.

These issues are essentially UN 
Security Council Resolution 2216, 
which were the motivations be-
hind the Saudi-led coalition going 
to war in the first place.

The war in Yemen has resulted in 
the deaths of more than 6,000 peo-
ple, mostly civilians. The country 
is suffering a major humanitarian 
catastrophe, making resolution of 
the year-old war a matter of utmost 
urgency.

Another result of the chaos 
brought about by the fighting has 
been militant groups, including the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), 
strengthening their positions in 
southern Yemen.

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

Yemeni demonstrators hold a candlelight vigil calling for an end 
to the war in Yemen, on April 12th, in Sana’a.
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Rights groups making uncorroborated claims 
regarding Yemen war: UK MP

London

H
uman rights 

organisations 
are making 
dangerous and 
uncorroborated 
accusations 
that could hurt 
British-Saudi 

relations and lead to the destabi-
lisation of the Middle East, British 
MP Daniel Kawczynski said.

“There is a huge number of or-
ganisations in this country — Am-
nesty International is one of them 
— which are trying to make the 
most serious allegations possible 
against the Saudi-led coalition… 
They are actively trying to prevent 
Britain from selling weapons and 
aeroplanes to Saudi Arabia,” said 
Kawczynski.

“I think, if this succeeds, it will 
be cataclysmic for both the Middle 
East and ourselves and we are 
entering into a very dangerous 
position.”

Kawczynski, along with other 
members of the Foreign Affairs 
and Trade and Industry Select 
Committees, is sitting on the Com-
mittee on Arms Export Control, 
which is hearing evidence about 
the use of British-manufactured 
arms in Yemen. A Saudi-led Gulf 
coalition has been fighting along-
side the internationally recognised 
government of Yemen against 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels and 
forces loyal to former president Ali 
Abdullah Saleh since March 2015.

Amnesty International has ac-
cused the coalition — led by Saudi 
Arabia and including the United 
Arab Emirates, Egypt, Bahrain, 

Kuwait, Qatar, Morocco, Jordan 
and Sudan — of deliberately target-
ing civilians and called on the 
government to stop selling arms 
to Riyadh. Amnesty International 
said there have been at least 30 
air strikes since the start of the 
conflict in March 2015 that appear 
to have violated international 
humanitarian law.

Many analysts, citing deficien-
cies in intelligence gathering, have 
sought to express caution regard-
ing allegations of civilian target-
ing. Given the volatile situation in 
Yemen, it is difficult for investiga-
tors to reach sites of alleged war 
crimes. Many reports rely on satel-

lite images, photographic evidence 
and witness accounts taken by 
third parties.

“No report can be taken seri-
ously if its authors weren’t even in 
Yemen to conduct investigations,” 
Saudi analyst Mohammed Alyahya 
said earlier this year, commenting 
on a leaked UN investigation.

“What proof do they have? Spe-
cific, technical proof… that a pilot 
has deliberately avoided the trajec-
tory of where he has been sent, 
seen a civilian target and deliber-
ately dropped bombs on civilians?” 
Kawczynski asked, calling for 
stricter corroboration process.

Kawczynski said there was a 

“disjoint” between those mak-
ing the allegations and the Gulf 
coalition, offering to serve as an 
intermediary between the human 
rights organisations and the mili-
tary alliance.

“If Amnesty International or any 
other body has a specific allegation 
that they want to put to us on the 
Foreign Affairs Select Commit-
tee — real evidence, not hearsay, 
something tangible, photographs 
with eyewitness accounts — we 
will take that directly to the Saudis 
and challenge them about that and 
call for a formal explanation,” he 
said.

“The onus should be on those 
people who are seeking to cast 
these aspersions to come up with 
credible evidence that they can 
bring to us that we can challenge 
them directly. Rather than con-
tinue by peddling these allegations 
through the media. We [the For-
eign Affairs Select Committee] can 
act as an interlocutor between the 
two — and a very public one.”

Kawczynski said he has been in 
touch with Saudi officials, includ-
ing the head of the Saudi Air Force, 
who told him it has nothing to hide 
and would welcome the opportu-
nity to dispel allegations surround-
ing the issue.

Amnesty International acknowl-
edges that it has not received a 
formal response from Saudi Arabia 
or the coalition regarding its al-
legations, Oliver Sprague, Amnesty 
UK’s arms control programme 
director, said.

“Yes, we more than welcome 
this… and if he wants to take the 
material to get the answers that 
we haven’t been able to get, then 
absolutely,” Sprague added.

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

I n t e r v i e w
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Sana’a

D 

espite reports of sporad-
ic fighting and a suicide 
bombing in the south-
ern port city of Aden, 
the fragile ceasefire in 

Yemen between government and 
Houthi rebel forces continues to 
hold, raising hopes that peace talks 
due to start in Kuwait on April 18th 
can resolve the 1-year-old conflict.

Most of the reported cease-
fire violations occurred in the 
south-western city of Taiz, which  
the United Nations described as 
“pockets of violence”. There were 
breaches in Marib province, east 
of the capital Sana’a, but the Sau-
di-led coalition described them 
as “minor”. The suicide bombing, 
which targeted an army recruit-
ment post in Aden and killed sev-
eral people, was believed to be car-
ried out by Islamist militants.

Monitoring teams made up of 
Yemeni representatives from both 
sides of the conflict were stationed 
in three provinces to report cease-
fire violations to a committee su-
pervised by the United Nations.

The spokesman for the Houthi 
negotiating committee, Muham-
mad Abdelsalam, blamed ceasefire 
breaches on “merchants of war and 
those who hate peace and stabil-
ity”.

Abdelsalam said the military and 
security situation in Yemen was 
more complex and intertwined 
than ever. Yemen “is in dire need 
for a clear-cut political agreement 
outlining the contours of a state,” 
he told the pan-Arab daily Asharq 
Al-Awsat.

Political developments that 
could affect peace talks have also 
come to the fore, particularly the 
Southern Separatist Movement’s 
renewed calls for secession. The 
movement has organised what it 
billed as a million-man march be-
fore the peace talks. According to 
insiders, the march is being held 
out of fear that the movement’s de-
mands would not be a part of nego-
tiations.

According to a Southern Sepa-
ratist Movement statement, the 
march aims to “deliver a message 
to the nations gathered at the 
meeting in Kuwait, especially the 
Arab coalition led by Saudi Arabia” 
that the south “will not accept any 
outcome detracting from its right 
to liberation and independence”.

The statement said: “Stability in 
the south, Yemen and the whole re-
gion depends on resolving the issue 
of the south through the return of 
full sovereignty of the south.”

Yemen was split into rival north 
and south states from the late 1960s 
and fought a series of bitter wars 
before unification in 1990.

Observers say this may torpedo 
the peace talks, especially in light 
of the recent cabinet reshuffle in 
which vice-president Khaled Bahah 
was sacked by Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi. Hadi 
dismissed Bahah on April 3rd. In 
a statement, Hadi said Bahah had 
“failed to ease the suffering of our 

people, resolve their problems and 
provide for their needs”.

Hadi selected Ahmed bin Dagh-
er, former secretary-general of the 
General People’s Congress (GPC) 
party, as prime minister. The posi-
tion of vice-president went to Gen-
eral Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar.

Political sources in Sana’a de-
scribed Mohsen as a contentious 
figure, dating to the 1978 coup in 
which he was one of the strongest 

supporters of the regime of Ali Ab-
dullah Saleh. Mohsen later helped 
to oust Saleh from power in the 2011 
uprising tied to the “Arab spring”.

Dagher also has a colourful his-
tory. He fought against Saleh as 
head of the Socialist Party and was 
exiled in 1994. He was pardoned 
and joined Saleh as a member of the 
GPC. Dagher defected to the Hadi 
camp in the autumn of 2015.

The conflict in Yemen began in 

March 2015 when Arab coalition 
forces led by Saudi Arabia and sup-
ported by the United States, began 
air strikes against the Houthis to 
restore the UN-recognised govern-
ment of Hadi to power. The war has 
resulted in the deaths of more than 
6,000 people and led to severe food 
shortages.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Sana’a.

Yemen ceasefire holds despite violations, talks anticipated
Saleh Baidhani

A Yemeni fighter loyal to the country’s exiled president salutes on top of a tank at a checkpoint on a 
road in the south-western city of Taiz.

Monitoring teams 
from both sides of 
the conflict were 
stationed in three 
provinces.
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Dubai

T 

he Arab coalition has ex-
ceeded expectations in 
its land and air offensive 
against Houthi rebels and 
their allies in Yemen.

The coalition, led by Saudi Ara-
bia, has managed to retake most of 
southern Yemen and made gains 
in the north, where the terrain is 
mountainous and rugged, and is 
edging slowly towards the capital, 
Sana’a.

Iran is the main backer of the 
Houthis and has supplied them with 
arms and training to weaken the 
Yemeni state and spread Tehran’s 
influence in the Arabian peninsula.

In doing so, Iran has implemented 
a strategy of hybrid warfare, which 
is a combination of guerrilla and 
conventional forces alongside the 
use of social media to spread its 
message. The Houthis’ guerrilla 
warfare skills have combined with 
the conventional firepower of regu-
lar forces loyal to former president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh and a sophisti-
cated media campaign to solidify 
public support among the Zaydi 
Muslim community.

This strategy has been imple-
mented by Iran elsewhere in the 
Middle East where Tehran has be-
come a dominating influence in 
Lebanon through Hezbollah, and on 
Iraq through the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces. Using proxies such as 
these allows Iran to avoid attribu-
tion and retribution.

The Arab alliance has countered 
in Yemen however in what has 
become a fourth-generation war, 
where state and non-state actors are 
engaged in a decentralised conflict 
through combat, economic, cultural 
and social means.

The Arab alliance created an-
other non-state actor in the form of 
Popular Resistance Forces militias 
that are fighting alongside Yemeni 
troops loyal to the internationally 
recognised government of President 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

At the same time, the Arab alli-
ance has made plans to improve so-
cio-economic conditions of Yemen 

and resolve long-standing political 
disputes with the help of the United 
Nations.

On the media front, the Arab alli-
ance paid particular attention to the 
importance of social networks and 
new media and has had daily media 
briefings to address issues and con-
cerns related to military operations 
and other aspects of the Yemeni 
conflict.

To counter Houthi ideology, Arab 
alliance media have focused on as-
sociating the Houthi actions with 
Iran’s ambitions and Tehran’s ex-
ploitation of the Shias and Zaydis in 
the region to serve its own political 
and expansionist objectives. The 
Houthis have lost popular support 
in many parts of the country, espe-
cially the south where the alliance 
made quick gains on the ground.

Meanwhile, Saudi-led coalition 

air power has steadily degraded the 
capabilities of the Houthis and their 
allies and reduced their ability to 
launch counter attacks and retain 
territory.

The land operation has proved 
challenging, especially due to the 
lack of sufficient manpower in the 
early stages of the war but the in-
volvement of African states such 
as Sudan and the steady training 
of Yemeni recruits have helped the 
alliance enlarge its land forces and 
hold territory captured from the 
Houthis.

The Arab alliance has consolidat-
ed its political position internation-
ally and locally. On the one side, it 
won international support through 
UN Security Council Resolution 
2216, which calls on the Houthis to 
end violence, withdraw from cities 
they occupied and to surrender all 
heavy weapons to Yemeni authori-
ties. The alliance has turned many 
Houthi supporters in Yemen against 
the group.

Resolution 2216 has also enabled 
the alliance to impose an air and na-
val embargo on Yemen that has sub-
stantially reduced the size of mili-
tary aid from Iran to the Houthis.

The alliance’s losses have been 
low in view of the duration and 
scale of the military operations with 
the loss of only three jets and a few 
dozen troops. The biggest challenge 
for the alliance was protecting the 

Saudi borders from daily shelling 
and infiltration attempts by the 
Houthis. Several Saudi civilians and 
border guards were killed on border 
clashes.

The military offensive continues 
at a time when the Houthis are ne-
gotiating in the Saudi capital and 
making concessions, including ac-
cepting Resolution 2216. A forth-
coming peace conference in Kuwait 
is expected to produce an agree-
ment between the Yemeni factions.

The persistence and efficiency of 
the Arab alliance operations have 
prevented the Houthis and Iran 
from achieving their goals in Yemen.

Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief 
executive officer of the Institute 
for Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai 
and Beirut.

Arab alliance wages successful campaign in Yemen
Riad Kahwaji

A September 2015 file picture shows an Emirati gunner watching for enemy fire from the rear gate of a Chinook military helicopter flying 
over Yemen.

The coalition has 
managed to retake 
most of southern 
Yemen and made 
gains in the north.
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No clear winners in Yemen war

W 

ith peace 
negotiations 
expected to 
start soon, it is a 
good time to 
assess what has 

come out of the Yemen conflict 
and where the various parties 
stand.

For Saudi Arabia, the main 
outside power involved in the war, 
the conflict gave the royal family 
an opportunity to play to Saudi 
nationalism. At least initially, the 
war was popular in Saudi Arabia 
because it showed that Riyadh 
could launch a military operation 
in its backyard without outside 
approval.

Saudi officials portrayed the 
war as necessary to prevent Iran 
— the main external supporter of 
the Houthi rebels, who follow the 
Zaidi branch of Shia Islam — from 
gaining a foothold on its border 
and pursuing “adventures” in the 
Arab world.

But the war did not go as well as 
the Saudis hoped.

Both Egypt and Pakistan refused 
requests to provide ground troops 

to aid the Saudi-backed govern-
ment of Abd Rabbo Mansour 

Hadi, though Egypt did deploy 
navy ships to keep the vital Bab el 
Mandeb strait open. While Riyadh 
boasted of a large coalition, Saudi 
UAE troops made up the bulk of 
ground forces. Despite spending 
billions on the war, the Saudis do 
not have much to show in terms of 
military gains.

Although Hadi, after initially 
fleeing Yemen with his cabinet, es-
tablished himself in Aden with the 
help of Saudi forces, Yemeni forces 
loyal to Hadi did not make much 
headway on the ground. They 
regained some territory north and 
west of Aden but the Houthis still 
control the Yemeni capital, Sana’a, 
the Red Sea port of Hodeida and 
the northern territory that is their 
homeland. The Houthis have been 
aided by forces loyal to former 
Yemeni president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh and have proven to be tough 
fighters.

Perhaps more disconcerting for 
the Saudis has been the public 
relations aspect of the conflict. UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
has criticised the Saudi campaign 
because of civilian casualties. 
More than 6,000 Yemenis have 
died in the conflict and probably 
more than half were civilians, 
including hundreds of children.

One of the reasons the Saudis 
now want a negotiated settlement 
is to mitigate accusations by the 
international community about 
perceived Saudi indifference to ci-
vilian casualties. The other reason 
has to do with not getting bogged 
down indefinitely in a Yemeni 

civil war the way Egypt was in the 
1960s.

With low oil prices eroding Sau-
di government revenues, authori-
ties fear that sustaining the war 
will become a drain on financial 
resources requiring greater auster-
ity. First and foremost, the Saudi 
leadership wants to ensure against 
internal unrest that could jeopard-
ise the rule of the royal family.

The Houthis have also conclud-
ed that the war is unsustainable. 
Iran’s aid is probably limited and 
Houthi stockpiles of missiles and 
ammunition may be running low.

Although the Houthis have 
fended off efforts by pro-Hadi 
forces to take Sana’a, they may not 
be able to hold the capital indefi-
nitely. The Houthis may have de-
termined that using their hold on 
Sana’a as a bargaining chip is the 
best means of ensuring a promi-
nent role in a new Yemeni govern-
ment, broader autonomy for their 
region and an end to Wahhabi 
proselytising in the region.

The United States came to Saudi 
Arabia’s aid with intelligence, 
logistical support and ammuni-
tion, primarily to prove to Riyadh 
that it is a reliable partner — and 
to ease Saudi concerns about the 
Iran nuclear deal. There have been 
downsides for the United States. 
The war has created greater insta-
bility in Yemen and has allowed 
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
to make gains in southern and 
eastern Yemen and this al-Qaeda 
affiliate has been responsible for 
more anti-US plots than any other. 

The Islamic State (ISIS) also has 
taken advantage of the chaos in 
Yemen

Washington is also concerned 
about being connected to Saudi 
Arabia in the eyes of the Yemeni 
people, who have suffered severe 
hardships. Recent reports have 
suggested that an Saudi air strike 
that resulted in civilian deaths 
used US munitions.  In addition 
to the civilian deaths, 2 million-3 
million Yemenis are internally 
displaced and much of the country 
lacks sufficient food, water and 
medical supplies.

Washington fears that some 
of the anger many Yemenis feel 
towards the Saudis will be directed 
at the United States and hinder its 
efforts to contain al-Qaeda and ISIS 
elements in Yemen.

The United States continues to 
use drones to attack al-Qaeda in 
Yemen but it wants stability to re-
turn to the country so it can reopen 
its embassy and return its special 
forces to the country to fight the 
terrorists on the ground. That 
can only happen if the upcoming 
negotiations succeed and a unity 
government is established.

Until then, Yemen will remain a 
safe haven for terrorists and a hu-
manitarian disaster with long-term 
political ramifications.

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

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
The 
Houthis 
may not be 
able to hold 
the capital 
indefinitely.

The Houthis have 
concluded that the war is 
unsustainable.
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A Kurdish guard in the north-east Syrian Kurdish city of Qamishli, on March 21st.

Syria peace talks resume amid shaky ceasefire

Geneva

U 

N-brokered peace talks 
between the Syrian op-
position and govern-
ment resume in Geneva 
with President Bashar 

Assad’s fate an increasingly diffi-
cult stumbling block to overcome.

The Syrian opposition’s High 
Negotiations Committee (HNC) ar-
rived in Geneva on April 13th, the 
same day Syrians in government-
controlled areas of the country vot-
ed in parliamentary elections that 
have been explicitly rejected by the 
opposition and the West.

The government delegation ar-
rived in Geneva on April 15th for 
the second round of the proximity 
talks, which will find UN Envoy to 
Syria Staffan de Mistura shuttling 
between the rival delegations.

“These elections aren’t real. In 
real elections, the voice of the peo-
ple can be heard,” HNC spokesman 
Salem al-Meslet said. “The Syrian 
people have been shouting for five 
years: What they want is a free, 
democratic, Syria.

“Syria’s future will not be de-
cided by fake elections but by the 
people, following a political transi-
tion. That is what we are in Geneva 
to negotiate.”

The wider question remains over 
the fate of Assad with the opposi-
tion adamant that he cannot be 
part of any transition process and 
Damascus insisting that Assad re-
mained a “red line”.

Asaad al-Zoubi, who heads the 
HNC delegation in Geneva, de-
scribed Assad’s departure as a 
“necessity”. “Syria can only heal 
through the departure of Assad and 
emblematic figures of the regime,” 
he said in a televised news confer-
ence ahead of the resumption of 
talks.

However, this is something the 
Assad government has repeatedly 
refused to countenance.

“This [Assad’s departure] will 
not happen, not now, nor tomor-
row nor ever,” Syrian Deputy For-
eign Minister Faisal Mekdad told 
the Associated Press. “We believe 
such an idea has failed. It is outdat-
ed. It will never be acceptable. We 
believe that if we have to proceed 
then… we need others to forget the 
dreams they had for the last five 
years and come with factual solu-
tions.”

“We are going to go deeper and 
deeper into the issue of political 
transition,” de Mistura said after 
meeting the HNC, although many 
observers were not optimistic about 
the talks given the disconnect over 
Assad’s future and mounting re-
ports of ceasefire violations.

US President Barack Obama on 
April 13th said the “cessation of 
hostilities” which was agreed in or-
der to facilitate the talks was “tenu-
ous and under strain”.

Dozens of government troops 

were killed April 12th in clashes 
with rebel forces near the northern 
city of Aleppo, the UK-based Syr-
ian Observatory for Human Rights 
reported. This was one of a string 
of violations that strained the six-
week partial ceasefire, with each 
side accusing the other of violating 
the truce.

The second-round of UN-bro-
kered peace talks resumed in 
Geneva amid an atmosphere of 
uncertainty, with Bashar Assad’s 

ultimate fate an increasingly insur-
mountable stumbling block and no 
resolution in sight.

Damascus has repeatedly refused 
to even discuss the prospect of As-
sad stepping down from power, 
with Syrian Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Faisal Mekdad describing this as 
a “dream” on the first day of talks. 
“This [Assad’s departure] will not 
happen, not now, nor tomorrow 
nor ever,” he said.

While the Syrian opposition, led 

by the High Negotiations Commit-
tee (HNC), has consistently said 
that it would not accept Assad’s 
presence in any future transition. 
Speaking before the start of the 
second round of proximity talks, 
Zoubi described Assad’s departure 
as a “necessity.” Speaking during a 
televised news conference ahead 
of the resumption of talks, he said: 
“Syria can only heal through the 
departure of Assad and emblematic 
figures of the regime.”

If Syria talks fail, US might support partition

E 

ven as US Secretary of 
State John Kerry 
invests time and 
energy in working 
with Russia, US allies 
and the Syrian opposi-

tion to achieve a political 
solution to the Syrian crisis, he 
has hinted that there is a “Plan 
B”: the partition of Syria.

This is not a desirable outcome 
for most players in the conflict but 
if the Geneva talks fail, it may be 
the only realistic option.

The standard US refrain is that 
the borders of the Middle Eastern 
states are, with the exception of 
those connected to the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, not malleable. In other 
words, the United States supports 
the territorial integrity of most 
states that emerged after World 
War I. This applies even to Iraq 
where many Kurds want to extend 
their autonomous status to inde-
pendence.

In recent days, even the idea of 
a federated Kurdish region within 
Syria has caused headaches. The 
Syrian Kurds, under the leader-
ship of the Democratic Union Party 
(PYD), have declared a federated 
state of Rojava (meaning “west” — 
a reference to it being the western 
part of greater Kurdistan), which 
includes three cantons in northern 
and eastern Syria.

This declaration was denounced 
by the Syrian government, the Syr-
ian opposition, Arab states and the 
Turkish government.

Ankara is particularly apoplectic 

about any degree of autonomy for 
Syrian Kurds because it believes 
there are strong links between the 
proscribed Kurdish Workers’ Party 
(PKK) in Turkey and the YPG (the 
military wing of the PYD). Turkish 
officials say if the Syrian Kurds get 
autonomy, Turkish Kurds will want 
to follow suit. The recent bomb-
ing in Ankara, claimed by a PKK 
offshoot, has made the Turks even 
more adamant on the issue.

Perhaps more noteworthy was 
the criticism of the Syrian Kurds 
that came from the United States, 
which has been supplying the YPG 
with weapons to fight the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and views the YPG as 
the most effective fighters in Syria. 
State Department spokesman Mark 
Toner bluntly stated: “We’ve been 
very clear that we won’t recognise 
any kind of autonomous or self-
rule, semi-autonomous zones in 
Syria.”

But how “clear” has the US 

position really been? In testimony 
before the US Congress in Febru-
ary, Kerry said, “It may be too late 
to keep [Syria] as a whole Syria if 
we wait too much longer,” clearly 
suggesting a “Plan B”.

To dampen speculation that the 
United States favours partition, 
State Department spokesman John 
Kirby said Kerry was describing his 
“fear of what could happen, not 
what he wants to happen”.

But can Syria be made whole 
again? Any serious observer of 
the Syrian crisis would have 
doubts. The country is fractured 
into different zones, some along 
sectarian/ethnic lines, some along 
battlefield lines. A map of Syria 
that portrays these divisions looks 
like a quilt with many patches.

The Geneva talks have already 
hit a major snag concerning the 
future of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad. For the regime, discussion 
of the departure of Assad is a non-

starter but for the opposition it is 
a prerequisite. As for the United 
States, its position remains “Assad 
must go” but it has evolved to a 
point that “Assad can stay for an 
interim period” to prevent the col-
lapse of the state apparatus.

Even if Assad were to leave Syria 
— there has long been speculation 
that the Russians might offer him 
safe haven in a deal — the question 
remains as to what will happen to 
the Alawites, the members of his 
sectarian group?

Given so much blood-letting 
between the Alawites and the 
Sunni-dominated rebels, will 
Alawites agree to be under a Sunni-
dominated regime, which would be 
the natural outcome of a “political 
solution” to the crisis given that 
the majority of Syrians is Sunni?

Can there be any solution, short 
of an enclave of their own, where 
the Alawites would be safe from 
retribution? Moreover, other 
groups, such as the Druze, have 
mostly supported the regime 
against the rebels even though 
they have had problems with the 
Assad family in the past. Will they 
(in the south) and the Kurds (in 
the north and east) want to give 
up their de facto autonomy in the 
interests of a unified Syrian state 
when the future is so uncertain?

And for many Christians, the 
prospect of living under a Sunni-
dominated regime is not attractive 
given the fact that many of the 
rebel groups are not considered 
“moderate” and have cooperated 
at times on the battlefield with 
the extremist Jabhat al-Nusra, an 
al-Qaeda affiliate. Many Chris-
tians would rather live under the 
Alawites or the Kurds (or emigrate) 
than take their chances under a 
new government.

Washington undoubtedly is 
aware of all of these problems. 
Hence, Kerry’s Plan B may not be 
just a warning but a serious consid-
eration.

Gregory 
Aftandilian
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“Syria’s future will 
not be decided by 
fake elections but by 
the people, following 
a political transition.”

HNC spokesman
 Salem al-Meslet

Asaad Al-Zoubi (C), head of the Syrian opposition delegation of the High Negotiations Committee 
(HNC) speaks to the media with George Sabra (L), Syrian opposition Deputy Head of the HNC, and 
Committee spokesman Salem al-Meslet (R), after a round of negotiation in Geneva, on Friday 15th.
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Obama needs to restore trust with GCC allies

W 

hen US Presi-
dent Barack 
Obama visits 
Saudi Arabia to 
consult with 
Gulf Arab allies, 

he will face unprecedented 
scepticism. His comments and 
policies, such as the nuclear 
agreement with Iran, “pivot to 
Asia” and the lack of robust 
engagement on Syria — have left 
Washington’s Gulf allies 
extremely uneasy. Obama will 
have to dig deep to begin to 
repair the frayed trust.

The six Arab states that make 
up the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) have long sought a more 
formalised security relationship 
with the United States. The United 
Arab Emirates, in particular, has, 
in recent years, advocated a for-
mal alliance treaty.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
recently suggested that NATO 
might enter into a formalised 
defence relationship with the 
GCC. This is precisely the kind of 
initiative that would be most wel-
come in Gulf capitals. Anxieties 

there focus on the ascendancy of 
Iran, coupled with a perceived 
reduction in US engagement 

and fears of a potential rapproche-
ment or even eventual partnership 
between Washington and Tehran.

Formalising defence relation-
ships would go a long way towards 
offsetting those concerns. How-
ever, Kerry’s suggestion must be 
viewed as, at best, a trial balloon. 
If pursued, it may come with very 
challenging conditions. Still, it is 
clear that Washington understands 
what would really reassure its Gulf 
allies.

Of course, mutual confidence 
is not a one-way street. The Gulf 
states will have to reassure their 
American interlocutors about their 
commitment to counterterror-
ism and counter-radicalisation, 
including a crackdown on private 
financing of extremist groups and 
a willingness to take steps to-
wards social and political reforms. 
Obama has made it clear that he 
believes that stability in the Gulf 
and successful counterterrorism 
and counter-radicalisation efforts 
will require significant domestic 
reforms.

Obama can be expected to 
emphasise three main points dur-
ing his trip: a return to the theme 
of domestic reform; a reiteration 
of unwavering American com-
mitment to Gulf security; and, 
perhaps most important, stress 
the strong American opposition to 
Iran’s aggressive regional posture 
and sponsorship of terrorism as 
well as the importance of working 
with regional allies to confront 
that mutual threat.

Kerry has also spoken about 

Washington’s aspiration to seek 
friendship with both the Arab Gulf 
states and Iran, while acknowl-
edging that Tehran must alter its 
behaviour for that to happen. This 
reflects the Obama administra-
tion’s ongoing search for an open-
ing with Iran beyond the nuclear 
deal. Iranian Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei, however, has 
made it clear that Iran is not going 
to negotiate with the United States 
beyond the nuclear deal. Tehran 
has intensified rather than eased 
its aggressive regional policies.

The United States, under 
Obama, could be characterised as 
having wanted to ask itself wheth-
er Iran could serve as a regional 
strategic ally, at least in terms of 
securing open shipping in the Gulf 
and other core aspects of stability. 
Because of Iran’s response to the 
nuclear deal, which has been to 
double-down on its expansionist 
agenda and continue to behave 
as a transnational revolutionary 
organisation more than as a state, 
Americans have not had to ask 
that question. Tehran has already 
answered it with a resounding 
“no”.

The bottom line, as is becom-
ing crystal clear in Washington, is 
that its Arab Gulf allies agree with 
about 90% or more of long-term 
American strategic goals, while 
Iran opposes almost all of them, 
with the exception of the terms of 
the nuclear deal. Even if the Unit-
ed States finds itself, coinciden-
tally, on the same page tactically 
as Iran and its allies in contingent, 

extreme situations such as Iraq, 
Afghanistan and even, to some 
extent, Syria, that does not mean 
Iran is a plausible strategic ally.

It is undeniable that Iran 
remains adamantly opposed to al-
most all of Washington’s long-term 
strategic goals. Wishful thinking 
will not change that fundamental 
reality, which must, eventually, 
once again inform American stra-
tegic calculations.

The practical US commitment 
to the Gulf states is undiminished. 
Military deployments, diplomatic 
traffic, investment and even civil 
society exchanges are either on a 
par with historical highs (specific 
war situations excluded, of course) 
or are exceeding them.

The reality on the ground 
demonstrates that the relationship 
between the United States and its 
GCC allies is exceptionally strong, 
even though trust, especially 
among the Gulf states, has been 
deeply eroded.

Obama’s task will be to begin to 
restore trust. This must be done in 
both word and deed. History and 
the core realities suggest this can 
and will be done but there should 
be no underestimating how much 
serious heavy lifting it will require 
on both sides.

Hussein Ibish is a senior resident 
scholar at the Arab Gulf States 
Institute in Washington, a weekly 
columnist for The National (UAE) 
and NOW Media and a monthly 
contributing writer for the 
International New York Times.
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Obama to discuss Gulf security at GCC Summit
Mark Habeeb

Washington

A 

s US President Barack 
Obama prepares to at-
tend the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) 
summit to signal his 

commitment to America’s long-
time Gulf Arab allies, his com-
ments to Jeffrey Goldberg in an 
Atlantic magazine interview echo 
hauntingly.

The Saudis need to “share” the 
Middle East with Iran, Obama 
told Goldberg: “The competition 
between the Saudis and the Ira-
nians… requires us to say to our 
friends as well as to the Iranians 
that they need to find an effective 
way to share the neighbourhood 
and institute some sort of cold 
peace.”

Obama was quick to add that the 
United States would never throw 
its allies “overboard” in favour of 
Iran. However, the damage had 
been done and only confirmed to 
many Gulf Arabs that the Obama 
administration, even in its final 
months, was promoting a hands-
off policy that future administra-
tions might be reluctant to change 
while popular support for US activ-
ism overseas remains low.

But Obama’s bluntness — a per-
sonal characteristic that often riles 
opponents — should not be cause 
to dismiss the substance of his re-
marks. What Obama is essentially 
saying is: If your choices are all-out 
war, endless proxy wars or a “cold 
peace”, maybe you should consid-
er option number three.

This is exactly what the United 
States and the Soviet Union did 
in the 1960s. Following the Cuban 

missile crisis in 1962 — arguably 
the closest the world ever came 
to nuclear war — Washington and 
Moscow began a concerted effort 
to transform their rivalry into a 
managed conflict, indeed, a “cold 
peace”.

Proxy wars — often driven by 
the manipulations of local actors — 
continued in Vietnam, Angola, Cen-
tral America and eventually Af-
ghanistan. But there were “rules” 
to these wars that ensured they 
would not escalate too far. And af-
ter Vietnam, US president Richard 
Nixon undertook his détente strat-
egy to engage with the Soviet Un-
ion through a series of agreements 
on arms control, commercial rela-
tions and societal contacts.

One institution that evolved out 
of détente (and was initially a So-
viet suggestion) was the Confer-
ence on Security and Co-operation 
in Europe (CSCE). At its core, CSCE 
was a crisis-prevention, tension-
reduction organisation. It provided 
a forum for maintaining dialogue, 
preventing misunderstandings 
and pursuing avenues of potential 
cooperation.

The CSCE did not end the Cold 
War but it contributed consider-
ably to preventing it from becom-
ing a hot war. The idea of creating 
a similar security architecture for 
the Gulf was being vetted even be-
fore Obama’s Atlantic interview.

In July 2015, two scholars at 
Germany’s Bertelsmann Stiftung 
foundation published a report call-
ing for a Gulf version of the CSCE, 
which they proposed should in-
clude the six GCC states plus Iran 
and Iraq.

“Without a comprehensive dip-
lomatic initiative, the downward 
spiral of violence threatens to con-
tinue unabated… a Gulf CSCE can 
function as a kind of diplomatic 
and political safety net,” the report 
concluded.

In October 2015, two senior 

scholars at Washington’s Carn-
egie Endowment for International 
Peace published a policy paper 
that called for active participation 
by the United States and other 
powers in a new Gulf security or-
ganisation.

It suggested that “to give this 
initiative a boost, a senior US of-
ficial — the president or the sec-
retary of state — should articulate 
a long-term security, political and 
economic vision for the Gulf that 
includes a more effective regional 
security organisation.” This sug-
gestion may have found its way 
into Obama’s briefing book for his 
forthcoming trip.

Most recently, the Brookings In-
stitution think-tank in Washing-
ton issued the report of a working 
group that was led by former sec-

retary of State Madeleine Albright 
and former National Security 
Council director Stephen Hadley. 
It, too, invoked the CSCE model 
for the Gulf and, like the Carnegie 
report, called for an active role by 
the United States to bring it about.

One of the most interesting ap-
peals for a new Gulf security struc-
ture was made by the Institute for 
Peace and Conflict Studies in New 
Delhi. It is interesting because it 
calls for the involvement not only 
of the P5+1 countries that negoti-
ated the Iran nuclear deal, but also 
of India, South Korea, Japan and 
Indonesia — all countries that rely 
heavily on Gulf oil and thus on 
Gulf peace.

Let us hope that the Indian 
appeal also makes its way into 
Obama’s briefing book as a re-

minder that even under a “pivot to 
Asia” as his administration stated 
it wanted to do, the path eventu-
ally returns to the Middle East.

It is easy for the president to say, 
offhandedly, that Gulf Arabs and 
Iran need to “share the neighbour-
hood”. The hard part is building 
a security structure that achieves 
this goal without sacrificing US al-
lies’ interests. This will require ac-
tive US engagement in the process 
as well as a firm commitment to 
its allies’ defence — two pledges 
Obama should make at the GCC 
summit.

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

A May 2015 file picture shows US President Barack Obama hosting leaders from the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) at Camp David.

“A Gulf CSCE can 
function as a kind of 
diplomatic and 
political safety net.”

A report by Germany’s 
Bertelsmann Stiftung 

foundation

President Obama is 
scheduled to attend 
the GCC summit on 
April 21st.

Curtain-raiser President Obama at the GCC Summit
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M
ore than 30 heads of state and government met in 
Istanbul for the 13th annual summit of the 57-mem-
ber Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), the 
largest umbrella group of Muslim countries. 
Significantly, for the first time in the history of OIC 
summits, a Young Leaders Summit was convened 
to discuss strategies for Muslim youth.

The focus on youth is fully justified and should also be part of the 
upcoming Arab League summit in Mauritania.

The upheaval and violence that have swept the Middle East and 
North Africa for the past five years were fuelled by the problems of 
Arab youth. The principal catalyst for regional instability has been 
the flammable mix of youth discontent with the malevolent exploita-
tion of Islam.

Most Arabs, including young people, are worried about the Islamic 
State (ISIS), also known by its Arabic acronym Daesh. According to 
the Burson-Marsteller Arab Youth Survey, a majority of Arab youth 
say they see “the rise of Daesh” and the threat of terrorism as the 
“the biggest obstacle facing the Middle East”.

The opinions of young Arab respondents about why Muslim youths 
are attracted to ISIS shed light on the complexity of the radicalisation 
problem and the difficulty of addressing it.

Respondents cite many possible reasons but point to the “lack of 
jobs and opportunities for young people” as the primary factor. 
While unemployment remains a key driver of despair and hopeless-
ness, it is not the only factor fuelling radicalisation.

Regional conflicts, nefarious interpretations of Islam, sectarian 
tensions (the majority of young people in Yemen, Jordan, Libya and 
Iraq say the latter are worsening) and resentment of the West are 
among other factors.

It would be glossing over the radicalisation problem to ignore the 
existence of a potential ISIS constituency among Arab youths. No 
less than 22% of Arab youths said they were not concerned about 
ISIS, while 13% say they could imagine themselves supporting the 
terrorist group if “it did not use so much violence”. Hardly reassur-
ing.

Hassan Hassan, a resident fellow at the Tahrir Institute for Middle 
East Policy in Washington and author of a book about ISIS, said, 
“Daesh still attracts a narrow audience” but “it is important to 
understand this source of appeal”.

Beyond the problem of jihadism, Arab youths face conflicting 
influences. They share their societies’ religious beliefs but resent the 
exploitation of religion to achieve political goals or block progress. 
According to the survey, 52% of young people in the Arab world, 
including 61% in Gulf Cooperation Council countries, said “religion 
plays too big of a role in the Middle East”.

Young people are also clearly disappointed by the results of the 
2011 uprisings. Only 36% — compared to 72% in 2012 — said they feel 
“the Arab world is better off” following the “Arab spring”.

Referring to the yearning of young Arabs for some level of prosper-
ity and stability, Christian Koch, director of the Gulf Research Centre 
Foundation in Geneva, talks of “a new bargain” that could be “struck 
between the governors and the governed”. That bargain will have to 
include the promotion of modernist values.

Big majorities, according to the Arab Youth Survey, want Arab 
leaders to promote personal freedoms and human rights, including 
the rights of women. Arab and Muslim summits should take heed of 
that.

Youth concerns should 
determine Arab and 
Muslim priorities
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A
mid the numerous 
wars, religious 
conflicts and 
general malaise and 
mayhem gripping 
large portions of the 

Levant and North Africa, there 
comes a glimmer of hope, a tiny 
flicker that peace can be within 
reach — at least in the humble 
opinion of this commentator.

I have been chronicling devel-
opments — political, economic, 
military — as well as social trends 
in the greater Middle East for 
more than four decades and have 
seen the region in times of crisis 
and in times of greater crisis. And 
in all those years every attempt 
at resolving any crisis has lacked 
one thing: addressing its root 
problem.

The Middle East region has 
weathered its share of violent 
conflict — and then some. And 
with each new conflict, the level 
of violence increases exponen-
tially.

Quite naturally as the violence 
grows, it feeds on itself, gather-
ing momentum and growing like 
a demented monster. The war 
in Syria, which has claimed at 
least 270,000 lives, is a perfect 
example of how a conflict can 
grow and grow, leaving politi-
cians powerless when they try 
to intervene because they often 
forget to address the root cause of 
the problem.

And here is the reason on 
which I base my optimism: the 
decision by the Organisation of 
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) not 
only to tackle the main issue 
that is driving the violence in the 
Middle East and beyond — terror-
ism — but also to address the root 
cause or causes of the region’s 
turmoil.

Addressing 30 leaders of Mus-
lim countries, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, in an 

opening speech at 
an OIC conference in 
Turkey, called on Mus-
lim states to unite in 
fighting terrorism and 
overcoming sectarian 
divisions.

“Why are we waiting 
for help from outside to 
solve our problems and 
put a stop to terror?”  
asked Erdogan.

“I believe the greatest 
challenge we need to surmount 
is sectarianism. My religion is 
not that of Sunnis, of Shias. My 

religion is Islam,” he  added.
The summit nonetheless con-

demned Iran and the Lebanese 
militant group Hezbollah for 
“support for terrorism”. 

The events of the past few 
years have demonstrated that 
the most sophisticated security 
systems can be easily bypassed 
if terrorists have the will and 
resolve to strike.

If you want to resolve a conflict, 
you must start by addressing the 
reasons that have driven the ter-
rorists to take up weapons in the 
first place. If the initial problem 
is not taken care of, the issue 
will persist. The challenge facing 
the OIC and its members is that 
the Middle East’s problem has 
metamorphosed into a series of 
different issues, making attempts 
at resolving the root problem all 
that much harder.

The OIC meeting in Turkey 
hoped to address the issue of the 
Palestinian territories, which 
many observers say is the root 
cause of the region’s problems. 
What began as a dispute over real 
estate between those inhabiting 
Palestine and newly arrived im-
migrants claiming historical at-
tachment to the land, has turned 
into a multifaceted religious, 
sectarian, political and economic 
conflict — at times pitting differ-
ent cultures against each other.

Many will argue that the Pal-
estinian problem is not what is 
driving today’s violence in Syria, 
Iraq, Yemen and Libya. That, of 
course, is absolutely true. How-
ever, had the conditions been 
different from the start, would 
the regimes that have found their 
way in Syria, Iraq, Libya and 
Yemen have had the same excuse 
to rule the way they did all those 
years?

As for the second issue the OIC 
planned to address — terrorism — 
again a very difficult and multi-
faceted problem to solve.

There is no doubt that those 
tasked with solving these issues 
will not face an easy job.

What makes me optimistic, 
however, is that Muslim leaders 
seem to acknowledge the exist-
ence of the problems and the 
need to address them urgently. 
Peace may not be achieved right 
away but this is the right course 
to follow.

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

A glimmer of hope at 
the Islamic summit

Claude Salhani

It is a source of 
optimism that 
Muslim leaders seem 
to acknowledge the 
problems at hand.
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Y
emeni peace talks in 
Kuwait are very 
important, particu-
larly as they will 
reveal if there is any 
real impetus to push 

for a new political formula in 
Yemen.

To put it another way, the Ku-
wait talks will show whether the 
parties have had their fill of war 
and whether the Houthis, who 
have benefited from an alliance 
with forces loyal to former presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh, under-
stand that they no longer have any 
chance of achieving their objec-
tives through force of arms.

The Houthis captured the 
Yemeni capital, Sana’a, in April 

2014 and since then 
have been seeking to 
take control of the rest 
of the country. This, 
however, is something 
that they were not able 
to achieve, thanks, first, 
to Yemeni domestic 
resistance and then the 
arrival of the Saudi-led 
Gulf coalition.

In Sana’a, the Houthis 
revealed their true face, not least 
through the so-called Peace and 
Partnership Agreement that they 
proposed and that was given cover 

by Yemeni President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi and UN envoy Jamal 
Benomar. Houthi leader Abdul-
malik al-Houthi said that a new 
system had emerged in Yemen, 
based on what he dubbed “revolu-
tionary legitimacy”. This system, 
he said, replaced the Republic of 
Yemen, which had been in place 
since 1962.

From this standpoint, this 
round of negotiations in Kuwait is 
crucial. Kuwait has always been 
a place that has helped others 
reach compromises and it is one 
of the few regional states that can 
help the Yemenis at this critical 
juncture. This is based on Kuwait’s 
historic relations with Yemen as 
well as the lack of any Kuwaiti 
agenda regarding the southern 
Arabian peninsula state.

Indeed, this is not the first time 
that Kuwait was the site of Yemeni 
peace talks. After the Yemen civil 
war broke out in 1979, Kuwait also 
hosted negotiations.

Yemen needs to restore the 
foundations of its state, particu-
larly after all that has happened 
in the last few years, not least the 
Muslim Brotherhood hijacking the 
youth-led “Arab spring” for its own 
purposes.

In Yemen, there was the as-
sassination attempt on former 

president Ali Abdullah Saleh on 
June 3, 2011, and his decision to 
step down from power in February 
2012 as part of a Gulf initiative that 
left control in the hands of Hadi, 
Saleh’s deputy.

One thing is clear, the Saudi-
led Operation Decisive Storm has 
sounded the death knell for Iran’s 
project in Yemen. What is impor-
tant now is to move from a stage of 
conflict to one in which all parties 
can work together to discuss the 
new political formula for the coun-
try. This formula must include 
a determination that there is no 
room to return to the past. The 
main question, though, remains: 
Are the Houthis prepared to reach 
a settlement?

Yemen’s new vice-president, 
Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar, has played 
a role in every Yemeni war with 
the Houthis since 2004. He is a 
well-respected figure in the north 
with close family ties to Saleh, in 

addition to being co-founder of the 
Muslim Brotherhood-backed Islah 
party. His appointment represents 
a major development but will his 
presence help the Yemeni sides 
reach an agreement that can over-
come the past?

Much will depend on the will-
ingness, of both sides, to think 
outside the box and avoid political 
deadlock, particularly over the 
issue of Yemeni unity. For many 
Yemenis, such unity simply does 
not exist.

Given this division and disunity, 
will the two sides be able to reach 
common ground in Kuwait? What 
about the continuing hope among 
many southerners for secession? 
What does the future hold for 
Saleh, particularly given that many 
Yemenis in the capital support 
him?

Will the two sides be able to 
reach an agreement to end the 
conflict or will the Yemeni night-
mare continue? The world is wait-
ing for the results of the Kuwaiti 
negotiations to find out.

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.

Khairallah Khairallah

Kuwait and the end of the Yemeni nightmare

Much will depend on 
the willingness, of 
both sides, to think 
outside the box.

How did Europe and its
Muslim communities end up here?

F rench satirical 
magazine Charlie 
Hebdo asks this 
anguished question 
in an eponymous 
editorial: “How did 

we end up here?” It is a reference 
to the sense of helpless outrage 
felt by Europe over terrorist 
attacks on its great cities by its 
own nationals.

The helplessness is not caused 
by the frustrations of fighting 
terrorism but by the perpetrators’ 
identity. They are second-genera-
tion immigrant Muslim youths of 
North African ethnicity. They are 
European except by affiliation. As 
Charlie Hebdo points out, Europe 
is unable to decide which of the 
following is most to blame for the 
state of affairs and thereby, the 
Brussels attacks: “An incompe-
tent police force? Unbridled mul-
ticulturalism? Youth unemploy-
ment? Uninhibited Islamism?”

These are important questions. 
Two disconnected but intersect-
ing events may be relevant in the 
search for an answer.

First, the outrage over Air 
France’s announcement that its 
female flight attendants must 
wear headscarves on renewed 
service between Paris and Teh-
ran. French unions accused the 
airline of launching “an attack 
on women” and Air France was 
forced to compromise. Female 
crew could opt out of flying the 
route to Tehran, the airline said.

The great howl of protest over 
the headscarf was instructive. 
It indicated increasing paranoia 
over any perceived Western 
surrender to orthodox “Muslim” 
values. And it showed the extent 
to which reason has abdicated to 
hysteria. Air France had simply 
restored a pragmatic business 

requirement that had 
been in place on its flights 
to Iran before the service 
was suspended in 2008. 
In business, as in elec-
toral politics, idealism 
must often lose to grubby 
pragmatism.

The second event 
occurred in Switzer-
land. A school near 

Basel exempted two Muslim 
boys from shaking their female 
teacher’s hand, a twice-a-day 
custom in schoolrooms across the 
country.

The teenage pupils argued that 
shaking hands with a woman 
went against the teachings of 
their faith. The Swiss Justice 
minister said her country “cannot 
accept this in the name of reli-
gious freedom. The handshake 
is part of our culture”. The Swiss 
Teacher’s Union agreed with her. 
The school in question said it was 
a “temporary and pragmatic” 
decision.

This is pragmatism of the sort 
that kills the dream. A member of 
the anti-immigration Swiss Peo-
ple’s Party darkly asked: “Today’s 
it’s the handshake, what will it be 
tomorrow?”

It is a legitimate question and it 
feeds back into the one posed by 
Charlie Hebdo: “How did we end 
up here?”

It is plain that Europe is in a 
terrible bind about its settled 
Muslim population, which is 
mostly immigrants who arrived 
on the continent well after World 
War II. European rationalism (and 

laws) allows for non-discrimina-
tory multiculturalism. There is an 
unsaid expectation that Muslims 
will return the compliment and 
fold themselves into Europe. In 
other words, that Muslims in 
Europe will become European 
Muslims and will take on at least 
some of the pragmatic ways of 
the countries in which they live.

The overly chaste teenagers in 
Switzerland obviously did not. 
Should the school have backed 
down citing pragmatism? Not 
in the opinion of Montassar Ben 
Mrad, president of the Federa-
tion of Islamic Organisations in 
Switzerland. “Can the denial of 
shaking hands be more important 
than the Islamic commandment 
of mutual respect?” he asked, ad-
dressing the question to Muslim 
students and parents.

Unfortunately, yet another 
group, the Islamic Central Council 
of Switzerland, responded with 
careless unconcern. “One would 
think that the continued exist-

ence of Switzerland’s core values 
was at stake,” it said, metaphori-
cally blowing a raspberry at Swiss 
concerns about integrating its 5% 
Muslims.

This is imprudent and bound 
to provoke reactionary measures 
that will lead to Muslim resent-
ment. In 2009, Swiss voters 
banned construction of minarets. 
Last year, one canton made it 
possible to punish the wearing of 
a burqa in public with a $10,000 
fine.

With Syrians continuing to seek 
sanctuary in the West, it is un-
wise for Muslims already settled 
in Europe to show themselves 
to be a perfidious lot. ‘Twas well 
said that you better think about 
the future for it is where you will 
spend the rest of your life.

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.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

It is plain that 
Europe is in a terrible 
bind about its settled 
Muslim population.

The Kuwait 
talks will show 
whether the 
parties have had 
their fill of war.

A 2015 file picture of the President of the Islamic Central Council Switzerland (ICCS) Nicolas Blancho 
speaking to the media.
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Detroit

T 

he long-awaited campaign 
to liberate Mosul flared 
on March 24th but soon 
waned in what Iraqi mili-
tary officials described as 

a “successful” first step in what will 
be a long and tough battle to recap-
ture Iraq’s second largest city from 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

The United States, which is con-
tributing air and ground support to 
the operation, said the moves con-
cerning Mosul were part of “shap-
ing operations” that began weeks 
earlier.

US Defense Department spokes-
man Army Major Roger Cabiness 
said in an April 5th statement the 
moves entail “positioning and pre-
paring troops, establishing routes 
for logistics and cutting off the en-
emy’s supply lines”.

The latter was achieved in the 
early hours of the offensive, dubbed 
“Operation Conquest”, Iraqi Briga-
dier-General Yahya Rasool, spokes-
man for the Joint Military Com-
mand, said in a telephone interview 
from Jordan.

Iraqi forces seized four villages 
on the outskirts of Makhmour, east 
of Mosul, and, hours later, Kurdish-
allied Yazidis and tribal fighters 
controlled roads linking Mosul with 
ISIS-held territory in Syria, which 
the jihadists had used as supply 
lines.

No further major advances have 
been reported.

“It was a successful first opera-
tion and we look forward to more 
soon,” Rasool said.

US officials insisted that Iraqi 
forces were far from being in a 

position to take over Mosul and 
predicted it could take months be-
fore a tangible victory could be pro-
claimed.

The Sunni-dominated city fell to 
the jihadist fighters during a stun-
ning 2014 blitz in which ISIS mili-
tants captured large parts of north-
ern and western Iraq.

Iraqi officials have vowed to re-
capture Mosul this year. However, a 
host of difficulties stand in the way.

Although Iraq’s army is trained 
and equipped by the Americans, it 
lacks an adequate number of quick 
mobilisation forces that could ad-
vance, seize land, then stabilise it 
until it is completely neutralised 
and falls under their command.

The Iraqi Army is also fighting 
ISIS militants on other fronts in 
western and central Iraq.

“No sufficient trained troops are 
yet available for the Mosul battle,” 
said Abdul-Karim Khalaf, a retired 
Interior Ministry top official and 
brigadier-general.

“A battle as significant as the one 
over Mosul may involve dispatching 
tens of thousands of highly quali-
fied forces capable of redeeming 
territory, then holding the large ar-
eas in Nineveh province.

“But many army units are scat-
tered in Anbar and Saladin prov-
inces and they’re still engaged with 
militants there.”

Instead he insisted that Iraqi forc-
es should secure the vast Anbar de-
sert province to the West and com-
pleted all operations there before 
moving to the northern front.

“That way, there would be as 
many troops available as possibly 
needed to finish the job in Mosul,” 
Khalaf said. “The troops cannot 
jump from one place to another. 
This would be logistically exhaust-
ing.”

Iraqi forces and allied Shia mili-
tias have achieved important gains 
against the militants in recent 
months, including reclaiming the 
key cities of Tikrit and Ramadi.

The battle for Mosul is more com-
plicated because of the size of the 
city and its population of about 2 

million. Also, reports from Mosul 
residents suggested that ISIS has 
been preparing to use civilians as 
human shields to slow advancing 
forces.

In the Ramadi and Tikrit battles, 
Iraqi military commanders claimed 
that the influx of civilians escaping 
clashes had significantly bottled up 
security forces, providing the mili-
tants with time to regroup and en-
hance their defences.

Raad al-Dahlaki, head of the par-
liamentary committee on immi-
gration and displaced people, on 
March 27th said that several thou-
sand people had fled the fighting in 
the Makhmour area since the start 
of the operation on March 23rd.

“Preparations to assist the refu-
gees are inadequate. Till now the 
situation is barely under control 
but if more families continue to flee 
Daesh-controlled areas, we should 
expect the worst,” said Dahlaki, us-
ing an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

He blamed the government for 
failing to alert “concerned authori-
ties” to provide services for the 
growing number of displaced peo-
ple in Makhmour.

Baghdad-based security analyst 
Hashim al-Hashimi said security 
forces would be faced by a more 
significant challenge when they 
reach in Mosul, namely “winning 
the hearts and minds” of people in 
areas they want to seize from ISIS.

Hashimi said that the current op-
eration is “limited” and will not go 
beyond Makhmour.

“The ultimate goal is to push back 
ISIS fighters from some areas to se-
cure the gathering areas of Iraqi 
forces, keep them out of the range 
of Daesh’s artillery and also to cut 
some supply lines for the jihadists,” 
he said.

But a sticking point is a wide-
spread rejection by Sunni tribes 
and Kurdish officials of the partici-
pation of pro-Iranian Shia militias 

in the battle for Mosul, fearing the 
militants would use it as a pretext 
to mobilise Mosul’s rival Sunnis 
against the operation.

Yet, the Iraqi government insists 
that such participation is key to de-
feating ISIS, as was the case in the 
offensives in Ramadi and Tikrit.

In Mosul, residents said they 
were anxious to see government 
forces enter the city, explaining that 
they had grown increasingly dis-
gruntled with the “atrocities” of the 
militants.

“Every time we hear on the news 
a possible operation to liberate 
Mosul, we feel happy,” said Mosul 
housewife Um Nashwan. “But till 
now, we see nothing, apart from the 
air strikes. Our patience is wearing 
thin.”

Sameer Nouri Yacoub, an Iraqi 
journalist in Michigan, has reported 
on Iraqi affairs for more than two 
decades.

Mosul battle kicks off but stakes are high
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

An Iraqi soldier holds a position on the front line on the outskirts of Makhmour, about 280km north 
of Baghdad, on March 30th.

The battle for Mosul 
is more complicated 
because of the size 
of the city and its 
population.
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I 

ran’s influence in the affairs of 
Iraq is extensive but not with-
out limits, as the latest turmoil 
over Baghdad’s proposed po-
litical reforms has shown.

With a variety of power centres 
within the majority Shia communi-
ty at odds over Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s anti-corruption 
strategy, Tehran appears to have 
opted to support, for the time be-
ing, the man they green-lighted for 
the premiership 18 months ago.

That’s despite Abadi failing to 
prove quite as malleable as his pre-
decessor, Nuri al-Maliki, whose 
term in office was marked by cor-
ruption and favouritism and ended 
after the collapse of Iraqi forces in 
the face of the 2014 Islamic State 
(ISIS) invasion.

Abadi has leaned heavily on sup-
port from Tehran as he sought to 
rebuild the military to confront the 
jihadist threat. The Iranians have 
provided equipment and strategic 
expertise, including special forces 
on the ground, although the de-
ployment of such military “advis-
ers” to Iraq was only officially con-
firmed in March.

In addition, Tehran is closely 
linked to predominantly Shia mili-
tias, directed by the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
that make up the Hashd al-Shaabi, 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF). The volunteers have proved 
more active in confronting ISIS 
than regular units but their ma-
jority Shia component has drawn 
accusations of sectarian violence 
against Sunnis.

The worry is that the militias, 
modelled on the IRGC, have the 
potential to dominate Iraq on Iran’s 
behalf.

Politically, however, the Shia 
community and its various leader-
ships have proved less monolithic 
than Tehran might have hoped or 
its opponents might have feared. 
There have been tensions over Ma-
liki’s attempts to continue to play a 
central and often divisive role. The 
Shia street has been at odds with a 
Shia plutocracy attempting to pre-
serve its interests, while the Iraqi 

Shia clergy centred in Najaf have 
not always been preaching from 
the same page as their fellow di-
vines in Qom.

Abadi has used these anomalies 
to pursue a course that has allowed 
him, despite a strategic depend-
ence on the Iranians, to resist Teh-
ran’s controlling instincts.

The first calls for Abadi to act 
against widespread corruption 
came from Grand Ayatollah Ali al-
Sistani, regarded by many Shias 
inside and outside Iraq as their 
supreme religious guide. It was 

also Sistani who chastised Iran for 
meddling in Iraqi affairs in 2015 
when he questioned the role of 
the IRGC’s Quds Force commander 
General Qassem Soleimani, who 
had increasingly adopted the per-
sona of an unofficial viceroy.

Abadi reportedly fell out with 
Soleimani after the Iranian criti-
cised his reform plans. With the 
support of Sistani, Abadi presum-
ably felt he could afford to snub 
him.

The grand ayatollah has since 
retreated to his more characteris-
tic silence on public affairs, while 
Muqtada al-Sadr, a more junior 
cleric but a powerful voice on the 
streets, has been organising mass 
anti-corruption protests that took 
his supporters to the gates of the 
Green Zone, the heavily fortified 
government enclave in Baghdad.

Abadi credited Sadr with the idea 
of establishing a cabinet of tech-
nocrats to replace one in which 
ministries are shared among Shias, 
Sunnis and Kurds. That, combined 
with a plan to sweep away those 
lower down the government peck-
ing order, threatened the interests 
of people at the top in every fac-
tion. Hence the political resistance 
that greeted the plan.

The crisis left Tehran, however, 
with little choice but to continue 
supporting Abadi. Any attempt to 
intervene more forcibly, let alone 
to reinstall Maliki, would face a 
backlash from at least that part of 
the Shia community that wants re-

form and resents Iranian interfer-
ence.

Soleimani is now a less visible 
presence in Iraq. In an event on 
home soil in March, he said Iran’s 
main duty was to defend all Mus-
lims. He denied claims of Iranian 
“adventurism” in the region.

Iran, and its ruling clergy, may 
have decided it is a better bet to 
cooperate with, rather than dic-
tate to, whoever holds the reins in 
Baghdad. Soleimani himself was 
dispatched to see representatives 
of Maliki, reportedly to tell them 
Iran stood by the status quo.

US Vice-President Joe Biden un-
derscored Washington’s support 
for Abadi’s reforms in a phone call 
to the prime minister that followed 
a parliamentary manoeuvre by Ma-
liki to have him replaced.

“Both the Americans and the 
Iranians wanted to avoid Abadi 
getting unseated,” Sajad Jiyad, an 
adviser to the prime minister, told 
Reuters.

Iran appears to have resolved that 
its interests for now are best served 
by propping up a government that 
has the best chance of confronting 
the twin challenges facing Iraq — 
pursuing the war against ISIS and 
ensuring a measure of political and 
economic stability via reforms.

Tehran may not always get exact-
ly what it wants but, given its con-
tinuing influence, proximity and 
religious ties, Iran remains a player 
that can not be written out  easily 
of the Iraqi script.

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

Iran finds no choice but to live with Abadi, lower profile
Harvey Morris

Less visible. Iranian commander Major-General Qassem Soleimani 
(C), who has been advising Iraqi military leaders fighting Islamic 
jihadists, attends the funeral of Brigadier-General Hamid Taghavi, 
a commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps who was 
killed in the Iraqi city of Samarra, in December 2014.

Abadi failed to prove 
quite as malleable as 
his predecessor Nuri 
al-Maliki.
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Amman

J 

ordan dodged “Arab spring” 
uprisings and remained a 
relatively safe haven in a tur-
bulent region but the coun-
try’s lagging pace of political 

reforms poses a challenge to the 
kingdom’s domestic stability.

While authorities insist that the 
reform drive is carefully crafted 
to avert the type of upheaval that 
shook other Arab countries, ana-
lysts say the process maintained 
the political status quo, dashing 
hope for tangible change.

Jordan has endorsed new laws on 
election, decentralisation and po-
litical parties, amended the consti-
tution and created a constitutional 
court, as well as anti-corruption 
and independent electoral commis-
sions.

Also, a mechanism has been in-
troduced under which King Ab-
dullah II consults with parliament 
before naming prime ministers, a 
step he promised would lead to the 
legislature electing prime ministers 
as the monarch takes the backseat 
in running the daily affairs of state.

Analysts welcome some of the 
laws and reforms but say such steps 
failed to meet democratic expecta-
tions. They say the reforms were 
designed to gag Jordanian opposi-
tion, appease the West and rein-
force authorities’ grip on power.

As Amman grapples with the eco-
nomic, social and security effects of 
the war in Syria, which has led more 
than 600,000 refugees to flee to 
Jordan, officials argue that such im-

plications bunker efforts to speed 
up and introduce more reforms.

Parliament is toothless and some 
say this is unlikely to change. 
Rights groups report curtailment of 
free expression and persecution of 
activists, dissidents and journalists. 
Freedom House in 2015 ranked Jor-
dan “not free”, rating it 6 in politi-
cal rights, with 7 the lowest score.

“The modest reforms Jordan has 
come up with can be viewed as 
good steps in general, but in reality 
they did not touch the core prob-
lem. They are cosmetic,” politi-
cal analyst Oraib al-Rantawi, who 
heads the Amman-based al-Quds 
Centre for Political Studies, said.

“The state does not believe that 
genuine domestic reforms will 
strengthen the home front against 
the growing threats of next-door 
militant groups, such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS), as well as the radicali-
sation of youths in Jordan.”

Frustrated with poverty and un-
employment — World Bank 2015 
figures put youth unemployment 
at 28.8% — dozens of young Mus-
lim Jordanians have joined ISIS or 
formed militant underground cells. 
Jordanian authorities recently 
rounded up dozens of sus pected 
jihadists as an inves tigation contin-
ues into an ISIS plot to destabilise 
the kingdom.

For Amman, ISIS is an enemy 
with Jordanian blood on its hands, 
hav ing burned alive in a cage a Roy-
al Jordanian Air Force pilot in Janu-
ary 2015 after his plane was downed 
over Syria. ISIS controls parts of 
Syria to the north and Iraq to the 
east. Other militant groups, such as 
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front, op-
erate in Syria close to the Jordanian 
border.

“Jordanian decision makers are 
not convinced of transforming the 
country into a modern democratic 
state due to geostrategic and inter-
nal factors, and most important, 
a bloated foreign policy,” said re-
searcher and political analyst Mo-
hammad Abu Rumman.

Many complain that the reforms 
are shaped by foreign policy and se-

curity calculations, leading to some 
sort of “a restricted or limited de-
mocracy”.

“Any reform plans are carefully 
devised in a way that will not affect 
the political and security establish-
ments. There are mixed messages 
on reform; the state restricts free-
doms and violates human rights 
when necessary, while at the same 
time represents itself as reformist,” 
Abu Rumman said.

Jordan says its reform is an on-
going process. “Reforms in Jordan 
are not limited to a specific phase. 
They constitute an integral part of 
the state’s democratic drive,” said 
Information Minister Mohammed 
Momani. “Jordan will continue to 
promote responsible freedoms, 
which seeks the engagement of citi-
zens in modernisation efforts.”

Abu Rumman and Rantawi 
agreed that Jordanian decision 
makers view deep reforms as a 
threat.

“They believe reform would cre-
ate grave risks. Jordan belongs to 
the Arab conservative camp, which 
wants to sustain the status quo and 
prevent change threatening it,” said 
Abu Rumman.

For Rantawi, Jordan “has missed 
several reform opportunities, fo-
cusing on security issues, including 
the borders, and ignoring domestic 
stability, much-needed reforms, 
the bad economy and other prob-
lems.”

“The general climate in the coun-
try does not indicate that we are 
going to see serious and genuine re-
form and democratisation,” he said.

With public debt expected to 

reach $32 billion (83.6% of gross 
domestic product) and the effects 
of hosting Syrian refugees, Jordan 
continues to rely on for eign aid to 
support its finances.

“Parliament is weak and there is 
too much power in too few hands 
in Jordan. The security establish-
ment’s influence is growing,” said 
political analyst and columnist La-
bib Kamhawi.

“The state has swallowed de-
mands for genuine reforms and re-
produced them in line with its own 
interest, regardless of what peo-
ple really want. This sums up the 
whole thing.”

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

Slow reform raises questions about Jordan’s stability 
Ahmad Khatib

A 2014 file picture shows Jordanian members of parliament voice their objections during a vote of 
no-confidence of the government at the parliament session in Amman.

Analysts welcome 
some of the laws and 
reforms adopted in 
Jordan but say such 
steps failed to meet 
democratic 
expectations.
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Bumpy path for Jordan in turbulent Mideast

D
espite a bloody clash 
between Jordanian 
security forces and 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants in north-
ern Jordan in early 

March, the country may prove to 
be a quiet niche in an unstable 
region.

Jordan’s crisis management 
has been able to deal with 
most domestic implications of 
extremism but what about short-
term prospects for the economy 
amid a volatile regional situation?

Jordanian economic headaches 
include the interrelated problems 
of an estimated 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees, whose housing 
is costing Amman hundreds of 
millions of dollars; a budget deficit 
of $3 billion; and a record foreign 
debt of $32 billion, a flashing red 
light of 83.6% of gross domestic 
product in 2015 that is projected 
to ease only slightly by the end of 
2016.

This is exacerbated by fears 
that international donors may not 
honour commitments for grants 
to help Amman cope with the 
refugee crisis.

A recent census revealed 
Jordan’s population swelled 87% 

over the past decade, with the 
number of residents in Amman 
more than doubling. This is 
mainly due to the post-2011 Syrian 
influx but to that should be added 
many Iraqis who entered Jordan 
after the June 2014 Islamic State 
(ISIS) surge, as well as more than 
30,000 people seeking refuge from 
war in Yemen.

Despite the early March incident 
in Irbid, the kingdom has retained 
its calm. One sign of political 
tranquillity is the lapse of news 
into the ludicrous. That came on 
Valentine’s Day when the Lower 
House of Parliament debated (and 

rejected) a somewhat panicky 
government’s draft law seeking 
to regulate weather forecasting, 
penalising public meteorological 
warnings by unlicenced parties, 
as occurred when a polar front in 
late January was accompanied 
by contradictory forecasts that 
caused confusion.

The much milder-than-forecast 
storm fizzled out but all this led 
me to muse on how Jordan is 
trying to predict and cope with the 
highly unpredictable.

That is what is known to 
some as a “Black Swan”, the 
theory developed by Nassim 

Nicholas Taleb, a Western 
scholar of Lebanese origin. to 
explain the disproportionate 
role of high-profile, hard-to-
predict and rare events that are 
beyond normal expectations; 
the non-computability of the 
consequential events’ probability; 
and the biases that blind people to 
such uncertainty.

Taleb defines a Black Swan 
event as an outlier — beyond the 
realm of regular expectations — 
because what is remembered from 
the past cannot convincingly point 
to the possibility — like maybe, 
in Jordan’s case, newly arriving 
Yemeni refugees.

In coping with Black Swan 
events, a main idea is not to 
attempt to predict them but to 
build robustness against the 
negative aspects of ones that 
occur. In this respect, free media 
are a defence against Black Swans.

Something much worse than 
a blizzard could be in store for 
Jordan in the coming year due to 
conflict in the region exacerbating 
economic and demographic 
stress at home. If so, government 
attempts at stifling freedom 
of expression trying to gag 
meteorologists) are a bad idea.

Jordan’s next national 
emergency may not be merely 
meteorological, like the recent 
example of Irbid showed. Yet, 
the danger, as always in an un-
free system like Jordan’s, is for 
lurid rumour to overtake sober 
reporting.

Riad al-Khouri is director, Middle 
East, of GeoEconomica GmbH, 
Amman & Geneva.

Riad 
al-Khouri

View point

There are
 Jordanian 
fears that 
international 
donors may 
not honour
commiments
 to help 
Amman cope 
with the 
refugee 
crisis.

A recent census revealed 
Jordan’s population 
swelled 87% over the past 
decade.

Officers of the Jordanian public security department stand guard in the northern 
city of Irbid, Jordan, last March.
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The strange case of Michel Samaha
A terror plot serves as an ugly example of Lebanon’s troubled relations with the Syrian regime

Beirut

M 

any people were 
shocked when former 
Lebanese Information 
minister and Syrian 
ally Michel Samaha 

was sentenced to four-and-a-half 
years in prison in 2015 and then re-
leased for having served “most of 
his time in prison”.

Even supporters of the “resist-
ance axis” were startled by the le-
niency of the military court’s deci-
sion. It was a blow to the judiciary 
and a slap to the state of Lebanon. 
So there is little wonder that, fac-
ing political and popular pressure, 
a court quashed the sentence and 
ordered a retrial.

Lebanon’s Military Tribunal of 
Cassation on April 8th sentenced 
Samaha to 13 years in prison with 
hard labour, a decision that Saad 
Hariri, a former prime minister and 
leader of the Future Movement, 
said “corrects” the previous verdict.

The charges against Samaha were 
far from being trivial or unsubstan-
tiated.

Wissam al-Hassan, head of the In-
ternal Security Forces’ information 
branch who was assassinated in Oc-
tober 2012 — weeks after Samaha’s 
arrest — had presented overwhelm-
ing evidence that Samaha planned 

to trigger sectarian violence in Leb-
anon.

The plan allegedly included as-
sassinations of Christian leaders 
and others who opposed Syrian 
President Bashar Assad and bomb-
ings at Iftar meals, when Muslims 
end their daily Ramadan fast. Video 
and audio recordings depicted Sa-
maha’s culpability and the direct 
involvement of high-ranking Syrian 
security officers.

The plot’s alleged purpose was to 
portray the Assad regime as secu-
lar and the only viable alternative 
to the chaos and sectarian conflicts 

engulfing Syria. In 2012 the United 
States, United Kingdom and a num-
ber of Arab countries viewed the 
Syrian regime as a brutal dictator-
ship that did not hesitate to quell 
peaceful demonstrators with unim-
aginable violence.

Failing to address the basic de-
mands of a population for more 
participation and freedom and to 
undertake real reforms, Assad tried 
to redirect attention to some other 
“danger”: that of chaos and sectar-
ian conflicts, raising the spectre of 
another Iraq, one that would en-
compass the Levant and extend to 

Lebanon and all of Syria if his re-
gime collapsed.

This was not the first time an 
Assad regime faced the charge of 
playing the arsonist-fireman game 
— light the flame with the hope of 
being assigned the task of extin-
guishing it.

During the Lebanese civil war, 
Hafez Assad, Bashar’s father, was 
accused by many Lebanese of at-
tempting to preside over their 
destiny and of inciting divisions 
among political factions and reli-
gious groups to present his position 
as broker of peace and guardian of 
civil order.

In 2006, during the troubles that 
led to violent sectarian conflict in 
Iraq, wasn’t Bashar Assad accused 
by the Iraqi prime minister of lend-
ing support to terrorists and al-Qae-
da-linked groups in Iraq?

More recently, haven’t there been 
numerous reports indicating that 
top Islamic State (ISIS) leaders were 
radicalised in prisons controlled by 
Bashar Assad’s regime and released 
at a critical moment of the Syrian 
revolution?

Since the 2005 assassination of 
former Lebanese prime minister 
Rafik Hariri, the rift has been deep-
ening between Sunnis and Shias. 
The militant Shia group Hezbollah’s 
support of a Syrian regime pum-
meling cities with barrel bombs 
inflamed Sunnis across the Arab 
world and most certainly those in 

neighbouring Lebanon.
On the Christian side in Lebanon, 

things do not bode well, either. 
Many Christians say they feel they 
are disenfranchised from their po-
litical rights, namely a fair represen-
tation in the parliament.

Their leaders missed the oppor-
tunity to bridge the widening gap 
between Sunnis and Shias. Instead 
of rising up to the challenge to bro-
ker a dialogue between their fellow 
citizens, asserting that Lebanon was 
a land of conviviality, they arranged 
themselves into opposing camps. 
Today they are united in a scheme, 
the promotion of “Christian rights”, 
that would fuel sectarian divisions.

In a nutshell, Samaha was sen-
tenced. The plot foiled. But sectari-
anism remains on the rise in Leba-
non and most of the Arab world.

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.

Sami Nader

This was not the 
first time an Assad 
regime faced the 
charge of playing the 
arsonist-fireman 
game.

Beirut

O 

ne of the big winners in 
the Syrian war is Hez-
bollah, the Lebanese 
Shia movement that has 
long been Iran’s most 

valued proxy in the Sunni-dom-
inated region. There are growing 
signs that the Party of God is pre-
paring to expand its zone of influ-
ence into Syria itself and, backed 
by its growing military power, as-
sert its domination of Lebanon.

“Like other foreign and domes-
tic actors, Hezbollah has seized 
on the Syrian civil war to improve 
its position in the country and the 
surrounding region,” the US-based 
global intelligence consultancy 
Stratfor said in an April 6th analy-
sis.

The party, established in 1982 as 
the first of Iran’s Shia proxy groups 
and now its most powerful ally, is 
setting up military bases in Syria 
after playing a leading role in en-
suring the survival of President 
Bashar Assad’s Damascus regime at 
a cost of about 1,000 of its fighters 
killed and many more wounded.

This is clearly being done with 
Tehran’s approval, with Assad 
going along with it, willingly or 
unwillingly. The most important 
of these bases, for the moment 
anyway, appears to be the town of 
Qusayr in western Syria, close to 
the Lebanese border.

Qusayr has a special mean-
ing for Hezbollah. It was there in 
June 2013 that the Lebanese group 
fought its first major battle of the 
war and drove out Syrian rebel 
forces to secure its supply routes 
from Damascus.

Hezbollah has matured and 
expanded from being a guerrilla 
group fighting a small-unit war 
against Israel to a conventional 

army with a sophisticated com-
mand-and-control structure, an 
advanced telecommunications 
network, tanks, artillery and other 
heavy weapons able to wage a war 
of manoeuvre in conjunction with 
other forces. This critical develop-
ment has not been lost on Israel.

Stratfor postulated that “Hezbol-
lah’s attempts to expand and so-
lidify its control” in western Syria 
along Lebanon’s largely mountain-
ous north-eastern border “will 
only increase in the future… The 
base near Qusayr, like other antici-
pated positions in Syria, is part of 
Hezbollah’s future strategy in the 
country.”

Satellite imagery indicates the 
Qusayr base will be extensive and 
heavily defended. All this indicates 
a permanency that underscores 
Hezbollah’s efforts to hold ground 
inside Syria and create a buffer 
zone to prevent jihadist forces 
from encroaching into Lebanon, 
now a Hezbollah-dominated out-
post for Iran in the gas-rich eastern 
Mediterranean and poses a direct 
threat to neighbouring Israel.

“Along with its patron Iran, Hez-
bollah recognises that Syria’s war is 
an opportunity to establish a strong 
position near the country’s border 
with Lebanon,” Stratfor said.

The Qusayr base underlines the 
breadth of Hezbollah’s strategy, 
which includes preparing for the 
worst, such as the possibility that 
Assad may be deposed. If that hap-
pens, the Syrian bases will play “a 
significant role in protecting the 
militant group, and Lebanon as 
a whole, from the threats it may 
face”, Stratfor observed.

Iran and Hezbollah have long 
sought to control the Syrian-held 
portion of the Golan Heights in 
southern Syria, from which Ira-
nian missiles could threaten Israel, 
which has occupied the western 
sector of the volcanic plateau since 
1967.

Satellite imagery of the Qusayr 
base, along with reports from Arab 
sources, indicate that Hezbollah 
plans to deploy heavy artillery and 
some of its estimated 60 Russian-
built T-72 tanks — weapons pro-
vided by Syria or Iran during the 
war — along with short-range 
Katyusha rockets.

It is not clear whether other 

bases will contain such formida-
ble firepower but what is evident 
is that Iran, Hezbollah’s patron, is 
complicit in this endeavour. Some 
sources say officers of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) frequently inspect the 
emerging base at Qusayr. Strat-
for maintains the IRGC groups are 
“treating the base as an Iranian as-
set”.

This may be the principal pur-
pose of the Qusayr complex and 
those expected to be constructed. 
This implies that Iran, like Russia, 
plans a long-term deployment in 
Syria that could influence peace 
talks under way in Geneva and 
have significant strategic implica-
tions across the Arab world as it 
undergoes a violent reshaping of 
the political, ethnic and sectarian 
landscape. Israel, of course, is un-

doubtedly the ultimate target of 
Iran’s expanding influence in the 
Levant.

Reports say the Qusayr complex 
houses long-range missiles, includ-
ing Iranian Shahab-1 and Shahab-2 
ballistic systems and Fateh-110 
weapons. This has not been con-
firmed by satellite imagery. Hez-
bollah is known to have Fateh-110s 
in its arsenal — Israel says it num-
bers 150,000 missiles — but has not 
been reported to have Shahabs.

“While these missiles could 
prove crucial in the event of a 
large-scale Israeli ground offensive 
against Hezbollah in Lebanon,” 
Stratfor observed, “they are not 
beyond the reach of the Israeli air 
force.”

Israeli warplanes have repeat-
edly attacked Hezbollah arms 
dumps and convoys from Syria 

transferring advanced weapons to 
the Lebanese group. Israel claims 
Hezbollah’s acquisition of military 
skills and heavy weapons in the 
Syrian war makes it more threat-
ening than it has ever been and is 
preparing to have to fight Hezbol-
lah within the Jewish state itself in 
their next war.

Hezbollah’s drive to construct 
bases in Syria coincides with an 
expected offensive along the Leba-
nese border, where for three years 
it has been battling Sunni jihadists 
of al-Nusra Front and the Islamic 
State as well.

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.

Hezbollah expands presence in Syria 
James Bruce

A 2014 file picture shows the funeral of a Lebanese Hezbollah commander in Baalbek, Lebanon, after 
he was killed during a battle for Qusayr.

The Qusayr base 
underlines the breadth 
of Hezbollah’s 
strategy, which 
includes preparing for 
the worst: The fall of 
Assad.
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Former Lebanese minister Michel Samaha (C) at his home in 
Beirut, upon his realease last January.
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Beirut

T 

he return to Beirut of 
Saad Hariri raises the 
possibility of the former 
prime minister taking a 
major role in government 

at a time when Lebanon remains 
embroiled in crisis.

Hariri, a leading Sunni politician, 
returned after he surprisingly en-
dorsed Christian politician Sulei-
man Frangieh for president, a post 
that has been vacant for more than 
a year and which, according to Leb-
anon’s constitution, must be occu-
pied by a Maronite Christian.

Frangieh is one of the hawks of 
the March 8 bloc traditionally op-
posed to Hariri’s March 14 alliance. 
Frangieh, who heads the mainly 
Christian Marada Movement, was 
an adversary of Hariri’s father, for-
mer prime minister Rafik Hariri, 
during the Syrian intervention in 
Lebanon from 1976 to 2005.

Saad Hariri’s decision to endorse 
Frangieh sheds light on the political 
realignment taking place in Leba-
non and confirms his position as a 
major player in Lebanese politics 
despite a five-year absence abroad.

Explaining his decision to en-
dorse Frangieh, a long-term ally 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
Hariri said it was for the good of 
Lebanon. Hariri said he visited Da-
mascus and met Assad to defend 
Frangieh’s refusal to attend repeat-
ed parliamentary debates to elect a 
new president while the Shia group 
Hezbollah boycotts the sessions.

Lebanon’s parliament has met 37 

times to replace former president 
Michel Suleiman, who left office 
on May 25, 2014, but has been un-
able to reach a quorum with Hez-
bollah and its allies boycotting the 
debates.

Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri 
shares Hariri’s optimism that the 
presidential crisis may soon be 
over, hinting that the March 8 al-
liance — including Hezbollah — 
could be prepared to endorse “ally” 
Frangieh for the presidency. Until 
now, the March 8 alliance has been 
committed to a Michel Aoun presi-
dency, whatever the cost.

Hariri is well aware that the key 
to resolving the presidential crisis 
lies with Tehran and that Iran will 
not allow the election of a new 
president as long as the interna-
tional community fails to recognise 
its regional influence.

Even before he returned to Bei-
rut, Hariri had known he must wait 
for all Lebanese, including Hezbol-
lah, to produce a president “made 
in Lebanon” rather than one ap-
pointed from abroad.

What has been revealed is a crisis 
of political alignment between the 
country’s political camps, whether 
regarding resentment towards the 
nomination of candidates from the 
March 8 alliance or the open indif-
ference the latter has exhibited 
towards the March 14 bloc and at-
tempts to reach a parliamentary 
quorum.

Even other intra-Lebanese alli-
ances are not rock solid. Despite 
this, Hariri and others are trying, 
as much as possible, to promote 
the idea that it is acceptable to have 
differing opinions but not for this 
to reach a level of confrontation 

threatening a political crisis.
When Hezbollah was designated 

a terrorist group by a number of 
countries, Hariri was open to dia-
logue with the party. When Arab 
Interior ministers confirmed Hez-
bollah’s terrorist status in March, 
Lebanon’s Nouhad Machnouk — a 
member of Hariri’s Future Move-
ment and March 14 alliance — ex-
pressed caution. This was at odds 
with the regional situation and the 
alliance between Riyadh and the 
Future Movement, as well as Hez-
bollah’s dependency on Iran.

At the same time, Hariri was care-
ful to take into account the chang-
ing mood among the Gulf Arab 
states and the international com-

munity towards Hezbollah, as well 
as what is happening in neighbour-
ing Syria, where Hezbollah forces 
are still engaged.

Hariri, understanding Russia’s 
position, is knocking on Moscow’s 
door by praising its “great role” 
in the region and the doors of the 
Kremlin are open to him, reflect-
ing Moscow’s interest in Hariri and 
Lebanon.

Hariri has met Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and could meet 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud within a matter of weeks. 
Such a visit would only come after 
the Russians and Americans reach a 
settlement over Syria, which would 
facilitate the election of a president 

in Lebanon.
Hariri has endorsed Frangieh for 

president saying he is the Lebanese 
option. His meetings with world 
leaders, from French President 
François Hollande to Putin, aim to 
promote this idea of an authentic 
“made in Lebanon” president. He 
has said he is prepared to meet Hez-
bollah chief Hassan Nasrallah to 
reach a political settlement leading 
to the election of a new president, 
but is this possible at a time when 
tensions are escalating between 
the backers of Lebanon’s two rival 
blocs, Saudi Arabia and Iran?

Mohamed Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Hariri and Lebanon’s new political realignment

Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) with former Lebanese prime minister Saad Hariri during a 
meeting at the Kremlin in Moscow, on April 1st.

Mohamed Kawas

Iran will not allow the 
election of a new 
president as long as 
the international 
community fails to 
recognise its regional 
influence.

Saad Hariri’s decision 
to endorse Frangieh 
sheds light on the 
political realignment 
taking place in 
Lebanon.

Will Lebanon finally get a new president?

F
ormer Lebanese prime 
minister Saad Hariri 
has voiced optimism 
that the country’s head 
of state would be 
elected in April.

Hariri also said he was ready to 
maintain domestic dialogue with 
Hezbollah after the oil-rich Gulf 
Cooperation Council countries 
marked the group as a “terrorist” 
organisation. He added that he 
would continue talks with Hezbol-
lah to “avoid sedition” in Lebanon.

And it is Hezbollah that is key to 
achieving a breakthrough in the 
deal. So, has the Hariri camp struck 
a deal with its Shia adversaries, 
who, until now, have stuck firmly 
with their ageing Christian former 
foe Michel Aoun?

There may be a kernel of truth 
in reports that suggest Hezbollah 
was ready to drop its candidate-of-
convenience for a deal that would 
favour Hariri as prime minister and 
his own man as president.

But it is less about Hezbollah 
rather than who its paymaster is; 
Iran is making moves to end the 
deadlock by removing Aoun, much 
to the chagrin of his once nemesis, 
now turncoat, Samir Geagea.

Iran’s embassy in Lebanon re-
jected claims by Geagea about Teh-
ran’s meddling, saying the Islamic 

Republic is not interfering in 

Lebanon’s internal affairs, includ-
ing the country’s presidential elec-
tion. In an interview on Lebanon’s 
Christian LBCI TV network, Geagea 
claimed that the Iranian ambassa-
dor to Lebanon has told “Western 
diplomats to ask the Vatican to con-
vince” Aoun, a veteran politician 
and founder of the Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM), to withdraw his 
nomination “so that the presiden-
tial election can be held”.

Of course, Iran’s embassy fired 
back the expected diplomatic deni-

als but no one’s buying them.
Although it is true that Western 

powers, more than any, appear to 
be allowing Lebanon to hurl itself 
into an abyss of chaos and may-
hem as it faces a summer of trying 
to keep the Islamic State (ISIS) 
from crossing its borders with no 
military hardware promised, while 
its political class breaks all records 
for being the most ineffective but 
staying in power the longest.

Lebanon has been struggling to 
form a government for nearly two 

years. Members of parliament from 
a number of political parties have 
prevented the election by boycott-
ing parliamentary sessions as the 
two-candidate polarisation of the 
race proved ineffective.

The power vacuum, which has 
paralysed the cabinet and parlia-
ment, is considered the longest 
since 1990, which marked the end 
of Lebanon’s civil war.

But all that could change if we are 
to believe the feel-good reporting 
of media that seem to believe Hariri 
is about to make a comeback.

Hariri, a Sunni Muslim, seeks 
to return as prime minister under 
a deal with Suleiman Frangieh, 
grandson of a former president 
with the same name and Christian 
politician, who would become 
president. Hariri is the leader of 
the Future Movement, the largest 
member of the March 14 alliance.

If Hariri were to pull it off and 
Hezbollah gave in to the plan, then 
one has to ask: At what price?

Hezbollah holds most of the aces 
in this game of poker. With the kind 
of power that this Shia movement 
wields, it is inevitable that it can 
only crave more. For months, insid-
ers have been whispering of a mas-
sive “coup” — a handover of even 
more power to the group — to give 
it “state-within-a-state” powers as 
it yearns to be legitimised.

Is this the 11th-hour deal we are 
witnessing, that would explain an 
Iranian intervention that disposes 
Aoun?

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

Martin Jay

View point

The power 
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the cabinet 
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It is less about Hezbollah 
rather than who its 
paymaster is.

A 2015 file picture of a Lebanese parliament session in Beirut.
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London

W 

ith multibillion-dol-
lar deals announced 
and a pledge of 
cooperation on re-
gional security, the 

visit by Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud to Egypt reaffirmed 
and reset a strategic partnership 
that has weathered many political 
storms.

“It is like a married couple who 
argue but decide to stay together 
for the sake of the children,” Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi said, 
describing relations between Ri-
yadh and Cairo.

The rare visit by the Saudi mon-
arch came at a time when the king-
dom is trying to unify Arab ranks 
in light of regional challenges fac-
ing the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC), including a sanctions-free 
Iran and the continued security 
threat posed by militant groups 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda.

“The Arabs are relying on Saudi 
Arabia and Egypt… to safeguard 
Arab national security and main-
tain the Arab identity,” Saudi col-
umnist Jasser al-Jasser wrote in the 
Riyadh-based al-Jazirah newspa-
per.

He urged both countries to up-
hold the “strategic relation that 
should become a cornerstone in 
any new regional formation in the 
Middle East”.

Cracks in Saudi-Egyptian rela-
tions appeared in 2015 when the 
kingdom launched a war against 
Iranian-backed Houthi rebels in 
Yemen to restore the international-
ly recognised government. Riyadh 
wanted Egypt to play a vital role in 
ground operations but had to settle 
for the lesser role of maritime sup-
port. Western diplomats in Cairo 
and the Gulf said that strained rela-
tions.

The deteriorating situation in Syr-
ia, coupled with the rise of ISIS, has 
seen the Saudis work closely with 
the Muslim Brotherhood-friendly 
government in Ankara. Cairo views 
the Brotherhood as a hostile entity.

Analysts said, however, that Sau-
di-Egyptian relations will continue 
to improve despite occasional hic-
cups.

Relations between the two coun-
tries have been ongoing for almost 
80 years, said Joseph A. Kechichi-
an, a senior fellow at the King Faisal 
Centre for Research and Islamic 
Studies in Riyadh.

“The axis between Riyadh and 
Cairo is a very strong axis but there 
have been difficulties over the 
years… Despite that, Saudi Arabia 
has never seen Egypt as anything 
except a key ally,” Kechichian said, 
adding that Egypt remains a key 
Arab country in terms of its large 
population and its potential role in 
the political arena and, most impor-
tantly, in terms of its military capa-
bilities.

Kechichian emphasised that 
even when the Muslim Brother-
hood was in power, Saudi Arabia 

did not break off ties with Cairo. 
“On the contrary, it provided as-
sistance, they even welcomed 
Muhammad Morsi in Riyadh, so 
they did not perceive the Muslim 
Brotherhood as representing all of 
Egypt per se but just a reflection of 
the elections that took place there 
and that potentially things could 
change.”

Regarding lingering issues such 
as a possible rapprochement with 
Ankara, Kechichian said he does 
not see Riyadh pushing the point.

“As far as Saudi Arabia is con-
cerned the [Muslim Brotherhood] 
is a terrorist organisation. They 

have identified it as such and they 
haven’t changed their minds. For 
example, President Sisi (Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi) will 
not be attending the Muslim sum-
mit in Turkey because of Egypt’s is-
sues with the Muslim Brotherhood 
but Saudi Arabia will not interfere 
with these sorts of issues, as both 
governments are on the same page 
in this regard.”

Leaving aside the success of the 
trip, the nature of Saudi Arabia’s fi-
nancial support is no longer uncon-
ditional.

“Saudi Arabia will be making in-
vestments and soft loans. No more 

free money,” a Saudi businessman 
familiar with the matter told Reu-
ters.

“This is a change in strategy. Re-
turn on investment is important to 
Saudi Arabia as it diversifies sourc-
es of revenue,” he said.

A total of 21 agreements and 
memorandums of understanding 
were signed during Salman’s visit to 
Cairo, including a $23 billion deal to 
provide Egypt with 700,000 tonnes 
of petroleum products a month for 
five years. Also, a bridge linking 
Saudi Arabia to Egypt is to be built 
over the Red Sea to boost trade be-
tween the two countries.

Riyadh-Cairo ties reset with investments, deals
Mohammed Alkhereiji

“The axis between 
Riyadh and Cairo is a 
very strong axis but 
there have been 
difficulties over the 
years…”

Joseph A. Kechichian, a 
senior fellow at the King 

Faisal Centre for Research 
and Islamic Studies in 

Riyadh.

Cairo

A 

photo of Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
and Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
raising each other’s 

hands in unity as the former bade 
the latter farewell at Cairo Interna-
tional Airport sums up the outcome 
of the five-day visit the Saudi mon-
arch made to Egypt.

Egypt and Saudi Arabia are edg-
ing closer to each other with an eye 
to bringing order to the turbulent 
region, protecting their national in-
terests and countering Shia Iranian 
influence, analysts say.

“Unity between the two countries 
can be the cornerstone of a wider 
Arab unity that is badly needed at 
such a time of great peril,” said Mo-
hamed al-Orabi, Egypt’s former for-
eign minister. “We are talking here 
about two Arab countries whose 
unity means a lot for the future of 
this region.”

Orabi resigned as foreign minister 
in July 2011 after one month in of-
fice against the background of pub-
lic anger at his description of Saudi 
Arabia as “Egypt’s elder sister” dur-
ing a visit to the oil-rich Gulf state.

Almost five years later, however, 
Egyptians seem to have partially 
learnt to shrug off their narrow na-
tional zest and forget about wheth-
er the country should be at the Arab 
helm. The Saudis seem to be doing 
the same.

Resolving the conflict in Syria, 
bringing the war in Yemen to an end 
and staving off Iranian influence 
were at the heart of talks between 
the Saudi monarch and the Egyp-
tian president.

Egypt and Saudi Arabia used 
to agree on the final goals on the 
above issues but often locked horns 
over the means. In Syria, Saudi Ara-
bia wanted outright regime change. 
Egypt wanted to keep the President 
Bashar Assad’s regime intact until a 
transition was manageable.

In Yemen, a Saudi Arabia scarred 
by growing Shia influence in its 
backyard, was spurred into mili-
tary action. Egypt could offer no 
more than lip service and a number 
of naval units to prevent Yemen’s 
Houthis from threatening naviga-
tion at the Bab el Mandeb strait 
and consequently the Suez canal, 

its main source of foreign currency. 
This apparently frustrated Riyadh.

It is not clear how Egypt will act 
on the Syrian and Yemeni fronts af-
ter the Saudi royal visit but analysts 
expect the situation to remain as is, 
especially when it comes to Syria.

“The problem is that Syria has 
been an arena where all interna-
tional players have a presence,” 
Orabi said. “This means that resolv-
ing the crisis does not only hinge 
on the will of either Egypt or Saudi 
Arabia.”

Nevertheless, before Salman 
started his visit on April 7th, Egypt 
took al-Manar channel, which is 

run and owned by the Lebanese 
militant movement Hezbollah off 
its satellite, Nile Sat. A short time 
later, its foreign minister criticised 
what he described as “Iran’s contra-
dictory actions”.

These are steps, analysts say, tak-
en by a country more willing to toe 
the Saudi line as far as regional alli-
ances and enmities are concerned.

But Saudi Arabia, which has 
pledged tens of billions of dollars 
in investments to Egypt is driven by 
national economic, political and se-
curity interests, analysts say.

The growing presence of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Egypt’s Sinai 
peninsula has been especially wor-
rying to Riyadh, which shudders 
at the threats the militant group 
might pose to Suez canal shipping. 
Much Saudi oil passes through the 
canal en route to international mar-
kets in Europe.

This is why Saudi Arabia an-
nounced an aid package of $1.5 bil-
lion for the development of Sinai.

However, some of this money 
will be used to buy equipment to 
help the Egyptian Army track ISIS 
militants, avoid sophisticated im-
provised explosive devices planted 
by militants and also secure the loy-
alty of Sinai Bedouins who supply 
the militants with arms, explosives 
and recruits, according to media re-
ports.

The two countries will con-
struct a multibillion-dollar bridge 
to connect Sinai with Saudi Ara-
bia. The bridge should increase 
trade between the two countries, 
bring down the cost of the annual 
pilgrimage to Mecca and result in 
more Saudi tourists visiting Egypt.

The bridge is to cross the Red Sea 
islands of Tiran and Sanafir, which 
Egypt ceded to Saudi Arabia during 
Salman’s visit. Sisi was accused of 

letting the islands go in exchange 
for billions of dollars in Saudi aid. 
He countered that that “Egypt’s 
army will never allow any president 
— regardless of who he is — to cede 
an iota of Egypt’s territories”.

He said Saudi Arabia had asked 
Egypt to militarily control the is-
lands in 1950, two years after Israel 
defeated Arab armies, to prevent 
them from falling into Israeli hands.

Apart from agreeing to redefine 
their maritime borders, bolster 
their electricity and nuclear energy 
cooperation and increase industrial 
cooperation, Egypt and Saudi Ara-
bia said they would launch a joint 
investment fund worth $17 billion.

These are all gifts to Egypt, a 
country that cannot economically 
recover from its political turmoil for 
years, economists say.

“Agreements signed between 
the two countries will significantly 
bring about a speedier recovery of 
the economy,” economist Bassant 
Fahmi said. “Egypt is in bad need 
of Saudi investments but we should 
not forget that this will be a win-
win situation, given the very high 
returns of investments in a popu-
lous country like Egypt.”

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

Cairo and Riyadh striving for a ‘win-win’ relationship 
Hassan Abdel Zaher

“Agreements signed 
between the two 
countries will 
significantly bring 
about a speedier 
recovery of the 
economy.”
Economist Bassant Fahmi 

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (L) shaking hands with Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi before leaving Cairo International Airport, on April 11th.

Grand Imam of al-Azhar Sheikh Ahmed al-Tayeb (L) and Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (C) visit al-Azhar mosque, on April 9th.
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P 

lans to return two islands 
from Egypt to Saudi con-
trol and build a bridge 
over the Red Sea to link 
the Arab countries should 

have few repercussions on Jordan 
and Israel because the moves are 
part of a Saudi effort to create a re-
gional Sunni alliance against Shia 
Iran, diplomats in the region said.

Jordanian officials have said lit-
tle about an April 11th visit by Saudi 
Deputy Crown Prince and Defence 
Minister Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz but two Jordan-based 
Arab diplomats said the plans were 
laid bare in the closed-door talks 
with Jordanian King Abdullah II.

“It was meant to reassure Jordan 
and Israel that none of the moves 
were aimed against them but, rath-
er, to face Iran’s growing threat by 
forming a Sunni alliance to protect 
the collective interests of govern-
ments in the region,” explained one 
of the diplomats.

Jordan was asked to relay the 
Saudi message to Israel, which 
Egypt had already done when it 
decided to return the islands to Ri-
yadh a few days earlier, both diplo-
mats said insisting on anonymity 
because they were not allowed to 
brief the media.

An emerging Sunni coalition 
against the Iranian-led Shia alliance 
is becoming more visible, although 
transforming it into a purely mili-
tary alliance could prove ineffective 
against Tehran and its allies.

The Sunni alliance was mani-
fested in the Saudi-led coalition 
battling Iranian-backed insurgent 
Houthi Shia militias in Yemen. 
It was also evident in moves by 
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states 
to crack down on Iran’s Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah, and in their fund-
ing of Sunni rebels fighting Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s Alawite regime 
— a Shia offshoot — in Syria.

With Iraq, Syria and parts of 
Lebanon under heavy Shia Muslim 
influence, Saudi Arabia and other 
Arab states are concerned that 
Iran’s sway will expand in a region 
traditionally dominated by rival 
Sunni governments.

In what appears to be part of this 
alliance building, Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud met 
with Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi in Cairo, where agree-
ments on the islands and the bridge 
were signed. On April 12th, Salman 
visited Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

Prince Mohammed was in Jor-
dan’s Red Sea port of Aqaba meet-
ing King Abdullah. A statement 
released after the talks said both 
men “rejected Iranian interference 
in the region’s affairs and igniting 
sectarian strife”.

Israel is not opposed to the return 
of two Red Sea islands from Egypt 
to Saudi Arabia or the plan to build 
a bridge connecting the two Arab 
countries because it favourably 
views Arabs trying to unite against 
the Iranian threat.

“It relates to us and it does not 
bother us,” Knesset member Tzachi 
Hanegbi, who heads parliament’s 
Foreign Affairs and Defence Com-

mittee, told Israel’s Army Radio in 
an April 12th interview.

Transferring the sovereignty of 
Sanafir and Tiran islands back to 
Saudi Arabia should give it control 
over the Red Sea.

The Saudi-led coalition appears 
to be heading towards victory in 
the year-old war with the Houthis 
in Yemen.

The Saudis are practically con-
trolling the Bab el Mandeb strait, 
which separates Yemen on the Ara-
bian peninsula and Djibouti and 
Eritrea in the Horn of Africa. The 
strait connects the Red Sea to the 
Gulf of Aden.

Commanding the strait, Saudi 
Arabia was able to block Iranian 
shipments from arriving at Yemeni 
ports. The Saudis were also able to 
draw the Red Sea’s coastal coun-
tries of Sudan, Eritrea and Djibouti 
away from Iranian influence.

In the long-term, the arrange-
ment could be problematic for the 
Israelis, observed Shaul Shay, a for-
mer Israeli military officer who now 
heads research at the Institute for 
Policy and Strategy at the Interdis-
ciplinary Centre in Israel.

“The Saudis will not close the 
Red Sea to Israel,” Shay said.

However, he added that in the 
long term, considering unpredict-
able geopolitical conditions, Israel 
must “reassess its security and po-
litical strategy in this region”.

Israel and the Saudi-led Arab coa-
lition have a common interest but 

are working separately to under-
mine Iran’s ambitions in the region. 
Israel is specifically wary of Iran’s 
weapons programme and accuses 
Tehran of seeking to acquire a nu-
clear bomb.

Therefore, as long as the Arabs 
are focused on Iran, Israel has no 
problem with the Saudi-Egyptian 
control of the Red Sea, Shay noted.

The islands, which were under 
Saudi control and passed to Egypt 
during wars with Israel, which then 
briefly controlled them, were re-
turned to Egypt as part of the 1979 
Camp David peace accord between 
Israel and Egypt.

One of the sensitive issues the 
transfer of the islands could raise 

regards Israeli planes using the air-
space over them in transit to Asia. 
This would technically mean they 
would be flying in Saudi airspace. 
Israel and Saudi Arabia have nei-
ther peace agreements nor diplo-
matic relations.

By the same token, Egypt is for-
bidden by the Camp David peace 
treaty from deploying military 
forces on the islands or along Si-
nai’s seashore area bordering the 
Red Sea.

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.

Saudi Arabia said to 
reassure Jordan, Israel 
on Cairo deals
Jamal J. Halaby

A 2015 file picture shows Jordan’s King Abdullah II, front, 
welcoming Saudi Arabia’s Defence Minister and Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz upon his arrival at 
the Royal Palace in Amman.

“It was meant to 
reassure Jordan and 
Israel that none of the 
moves were aimed 
against them.”

A Jordan-based Arab 
diplomat.

Jordanian officials 
have said little about 
an April 11th visit by 
Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince and Defence 
Minister Mohammed 
bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

Cairo

A 

planned bridge linking 
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula 
with western Saudi Ara-
bia should increase trade 
between the two Arab 

countries and give them tighter con-
trol over the Gulf of Aqaba. Howev-
er, such a move could create friction 
with Israel.

Egypt and Saudi Arabia said 
recently they would construct a 
6-12km bridge, which is expected to 
shorten land travel between the two 
countries by almost two-thirds.

The project is expected to cost $4 
billion, which Saudi Arabia — intent 
on a comprehensive strategic part-
nership with Egypt as part of its 
wider plan to unify Sunni countries 
against Shia Iran — is to pay.

However, the project could be 
seen as bad news in Tel Aviv, where 
tighter Egyptian-Saudi control over 
the Gulf of Aqaba could restrict Is-
rael’s access to the Red Sea through 
the Strait of Tiran, Israel’s only gate-
way to the sea.

“The construction of the bridge 
will necessitate the presence of 
more Egyptian and Saudi troops 
in Red Sea islands to protect it,” 
Egyptian researcher Abdel Monem 

Halawa said. “This will bring about 
tighter Egyptian and Saudi control 
over the area, which will, at the end, 
mean that Israel’s access into the 
Red Sea will primarily be subject to 
approval from the two countries.”

The planned bridge would cross 
the Red Sea islands Tiran and San-
afir. Ships carrying goods via the 
Port of Eilat in southern Israel pass 
through the Strait of Tiran. The clo-
sure of the strait in May 1967 precip-
itated an Israeli war on Egypt.

There are international peace-
keeping troops, mostly US soldiers, 
on the two islands to guarantee the 
unrestricted movement of Israeli 
ships in light of a peace treaty Israel 
signed with Egypt in 1981. Egypt 
also maintains a military presence 
on the islands.

Construction of the bridge would 
increase the Egyptian and Saudi 
military presence on the islands, 
which might provoke objections 
from Israel. Israeli officials have not 
publicly spoken about the bridge 
but Halawa said Tel Aviv must be 
gritting its teeth in anger and might 
relay its fears to Washington to put 
pressure on Cairo and Riyadh to call 
off the bridge construction.

In Egypt, economists say the 
long-awaited bridge would be a 
lifeline for Egypt, whose economic 
slowdown has significantly affected 
the livelihoods of millions in the 
country.

Trade exchange between Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia is $2 billion-$3 
billion a year. If the bridge is built, 
trade volume is projected to in-
crease to at least $8 billion a year, 
economists say.

“This is not only about the move-
ment of goods and persons between 

two countries, but also about the 
movement of these goods and per-
sons between two continents,” said 
Rashad Abdo, an economist and 
the head of the think-tank Egyp-
tian Centre for Economic Studies. 
“It will also contribute effectively 
to the rise in Saudi investments in 
Egypt.”

Saudi Arabia invests $6.2 billion 
in Egypt and has announced plans 
to invest an additional $7 billion in 
Egypt in the next few years. Easier 
movement of goods and people be-
tween the two countries will con-

tribute, economists say, to further 
increasing Saudi investments in 
Egypt.

About 1 million Egyptians work 
in Saudi Arabia and the bridge is 
expected to ease the movement of 
Egyptian workers to the Gulf state. 
About 13% of Egypt’s workforce of 
26 million is unemployed, the Egyp-
tian government said.

The bridge could boost the tour-
ism in both Egypt and Saudi Arabia 
in unprecedented ways, econo-
mists say. Hundreds of thousands 
of Egyptians make pilgrimages to 

Saudi Arabia every year and about 
600,000 Saudis visit Egypt annu-
ally.

“The bridge will make the Sinai 
peninsula and its tourist attractions 
very easy to reach for Saudis and 
holy sites in Mecca and Medina very 
easy to reach for Egyptians,” Abdo 
said. “This will at the end signifi-
cantly boost the tourism sector in 
both countries and translate into 
huge financial revenues.”

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

Saudi-Egypt bridge plan could cause friction with Israel
Amr Emam

Tourists preparing to board a boat in front the Tiran island in the Straits of Tiran between Egypt’s 
Sinai peninsula and Saudi Arabia.

Work on the bridge 
would increase the 
Egyptian and Saudi 
military presence on 
the islands.
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A 

41-second video clip 
showing Algerian Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Boutef-
lika struggling with frail 
health as he received vis-

iting French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls triggered concern among Alge-
rians about their leader’s health and 
the country’s stability.

Images showed Bouteflika, 79, 
with a haggard gaze unable to put 
his shaking right hand on his lap. He 
struggled to join his hands together; 
his eyes fixed at some point in front 
of him.

The footage, re-tweeted by Valls 
at the end of his April 9th-10th visit 
to Algiers, went viral on social me-
dia.

“Algerians cried, worried, ago-
nised, felt humiliated and prayed 
that ‘God protects Algeria’ as they 
saw the pictures,” wrote the coun-
try’s influential French-language 
daily El Watan.

Bouteflika, a hero of the Alge-
rian war of independence against 
France, has been president since 
1999. He won re-election for a fourth 
five-year term in 2014, despite hav-
ing suffered a stroke the year be-
fore. His death or incapacity would 
risk throwing the vast, energy-rich 
North African country into turmoil 
at a time it is struggling to deal with 
falling oil prices and the challenge of 
Islamist extremism.

Commenting on the video, Alge-
ria’s main Arabic-language newspa-
per El Khabar commented: “The pic-
ture underlined the falseness of the 
claims by Bouteflika’s backers that 
he is fully in command of the coun-
try’s affairs and following events 
and files closely.”

Its leading commentator, Saad 
Bouokba, said the footage was 
“another snapshot of the nation’s 
shame”.

Opposition parties, which have 
often alleged that Bouteflika is hos-
tage to a clique that has staged an in-
ternal coup to seize power, asked for 
the presidential office to be declared 
“vacant” as a first step towards an 
election.

Such has been the uncertainty 
over the health of Bouteflika follow-
ing his 2013 stroke, that even some 
of his former closest associates — 
known as a Group of 19 — wondered 
publicly in December 2015 whether 
he was still in control.

“This is a picture that shocks. It 
is a terrible scene that sent shivers 
down people’s spine. It hurts the na-
tion’s feelings to the highest level,” 
commented El Watan on April 13th.

“The inevitable question arises 
about the ability of the head of the 
state to carry out his duties,” it add-
ed.

Political analyst Essaid Wakli said: 
“The picture of Bouteflika is so de-
grading that state radio ran an old 

picture of him with Valls to illustrate 
an article at its website.”

Bouteflika’s office spokeswoman 
Farida Bessa said: “I’m not a doctor. 
Thus, I’m not able to comment on 
the president’s condition.”

But the main ruling National 
Liberation Front (FLN) party said: 
“The president’s health is good and 
his condition is no business for the 

French media.”
“We ask the French media not play 

with fire as the relations between 
the two countries are not stable and 
the wounds are still raw,” added FLN 
spokesman Houcine Kheldoune.

Bouteflika has not addressed the 
nation directly since May 12th, 2012, 
and struggled to read from a pre-
pared text on April 28th, 2014, dur-
ing his swearing-in ceremony.

“Algeria’s prestige is undermined 
by a president who does not pre-
side,” said former prime minister Sid 
Ahmed Ghozali.

“The president lacks the capacity 
of discernment and his entourage 
lacks dignity and Algeria is taking a 
hit in the process,” said former min-

ister Abdelaziz Rahabi.
Analyst Hacen Ouali cited Alge-

ria’s economic woes due to falling 
oil prices and violence and instabil-
ity in neighbouring countries and 
called for a rapid solution.

“Time is not an ally of Algeria. It is 
urgent to pull the country out of this 
dangerous impasse,” he said.

Jil Jadid, a movement that is part 
of a coalition of leading political 
groups, called for early elections, 
saying “the vacancy of power is now 
verified”.

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

Video of ailing Algerian president sparks concern

The footage, 
re-tweeted by Valls 
at the end of his 
April 9th-10th visit 
to Algiers, went viral 
on social media.

French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (L) meets Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika at his residence during an official visit on April 
10th, in Zeralda, a suburb of Algiers.

Libya’s changing game

T 

he arrival of Faiez 
al-Sarraj and seven 
members of the 
Presidency Council 
(PC) of the Govern-
ment of National 

Accord, established under the 
UN-brokered Libya Political 
Agreement (LPA), in Tripoli 
brought a new dynamic to 
Libyan politics.

Many in Tripoli were fed up 
with endless political quarrels, 
the dire economic situation, the 
crime rate and the slogans of the 
General National Congress (GNC), 
the Islamist-leaning rival parlia-
ment in Tripoli, and its “Salvation 
government”. This facilitated a 
widely positive attitude towards 
Sarraj.

However, the decisive element 
allowing the entry was the partial-
ly active, partially tacit support 
of most of the major militias in 
and around Tripoli. Some of them 
belong to the best-equipped and 
most efficient forces in Tripoli.

The breaking line between sup-
port and rejection of the Govern-
ment of National Accord runs 

directly through the Libya Dawn 
coalition, the militia alliance be-
hind the GNC. Misrata, whose mi-
litias play a key role within Libya 
Dawn, is also deeply divided. The 
city’s Islamists support the Beng-
hazi Revolutionary Shura Council 
in its fight against General Khalifa 
Haftar, and several of Misrata’s 
most powerful militias remain the 
security backbone for the GNA 
and key to the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

The Sarraj government will es-
tablish itself under the protection 
of local militias. The international 
community will try to strengthen 
it, emphasising international rec-
ognition, and will probably lift the 
arms embargo. The Government 
of National Accord will act widely 
independent from the House of 
Representatives (HoR), Libya’s 
internationally recognised parlia-
ment, and try to establish facts 
on the ground, while consciously 
violating the LPA and Libya’s 
constitution.

All this will probably allow Sar-
raj to establish control over the 
Libyan Investment Authority, the 
National Oil Corporation and the 
Central Bank of Libya. This will 
give his government the ability to 
control the flow of funding.

However, as long as the Gov-
ernment of National Accord is 
not endorsed by the HoR its legal 
status is debatable.

The State Council, a consulta-
tive body foreseen in the LPA, 
had a constituent meeting April 
5th. 

According to the agreement, it 
should include 145 members 
elected during GNC elections in 
July 2012. Actually, it consists of 
82 members of the GNC. Many 
of them are “replacements” for 
original GNC members. Abdulrah-
man Swehli, one of the most in-
fluential politicians from Misrata, 
was elected president of the State 
Council.

The GNC remnants will be 
ignored by Sarraj and disappear in 
irrelevance.

Most of the Islamists have real-
ised the advantage of having the 
Government of National Accord 
dependent on their protection 
in Tripoli. Their influence on the 
new government will surface over 
time. This could lead to some-
thing similar to what happened 
in 2012-14 when every govern-
ment was blackmailed by armed 
groups. If Sarraj manages to limit 
their influence, he will face an 
increasingly violent opposition.

Many of the HoR leaders and 
Haftar are convinced this will 
happen. Consequently, they try to 
prevent a full recognition of the 
Government of National Accord.

The HoR will act carefully not 
to lose its international recogni-
tion and its legislative status ac-
cording to the LPA. HoR President 
Ageela Saleh, already subject to 
European sanctions, will insist 
that recognition by the HoR is a 
precondition for the Government 
of National Accord, as stated in 
the agreement. Haftar will lower 
his profile and argue that the HoR 

is the responsible authority to give 
him guidance.

As long as the HoR has not 
recognised the Government of 
National Accord, Haftar will not ei-
ther. He has said he will work with 
any HoR-approved government.

The Cyrenaica federalists, in-
cluding leading HoR member Abu 
Bakr Bueira, will derive momen-
tum from these developments. 
The objective will be autonomy, 
not independence, staying within 
the framework of the country and 
to keep access to funding. It could 
well be that a local government 
will be established. The federalists 
will enjoy the support of Egypt, 
which has vital security interests 
in the Cyrenaica; from Russia and 
probably from the United Arab 
Emirates.

A military council is considered 
by the leadership in the east as a 
measure of a last resort. It is aware 
of the negative consequences. 
Obviously wide international 
rejection can be expected.

ISIS has been aggressively pa-
trolling the territory near the Sirte 
basin but does not have sufficient 
forces for a permanent occupation. 
It will expand and probably target 
the Government of National Ac-
cord in Tripoli. Certainly, ISIS will 
prevent renewed oil exports from 
Gulf of Sidra terminals.

Wolfgang Pusztai is a security and 
policy analyst who has written 
extensively about developments 
in North Africa, in particular Libya 
and Tunisia. He lives in Austria.

Wolfgang 
Pusztai

View point
The 
international 
community 
will try to 
strengthen 
the Sarraj 
government 
and probably 
lift the arms 
embargo.

The GNC remnants
will be ignored by 
Sarraj and disappear in 
irrelevance.
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F 

oreign jihadists hold privi-
leged positions within the 
Islamic State (ISIS) as they 
impose cruelty and misery 
on Syrians who live under 

their rule, according to testimonies 
from defectors to be published this 
spring.

“The Westerners joining ISIS usu-
ally go because they believe in the 
caliphate. They’re ideologically 
driven. When they arrive, they be-
come highly privileged within ISIS, 
and they act with impunity, and the 
locals don’t like them,” said Anne 
Speckhard.

Speckhard teaches psychology at 
Georgetown University and is au-
thor of several books on terrorism. 
She has interviewed more than 500 
terror suspects from many coun-
tries and has worked with the US 
officials on de-radicalisation pro-
grammes in Iraq.

More recently, she and Ahmet 
Yayla, Turkish former chief of coun-
terterrorism who resides in the 
United States, have been interview-
ing Syrian ISIS defectors hiding in 
Turkey.

An estimated two-thirds of ji-
hadists fighting for ISIS in Syria are 
foreign. This figure includes Arab 
nationals and other non-Westerners 
in addition to fighters from Europe 
and North America. A majority of 
the sheikhs who conduct sharia 
training as well as emirs — provin-

cial leaders who earn their positions 
after demonstrating unwavering 
loyalty to ISIS — are foreign.

Even among the women’s ranks 
in the hisbah (vice) police, foreign-
ers are visible and often hold top 
positions. They are in charge of im-
plementing the ISIS interpretation 
of sharia, even when it undermines 
the local economy, such as forcing 
women who traditionally farm to 
remain indoors or wear a full niqab, 
which makes their work difficult.

Speckhard and Yayla also iden-
tify a little publicised psychological 
phenomenon that helps make a ter-
rorist.

“It’s called ‘euphoria of martyr-
dom’. We did a study and found that 
terrorists can feel very powerful, 
even euphoric, in the time leading 

up to their suicide attack,” Speck-
hard said, referring to interviews 
with terror suspects who survived 
or aborted their attacks. “We see 
the same phenomenon in people 
who attempt to commit suicide. It’s 
the brain giving endorphins when 
you’re in a state of extreme fear.”

Speckhard lived in Belgium for 
seven years until 2007. Her research 
revealed blatant prejudice in hiring 
practices involving immigrants of 
North African descent and some-
times witnessed discrimination by 
Belgian authorities. In one case, a 
young American woman was physi-
cally accosted by Belgian boys of 
North African descent, she said.

“The police rounded up the first 
North African kid they saw and 
asked the assault victim to identify 

him as the perpetrator,” Speckhard 
said. “The police didn’t care wheth-
er the guy they had in custody was 
[the right one]. They just wanted 
the victim to press charges. The vic-
tim was actually more distraught by 
this than by the attack itself.”

Speckhard added that discrimina-
tion against Muslims might have led 
Belgian authorities to dismiss the 
threat of ISIS recruitment. Belgian 
authorities have been criticised for 
poor coordination with European 
counterparts and Turkish law en-
forcement. The Turks claim that 
they warned Brussels about the 
men who carried out recent attacks.

“The easiest thing from a policy 
standpoint is to wish they would 
die in Syria,” said Speckhard, refer-
ring to Belgian jihadists. She echoed 
a sentiment expressed privately by 
Western diplomats in Washington 
who say their governments have 
not been doing enough to pursue lo-
cally born jihadists in the hope they 
would be killed in Syria.

While some jihadists, might vol-
unteer for suicide attacks, ISIS has 
been known to coerce the local 
population into volunteering their 
young children for the grim task. 
A former Syrian child soldier who 
defected from ISIS described to 
Speckhard and Yayla how the terror 
group ran a camp for the “Caliphate 
Cubs”, training boys as young as 7 to 
become suicide attackers.

Yayla said economics and other 
pragmatic reasons often push Syr-
ians who live under ISIS rule to join 
the terror group.

“When ISIS controls territory, 

they control all economic means 
— the oil, the wheat, all jobs,” said 
Yayla. “Out of the 25 we’ve inter-
viewed so far, only three or four told 
us they joined ISIS based on ideol-
ogy. Another three or four told us 
that ISIS forced them to join or be 
killed. Two were female and they 
were ISIS brides. The rest joined out 
of circumstance, like hunger.”

Speckhard and Yayla are helping 
Western governments develop a 
narrative to counter terror recruit-
ment. They say that listening to the 
horrifying stories of defectors might 
be the best deterrent for Western ji-
hadists who might join ISIS believ-
ing they are helping “fellow Mus-
lims”.

“The best way to counter terror-
ism recruitment is to hear the sto-
ries of defectors — why they left ISIS 
and why anyone thinking of joining 
shouldn’t,” said Speckhard. “We do 
this to counter gang violence and 
recruitment. So why not with ter-
rorism?”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Stories of defectors can provide counter-narrative
Rasha Elass

Anne Speckhard

“The best way to 
counter terrorism 
recruitment is to 
hear the stories of 
defectors.”

Georgetown University 
professor Anne Speckhard.

Deconstructing the ISIS narrative

Tunis

A 

youb el-Khaz-
zani, a 25-year 
old Moroccan, 
watched jihad-
ist chants or 
anashid on his 
mobile phone 
on a busy high-

speed train before bursting out 
from a toilet cubicle armed and 
shirtless.

His attempt to shoot passen-
gers of the Amsterdam-Paris 
train was foiled in August 2015 
when he was subdued by Ameri-
can off-duty servicemen, their 
friend and a 62-year-old British 
consultant.

Khazzani was carrying an as-
sault rifle, 270 rounds of ammu-
nition, a pistol, a bottle of petrol, 
a box-cutter and a hammer.

The Moroccan had attended 
a radical mosque in southern 
Spain. His itinerary resembled 
that of dozens of thousands of 
young Muslims lured by the ex-
tremist fringe of Salafist subcul-
ture, which boasts thousands of 
anashids.

Jihadists listen to the chants in 
safe houses, training camps and 
battlefield trenches and often 
when they prepare for suicide 
attacks.

The subculture, which un-
derpins the narrative of jihadist 
groups such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS), al-Qaeda and al-Shabab, 
is of interest to Mohamed 
Toumi, of the Tunisian Centre 
for Economic and Social Stud-
ies (CERES), a government-run 
think-tank. He is a university 
teacher who specialises in the 
deconstruction of terrorist dis-
course.

Like many researchers, Toumi 
checks Salafist propaganda to 
try to understand why tens of 
thousands of young Muslims 
voluntarily choose to live under 
strict puritanical ISIS rule and 
bear its black flag.

He looks to offer guidance to 
experts trying to fashion effec-
tive counter-narratives to stem 
the flow of ISIS recruits.

Toumi said ISIS and other 
radical Salafist groups follow an 
“absolute Salafist path” although 
they “embrace aspects of mo-
dernity in their confrontation”, 
including the choice of media 
they use to pitch propaganda.

Radical Salafists have carved 
out a convenient Islamic subcul-
ture with its symbols and inter-
pretations. They have come, for 
instance, to reinterpret crying as 
a signal of spiritual passion and 
devotion contrary to its percep-
tion in the mainstream culture as 
an unmanly emotion.

Radical Islamists are encour-
aged to construe crying as a sign 
of devotion and submission to 
Allah. In jihadist lore, there are 
many stories of militants weep-
ing as they drive explosive-laden 
vehicles on suicide missions.

Jihadists also shed tears when 
listening to anashids, watch-
ing propaganda videos, sharing 
news about the predicaments of 
fellow Sunni Muslims or dream-
ing about the afterlife.

Anashids are connected to 
poetry, another staple of jihad-
ist subculture. Across the Arab 
and Islamic world, poetry is 
more widely used as a means of 
communicating emotions than 
in most other cultures. Militants 
use the genre to their own ends 
and jihadist poets have devel-
oped a vast library of extremist 
poetry.

“Through the use of literary 
Arabic in most of their anashids 
they erase specific identities 
within the Muslim world,” said 
Toumi.

The most famous ISIS poet is a 
Syrian woman in her 20s known 
as Ahlam al-Nasr — “Dreams of 
Victory”. Her best-known col-
lection, Blaze of Truth, has lines 
such as: “Shake the throne of the 
cross and extinguish the fire of 
the Zoroastrians / Strike down 
every adversity and go reap 
those heads.”

More important, radical 
jihadists have reinterpreted the 
meaning of jihad to align with 
their wishes. Within Islamic 
texts, as interpreted by tradi-
tional scholars, the concept of 
“jihad” is described as a two-
fold struggle: “smaller jihad” 
and “greater jihad”. The “‘small-
er jihad” — the jihad of the 
sword — represents the last form 
of struggle against non-Muslims 
to free occupied land. “Greater 
jihad” involves an individual’s 
inner struggle to triumph over 
evil impulses.

Radical Salafists have, how-
ever, ensconced violent jihad 
as a duty for every Muslim. It is 
what justifies Muslims toppling 
“tyrannical” or “corrupt” rulers 
and vanquishing non-Muslim 
“aggressors”.

Radical Salafists, Toumi said, 
“base their military narratives 
on their particular interpreta-
tion of Islamic history. They 
believe the forefathers of Islam 
prioritised their efforts in order 
to deal with the enemy at home, 
first, before turning to the ‘far 
enemy’ as were the Persians and 
Romans.

“The discourse justifies terror-
ism by providing a narrative that 
shows sympathy and empathy 
with oppressed Muslims around 
the world.”.

It was not known what bits 
of ISIS narrative the Moroccan 
migrant aboard the high-speed 
train was watching in the mo-
ments before he attempted to 
attack passengers. But the radi-
cal Islamist narrative has fighters 
dreaming of meeting beautiful 
women in heaven shortly after 
they are killed in the battlefield 
or in suicide attacks.

“The obsessive draw to wom-
en appears with intensity in the 
jihadist narrative. Fair females 
with wide lovely eyes appear at 
the end of the journey as the ul-
timate goal which lures youth to 
sacrifice their lives cheaply. The 
attraction to women overshad-
ows the whole picture of the 
paradise they seek,” Toumi said.

I n t e r v i e w

Lamine Ghanmi

Radical jihadists have reinterpreted 
the meaning of jihad to align with 
their wishes.
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T 

urkey and Israel, two 
key political and military 
powers in the Middle 
East, are close to normal-
ising ties after six years of 

crises.
Following talks by high-ranking 

officials in London, the Turkish 
Foreign Ministry said there was 
hope for an agreement to re-estab-
lish full relations with Israel. “The 
teams made progress towards fi-
nalising the agreement and closing 
the gaps and agreed that the deal 
will be finalised in the next meet-
ing, which will be convened very 
soon,” the ministry said.

No date for a follow-up meet-
ing was announced but, given that 
Turkish leaders have been keen to 
downplay chances for a return to 
normal ties with the Jewish state, 
the upbeat statement by Ankara 
suggested an agreement could be 
near. Turkish Prime Minister Ah-
met Davutoglu told the Vatan daily 
that both sides hoped to enter a “fi-
nal stage” in the talks soon.

Close allies in the 1990s, NATO 
member Turkey and US ally Israel 
fell out over Israel’s approach to 
the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip. Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan, Turkey’s cur-
rent president who served as prime 
minister from 2003-14, accused Is-
rael of waging “state terror” against 
Palestinians.

The breaking point came on May 
31st, 2010, when Israeli comman-

dos stormed the Mavi Marmara, a 
ship owned by an Islamic Turkish 
charity, which was trying to deliver 
aid to the cordoned-off Gaza Strip. 
Ten Turkish activists were killed in 
the raid. Turkey expelled the Israeli 
ambassador and cancelled military 
cooperation with Israel in the after-
math.

Following pressure by Washing-
ton, Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu apologised to 
Erdogan in 2013, fulfilling a key 
Turkish demand for normalisation 
of ties, but several rounds of nego-
tiations failed to produce results. 
Ankara wants compensation pay-
ments by Israel for the families of 
the Mavi Marmara victims as well 
as a lifting of the Gaza blockade. In 
return, Israel wants Turkey to drop 
a criminal case in which Israeli of-
ficers and politicians are being 
tried in absentia for their role in the 
Mavi Marmara raid.

Israel has reportedly agreed to 
pay about $20 million in compen-
sation. Both sides are also said to 
be close to a solution for the Gaza 
issue. Israel is unwilling to lift the 
blockade completely but the Net-
anyahu government is pondering 
a compromise that would make 
it possible for Turkey to provide 
humanitarian aid to Gaza, Turk-
ish news reports said. One sticking 
point is Turkey’s proposal to pro-
vide floating power plants on ships 
that would be anchored off Gaza to 
address the acute energy shortage 
in the territory.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu confirmed that Israel’s 
Gaza embargo was one of the rea-
sons preventing a deal so far. The 
blockade was a “sensitive issue”, 
Cavusoglu told the Turkish news 
channel a Haber. “There are basic 
needs like electricity, water and 
energy,” he said, indicating that 
tentative agreements reached on 

compensation and other questions 
were not enough. “Those hurdles 
have to be overcome as well.”

Possible anger among the Mus-
lim-conservative grass roots of 
Erdogan’s governing Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) is one 
reason that Ankara is so cautious 
about an agreement with Israel. 
The Humanitarian Relief Founda-
tion (IHH), the charity that owns 
the Mavi Marmara, says it is op-
posed to dropping the case against 
Israeli officials.

IHH official Hanefi Sinan told 
the Islamic Vahdet newspaper 
that the reported agreement was a 
“shame”. Calling Israel a “centre of 
terrorism”, Sinan said Turkey must 
not trust the Jewish state. “A peace 
agreement will certainly not be to 
the benefit of Turkey and Gaza,” he 
said.

But Yahya Bostan, a columnist 
for the pro-government Turkish 
Daily Sabah, said a comprehen-
sive settlement is likely. “Neither 
side wants this to continue for 
much longer,” Bostan wrote April 

11th, adding that the next and final 
meeting between negotiators of 
both sides was likely to take place 
within two weeks.

Turkey and Israel have found 
themselves isolated in the Middle 
East and are keen to find partners in 
a region rocked by the Syrian war. 

Following confrontation with 
Moscow triggered by the shooting 
down of a Russian warplane by the 
Turkish Air Force near the Syrian 
border in November, Turkey has re-
inforced efforts to find alternative 
suppliers of energy. Reports say 
Ankara has set its sights on newly 
discovered natural gas fields off the 
Israeli coast.

Political progress has been ac-
companied by symbolic gestures 

underlining the parties’ willing-
ness to overcome the Mavi Mar-
mara crisis. During a recent visit 
to Washington, Erdogan met with 
Jewish leaders and was quoted by 
Turkish media as telling students 
that he was to attend a Jewish 
wedding in Turkey in May or June, 
which would be the first participa-
tion of a Turkish president in such 
a ceremony.

When a suicide bomber of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) killed three Israe-
lis and one Iranian with an attack 
in Istanbul on March 19th, Israeli 
President Reuven Rivlin phoned 
Erdogan to thank him for express-
ing his condolences.

Turkey has stepped up security 
in the face of that and other at-
tacks amid reports that the coun-
try’s Jewish community of about 
20,000 people could be targeted. 
Sky News reported in March that 
ISIS was planning to attack Jew-
ish schoolchildren in Turkey and 
that undercover counterterrorism 
measures were under way to foil 
any such attacks.

Turkey and 
Israel about 
to normalise 
relations after 
years of crises
Thomas Seibert

The flag-draped coffins of Israeli victims of a suicide bombing are loaded onto a military aircraft at 
Ataturk International Airport in Istanbul on March 20th.

Both Turkey and 
Israel have found 
themselves isolated 
in the Middle East.

A gloomy mood in Turkey

S 

igns of Turkey’s 
economic troubles are 
everywhere, particu-
larly in the tourism 
industry.

Tens of thousands of 
tourists have cancelled vacation 
plans to visit Turkey, decisions 
that will lead to a serious loss 
of revenue. Foreign students 
who may have planned to spend 
months studying in Turkey are 
reportedly changing their minds 
and their destinations.

An American college student, 
the daughter of an acquaintance, 
had planned to visit Istanbul for 
the summer. However, her univer-
sity cancelled its Turkish summer 
courses in the aftermath of Islam-
ic State-inspired suicide bombings 
that killed more than a dozen 
tourists in some of Istanbul’s main 
tourist spots along with Kurdish 
Workers’ Party (PKK) attacks in 
Ankara and other cities that killed 

dozens. His daughter will study in 
Germany instead.

Add to this the Obama admin-
istration ordering the families of 
700 military personnel to leave 
Turkey because of possible at-
tacks. The US State Department 
updated its travel warning, advis-
ing that “there were increased 
threats from terrorist groups 
throughout Turkey” and with-
drew staff members’ families from 
the consulate in Adana and offices 
in Izmir and Mugla.

All this means that fewer and 
fewer Europeans and Americans 
will be going to Turkey this year 
and this could not happen at a 
worst time. Tourism accounts 
for about 4.5% of the country’s 
$800 billion economy and injects 
billions in much-needed foreign 
currency. In 2015, before the latest 
round of attacks, Turkey’s tourism 
industry was expected to lose $10 
billion-$11 billion, much of this 
coming from the drastic drop in 
visitors from Russia and plummet-
ing hotel room prices designed, 
but failing, to attract more visi-
tors. Already media in Turkey are 
calling 2016 “a lost year” for the 
country’s tourism sector.

This is only the tip of the eco-
nomic iceberg.

From 2002-06, during the Jus-
tice and Development Party’s first 
term in government, the economy 

grew 7.3%. This gave Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, then the prime minis-
ter, credibility with the Turkish 
people and his party proceeded to 
win three more terms and he was 
eventually elected president.

This bright picture has dimmed. 
Turkey struggles with myriad 
problems, including a rapid drop 
in the value of the lira, slowing 
economic growth and increasing 
debt. The International Monetary 
Fund predicts a 3.5% growth rate 
in 2016, mostly a result of the fall 
in global oil prices and a 30% in-
crease in the country’s minimum 
wage. However, it also expects in-
flation to exceed the government’s 
5% target by “a wide margin”.

While some of these problems 
are global in nature — the flood of 
Syrian refugees to name a major 
one — many are of Erdogan’s mak-
ing. Among them are the decision 
to shoot down a Russian fighter 
jet that crossed into Turkish 
airspace and allowing individuals 
who wanted to join the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to slip across Turkey’s 
border with Syria as part of a plan 
to undermine the government of 
Bashar Assad — a plan that has 
backfired as ISIS sees Turkey as a 
partner in the US war on its exist-
ence. There is also the decision to 
forget about peace with the Kurds 
and return to open-ended conflict.

Foreign investors, key to much 

of Turkey’s earlier growth, are 
increasingly nervous over what is 
happening politically inside the 
country. Erdogan’s crackdown on 
dissent, including jailing jour-
nalists on trumped-up charges, 
undermining police and judicial 
independence and basically 
criminalising free speech that isn’t 
pro-government, will not help 
convince investors that Turkey is 
a stable country in which to put 
their money.

Erdogan, who once had such 
a steady hand on the helm, now 
looks lost and increasingly angry 
as he lurches from crisis to crisis. 
As the economic picture darkens, 
so does his mood. His new tactic 
seems to be using terrorism and 
the Kurds to take Turks’ attention 
off the fact that people are losing 
their jobs and the situation is only 
going to get worse.

It is unlikely that the old Er-
dogan, the one with the steady 
hand, will return any time soon, 
which means that he and his fel-
low Turks are in for a very rough 
next few years.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public 
Radio, the Boston Globe and 
the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.

Tom Regan

View point
It is 
unlikely 
that the old 
Erdogan, 
the one 
with the 
steady 
hand, will 
return any 
time soon.

Foreign investors, key to 
much of Turkey’s earlier 
growth, are increasingly 
nervous.

Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu told the 
Vatan daily on April 
8th that both sides 
were hoping to enter a 
“final stage” in talks 
soon.
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ran says it has received “the 
first part” of advanced Rus-
sian air-defence missile ship-
ment under a controversial 
$800 million contract, a trans-

fer that could dramatically bolster 
the Islamic Republic’s military ca-
pabilities as the entire Middle East 
is torn by conflict likely to drag on 
for years and further sour US-Rus-
sian relations.

The Tasnim news agency, which 
is close to the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC) that will 
control the new S-300PMU-2 Fa-
vorit systems, reported on April 
11th that Iranian Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Jaber Ansari has con-
firmed the delivery, although he 
gave no details.

Western military analysts are 
concerned that the long-delayed 
sale of five batteries of the long-
range S-300 missile under the De-
cember 2007 contract could be the 
precursor of other big-ticket arms 
deals with Moscow under which 
Tehran will acquire other potent 
weapons systems to modernise an 
arsenal that has been weakened by 
decades of international arms em-
bargoes.

“The transfer of updated S-300s 
would be a potential game-chang-
er, since Iran’s current air defences 
are relatively weak and plagued 
by coverage and capability gaps,” 
analysts Michael Eisenstadt and 
Brenda Shaffer of the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy as-
serted.

It would, among other things, 
“provide Iran, for the first time, 
with the ability to intercept cruise 
missiles and short- and medium-
range ballistic missiles… The mis-
siles might also embolden Iran to 

take greater risks in a variety of 
areas, in the belief that more ad-
vanced SAMs would increase the 
price of retaliation for adversar-
ies.”

Delivering the S-300s would 
further upend the Middle East’s 
military balance at a time when 
Iran is driving to become the para-
mount power in a region wracked 
by the Syrian war and increasing-
ly dangerous face-off with Saudi 
Arabia, its long-time arch-rival, as 
the United States relinquishes its 
traditional dominance in the re-
gion. Israel and Turkey will also be 
alarmed.

Russia’s provision of the new 
missiles will also strain the already 
difficult relations between the US 
and Russia and will likely intensify 
US opposition to ongoing tests of 
Iran’s ballistic missiles that violate 
UN Security Council resolutions. 
On March 24th, the US Treasury 
Department imposed sanctions on 
Iranian companies and individuals 
allegedly involved in the test pro-
gramme.

In August 2015, Iran and Rus-
sia announced the S-300s would 
be delivered by the end of 2016. 
Russian Deputy Defence Minister 
Mikhail Bogdanov said then that 
“just technical details” remained 
to be agreed.

The 2007 deal, which involved 
fraught negotiations over several 
years and was bitterly opposed by 
the United States and Israel, hit 
trouble in late 2010 when then-
Russian president Dmitry Medve-
dev blocked delivery amid swelling 
global sanctions against Tehran 

over its nuclear programme.
Iran filed a $4 billion lawsuit cit-

ing breach of contract. Russian offi-
cials said Tehran was persuaded to 
withdraw it after “long and tough 
negotiations”.

Once Iran signed the July 2015 
agreement with US-led global 
powers, pledging to curtail its nu-
clear project in return for lifting 
crippling sanctions and releasing  
about $100 billion in frozen assets, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
gave the sale the green light.

Even so, Iran’s relations with the 
United States remain volatile be-
cause Tehran has accelerated plans 
to modernise its military capabili-
ties using funds freed under the 
nuclear agreement. This includes 
a possible sale of Su-30 fighter jets, 
which Iran’s dangerously rundown 
air force badly needs and which the 
US has vowed to block.

Despite Putin’s drive to bolster 
Russian arms sales in the Middle 
East as part of his master plan to re-
store Moscow’s influence in the re-
gion, the S-300 deal with Iran could 
still founder because of suspicions 
both Russia and Iran harbour about 
each other’s strategic objectives.

“Moscow views Iran with a mix-
ture of deep distrust (due in large 
part to its ability to threaten Rus-
sian interests in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia) and exasperation 
(due to the difficulty in previous 
S-300 negotiations), so the Kremlin 
seems content to use the prospec-
tive S-300 sale as leverage over the 
United States and Israel, for exam-
ple pressuring them to refrain from 
arms transfers to Ukraine,” Eisen-
stadt and Shaffer observed.

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.

Iran closer to getting Russian missiles
James Bruce

An Iranian woman posing for a picture near a long-range Imad 
ballistic missile, last February.

Delivering the 
S-300s would 
further upend the 
Middle East’s 
military balance.
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A 2008 file picture of former parliamentary 
speaker Mehdi Karrubi.

Mehdi Karrubi’s open letter is not a cry for democracy
“ I

’m not asking for 
freedom… but demand 
an open trial for me 
from the despotic 
rulers… so I can 
present evidence of 

electoral fraud in the 2009 
(presidential) elections,” 
Iranian opposition leader Mehdi 
Karrubi wrote in an open letter 
to President Hassan Rohani.

Karrubi’s letter, the first he 
has produced since he was put 
under house arrest on February 
14th, 2011, and its rallying cry 
immediately made headlines 
in Iranian media abroad and is 
likely to dominate the Persian-
language blogosphere for weeks 
to come.

However, as with similar 
declarations from other 
opposition leaders, this letter is 
not likely to mobilise the Iranian 
public to take organised action 
against their “despotic rulers” 
despite recent signs of widening 
dissent in the Islamic Republic.

There are two reasons why.
For many years, Karrubi 

and other opposition leaders 
served the regime they now are 
criticising as “despotic” and 
served it well. What is worse is 
that, with very few exceptions, 
they are not prepared to distance 
themselves from their past.

They may denounce and 
condemn the 27-year rule of 

Iranian Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei, yet they nostalgically 
call for a return to the “golden 
era of the imam”, the late Grand 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
who founded the Islamic 
Republic in 1979.

This was an era that secured 
upward social mobility and 
political promotion for the likes of 
Karrubi but for the Westernised 
urban upper-middle class, which 
Karrubi is now addressing, it is 
widely remembered as a time of 
state terror.

Karrubi’s April 9th letter 
provides an example. He boasts of 
all the senior positions he held in 
the Islamic Republic and praises 
the “school of thought of the 
imam, from which “the culprit”, 
former president Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad — whose re-
election in the 2009 poll triggered 
unprecedented protests and 
bloodshed — deviated by ignoring 
the popular vote and the principle 
of the sovereignty of the people.

Any Iranian with a critical 
mind, however, is perfectly 
aware of Khomeini’s contempt for 
democracy. In this light, Karrubi’s 
letter can be perceived as little 
more than a desire to return to an 
era when he was favoured by the 
despotic regime, rather than to a 
rebel against despotism and call 
for democracy.

Mir Hossein Mousavi, the 
other opposition leader under 
house arrest, is no different 
than Karrubi and that is hardly 
surprising: That gentleman, 
whose most important claim on 
the presidency was his record 
as “the prime minister of the 
imam”, can hardly be expected 
to be greeted as a champion of 
democracy by Iran’s alienated 
middle class.

In most of his post-June 2009 

election public statements, 
Mousavi accused Ahmadinejad 
of “violating with the values 
and principles of the imam” and 
constantly praising electoral 
mechanisms in the 1980s.

Mousavi’s vision of the future 
also was a return to the “golden 
era of the imam” rather than 
a clear break with the anti-
democratic Khomeinist regime.

Granted, there are men and 
women of great moral courage 
who have broken with the 
regime and confessed of their 

past misdeeds. One such was the 
late Grand Ayatollah Hossein-Ali 
Montazeri, whose four-volume 
series Studies on the Guardianship 
of the Jurist and Theology of the 
Islamic State gave Khomeini’s 
theory of rule by the jurisprudent 
religious legitimacy.

Montazeri turned against his 
brainchild having witnessed the 
perils of giving vast powers to 
one individual, even an allegedly 
saintly one like Khomeini, under 
whose rule political prisoners 
were summarily executed, young 
females were raped in prison prior 
to execution, as it was considered 
a sin to kill a virgin, and religious 
minorities suffered suppression.

Montazeri admitted he was 
wrong and emphasised the 
necessity of restraining the power 
of the ruling elite on the grounds 
that absolute power leads to 
absolute corruption.

He rebelled not after being 
sidelined by the regime but while 
he was designated Khomeini’s 
successor. The price he paid for 
his courageous denunciations of 
those in power was house arrest 
and the persecution of his family 
and followers by the regime.

But he did serve as a role model 
for those opposed to the clerical 
regime, its excesses and its misuse 
of power.

Montazeri died in December 
2009 but through his ethical life 
and moral courage to admit his 
mistakes, he showed the path 
to a brighter future for Iran and 
Iranians instead of returning to 
the reign of terror of the “golden 
era of the imam.”

Ali Alfoneh is the author of the 
forthcoming book Iran Unveiled: 
How the IRGC is Transforming Iran 
from a Theocracy to a Military 
Dictatorship. 

Ali Alfoneh

View point
“I’m not 
asking for 
freedom … 
but demand 
an open trial 
for me from 
the despotic 
rulers.”

Mehdi Karrubi 

Karrubi and other 
opposition leaders 
nostalgically call for a 
return to the “golden era” 
of Khomeini.
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Saudi Arabia’s new wealth fund seeks to diversify revenue
Jareer Elass

Washington

S 

audi Arabia’s plan to cre-
ate a $2 trillion sovereign 
wealth fund as part of a 
larger project to move the 
kingdom from an oil reve-

nue-based economy poses a funda-
mental question: What will replace 
oil as the country’s main source of 
revenue?

The proposed fund would eclipse 
in size any other, including Nor-
way’s ($825 billion) and Abu Dha-
bi’s ($773 billion). To be called the 
Public Investment Fund (PIF), it 
would receive a large cash infusion 
from sales of shares in state oil gi-
ant Saudi Aramco through an ini-
tial public offering (IPO) in 2017 or 
2018. The government plans to sell 
no more than 5% of the company. 
The Council for Economic and De-
velopment Affairs, chaired by Dep-
uty Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz, is to oversee 
the PIF.

The general assumption has been 
that the Saudi Aramco IPO would 
focus on downstream assets. That 
would likely necessitate a merger 
of Saudi Basic Industries Corpora-
tion (SABIC) and the state oil giant 
to combine petrochemical assets 
before shares were offered. But 

Prince Mohammed made it clear 
that “SABIC and Saudi Aramco are 
two independent companies but 
both will have a majority owner-
ship by PIF”.

According to the prince: “IPOing 
Aramco and transferring its shares 
to PIF will technically make invest-
ments the source of Saudi govern-
ment revenue, not oil… Within 20 
years, we will be an economy or 
state that doesn’t depend mainly 
on oil.”

If all goes to plan, the PIF would 
play a decisive role in the king-
dom’s economy, investing both 
domestically and abroad. Prince 
Mohammed said the fund would be 
“very aggressive” in making foreign 
investments after initially being 
built on domestic assets, including 
the contribution from Saudi Aram-
co. The PIF holds interests in SABIC 
and the nation’s largest lender, Na-
tional Commercial Bank.

The fund has reportedly made 
several foreign investments, in-
cluding a 38% interest in South Ko-
rean Posco Engineering & Construc-
tion Company and a $10 billion 
agreement with the Russian Direct 
Investment Fund to invest in Rus-
sia. The latter move is perceived by 
some as more politically than finan-
cially driven — perhaps an effort by 
the Saudis to encourage Moscow to 
soften its Syrian position.

Saudi Arabia has proved to be a 
savvy investor over the years and 
the PIF will undoubtedly provide 
an impressive financial buffer for 
Riyadh in the coming decades if it 
does reach the $2 trillion threshold.

However, the Saudis have yet to 
spell out how the domestic econo-
my would transform from oil-rev-
enue dependency and what new 
industries would provide wealth 

and job creation as the government 
strives to reduce dependence on 
the state for employment and ser-
vices.

It has been estimated that ap-
proximately 250,000 young Saudis 
enter the job market each year and 
given that about 70% of the Saudi 
population is under the age of 30, 
the Saudi government will be in-
creasingly under pressure to create 
jobs for its growing young work-
force in the coming years.

The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) warned in October 2015 that 

lower oil prices underscore the 
need for Gulf governments to im-
prove business environments by 
“enhancing incentives for nation-
als to work in the private sector 
and making workers’ skills more 
relevant to the private sector by im-
proving the quality of education”. 
The IMF argued that “lower oil 
prices will eventually force govern-
ments of oil exporters to hire fewer 
public servants”.

The IMF must be encouraged 
by the kingdom’s move to curb 
energy-related subsidies and will 

likely support proposed plans for 
complete or partial privatisation of 
more than two dozen state firms, 
including the national airline, the 
state telecoms firm and the state 
power generator. Prince Moham-
med has pointed to the health care 
sector as another prime candidate 
for privatisation.

As part of the National Transfor-
mation Plan (NTP), which is to be 
rolled out shortly, the Saudi gov-
ernment is expected to introduce 
a value-added tax (VAT) and “sin” 
taxes on sugary drinks and ciga-
rettes.

While these are commendable 
fiscal reforms that will raise non-oil 
income, the real changes that must 
be made to transform the economy 
— including bringing women more 
fully into the workforce, reining in 
spending within the extended rul-
ing family and providing the ap-
propriate education to support a ro-
bust private sector — will face social 
and political obstacles.

One can argue that, with Saudi 
Aramco strengthening a petro-
chemical industry dependent on 
crude and gas feedstock, Saudi Ara-
bia would not really be diversify-
ing its economy that far away from 
oil-based revenue. As details are 
revealed regarding the NTP, there 
may be specifics about non-oil in-
dustries that are being prioritised 
for development and job creation.

However, it is clear that regard-
less of how the Saudi government 
plans to transform its economy, 
Saudi Aramco’s premier position as 
the country’s industrial crown jew-
el is not likely to change soon.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

A Saudi man looks at the trading board at the Tadawul Saudi Stock 
Exchange, in Riyadh.“Within 20 years, we will 

be an economy or state 
that doesn’t depend 
mainly on oil.”

Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 

bin Abdulaziz

Syrian pound nosedives, so does the economy
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

he Syrian pound has col-
lapsed against the US dol-
lar, reaching lows unseen 
since the revolution-
turned-civil-war started 

in March 2011. The plunge caused 
pricing discrepancies between 
the Central Bank of Syria and the 
black market, leaving citizens and 
merchants confused. Many shops 
stopped selling goods because of 
the volatility.

The Syrian government seemed 
incapable of taking measures to 
salvage the national currency. 
The best it could do was an empty 
statement by Prime Minister Wael 
al-Halqi, who blamed “merchants 
and manipulators” for the pound’s 
plunge. He had pledged many 
times to keep the currency stable 
but to no avail.

The central bank raised its pric-
ing of the dollar to keep up with 
black market trades. A dollar was 
recently worth 442 pounds, com-
pared to 530 on the black market. 
The best salary of a Syrian employ-
ee is 40,000 pounds a month — $70 
per the black market rate.

Economists said the pound is ex-
pected to fall further under fruitless 
government economic policies and 
the central bank’s failure to help 
the currency appreciate against the 
dollar despite the bank’s repeated 
interventions.

The problem is that the bank 
does not have enough foreign re-
serves to pump large sums of dol-
lars into the market. The market 
is capable of absorbing additional 

sums due to war conditions and 
would be asking for more. In re-
turn, the small quantities of dol-
lars pumped by the central bank 
into the market are not enough for 
meeting market needs.

In an attempt to get extra dol-
lars, the Central Bank eyed Syrian 
expatriates’ remittances, which it 
had been changing at a much low-
er rate than the established value 
of the dollar, thus discouraging 
many from sending money out of 
the country. Economists cautioned 
that expatriates were transferring 
funds to neighbouring countries 
to evade the Central Bank’s meas-
ures. That would deprive Syria of 
a source of foreign currency and 
fuels speculation on the black mar-
ket.

Syrian Central Bank Governor 
Adib Mayaleh went to Havana to 
talk Cuban authorities into set-
tling old debts to Syria. He signed 
an agreement on the matter, an of-
ficial Syrian report said, estimat-
ing the amount at $158 million. The 
debt involved overdue payments 
for oil Cuba imported from Syria in 
1992.

The amount of money, though 
relatively small, can finance some 
of the Syrian government’s needs, 
economists said. Syrian Ambas-
sador to Moscow Riad Haddad on 
March 17th said his government 
had paid Russia all overdue instal-
ments for arms purchases, claiming 
that support provided by the Rus-
sian air force to the Syrian Army in 
recent months was free.

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
refused to say how much his gov-
ernment paid for the Russian arms.

Haddad’s comments caused dis-
content among Syrians with their 
government for prioritising arms 
purchases over saving its citizens 
from imminent starvation.

With the pound plunging, au-
thorities resorted to securing com-
fortable economic conditions for 
their security, military and political 
arms, which led to social, econom-
ic and political militarisation and 

the emergence of mafias benefiting 
from the people’s difficulties. Secu-
rity and military checkpoints have 
been increasingly imposing kick-
backs on goods passing through.

After returning from Cuba, 
Mayaleh tried to maintain the 
pound’s value  by selling $150 
million to exchange companies. 
However,  after fixing the rate at 
484 pounds for the dollar, within 
hours, the dollar was trading at 515 
on the black market.

The pound’s fall raised prices of 
almost everything at a time a large 
bracket of Syrians are government 
employees who are paid in pounds 
with decreasing purchasing power.

Many food items and fuels are 
becoming hard to find. Unem-
ployment has soared to 70% and 
unofficial estimates believe infla-

tion to have skyrocketed to 500% 
— 1,000% in some cases. In areas 
besieged by the government or re-
bels, inflation has reached 4,000-
8,000%. The pound’s weakening 
has left 80% of Syrians below the 
poverty line.

The government failed to intro-
duce pay hikes commensurate with 
increasing prices, despite that the 
majority of Syrians in the war-rav-
aged country are state employees. 
They are losing purchasing power, 
contributing further to the overall 
collapse of the country’s economy.

The government is facing harsh 
criticism even from inside its cir-

cles for failing to control the situa-
tion where price jumps are incom-
mensurate with pay hikes.

The pound’s collapse is mostly 
caused by the country’s war and 
decreasing foreign reserves in gov-
ernment coffers. With merchants 
competing for any available dollars, 
reports show that large sums of 
pounds are being smuggled abroad 
to be exchanged with dollars.

Authorities try to rein in the black 
market but control is almost impos-
sible since many Syrians, especially 
from the middle and upper classes, 
exchange their pounds for dollars 
in the black market or abroad.

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

A woman counts Syrian pounds inside an exchange shop in Damascus.

Inflation ranges 
between 500% and 
8,000%

80%
of Syrians are 
under the 
poverty line.
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More autonomy 
given to Tunisia 
central bank

World Bank to 
provide Egypt 
with $1 billion loan

Fitch cuts Saudi 
credit rating over 
oil price fall

Tunisia’s parliament approved a 
law strengthening central bank au-
tonomy to shield its board from po-
litical interference, a key economic 
reform sought by international lend-
ers.

Under changes, the central bank 
will not take instructions from the 
government and will have absolute 
control over monetary policy, cur-
rency reserves and gold reserves. 
The law includes a clause allowing 
the government to form a commit-
tee to scrutinise the central bank if 
there are suspicions of corruption or 
criminal acts.

“The goal is to establish a modern 
central bank and good monetary 
governance and avoid any political 
bickering or demands to impose cer-
tain monetary policies regardless of 
the economic trend for the next gov-
ernment,” one central bank official 
said about the new law. 

The law, prepared with Inter-
national Monetary Fund support, 
includes a new central bank com-
mittee that could issue recommen-
dations to the government on how 
to handle the impact of global eco-
nomic problems.
(Reuters)

The World Bank will provide the 
first $1 billion of a $3 billion loan to 
Egypt after parliament approves 
the government’s economic pro-
gramme, World Bank Vice-President 
Hafez Ghanem said.

Egypt has been negotiating bil-
lions of dollars in aid from various 
lenders to revive an economy bat-
tered by political upheaval since 
2011 and ease a dollar shortage that 
has crippled import activity and 
hampered recovery.

The World Bank agreed to provide 
the first $1 billion in December but is 
waiting parliament to pass the gov-
ernment’s economic programme, 
which outlines the broad strokes of 
its reform plans. 
(Reuters)

Fitch Ratings lowered Saudi Ara-
bia’s long-term credit rating, saying 
the plunge in oil prices had “ma-
jor negative implications” for the 
world’s biggest crude exporter. The 
agency also noted increased ten-
sions with long-time rival Iran and 
greater uncertainty over economic 
policy. 

Fitch downgraded the kingdom’s 
credit rating to AA- from AA, which 
still denotes expectations of very 
low default risk. The outlook, how-
ever, remains negative, indicating 
that a further cut is likely.

Fitch said it had revised down-
ward its oil price assumptions for 
2016 and 2017 to $35 and $45 a bar-
rel, which “has major negative im-
plications for Saudi Arabia’s fiscal 
and external balances”. 

In February, Standard and Poor’s 
cut the kingdom’s credit rating two 
notches to A-, citing the effects of 
lower oil prices on Saudi finances. 
Moody’s in March placed Saudi Ara-
bia and other Gulf oil producers on 
review for downgrades. 

The oil price fall led Riyadh to im-
pose unprecedented cuts in its 2016 
budget, which projects a deficit of 
$87 billion, and to push economic 
diversification.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Facing water shortage, Egypt turns to desalination
Khaled Osama

Cairo

M 

ohamed Farag, the 
head of the Egyptian 
Farmers’ Union, is 
growing more accus-
tomed to water short-

ages and the resulting problems. In 
recent years, Farag has seen fellow 
farmers become incapable of irrigat-
ing their crops and others who lost 
livelihoods to water scarcity.

“A large number of farmers can-
not find the necessary water to irri-
gate their farms,” Farag said. “They 
sometimes resort to groundwater, 
which has a very high degree of sa-
linity. This destroys the crops and 
the soil in the long term.”

Water shortages are acute in 
Egypt, devastating the prospects of 
millions of its farmers and threaten-
ing food security in the country.

Egypt receives 55.5 billion cubic 
metres of water yearly from the 
Nile, virtually its only source of wa-
ter. That figure has been the same 

for years even as Egypt’s population 
burgeoned to nearly 90 million.

Egypt has an annual water deficit 
of almost 15 billion cubic metres, a 
figure expected to double in a mat-
ter of months once Ethiopia com-
pletes a hydroelectric dam on the 
Blue Nile, which provides most of 
the water for the Nile.

Ethiopia is to begin filling the dam 
reservoir in July, preventing most of 
the Nile’s water from reaching Egypt 
and Sudan. Egypt will likely lose 
millions of hectares of farmland and 
be unable to reclaim land needed to 
meet its growing food needs.

The Egyptian government plans to 
establish a series of seawater desali-
nation and sewage treatment plants 
to make up for water shortages.

“We are water-poor without Ethi-
opia’s dam already but the dam will 
increase our water shortages even 
more,” water expert Maghawri She-
hata said. “This means that we have 

to resort to desalinating the sea-
water and rationing our water con-
sumption.”

The plan is to build plants that can 
desalinate 14 billion cubic metres of 
seawater a year. The construction of 
the facilities should be completed in 
two years.

This country has plants that treat 
3.8 billion cubic metres of sewage 
every year. Cairo plans over the next 
two years to double that treatment 
capacity.

Egypt uses about 85% of its water 
supply to irrigate its 3.5 million hec-
tares of farmland. However, irriga-
tion systems are inefficient, squan-
dering almost 40% of allocated 
water, irrigation experts said.

The government plans to intro-
duce modern irrigation techniques 
and systems in the next few years at 
the cost of $2 billion, an additional 
burden on the Egyptian budget, 
which has a deficit of almost $33 bil-
lion.

Nevertheless, it will take months, 
if not years, for farmers such as Far-
ag to notice the effects of the plans.

He said farmers, particularly in re-

cently reclaimed farmland north of 
Cairo, cannot find water to irrigate 
their farms. Some use untreated 
sewage to irrigate their farms, Far-
ag sad, risking the health of people 
who eat those crops.

“The farmers are helpless and 
hand-tied,” Farag said. “Some of 
these farmers lost all their money 
because of the lack of water and had 
to leave farming altogether.”

Political analysts expressed fear 
that water shortages could trans-
late into political unrest. There have 
been water riots in a number of 
Egyptian provinces, especially dur-
ing the summer when high tempera-
tures increase demand.

The country’s media often report 
on Egyptians blocking roads as a 
form of protest or farmers complain-
ing of lack of water. Members of one 
farmers’ union recently called on 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi to rescue their crops and liveli-
hood, threatened by the lack of wa-
ter.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Casablanca Finance City takes lead 
as Africa’s financial hub

Abderrahim Bouazza, general director of Bank Al-Maghrib (L); Said Ibrahimi, general director of Casablanca Finance City Authority 
(C-L); Kang Xiaolong, chief representative of the Bank of China in Morocco (C-R); Sun Shuzhong, Chinese ambassador in Morocco (R), 
during the inauguration of the Bank of China Representative Office in Casablanca on March 14th.

Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

C 

asablanca Finance City 
(CFC) has overtaken Jo-
hannesburg, South Af-
rica, as Africa’s leading 
financial hub, according to 

the Global Financial Centres Index 
(GFCI), the Z/Yen Group think-tank 
said.

CFC, which made its debut in the 
GFCI in September 2014, is ranked 
33rd, 11 places higher than its pre-
vious ranking. Johannesburg was 
down 18 places in the overall rank-
ing due to a recent economic down-
turn and the political uncertainty in 
South Africa.

Doubts emerged about its poten-
tial when it was created five years 
ago but CFC now seems poised to 
thrive, even though it will not physi-
cally exist until early 2017.

According to the 19th GFCI rank-
ing, released on April 5th, CFC is 
considered the third most promising 
financial centre after Singapore and 
Shanghai.

Since its launch, the Moroccan fi-

nancial sector has lured more than 
100 leading multinationals, such as 
AIG, Bank of China, BNP Paribas, 
Ford and Baker McKenzie, that have 
chosen to operate in Africa from Mo-
rocco.

Said Ibrahimi, chief executive of-
ficer of Casablanca Finance City Au-
thority, welcomed the new ranking, 
which he said confirmed the “right-
ness” of the adopted positioning.

“The fact that the GFCI takes into 
account both technical elements 
and professional feedback indicates 
that Morocco projects confidence 
among professionals,” Ibrahimi said. 
“This encourages us to work harder 
to continuously improve our offer in 
order to make CFC a regional finan-
cial centre recognised worldwide.”

GFCI provides a ranking of fi-
nancial centres based on competi-
tiveness. It combines 105 indices, 
including those of the World Bank, 
World Economic Forum, United Na-
tions and the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Develop-
ment. It also considers international 
professional evaluations of financial 
institutions.

Bank of China, the world’s fourth-
largest bank in terms of equity, in 

March inaugurated its office in CFC, 
allowing Morocco to become a gate-
way for Chinese investments in Af-
rica.

“The establishment of our office 
in Casablanca is not only a sign of 
friendship between China and Mo-
rocco but also a strong impetus to 
business development,” said Bank 
of China President Chen Siqing.

China is investing heavily in Af-
rica, although at a slower pace than 
previously due to its economic slow-
down.

“Over the next five years China 
will import $10,000 billion worth of 
goods and 500 million Chinese will 
travel abroad. In addition, China’s 
direct overseas investments could 
reach $500 billion,” said Chinese 
Ambassador to Morocco Sun Shu-
zhong. The African Development 
Bank will base its new $3 billion 
Africa50 Fund, which will finance 

infrastructure projects across the 
African continent, in the CFC.

Global carmaker Ford said it chose 
to establish its African headquarters 
in the CFC because of its strategic 
positioning as a suitable platform 
for investors targeting the African 
market.

The CFC status offers many fiscal 
and legal advantages, giving compa-
nies lower income taxes, simplified 
paperwork for employees’ visas and 
work permits and other incentives.

Global Banking & Finance Re-
view magazine in 2015 awarded the 
prize for “Best Investment Promoter 
Greater North-West Africa 2015” to 
CFC for its investment opportuni-
ties and for promoting business in 
the region.

Casablanca is the nerve centre of 
the Moroccan economy. The city 
boasts of being a catalyst of initia-
tives on a continental scale thanks 
to the establishment of large do-
mestic and foreign financial and in-
dustrial firms, which benefit from a 
young and skilled workforce.

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

According to the 
Global Financial 
Centres Index, 
Casablanca ranks as 
Africa’s leading hub.

Egypt has an annual 
water deficit of almost 
15 billion cubic metres.
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Jusoor building bridges to Syrians’ education
Nadine Sayegh & 
Ahmad Ghoneim

London

W 

ith the Syrian war 
entering its sixth 
year and no indi-
cation of a resolu-
tion in sight, Syrian 

refugee communities and expatri-
ates are creating home-grown or-
ganisations aimed at helping Syrian 
youth.

The conflict has claimed the lives 
of more than 270,000 people and 
displaced millions. Education, or 
the lack of it, remains a pressing 
issue. For the past five years Syria 
children have been struggling with 
sporadic education.

To counter this, Syrians around 
the globe have joined hands to as-
sist with both education and career 
progression through the establish-
ment of Jusoor, a non-political non-
governmental organisation. The 
name means “bridges” in English.

Since it was founded in 2011, Ju-
soor has provided scholarships, 
career guidance, education and en-
trepreneurship programmes. The 
organisation works with children 
and young professionals in a num-
ber of countries.

“This concept was first formed 
upon the realisation that much of 
global attention was centred on the 
events of the Syrian crisis,” Jusoor 
board member Aziza Osman said.

“In education, it is very difficult 
to find institutions outside Syria 

that would enrol Syrians as trans-
fer students, especially since many 
lack the required documents to en-
rol.”

She said: “Victims of war can-
not be expected to deliver proper 
attested transcripts, diplomas and 
recommendation letters. Many 
have lost their papers while fleeing 
the country and have no contact 
with their universities to request 
recommendations. These students 
are left without the chance to com-
plete their higher education.”

Jusoor seeks to facilitate the pro-
cess of enrollment in educational 
establishments abroad by remov-
ing barriers that often put off stu-
dents from applying and prevent 
them from completing their educa-

tion, Osman pointed out.
This is done through connecting 

the Syrian expatriate community 
internationally with young people 
inside Syria to help them establish 
a solid understanding of what the 
education system is like abroad and 
what is needed to continue their 
education in the West.

In The Cost of War, a report re-
leased in January by Save the Chil-
dren, the organisation estimated 
the cost of rebuilding the war-dam-
aged schools in Syria at as much as 
$3 billion.

It said the long-term effects on 
Syria’s economy of 2.8 million chil-
dren not returning to school could 
be as much as 5.4% of gross domes-
tic product — almost $2.18 billion.

A greater cost comes to Syrian so-
ciety with a generation struggling 
to access basic education. This 
proves crucial as it is this very gen-
eration that will bear the task of re-
building a much damaged country.

Syrian student Ahmad Alajdad is 
among the lucky ones. He is study-
ing financial analysis and fund 
management at the University of 
Exeter in southern England after 
commencing his journey with Ju-
soor three years ago.

“I heard about Jusoor in 2012 
through some friends in Syria at 
the time,” he said. “To be honest, I 
did not know what to expect. After 
applying to be mentored, I success-
fully acquired a scholarship and got 
the opportunity to attend a pres-
tigious master’s programme in the 
UK.

“The fact that I received the 
mentorship for free made the pro-
cess much more accessible. Being 
a prime beneficiary of this vibrant 
educational and professional net-
work I am now proud to be a Jusoor 
mentor, giving back to my commu-
nity and helping young men and 
women to pursue their dreams.”

Cutting to the heart of the anxiety 
felt by their fellow Syrians, Jusoor 
has tried to bridge this formidable 
gap by helping Syrians find part-
time and freelance jobs, as well as 
encouraging them to partner up 
and offer independent services.

A powerful illustration high-
lighting Jusoor’s work in Lebanon 
includes assisting children in ac-
cessing education. Fees to join 
public schools were $50 per child; 

unaffordable for most refugees. As 
such, Jusoor opened its first school 
for refugees in Beirut, accommo-
dating more than 150 students free 
of charge.

“We soon scaled to two other 
centres in the Bekaa valley (east of 
Lebanon) where most refugees re-
side. Currently, we have more than 
1,700 students aged 5 to 14 years 
old, 48 teachers who themselves 
are refugees and employ over 20 
others in positions supporting the 
running of our schools, including 
teacher assistants, facility manage-
ment, transportation and security 
officers,” said Osman.

In this manner, Jusoor has es-
tablished resourceful means to ad-
dress educational and professional 
needs for Syrians both in the Mid-
dle East and abroad, while actively 
promoting the consolidation of a 
vibrant Syrian network from all 
classes, backgrounds and ages.

Albeit, a colossal task, it is such 
benevolent and grass-root initia-
tives that will reignite hope among 
Syrians who are suffering from the 
conflict.

Nadine Sayegh and Ahmad 
Ghoneim, reporters based in 
London, contributed this report to 
The Arab Weekly.

Save the Children 
estimated the cost of 
rebuilding the 
war-damaged schools 
in Syria at $3 billion.

Jusoor children in classroom in one of their schools in Lebanon.

Saudi religious police see their powers curtailed
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S 

audi Arabia’s religious po-
lice have been formally 
barred from pursuing and 
detaining people in what is 
perhaps the biggest curtail-

ment of the group’s privileges.
Officially known as the Commit-

tee for the Promotion of Virtue and 
the Prevention of Vice, or just Hai’a 
(Arabic for “committee”), the group 
traditionally patrolled Saudi cities 
looking for what its members per-
ceived as violations of Islamic law. 
Group members often overstepped 
their “advisory” role and were 
viewed by many as routinely violat-
ing people’s civil liberties, including 
arrests and demanding individuals 
show identification.

New guidelines, however, state 
that Hai’a will no longer be allowed 
to pursue people, demand to see 
their identification or arrest them, 
emphasising that that role belongs 
to police and drug enforcement of-
ficials.

Curtailing Hai’a’s powers is part of 
a larger overhaul of their activities; 
in essence, redefining and codifying 
the committee to be more congenial 
in a modern era. According to new 
parameters set by the Saudi Coun-
cil of Ministers, Hai’a members will 
need to meet educational and re-
ligious qualifications as well as be 
well-behaved, and have no criminal 
record or judicial rulings against 
them prior to joining.

The decree raised the status of the 
head of Hai’a to ministerial level.

News of the new guidelines set 
social media abuzz in Saudi Arabia. 
Hashtags for and against the new 
laws flooded Twitter, with the ma-
jority in support of the measures.

Defending the directives, Saudi 
media personality Abdullatif al-
Sheikh wrote on his account: “This 
is the opinion of the council of sen-
ior scholars on this subject and who 
among us adds to their opinion is 
not one of us.”

A Saudi female user with the han-
dle @nada_2662 wrote: “Normal, 
honourable and free people are ob-
viously in favour of the resolution 

because they don’t perceive them-
selves as animals needing… a stick 
to go the right way!”

A user named Abu Saud, who is 
against the new measures, said: 
“The people want to expand the 
committee’s powers and not cur-
tail them.” A Saudi male under the 
handle of @secular_forever posted: 
“The people are in favour of abol-
ishing the entire body itself and not 
just its functions.”

Hai’a has long been a source of 
controversy in Saudi Arabia, with 
many accusing its members of 
overstepping boundaries. During 
the reign of King Abdullah bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud, Hai’a members 

were forced into training courses 
to learn to how better interact with 
people. The king fired the head of 
the commission in 2012, replacing 
him with a more moderate chief.

However, sporadic reports of 
abuse continued. In 2013, a car 
chase resulted in a crash, killing two 
young people who were being pur-
sued by Hai’a members. In Febru-
ary, group members were arrested 
for allegedly assaulting a young 

woman outside a Riyadh shopping 
mall, local media reported.

With the ascension to the throne 
of King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud, who is known to have strong 
ties to both the conservative com-
munity and the intellectual elite, 
it was thought that an era of em-
powerment was to come for Hai’a’. 
There were also fears that royal de-
crees in support of women’s rights 
would not be followed through or 
would be reversed.

However, in late 2015, 20 women 
candidates captured municipal 
council seats in the first election 
to include female participation, 
despite calls for a boycott from the 

religious establishment. Saudi Ara-
bia’s first co-educational universi-
ty, the King Abdullah University of 
Science and Technology (KAUST), 
continues operating without trou-
ble.

The latest changes were not ex-
pected by the Saudi populace and 
are viewed by many as a historic 
event. “It’s great. Finally!” blogger 
Eman al-Nafjan told the Agence 
France-Presse news agency, adding 
that she hoped officers disobeying 
the rulings would be held account-
able.

“I’m very confident because 
there are so many people who are 
for these changes,” she added.

Members of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, or religious police, attend a training course in Riyadh.

“There are so many 
people who are for 
these changes.”

Blogger Eman al-Nafjan
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Old Baghdad is slowly vanishing
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

S 

trolling along the narrow 
alleys of al-Shaabi neigh-
bourhood in Baghdad’s 
historic Al-Karkh area is a 
weekly ritual for fine arts 

student Ansam Mohamad. The 
walk fills her with nostalgia and ap-
preciation of the city’s rich, though 
fading, architectural heritage.

“Every time, I walk there I get to 
know old Baghdad better with its 
particular architectural legacy, its 
smells and sounds, the shouting of 
children and the noises of fisher-
men preparing to board their boats 
moored on the Tigris banks,” Mo-
hamad said.

“Most of the time I draw the old 
houses to keep a record of them as 
I fear they will disappear just like 
many others did.”

Many of Baghdad’s districts, in-
cluding Al-Murabba’, Al-Bataween, 
al-Shawaka and al-Qazimiyya, have 
preserved their archaeological his-
tory, characterised by snaking al-
leyways and historic houses with 
traditional wooden windows and 
decorated walls that were engraved 
with religious phrases by skilled 
craftsmen who are hard to find 
these days. Such landmarks are be-
ing slowly erased and replaced by 
shops and modern buildings.

“I want Baghdad to be to be pre-
served with all its contradictions 
of narrow streets, wide boulevards 
and its old neighbourhoods, which 
reflect its architectural history and 
tales from the past,” Mohamad said.

The fine arts student, however, 
bemoaned the dilapidated state 
of historic houses, left to collapse 
amid public indifference and neg-
ligence. “It is most unfortunate,” 
she said. “We definitely need to 
have a law to protect the historical 
neighbourhoods especially that Ira-
qis have been individually contrib-
uting to such situation by turning 
their old properties into shops and 
supermarkets.”

With chaotic urbanisation ex-
panding in Iraq, developers and 
construction companies are pay-
ing less attention to the country’s 
archaeological heritage and historic 
landmarks are replaced with mod-
ern buildings. Owners also do not 
care much for the significance of 
properties’ cultural heritage, pre-
ferring to sell to developers in re-
turn for profit.

“Old Baghdad is vanishing be-
cause of neglect and people’s igno-
rance of the historical and cultural 
value of their properties. Unfortu-
nately, they are all thinking com-
mercially, ignoring the importance 
of conserving heritage and history,” 
said cultural journalist Wissam 
Kamel.

He argued that the “culture” of 
making profit exacerbated after 
the 2003 US invasion with many 
people seeking financial benefits 
from “just everything”. “There is 
no harm in making money, but it 
should not be on the expense of the 
country’s history,” Kamel said, call-

ing on the government to assume 
its responsibility and role in salvag-
ing Iraqi heritage.

According to non-governmental 
cultural associations, only 200 his-
toric buildings depicting traditional 
Iraqi architecture remain in Bagh-
dad. Wrecking balls demolished 
hundreds of houses after 2003, es-
pecially, in Al-Rasafa, making way 
for department stores and shop-
ping centres.

Architecture expert Bassem 
Hammoudi blames not only citi-
zens but authorities for the demise 
of architectural heritage. “There 
is a blatant indifference and negli-
gence on the part of the Ministry of 
Culture and Baghdad municipality 
for the fate of historical landmarks 
in the capital and other cities and 

governorates,” he said.
“This, compounded with the 

destructions caused by recurring 
wars, has been detrimental for the 
country’s heritage.”

Hammoudi called on the govern-
ment to draft strict laws to prevent 
the demolition of cultural heritage 
and to seek the assistance of inter-
national organisations, including 
the UN cultural agency, UNESCO, 
to help in the rehabilitation of land-
marks.

“Many of those sites are associ-
ated with symbolic Iraqi figures and 
events and should be transformed 
into museums in view of their his-
torical value,” he added.

The most famous houses date 
to the Ottoman era in Iraq. Some 
are 200 years old and belonged to 

the aristocracy and political and 
arts figures, including politicians 
Rashid Kilani and Tawfiq al-Suwai-
di and singer Nazem al-Ghazali.

Atwan al-Atwani, deputy director 
of Baghdad Provincial Council, ac-
knowledged the government’s fail-
ure in preventing the destruction of 
the traditional features of the Iraqi 
capital. “Unfortunately, there is no 
clear government plan or scheme 
to rebuild and rehabilitate historic 
buildings and this is largely due 
to the lack of resources and poor 
funds,” he said.

Atwani pointed to the absence of 
laws that restrict the demolition of 
old houses. “Many houses are pri-
vately owned and there is no law 
as such that prevents the owners 
from exploiting their properties,” 
he said. “As for the ones owned by 
the state, they are leased to politi-
cal parties and civil societies for a 
pittance.”

Some practical steps are being 
taken to preserve cultural heritage. 
For instance, the Babylon House for 
Culture, Arts and Media moved its 
headquarters into a building dating 
to the late 19th century after it was 
restored.

Still, many fear that if laws are 
not devised and enforced to put an 
end to the chaotic urban sprawl, 
Iraqi cities will lose their traditional 
identity and become identical to 
new cities in which citizens will 
become mere consumers, emotion-
ally detached from their environ-
ment.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Baghdad landmarks 
are being slowly 
erased and replaced by 
shops and modern 
buildings.

An Iraqi woman walks next to a historic house made from mud 
bricks and wood in al-Sadriya, one of the oldest neighbourhoods 
in the centre of the capital, Baghdad.

Who holds the key to Christianity’s greatest 
shrine? Two Muslim families
Malak Hasan

Jerusalem

M 

illions of Chris-
tian pilgrims have 
flocked to Jerusa-
lem’s Church of Holy 
Sepulchre, venerated 

as the site where Jesus was buried 
and resurrected, but it is two Mus-
lim Palestinian families who have 
been the formal caretakers of Chris-
tendom’s holiest site for more than 
1,300 years.

The families said they were given 
the key and asked to care for the 
church by Muslim leaders after 
disputes between Greek Orthodox 
and Roman Catholics blocked an 
arrangement at the site.

Coexistence between Muslims 
and Christians throughout history 
is what makes Jerusalem special to 
many in a region ripped by sectar-
ian and ethnic strife and the vio-
lence of jihadist militants.

Umar bin al-Khattab, Islam’s sec-
ond caliph, captured Jerusalem 
from the Byzantine empire in 637 
and granted safety to Christians 
in the city, including their prop-
erty and churches, in what became 
known as the “treaty of Umar”.

When the caliph toured Jerusa-
lem with Byzantine representative 
Patriarch Sophronious, he was of-
fered the opportunity to pray at 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. 
Tradition has it the caliph refused, 
saying if he prayed there, Muslims 
would take it as an excuse to turn 
the church into a mosque, depriv-
ing Christendom of one of its ho-
liest sites. The Muslim caretaker 

families are the Nuseibehs and the 
Joudehs. The church caretakers for 
at least three decades have been 
Adeeb Jawad Joudeh, 53, and Wa-
jeeh Nuseibeh, 66. Their families 
have lived in Jerusalem for centu-
ries. Members of both families are 
successful professionals, wealthy 
businessmen and renowned schol-
ars.

Before sunrise every day, Joudeh 
takes the church’s centuries-old 
cast iron key his family has safe-
guarded and meets Nuseibeh at the 
church door to perform the same 
ritual. Nuseibeh uses the iron key, 
which is 30 centimetres long, with 
a triangular metal handle and a 
square end to unlock the door.

A monk from one of the Chris-
tian denominations residing in 
the church helps open the ancient 
wooden door from the inside.

The church is declared open at 
4am and closes at 8pm, when a 
similar ritual is performed.

Muslims have been entrusted 
with the key since 1187, primar-
ily because of disputes between 
the Greek Orthodox and Roman 
Catholics on who should keep it. 
The differences threatened to keep 
the church and its shrine closed, 
according to the Muslim clergy, 
church officials and records.

The dispute still exists and en-
compasses many aspects of life 
shared by the Greek Orthodox and 
Roman Catholics residing in the 
church.

Church officials joke in private 
on the extent of disagreements 
between the Orthodox and the 
Catholics, which were manifested 
by a wooden ladder placed on the 
church’s back wall by a worker, 
who fixed a window on the second 
floor in 1757, but forgot to remove 
it. Under papal instructions not to 
take it away, the “immovable lad-

der” remained where it was to be-
come a feature of the shrine.

Joudeh said his family inherited 
the key from an ancestor in 1187, 
who was entrusted with the task by 
Muslim commander Saladin, who 
forced the Crusader Kingdom of Je-
rusalem to surrender to his forces. 
A Sunni Muslim of Kurdish origin, 
Saladin was the sultan of Egypt and 
Syria and the founder of the Ayy-
ubid dynasty.

Nuseibeh, however, said his fam-
ily had the “prestigious privilege” 

to protect the key well before the 
Joudehs — since 637. He said it was 
given to one of his ancestors by the 
Muslim caliph at the time.

“The Nuseibeh family considers 
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
as its home,” Nuseibeh said.

Jamal Khader, a Roman Catholic 
priest who is the dean of College of 
Arts at Bethlehem University, said 
the two Muslim families were en-
trusted with the church as a “sym-
bol of Muslim-Christian coexist-
ence”.

“Usually, the owner of a house is 
the one who holds its key,” he said, 
insisting that allowing the key to 
remain with Muslims was initially 
because of Christian conflict but 
later developed into a feeling of 
trust.

“There’s no need to change the 
status quo because it works perfect-
ly well,” Khader said.

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

Adeeb Joudeh, 53, poses for a photo holding an ancient iron key, which opens the main door to 
Jerusalem’s Church of Holy Sepulchre.

 (Courtesy of Adeeb Jawad Joudeh al-Husseini)Coexistence between 
Muslims and 
Christians throughout 
history is what makes 
Jerusalem special to 
many.

Muslims have been 
entrusted with the key 
since 1187.
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Sharjah design exhibition ‘reinvents’ Gulf heritage

Sharjah

O  

nce Upon DESIGN: New 
Routes for Arabian Her-
itage is aimed at “rein-
venting heritage” in the 
Arabian Gulf through 

contemporary design practices in 
the fields of architecture, prod-
uct and graphic design. The ex-
hibition’s theme was put forth by 
curator Noor Aldabbagh through 
her creative platform Banafsajeel, 
which derives from the Arabic word 
for the colour violet and also trans-
lates as “in the breath of a genera-
tion”.

Building on research into design 
communities in the Gulf, the exhi-
bition at 1971 Design Space in Shar-
jah is the culmination of a year of 
study involving discussions with 
30 designers across different fields 
to understand the challenges facing 
them and help structure the pro-
gramme, Aldabbagh said.

“We invited designers to pro-
pose projects within the theme of 
‘reinventing heritage’ and advis-
ers to give critical feedback,” she 
said. “Some designers were 
then selected to 
submit pro-
posals for an 
exhibition 
and, once 
accepted, 
they were 
paired with 
advisers 
who could 
help them 
adapt and 
fulfil their 

vision.”
The new design movement, Ald-

abbagh said, is “more of a contex-
tual design, meaning whatever that 
is designed is inspired by the sur-
rounding environment and works 
within it”.

Its characteristics are that it is 
aesthetically minimal, with a great-
er focus on function and less on or-
nament, with the use of local mate-
rials, which carry special meaning 
for people in this region and reflect 
their values, while at the same time 
it is universal in its appeal, Aldab-
bagh added.

The seven installations included 
in the exhibition “go beyond the 
physical preservation of tangible 
heritage to customs and oral tradi-
tions familiar throughout the Arabi-
an peninsula and inherited through 
generations,” said Giuseppe Mosca-
tello, director of 1971 Design Space.

The designers have created works 
that respond to Arabian traditions 
and icons by enhancing or altering 
while encouraging audiences inter-
act directly with the installations.

Product designer Ayah al-Bitar 
and architect Reem Hantoush, 
from Saudi Arabia and the UAE, re-
spectively, collaborated on Majlis-
na, a deconstructed majlis (place of 
sitting) around a symbolic bonfire.

Maha al-Sudairi, chief executive 
officer of Jeddah-based Think Tank 
Co., presented the group’s instal-
lation, Takki W Hakki, a circular 

swing, with highly interactive 
features such as remixed 

traditional music, fluores-
cent lighting and seat-
ing shaped like camel 
saddles with Sadu print 
cushions.

“We wanted to do 
something cultural that 
everyone could relate 
to,” Sudairi said. “We 

made sure to create an 
environment where peo-

ple could sit together and 
communicate like in the old 

days.”

Palmscapes by COdESIGN (UAE 
and Italy) is a dramatic interpreta-
tion that transports the viewer to a 
desert environment. It is inspired 
by the story of an old woman’s pil-
grimage and the dates she carries 
to her home in North Africa. Con-
ceived by architects Anna Cornaro 
and Valerio De Divitiis, who are 
based in Dubai, it uses muted light 
design, soundscape and natural 
and manufactured forms to hint at 
the Arab region’s iconic source of 
sustenance as well as its wider geo-
graphic linkages.

In Places We Used To Go, Diana 
Hawatmeh uses a graphic poster 
design format to revisit favourite 
locations in the United Arab Emir-
ates that she visited when growing 
up in Dubai in the 1980s. The spots 
have either vanished or undergone 
drastic change. She challenges the 
rigid rules of Arabic typography 
through her highly individualised 
style, juxtaposing the images with 
jottings of personal musings, using 
a colloquial dialect from her Jorda-
nian heritage.

LOCI Architecture & Design Stu-
dio (UAE) has reimagined and re-
designed the simple form of an 
incense burner Nadd for the sophis-
ticated times we live in.

Netherlands-based Studio Mieke 
Meijer has “rescaled and re-contex-
tualised” the architectural struc-
ture of the traditional courtyard 
in the Middle East in an outdoor 
interactive installation Courtyard 
Culture. The design practice is a col-
laboration between Mieke Meijer 
and Roy Letterle, who first visited 
the UAE in 2015.

“The heightened prejudice in 
Europe towards the Middle East 
prompted our interest. The mes-
sage of that piece is that it is an en-
vironment that is close as well as 
safe,” Letterle said.

Designer Latifa Saeed and ar-
chitect Talin Hazbar (UAE) use the 
simple and primordial pottery form 
whose origins date back 7,000 years 
and catapults it into the future 
through an elegant wall lighting 
feature, Chasing Light.

Aldabbagh said the supporting 
factors needed for the new design 
movement in the Gulf to sustain it-
self and thrive are “well-structured 
programmes that encourage dia-
logue between designers and col-
laboration across disciplines”.

“Institutional support for design-
ers to experiment and think criti-
cally rather than simply commer-
cially is also necessary, along with 
curated exhibitions and projects 
that reflect to the public what this 
is about,” she said.

Once Upon DESIGN: New Routes 
for Arabian Heritage is presented 
until July 3rd at 1971 Design Space, 
Flag Island, Sharjah, UAE.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is
a Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Palmscapes by CodESIGN

The exhibition is the 
culmination of a year 
of study involving 
discussions with 30 
designers.

Once Upon DESIGN: 
New Routes for 
Arabian Heritage looks 
at heritage in the 
Arabian Gulf.

Lebanese youth turn to music to vent anger
Nadine Sayegh

Beirut

H 

ip-hop and rap have 
long been hailed as 
the music of resist-
ance from their origins 
in African-American 

communities, with groups such as 
Black Star and N.W.A., to the mod-
ern-day Palestine territories, home 
of DAM, the first hip-hop group in 
the occupied territories.

In Lebanon, where the political 
situation soured long ago, young 
people resort to this style of music 
to express anger and frustration. 
After the fires of social uprising 
died, new fires ignited to the tune 
of hip-hop and rap music with 
heavily politicised lyrics.

Lebanese young people are turn-
ing to new outlets to vent frustra-
tions in light of the lack of political 
and social change. As a result, what 
would have been previously taboo 
in the sectarian state — the notion 
of rap discussing themes of politi-

cal and religious corruption — is be-
coming more the norm.

Mazen el-Sayed — commonly 
known as “el-Rass”, Arabic for “the 
Head” — and Nasser Deen al-Touf-
far are increasingly popular rap 
artists in Lebanon who have been 
challenging fixed and rigid percep-
tions.

“I am trying to push back what is 
imposed upon me, to break away 
from a silence that I feel occupied 
me for centuries,” Sayed said. 
“Most days, I still feel that I am un-
der that silence, in the paralysis of 
not being able to signify or make 
sense of anything because you 
have been so deeply disrupted and 
uprooted by a pyramid of authori-
ties from colonialism to military 
juntas and from political Islam to 
consumerist liberalism.”

With both men aware of the his-
toric and contemporary contexts of 
the Arab world, their music tack-
les issues such as sectarian strife 
and authoritarianism, using local 
dialects and accents as well as the 
language and rhythms of classical 
Arabic poetry.

Even more than the delivery, the 
content and intent are what remain 
a true break from what is imagined 

as Arab culture.
For the hip-hop and rap artists, 

fighting politics with music is more 
effective than protests that might 
turn violent, such as what hap-
pened when the forces of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad attacked 
protesters in 2011, actions that 
drove peaceful demonstrations 
into a long war.

Some of their lyrics tackling 

the Syrian conflict, for instance, 
include: “Bashar’s hat is embroi-
dered with threads of massacre 
and on the back it says in blood, 
‘I am the God of secularism’” or 
“The oppressed do not stay forever 
oppressed. You can say I won’t be 
used anymore.”

Touffar said he has been threat-
ened through social and informal 
channels from supporters of vari-

ous political parties and militias in 
Lebanon, proving to him that what 
he is trying to achieve is slowly 
blossoming.

“I am ready to take responsibil-
ity for my words and the outcome 
of my words because the intent is 
not to make good music. What is 
my concern and what consumes 
my intent is to make music that 
will make a clear mark in our daily 
struggles with the state and the 
wider Arab context,” Touffar said.

Being first and foremost citi-
zens of Lebanon and the region, 
the artists said their great concern 
is to have the history and realities 
truthfully recorded and recollected 
through their music.

“My history is something I am 
trying to understand among the 
jungles of official lies and ‘lost’ 
archives,” Sayed said. “So yes, 
surely I will not avoid a name if 
I feel I need to call it out and I’ll 
antagonise concepts of dominant 
religious narratives to underline 
the flaws and contradictions at the 
roots of our continued crisis and 
I’ll do my best to retrace all the el-
ements of history enabling me to 
better understand my reality.”

The popularity of hip-hop artists 
is growing in the region, particu-
larly among the young. To many it 
is seen as evidence that the roots of 
the “Arab spring” are still there.

Nadine Sayegh is a freelance 
journalist based between Dubai 
and Beirut, focusing on society, 
culture and regional politics.

“I am ready to take 
responsibility for my 
words and the 
outcome of my 
words because the 
intent is not to make 
good music.”

Nasser Deen al-Touffar, 
Lebanese rap artist

 The notion of rap 
discussing themes of 
political and religious 
corruption is 
becoming more the 
norm.

Hip-hop artist Nasser Deen al-Touffar performs on stage during a 
concert for the outcome of the Khat Thaleth project on February 8, 
2013, in Beirut.

Exhibition curator Noor Aldabbagh
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Baghdad’s Al-Rasheed theatre comes back to life
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

L 

osing hope in obtaining 
government support to 
refurbish Baghdad’s land-
mark al-Rasheed theatre, 
a group of Iraqi artists and 

volunteers took up the mission, 
hoping to restore the country’s cul-
tural glamour that flourished in the 
past century.

The effort focused on saving the 
artistic heritage of the country that 
had more than 50 theatres and cin-
emas in the 1970s and ‘80s, a legacy 
damaged by war, sectarian strife 
and militant attacks over the last 13 
years.

Inaugurated in 1981, al-Rasheed 
theatre hosted international con-
certs and festivals before the US-
led invasion in 2003 that toppled 
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein and 
resulted in a state of lawlessness.

The theatre, in central Baghdad, 
was ransacked after coalition forces 
entered Baghdad and declared the 
start of the US military occupation 
of the country. As most of the thea-
tre’s possessions were looted, the 
site suffered from negligence until 
recently when dozens of volunteers 
and artists started a campaign to 
renovate the theatre. They began 
by refurbishing the venue’s 700 
seats.

“We spent our own money to buy 
cleaners and clear away piles of 
rubbish and debris,” said Muhanad 

al-Khateeb, a volunteer and stu-
dent in the college of arts.

He said volunteers were divided 
into several groups. Each was given 
a specific task such as repairing the 
stage, fixing the seats or installing 
new or repairing old lighting equip-
ment.

“All the money spent in the ren-
ovation came from donations by 
Iraqi citizens or the artists them-
selves,” Khateeb said. “We ap-
proached the Iraqi government sev-
eral times asking for its help in this 
project but the effort was in vain as 
we received no reply.”

Iraq is plagued by a costly war 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants, sectarian and ethnic strife 
that threatens to rip the country 
into three smaller states and al-
leged corruption with officials ac-
cused of squandering the treasury’s 
oil revenues and other finances.

That left little funds to be spent on 
art, considered by many nowadays 
as a luxury and by more conserva-
tive circles in Iraq as “irreligious”. 
More significant expenditure, such 
as the salaries of civil servants, are 
paid in full and on-time to avoid 
disruption of government business.

Since the creation of the mod-
ern Iraqi state in 1932, consecutive 
Sunni-dominated regimes adopted 
secularism in the country and tried 
to promote cultural and artistic 
life. With 5-10% of the annual state 
budget allocated to the Culture 
Ministry to spend on festivals and 
other events, cultural life pros-
pered in Iraq.

The turning point followed 
Saddam’s regime collapse. Shia re-
ligious parties and groups, which 
adhere to strict sharia law that bans 
music and singing on grounds they 
are “the work of the devil”, domi-
nated Iraqi politi cal life. Art was 
pushed down the government’s 
priority list instantly.

“In a meeting held in a Baghdad 
café, we decided to depend on our-

selves to make the dream come 
true, instead of depending on gov-
ernment support, which will never 
materialise,” said Khateeb, who 
added that the main hard part of 
the renovation took three weeks.

At the theatre’s reopening in late 
March, musical groups performed 
traditional Iraqi songs, which were 
met with loud cheers from the au-
dience. Iraqi actor Sami Abdul-Ha-
mid presented parts of a play that 
was performed in the theatre more 
than 30 years ago.

The theatre is in a nine-storey 
building. The stage hall, on the 
ground floor, was renovated. The 
other eight levels, which were used 
for studios, offices and makeup 

rooms, remain in ruins.
Stage manager Ibrahim Hanoon 

said: “Al-Rasheed theatre was a 
source of life and it used to show 
the high cultural status of Baghdad 
and we hope that it will remain as 
such.”

Yet, the reopening event was not 
saved from the political struggle in 
Iraq.

Some Iraqi lawmakers tried to at-
tend the ceremony but they were 
turned away by the celebrating art-
ists. One participant told the law-
makers: “You parliamentarians are 
behind the destruction of Iraq.” The 
crowd shouted “Out! Out!” as the 
national anthem was played.

Saad Jabar, a civil servant from 

Baghdad, praised the “courage” of 
the artists who asked the lawmak-
ers to leave the ceremony.

“The politicians have corrupted 
almost everything in the country 
and they want to mar what remains 
of Iraqi culture,” he added.

Ibrahim Dandesh, a playwright, 
said art and theatres will remain an 
integral part of Iraq’s history and 
civilisation, despite the current set-
back.

“Arts will not die in Iraq unless 
we cease to exist.”

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

 “Al-Rasheed theatre 
used to show the 
high cultural status 
of Baghdad and we 
hope that it will 
remain so.”

Stage manager 
Ibrahim Hanoon A mainly Iraqi audience attends a cultural event at Baghdad’s landmark Al-Rasheed theatre,

on March 27th.

Khoury’s Gardens Speak volumes about Syria’s tragedies
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

M 

any gardens in Syria 
cover dead bodies of 
activists and protest-
ers who spearheaded 
anti-government 

demonstrations in the early stages 
of the uprising that degenerated 
into an open-ended war. The re-
lationship between the living and 
those killed in the conflict is high-
lighted in Gardens Speak, an inter-
active installation by Lebanese art-
ist Tania el-Khoury.

The visitors to London’s Bat-
tersea Arts Centre were active re-
sponders to the sound installation 
containing the oral histories of ten 
people buried in Syrian gardens.

Each narrative that was assigned 
to a member of the audience was 
carefully made with friends and 
family members of the deceased to 
tell their stories as they themselves 
may have recounted it.

Audio that told their final mo-
ments is buried in soil in which 
audience members were invited 
to dig into to hear the story clearly. 
They were encouraged to write a 
letter to the deceased and bury it in 
the soil.

The unusual installation was 
triggered by a photo — a woman 
digging a grave for her son in her 
own garden in Syria — that Khoury 
said she saw on social media early 
on in the uprising.

“The image was from Syria and 

it carried with it the horrors of the 
costs of the uprising, the transfor-
mation of domestic and (suppos-
edly) safe spaces into morbid and 
mourning ones,” Khoury said.

Pointing at the “collaboration 
between the living and the dead”, 
Khoury said she believes that, on 
the one hand, the dead protect 
the living by not exposing them to 
further danger at the hands of the 
Syrian regime, which has targeted 
funerals and the celebration of 
martyrdom.

On the other hand, the living 

protect the dead by conserving 
their identities and their stories in 
the ground and not allowing their 
deaths to become instruments for 
the regime in its attempts to re-
write the historic narrative.

“I have always worked with in-
teractive live performances and I 
wanted to research why people are 
buried in gardens so I started col-
lecting stories through interviews,” 
Khoury said.

“It took around a year to pro-
duce Gardens Speak. I interviewed 
friends of friends to get the best 

stories for my piece. I mainly spoke 
to Syrians who reached Lebanon 
and London. A lot of my interviews 
were conducted via Skype.”

Khoury stressed that when she 
asked people about their experi-
ences, they were keen to tell their 
stories and decided to celebrate 
the lives of their deceased loved 
ones.

“Some were scared to use their 
real names because some of their 
family members are still living 
in dangerous areas in Syria,” she 
said. “It was difficult for them to 
speak about their experiences but 
they also wanted to celebrate the 
lives and dreams of their deceased 
loved ones. People who died fight-
ing against the regime are called 
martyrs.”

Lies and manipulation plagued 
both the dead and the living as 
families were forced to write false 
statements that their children were 
killed by “terrorists” and not the 
regime, although they were slain 
at the start of the uprising, when 
funerals of “martyrs” were system-
atically targeted because they were 
seen as gatherings to express anti-
regime protest.

Reacting to the emotional re-
sponse that her installation caused, 
Khoury said: “I don’t like to drama-
tise my piece because I think the 
situation is already too dramatic. 
This is why I tell these people’s sto-
ries in a non-dramatic way.”

She noted that some of the fami-
lies were willing to tell the stories 
of their deceased kin, but were eas-
ily slipping into depression and it 
was obvious they were trying to 
fight it.

“Some people who experienced 
my piece came out crying. They 
wrote very emotional letters that 
showed a lot of solidarity with the 
families but also reflected the de-
ceased experiences with their own 
experiences. They spoke about 

their worries and their experiences 
and grief in general,” Khoury add-
ed.

She pointed out that she intends 
to share the letters by audience 
members to the deceased after 
completing an international tour 
of the exhibition. “The (few) letters 
that I have shown already were re-
ally moving, as they reflected the 
solidarity of the people,” she said.

Khoury also said that Syrians 
cannot escape Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s dictatorship, even 
after death.

“Death is not enough to rid one-
self of the Assad regime’s tyranny,” 
she said. “The oppression follows 
people even after their death, forc-
ing a narrative upon them, either 
stealing their bodies or depriv-
ing them from being celebrated as 
martyrs.

“It is in this context that tell-
ing the stories of ordinary people, 
writing their names on tombstones 
and singing for them is a necessary 
act of resistance.”

After showing in London, Gar-
dens Speak was to exhibit at the 
Building Museum in Washington 
in April; the D-Caf Festival in Cairo, 
April 15th-18th; the Beirut Spring 
Festival, May 1st-5th; Fast Forward 
Festival in Athens, May 25th-30th; 
Holland Festival in Amsterdam, 
June 16th-19th; and Belluard Festi-
val in Fribourg, Switzerland, June 
23rd-26th.

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

Gardens Speak installation by Tania el-Khoury at London’s 
Battersea Arts Centre by Jesse Hunniford.

“Oppression follows 
people even after 
their death.”

Lebanese artist 
Tania el-Khoury After showing in 

London and 
Washington, Gardens 
Speak will show in 
Cairo, Beirut, Athens, 
Amsterdam and 
Fribourg.



24 April 17, 2016

Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Travel
w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Amman’s Rainbow Street,
a magnet for visitors
Amman

S 

ipping tea and munching 
on cooked Middle East-
ern lupine beans at Batata, 
one of the oldest cafés on 
Rainbow Street, Austen 

and Allen seemed content. Soak-
ing in Amman’s spring sun, the two 
Australian tourists sat on wooden 
chairs outside, watching passers-by 
and vehicles.

They agreed it was a “cool” area, 
noting that they learnt about the 
café while “Googling” things to do 
in Amman. They said it was rec-
ommended online that they stroll 
down Rainbow to downtown.

Foreigners and Jordanians visit 
Rainbow Street on a regular basis, 
lured by the cafés, restaurants, 
fast-food joints, bars and clothing 
and antique shops. The street, in 
the heart of the Jordanian capital, 
is home to churches, non-govern-
mental organisations and afford-
able apartments.

“It’s also safe and my embassy 
recommended it for residence,” 
said social worker Grace Blasco, 33, 

from Napa Valley, California.
In his diaries, King Hussein, Jor-

dan’s ruler for 48 years until his 
death in 1999, recalled his child-
hood days on Rainbow, where he 
used to recognise neighbours by 
the cars they drove.

Along with the rest of old Amman, 
Jabal Amman — where Rainbow is 
situated — was settled during the 
neolithic period, 4,000-8,000BC. It 
remained a wooded outback until 
the 20th century when Amman was 
declared the capital of the emirate 
of Transjordan and royalty, wealthy 
families, military officers and politi-
cians took up residence in the area.

Many of the older generation roy-
alty were born on the street, named 
after Jordan’s first superstore built 
there in the 1950s.

Jabal Amman was soon perceived 
as an elite neighbourhood, an im-
age it retains today. As the capital 
spread west, the 1st Circle was built 
and the area became a primary 
east-west artery for the quickly ex-
panding city.

Foreign diplomats played a piv-
otal role in shaping the area in the 
1960s. Glubb Pasha, the British 
commander of the Jordanian armed 
forces, lived on Rainbow.

Jordan’s first parliament, which 
was later turned into a club, stands 
on the edge of the 1st Circle. It is 
known for its enormous white-
stone villas with jasmine gardens 
filling the air with a fresh scent.

Most of the houses along Rain-
bow were built of white limestone 
in the 1920s and ‘30s. With French 
windows and wide arches, they 
give the street its vintage edge, at-
tracting foreigners who want to see 
more of Amman than its modern 

bustling streets.
Old Jabal Amman was also the 

landmark of many firsts in Jor-
dan’s history: Malhas was Jordan’s 
first private hospital; the Diplomat, 
which opened in the late 1970s, was 
the country’s first outdoor bar.

The area resonated with suc-
cess stories, such as the Abu Omar 

Falafel shop, owned by Mohammed 
Sawahel. The Palestinian refugee 
fled to Jordan after Israel occupied 
his Jaffa home in 1948.

Sawahel said he lived with his 
family in Jabal Amman’s open 
streets before starting his small 
shop on Rainbow. The eatery, now 
run by his son, is proof that neigh-
bourly ties live long in Jordan.

Sufra, a high-end restaurant serv-
ing authentic Jordanian food, rep-
resents a modern-day open invita-
tion to citizens and expats to enjoy 
original local and regional fare. The 
villa-turned-restaurant occupies 
what was the residence of Seroop 
Antijekian, a refugee from Armenia 
who arrived in 1918.

The majority of the older build-
ings in Jabal Amman have been 
kept in their original shape, with 
some having been named after 
their first owners and a few serving 
as offices.

Some of the best private schools 
in the country are off Rainbow, such 
as Mutran, founded 1936 by James 
Satun, an American Protestant who 
arrived from Jerusalem to build and 
run the school.

The street is home to the British 
Council, a cultural and educational 
centre built by the British govern-
ment more than 65 years ago.

In 2005, the Greater Amman Mu-
nicipality declared Jabal Amman 
a “heritage attraction point” and 
set plans to preserve and develop 
the historic hill. Rainbow Street 
was repaved using ancient-looking 
stones, a reminder of the days of 
the Roman Empire.

To restore the lost charm of Rain-
bow after its original residents 
moved to other districts and to pre-
serve its heritage, the Jabal Amman 
Resident Association (JARA) was 
established in 2004. The organisa-
tion strives to convince residents 
not to sell their old houses.

Souq Jara, a flea market that es-
tablished in 2005, helped revive 
Rainbow by attracting thousands of 
people to the once-a-week market, 
said JARA Chairman Khader Qaw-
was.

“We’re really proud of what we 
did,” he said.

Ruba Zeidan is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Jordan, where 
she has reported on social, cultural 
and economic issues for ten years.

Ruba Zeidan

Visitors are
lured by the cafés,
restaurants,
fast-food joints, bars 
and clothing and 
antique shops.

Omar Sawahel gestures with falafel he makes at his al-Quds shop on Rainbow Street, inaugurated by 
his father Mohammed in 1936. 

A wide view of the Rainbow Street and parts of Jabal Amman, First Circle area. 
Credit: Ruba Zeidan.

Credit: Ruba Zeidan.

Marrakech: 
Through April 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.

Dubai: 
Through April 30th

Headlined by the Emirates 
Airline Festival of Litera-
ture, the Dubai Art Season 
showcases the city’s 
artistic talent along with 
the United Arab Emir-
ates’ 2016 Year of Read-
ing. Dubai is enveloped 
in artistic and cultural 
activities such as fine art 
exhibitions, calligraphy 
exhibitions, music per-
formances, outdoor art 
projects, youth theatre 
and museum exhibitions.

Dubai: 
Through May 17th

Art lovers are invited to 
the Picasso and Miro, Pas-
sion and Poetry exhibition, 
which features works by 
Picasso and Miro at the 
Burj Khalifa Annex, next 
to the Armani hotel

Beirut: 
May 5th-8th

The eighth Beirut Inter-
national 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 per-
formances.

Palestinian territories: 
May 20th-27th

The ninth Palestine Fes-
tival of Literature takes 
place across historic Pal-
estine, including the Ot-
toman 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 in-
cludes free public events, 
such as readings, work-
shops, music performanc-
es and debates, meetings 
with authors and artists 
and visits to historic sites.

Zouk Mikael: 
July-August

Set in a renovated old 
souk in Zouk Mikael 
Lebanon, the annual Zouk 
Mikael International Sum-
mer Festival features Arab 
and international artists. 
Everything from classical 
and opera to blues and 
jazz can be heard at the 
2,500-seat Roman-style 
amphitheatre.


