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Tensions overshadow 
Obama-Gulf summit

‘Comprehensive agreement’ sought at Yemen peace talks
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O 

n a visit that has been 
widely labelled as a 
fence-mending mission, 
US President Barack 
Obama reaffirmed the 

United States’ commitment to the 
security of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC).

Despite efforts to project a united 
front, however, previous tensions 
between the US leader and the GCC 
overshadowed the summit.

Speaking after the meetings, 
Obama said: “I reaffirmed the pol-
icy of the United States to use all el-
ements of our power to secure our 
core interests in the Gulf region and 
to deter and confront external ag-
gression against our allies and our 
partners.”

He went on to say that the meet-
ing “reviewed important progress” 
since the US-Gulf summit at Camp 
David in 2015, adding that leaders 
agreed to “build an even-stronger 
partnership between our nations”.

Pundits have been quick to high-
light a perceived snub by Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
upon Obama’s arrival. Obama, who 
is probably on his final trip to the 
region as president, was met by a 
small Saudi delegation but the Sau-
di monarch greeted arriving GCC 
leaders personally. The incident 
led to the hashtag #King_Salman_
shuns_Greeting_Obama trending in 
Arabic on Twitter, with many Sau-
dis applauding the alleged snub.

“I nearly cried when I learned 
about the king’s decision. It’s our 
right to give them a taste of their 
own medicine,” wrote user Abdul-
Rahman. Another user wrote: “A 
clear message from the king of de-
cisiveness.”

Despite working closely on a 
number of regional issues, includ-
ing Yemen, Syria and the fight 

against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
divisions between the traditional 
partners were clear, especially with 
regards to the Iranian nuclear deal. 
Gulf leaders believe the agreement 
will bolster the Islamic Republic, 
enabling it to increase destabilising 
activities in the region.

Relations were further strained 
when in an interview with the At-
lantic magazine Obama said Saudi 
Arabia needed to “share the neigh-
bourhood” with Iran and labelled 
Gulf allies “free riders”.

Before the GCC summit, Obama 
had a one-on-one meeting with Sal-
man, which, according to a White 
House official, “really cleared the 
air” between the two leaders. How-
ever, in an interview with CNN, for-
mer Saudi intelligence chief, Prince 
Turki Al-Faisal said there was going 
to have to be “a recalibration of our 
relationship with America”.

“How far we can go with our 
dependence on America?” Faisal 
asked. “How much can we rely on 
steadfastness from American lead-

ership? What is it that makes for our 
joint benefits to come together?”

According to the final summit 
communiqué, the meeting in Ri-
yadh reaffirmed the GCC-US stra-
tegic partnership in pursuit of a 
stable, secure and prosperous re-
gion. It emphasised intensifying 
the campaign to defeat ISIS and al-
Qaeda and to address external and 
internal threats, including Iran’s 
activities, while working to reduce 
regional and sectarian tensions 
that fuel instability.

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

uch-anticipated Yem-
en peace talks opened 
in Kuwait but were 
immediately faced 
with Houthi rebels’ 

new demands that could torpedo 
the negotiations meant to end the 
brutal 13-month conflict.

“The choice today is between two 
paths; a safe country that guaran-
tees the stability and the rights of 
all or the broken land where chil-
dren die on a daily basis,” UN Spe-
cial Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said at the start of 
the talks April 21st.

“The consultations should pro-
vide a strong foundation for a new 
political consensus to help Yemen 
achieve the stability and security 
that its people deserve and its fu-
ture requires,” he said. “The path to 
peace may be difficult but I believe 
that it is clearly within reach if all 

parties engage in good faith.”
His was a diplomat’s optimism. 

The delegation of Houthis and the 
General People’s Congress had 
boycotted the talks for three days, 
alleging ceasefire violations by the 

Saudi-led coalition and fighters loy-
al to the internationally recognised 
Yemeni government.

The militia was also said to have 
demanded an end to the naval 
blockade and the lifting of sanc-

tions on some of its leaders, includ-
ing former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh.

Yemeni President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi sent Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed a message stating that re-
quests to modify the talks’ agenda 
would not be accepted. The Hadi 
delegation threatened to withdraw 
from the process if the rebels did 
not attend by April 21st, a deadline 
that was met.

The delay and demands led Yem-
eni Foreign Minister Abdelmalik 
al-Mekhlafi to warn against high 
expectations for the negotiations.

“The Houthis and Saleh’s party, 
by refusing to arrive on the agreed 
time and by putting a series of con-
ditions and by saying they reserve 
the right to boycott sessions if their 
conditions are not met — all of these 
have lowered the ceiling of expec-
tations,” Mekhlafi said.

Violations of the shaky UN-bro-
kered ceasefire were reportedly de-
creasing. Saudi defence spokesman 
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asseri 
said groups of rebels and loyalists 

“are mostly operating” and super-
vised by Saudi members of the coa-
lition. “Our observations tell us that 
day by day the number of violations 
keeps decreasing,” he said.

The blueprint for the Kuwait talks 
is UN Resolution 2216, which calls 
for the Houthis to withdraw from 
areas seized since the start of the 
conflict in 2014 and to surrender 
heavy weaponry to the internation-
ally recognised government. Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed, however, said the 
process “will not necessarily follow 
a particular sequence”.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

US President Barack Obama cuts a lonely figure amid Gulf Cooperation Council leaders during the 
GCC summit in Riyadh, on April 21st.
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UN Special Envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed (R) and UN 
spokesman Charbel Raji attend a news conference in Kuwait City, 
on April 22nd.

 “The consultations 
should provide a 
strong foundation for 
a new political 
consensus.”

UN Special Envoy for Yemen, 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed
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D 

espite obvious tensions 
and differing tactical 
outlooks, the United 
States and Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) mem-

bers are agreed on the need to deter 
and confront aggression against the 
alliance, chiefly from Iran and the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Speaking April 21st after the GCC 
summit in Riyadh, US President 
Barack Obama said he “reaffirmed 
the policy of the United States to 
use all elements of our power to se-
cure our core interests in the Gulf 
region and to deter and confront ex-
ternal aggression against our allies 
and our partners”.

Obama went on to say that the 
meeting “reviewed important pro-
gress” since a gathering at Camp 
David a year ago. He added that 
leaders agreed to “build an even 
stronger partnership between our 
nations”.

The picture, however, is not as 
rosy as it appears, with Western me-
dia highlighting a perceived snub by 
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud upon the president’s arrival. 
Obama was met by a small Saudi 
delegation but it was Salman him-
self who greeted arriving GCC lead-
ers.

The state of affairs is tied to issues 
related to the nuclear deal with Teh-
ran. Relations were further strained 
by an interview with The Atlantic 
magazine in which Obama said the 
Saudis needed to “share the neigh-
bourhood” with Iran and labelled 
Gulf allies “free riders”.

This prompted a response from 
Saudi intelligence chief Prince Turki 
al-Faisal rejecting the label and re-
minding Obama of his pledge to the 
Saudi king last September on the 
need to counter Iran’s “destabilising 
activities”.

Obama and Salman had a one-
on-one meeting before the GCC 
summit, which, according to one 
White House official, “really cleared 

the air”. However, a US official told 
Bloomberg that no apology was 
made for recent criticism of Saudi 
policies and that the president in-
sisted that the kingdom must learn 
to co-exist with Iran.

In an interview with CNN’s Chris-
tiane Amanpour, Faisal, departing 
from the usual Saudi rhetoric on 
US relations, said there would have 
to be “a recalibration of our rela-
tionship with America”. “How far 
we can go with our dependence on 

America? How much can we rely on 
steadfastness from American lead-
ership? What is it that makes for our 
joint benefits to come together?” he 
asked.

However, according to Fahad 
Nazer, a senior political analyst at 
JTG Incorporated, there is more to 
US-Saudi relations than philosophi-
cal differences and their bilateral 
relations have not endured for more 
than seven decades by happen-
stance.

“I think it’s important to keep in 
mind that over the past month, three 
different congressional delegations, 
headed by senators Lindsey Gra-
ham, Ben Cardin and House Speaker 
Paul Ryan, have visited Saudi Arabia 
and met with senior leaders includ-
ing King Salman and Deputy Crown 

Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz,” Nazer said.

Nazer emphasised that congres-
sional leaders have expressed sup-
port for the Saudi military campaign 
in Yemen and publicly praised the 
close cooperation between the two 
countries in intelligence sharing and 
counterterrorism.

“I also think that the recent trans-
fer of nine Yemeni nationals who 
had been held at the naval detention 
centre at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
to Saudi Arabia highlights the wide 
scope of cooperation between the 
two countries,” Nazer said.

Casting a shadow on US-Saudi 
relations is a bill in the US Congress 
that would allow litigation in US 
courts against the Saudi government 
over any role in the September 11th, 

2001, attacks on the United States.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-

Jubeir told US lawmakers that if the 
measure were passed, the kingdom 
would be forced to sell its US assets, 
estimated to be worth up to $750 
billion.

Nazer said the White House un-
derstands the ramifications of en-
acting such a bill: “It is not only Sau-
di Arabia that appears concerned 
about this bill, as recent reports 
suggest that the Obama adminis-
tration itself has expressed its own 
concerns to Congress, arguing that 
diluting the international norm of 
sovereign immunity could have se-
rious repercussions for US person-
nel abroad as foreign governments 
enact their own legislation [in] re-
prisal.”

Despite smiles, Saudis smarting about US policies
Mohammed Alkhereiji

President Barack Obama greeted by Saudi officials as he arrives at King Khalid International Airport in Riyadh, on April 20th.

Obama was met by a 
small Saudi delegation 
while it was King 
Salman who greeted 
arriving GCC leaders.

US-GCC summit achieves businesslike agreements 
but rifts are too deep to patch up

O
n February 14th, 
1945, US President 
Franklin Roosevelt, 
on a US warship in 
the Suez Canal, met 
with Saudi Arabia’s 

first king, Abdul Aziz bin Saud, 
launching one of the most 
enduring partnerships in history, 
an informal alliance based on two 
elements: security and oil. The 
relationship has encountered 
challenges over the ensuing seven 
decades yet it always recovered 
and defaulted back to its core 
elements.

But when US President Barack 
Obama arrived in Riyadh on April 
19th to meet with Abdul Aziz’s son, 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, 
it was clear that the relationship 
was facing its most serious chal-
lenge. The visuals were powerful: 
Obama was met at the airport not 
by the king but by the governor of 
Riyadh.

One could argue that the cur-
rent rift began in January 2011 
when Obama, after some hesita-
tion, chose not to bolster Egypt’s 
embattled Hosni Mubarak. The 
Saudis were mortified: Abandoning 

Mubarak was an ominous prec-
edent. Moreover, Mubarak’s fall 
opened the door for the Muslim 
Brotherhood and the election of 
Muhammad Morsi as president. The 
House of Saud always has viewed 
the Brotherhood’s political Islam as 
a mortal threat to the region.

The Obama administration’s reac-
tion to Morsi’s ouster by Egypt’s 
current president and then general 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi also unnerved 
Riyadh: The withholding of US 
weapons deliveries to Egypt, al-
though it proved temporary, raised 
questions about the United States’ 
commitment to its allies’ security.

And then things got worse. The 
Obama administration led the 
negotiations with Iran designed to 
decelerate Tehran’s development 
of nuclear weapons. The Saudis 
and many of its GCC partners were 
alarmed, in part because the nucle-
ar talks ignored Iran’s meddling in 
Arab countries and in part because 
they did not trust Iran to abide by 
agreed-upon conditions.

More fundamentally, the Saudis 
saw the Iran deal as indicative of a 
strategic shift by Washington. Did 
Obama, they wondered, view Iran 
as the region’s future dominant 
power? Would the nuclear deal wel-
come Iran back into the community 
of nations, even as Tehran contin-
ued to interfere in Arab countries? 
The Bush administration’s mis-
guided war in Iraq had essentially 
pushed that Shia-majority country 
into Iran’s sphere of influence. Who 
would be next?

Obama attempted to quell those 
concerns by inviting GCC heads of 

state to Camp David in May 2015 
(Salman was a no-show) where 
the US president promised billions 
of dollars’ worth of new weapons 
sales (which do wonders for the US 
trade balance) but did not agree to a 
formal mutual defence agreement, 
which many in the GCC wanted.

So here we are: A meeting 
between Obama and Salman fol-
lowed by a second US-GCC sum-
mit. Obama and the king talked for 
two hours. Obama urged the Saudi 
monarch to seek an understanding 
with Iran, asked him to persuade 
Iraqi Sunnis to support their Shia-
led government’s efforts to oust 
the Islamic State (ISIS) from Mosul 
and requested greater Saudi sup-
port against ISIS in Syria. However, 
Obama refused to commit to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s removal 
from power. Reportedly, he also 
raised human rights issues in the 
kingdom.

The GCC summit on April 21st 
focused on fighting ISIS and help-
ing Iraq end its internal divisions. 
The United States offered to work 
more closely with GCC members to 
ensure maritime security and the 
parties agreed to “expeditiously 
reach consensus on steps necessary 
to implement an integrated ballistic 
missile defense early warning sys-
tem” to counter Iran’s continued 
development of ballistic missiles.

While still not offering a formal 
defence pact, the final commu-
niqué pledged that the United 
States would “use all elements of 
power to secure its core interests 
in the Gulf region and to deter 
and confront external aggression 

against its allies and partners” and 
announced that the GCC coun-
tries and the United States would 
conduct “a combined military 
exercise in March 2017 to showcase 
the full breadth of GCC-US security 
capabilities”. The US also will help 
GCC states develop special opera-
tions forces along the lines of the 
US Navy Seals.

As Air Force One took off, one 
can imagine that Salman and other 
GCC leaders yearn for the day when 
Obama takes off for good when a 
new US president is sworn in next 
January. That new president is 
most likely to be Hillary Clinton and 
she has offered to support a bill in 
Congress that would allow US fami-
lies to sue the kingdom for losses 
related to the 9-11 terrorist attacks. 
Obama has vowed to veto that legis-
lation if it reaches his desk.

Perry Cammack, a key Middle 
East adviser to US Secretary of 
State John Kerry from 2013 until 
last summer, wrote recently that 
“those hoping that a new president 
in Washington can bring a return 
to the old paradigm, whereby the 
United States provided for the 
kingdom’s security in exchange for 
stability in the global energy mar-
kets, will likely be disappointed. 
The United States is no longer so 
dependent on Saudi oil and the 
American public has no desire to 
return to a regional policeman role.”

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

Mark 
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Riyadh

W 

hile attention was 
focused on US 
President Barack 
Obama’s meeting 
with Gulf Coop-

eration Council (GCC) leaders, Mo-
rocco’s King Mohammed VI was 
receiving crucial support from GCC 
countries over Western Sahara.

King Mohammed VI defended 
Morocco’s stance after a spat with 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon, who had made comments 
about the huge disputed region of 
north-western Africa as being un-
der “occupation”.

Moroccan officials refused the 
United Nations’ expression of re-
gret of the “misunderstandings” 
and its explanation that the re-
marks were not deliberate. Rabat, 
rather, expelled more than 80 
members of the UN Mission for 
the Referendum in Western Sahara 
(MINURSO). The mission included 
about 500 people

King Mohammed VI turned to 
the GCC for support on the issue. 
In a statement, Morocco and GCC 
leaders backed Rabat’s insistence 
on sovereignty over Western Saha-
ra. They also stated that Morocco’s 
autonomy plan was viewed as “the 
basis for any solution” to the issue.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud personally endorsed “all 
political and security causes that 
are important for your brotherly 
country, mainly the Western Sa-
hara”.

The GCC position is seen as a 
signal to Algeria, the main backer 
of the pro-independence Polisario 
Front and Morocco’s regional nem-
esis.

Morocco, which claims the vast, 
sparsely populated former Spanish 
possession as part of its southern 
provinces, has controlled most of 
the territory for 40 years.

Conflict between Morocco and 
the Polisario Front over the West-
ern Sahara peaked between 1976 
and a UN-brokered 1991 ceasefire. 
The Polisario Front rejected a pro-
posal by Rabat for “wide autono-
my” for Western Sahara, calling for 
“the right of the Sahrawi people to 
determine their own future”.

At the GCC summit, King Mo-
hammed VI lamented the “destruc-
tion, chaos and human tragedies” 
since “Arab spring” uprisings.

“The hostile plots that seek to 
undermine our stability are contin-
uing,” he said. “They will not stop. 
Several countries in the eastern 
part of the Arab world have been 
torn apart and destroyed.

“Today, it is the western part 
that is targeted and the most re-
cent of these conspiracies has been 
hatched against the territorial in-
tegrity of your second home, Mo-
rocco.”

Diplomatic sniping over Western 
Sahara, a relatively quiet issue for 
years, resumed in recent months. 
France has generally adopted a 
pro-Moroccan stance on Western 
Sahara; the United States’ tone has 
been mostly neutral.

King Mohammed VI told Gulf 
leaders that the country wanted to 
“diversify its partnerships” with 

Russia and China, among others — 
possibly prompting Washington to 
engage more on the Western Saha-
ra issue to maintain its relationship 
with a GCC-linked country.

The support from Gulf rulers for 
Morocco’s position reflected an un-
precedented level of regional po-
larisation over the issue. In a state-
ment at the end of the summit, GCC 
leaders and the Moroccan monarch 
lashed out at “separatism”, a refer-

ence to pro-Polisario backers.
Ban has warned that a likely out-

come of Morocco’s decision to re-
duce MINURSO staff would weaken 
UN presence in the region, creating 
a situation that would be exploited 
by terrorists and radicals.

In a document obtained by the 
Agence France-Presse news agen-
cy, Ban was reported as calling 
on a renewed UN mandate for the 
mission, which he said was neces-

sary to prevent “full-scale war”. 
Between April 2014 and March 
2015, MINURSO conducted almost 
10,000 patrols to check whether 
Moroccan and Polisario forces were 
adhering to the ceasefire.

With signals coming out of Al-
geria, where the Polisario Front is 
based, and with Rabat’s unrelent-
ing position on the dispute, fears 
are growing that the long-running 
ceasefire could be under threat.

GCC backs Morocco over Western Sahara
The Arab Weekly staff

King Mohammed VI of Morocco (L) with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud during the GCC 
summit in Riyadh.

“The hostile plots 
that seek to 
undermine our 
stability are 
continuing.”

Moroccan King 
Mohammed VI

Obama visit to Riyadh may not correct miscalculations

U
S President Barack 
Obama’s trip to 
Riyadh has been 
overwhelmed by 
regional security 
concerns, including 

growing threats from the Islamic 
State (ISIS), Iranian military 
activities in the Gulf and Russia’s 
intervention in Syria.

The visit marks a renewed at-
tempt to reverse deteriorating 
Saudi-US relations. In Riyadh, the 
US administration must seek to al-
leviate deepening Saudi and wider 
Arab suspicion of a US-Russian 
sponsored plan to divide the Mid-
dle East among Shia, Sunni and 
Kurdish spheres of influence.

For the Saudis and other 
Sunni-majority, as well as multi-
sectarian, countries, the US 
rapprochement towards Iran is a 
grave concern. The US-sponsored 
nuclear deal removed economic 
sanctions, lifted an arms embargo 
and freed frozen Iranian assets 
worth billions.

At the same time, the United 
States sought closer military and 
political cooperation with Iran in 
the struggle against the Taliban 
in Afghanistan and Pakistan and 
in the drive to defeat the Islamic 
State (ISIS) insurgency in Iraq and 
stabilise the Iranian-sponsored 
Haider al-Abadi government in 
Baghdad.

Even more alarming to Saudi 
and Arab allies is a perceived US 

softening of criticism of Iran’s 
growing military encroachments in 
Syria and continued support of the 
Houthis in Yemen, in addition to 
Hezbollah military and clandestine 
activities in various Arab states.

At the same time, strains in 
American anti-Saudi relations have 
grown during the Obama adminis-
tration. Congressional attempts to 
investigate allegations of possible 
Saudi links to the 9/11 attacks mark 
the latest episode in the fraying 
process.

Both have concerns about this 
fallout. The kingdom receives 
substantial political and military 
assistance from the United States 
that is vital for its security. The 
United States benefits hugely from 
Saudi-US economic and military 
cooperation. Substantial gains 
are received by the US economy, 
including more than $700 billion 
worth of Saudi-owned US assets, 
more than $90 billion of US Foreign 
Military Sales (FMS), access to $18 
billion of annual US exports and 
billions worth of benefits from 
services provided to Saudi sectors 
such as education, environment 
and health.

The United States has reaped 
strategic benefits from the king-
dom’s pivotal role in helping defeat 
the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. 
Saudi Arabia also led efforts to con-
tain the Iranian Islamic revolution 
during the 1980s and to articulate 
the war campaign against Saddam 
Hussein throughout the 1990s and 
2000s.

Most importantly, Saudi Arabia 
has remained the world largest 
reserve, producer and exporter of 
oil, making it arguably the most 
crucial country to global and US 
economies.

Obama’s Middle East policy 
seems to have been shortsighted 
about the strategic relevancy of 
Saudi Arabia. Some US foreign 

policy architects argued against 
taking sides in the Sunni-Shia pow-
er struggle. This policy outlook 
placed Iran and Saudi Arabia on 
equal footing and has anticipated a 
fighting match in which the United 
States may ultimately emerge as 
the winner.

For Saudi Arabia, such an articu-
lation of foreign policy perspective 

boils down to an acceptance of ex-
panded Iranian regional influence 
and the cultivation of US foreign 
policy based on a Sunni-Shia re-
gional division of influence.

Such a foreign policy has not 
gone according to plan. Russia, 
rather than the United States, 
emerged as the dominant player in 
Middle Eastern affairs, in a series 
of events that marks a startling 
post-Cold War comeback.

Europe has become increasingly 
unsettled by the influx of hun-
dreds of thousands of refugees. US 
support for the Kurds has aggra-
vated Turkey, a NATO member. 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia appear to 
have begun a search for alternative 
security provisions other than that 
typically provided by the United 
States.

The Obama administration may 
have underestimated the Saudis’ 
ability to manoeuvre amid regional 
struggles and to sway to its favour 
the balance of power. Miscalcula-
tions may have been responsible 
for the emergence of the largest 
military and political alliance 
among Islamic countries under 
Saudi-Turkish leadership.

Obama’s visit to Saudi Arabia 
represents a desperate move to 
retain the confidence of key allies 
in his administration. This may 
not be accomplished by solely 
encouraging the Gulf states to buy 
US missile defence systems while 
allowing Iranian threats to prolifer-
ate. The Obama administration 
may no longer be able to ride two 
horses at once.

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

Imad Salamey

View point
The Obama 
administration 
may no longer 
be able to ride 
two horses at 
once.

Obama’s Middle East 
policy seems to have been 
shortsighted about the 
strategic relevancy of 
Saudi Arabia. US President Barack Obama delivers a speech 

following a US-Gulf Cooperation Council 
summit in Riyadh, on April 21st.
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Yemen loses the last of its Jews to Israel

Sana’a

S 

alem Yahia died at the age 
of 35, four years after hav-
ing contracted liver dis-
ease. He was so poor that 
he could not afford to buy 

medicine he needed for treatment. 
He was among the last Jews living 
in Yemen.

Mahmud Taha, a researcher in 
Jewish affairs, used Yahia’s story 
to illustrate the living conditions of 
the Jewish minority in Yemen. “No 
Yemeni Jew owned agricultural 
land or real estate or a store,” Taha 
said. “None of them also benefited 
of a monthly salary as government 
employees. However, they are not 
in worse condition than the rest of 
Yemeni people. Everybody suffers 
from poverty and overall misery.”

Jews were an original part of 
Yemeni society. Even before the 
spread of Islam, most regions of 
Yemen had people who practiced 
Judaism.

“Yemeni Jews are the guardians 
of a unique and rare cultural herit-
age. They have preserved ancient 
manuscripts of the Torah and speak 
a very old Hebrew dialect but their 
political role in Israel is practically 
nonexistent and they usually boast 
about being from Yemen,” Taha 
noted.

Migration campaigns to move 
Yemeni Jews to Israel started in 
1949. Israel relocated as many as 
50,000 Jews from Yemen in Opera-

tion Magic Carpet over a two-year 
period. Many Jews chose to leave 
Yemen because of increasing hos-
tility towards them following Isra-
el’s founding and massacres of Pal-
estinians. The mass migration was 
also due to pressure from Western 
governments and the rise of Arab 
nationalism in Yemen.

However, with the reunification 
of Yemen in 1990 and the introduc-
tion of a pluralistic political system, 
it has become quite common to see 
the remaining Yemeni Jews travel 
to Israel and return to Yemen with 
no restrictions or harassment.

After the outbreak of the war 
between government forces and 

Houthi rebels in March 2015, Jewish 
migration to Israel in small groups 
resumed. The Houthis evicted 
about 70 Jews from Saada gover-
norate. They ended up in a tourism 
complex near the US embassy in 
Sana’a and the Yemeni government 
provided them with food and small 
monthly stipend.

“But when the Houthis took con-
trol of Sana’a, the Jews feared retal-
iation and about 30 of them chose 
to leave Yemen,” Taha said.

Houthi political activist Amal 
al-Maakhazi rejected any link be-
tween recent Jewish migration to 
Israel and the rebels’ occupation of 
Sana’a.

“Jewish migration existed well 
before the appearance of the Houthi 
movement in 2004,” she said. 
“Their displacement from one area 
to another in Yemen is due most of 
the time to the irreverent behaviour 
of some of their members and their 
non-conservative culture, which 
clashed with the conservative Yem-
eni society.”

Khattab al-Rouhani, a member 
of the anti-Houthi Islamic Refor-
mation Party, accused the rebels of 
persecuting Jews. “Their expres-
sion ‘damned be the Jews’ was illus-
trated by the eviction of Aal Salem 
clan from their villages in Saada, the 
destruction of their homes and con-
fiscation of their belongings… They 
can boast that they are fighting Is-
rael now,” Rouhani said

Ali al-Ahdal, a history professor at 
Sana’a University stressed that his-
torically the Jewish community in 
Yemen was well integrated and pre-
served. “Their material and moral 
rights were always guaranteed,” he 
said. “They were free to practice 
their faith and rites in their temples, 
free to celebrate Jewish feasts like 
Yom Kippur and the Jewish New 
Year. They would dance and be fes-
tive and Muslims would join them 
in their celebrations.”

Economically, Yemeni Jews were 
not discriminated against, Ahdal 
said, adding: “The meagre tax they 
had to pay annually at some point 
was later repealed and they were 
exempt from tribal rules and con-
ventions.”

The 19 Yemeni Jews who arrived 
in Israel on March 21st were among 

the last members of the Jewish 
community that once numbered 
more than 60,000. A few dozen still 
live in Sana’a and Reedah in Amran. 
The Jewish Agency put the number 
at 50.

One of them, Saaed al-Yahudi, 
denied reports that the Jews who 
recently left the country for Israel 
took with them a 500-year-old To-
rah scroll.

“The copy of the Torah that ap-
peared in their possession is their 
own. In the past, every two Jewish 
families would have one copy of the 
Torah they would use at Shabbat 
services,” he said.

“The history of the Jewish pres-
ence in Yemen is being obliterated 
today by forgetfulness,” said Taha. 
“Sana’a’s old Jewish neighbourhood 
Bekaa al-Yahud has almost disap-
peared. The temples were turned 
into houses and their distinctive 
features wiped out. The building, 
which used to belong to the most 
famous of the Jewish judges during 
the rule of the imams, is far gone.”

Mohamad Abul-Qassem, a 
pseudonym used for security 
reasons, is a reporter based in 
Sana’a.

Mohamad Abul-Qassem

Yemeni Jewish sisters Malka (R), Hodaya (2nd R) and Ester (2nd 
L) walk alongside their brother Tzion Dahari after arriving at an 
immigration centre in the Israeli city of Beersheba on March 21st.

“Yemeni Jews are the 
guardians of a unique 
and rare cultural 
heritage.”

Mahmud Taha,
a researcher in Jewish affairs

News & Analysis Yemen

Kuwait

P 

eace talks aimed at ending 
the 13-month war in Yem-
en kicked off in Kuwait af-
ter a three-day delay filled 
with uncertainty and spec-

ulation but salvaged by last-minute 
UN mediation efforts.

“The choice today is between two 
paths; a safe country that guaran-
tees the stability and the rights of 
all or the broken land where chil-
dren die on daily basis,” UN Spe-
cial Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said at the start of 
the talks on April 21st.

“The consultations should pro-
vide a strong foundation for a new 
political consensus, to help Yemen 
achieve the stability and security 
that its people deserve and its fu-
ture requires. The path to peace 
may be difficult but I believe that 
it is clearly in reach if all parties en-
gage in good faith.”

Ould Cheikh Ahmed highlight-
ed the human toll of the conflict, 
pointing out that nearly 7,000 have 
been killed and 35,000 wounded. 
Another 3 million have been forced 
from their homes. However, the 
envoy also noted marked improve-
ments in Yemen’s security situation 
even though there have been seri-
ous violations of the truce.

Iranian-backed Houthi rebels 
took control of several areas, in-
cluding the capital Sana’a and Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi fled to Saudi Arabia. The Sau-
dis pulled together an Arab coali-
tion and in March 2015 began a mili-
tary campaign against the Houthis.

Those efforts pushed the Houthis 
back and allowed Hadi and his gov-
ernment to return to Yemen but the 
country remains a humanitarian ca-
tastrophe. A ceasefire in mid-April 
preceded the talks in Kuwait.

However, the road to the talks 
was riddled with uncertainty and 
obstacles, with numerous false 
starts at getting meaningful diplo-
matic dialogue going between war-
ring factions.

Houthi spokesman Mohammed 
Abdulsalam on April 19th said on 
Facebook: “Each time we attempt 

to take a step forward despite dif-
ficulties to overcome the challenge 
of the aggression imposed on our 
Yemeni people, a crisis or massacre 
takes place.”

He said the UN five-point agenda 
for the Kuwait talks was not clear. 
Diplomatic sources asserted that 
the Houthis were also demanding 
an end to the naval blockade that 
has severely limited basic neces-
sities from reaching beleaguered 
Yemeni civilians.

Official Yemeni sources said Hadi 
sent a message to Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed saying that requests by the 

Iran-allied rebels to modify the 
agenda of the talks would not be ac-
cepted.

With that backdrop, Yemeni For-
eign Minister Abdelmalik al-Me-
khlafi warned against high expecta-
tions at the talks. “The Houthis and 
Saleh’s party, by refusing to arrive 
on the agreed time and by putting 
a series of conditions and by say-
ing they reserve the right to boycott 
sessions if their conditions are not 
met — all of these have lowered the 
ceiling of expectations,” he said, 
adding that the Hadi government 
would do all it could to ensure the 

success of the talks.
The talks in Kuwait centre on the 

implementation of UN Resolution 
2216, which calls for the Houthis to 
withdraw from areas seized since 
the start of the conflict in 2014 and 
to surrender heavy weaponry to the 
internationally recognised govern-
ment.

Stressing the urgency of the talks, 
Saudi-led coalition spokesman 
Brigadier-General Ahmed Asseri 
told the Saudi-owned Al Arabiya 
news channel: “Everybody knows 
that the way out in the end is po-
litical and the issue will not end 

through military means and the 
coalition has no desire to prolong 
the situation.”

Yemen has been on the brink of 
collapse for decades; however, the 
situation worsened with the 2011 
“Arab spring” uprising, which led to 
Saleh’s resignation. The current cri-
sis began in September 2014 when 
rebels seized Sana’a, forcing Hadi, 
who took over as president from 
Saleh, to flee. A Saudi-led Arab al-
liance intervened in March 2015, 
launching a military campaign 
against the Houthis in support of 
Hadi’s forces.

Yemen: Fragile peace talks launched after delays
The Arab Weekly staff

Kuwaiti Foreign Minister Sheikh Sabah al-Khaled al-Sabah (L) and UN Special Envoy to Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed (C) greeting 
members of Yemeni rebel and government delegations upon their arrival at Bayan palace before the restart of the UN-brokered peace 
talks, on April 22nd.
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Damascus

A 

conclusive battle ap-
pears to be raging in the 
northern city of Aleppo 
amid a complicated situ-
ation created by con-

flicting interests of international 
players in the Syrian conflict.

While peace talks tottered in Ge-
neva, the Aleppo conflict has seen 
a new twist with the outbreak of 
fighting on seven fronts in Aleppo, 
an all-out brawl involving all war-
ring sides.

The fighting in Aleppo took its 
toll on the Geneva talks, with the 
Syrian opposition’s High Negotia-
tions Committee (HNC) suspending 
its participation.

The military reality and the di-
versity of groups involved reflect 
the thorny situation in Syria. On Al-
Eis front, al-Qaeda-affiliated Jabhat 
al-Nusra and detachments from 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) and 
al-Jabha al-Shamiyah fought Leba-
non’s Hezbollah and the Fatimiyun 
Brigade operating under Hezbollah. 
The pro-regime National Defence 

Force battled the Free Syrian Army 
inside the city.

North of Aleppo near Handarat 
Camp, al-Quds Brigade of the 
Popular Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine-General Command 
(PFLP-GC) led the fight against op-
position forces. Kurdish fighters 
from the People’s Protection Units 
and the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) engaged Jabhat al-Nusra and 
opposition groups in the Sheikh 
Maqsood neighbourhood of Aleppo 
and against Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants in Azaz and the Techrine dam 
area north-east of Aleppo.

Russian warplanes carried out 
round-the-clock sorties against ISIS 
and Jabhat al-Nusra. The United 
States dispatched Apache helicop-
ters to support the Kurds and the 
FSA against ISIS in Aleppo’s coun-
tryside.

Turkish cannons were fired at 
ISIS and Kurdish positions to keep 
them away from the Turkish bor-
der. ISIS and the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK) have claimed re-
sponsibility for terror explosions in 
Turkish cities.

Saudi Arabia was strongly back-
ing the Islamic Movement of Ahrar 
ash-Sham and Iran ordered special 
forces units to support Hezbollah 
at Al-Hadher and Al-Eis.

The crisis became even murkier 
and more complicated after oppo-
sition forces used a heat-seeking 
missile to down a Syrian warplane 
over Al-Eis on April 5th. Syrian 

Prime Minister Wael al-Halqi de-
clared that the army was prepar-
ing to take Aleppo with support 
from the Russians. Russia denied 
the claim and its media circulated 
news that the Syrian opposition 
had acquired 85 man-held, anti-
aircraft missiles.

Seven weeks into the cease-fire, 
violence flared on several fronts. 
ISIS attacked Khanaser to cut off 
Aleppo governorate from the rest 
of the country. The Russian-backed 
Syrian Air Force widened its zone 
of operations to the entire country, 
prompting the opposition to sus-

pend participation in the Geneva 
talks and launch its Rad al-Mazal-
am (Fighting Injustices) battle.

Moscow and Washington are still 
talking about a ceasefire in Syria 
and insist on maintaining it despite 
the truce crumbling on the field.

Observers say political wrangling 
following the battles for Aleppo 
will be crucial in reaching a politi-
cal settlement for the Syrian crisis. 
It is very likely that the price for 
stopping the fighting near Aleppo 
will be for the opposition to give 
up its demand for Syria President 
Bashar Assad’s departure and reach 

a common understanding with the 
regime on a transition process.

One solution would be to appoint 
three vice-presidents for Assad. 
According to UN Special Envoy Staf-
fan de Mistura, the Syrian govern-
ment and the HNC agreed to this 
proposal. Observers, however, said 
de Mistura’s proposal did not mean 
much because decisions in Syria 
are not taken by institutions but 
by individuals. When he was vice-
president, Farouk al-Sharaa could 
do nothing. Najah al-Attar, the cur-
rent vice-president, is in the same 
situation.

The future of the Syrian opposi-
tion is still uncertain. Fighting on 
several fronts against ISIS, regime 
forces and Kurdish fighters is likely 
to weaken the opposition forces.

However, recent promises of 
more support following Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s 
visit to Turkey might change calcu-
lations on the ground. Some oppo-
sition leaders have publicly decried 
the lack of support compared to the 
kind of aid channelled to Kurdish 
fighters.

In short, the battle for Aleppo is 
not like any of the other proxy wars 
in Syria. It is a battle for the finish 
line. It is likely to either save the 
Syrian regime or bring it down.

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

Momentum for Aleppo battle building

Cover Story Syria

Khalil Hamlo

One solution would be 
to appoint three 
vice-presidents for 
Assad.

Geneva

P 

eace talks to resolve Syr-
ia’s more than five-year 
conflict have stalled amid 
fears of the collapse of a 
fragile ceasefire between 

the government and opposition 
factions, leading to concerns about 
what happens next..

The main Syrian opposition dele-
gation, the High Negotiations Com-
mittee (HNC), announced it was 
indefinitely postponing its attend-
ance at the proximity talks due to 
accusations that government forc-
es were escalating military activi-
ties, including air strikes. Attacks 
hit two markets in rebel-held areas 
of Idlib, killing more than 40 peo-
ple on April 20th.

“This massacre of innocents… 
shows the true face of the Assad re-
gime — utterly brutal, totally care-
less of human life. It is a danger-
ous escalation of an already fragile 
situation,” HNC spokesman Salem 
al-Meslet said.

The HNC complained of a mili-
tary build-up and renewed clashes 
around the rebel-held city of Alep-
po in violation of the UN-brokered 
cessation of hostilities. “Assad is 
telling the world he has no interest 
in diplomacy for peace but is deter-
mined to go on killing Syrians with 
impunity… We don’t see a serious 
partner here in Geneva, so it’s no 
use sitting here,” Meslet said.

The latest round of talks between 
the government and opposition 
delegations had not been going 
well even before the latest outbreak 
of violence, with the two sides fail-
ing to make progress on the issue 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
future role in the country and the 
composition of a future transition-
al government.

The air strikes, which hit mar-
kets in Maarat al-Numan and Kafr 
Nubl, marked a final straw for the 
opposition, which condemned the 
Assad government for “pretending 
to negotiate while escalating the 
violence”.

Despite walking out of the talks, 
the HNC said it would keep tech-
nical experts in Geneva until April 
24th, the scheduled end of the cur-
rent round of talks, to continue dis-
cussing humanitarian access and 
the release of detainees.The gov-
ernment delegation said it would 
continue talks with the other op-
position representation, including 
the Kurds, who are still in Geneva.

The inability to make progress in 
the talks leaves many wondering 
about the viability of the UN-bro-
kered peace process.

UN Envoy Staffan de Mistura 
sought to downplay fears that 
this signalled the end of the peace 
process, saying the next round 
of peace talks would go ahead as 
scheduled, likely starting on April 

27th. The HNC did not commit to 
attend the next round of talks

“There is also lots of diplomatic 
posturing and it’s normal,” he said. 
“That is to say, propose things that 
are more difficult to accept and 
leave and come back, leave and 
come back, leave and come back.

“We cannot let this [the talks] 
drop. We have to renew the cease-
fire. We have to accelerate humani-
tarian aid and we are going to ask 
the countries that are the co-spon-
sors to meet.”

If current negotiations break up 
completely, many observers have 
said that would end hopes for a 
negotiated peace settlement in 
the near future. With the United 
States gearing up for presidential 
elections, there is a perception that 
Syria will become less of a priority.

“If this ends now, it will be over 
for at least a year… The Russians 
will steamroll, taking advantage of 
a US vacuum,” a Western diplomat, 
speaking on the condition of ano-
nymity, told Reuters.

“There will be 3 million refugees 
and thousands more dead… If we 
all leave Geneva, I don’t see the 
process continuing,” he warned.

Senior US and Syrian opposi-
tion officials claim Russia has po-
sitioned artillery near Aleppo and 

bolstered its forces in Syria with 
advanced helicopter gunships, de-
spite withdrawing some fixed-wing 
aircraft in March and announcing 
a reduction of its forces from the 
country.

“We think it would be negative 
for Russia to move additional mili-
tary equipment or personnel into 
Syria,” US Deputy National Security 
Adviser Ben Rhodes said during an 
April 21st news briefing.

There are fears that both sides 
could abandon negotiations and 
focus on the military solution, with 
a recent Wall Street Journal report 
claiming that Washington could 
be ready to provide moderate op-
position forces with much more 
sophisticated weapons if the truce 
collapses.

Syria peace talks stall amid fears of renewed conflict 

Member of the Syrian interior opposition Mahmoud Marai (3rd R), listens to Elian Mous’ad (2nd R), in a meeting with the UN Syria Envoy 
during Syria peace talks at the United Nations Office in Geneva, on April 22nd.

The Arab Weekly staff

Syrian civil defence volunteers rest following a reported air strike, 
on April 23rd, in the rebel-held neighbourhood of Tareeq al-Bab in 
the northern city of Aleppo.

There are fears that 
both sides could now 
abandon negotiations 
and focus on the 
military solution.

Peace talks have 
stalled leading to 
concerns about what 
happens next.
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T
he unanimous adoption by the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) at its Istanbul summit of a call to respect 
religious minorities was most welcome although it went 
relatively unnoticed.

While backing Muslim minorities facing suspicion and 
prejudice, the OIC endorsed January’s Marrakech declara-
tion that called for a “concept of ‘citizenship’ that is 

inclusive of diverse groups”.
At the end of the summit, the OIC denounced the “oblivion of the 

centuries of mutual coexistence on the same soil”. For the Arab world’s 
minorities, this public support is long overdue.

The recent recapture of Al-Qaryatain, near the central Syrian city of 
Homs, revealed extensive damage to monasteries by the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Before its displacement, Al-Qaryatain’s Christian community 
lived peacefully with the town’s Muslims.

A Khmer Rouge-style purge of centuries-old communities has been 
taking place at the hands of fanatical jihadists in Syria and Iraq. UNESCO 
Director-General Irina Bokova denounced “cultural cleansing” after ISIS 
destroyed Mosul’s 1,400-year-old Monastery of St Elijah.

Christian communities — Arabic-speaking and with roots going back 
to the dawn of the religion — have shrunk alarmingly since the cata-
clysm that engulfed first Iraq then Syria.

A report from three Christian charities and a London university said 
that in Iraq, the pre-2003 Christian population had fallen from 1.5 
million to 200,000-500,000. In Syria, pre-“Arab spring” Christians made 
up 8-10% of the population of 22 million but this has fallen by almost 
half.

Behind the stark numbers is a story of wilful and murderous igno-
rance from extremists for whom difference is a threat.

The “Crusader” narrative, in which Arab Christians are a sort of 
colonial Trojan horse in the Middle East, ignores centuries of inter-
twined lives, history and culture.

To indulge the fantasy that Arab Christians are some kind of “other” is 
to be blind to historical reality. Arab Christian figures have played a 
fundamental role in shaping Arab culture and contemporary society.

But time may be running out. Research from a UK-based Catholic 
charity has bluntly suggested that “fear of genocide” could spell the end 
of Iraq’s Christian minority within five years.

Christians — and other minorities, such as Yazidis and Druze — are part 
of the Arab world. The final end of Yemen’s tiny indigenous Jewish 
population is another unravelling of the tapestry of the Arab experience.

Regional powers that are tempted to play religious or ethnic minori-
ties for their political or imperial advantage are only making the 
situation worse.

The OIC and Arab League must move beyond resolutions — however 
welcome — to concrete action.

The Arab Weekly’s first anniversary
A year ago this month the first issue of The Arab Weekly came out. 

Since then, the newspaper has launched print editions reaching Europe, 
the Arab Gulf region and North America. It has enlarged its pool of 
editors, writers, analysts and commentators to include more profession-
als from the Arab region and the rest of the world.

April also marks the tenth anniversary of the death of Haj Ahmed 
el-Salhine el-Houni, the visionary founder of the London-based Al Arab 
Publishing House, which publishes The Arab Weekly along with Arabic-
language publications Al Arab and Al Jadeed.

The Arab Weekly looks forward to serving its readership for many 
years to come and bringing a better understanding of the Arab world.

Protecting minorities is an
urgent task of OIC, Arab League
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E
ver since a Saudi royal 
decree took away the 
right of arrest from the 
religious police and 
reduced their role to 
giving only moral 

guidance, opinion in the conserv-
ative kingdom has been divided 
on the move.

Those opposed to the decree 
curtailing the powers of the 
Committee for the Propagation 
of Good and the Prevention of 
Vice (CPGPV) have framed their 
arguments within religious 
premises akin to dogmas held by 
the Muslim Brotherhood or Islamic 
State (ISIS).

These are the same voices 
that, not long ago, were calling 
on everyone to show obedience 
to the king and never oppose his 
decisions. And yet, we find them 
loudly expressing opposition to 
the royal decree.

Saudis have relied for decades 
on religious men for guidance 
and supervision, in the absence 
of independent civil or cultural 
institutions. Such institutions 
were not allowed to exist without 
religious oversight or without 
committing to observe many of 
the religious restrictions against 
music, singing and mixing of the 
sexes.

Suddenly these controlling 
bodies are having difficulty 
realising that they were not 
needed and that the Saudis are 
capable of leading perfectly 
normal lives, just like all the other 
people on Earth.

Saudi Arabia has been subjected 
to attacks in Western media 
that allege that ISIS extremism 
has its roots in Saudi culture 
and strict religious doctrines. 
Saudi authorities needed to 
counter the charges quickly and 
intelligently without deference 

to anyone. Authorities 
have to walk a fine line 
between maintaining 
the religious credibility 
underlying the Saudi 
state without becoming 
a backward government 
dominated by the religious 
establishment.

The case against the 
CPGPV was strengthened 

by a series of scandals 
regarding the behaviour of some 
of its members. These officials 
abused their powers and people’s 
rights and freedoms. The violent 

manhandling of a woman over 
her attire in front of a Riyadh 
mall and the arrest and wrongful 
accusations regarding alcohol 
abuse against journalist Ali Al-
Alyani were very embarrassing for 
Saudi authorities.

The so-called guardians 
of virtue and morality have 
succeeded in making simple 
people believe that, with the 
committee’s powers curtailed, 
Saudi society will turn into 
another Las Vegas. Immorality 
will be rampant and chaos will 
replace order. Women will turn to 
depravity and men become flesh-
hungry wolves.

In reality, this is pure fantasy. 
None of it has happened before nor 
will it happen in the future.

In its psychological and social 
make-up, Saudi society is no 
different than other Gulf or 
Arab countries. Saudi society is 
fundamentally conservative and 
will certainly remain so.

Finally, the Saudi authorities 
have shown a great deal of 
political will by responding 
to voices from the country’s 
intelligentsia who have for 
years called for either removing 
the CPGPV or restraining and 
integrating its role within the 
functions of the security forces.

The Saudi government also 
seized on the opportunity to 
present itself to the international 
community as a reformist 
one that does not hesitate to 
make necessary changes and 
innovations as long as they are for 
the common good.

But will there be a political 
price for these bold reforms, 
particularly towards the official 
representatives of the highest 
religious institution in the 
country, the Council of Senior 
Scholars? After all, council 
members were not consulted 
on the decision regarding the 
CPGPV nor were they previously 
consulted about including 
women on the Shura Council and 
municipal councils.

The answer to this important 
question will remain vague unless 
this latest reformist decision is 
followed by equally bold royal 
decrees touching on women’s 
rights, freedom of expression and 
the independence of cultural and 
civil institutions in Saudi Arabia.

Zeki al-Sudeir is a Saudi writer.

The cost of reining in 
the religious police in 
Saudi Arabia

Zeki al-Sudeir

Saudi society is 
fundamentally 
conservative and will 
certainly remain so.

Opinion
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O
ne month after the 
Brussels bomb 
attacks and it is 
official: Europe is 
caught in a destruc-
tive cycle — the fear 

of terrorism and fear of Muslims.
A report on the health of 

democracy in post-Soviet Europe 
said that the continent’s biggest 
challenge is the spread of deeply 
illiberal politics. More particularly, 
the culture of Islamophobia.

The report carries a respectable 
stamp. Freedom House, the 
non-partisan Washington-
based human rights advocacy 
organisation, was founded 75 
years ago by, among others, 
Eleanor Roosevelt. The former 
US first lady went from the 
White House to become the 
first chairwoman of the UN 
Commission on Human Rights. 
Unsurprisingly, a Freedom House 
briefing carries considerable 
weight. So what are we to make of 
the dismal findings of its annual 

Nations in Transit report?
First, the facts. 

The report was not 
describing the state of 
the 28-member European 
Union but countries 
in Eastern and Central 
Europe, the Balkans and 
Central Asia. There is 
some overlap with the 
European Union, notably 
Hungary and Poland. But 
largely, the report lays out 

the contours of illiberalism and 
Islamophobia in a geographical 
area that does not cover Western 

and Southern Europe. Give or 
take a little, the report covers 
the territory described by the 
European Union itself as the 
“European Neighbourhood” and 
“Wider Europe”.

What a doleful state Freedom 
House has found. European 
politicians are reaping the 
bountiful harvest of sowing seeds 
of bitterness by “claiming that 
Europe faces a Muslim invasion”, 
according to the report’s Project 
Director Nate Schenkkan.

In real terms, this has meant 
the self-serving channeling of 
domestic politics into an anti-
refugee silo with pronounced 
Islamophobic characteristics.

During Poland’s parliamentary 
elections in October, the influx 
of non-Christians representing 
values alien to an overwhelmingly 
Roman Catholic Polish society was 
frequently raised by right-wing 
politicians.

In Hungary, Prime Minister 
Viktor Orban’s government 
successfully amped up similar 
rhetoric, built a 164km, razor-wire 
fence on its border with Serbia to 
physically keep the alien invaders 
out and stymied the European 
Union’s attempts to introduce 
a Europe-wide refugee quota 
system. If this sounds like old 
news, consider the consequences 
of this paranoid fear and the 
stigmatisation of outsiders.

Like a spreading virus on both 
sides of the Atlantic, politicians 
who prescribe easy exclusivist 
answers are finding popular 
support and media coverage. 

Build a wall, crush the terrorists, 
protect the homeland and for 
God’s sake, keep out the Muslims, 
they say.

That message is serving like a 
radio jammer for more inclusive 
authorised scripts, which are 
in danger of seeming too old 
fashioned, perhaps even out of 
sync with the new reality.

It is why US Republican Party 
presidential front runner Donald 
Trump could bluntly declare, “I 
think Islam hates us”. And why 
his party rival Ted Cruz could 
brazenly prescribe “patrols” of 
Muslim neighbourhoods in the 
United States. Islamophobia is the 
reason Khairuldeen Makhzoomi, 
an Iraqi refugee in the United 
States who studies at the 
University of California, Berkeley, 
was removed from a domestic 
flight for having been overheard 
speaking Arabic.

It is also why French Prime 
Minister Manuel Valls was able 
to blandly conduct a public 
stream-of-consciousness debate 
about whether Islam could ever 
be “compatible” with French 
secularism. Interestingly, 
Valls’s focus was the hijab on 
university campuses, even 
though headscarves can hardly be 
equated with Islam.

In Britain, the virus mutated 
mid-April into an uglier strain. 
A Channel 4 documentary What 
British Muslims Really Think 
raised the truly hideous prospect 
that the country’s 3 million 
Muslims were literally a nation 
apart.

Trevor Phillips, who fronted 
the documentary, indicated 
that his findings were Muslims’ 
“innermost thoughts” and that 
these included cleverly concealed 
support for female subservience, 
suicide bombers and suchlike. 
Why, lamented Phillips, are the 
“views and values of many British 
Muslims still so out of line with 
the rest of society”?

This is dangerously dismissive 
of an entire community, which 
shares a faith but oftentimes 
little else. Like people of any faith 
community anywhere, British 
Muslims are of diverse ethnicities 
and cultures and with differing 
levels of education.

But Phillips’ question is a sign 
that the unsayable is becoming 
the norm and that it has particular 
cachet if it comes from someone 
such as Phillips, a former head 
of the UK Equality and Human 
Rights Commission, who, 20 years 
ago, published the country’s first 
report on Islamophobia.

In a tragic closing of the 
circle, Phillips is pandering to 
the very fear he identified. For 
some in Britain, other parts of 
Europe, Trump, Cruz and fellow 
Islamophobes in the United 
States, this is the tearing down of 
barriers of unnecessary political 
correctness. In fact, it is creating 
walls that keep out liberal values.

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.

D
octors Without 
Borders’ (MSF) first 
intervention in a 
conflict zone took 
place in Lebanon in 
1976. Forty years 

later, more than half of the 
medical humanitarian organisa-
tion’s work involves providing 
health care in conflict areas.

As armed conflict and violence 
continue to spread, MSF teams 
face increasing challenges in their 
attempts to provide essential 
medical care. In 2015, our teams 
lost patients and colleagues in 
both targeted and indiscriminate 
attacks that have damaged and 
destroyed medical facilities in 
countries such as Syria, Yemen and 
Afghanistan.

Syria has been called “the worst 
humanitarian crisis since World 
War II” and, six years into this 
brutal war, the humanitarian 
and medical toll of the violence is 
massive. The cessation of violence 
agreement brokered at the end of 
February delivered much-needed 
respite from bombing but not an 
end to suffering after years of war.

At least 1.6 million people are 
still under siege with dwindling 
supplies in areas such as North 
Homs and East Ghouta while 
neighbouring countries’ borders, 
and beyond, are closed to fleeing 
Syrian refugees.

With massive unmet needs 
inside Syria, MSF should be 
running some of the biggest 
operations in its history but our 
ability to work directly is heavily 
limited by security and access 
constraints.

However, MSF 
continues to operate 
medical facilities inside 
Syria, as well as directly 
supporting more than 
70 medical structures 
throughout the country 
and providing ad hoc 
emergency medical 
donations to around 80 
other medical facilities. 
Medical activities in 
neighbouring countries 

have been scaled up and additional 
projects have been opened but the 
need continues to be enormous.

2015 saw an increased number 
of countries engaging their 
military and entering the war. 
Russia intervened in September 
on the invitation of the Syrian 
government, with significant use 
of its air force, while France and 
the United Kingdom extended 
their air campaigns under the US-
led coalition from Iraq to Syria in 
September and December.

Even if active hostilities 
have decreased, four of the five 
permanent members of the UN 
Security Council are involved in 
the Syrian conflict.

In a recent report, MSF detailed 
the toll of the conflict on Syrians, 
based on data from 70 hospitals 
and clinics that the organisation 
supports in north-western, 
western and central areas of 
the country. In total 154,647 
war-wounded people and 7,009 
war-dead were documented in 
the facilities in 2015, with women 
and children (defined as under the 

age of 15) representing 30-40% of 
the victims. Ninety-four aerial or 
shelling attacks hit MSF-supported 
facilities, in 12 cases leading to the 
destruction of the facility.

At least one MSF-supported 
hospital was bombed or shelled 
every week in 2015. Under 
international humanitarian law 
known functioning hospitals 
are protected spaces where the 
wounded and sick have the 
right to seek care safely and 
indiscriminate attacks that do 
not precisely and clearly identify 
the target as a legitimate military 
objective are in violation of the 
rules of war.

Whether the hospitals were 
hit in targeted or indiscriminate 
attacks, the protection and respect 
of the medical mission, facilities, 
staff and emergency response 
teams should be the norm even 
in extraordinary circumstances, 
especially in conflict, where this 
work is vital in saving lives.

The four permanent members 
of the UN Security Council that 
have participated and continue 
to participate in some form in the 
conflict should respect their own 
resolutions and assure that their 
own military, as well as their allies, 
fully implement the resolutions for 
which they unanimously voted.

While the cessation of 
hostilities means a reduction 
of violence and bombing, the 
medical humanitarian needs 
from six years of war remain 
immense. No matter how the 
situation develops, civilians 
and civilian infrastructure must 
be spared. Full humanitarian 
access to all besieged areas and 
unhindered movement for medical 
evacuations, supplies and staff is a 
priority.

Jehan Bseiso is head of 
communications for the Beirut 
regional office of Doctors Without 
Borders.

Europe’s Islamophobia is erecting illiberal walls

Syria: War, ceasefire and the medical challenges ahead   

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Europe is caught in a 
destructive cycle 
— the fear of 
terrorism and fear of 
Muslims.

A Syrian man receives treatment at a makeshift hospital following air strikes on the rebel-held town 
of Douma, on the eastern edges of the Syrian capital Damascus, last January.

Jehan Bseiso

Women and children 
(defined as under the 
age of 15) represented 
30-40% of the 
victims.
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Iraqi war on ISIS fades amid political sniping
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

D 

omestic turmoil over un-
fulfilled reforms prom-
ised by the Iraqi govern-
ment is weakening the 
country’s resolve against 

the Islamic State (ISIS) and threat-
ens divisions among powerful Shia 
clergy who want their pro-Irani-
an militias included in the battle 
against the Sunni militants.

Iraqis have participated in daily 
protests for several weeks to press 
demands for comprehensive re-
forms, which include bringing to 
justice corrupt officials who squan-
dered the country’s oil wealth.

That, on its own, is a minefield 
that could lead to the collapse of 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Aba-
di’s carefully selected alliance and 
the dismissal of the cabinet.

“The current political deadlock is 
a loophole that can be used by the 
enemy against us,” cautioned Sunni 
lawmaker Talal al-Zobaie. “Politi-
cians should set aside all their dif-
ferences and unite their efforts to 
defeat ISIS.”

“No doubt that the feuds among 
politicians over cabinet trophies 
will negatively affect our war on 
ISIS and the morale of the soldiers 
on the front lines,” he said.

Protesters have been demanding 
an end to widespread state corrup-
tion and for a reshuffling of the 
cabinet in which many ministers, 
backed by powerful political or reli-
gious groups, are allegedly involved 
in large-scale corruption, money 
laundering and abuse of power.

Public anger and disappointment 
have intensified over the pace of 
implementing the reforms Abadi 
promised. Seen as a cautious politi-
cian, Abadi exhibited considerable 
reluctance in confronting the main 
political and religious groups that 
are keen to maintain sway and pro-
tect personal gains.

Initially, Abadi proposed inde-
pendent technocrats to fill some 
cabinet posts. However, he came 
under tremendous pressure from 
politicians and religious parties 
who claimed the candidates failed 
to meet the criteria of technocrats 
or adequately represent all geo-
graphic areas in Iraq.

Instead, the dominant politi-
cal groups circulated other names, 
prompting powerful Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr to call on his sup-
porters to stage sit-ins near Iraqi 
ministries, virtually shutting down 
several government offices in Bagh-
dad.

The political impasse has had a 
toll on the war against ISIS by Iraqi 
security forces struggling to recap-
ture areas lost to the militants in 
2014.

The long-awaited battle against 
Mosul in northern Iraq flared on 
March 24th but soon waned. At 
first, Iraqi officials hailed the start 
of operations to recapture Iraq’s 
second largest city. Later, how-
ever, they insisted that the actual 
battle was still ahead and that the 
brief offensive was part of what the 
Americans said were “shaping op-
erations” to prepare the Iraqi Army 
for what is expected to be a tough 
and protracted war.

In the western city of Hit, the 
Iraqi Army reported progress in 
its efforts to recapture the pre-
dominantly Sunni city in the vast 
Anbar province. Military opera-
tions against ISIS were put on hold 
as army units were dispatched to 
Baghdad to maintain order as in-
fluential Shia clergy locked horns 
on Abadi’s reforms and protesters 
poured into the streets.

Abadi’s hesitation to use Shia 
militias in the war on ISIS is con-
tributing to an inter-Shia competi-
tion, which is weakening the front 
against ISIS, top Shia politicians 

and senior clerics argue. The mili-
tias are loathed by Iraq’s Sunnis for 
their alliance with Iran.

Abadi admitted on April 15th that 
Iraq was vulnerable to ISIS due to 
the absence of a strong government.

“A great damage is being done 
to the country because of the con-
flict of interests and visions,” Abadi 
said. “No reforms could be carried 
out amid such divisions.”

Making things worse is the politi-
cal struggle in the legislature. Law-
makers, backed by al-Sadr, voted to 
remove parliament Speaker Salim 
al-Jabouri, promising also to change 
the president and the premier at a 
later stage.

The lawmakers even picked a re-
placement for Jabouri, leaving the 
Iraqi parliament with two speakers 
claiming the post.

Abadi said the differences crip-
pled the parliament and “could af-
fect the heroic operations to free 
our cities and villages from Daesh”, 
an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Yet, Baghdad-based analyst Bas-

sem al-Sheikh said the same po-
litical groups that have militias are 
using the ISIS threat to win political 
concessions from rival groups in the 
legislature and the government.

“Some militia leaders are threat-
ening the Iraqis that they might 
quit fighting Daesh, if their political 
privileges are touched,” he noted.

Iraqi security forces, backed by 
Shia militias, have made gains in 
the war against the Sunni insur-
gents but they are far from inflicting 
total defeat on the jihadists.

The UN mission to Iraq has ex-
pressed deep concern over the po-
litical crisis and called on top poli-
ticians to engage in constructive 
dialogue to resolve differences.

Gyorgy Busztin, the deputy spe-
cial representative of the secretary-
general for Iraq and acting head of 
the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq 
(UNAMI), said the crisis is threat-
ening to paralyse state institutions 
and weaken national unity at a time 
when all efforts should focus on 
combating ISIS and implementing 

reforms.
“The only party that benefits 

from the political divisions and cha-
os as well as the weakening of the 
state and its institutions is Daesh. 
We should not allow this to hap-
pen,” he said.

In Baghdad, Iraqis fear an armed 
confrontation between pro-reshuf-
fle militias loyal to al-Sadr and 
other militias that want to keep 
the current political formula. Peo-
ple are facing difficulties moving 
around the city because of the tight 
security measures that cut off main 
roads.

“Even the reforms are becoming a 
punishment to the ordinary people. 
We are afraid that the Iraqi fighters 
and soldiers will point their guns at 
each other and forget Daesh,” said 
Baghdad resident Ahmed Abdul-
Jabar.

Muhanad al-Hussam, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Iraqi 
journalist who has reported on Iraq 
for 17 years.

“The only party that 
benefits from the 
political divisions 
and chaos as well as 
the weakening of the 
state and its 
institutions is 
Daesh.”
Gyorgy Busztin, the acting 
head of the UN Assistance 
Mission for Iraq (UNAMI)

An Iraqi forensic team excavates one of two discovered graves containing the bodies of dozens of 
men, women and children killed by ISIS militants, in Ramadi, 115km west of Baghdad, on April 19th.

Abadi faces deadlock, threat of further turmoil

F
ollowers of Muqtada 
al-Sadr, the powerful 
Shia cleric who has 
galvanised the Iraqi 
street with calls for an 
end to corruption that 

has ravaged the country since 
2003, have massed in Baghdad as 
the political elite remained at 
loggerheads over how to resolve 
the worsening crisis.

The swelling protest coincided 
with al-Sadr’s announcement of his 
latest deadline for the installation 
of a new cabinet.

Fisticuffs in parliament, an at-
tempt to unseat the speaker and 
a sit-in by parliamentarians have 
been among the headline events in 
a political meltdown that amounts 
to a self-inflicted diversion from 
what Iraq’s allies say is the bigger 
crisis facing the country — the con-
tinued stranglehold of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) on a large part of Iraqi 
territory.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, regarded by the United 
States, Iran and others as Iraq’s last 
best hope for restoring political 
order and pursuing the war, faces 

calls for his resignation from a 
rump parliament, which is itself 

deeply divided.
Abadi is paying the price for 

attempting to dismantle Iraq’s sec-
tarian power-sharing quota system 
under which corruption proliferat-
ed and factional placemen presided 
over a collapse of governance.

“Unfortunately, the prime minis-
ter has undermined his own coura-
geous efforts several times by mis-
handling the politics of important 
programmes,” observed Kenneth 
Pollack, of the Brookings Institu-
tion, who toured Iraq in March. 
“He failed to consult with key Iraqi 
power brokers before announcing 
his reform agenda and the end of 
last summer and got little buy-in for 
his proposals.”

The spur for reform came from 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, 
regarded by many Shias inside 
and outside Iraq as their supreme 
religious guide. His calls for an anti-
corruption crackdown were taken 
up by al-Sadr, who organised mass 
anti-corruption protests that took 
his supporters to the gates of the 
Green Zone, the heavily fortified 
government area in Baghdad.

However, Abadi’s failure to fulfil a 
pledge to establish a non-sectarian 
government of technocrats has 
turned the Shia street against him.

With former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki manoeuvring to use the 
crisis for his own ends, the outcome 
is far from predictable. A worst-
case scenario, however, is potential 
clashes between rival Shia blocs. 
ISIS, which has repeatedly carried 
out terror bombings in Baghdad, is 
likely to exploit the swelling crisis.

The ability of outside powers to 
influence the outcome is limited. 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 
was in Baghdad in March, remind-
ing Iraqi leaders that: “National 
reconciliation is an important part 
of the strategy to defeat Daesh, 
[an Arabic acronym for ISIS] who 
have ruthlessly exploited divisions 
and targeted the marginalised and 
disenfranchised.”

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
visited in April. This was seen as a 
gesture of support for Abadi but a 
US State Department spokesman 
said the main motive was to ensure 
that the Iraqis did not “lose sight 
of the need to stay focused on the 
fight against” ISIS.

Meanwhile Iran, despite claims 
in Iraq that the Islamic Republic’s 
clerical leaders are behind Maliki’s 
manoeuvrings, is for now in favour 
of keeping Abadi in office. It has 
sought to prevent an attempt by 
Maliki to oust his successor.

MPs from the Shia Badr bloc, 
which is close to Iran, pulled out of 
a parliamentary session that was 
threatening to create further confu-
sion by appointing a replacement 
for speaker Salim al-Jabouri, who 
resigned. He was the most senior 
Sunni official in the Baghdad gov-
ernment and his departure bodes ill 
as sectarian passions intensify.

Badr bloc leader Qasim al-Araji 
said the move could have resulted 
in two rival governments, a situ-
ation that would undermine the 
fight against ISIS. “We’re against 
dividing parliament and we want to 
maintain the democratic political 

process in Iraq,” he said.
The Badr bloc’s decision to 

deprive the rump parliament of 
the necessary quorum to oust 
the speaker averted the complete 
paralysis of government. However, 
with some politicians determined 
to maintain privileges and patron-
age and the street clamouring for 
reform, the deadlock persists.

In another time and another 
place, the solution might be to have 
elections to break the stalemate but 
it is difficult to see how a valid vote 
could be held when a large segment 
of the country is occupied or close 
to the battle lines. Much of the 
Sunni population is under occupa-
tion or internally displaced — and in 
an ugly mood.

Sadr raised the prospect of elec-
tions in a statement appealing to 
the United Nations and the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation 
to help find a solution to the crisis 
“even through holding early elec-
tions”.

The intervention came after MPs 
failed to have a session to decide 
whether to replace Jabouri.

Sadr told his followers to keep 
up the pressure with more rallies 
in Baghdad’s Tahrir Square. The 
fear is that this menacing deadlock 
will end up being resolved on the 
streets.

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.

Abadi’s 
failure to 
fulfil a pledge 
to establish a 
non-sectarian 
government 
of 
technocrats 
has turned 
the Shia 
street against 
him.

The fear is that this 
menacing deadlock will 
end up being resolved on 
the streets.
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T 

he assassination of sen-
ior Fatah military official 
General Fathi Zaidan in 
a car bombing has raised 
concerns regarding what 

is going on inside Lebanon’s Pales-
tinian refugee camps.

Following the bombing at the 
Mieh Mieh refugee camp, tensions 
rose at nearby Ain Al-Helwah, the 
largest Palestinian refugee camp in 
the country. Ain Al-Helwah is con-
sidered one of the most violent of 
the 12 Palestinian refugee camps in 
Lebanon. Conditions at the over-
crowded camp have deteriorated 
as Lebanon struggles to deal with 
the influx of refugees from Syria.

Armed clashes have flared be-
tween Fatah and the rival Islamist 
Jund al-Sham group at Ain Al-Hel-
wah. Jund al-Sham was believed 
to have been behind the June 2015 
assassination of Fatah General Ta-
lal Balawna, sparking a series of re-
taliatory attacks that many feared 
would erupt into open warfare. 
Similar fears are being expressed 
now.

Despite this, Fatah, which is the 
main power in Ain Al-Helwa and 
many other Palestinian refugee 
camps, is internally divided. Many 
in the camp say Fatah leader Pales-
tinian President Mahmoud Abbas 
is responsible for the situation, not 

least for his failure to take the nec-
essary measures to heal the rifts 
inside the camp.

Fatah is divided between those 
who are loyal to Ramallah under 
Abbas and those who have pledged 
allegiance to General Mahmoud al-
Issa, who goes by the nom de guerre 
al-Lino and who is close to Fatah 
strongman Mahmoud Dahlan.

Despite the divisions and disrup-
tion of efforts to heal the rift be-
tween Abbas and Dahlan, the disa-
greement between the two camps 
has not reached the point of open 
conflict.

Ain Al-Helwah features a com-
plex mosaic of factions and groups. 
In addition to Palestinian groups 
Hamas, Fatah, Islamic Jihad and 
other factions affiliated with the 
Palestinian Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO), new Islamist groups, 
including al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State (ISIS), have emerged.

Fatah generally enjoyed good 
relations with Lebanon’s political 
and security forces. Abbas chose 
security coordination with Leba-
non’s security apparatus over other 
options, albeit without direct Leb-
anese oversight of the camp.

This led to Palestinian factions 
in the camp competing with each 
other to secure some form of rela-
tionship with Lebanon’s multiplic-
ity of security agencies. Ultimately, 
this sowed seeds of even more cha-
os and distrust among Palestinian 
factions in Ain Al-Helwah.

Islamist forces are coordinating 
with Lebanon’s security apparatus, 
albeit through the official Palestin-
ian leadership and the camp’s Joint 
Security Committee — the self-
styled police and security appara-
tus dominated by Fatah.

Observers warn that the Islamist 
groups are seeking greater unifica-
tion and coordination to weaken 
Fatah’s dominance, which could 

lead to greater chaos and violence.
In addition to the presence of 

supporters of ISIS and al-Qaeda-
affiliate al-Nusra Front, Fatah al-
Islam is also present in the camp. 
The radical Islamist group is best 
known for its role in the 2007 con-
flict in the Nahr Al-Bared refugee 
camp. It is also believed to have 
ties to the Assad regime in Damas-
cus.

Ain Al-Helwa, an island of Sunni 
Muslims in a Shia-dominated area, 
is viewed by some as a threat to 
Hezbollah’s dominance of south-
ern Lebanon. This threat is com-
pounded by Islamist groups Hez-
bollah is fighting in neighbouring 
Syria and the threat of the Syrian 
conflict spilling over into Lebanon.

What is certain is that over the 
past few months the Lebanese 
Army has fortified its position 
around the camp, securing the en-
trances and exits to Ain Al-Helwa. 
As for whether the coming weeks 
and months will see a full-scale 
conflagration in Ain Al-Helwa, the 
jury is out. Observers say that this 
would only take place following 
major regional or international rea-
lignment, such as the abolition of 
the right to return.

Ain Al-Helwa is the most popu-
lous Palestinian refugee camp in 
Lebanon. Its fate will reveal much 
about those of all Palestinian refu-
gees in Lebanon.

Mohamed Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Fatah officer killed in Lebanon refugee camp
Mohamed Kawas

Members of the Palestinian Fatah movement carry the coffin of 
Fathi Zaidan, Fatah’s security chief, who was assassinated in a 
blast in Mieh Mieh refugee camp near the southern port city of 
Sidon, Lebanon.

Ain Al-Helwa,
 a Sunni camp, is 
viewed by some
 as a threat to 
Hezbollah’s 
dominance of 
southern Lebanon.

The bitter peace of Lebanon

F
orty-one years have 
elapsed since the 
ill-fated incident of 
the Ain el-Remmaneh 
bus ignited the 
15-year Lebanese civil 

war. But war drums are still 
beating even after the Taif 
Agreement in 1990 silenced the 
guns on various fronts without 
resolving the inner causes of the 
conflict, which still smoulder 
under the ashes.

Dissent and clashes are still 
present, ready to explode. Instead 
of these divisive factors being 
defused and dealt with directly 
to rebuild the future of Lebanon, 
they were simply frozen until 
further notice.

Civil strife is not a phenomenon 
characteristic to Lebanon only. 
Many countries have internal 
conflicts. However, rather than 
suffer the fate of Lebanon, other 
states came out stronger and 
more attached to their unity.

Civil war in Switzerland tran-
scended the country from being 
partitioned along ethnic and 
linguistic lines into a neutral and 
peaceful state. In Spain, the war 
that ended with the historic rec-
onciliation between royalists and 
republicans restored the country 
as a powerful player in Europe. 
The war that reunited its south 
and the north led to the United 
States to eventually becoming a 
world superpower.

So what is the problem with 
Lebanon? Are the Lebanese a 

people who take no lessons? Is the 
problem in the sectarian political 
system that makes citizens vas-
sals of sects, instead of citizens of 
a country? Or is the problem with 
the entourage who let the country 
slip into multiple wars before 
the villain virus of dissent and 
violence hit them?

On the 41st anniversary of 
Lebanon’s civil war, the signs of 
dissent and dislocation are even 
stronger than in 1975 and the 

state’s immunity at its lowest. 
Sectarian struggle is at its highest 
and harshest, compared to the 
scale of dissent that existed in the 
1970s.

Lebanon’s precarious stability 
could collapse at the first security 
incident in case an international 
or regional power allows such a 
flare-up, for the local terrain is 
fully ready. Instead of one Ain 
el-Remmaneh bus, prevailing ten-
sions could lead to tens of such 

massacres while the Israeli threat 
is always present.

War in Lebanon is a deferred 
project. In the meantime, there 
is no harm in having municipal 
elections to give an impression of 
stability, while the government 
is dysfunctional and parliament 
paralysed and a presidential 
vacuum persisting. In parallel, 
the economy is in its worst state 
and economic hardships tight-
ening the noose on the people, 
further fuelling tensions.

The situation is aggravated 
by the Arabs preoccupied by 
their own calamities amid deep 
vertical divisions threatening the 
existence of countries from Iraq 
to Syria, Yemen and Libya.

The Lebanese hope the sparks 
of regional and Arab wars will not 
reach them. These conflicts are 
increasingly taking a sectarian as-
pect, notably between the Sunnis 
and the Shias, which would in-
evitably destabilise Lebanon and 
deepen its own sectarian rifts.

In short, Lebanon is living in 
danger, decades after the end 
of its civil war, because the so-
called peace proved to be more 
bitter than war itself.

It is high time to build a civil, 
democratic, just and capable 
state in the country once branded 
the Switzerland of the Orient; a 
country where citizens would be 
treated fairly and equally without 
reference to their sect.

Sectarianism should not be 
regarded as Lebanon’s inevitable 
fate. It is a result of the popula-
tion composition. It is a social 
feature that could be strength-
ened or weakened, depending on 
circumstances and choices.

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

Amine
Kammourieh

View point

Lebanon 
is living 
in danger  
because the 
so-called 
peace proved 
to be more 
bitter than 
war itself.

The signs of dissent 
and dislocation today 
in Lebanon are even 
stronger than in 1975.

A picture of a building in Beirut that is still riddled with bullets and shells 41 years 
after the start of the Lebanese civil war.

Armed clashes 
have flared
 between Fatah 
and the rival
 Islamist Jund
 al-Sham group 
at Ain Al-Helwa.
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R 

egional upheaval is 
straining Algeria’s non-
interference doctrine, 
which restricts its pow-
erful military to Algerian 

soil even though its neighbours are 
seeking support against jihadist vio-
lence.

The jihadist advance into sub-Sa-
haran regions and Libya has spread 
to Algeria, targeting its vital energy 
industry and eroding the country’s 
military ties with nearby countries.

Algeria won independence from 
France in 1962 and a non-inter-
ference policy was written into its 
constitutions of 1989 and 1996. 
The North African country built its 
diplomacy on mediation and coop-
eration, basking in the prestige of 
its national liberation struggle and 
ambitious rebuilding projects.

However, the policy is “increas-
ingly putting Algeria in an unten-
able situation”, said Jean-François 
Daguzan, deputy director of the 
Foundation for Strategic Research, 
a French think-tank focusing on de-
fence and security issues.

“If Algeria wants to really restore 
peace and stability in its environ-
ment, it will be compelled to engage 
more than it is doing now,” he said.

Algeria’s south-western neigh-
bour Mali sought urgent military 
assistance in January 2012 to help 
stop jihadists moving towards its 
capital Bamako after overwhelm-
ing Mali’s military in the north. In-
surgents had profited from seizing 
Libyan weapons after the fall of 
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011. Malians 
saw Algeria as having the power to 
intervene but Algiers did not do so. 
France stepped in.

Jihadists set off car bombs and 
stormed Arlit and Agadez in Al-
geria’s south-western neighbour 
Niger in May 2013. Niger needed 
Algeria’s troops to ward off assaults 
near the Algerian border, but Al-
giers did not intervene.

The attacks in Niger were simi-
lar to an Islamist raid on southern 
Algerian gas installations of In 
Amenas four months earlier. Alge-
ria crushed the attackers, who had 
travelled to the installation from 
Libya. Forty plant employees and 
29 militants were killed in a four-
day siege.

Algeria, Mali, Niger and Maurita-
nia in 2010 set up a Joint Operation-
al Chiefs-of-Staff Committee, based 
in the southern Algerian town of 
Tamanrasset. Subsequent turmoil 
overwhelmed the committee and 
pushed Algeria’s neighbours to go 
it alone in tackling security chal-
lenges, sidelining Algiers.

Moving ahead without Algeria, 
Mauritania, Niger, Mali, Burkina 
Faso and Chad set up a group in 
2014 that carried out joint border 
patrols and shared intelligence.

France also helped, further iso-
lating Algeria.

African neighbours thought Al-
geria had the power to help militar-
ily. Since 1999, the Algerian mili-
tary has grown to 580,000 active 
soldiers, backed by about 2 million 
reserve troops, making it one of the 
largest forces in Africa.

Despite this strength, diploma-

cy showed its limits when Algiers 
tried in 2015 to mediate between 
Libyan factions and failed, leaving 
Morocco in a better position to host 
talks.

“Algeria has a very clear foreign 
policy. It always follows a strate-
gic doctrine that prevents it from 
interfering in other countries’ af-
fairs,” Daguzan said. “This tradi-
tion is very heavy in Algeria and it 
is not possible to change it easily.”

The Algerian failure to broker 
the Libyan deal led commentator 
Saad Okba to bemoan the loss of 
influence since the days when Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika, the current Al-
gerian president, was the country’s 
chief diplomat under president 
Houari Boumediene.

Analysts say the challenges fac-
ing Algiers’ non-interference diplo-
macy stem from Algeria having to 
spend more diplomatic energy to 
mend spats with Arab brethren and 
manage high expectations from 
neighbours to tackle security prob-
lems.

When Saudi Arabia forged an Is-
lamic military alliance earlier in 
2016, Algeria steered clear of an ini-
tiative that it saw as a veiled way to 
intervene in other countries’ inter-
nal affairs.

When Gulf states branded Leba-
non’s Hezbollah a “terrorist group” 
as part of a confrontation with Iran, 
Algeria was the rare Sunni Muslim 
country to dismiss such a move, 
putting it at diplomatic loggerheads 

with the Saudis and their allies.
Bouteflika, in a telltale gesture, 

met with Syrian Foreign Minister 
Walid Muallem in March but did not 
receive Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir when he visited the coun-
try three months earlier.

Bouteflika’s adviser Tayeb Be-
laiz visited Riyadh on April 2nd to 
defend Algeria’s non-interference 
policy.

“That policy will not change with 
Bouteflika in power. Only a next 
president can shift the lines,” Dagu-
zan said.

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

Non-interference policy constrains Algeria’s diplomacy
Lamine Ghanmi

The Algerian military 
has grown to 580,000 
active soldiers, backed 
by about 2 million 
reserve troops.

“If Algeria wants to 
really restore peace and 
stability in its 
environment, it will be 
compelled to engage 
more than it is doing 
now.”

Jean-François Daguzan, 
deputy director of the French 

Foundation for Strategic 
Research

Army officer trainees march during a graduation ceremony at a military academy in Cherchell, 90km 
west of Algiers.

The West should tread with care in Libya

U 

S President Barack 
Obama recently 
acknowledged that 
his mishandling of 
the fall of Libyan 
dictator Muammar 

Qaddafi was his worst foreign 
policy mistake. He was less kind 
to French president Nicolas 
Sarkozy and British Prime 
Minister David Cameron for 
hanging onto America’s military 
coattails and walking away from 
what quickly turned into a failed 
state.

Efforts by the United Nations to 
foster a government of national 
unity in Libya have, after years 
of apparently fruitless effort, 
recently taken a turn for the 
better. Hope is fragile but, for 
the first time in three years, the 
country looks to be on a path of 
slow healing and reconciliation. 
Meanwhile, European capitals 
and Washington are awash with 
rumours of military intervention 
to stop the rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), whose armed militants are 
based in and around Qaddafi’s 
former stronghold of Sirte.

Some Western security experts 
are keen to “eradicate” what they 
see as a serious attempt by ISIS. 

which is under military pressure 
from United States and Russian 
air strikes in Iraq and Syria, to 
build a base in central Libya. That 
would be much more threatening 
to Europe, notably Italy, than any 
in the Middle East.

After the terrorist attacks in 
Paris and Brussels, the tempta-
tion for Western political leaders 
to “clear up” is great. British and 
French special forces are operat-
ing in Libya. Whether it would be 
wise to intervene militarily in a 
more open way is open to doubt.

There are three reasons that 
dictate caution.

The first is that the exact 
number of armed ISIS supporters 
in and around Sirte, Derna and 
certain districts of Benghazi var-
ies from 1,500-6,000, according 
to which source is quoted. Some 
Western “experts” are tempted 
to inflate the figures to justify a 
military intervention.

No one disputes that the pres-
ence of fighters from Chechnya, 
Sudan and Pakistan, alongside 
Arab recruits (mostly Libyan, 
Tunisian and Moroccan) consti-
tutes a threat, but how much of a 
threat? The communication strat-
egy of ISIS is excellent but how 
much is the organisation inflating 
its capacity in Libya and to what 
extent are Western pundits falling 
into a trap?

Second, the differences be-
tween Syria and Iraq on the one 
hand and Libya on the other bear 
retelling. The Libyan branch of 
ISIS was set up in Derna four 
months after the fall of Mosul to 
ISIS in July 2014. By November 
2014, ISIS accepted this “alle-

giance”.
In February 2015, Sirte fell to 

ISIS. ISIS supporters are active in 
Benghazi, where they are fight-
ing troops of the national Libyan 
army of General Khalifa Haftar but 
have been thrown out of Derna. 
Sirte was bombed by the NATO-
led coalition in 2011 and is hardly 
represented in today’s Libyan pol-
itics. The town, from which much 
of the population fled in 2011, has 
been politically ostracised.

A third factor is the presence in 
Libya of tens of thousands of eco-
nomic migrants from sub-Saharan 
countries who are keen to cross 
the Mediterranean and which 
the virtually non-existent Libyan 
coast guard can do little to stop. 
Human trafficking is in the hands 
of mafias and local militias. Any 
higher profile Western military 
intervention would complicate an 
already complex situation.

A blunt military intervention 
would jeopardise the frail peace 
process as it could throw young 
Libyans into the arms of ISIS. 
Caution suggests leaving the 
Libyan factions to work out a deal. 
The West may be in a hurry but 
the timescale of events in Libya, 
especially after the suffering and 
violence endured since 2011, is 
different.

Furthermore, both Tunisia and 
Algeria have voiced opposition to 
an escalation of outside military 
intervention in Libya. Algeria 
has been adamant its army will 
not be deployed in Libya, despite 
pressure, notably from France, 
to do so. Its constitution and se-
curity doctrine since 1962 strictly 
prohibit military interventions 

abroad. Algerian troops will only 
enter Libyan territory on ad hoc 
missions to defend the country’s 
border with its eastern neighbour 
and oil and gas fields near Algeria’s 
eastern border.

More than ever, France, Italy, 
Britain and the United States must 
take into account the views of the 
Tunisian and Algerian govern-
ments as they map out policies 
regarding North Africa.

Both countries have vital inter-
ests in greater stability in Libya. 
Tunisia has an economic stake 
in its south-eastern neighbour’s 
return to calmer waters. Tunisians 
from Medenine and Ben Guer-
dane have traditionally worked 
in Libya’s western province of 
Tripolitania and family links are 
many. Rebuilding the shattered 
Libyan economy would be of huge 
benefit to Tunisia, where econom-
ic growth has been flat.

Never have the stakes been 
higher since the falls of Tunisian 
leader Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali and 
Qaddafi. A more stable Libya spells 
a more stable Tunisia. A more 
prosperous Libya spells a more 
prosperous Tunisia.

Security and faster economic 
growth go hand in hand, which is 
why Libya should be treated with 
kid gloves by the European Union 
and the United States. Both should 
talk to Algeria, Tunisia and Libya 
as equals and begin building a new 
security and economic archi-
tecture for North Africa and the 
central Mediterranean region.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Francis 
Ghilès

View point
The 
European 
Union and 
the United 
States 
should talk 
to Algeria, 
Tunisia and 
Libya as 
equals.

For the first time in three 
years, the country looks 
to be on a path of slow 
healing and reconciliation.



11April 24, 2016

News & Analysis Political Islam

Cairo

T 

he return to Egypt of a 
pro-Muslim Brotherhood 
TV presenter after assur-
ances that he will not face 
arrest reflects President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s desire to fur-
ther sideline the already-weakened 
Islamists.  

Tarek Abdel Gabir left Egypt after 
the army ousted Islamist president 
Muhammad Morsi in July 2013 and 
repeatedly criticised Sisi on the pro-
Brotherhood channel al-Sharq but 
he has been assured by Sisi that no 
legal action would be taken against 
him.

Abdel Gabir is apparently not the 
only Brotherhood backer allowed 
to return from self-imposed exile. 
According to Abdullah al-Senawi, 
a writer who attended a meeting 
between Sisi and a group of intel-
lectuals in late March, the Egyptian 
president said he would allow other 
Brotherhood supporters to return as 
well.

Underlying Sisi’s decision is his 
desire to emasculate the Brother-
hood by sidelining their supporters 
to make it easy for him to vanquish 
them.

“Sisi is opening the door for the 
return of these people only to weak-
en the Brotherhood,” said Sameh 
Eid, a Brotherhood dissident. “His-
tory teaches us that no enmity lasts 
forever.”

Along with sending assurances to 
Brotherhood supporters in self-im-
posed exile, Sisi is taking measures 

in Egypt, such as releasing several 
imprisoned Islamist figures, includ-
ing leaders of the pro-Brotherhood 
National Alliance for the Defence 
of Legitimacy. Hundreds of Broth-
erhood supporters have been freed 
from prison after being charged 
with rioting, joining an outlawed 
movement and damaging public 
property.

These moves are seen as unbe-

fitting a man who is viewed by the 
Brotherhood as the number one en-
emy. Sisi harbours equal contempt 
for the Brotherhood.

As defence minister under Morsi, 
Sisi said several times that he had 
seen how the Brotherhood wanted 
to control Egypt, rule it for hun-
dreds of years and change its cul-
tural identity. He has said the Broth-
erhood has an ideology that cannot 
endure.

Some leaders and backers, in-
cluding Abdel Gabir, avoided prison 
by secretly leaving Egypt, ending 
up mainly in Qatar and Turkey, two 
countries that opposed Sisi’s rise to 
power.

Abdel Gabir said he has colon 
cancer and wants to return to die in 
Egypt and Sisi is giving him what he 
wants.

“However, in his desire to win 
the Brotherhood’s allies to his side 
or at least sideline them, Sisi wants 
to disempower the Brotherhood 
in preparation for totally crush-
ing them,” said Kamal Habib, an 
Egyptian political analyst. “He also 
wants to save his energy for his oth-
er enemies, namely the extremists 
in the Sinai peninsula.”

Scores of Egyptian troops and po-
lice have been killed in attacks by 

militants linked to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Sinai.

Sisi’s war against the Brotherhood 
is reducing the influence of the Is-
lamist organisation, which had a 
strong following especially in rural 
Egypt and among the poor. Weak-
ened on the street, with most of its 
leaders in jail and its members hid-
ing their political affiliation for fear 
of prosecution, the Brotherhood ap-
pears to be totally down.

The movement’s leaders in Tur-
key are appealing to the authorities 
through emissaries to allow them to 
return.

Saad Eddin Ibrahim, a pro-rec-
onciliation activist and one of the 
emissaries, told a local newspaper 
that he met a group of Brotherhood 
leaders in Istanbul who asked him 
to convince Sisi to allow them to re-
turn to Egypt.

This was seen as a sign of surren-

der on the part of the movement.
“The Brotherhood is no longer 

capable of challenging the authori-
ties,” Eid said. “They are going 
through their lowest point now.”

This is why experts say that Sisi’s 
next move will not be for him to 
mend fences with the Brotherhood 
but to give them one final punch.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Sisi moves to further isolate Muslim Brotherhood
Khaled Osama

A 2015 file picture of supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood setting things aflame to block a street 
during clashes with Egyptian forces following their protest against the government in Cairo.

Weakened on the 
street, most of its 
leaders in jail and its 
members hiding their 
political affiliation for 
fear of prosecution, 
the Brotherhood 
seems to be totally 
down.

“The Brotherhood is no 
longer capable of 
challenging the 
authorities. They are 
going through their 
lowest point now.”

Sameh Eid, 
a Brotherhood dissident.

Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood fails to grasp new rules of the game

T 

he relationship 
between the Jorda-
nian regime and the 
Muslim Brotherhood 
has always been based 
on two pillars.

The first was related to the 
Hashemite kings’ ambition to be 
major regional players, drawing on 
religious authority derived from 
being members of the house of the 
Prophet Mohammad and being 
the inheritors of the Great Arab 
revolution.

The second pillar lies in the 
common interests shared by the 
regime and the Brotherhood 
during the Cold War: Both were 
fundamentally opposed to leftist 
and communist ideologies and in 
favour of Arab nationalism.

With the end of the Cold War, 
one of the pillars crumbled but re-
lations between the monarchy and 
the Brotherhood would continue 
for another decade. The regime 
wanted to use the Brotherhood 
to counterbalance the growing 
influence of the Palestine Libera-
tion Organisation (PLO) among 
Palestinians in Jordan and the 
West Bank.

The late King Hussein never 
agreed to the secession of the 
West Bank in favour of the PLO 
and this historical detail probably 
explains the glaring contradiction 

in Jordan’s foreign policy during 
the 1990s.

Jordan was then a central player 
in the camp of those Arab parties 
seeking a permanent settlement 
with Israel. At the same time, it 
gave refuge to the political bureau 
of Hamas. In 1999, King Abdullah 
closed Hamas’s offices in Amman 
and deported its head, Khaled Me-
shaal, and his comrades to Qatar.

Unlike his father, Abdullah has 
not shown any particular designs 
on the future of the West Bank. 
His dealings with the Palestinian 
leadership were characterised by 
cooperation rather than competi-
tion.

Thus, the second pillar sus-
taining the relationship between 
the regime and the Brotherhood 

has suddenly become irrelevant. 
Besides, the new king, given his 
Westernised upbringing, is not 
particularly sympathetic to the 
Brotherhood or to its fundamen-
talist leadership.

In a March 2013 interview with 
the Atlantic magazine, Abdul-
lah spoke about his antipathy for 
the Muslim Brotherhood, calling 
it a “Masonic Brotherhood” and 
“wolves in sheep’s clothing”. He 
was quoted as saying his “biggest 
battle” would be to prevent the 
Brotherhood from rising to power.

This interview was three years 
prior to the crackdown on the 
Brotherhood’s offices in Amman. 
However, the Brotherhood’s age-
ing leadership failed to grasp the 
scope of the change in the rela-

tionship.
For the past three years, it has 

continued to live in a state of 
denial and defiance despite warn-
ings from friends and foes. These 
leaders are under the impression 
that their historical alliance with 
the regime will find them in good 
graces with the latter consider-
ing that its supposed need for the 
Brotherhood far outweighs other 
considerations.

The Muslim Brotherhood leader-
ship did not realise that the entire 
region, not just Jordan, has grown 
restless and impatient with move-
ments belonging to political Islam.

In dealing with the Brotherhood, 
Jordan looked at experiences in 
other countries but chose its own 
direction. Morocco and Tunisia, 
for example, have opted for inte-
grating Islamist movements into 
the political process. In Egypt and 
the United Arab Emirates and, to 
a lesser extent, Saudi Arabia, the 
choice was exclusion and eradi-
cation. Jordan opted for gradual 
marginalisation.

The process started with encour-
aging defections from Brother-
hood’s ranks, followed by hostile 
media and political campaigns 
and entanglement in legal meas-
ures. The Brotherhood was finally 
declared an “illegal” organisation 
and its offices sealed.

The regime has clearly laid out 
the new rules of the game with the 
Brotherhood; no matter how big 
or powerful it may become, it will 
always remain subordinate to the 
regime and the law, just like other 
players on the Jordanian political 
scene.

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

Oraib 
al-Rantawi

View point
Jordan’s 
Muslim 
Brotherhood 
did not 
realise that 
the entire 
region 
has grown 
impatient 
with 
political 
Islam.

The regime has clearly 
laid out the new rules 
of the game with the 
Brotherhood.

Jordanian men stand in front of the main entrance of the Muslim Brotherhood 
office that is sealed with official wax after it was raided and shut down by police, 
in Amman, on April 1st.
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D 

escending into the pre-
dominantly Christian 
town of Beit Jala, the 
serenity and beauty of 
olive groves and vine-

yards used to produce one of the 
Holy Land’s best Cremisan wines 
is suddenly broken by the bitter re-
ality: simmering Arab-Israeli ten-
sions about to burst.

The sight is striking: olive trees 
sawn in half; a yellow metallic gate 
under a towering Israeli bridge 
blocking the quiet valley; a tractor 
weeding out trees to pave the way 
for a white cement wall to emerge 
along a concave route that carves 
out the heart of Beit Jala, west of 
Bethlehem.

Once completed, the wall will 
isolate 450 hectares of Beit Jala’s 
agricultural and privately owned 
land and place them in Israel, 
separating them from their origi-
nal and lawful owners in the West 
Bank, said Beit Jala Mayor Nicola 
Khamis.

Landowners — primarily farm-
ers who used to take a short stroll 
down the road opposite their 
homes to reach their farms — will 
not be able to commute to Israel. 
They would have to drive for sev-
eral hours to cross borders and 
reach the plantations. Israel care-
fully selects the Palestinians al-
lowed to cross the borders.

Like elsewhere across the Pal-
estinian territories, the result is 
higher unemployment and despair 
in Beit Jala, a situation that could 
force one of the West Bank’s larg-
est Christian communities to emi-
grate to the West.

“Israel is stripping us of our land, 

forcing Palestinian Christians out 
and erasing any possible future for 
us here,” Khamis said.

The village began its battle over 
land in 2006 when the Israeli mili-
tary said it would extend its sepa-
ration wall, confiscating privately 
and church-owned land and isolat-
ing the Cremisan valley. The wall, 
ostensibly for security reasons, 
separates Israel from the West 
Bank.

Aside from the thousands of 
age-old olive trees and orchards, 
the valley is home to the Salesian 
sisters’ convent and school, the 
Salesian monastery and Cremisan 
Cellars, the winery established in 
the 19th century.

The plan is meant to isolate the 
monastery on the Israeli side of the 
wall and the convent and school 
on the Palestinian side, turning the 
area into a large military zone with 
Israeli schoolchildren living with 
an 8-metre-high cement wall as a 
barrier to their games.

“Israel must understand that 
neither concrete walls nor guns 
will bring it safety, and that the 
only way for Israel to enjoy secu-
rity is to make peace with Pales-
tinians and end its humiliating 
military occupation of Palestin-
ian lands”, said Beit Jala merchant 
Yousef Khoury, 55.

“Enough is enough! Get the hell 
out.”

The Special Appeals Committee 
of the Tel Aviv Magistrate’s Court 
approved the construction of the 
separation wall in 2013 with a sug-
gested route that would annex 
nearly 70 hectares belonging to the 
monasteries.

Two years later, Israel’s supreme 
court ruled in favour of a petition 
submitted by Beit Jala’s families, 
municipality and the monasteries 
against the wall’s route, ending a 
nearly 10-year legal battle.

The victory did not last, howev-
er. The town’s families were taken 
aback when Israeli bulldozers re-
sumed work on the separation wall 
on April 7th, ignoring the court rul-
ing. Cranes and bulldozers razed 

land and placed cement blocks 
at the far sides of the entrance to 
the valley, the last and the largest 
green area in Bethlehem with vast 
stretches of agricultural lands and 
recreational grounds.

The Israeli human rights organi-
sation B’Tselem said the valley 
would become a free public space 
for Israelis in the illegal settle-
ments of Gilo and Har Gilo. Both 
are part of the Gush Etzion Region-
al Council, which many Palestin-
ians say will facilitate the creation 
of “Greater Jerusalem” and break 
up the contiguity of a future Pales-
tinian state.

Pointing to the wall’s c-shape, 
which dips between Palestinians’ 
homes and takes over more olive 
trees and green land, Khamis said: 
“The wall’s path is not straight be-
cause they want to take every cen-
timetre they can lay their hands 
on.”

For a decade, Beit Jala tried all 
means to terminate the Israeli 
plan. Its residents prayed at the 
site, invited clerics, internation-
al personalities and delegations 
and protested armed with olive 
branches.

One of the affected landowners, 
Samia Zeid Khalilia, spoke of her 
misery to see her “ancestors’ land 
being snatched away and I cannot 
stop it”.

“For Palestinians, land is eve-
rything. If they take our land, we 
have nothing to hold on to,” she 
said.

Beit Jala relies on farming, olive 
and oil production and woodcarv-
ing. To many Christians in Beit 
Jala, the wall’s completion would 
endanger their lives because their 
main source of income would be 
gone.

According to Khamis, Beit Jala 
spread over 1,400 hectares before 
the occupation of the West Bank 
in 1967 but now Palestinians only 
control 350 hectares. Israel seized 
the rest to construct settlements, 
tunnels and roads.

“Beit Jala is gone,” Khamis said. 
“Our children have no place to 
build and live.”

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

Israel builds yet another wall

Israeli workers place a new section of Israel’s separation 
concrete barrier in the Cremisan valley, adjacent to the Christian 
Palestinian town of Beit Jala, in the Israeli-occupied West Bank.

Once completed, the 
wall will isolate 450 
hectares of Beit Jala’s 
occupied land and 
place them in Israel.

Netanyahu needs a reality check

I
t is time to remind Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to do a quick 
reality check.

Netanyahu opened his cab-
inet meeting on April 10th 

lauding Israeli security “deter-
rence measures” as the reason for 
a “significant decline in the scope 
of terrorist attacks” by Palestin-
ians, citing reports by his Shin Bet 
security agency.

Well, an arrogant politician such 
as Netanyahu surely would not 
care to interpret gestures by the 
people his country has been ruling 
for nearly five decades, making it 
the longest military occupation in 
modern history.

Peculiarly, his right-wing cabi-
net, arguably the most hardline 
in Israel’s history, calls outright 
for the eradication of West Bank 
Palestinians. Palestinians, mean-
while, are asked to recognise 
Israel, its Jewish identity and right 
to exist.

Netanyahu and his extremist 
bunch do not really get it that 
Palestinians are not “terrorists” 
but people whose rights, hopes 
and aspirations are being con-
stantly violated in every sense of 
the word.

Ruqayya Abu Eid was one exam-

ple of Palestinian “terrorism”. The 
13-year-old schoolgirl wielding 
a kitchen knife was killed as she 
walked towards a heavily armed 
and fully trained Israeli security 
guard who wore a bulletproof 
jacket and helmet. In the January 
incident at the entrance to Anatot 
settlement, near the girl’s home, 
the guard said he thought the teen 
wanted to stab him.

Palestinians are frustrated with 
being treated as second-class 
citizens on their own soil by the 
occupation authorities and the 
“newcomers”, a widely used term 
to describe Jewish settlers from 
Europe, Russia and elsewhere 
who immigrated to Israel and are 

illegally usurping Palestinian lands 
and homes, often by force.

Legitimately, Palestinians want 
to see an end to the Israeli occu-
pation and the emergence of an 
independent state.

In the meantime, they only 
hope to have justice served to ease 
their despair resulting from their 
humiliating living conditions, such 
as the closure of West Bank cities, 
the siege on the Gaza Strip, Israeli 
harassment at checkpoints, Israeli 
land grabs, home demolitions and, 
most recently, fears that Israel 
would annex a revered Muslim 
shrine in Jerusalem.

The punch line in the Shin Bet 
report is that the drop in Pales-

tinian attacks followed Israeli 
measures in exposing and appre-
hending the “Jewish terrorists” 
behind arson attacks on West Bank 
churches and a 2015 deadly attack 
on the Palestinian Dawabsheh 
family in a village near the north-
ern West Bank city of Nablus.

An 18-month-old toddler and his 
parents were burned to death as 
they slept in their home in the vil-
lage of Duma when it was torched 
by Jewish settlers on July 31st.

Since last October, Palestinian 
violence over Israeli provocations 
at Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque and 
elsewhere in the West Bank has 
left 200 Palestinians and 28 Israelis 
dead.

According to Shin Bet, Palestin-
ians carried out 123 attacks on 
Israelis in March, compared with 
155 in February, 169 in January, 
246 in December 2015 and 250 in 
November and the same number 
last October.

The gradual reduction in vio-
lence should be no consolation 
to anyone. It neither means that 
attacks have stopped nor points to 
any specific trend. It could be that 
Palestinians are in a wait-and-see 
mode, hoping that Israeli practices 
may change.

In the end, it is not the practices 
that matter but an end to the oc-
cupation that would spare Netan-
yahu and the extremists around 
him the headache of illegally 
ruling other people and holding 
their lands.

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.

Jamal J. 
Halaby

View point
Only an 
end to 
occupation 
would spare 
Netanyahu 
and the 
extremists 
around him 
the headache 
of illegally 
ruling other 
people and 
holding their 
lands.

Palestinians are 
frustrated with being 
treated as second-class 
citizens on their own soil.

A Palestinian woman cries as she asks for a travel permit to cross into Egypt 
through the Rafah border crossing, in the southern Gaza Strip, last February.

“Israel must 
understand that neither 
concrete walls nor guns 
will bring it safety.”

Beit Jala merchant Yousef 
Khoury
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New York
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he effusive pro-Israel sup-
port from Hillary Clinton 
and other presidential 
hopefuls at the recent 
American Israel Public Af-

fairs Committee (AIPAC) annual 
meeting in Washington suggested 
that US-Israeli relations are as 
strong as ever.

However, scratch beneath the 
surface and a different picture 
emerges. In recent weeks, several 
members of congress requested 
that the US State Department inves-
tigate Israeli abuses against Pales-

tinians and pro-Palestinian lawyers 
are increasingly using US courts to 
target Israel. Some polls suggest 
that public opinion is less pro-Israel 
than has been claimed.

Meanwhile, US Senator Bernie 
Sanders, a leftist from Vermont 
and the son of Polish-Jewish im-
migrants seeking the Democratic 
Party nomination for president, 
criticised Clinton for not being 
“even-handed” regarding the dec-
ades-old conflict between Israelis 
and Palestinians.

“US politicians are increasingly 
willing to question Israeli policies 
and US support for Israel in ways 
that didn’t happen in the past,” said 
Seth Morrison, an activist with the 
group Jewish Voices for Peace.

“This is rooted in a change in 

public opinion, particularly among 
younger Americans who have only 
witnessed the recent phase of Israe-
li-Palestinian tensions and view the 
conflict differently from their par-
ents’ generation.”

Senator Patrick Leahy, D-Ver-
mont, wrote to US Secretary of 
State John Kerry, of possible “gross 
violations of human rights”, in-
cluding extrajudicial executions 
and torture, by Israel.

The letter, which was signed by 
ten other lawmakers, called for 
investigations into alleged viola-
tions by Israel and Egypt, which 
are among the top recipients of US 
military aid. 

The Leahy law from the 1990s 
conditions US military aid on a re-
cipient’s rights record.

Israel has denied that its forces 
commit abuses, even as video 
showed an Israeli soldier shooting 
a wounded Palestinian assailant in 
the head in the West Bank city of 
Hebron spread online.

Morrison, who lobbied lawmak-
ers to sign the letter, described what 
he called a watershed moment.

“The letter showed how law-
makers are increasingly willing to 
take action, despite the inevitable 
backlash from the pro-Israel lobby. 
We’ve been having insightful talks 
with members of Congress about 
Israeli aggression. In the past, we 
wouldn’t have gotten in the door,” 
Morrison said.

Also in March, plaintiffs began a 
$34.5 billion lawsuit against Las Ve-
gas casino magnate Sheldon Adel-
son and other US-based tycoons, 
firms and charities for backing Is-
raeli land grabs and other violations 
of Palestinians’ rights.

The case was brought in Wash-
ington by activist Bassem al-Tami-
mi and 35 other Palestinians and 
Palestinian Americans who allege 
racketeering, pillaging, conspiracy, 
war crimes and aggravated tres-
pass.

Such lawsuits typically fare poor-
ly in US civil courtrooms but Mar-
tin McMahon, a lawyer in the case, 
described a “complete reversal” in 
public opinion that would make US 
jurors more amenable to Palestin-
ian complainants.

Sanders used the April 14th Dem-
ocratic debate to criticise Clinton 
for her approach to Middle East 
conflicts and for not treating Pales-
tinians with enough “respect and 
dignity”. Clinton responded by ar-
guing for Israel’s “right to defend” 
itself.

According to Shibley Telhami, a 
professor and pollster at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, Sanders is not 

just advancing his beliefs but also 
relaying a message that resonates 
with younger Democrats who are 
frustrated by Clinton-style favour-
ing of Israel.

“Sanders’ speech has been revo-
lutionary in terms of the degree to 
which it has been even-handed, 
supporting Israel’s right to security, 
but also of the need to end Palestin-
ian suffering in ways that no other 
major presidential candidate has 
ever done,” Telhami said.

“He’s really catering to the base 
and hoping that being closer to the 
base is going to help him against 
Hillary Clinton.”

Telhami rejects mainstream 
opinion polls that show steadfast 
support for Israel, such as a Gallup 
survey in February that indicated 
that American respondents sym-
pathise more heavily with Israelis 
(62%) than Palestinians (15%).

This partly reflects how ques-
tions are phrased, Telhami said. 
When asked what role Washington 
should play in managing Israeli-
Palestinian tensions, 66% of re-
spondents said the United States 
should be unbiased.

Evangelical Republicans, one-
tenth of the US population, are the 
key pro-Israel constituency. About 
77% of those asked have said they 
want the United States to lean to-
wards Israel in negotiations com-
pared to 29% of all American re-
spondents.

US public opinion support for Israel wanes
The Arab Weekly 
special correspondent

Democratic presidential candidate Bernie Sanders speaks to the crowd gathered April 18th, in New York.

Sanders used the 
April 14th 
Democratic debate 
to criticise Clinton 
for her approach to 
Middle East 
conflicts.

News & Analysis Palestine   Israel 

Washington

I 

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu travelled to Mos-
cow on April 21st to meet Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, 
a visit that came in the wake of 

reports — all denied by Moscow — of 
hostile encounters between Russian 
and Israeli warplanes.

In addition to improving bilat-
eral relations, the Putin-Netanyahu 
summit seemed intended to convey 
other messages.

“It is very good that we main-
tain regular contacts at such a high 
level,” the Kremlin quoted Putin as 
saying. “There are understandable 
reasons for these intensive con-
tacts,” he said, indicating that he 
does not regard Israel a pariah but 
a partner.

“I greatly value our regular coop-
eration,” Netanyahu said. He said he 
went to Moscow “with the sole con-
crete objective of strengthening the 
coordination between our countries 
in the security area, so as to avoid 
mistakes, misunderstandings or in-
cidents”.

This statement appeared to refer 
to reports of encounters between 
Russian and Israeli aircraft. Israel 
has not, and is not likely to, shoot 
down Russian aircraft the way 
Turkey did — especially since this 
would not advance another agenda 

item that Netanyahu wishes to co-
ordinate with Putin: Making sure 
“that Hezbollah does not get its 
hands on the ultramodern weap-
ons coming in from Syria and Iraq”. 
After the meeting, Netanyahu indi-
cated that “he received assurances” 
that Moscow would help Israel stop 
the transfer of weapons through 
Syria to Hezbollah.

Netanyahu also repeated that Is-
rael has no intention of relinquish-
ing the Golan Heights, which it cap-
tured from Syria in 1967.

Economic matters were also dis-
cussed. Netanyahu praised Putin’s 
contribution to a Russian-Israeli 
agreement on pensions. The Rus-
sian news agency, Sputnik, noted 
that Russian energy firms are inter-
ested in participating in natural gas 
projects off Israel’s Mediterranean 
coast.

More than anything else, the 
Putin-Netanyahu summit signalled 
that Russian-Israeli relations are 
normal and businesslike. To those 
who object to Israeli policy towards 
the Palestinians or Russian foreign 
policy towards Ukraine, Syria or 
wherever, Putin and Netanyahu 
seemed to be saying: We’re going to 
cooperate with each other whether 
you like it or not.

Indeed, Netanyahu’s relatively 
good relations with Putin stand in 
stark contrast to the Israeli prime 
minister’s notoriously poor rela-
tions with US President Barack 
Obama. Similarly, at a time when so 
many Western leaders have devel-
oped an increasingly negative view 
of Putin, the fact that Netanyahu 
has not is remarkable.

What is also noteworthy is that 
while so many governments are 
clearly unhappy about the Russian 
military presence in Syria, Israel 
seems to have accepted it. Indeed, 
for all Netanyahu’s expressions of 
fear about an Iranian threat to Is-
rael, he seems to be comfortable 
with Iran’s ally, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, remaining in power 

in Damascus. Perhaps Netanyahu 
sees the Russian presence in Syria 
as serving to restrain both Iran and 
Hezbollah vis-à-vis Israel.

The friendly meeting between 
Putin and Netanyahu also suggests 
that Moscow is not particularly 
worried about Iranian objections to 
Russian-Israeli cooperation. Lack 
of coverage by the Iranian media of 
the Putin-Netanyahu summit sug-
gests that Tehran did not welcome 
it but does not want to publicly ar-
gue with Moscow about it either.

The Iranian government, though, 
will undoubtedly want to privately 
clarify with Moscow just what Net-
anyahu meant when he said he had 
received reassurances that Moscow 

would help stop the transfer of 
weapons to Hezbollah.

Putin may also hope that the fact 
that the United States’ Israeli allies 
are willing to work with him may 
encourage America’s Gulf Arab al-
lies to do so as well, if only to get 
Washington to take them more seri-
ously.

While Moscow’s close ties to Is-
rael may not prove to be an obstacle 
to their doing so, however, Russia’s 
close ties to Iran may. After all, if 
the Gulf Arab states are angry with 
Obama for attempting to improve 
Iranian-US relations, they can hard-
ly expect much help from a Moscow 
that has long had good working re-
lations with Tehran and clearly in-

tends to maintain them.
This logic, of course, applies to 

Russian-Israeli relations as well: 
No matter how furious Netanyahu 
is about Obama seeking better ties 
with Iran, Israel cannot expect all 
that much help against Tehran from 
a Russian government determined 
to maintain close ties to Tehran. 
Still, the Russian-Israeli courtship 
will continue: Netanyahu is to re-
turn to Moscow on June 7th.

Mark N. Katz is a professor of 
government and politics at 
George Mason University in the 
United States. Links to his recent 
articles can be found at
www.marknkatz.com.

Putin-Netanyahu summit sends multiple messages
Mark N. Katz

Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) talks to Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu during their 
meeting in the Kremlin in Moscow on April 21st.

Netanyahu’s 
relatively good 
relations with Putin 
stand in stark 
contrast to the 
Israeli prime 
minister’s 
notoriously poor 
relations with 
Obama.
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urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is lead-
ing his country on a new 
course that is no longer 
centred on an iron-clad 

commitment to be a part of the 
West, critics say.

Hosting a summit of the 57-mem-
ber Organisation of Islamic Cooper-
ation (OIC) in Istanbul in mid-April, 
Erdogan called on the Islamic world 
to unite in the fight against terror-
ism and extremism and to “solve 
our problems on our own” instead 
of waiting for the West to step in.

He criticised the West for exploit-
ing the situation in the Middle East 
for material gains. “Others get in-
volved and they get involved only 
for oil, not to bring peace and qui-
et,” he said.

OIC meeting participants decid-
ed to set up a joint police centre to 
boost the fight against terrorism. 
Erdogan welcomed efforts by Saudi 
Arabia to build a joint military force 
— dubbed the “Army of Islam” by 
Turkish media — and called for the 
creation of a separate group repre-
senting European Muslims within 
the OIC.

Erdogan, addressing delegates 
in a palace on the Bosphorus once 
used by Ottoman sultans, ex-
pressed hope for a “new era” for 
the Islamic world to begin. His gov-
ernment signed an agreement with 
Saudi Arabia to create a bilateral 
cooperation council. The deepen-
ing of Turkish-Saudi ties is seen as 
an effort by the Sunni players in the 
region to counter the influence of 
Shia Iran.

Turkey, which assumed the ro-
tating IOC presidency for two years 
at the summit, was “a ray of hope 
for Muslim unity”, Ilnur Cevik, an 

Erdogan adviser, wrote in the pro-
government newspaper Daily Sa-
bah.

In a reference to the West, Cevik 
said outside forces were bent on 
hurting the Islamic world.

“A secret hand has put into mo-
tion a modern-time Crusade that 
is more sinister and fatal than the 
challenges posed to Islam through-
out history,” Cevik wrote. Islam 
was under attack by forces that fos-
tered terrorism and internal strife 
among Muslims, he added. Only 
Turkey and its president could foil 
that plot. “The modern day Crusad-
ers are aware that they have to stall 
Erdogan and Turkey,” Cevik said.

That kind of anti-Western rheto-
ric comes as relations among Tur-
key, a NATO member and an EU 
candidate state, and its Western 
partners show signs of strain. Af-
ter a recent visit to Washington, 
Erdogan said he was disappointed 
with US President Barack Obama, 
who criticised the clampdown on 
the media in Turkey. Shortly af-
terward, the Turkish government 
rejected findings of a report by the 
European Parliament on the state 
of Turkey’s democracy, which said 
the country was “backsliding”.

The Turkish opposition newspa-
per Cumhuriyet said the Erdogan 
government was cutting the coun-
try loose from the West and turning 
it eastward.

Erdogan has slammed West-
ern diplomats for attending a trial 
against two Turkish journalists 
who published a story about al-
leged arms shipments by Turkey to 
Syrian rebels. He brought criminal 
charges against German comedian 
Jan Bohmermann over a satirical 
poem. Charges were filed against 
Bohmermann in a German court 
after Erdogan had the German am-
bassador to Ankara summoned to 

the Turkish Foreign Ministry over 
another satirical programme on 
German television.

EU chief Jean-Claude Juncker 
criticised Turkey’s action against 
the satirical programmes, saying 
this “does not bring Turkey closer 
to us but will put us farther apart 
from each other”.

The Turkish president publicly 
warned EU countries to stick to 
their commitments of a deal de-
signed to reduce the flow of mi-
grants from Syria and other coun-
tries via Turkey to Western Europe. 
He said Turkey will stop taking 
back refugees from Greece if the 
European Union does not lift visa 
requirements for Turks and does 
not come up with billions of dollars 
in financial support for Syrian refu-
gees in Turkey.

Hasan Cemal, a well-known jour-
nalist critical of Erdogan, said it is 
no coincidence that the president, 

who has been talking about a “New 
Turkey” that would take a leading 
role in the region, has become so 
actively involved in the OIC while 
ties to the West wither.

“There is no doubt about the 
Erdogan government distancing 
Turkey from the West system-
atically,” Cemal wrote on the T24 
online news platform. “Regarding 
core values that make the West the 
West, like the rule of law, equality 
between men and women, human 
rights and freedoms, Erdogan’s 
face has long turned from West to 
East.”

While the government insists 

that it remains committed to the 
aim of joining the European Union, 
some of its members have been 
stressing their country’s determi-
nation to make its own decisions 
and not be at the beck and call of 
other powers. “Know your limits, 
Europe,” Yigit Bulut, Erdogan’s 
economic adviser wrote in the 
Star newspaper. If EU politicians 
thought they could boss Turkey 
around, they should “wait and see 
what will happen”.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu, a former foreign min-
ister, is also pushing for a more ac-
tive Turkish role. Behlul Ozkan, a 
political scientist at Istanbul’s Mar-
mara University, said Davutoglu 
was a “pan-Islamist” who was aim-
ing for a union of Muslim countries 
under Turkish leadership.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Erdogan’s ‘New Turkey’ a step away from the West
Thomas Seibert

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan at the welcoming ceremony of the 13th Organisation of 
Islamic Cooperation (OIC) summit in Istanbul on April 14th.

The deepening of 
Turkish-Saudi ties is 
seen as an effort to 
counter the influence 
of Shia Iran.

2016 sees the launch of the 
first Muslim Lifestyle Show to 
take place in the multicultural 
capital of the world, London! 
The show will be the perfect 
platform to bring together 
and showcase the very best 
of Muslim culture, products 
and services from around 
the globe. It will be April 
30th-May 1st at the Olympia 
London.

The Muslim Lifestyle Show is 
an ideal place for businesses 
to reach the city’s more 
than 1 million Muslims and 
for consumers to discover 
and learn about the fastest 
growing cultural sector in the 
United Kingdom.

The event aims to become a 
showpiece in British culture 
by showcasing to the world 
that Muslim culture has 
an important place in the 
world’s economy. It will 
rapidly become a wonderful 
opportunity to experience 
the best in Muslim culture 
and heritage from across the 
globe

The International Muslim 
Market is split into a number 
of sectors worth the following 
values: food $129 billion; 
fashion $266 billion; finance 
$1.65 trillion; travel $140 
billion; media and recreation 
$185 billion; pharmaceuticals 
and cosmetics $72 billion.

The values are the estimated 
growth through 2019 as 
published in State of the 
Global Islamic Economy 2013.

The Muslim Lifestyle Show 
will consist of several areas 
for all members of the family 
to discover and enjoy. There 
are the entertainment stage 
with acts from around the 
world; seminar workshop 
arena featuring key speakers; 
fashion stage, which will 
feature the latest trends 
including the latest modest 
fashion looks; theatre with 
live entertainment and 
comedy shows; Muslim 
introductions area; food 
court with international 

cuisines; plus more than 120 
exhibitors.

The Muslim Lifestyle 
Show aims to become an 
international event in London 
for the world to participate 
in and for the British Muslim 
community to showcase its 
diverse cultural riches. We 
aim for this event to not only 
attract British Muslims but to 
become a tourist attraction 
for the rest of the world to 
visit, enjoy and discover more 
about Muslim culture.

Muslim Lifestyle Show 
founder Waleed Jahangir 
said: “My aim is to create 
a platform for not only for 

Muslim businesses and 
consumers to participate in 
but also for non-Muslims 
to come along and discover 
more about the culture 
including fashion, food and 
lifestyles.

“I’m a proud Muslim and also 
very proud to be British and 
I really hope you enjoy MLS 
by discovering the cultural 
riches that has been part of 
our societies for centuries. If 
you are Muslim or not, this 
event will be a day out for 
you, come and experience 
an event which I hope will 
enrich you with knowledge, 
culture and let’s not forget 
great food, too.”

Ticket prices — General 
Entry £10 / VIP £20 / Family 
Ticket £30

Amount of stands — more 
than 100 from more than 
eight countries

Website and social media:

Website — http://www.
muslimlifestyleshow.com/

Facebook — https://
www.facebook.com/
muslimlifestyleshow/

Twitter — @mlslondon

Contact — support@
muslimlifestyleshow.com

First Muslim Lifestyle Show in London!

“Erdogan’s face has 
long turned from 
West to East.”

Turkish journalist
 Hasan Cemal.

 “Know your limits, 
Europe!”

Yigit Bulut, 
Erdogan’s economic adviser
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L 

ieutenant Mohsen Ghota-
slou was killed April 11th 
in fighting around the his-
toric Syrian city of Aleppo, 
the first combat fatality in 

the 5-year-old war for Iran’s regular 
army. Others soon followed, un-
derlining the extent to which the 
Islamic Republic and its Shia allies 
have become the spearhead of the 
military forces battling to save the 
regime of President Bashar Assad.

Ghotaslou belonged to a crack 
unit of the Iranian Army, the 65th 
Airborne Special Forces Brigade, 
which Tehran says was deployed 
to Syria a few weeks ago to bolster 
Assad’s forces for major offensives. 
The plan appears to be to regain 
ground lost to rebel groups and 
bolster the Damascus regime’s po-
sition at peace talks in Geneva.

An Iranian brigade can comprise 
up to 3,000 men but it’s not clear 
whether the entire 65th brigade 
has been committed. The signifi-
cance of Ghotaslou’s death in com-
bat is that, for the first time, Tehran 
has deployed a unit of the regular 
army, which has been overshad-
owed since the 1979 revolution by 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), the clerical regime’s 
ideologically sound Praetorian 
Guard.

The army’s mission has tradition-
ally been to protect Iran’s borders 
but now it has been flung into the 
Syrian war to help save Assad’s re-
gime, raising speculation that Teh-
ran is steadily creating a powerful 
interventionary force as it strug-
gles to further Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini’s Islamic revolution 
across the Middle East and become 
the region’s paramount power.

Amir Toumaj, an Iranian analyst 
with the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies in Washington, 
noted that “Iran’s decision to inte-
grate army special forces into ma-
jor foreign operations underscores 

its commitment to hone its expe-
ditionary capabilities. In fact, the 
army’s involvement in Syria may 
have begun several months ago.”

In this endeavour, keeping As-
sad — whose father forged the al-
liance with Tehran three decades 
ago — in power is vital for Iranian 
ambitions. “Assad is increasingly 
dependent on Iran militarily and 
financially and Tehran does not see 
a viable alternative to the Alawite-
dominated state that would pre-
serve its interests in Syria,” analyst 
Majid Rafizadeh wrote in Al Ara-
biya on March 20th.

“Iran cannot afford to lose Syria, 
so it is using Assad to tip the bal-
ance of power against other re-
gional powers” — particularly Sun-
ni arch-rival Saudi Arabia — “and 
strengthen the Shia axis”.

Iran backed Assad’s regime with 
military force long before the Rus-
sians intervened in September 2015 
to decisively turn the Syrian war in 
Assad’s favour. Since then the Ira-
nian combat component has been 
overshadowed by the Russian blitz-
krieg.

However, with indications that 
the Russia-Assad regime alliance 
is cracking over divergent strategic 
objectives, the Iranian expedition-
ary force in Syria is being seen as 
vital, largely because it is filling 
the most dangerous gap in Assad’s 
military capabilities: an acute man-
power shortage, with as many as 
100,000 Syrian soldiers killed or 
wounded since the war began in 
March 2011.

The IRGC has committed thou-
sands of fighters to the Assad cause 
since 2012, including contingents 
of its elite al-Quds Force, a secre-
tive unit of about 15,000 that oper-
ates outside Iran and whose prima-
ry mission is to do the dirty work 
in furthering Tehran’s expansionist 
ambitions.

It has also provided large contin-
gents from Iran’s main Arab proxy 
in the Middle East, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, as well as specially re-
cruited Shia militias from Iraq, Af-
ghanistan, Pakistan and other parts 
of Asia, which operate under IRGC 
command. Hezbollah usually has 
at least 7,000 men deployed in Syr-
ia at any one time, with more when 
needed to boost regime offensives.

This “additional manpower is 

the most important contribution to 
the Syrian government’s increas-
ingly under-manned forces”, the 
US-based intelligence consultancy 
Stratfor observed in an April 12th 
analysis.

“Iran has provided vital financial 
support to Syria’s sinking economy 
and has continued to fund the Syri-
an government’s war machine. As a 
result, Iran has at least as much lev-
erage in Damascus as Russia does.

“Moscow and Tehran may see 
eye to eye on many aspects of the 
conflict but there are differences: 
Russia is less invested in Syria prop-
er and more inclined to make trade-
offs; Tehran sees Syria as a crucial 

bastion in its support for Hezbollah 
and an important anchor for Shia 
influence in the Levant. Russia is 
careful to maintain a viable exit 
strategy, while Iran is committed to 
Syria for the long haul.”

The ground-breaking Iranian 
Army deployment followed US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry’s claim 
before the US Congress on February 
25th that Tehran was withdrawing  
al-Quds Force guards from Syria, a 
claim rejected by analyst Nicholas 
Heras of the Center for a New Amer-
ican Security in Washington.

He said that since Assad’s military 
and allied militias have suffered 
heavy casualties in three years of 
hard fighting and the Iranians are 
having to make up for these losses, 
moving from what had originally 
been training and advisory mis-
sions to direct-action combat roles.

This meant a sharp upturn in 
casualties for Iran, Hezbollah and 
other Shia groups, largely made up 
of mercenaries. These losses under-

score how Tehran effectively runs 
Assad’s land forces and dominates 
the military and intelligence infra-
structures, using them to project 
Iran’s spreading influence in the 
Levant.

“Tehran’s role will continue to 
deepen,” Rafizadeh predicted. 
“This will further militarise, radi-
calise and widen the conflict. A 
reformist presidency in Iran will 
not change the status quo. Though 
Iranian policy on Syria is formed by 
the supreme leader and senior IRGC 
officials, Iranian politicians across 
the spectrum agree on that policy.”

Indeed, President Hassan Ro-
hani, considered a moderate who 
seeks to curtail the IRGC’s political 
power, declared in June 2015 that 
the Islamic republic will back Assad 
“to the end of the road”.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. He has reported 
on Middle Eastern affairs since 
1967 and lives in Beirut.

Iran boosts forces in Syria amid regional ambitions
Ed Blanche

Iranian civilians and armed forces members carry the flag-draped coffins of Iranian Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps General Mohsen Ghajarian, foreground, and five soldiers who were 
killed in fighting in Syria, during their funeral ceremony outside the headquarters of the guards’ 
ground forces, in Tehran, last February.

The IRGC has 
committed thousands 
of fighters to the Assad 
cause since 2012.

“The Iranian army’s 
involvement in Syria 
may have begun several 
months ago.”

Iranian analyst 
Amir Toumaj

In Washington, the reality of the nuclear deal is settling in
Joe Macaraon

Washington

T 

he moment the nuclear 
agreement was reached 
between Iran and the 
P5+1 countries, it became 
clear that the devil would 

be in the details. Despite Iran’s 
testing of ballistic missiles and the 
additional US sanctions on Tehran 
during the first 90 days of imple-
menting the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), there is no 
doubt that the nuclear deal is here 
to stay.

The United States and Iran have 
made great strides in their politi-
cal dialogue, a dramatic shift that 
left each country’s hardliners un-
comfortable, to say the least, while 
moderates continude to struggle in 
making the case for engagement.

As US Vice-President Joe Biden 
was visiting Israel in March, Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) tested ballistic mis-
siles with the phrase “Israel must 
be wiped out” written on them in 
Hebrew.

Not only did the timing of this 
coincide with Biden’s visit, it also 
took place on the same day that the 
International Atomic Energy Agen-
cy released the first monitoring re-
port since the implementation of 
the JCPOA. The report concluded 
that Iran fulfilled its commitments, 
which may have encouraged ele-

ments of the Iranian regime to shift 
the attention to the missiles test 
instead.

Hardliners in Tehran remain con-
vinced that the United States can-
not be trusted. This sentiment was 
echoed by Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei as well as 
by one of his closest aides, Mohsen 
Rezaei, the secretary of the Expe-
diency Discernment Council and 
a former general in the IRGC, who 
hinted on April 9th that the Iranian 
regime has made a concession by 

merely not broadcasting military 
drills.

Khamenei publicly stated on 
March 30th that the United States 
did not keep its side of the bargain 
— lifting sanctions and restoring 
trade relations. However, the most 
poignant point he made was en-
dorsing further talks with the Unit-
ed States as long as it goes hand in 
hand with retaining what he calls 
Iran’s “defensive power”.

In this context, Khamenei is sug-
gesting that the missiles test will 

continue as a display of Iranian 
power and that Tehran will not ne-
gotiate with the United States un-
armed.

Obviously, moderates on both 
sides are resisting the temptation 
to revert to confrontation. US Presi-
dent Barack Obama warned on April 
1st that the missile tests would dis-
courage foreign businesses from in-
vesting in Iran. Under-Secretary of 
State Thomas Shannon during a US 
Senate hearing on April 5th said “it 
is up to Iran to decide the scope and 
pace of engagement” with Wash-
ington.

There is a change in tone on the 
agreement in the US Congress. Dur-
ing a hearing regarding the imple-
mentation of the JCPOA, Chairman 
of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee Bob Corker, R-Tennes-
see, affirmed that the committee’s 
only intention was to enforce the 
deal, not counter it.

The main contentious point be-
tween the Obama administration 
and Republicans in Congress is over 
whether the United States should 
make it easier for Iranians to ben-
efit from the JCPOA. While the 
White House is willing to take the 
initiative to explain to concerned 
foreign banks what is permitted in 
providing cash access to Iranian en-
tities and individuals, Republicans 
want to make sure that Iranians do 
not gain access to the US financial 
system, in particular with the Iran 
Sanctions Act expiring at the end of 
2016.

There is indeed no indication 
that the Obama administration will 
change course on its Iran policy in 
its last nine months in office and it 
is expected to continue to manage 
the balancing act of simultaneously 
engaging and deterring Iran in a 
manner that reflects the divide in 
Washington about the best way to 
contain Tehran. Khamenei is con-
cerned about Iran’s economic re-
covery as much as he is about the 
weakening of its regional posture, 
prompting him to pursue a policy 
of meticulously balancing the re-
gime’s moderates and hardliners.

Beyond the rhetoric and the mis-
siles test, the nuclear deal is the 
cornerstone of a new regional dy-
namic for the next decade at least 
where Iran and the United States 
will have to maintain a dialogue 
on implementing the JCPOA while 
simultaneously vying for regional 
influence. Adjusting to this new re-
ality is a tedious process for bureau-
cracies in Washington and Tehran; 
yet for both sides, the cost of walk-
ing away from the deal is far greater 
than adjusting to its consequences.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
Analyst at Arab Center Washington 
DC.

Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman Bob Corker, 
R-Tennessee, listens to testimony on Capitol Hill in Washington, 
on April 5th, by State Department Under-Secretary for Political 
Affairs Thomas Shannon, Jr. on recent Iranian actions and 
implementation of the nuclear deal.

The Obama 
administration is 
expected to continue 
its balancing act.
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Hollande’s snub to Hezbollah

T
he political crisis that 
has left Lebanon 
without a president 
for nearly two years 
was not the reason for 
French President 

François Hollande’s two-day 
visit to the country. Nor was this 
an attempt to breathe life into 
France’s role in Lebanon, a role 
that has been declining for 
decades along with the decline 
of Francophone culture.

Hollande’s visit to Beirut was 
motivated by challenges that 
France and Europe are facing, 
namely the Syrian refugee crisis. 
Europe is continuing to deal 
with the inexhaustible influx of 
Syrians displaced by fighting in 

Lebanon’s neighbour. This is an 
economic burden that is becom-
ing increasingly difficult to bear, 
with France seeking to ensure 
that these refugees remain in 
countries adjoining Syria and do 
not make the arduous journey to 
Europe.

France has offered financial as-
sistance to Lebanon to help it bear 
the cost of hosting the refugees 
— there are about 1.5 million Syr-
ian refugees in the country — in 
addition to urgently needed as-
sistance to the Lebanese military 
following Saudi Arabia’s decision 
to withdraw a $3 billion aid pack-
age. This military assistance will 
ensure that Lebanon remains a 
safe haven for Syrian refugees, 
which will help to stem the flow of 
Syrian refugees to Europe.

Hollande met with ministers 
and parliamentarians as well 
as other political and religious 
figures but not any official from 
Hezbollah. There was no official 
explanation, whether from Paris 
or Hezbollah, about this snub, 
particularly given that the Shia 
group dominates the power-
ful March 8 alliance, which has 
senior ministers affiliated to it and 

is a major player in the political 
manoeuvrings over the vacant 
presidency.

Observers in Beirut said the lack 
of meeting between Hollande and 
any Hezbollah-affiliated figure is 
indicative of the growing regional 
and international exasperation 
with the group.

It has become increasingly rare 
for Western officials, and par-
ticularly senior figures, to meet 
with Hezbollah representatives, 
particularly after the group was 
designated a terrorist organisation 
by many regional and interna-
tional bodies, even if Hezbollah 
has a strong political presence in 
Lebanon. The latest body to en-
dorse Hezbollah’s designation as a 
terrorist group was the Organisa-
tion of Islamic Cooperation in its 
recent summit in Istanbul.

The only way Hollande would 
have been able to meet with 
Hezbollah-affiliated figures would 
be if such a meeting would lead 
the militant group to adopt a more 
conciliatory tone in negotiations 
over the vacated presidential 
seat and, finally, to the election 
of a new head of state. Given the 
situation in Lebanon, any such 

breakthrough is unlikely and so 
Hollande chose not to risk any 
such meetings, particularly given 
the regional and international 
fallout this could have for him.

This deadlock over Lebanon’s 
presidency is not only motivated 
by domestic political issues but 
also by regional developments, 
particularly given the increasing 
tensions between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran, which are backing rival 
political forces in Lebanon.

In spite of continuing support 
from Iran, Hezbollah is feeling 
the squeeze, which has likely 
motivated its recent regional 
political moves, including reports 
that Hezbollah chief Hassan 
Nasrallah is working to reconcile 
former Iraqi prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki and popular Shia figure 
Muqtada al-Sadr.

Whatever the truth, Hezbollah’s 
international stock is falling and 
that is something that Hollande 
was well aware of during his visit 
to Beirut. It is something that 
other Western and international 
leaders will also take into consid-
eration.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

Ali al-Amin

View point
While in 
Beirut, 
Hollande 
met with no 
official from 
Hezbollah.

In spite of continuing 
support from Iran, 
Hezbollah is feeling 
the squeeze.

Business and politics mix in Hollande’s Mideast tour
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

F 

rench President François 
Hollande’s three-nation 
Middle East tour was jam-
packed.

Besides listening to 
leaders of Lebanon and Jordan 
discuss the issues created by each 
hosting 1.5 million Syrian refugees, 
Hollande received an earful of gen-
uine concern in Egypt over the se-
vere deterioration of conditions in 
the Middle East.

Hollande’s hosts spoke of the 
stalled Palestinian-Israeli peace 
talks; Lebanon remaining without 
a president for two years; civil war 
and sectarian strife ripping apart 
Syria and Iraq; the threat of Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants; and an emerg-
ing Saudi-led Sunni Muslim alliance 
to counter the influence of rival 
Shia Iran.

Despite a full schedule spread 
over four days, Hollande also spent 
time on business, having been ac-
companied by 85 top French inves-
tors from sectors ranging from wa-
ter treatment to aviation.

Hollande’s first stop was April 
16th in Lebanon, where he prom-
ised financial and military support 
to the tiny country, which has been 
without a president since May 2014 
and is reeling under the burden of 
hosting so many Syrian refugees. 
His pledge to provide $56.5 mil-
lion in 2016, another $113 million in 
2017-19 to help Lebanon cope with 
the refugee crisis and an additional 
unspecified amount to “combat ter-
rorism and confront other threats” 
was far below Lebanese expecta-
tions.

Another disappointment for the 
Lebanese was Hollande’s guarded 
approach towards the country’s 
political crisis. Many had hoped 
France, Lebanon’s traditional men-
tor, would help break the country’s 
political deadlock and presidential 
vacuum.

Hollande, though, took a hands-
off approach, simply urging Leba-
nese politicians to elect a president 
soon, saying it was in the interests 
of the nation and region to ensure 
the post was filled. “The answer to 

that is not in my hands. It is up to 
you to,” he said.

Political analyst Amine Kam-
mourieh lamented Hollande’s com-
ments. “He threw the ball again in 
the Lebanese court, as if he doesn’t 
know already that the Lebanese 
haven’t been able to agree among 
themselves on this issue for the 
past two years,” Kammourieh said.

“It is clear that France is no more 
the main player in Lebanon,” he 
said.

Hollande made a swift tour of a 
Syrian refugee camp in the eastern 
Bekaa valley to acquaint himself 
first-hand with the humanitarian 
tragedy. He was ushered in by 600 
refugees, mostly women and chil-
dren.

Despite the warmth exhibited by 
his Lebanese hosts, Hollande’s visit 
was “empty” with “no substance” 
for Lebanon, political analyst Sami 
Nader said.

“The visit reflected Europe’s 
main concern: the refugee prob-
lem,” Kammourieh said. “They 

would do everything to keep the 
refugees where they are, away from 
Europe.”

Hollande’s second stop, in Egypt, 
came hard on the heels of the for-
mation of a unity government in 
Libya, where Europe needs Egypt 
the most.

Egypt threw its lot behind the 
government that rules in the east-
ern city of Tobruk. But now, a Eu-
rope scared of ISIS in Libya wants 
Cairo to back the unity government.

“This is particularly true in the 
light of reports that ISIS has plans 
to carry out attacks on tourist 
sites in some European countries,” 
Egyptian analyst Saad al-Zunt said. 
“Egypt can do a lot to stabilise Libya 
and it does.”

The business factor appeared 
to dominate Hollande’s agenda in 
talks with Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi, who ordered 24 
of France’s sophisticated Rafale 
fighter jets in a 2015 deal valued at 
$5.9 billion.

Egypt and France signed several 

agreements, including a $1.4 billion 
deal to expand the metro system in 
Cairo.

France has total investment in 
Egypt worth about $5.7 billion and 
the 150 French companies working 
in Egypt employ 33,000 Egyptians. 
Trade between the countries to-
talled $2.8 billion in 2015, making 
France Egypt’s sixth largest trading 
partner.

Egypt started diversifying its 
weaponry purchases after its rela-
tions with the United States soured 
because of the army’s overthrow 
of Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi in mid-2013.

“The military side of talks be-
tween Egypt and France is impor-
tant because it shows that nobody 
can monopolise the arming of our 
military,” said Amr Hassanein, a 
member of the Egyptian-European 
Business Council. “These talks also 
show that we are open to every-
body.”

In Jordan, Hollande said he want-
ed France to be among the top three 

investors in the kingdom.
“France is currently the sixth 

largest investor in Jordan but this 
spot is not good enough for us,” 
he told the French-Jordanian Eco-
nomic Forum, a body that includes 
investors from both sides.

“In football, only the top three 
teams get honoured,” he said. “We 
want to move up the ladder.”

Hollande said his visit to Jordan 
carried two messages: one to his 
business people to invest in the 
kingdom and the second to French 
tourists to visit a stable Middle East 
country with abundant historic and 
biblical attractions.

He also announced that France 
would step up financial support 
to Jordan by extending $1.1 billion 
in cheap loans in 2017-19, part of 
which will support the state budget.

Dalal Saoud is the deputy 
editor-in-chief of The Arab Weekly 
and has been reporting on the Arab 
region since 1990. She is based in 
Beirut.

“It is clear that 
France is no more 
the main player in 
Lebanon.”

Political analyst Amine 
Kammourieh

French President François Hollande (L) meets with Syrian family in Dalhamyeh village, in the eastern Bekaa valley, Lebanon, on April 17th.
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Chaldean-Americans helping refugees from Iraqi homeland
The Arab Weekly staff

Detroit

F 

ar from their ancestral 
Iraqi home, thousands of 
Chaldeans are using their 
experience of emigration 
to help Iraqis and Syrians 

suffering the effects of war to make 
new lives in the United States.

Nearly 500,000 Chaldeans and 
Assyrians have immigrated to the 
United States since World War I. An 
estimated 150,000 reside in south-
eastern Michigan.

In 2003, Chaldean business own-
ers and community activists created 
the Chaldean-American Chamber 
of Commerce (CACC) to strengthen 
Chaldean businesses, nurture lo-
cal employment creation, stimulate 
economic development and pro-
mote the community’s rich history 
and ancient culture. In addition, the 
Chaldean chamber seeks to serve 
and represent other Aramaic-speak-
ing communities, including Assyr-
ians and Syriacs.

The chamber has launched sever-
al affiliates, including the Chaldean 
Chamber Political Action Commit-
tee (PAC) in 2004. The PAC seeks to 
raise the profile and represent the 
community in local and state gov-
ernment.

Iraq’s war spurred a massive in-
flux of Iraqi Christians to the Unit-
ed States. In 2006, the chamber 
launched the Chaldean Community 
Foundation, a charitable organisa-
tion focused on meeting the grow-
ing community’s needs. The foun-
dation provides assistance to at-risk, 
disadvantaged, new Iraqi and Syrian 
immigrants.

Martin Manna, president of the 
Chaldean American Chambers of 
Commerce, and the Chaldean Com-
munity Foundation, suggests vio-
lence in Iraq showed the community 

in America had a role to play:
“As Iraq continues to crumble, 

we’re constantly looking to the fu-
ture. We want to have long-term 
programs because the reality is, 
America is our new home and so our 
focus is on how to help the immi-
grants and refugees transition to the 
American way of life.

“We want to help them accultur-
ate instead of assimilate because we 
don’t want them to lose their cul-
ture, heritage and language.”

The Chaldean-Americans’ local 
and regional political advocacy has 
expanded into the federal and inter-
national levels. The Nineveh Council 
of America (NCA) raises awareness 
on the plight of ethno-religious mi-
norities in Iraq and Syria and lobbies 
the US Congress and administration 
to preserve and protect them.

In 2011, the Chaldean Community 

Foundation opened an office in Ster-
ling Heights, Michigan. The founda-
tion operates Refugee Acculturation 
Sustainability and Training (RAST), 
which addresses the major issues 
impacting the refugee and immi-
grant population, such as English-
language learning, immigration ser-
vices, career services and access to 
health care.

Project Bismutha — the “act of 
healing” — in affiliation with the 
Chaldean American Association for 
Health Professionals (CAAHP) pro-
vides free medical services for unin-
sured Iraqi Christians.

The Chaldean Community Foun-
dation established Refugee Men-
tal Health Services, a community 
health initiative that provides men-
tal health services to refugees and 
low-income community members.

In 2012, the foundation launched 

the Chaldean Loan Fund, which is 
designed to provide low-interest 
loans to the Chaldean refugee com-
munity for the purpose of pur-
chasing used vehicles. It is funded 
entirely through community dona-
tions.

That year, the foundation began 
Breaking Barriers, a programme that 
provides services and advocacy to 
those with special needs, such as 
those with hearing or visual impair-
ments.

Due to the increase in need and 
support from the community, in No-
vember 2015 the foundation opened 
a large state-of-the-art community 
centre in Sterling Heights. The of-
fice has experienced an increase 
in user services and clientele.  Ap-
proximately 15% of clients served 
are non-Chaldeans. The foundation 
is on track to provide immigrant and 
refugee social services to more than 
20,000 people in 2016.

Manna says: “We also want to ed-
ucate the general public about who 
refugees really are. There are many 
people who have a phobia of refu-
gees, and throughout history, it’s 
refugees who have helped build this 
great nation. Refugees are job crea-
tors, not job takers.”

“We are also advocating for a UN 
processing centre in Erbil, so peo-
ple applying for refugee status or 
asylum to come to the United States 
don’t have to travel outside of Iraq.

“Inside Iraq, we are trying to en-
sure that the displaced have safe 
passages to their ancestral lands in 
Nineveh, and are protected.”

The Chaldean Chamber boasts as 
one of the largest ethnic chambers in 
the country with nearly 1,000 active 
members representing some 3,500 
businesses. Overall, Chaldeans own 
more than 15,000 businesses in 
Michigan, including a large number 
in the hospitality, wireless and food 
and beverage industries.

Chamber members enjoy quar-
terly networking meetings, an an-
nual business conference, industry 
outlook events and the annual din-
ner highlighting the Businessperson 
of the Year and Humanitarian of the 
Year.

“The chamber’s success is a clear 
indication of the impact Chaldean 
businesses have on the economy in 
south-east Michigan,” says Manna. 
“This organisation has given our 
business community a voice in the 
region.”

Religious, political and community leaders celebrate the ribbon-cutting ceremony of the new 
Chaldean Community Foundation Center in Sterling Heights, Michigan, on November 13, 2015.
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Mixed signals from US Congress on aid to Egypt
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

O 

ver the past few weeks, 
influential members of 
Congress have weighed 
in on the issue of US as-
sistance to Egypt but, as 

with most things in Washington, 
there is no consensus of opinion.

After a recent trip to Egypt, in-
cluding a meeting with President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, US Senator 
Lindsey Graham, R-South Carolina 
and a prominent voice on foreign 
policy and security matters, called 
for increasing aid to Egypt, Leba-
non, Israel and Jordan “by billions 
[of dollars]” to deal with security 
stresses they are facing.

Acknowledging Egypt’s problem-
atic human rights record, Graham 
said if Sisi “did something that 
would be seen by me and others 
as a real serious move on the rights 
front, it [would make] it easier for a 
guy like me to help”.

As chairman of the State, For-
eign Operations and Related Pro-
grammes Subcommittee and a 
member of the Armed Services 
Committee, Graham said he would 
ask the US Defense Department to 
approve Cairo’s recent request for 
additional military equipment.

Graham also floated the idea of a 
“Marshall Plan” for the region that 
would “allow Egypt to have access 
to low interest rate loans, preferen-
tial trade agreements and bolster-
ing their civil society”.

Graham’s comments about in-
creasing aid to Egypt were sur-
prising given that he and Senator 

John McCain, R-Arizona, were very 
critical of Sisi’s overthrow of then-
president Muhammad Morsi in July 
2013. The two senators said at the 
time that Sisi’s action constituted 
a “coup” and should have triggered 
an automatic cut-off of US assis-
tance.

Graham’s visit to Egypt was fol-
lowed by a US House of Representa-
tives’ delegation, led by Speaker 
Paul Ryan, R-Wisconsin. Ryan met 
with Sisi, Egyptian parliament 
Speaker Ali Abdel-Al and Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shoukry.

According to Ryan’s office, he “re-
iterated the United States’ strategic 
partnership with Egypt”, discussed 
the terrorist threat “on multiple 
fronts, including from Libya and 
in the Sinai peninsula” and spoke 
about “the important role that civil 
society can play in helping develop 
stable societies”. In his discussions 
with Abdel-Al, Ryan reportedly 
emphasised that the United States 
“wants to see a successful, secure 
and stable Egypt that values de-
mocracy and freedom”.

Although these trips to Egypt by 
influential members of Congress 
did not gloss over the human rights 
situation, they were interpreted in 
Egypt as support for the Sisi regime. 
Not surprisingly, the Egyptian em-
bassy in Washington highlighted 
both visits and said Sisi “welcomed 
the US delegation and expressed 
his appreciation of strategic ties be-
tween the two countries”.

On the sensitive issue of political 
and human rights, Sisi stated: “The 
democratic process is an extended 
and continued process that can-
not happen overnight”. He added 
that the Egyptian state “is keen to 
achieve a balance between security 
and stability on the one hand and 
rights and freedoms on the other”.

On the other side of the equation, 
there have been sharp criticisms 
of Sisi’s administration from other 
voices in the US Congress. In Feb-
ruary, ten members of the House 

of Representatives (all Democrats) 
joined Senator Patrick Leahy, D-
Vermont, in signing a letter to US 
Secretary of State John Kerry re-
questing that the department look 
into reports of extra-judicial kill-
ings by both Israel and Egypt to de-
termine if the “Leahy Law” should 
be invoked. The law prohibits US 
funding to any security unit of a 
foreign government that has com-
mitted a gross violation of human 
rights.

Leahy, the ranking Democrat on 
the State, Foreign Operations and 
Related Programmes Subcommit-
tee, has long been critical of Egypt’s 

human rights record overall and is 
not pleased with the proposal by US 
President Barack Obama’s admin-
istration to eliminate democratic 
benchmarks in the 2017 fiscal year 
military assistance programme for 
Egypt.

This sentiment has been echoed 
by major human rights organisa-
tions in Washington, some of which 
want to cut off all US military aid to 
Egypt.

Given this criticism, it is unlikely 
that Graham’s idea for more assis-
tance for Egypt will gain traction. 
However, there is probably enough 
support on Capitol Hill for Egypt 

and its government’s battle against 
terrorists — as the recent congres-
sional visits have shown — to keep 
assistance at current levels.

The probable status quo compro-
mise, which includes a continua-
tion of current aid levels but no real 
change concerning Egypt’s poor 
human rights record, is likely to 
keep both sides of the debate un-
satisfied for some time.

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.

US Senator Lindsey Graham during a news conference on April 3rd, in the Egyptian capital Cairo.

Continuation of 
current aid levels is 
likely to keep both 
sides of the debate 
unsatisfied for some 
time.

“As Iraq continues to 
crumble, we’re 
constantly looking 
to the future.”

Martin Manna, president 
of the Chaldean-American 

Chambers of Commerce
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UAE pledges $4 
billion to boost 
Egypt’s economy

Turkey, Iran 
to improve 
economic ties

Iran struggles to 
find enough ships 
for oil exports

The United Arab Emirates has 
pledged $4 billion to boost 
Egypt’s economy, the UAE’s of-
ficial news agency said.

WAM reported that Sheikh 
Khalifa bin Zayed al-Nahyan or-
dered $2 billion of investment in 
Egypt and will deposit $2 billion 
in the Egyptian Central Bank to 
increase its foreign reserves.

The announcement came af-
ter Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan 
visited Egypt.

The UAE has been one of the 
main backers of Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi since 
he led the overthrow of the 
country’s Islamist president in 
2013.

Egypt’s economy has suffered 
following a slump in its vital 
tourism sector and a devalua-
tion of its currency. The govern-
ment is also facing international 
criticism over its human rights 
record.
(The Associated Press)

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu and Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani agreed to improve 
economic cooperation, with 
banking a priority, prime ministry 
sources said.

The two countries agreed to 
increase trade and mutual invest-
ments, the sources said.

Iran is frustrated that few trade 
deals have been implemented 
since nuclear-related sanctions 
were lifted, as foreign banks still 
steer clear of processing transac-
tions.

Tehran has called on the Unit-
ed States and European Union to 
help it access the global financial 
system but the White House said 
the nuclear deal did not include 
giving Iran such access.
(Reuters)

Iran faces a struggle to increase 
oil exports because many of its 
tankers are tied up storing crude 
and some are not seaworthy 
while foreign shipowners remain 
reluctant to carry its cargoes.

Iran has 55-60 oil tankers in its 
fleet, a senior Iranian government 
official said. Industry sources 
said 25-27 tankers were parked 
in sea lanes close to terminals to 
store unsold cargoes.

Foreign ships are needed for 
Iran’s plans for an export push 
to Europe and elsewhere to 
meet its target of reaching pre-
sanctions sales levels in 2016 but 
many owners, who are not short 
of business in a booming tanker 
market, are unwilling to take Ira-
nian cargoes.

Foreign tankers, carrying a to-
tal of around 8 million barrels of 
oil, have shipped Iranian crude to 
Europe since sanctions were lift-
ed in January, according to data 
from the tanker-tracking source 
and ship brokers. That equates to 
about ten days’ worth of sales at 
the levels of pre-2012.
(Reuters)

Briefs

UAE pursuing nuclear energy to meet 
electricty demand
Jareer Elass

Washington

T 

en years after the six 
members of the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC) 
declared their intention to 
study the development of 

civilian nuclear energy, only one — 
the United Arab Emirates — is active-
ly pursuing nuclear power to meet 
its growing electricity demand.

The UAE expects the first of four 
1.4 gigawatt (GW) reactors at the 
Barakah nuclear power complex in 
Abu Dhabi to become operational 
in 2017. By 2020, the UAE hopes to 
have all four nuclear reactors oper-
ating, supplying as much as 25% of 
the country’s power needs.

The GCC announced a desire to 
explore nuclear energy at a meeting 
in 2006, insisting that “the states of 
the Gulf region have a right to pos-
sess nuclear energy technology for 
peaceful purposes” — the same ar-
gument Iran has used to justify its 
nuclear programme.

That 2006 summit took place at 
the height of international concern 
over Tehran’s pursuit of nuclear 
technology. Several months earlier, 
Iran had opened its heavy-water 
production plant in Arak, leading to 
fears that Tehran was focusing on 
obtaining plutonium. Several weeks 
later, the UN Security Council im-
posed sanctions on Iran because of 
its nuclear programme. The GCC’s 
announcement, combined with de-

velopments in Iran, raised the spec-
tre of a regional nuclear arms race.

Over the past ten years, however, 
GCC members Kuwait, Bahrain, Qa-
tar and Oman determined that, due 
to economic and security concerns, 
nuclear energy was not in their best 
interests.

The Kuwaiti government formed 
the Kuwait National Nuclear Energy 
Committee (KNNEC) in 2009 and a 
year later announced that country 
was considering building up to four 
1GW nuclear reactors by 2022.

However, in the aftermath of the 
March 2011 Fukushima nuclear ac-
cident in Japan, the Kuwaiti govern-
ment faced pressure from a vocal 
population about safety concerns 
and nuclear plans were abandoned.

The Fukushima incident also dis-
couraged Oman from advancing its 
nuclear energy plans, according to 
comments by Omani Foreign Minis-
ter Yousef bin Alawi bin Abdullah in 
October 2012.

Qatar signed a memorandum of 
understanding in 2008 with French 
power company EDF for coopera-
tion on developing a civilian nuclear 
energy programme. Later that year, 
a Qatari state power company offi-
cial said that low international oil 

and gas prices made the pursuit of 
nuclear energy “less economically 
viable” and “less attractive”.

Qatar subsequently raised the 
possibility of a regional nuclear 
generation project and, in late 2010, 
signed a memorandum of coopera-
tion with Russia on the peaceful use 
of atomic energy.

Bahraini Electricity and Water 
Affairs Minister Fahmi al-Jowder 
said in December 2010 that Bahrain 
planned to have a civilian nuclear 
energy capability by 2017 but, by the 
autumn of 2012, the plans were on 
the back burner.

Saudi Arabia established the King 
Abdullah City for Atomic and Re-
newable Energy (K.A.CARE) in April 
2010 to develop “a substantial al-
ternative energy capacity”, includ-
ing nuclear. The following year, 
K.A.CARE announced ambitious 
plans to build 16 nuclear power re-
actors by 2032, with nuclear energy 
providing as much as 17.6GW of ca-
pacity.

The kingdom has signed a num-
ber of nuclear energy cooperation 
agreements with foreign govern-
ments and companies, several of 
which included studies regard-
ing construction of nuclear plants. 
South Korean and Saudi officials 
agreed to a memorandum of un-
derstanding in March 2015 to study 
the feasibility of building two small 
to medium-sized reactors. A similar 
accord was signed with France sev-
eral months later.

It is unclear whether Riyadh is 
serious about pursuing nuclear en-

ergy or merely wished to counter 
Iran’s programme. The timeline 
proposed by K.A.CARE in April 2013 
envisioned construction on nuclear 
plants to begin this year but that 
does not appear to be in the cards.

K.A.CARE estimated the cost of 
building 16 nuclear reactors to be 
$80 billion. That price tag, coupled 
with sustained low oil prices, makes 
it improbable that nuclear energy is 
on Riyadh’s list of priorities.

Only the UAE among GCC coun-
tries has made rapid strides in nu-
clear energy. Royal decrees in 2009 
established the Emirates Nuclear 
Energy Corporation (ENEC), which 
is responsible for the construction 
and operation of nuclear plants.

In December 2009, ENEC awarded 
a $20.4 billion contract to a consor-
tium led by Korea Electric Power 
Company for the construction 
of four APR-1400 reactors with a 
combined capacity of 5.6GW at the 
Barakah complex in the far western 
desert region of Abu Dhabi. The site 
was chosen for its lack of seismic 
faults, availability of water for cool-
ing and minimal potential for harm 
to the population and environment.

ENEC is on track to begin operat-
ing the first reactor in 2017. The pro-
ject is the first to build four identical 
reactors simultaneously. Work on 
the fourth unit began in September 
2015. The plan is to have all four re-
actors operational by 2020.

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

Visitors look at the Emirates Nuclear Energy Corporation presentation, during the opening of the World Energy Forum 2012, at the 
Exhibition Centre, in Dubai, in October 2012.

The United Arab 
Emirates  is actively 
pursuing nuclear 
power to meet its 
growing electricity 
demand.
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Saudi-Iranian dispute scuppers oil accord in Doha
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

E 

ighteen oil ministers ar-
rived in Doha expecting 
to a short meeting to ap-
prove an already pre-
pared resolution calling 

for a freeze of production among 
Organisation of the Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries (OPEC) and non-
OPEC producers. However, a last-
minute demand by Saudi Arabia 
that Iran join in the agreement dis-
sipated hopes that an accord would 
be reached.

Iranian Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh had already refused to 
freeze the country’s oil production 
until it is back to the pre-sanctions 
level of 4 million barrels per day. 
Iran declined at the last minute to 
send a delegation to Doha.

Oil ministers ended their April 
17th meeting after a few hours of 
consultations. The draft accord 
they discussed proposed to keep 
output at January levels until at 
least October. They expected such 
a deal would force prices to $50 a 
barrel by year-end, compared with 
the current $35-$45 a barrel.

Russian Oil Minister Alexander 
Novak after the meeting said Mos-
cow was not closing the door on a 
global deal to save the agreement 
to support prices. A Russian-Saudi 
understanding in February evoked 
optimism in international oil mar-
kets that an agreement could be 
reached, despite Iran’s refusal to 
freeze production.

Novak said that he travelled to 

Doha expecting all participants to 
sign the agreement. He said the 
deal fell apart because Saudi Arabia 
demanded that Iran join in and that 
this was “unfortunate” because 
Iran decided not to participate in 
the talks. The Russian account was 
reiterated by other oil ministers at 
the meeting.

Market observers did not expect 
a large price rise even if the Doha 
meeting produced an agreement. 
The day before the meeting, Iran’s 
Oil Ministry said it would not send 
a representative to Doha. Earlier, 
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
said Riyadh would not hold out on 
its oil output unless other produc-
ers, including Iran, did the same.

Barclays said in a note to clients 
that “the much-awaited meeting 
exposed the political rift between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, and ulti-
mately doomed the agreement.” 
The conference failure sent crude 
prices tumbling.

Barclays added: “This meeting 
and its outcome should have built 
confidence that the oil market re-
balancing was close at hand, as well 
as building a circle of trust among 
producers for possible future coop-
eration and coordinated action.”

Gary Ross, executive chairman 
of New York-based oil consultancy 
PIRA, said: “The failure is nega-
tive from the psychological point 
of view. It shows the inability of all 
sides to cooperate.”

Muhammad bin Saleh al-Sada, 
OPEC president and Qatar’s oil 
minister, said the group “needs 
more time” to construct a deal to 
freeze output. He cited “improved 

fundamentals” as a reason why an 
immediate agreement was not nec-
essary.

Market observers do not foresee 
crude oil production rising. Most 
countries have been producing at 
capacity and any new development 
would need additional invest-
ments. Banks are reluctant to lend 
for such ventures, especially with 
continuing low prices. Oil revenue 
has been slashed by half, leaving 
many countries with little funds to 
spend on increasing production. 
Crude oil storage facilities, both 
onshore and tankers, are full.

Analysts did not expect that a 
production freeze would do much 

to reduce the world’s oil glut. A 
modest Doha accord among pro-
ducers was expected to assist pro-
ducing countries to buy time until 
the oil market stabilises. The Feb-
ruary Doha meeting, resulting in 
a Saudi-Russian understanding to 
freeze production to January levels 
raised expectations that oil prices 
would rise to $50 a barrel by year-
end.

Daniel Yergin, vice-chairman of 
IHS, told CNBC: “There’s a lot of 
rhetoric, a lot of statements around 
the oil market but the fundamental 
thing you have to look at is money. 
It’s revenue and the revenues of 
these countries that export oil have 

really collapsed.
“In 2014, OPEC revenues were 

about a trillion dollars. Last year, 
they were half a trillion dollars. 
This year they’re on a course to be 
down another 20%,” said Yergin, 
“This creates inordinate pressure 
on governments. Very difficult 
choices have to be made. Budgets 
have to be cut; credit ratings go 
down. There is a risk of social tur-
moil and problems. I think that is 
really weighing on producers, forc-
ing them to find some way to stabi-
lise things.”

Walid Khadduri is an Iraqi writer 
on energy affairs based in Beirut.

Mohammed bin Saleh al-Sada, Qatar’s energy and industry minister, addresses journalists at the end 
of a summit in Doha, Qatar, on April 17th.

“In 2014, OPEC 
revenues were about 
a trillion dollars. 
Last year, they were 
half a trillion 
dollars.”

Daniel Yergin, 
vice-chairman of IHS

Dubai’s ‘green’ petrol station is first in the Middle East
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D 

ubai-based Emirates 
National Oil Company 
(ENOC), which operates 
a network of more than 
112 service stations in 

Dubai and the northern Emirates, 
has set up a “green” petrol station 
in Dubai, a first in the Middle East.

“The green initiative was first an-
nounced in January 2011. Today, 
the 7,432-sq.-metre, full-service 
site in the Greens neighbourhood 
of Dubai provides a range of unique 
eco-friendly features,” said ENOC 
Retail Managing Director Burhan 
al-Hashemi. “It is in line with the 
emirate’s Green Economy for Sus-
tainable Development initiative 
and UAE’s Vision 2021.”

The green petrol station has 
several eco-friendly features, in-
cluding a vapour recovery system, 
noise barrier, power-saving chill-
ers, car wash water recycling, solar-
powered lighting, waste compacter 
and environment-friendly paint. 
Additional steps taken include 
light-emitting diodes (LED) lights, 
motion light sensors, water aera-
tors and waterless urinals.

The vapour recovery system, 
converts gaseous emissions to liq-
uid and effectively eliminates the 
release of petrol fumes.

In 2015, more than 85 million 
people visited the ENOC Group’s 
service stations across Dubai and 
the northern Emirates, according 
to figures released by the compa-
ny. The group announced plans in 
March to increase capacity by 40%, 
including the construction of 54 
stations in Dubai.

Once eco-friendly features are 

employed across the network, the 
effect is bound to be immense in 
terms of health, safety and envi-
ronmental sustainability, Hashemi 
said.

“We were able to save 1,585,435 
kilowatt hours of energy from 2012 
to 2015,” he said. “We are still gain-
ing benefits of the green station 
since its inception but the benefits 

are varied. For example, the use of 
LED lights was rolled out over 53 
stations during this period result-
ing in a reduction of carbon foot-
print by 909.44 metric tonnes.”

Osama Hassan Mekki, ENOC’s 
environmental, health and safety 
(EHS) manager, said: “We have 
looked into significant areas of en-
vironmental impact like emissions 
by introducing the first trial of the 
vapour recovery system.”

Vapour emissions, he said, occur 
when petrol is loaded to the sta-
tion’s holding tanks and while ve-
hicles are being fuelled. “At these 
stages, you do not have any con-
trol, with highest amount of emis-
sions occurring in the first phase,” 
Mekki said.

“The vapour recovery system we 

have installed is a very costly tech-
nology and we are still assessing 
and evaluating this system in terms 
of the cost. It requires careful study 
before we roll it out across our net-
work.”

The second initiative relates to 
air conditioning units that con-
sume huge amounts of electricity.

“We have a new system called 
VRF (variable refrigerant flow) in 
which, on the compressor side, 
the unit will respond according to 
the demand, and helps save a lot 
in terms of electricity consump-
tion,” Mekki said. “After trying it 
out at the green petrol station, we 
have rolled it out across the group’s 
network and [it} has become part 
of the retail engineering standards. 
All the new stations will have this 

in place.”
Another area is the car wash fa-

cility, which recycles 75-85% of the 
water it uses, he said.

Since the pilot green petrol sta-
tion is in a residential area, noise 
pollution was a concern “so we 
have placed sound barriers which 
prevent transmission of sound out-
side the perimeter of the petrol sta-
tion,” Mekki said.

Most of the initiatives have been 
added to the group’s other petrol 
stations.

“We are now working closely 
with the Dubai Municipality to 
ensure that all our petrol stations 
have valid environmental site as-
sessment based on environmental 
baseline studies,” Mekki said.

All ENOC petrol station sites are 
equipped with ground monitoring 
wells to check for spills and seep-
age. All underground tanks are 
double-walled.

Another technology that has 
been introduced is an auto gaug-
ing system, which means that staff 
members do not have to check the 
level of petrol by making a manual 
dip. It will be displayed on a panel 
in the control room where supervi-
sors can monitor it. “And in case 
of any leakage, it can be detected 
since it is linked to sensors,” said 
Mekki.

Hashemi said the positive reac-
tion to the green service station en-
couraged ENOC to study additional 
ways to implement successful ele-
ments into other service stations.

“The stations will feature so-
lar panels which will be installed 
onto the main canopies to generate 
power,” he said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

ENOC’s pilot green petrol station in Dubai.

“The station is in 
line with the 
emirate’s Green 
Economy for 
Sustainable 
Development 
initiative.”

ENOC retail managing 
director Burhan al-Hashemi

“The failure is 
negative from the 
psychological point 
of view.”

Gary Ross, executive
chairman of New York-based 

oil consultancy PIRA
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Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T 

witter hashtag 
#Arabyouthsurvey was 
trending following the 
publication of the eighth 
Asda’a Burson-Marsteller 

Arab Youth Survey, aptly demon-
strating young Arabs’ close rela-
tionship with social media.

The survey indicated that, in the 
post-“Arab spring” Middle East, so-
cial media are more important than 
ever. For Arab youth, social media 
are means to communicate with 
each other, interact with the world 
and consume and share news.

“Throughout the Middle East, 
social media have emerged as a 
replacement for the lack of public 
space. This is not a complacent and 
subservient youth that feels con-
strained by the governing practices 
of the past. Rather, it is a youth 
that actively seeks a broader and 
deeper role for itself in shaping its 
own environment and the societies 
in which they live,” said a report on 
the survey, titled Inside the Hearts 
and Minds of Arab Youth.

For Palestinian-Canadian writer 
Chaker Khazaal, who has more 
than 250,000 twitter followers 
and was selected “most influential 
young Arab” by Arabian Business 
magazine in 2016, the role of social 
media could not be more impor-
tant.  “Arab youth are engaged in 
social media because it has given 
them a voice to express their opin-
ions on social, political and civic 
matters directly to their peers and 
unfiltered from any forms of op-

pression,”  said Khazaal, who spoke 
on the Arab Youth Survey panel.

“Social media have become the 
only independent voice where 
Arab youth, journalists, [non-gov-
ernmental organisations] and ac-
tivists can express their individual 
point of view.”

Instant messaging service What-
sApp is, by far, the most popular 
social media platform with about 
60% of young Arabs saying they 
use it on a daily basis; 55% of re-
spondents said they used Facebook 
daily, compared to 33% who said 
they used YouTube and 28% who 
used Twitter or Instagram.

WhatsApp, owned by Facebook, 
is one of the most popular messag-
ing apps in the Middle East and not 
just for young people. One of the 
reasons for the app’s popularity is 
its perceived strong encryption, 
with WhatsApp recently providing 
even stronger end-to-end encryp-
tion in an update.

“WhatsApp has always priori-
tised making your data and com-
munication as secure as possible… 
No one can see inside the message. 
Not cybercriminals. Not hack-
ers. Not oppressive regimes. Not 
even us,” WhatsApp co-founder 
Jan Koum wrote in a blog post an-
nouncing the latest update.

It is in their news consumption 
that Arab youth habits are chang-
ing the most and fastest. The Arab 
Youth Survey appeared to strike the 
death knell for print media, with 
7% of respondents saying they read 
newspapers on a daily basis. In 
2011, the year that marked the start 
of the “Arab spring”, 62% of Arabs 
aged 18-24 said they read newspa-
pers on a daily basis.

Overall, most young Arabs con-
tinue to get their news from tel-
evision (63%) and online sources 
(45%) but social media are becom-
ing increasingly popular ways of 
consuming and particularly sharing 
news; 52% of respondents said they 
used Facebook to share interesting 
news articles, up from 41% in 2015. 
About one-third of those asked said 

they used social media in general 
— without specifying which plat-
forms — to obtain their daily dose 
of news, with social media and on-
line news consumption necessarily 
going hand-in-hand.

“Newspapers and traditional 
forms of media need to provide a 
platform and voice without any re-
strictions to Arab youth. This will 
renew the youth’s faith in these in-
stitutions and therefore allow their 
continuity, rather than it being the 
end of them,” Khazaal said.  “Social 
media have and will continue to 
provide a much needed check and 
balance on the media industry as 
a whole and I believe society ben-
efits from this contrast of points of 
view.”

Arab youth are following global 
trends with more people accessing 
news through social media net-
works. A 2015 report by the Pew 
Research Center said that 63% of 
Facebook and Twitter users said 
they get news from the sites, with 
young people particularly relying 
on social media as news sources.

The chapter focusing on young 
Arabs’ use of media, titled The Age 
of Social, was written by Damian 
Radcliffe, a journalism professor at 
the University of Oregon’s School 
of Journalism and Communication.

“This preference to digest news 
digitally — and often on the move — 
is only likely to increase as smart-
phones become increasingly af-
fordable. The GSMA, a trade body 

for the global mobile industry, an-
ticipates that the number of smart-
phone connections in the region 
will grow by 117 million to 327 mil-
lion by the end of the decade,” he 
wrote.

“For some audiences, social me-
dia are the primary means by which 
news and information are both dis-
covered and distributed, a trait that 
is only going to become more prev-
alent,” Radcliffe said in the report.

“As social networks develop 
further links with publishers, gov-
ernment entities and other media 
providers, their influence — and im-
portance — is only going to grow.”

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

Meet the Arab social media generation

Syrian refugees from Kobani pose for a “selfie”, moments after arriving on a dinghy on the island of 
Lesbos, Greece, last August.

“Throughout the 
Middle East, social 
media have emerged 
as a replacement for 
the lack of public 
space.”

Arab Youth Survey

Why young Iraqis do not like the United States

I
t is not the kind of poll 
results that Americans, and 
especially US politicians and 
military leaders, want to 
hear.

The American firm Penn 
Schoen Berland, sponsored by a 
Dubai-based affiliate of Burson 
Marsteller, undertook an exten-
sive survey that included 3,250 
interviews in 15 countries in the 
Arab world. Participants were aged 
18-24 and 250 in-person interviews 
were conducted in Iraq. The survey 
data have a margin of error of plus 
or minus 1.65%.

There were positive results. The 
survey indicated that Arabs across 
the region reject the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and say it will fail and that 
governments need to do more to 
promote women’s rights.

However, the question “Do 
you consider the US a strong ally, 
somewhat of an ally, somewhat 
of an enemy or a strong enemy of 
your country?” produced disturb-
ing results. While respondents 
from Gulf countries said they con-
sider the United States an impor-
tant ally, the results from Iraq were 
eye-opening.

Nearly all — 93% — of young Ira-
qis surveyed said they considered 

the United States an enemy. Only 
1% said they considered it an ally.

These are young people who 
grew up “free” — not under the 
repressive thumb of Saddam Hus-
sein. They were the ones who were 
going to turn Iraq around and help 
forge a “strong bond”. Instead, a 
war that cost $2 trillion looks to 
have gained the United States al-
most no goodwill among the young 
people of Iraq.

Then again, why would it? More 
than 100,000 Iraqis died directly or 
indirectly as a result of US inter-
vention. The country is rife with 
corruption and violence. More than 
one-quarter of the population lives 
in poverty.

Unemployment among Iraq’s 
youth is more than 30%. According 
to a 2015 UN report: “The [Iraqi] 
economy is unable to produce 
enough jobs to employ the 450,000 

Iraqis entering the labour force 
each year.”

So how do you start to turn 
around such a desperately bad 
situation?

The United States will have a 
new president next January and 
if he or she wants to change the 
minds of the 93% of Iraqi youth, a 
much different path must be fol-
lowed.

The first thing a new president 
has to face is the fact that the 
United States’s “adventure” in Iraq 
has led to abysmal results. The 
trillions of dollars spent, the lost 
US and Iraqi lives, the continued 
backing of the wrong horse in Iraqi 
politics, the inability to prevent the 
rise of ISIS, the possible break-up of 
Iraq, the rising influence of Iran in 
the country — very, very little has 
worked in America’s favour.

Defeating ISIS remains, at least 

for the moment, the key concern. 
There is no reason, however, that 
other options cannot be explored at 
the same time.

It is a cliché to say it but true 
nonetheless: If Iraq manages to 
stay together after the defeat of 
ISIS, it needs a Marshall Plan-like 
solution. For instance, imagine if 
only a few billion of that $2 trillion 
had been used to educate young 
Iraqis. (UN figures indicate that 
school attendance figures take a 
sharp drop after primary school.)

Such a plan cannot stop with 
education. Educated people need 
jobs. The United States needs to 
work with top economic minds in 
Iraq and the region to create — not 
impose — an economic solution for 
Iraq, one that does not just depend 
on oil.

Before that can happen, how-
ever, Iraq needs to clean up its own 
act. You can’t create a new econo-
my with a model of governance rife 
with corruption and sectarianism. 
Shias, Sunnis and Kurds need to 
buy into a new economic vision 
together and believe that all will 
prosper.

Yes, it reads like a fairy tale. It is 
hard to talk about such an idea at 
this moment, let alone begin plan-
ning. However, it is hard to see that 
there is anything to lose by trying 
an approach that might improve 
the lives of young Iraqis, not con-
tinue to drive them away.

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
Only 1% 
said they 
considered 
the US an 
ally.

Nearly all — 93% — of 
young Iraqis surveyed 
said they considered 
the United States an 
enemy.
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Dire situation for Christians in Syria, Iraq
Mohamed Kawas

Beirut

C 

hristians find themselves 
in a difficult position in 
the Middle East. They 
have a long history in the 
region and, as such, must 

be an integral part of its future. 
Despite this, war and persecution 
have led to an alarming exodus of 
Christians from Iraq and Syria and 
Christian communities elsewhere 
increasingly fear marginalisation 
and mistreatment.

Harry Hagopian, an adviser on the 
Middle East to the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference of England, has said that 
it was not possible to paint Chris-
tians in the region with the same 
brush. “The Christians in Egypt, 
Lebanon, Jordan and Palestinian 
territories are facing a set of chal-
lenges that are not hugely different 
from those that existed before the 
‘Arab spring’,” he said.

As for Christians in Iraq and Syria, 
that is a completely different mat-
ter. Before 2011, Syrian Christians 
comprised around 8-10% of a 22 mil-
lion population, notes the report, 
though 40-50% of those Christians 
have since left.

“One common concern about the 

long-term effects of conflict in Syria 
is that the current diversity of Syria 
will be lost,” said the report, entitled 
Salt of the Earth.

“The worst case in my opinion 
still remains Iraq, where attacks 
against Christians have been both 
targeted and violent. Here, the 
Christian communities — largely Or-
thodox and Catholic alongside other 
smaller communities such as Sa-
beans, Mandaeans or Yazidis — have 
been decimated.”

There were approximately 1.5 mil-
lion Christians in Iraq before 2003. 
That figure today is estimated at 
200,000-500,000. More are emi-

grating every day.
“Whoever has the ability to leave 

is leaving. The Christians have a 
greater sense of insecurity because 
they cannot integrate into the 
changing scenery,” said the report, 
compiled by Open Doors, Middle 
East Concern, Served and the Uni-
versity of East London.

This changing scenery is exem-
plified by the rise of political Is-
lam, from Islamist regimes in the 
post-“Arab spring” period to the 
Islamic State (ISIS). While many 
Christians were initially optimistic 
about changes wrought by the “Arab 
spring”, that optimism has turned to 

dismay.
Toma Dawood, Syriac Orthodox 

archbishop in Britain who has over-
seen the arrival of Christian asylum 
seekers in the United Kingdom, said 
he has disavowed the term “Arab 
spring”. He said: “I view this as a 
storm that has ravaged the people of 
the region in general and the Chris-
tians in particular.”

Hagopian agrees that the “Arab 
spring” signalled the rise of a dan-
gerous brand of political Islam that 
has had negative repercussions on 
the region’s Christians and their his-
toric presence in the Middle East.

“The problem indeed is much 

more with those brands of politi-
cal Islam which refuse to recognise 
the identity, history and faith val-
ues of those local Christians and 
their institutions and still treat their 
Christians as second-class citizens 
or dhimmis [non-Muslim citizens of 
an Islamic state] at best or as unde-
sirable infidels that must refashion 
themselves by converting or being 
estranged and killed at worst,” he 
said.

The exodus of Christians from the 
Middle East is a major concern and 
one that could unalterably change 
the identity and social fabric of the 
Middle East. However, Christians, 
whose presence in the Middle East 
dates to ancient times, are leaving 
reluctantly.

“It is wrong to simply say that the 
Christians love the West. They need 
to feel safe and welcome in their 
own homes, let alone be convinced 
that they can survive economically 
to fend for their families. To claim 
that Christians just want to rush to 
the West is too facile and simplistic,” 
Hagopian said.

Dawood agreed, saying: “We are 
Easterners. Our main concern is our 
own countries but people, all peo-
ple, are looking towards the West 
today in order to live in safety and 
security and to ensure the future of 
their children.”

“Christianity did not happen in 
some Western continent. It took 
shape in Palestine, Jordan, Egypt, 
Syria, Iraq and Lebanon. This is 
the home of Christianity today and 
when Christians celebrate Christmas 
or Easter, they look towards Bethle-
hem and Jerusalem, not Sydney or 
Lisbon,” Hagopian concluded.

Iraqi Christians, who fled the violence in the northern city of Mosul after Islamic State (ISIS) group 
militants took control of the area, attend a Good Friday mass at the Ashti camp in Erbil, the capital of 
the autonomous Kurdish region of northern Iraq, last March.

The “Arab spring” is  
“a storm that has 
ravaged the people of 
the region in general 
and the Christians in 
particular.”

Christians of the Middle East face an uncertain fate
Sam Menassa

Beirut

T 

he fate of the Christians 
in the Middle East has be-
come a pressing issue in 
light of wars in Iraq, where 
almost no Christians are 

left, and Syria, where a large number 
of them fled.

In Lebanon, it is obvious that 
Christians, who faced the same is-
sues during the 1975-90 civil war, 
are growingly concerned with what 
is happening to their co-religionists 
in the war-ravaged Arab countries.

They are aware that their future, 
existence and role in Lebanon, as 
well as in the region, are largely 
linked to whatever settlement might 
be reached to end the war in Syria.

The rise of Islamic extremist 
movements, such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS), is a major concern for 
Christians in the region. Such move-
ments possess advanced weaponry, 
enjoy substantial financial resources 
and run their own media and propa-
ganda campaigns. More frightening 
is the spread of extremist ideology 
in Arab societies — often because of 
the absence of good governance — 
and its social, economic and cultural 
effects.

As a result, many questions are 
being raised about the future of 
Lebanese Christians, who have seen 
their political, economic and so-
cial role diminishing since the civil 
war ended. Such a decline has been 
not only a source of concern to the 
Christians but also to a large number 
of Muslims who believe that Leba-
non will not exist and will lose its 
identity without an essential role for 
Christians in political, economic and 
social life.

To address such an existentialist 
problem, three trends have devel-
oped within the Christian commu-
nity.

The first and most popular one 
favours an alliance of minorities in 
Lebanon, meaning with Shias and 
specifically with its greatest power: 
Hezbollah. Those who believe in 
such an alliance consider that the 
Christians in the country are facing 
a real threat and are thus forced to 

do all what they can to avoid the fate 
of the other Christians in the region.

Such an option carries numerous 
risks: If the Syrian regime, with the 
backing of Iran and Russia, was able 
to control a specific region in Syria 
that would include Alawites as well 
as Sunni and Christian sympathisers 
— allowing the Lebanese who favour 
such an option to control power in 
Lebanon — the Christians would 
then be allied to that region at the 
expense of Sunni forces in Syria and 
the region.

That would only lead to a 100-
year war inside Lebanon, with those 
Christians battling most of the Sun-
nis and their co-religionists who do 
not share their political choices. In 
the short term, Lebanon would be-
come a primary target for extrem-

ist and violent Sunni movements. 
Therefore, the end of the war in 
Syria would be the beginning of the 
war in Lebanon.

The second trend focuses on 
secularism, with citizenship under 
a secular regime the solution for all 
minorities in the region. Lebanese 
Christians would have to relinquish 
their religion as an identity for the 
sake of engaging into a global notion 
of citizenship in which all citizens 
have the same rights and obliga-

tions.
Some doubt that Muslims — and 

not only the hardliners among them 
— would abandon their Islamic iden-
tity so as to engage politically and 
socially in the proposed “citizen-
ship” contract.

The third trend also favours a 
secular state but considers it a long-
term objective requiring sustained 
struggle for its realisation; thus the 
call for maintaining the political 
confessional system in Lebanon so 
the Christians can preserve their ex-
istence and privileges.

However, Christians must avoid 
slipping again into “isolation” as  
it happened in the 1958 strife and 
again in the civil war in 1975. They 
must also overcome the many ob-
stacles currently facing them, main-

ly their divisions, with one group 
siding with the Sunnis and the other 
with the Shias — which cost them 
their role in Lebanon’s politics.

The outlook is gloomy. The region 
has been hit by a political earthquake 
far worse than all natural ones, with 
aftershocks to be felt for decades. 
But questions remain: What’s the 
benefit of having Christians in the 
region if they ally themselves with 
the killers and despots? And what 
future the region will have if the 
Muslims do not realise the need for 
starting drastic and large reforms to 
their societies?

Sam Menassa is a Lebanese political 
analyst who has been reporting on 
Lebanon and the Middle East for 25 
years.

Syrian Christian Roman Catholics take part in the Palm Sunday festivities in Damascus, last March.

With “alliance of 
minorities”, the end of 
war in Syria could 
mean the beginning of 
war in Lebanon.
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Muslim world’s Life and sole in London exhibition
Karen Dabrowska

London

A 

n inevitable question 
comes to mind when 
looking at the wonderful 
shoes on display at the 
British Museum’s Life 

and sole: footwear from the Islamic 
world exhibition: Are they practical 
items or works of art?

The specialist small gallery in 
the Islamic collection houses about 
25 pairs of shoes, slippers, sandals, 
clogs and boots from North Africa, 
the Middle East, Turkey, Central 
Asia and South Asia. Expertly dis-
played by curator Fahmida Sule-
man, they are being shown in a sin-
gle exhibition for the first time.

Dating from 1800 onward, the 
shoes demonstrate the important 
role footwear has always played in 
the social and cultural life of the 
regions. The display presents a va-
riety of regional styles, materials, 
embellishments and shoe manufac-
turing traditions. It examines shoes 
as symbols of personal status, class 
indicators and diplomatic gifts.

In the Muslim world, removing 

one’s shoes when entering a mosque 
is one of the basics of religious prac-
tice. Pig-leather shoes can never be 
worn. All shoes, regardless of the 
beautiful designs, are considered 
dirty in more than the literal sense.

That is why throwing a shoe is 
considered a particularly contemp-
tuous form of protest. Two shoes 
were thrown at former US president 
George W. Bush in 2008 by an Iraqi 
journalist as a sign of protest and 
shoe-throwing protests have been 
popular since. Pervez Musharraf, 
the former Pakistani president who 
is on trial on multiple charges, had 
to dodge a thrown shoe on the way 
to court in 2013.

The London display includes 
shoes for bathing rituals, children, 
specific vocations, extreme envi-
ronments and ceremonial occa-
sions. A pair of richly embroidered 
red leather slippers (tarkasin), made 
in Ghadames, Libya, would have 
formed an important part of a bride’s 
wedding trousseau. The tongues of 
hand-stitched slippers are cut onto 
the shape of khomsas — “Hands of 
Fatima” — and their uppers are em-
bellished with shiny metal studs, 
which protect the bride from the eye 
of envy and deflect harmful forces.

From Morocco, there are Berber 
leather boots with tapestry that 
prove that footwear can be both 
beautiful and practical. “Luxury 
begins the day a man starts wearing 
shoes,” a Tuareg proverb says.

A pair of men’s sandals from 
southern Yemen exemplifies foot-

wear for extreme environments. 
They are constructed with distinc-
tive shields on top that are designed 
to flap when worn to frighten away 
snakes or scorpions in the desert. 
Still made in Abyan governorate in 
the 1980s, the style is also popular 
in Saudi Arabia.

Luxuriant stilted bath clogs (qa-
bqab) from 19th-century Ottoman 
Turkey, more than 26cm tall, would 
have been worn by urban, upper-
class women. Each clog is decorated 
with inlaid mother-of-pearl and a 
velvet strap ornamented with gold 
thread embroidery.

The exhibition is complemented 
by photographs from 1898 of Pal-
estinian women carrying boots 
in baskets on their heads as they 
make their way to market. There 
are postcards from 1904 showing 
shoemakers in Damascus and from 
1910 showing the cobblers of Alge-
ria. A photograph from Kadhimiya 
mosque in Baghdad shows the 
faithful at prayer, their shoes neatly 
stacked behind them.

And there are shoes that make a 
political statement. A pair of qabqab 
made in 2014 by Palestinian fash-
ion designer Omar Joseph Nasser-

Khoury uses the form of these 
iconic sandals to comment on con-
temporary Middle Eastern politics.

Suleman explained: “Nasser-
Khoury designed and constructed 
his clogs from beechwood in East 
Jerusalem and had them laser-
engraved and hand-inlaid with 
mother-of-pearl by two Palestinian 
craftsmen, Osama Handal and Han-
na Yateen.”

“The deconstructed clogs are 
made using the resized outlines of 
the Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion’s logo for the footing and the 
design of six identical stilts of the 
clogs are references to the concrete 
slabs of the West Bank separation 
wall. The inscriptions of the stilts 
are inspired both by the graffiti on 
the wall and the inscriptions on tra-
ditional talismanic seals and amu-
lets,” Suleman said.

In Nasser-Khoury’s view, the 
19th-century clogs historically re-
flect the decadence of the Otto-
mans, and his PLO clogs similarly 
offer a metaphor on what he sees as 
“a dysfunctional Palestinian politi-
cal establishment”.

“In their capacity as footwear, 
the PLO clogs are totally impracti-
cal and almost dangerous to wear — 
very much like the relationship the 
PLO now has with the Israeli occu-
pation,” Suleman said.

Karen Dabrowska is a London-
based contributor to the Culture 
and Society section of The Arab 
Weekly.

Women’s bath clogs inlaid with mother of pearl.In the Muslim world, 
removing one’s shoes 
when entering a 
mosque is one of the 
basics of religious 
practice.

Night at the Museums illuminates Beirut’s sky
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

T 

he evening of April 8th be-
gan as many recent nights 
in Beirut have — perme-
ated with the smell of gar-
bage, a fetid reminder of 

the protracted waste management 
crisis and mounting political and 
social tensions.

While Lebanon is often viewed 
through its recurring problematic 
circumstances, constructive and 
creative initiatives continue to chal-
lenge the pervasively negative per-
ceptions that persist.

Across Lebanon, thousands of 
people flocked to an assortment of 
museums that opened their doors 
for free for one night as part of the 
third Nuit des Musées — Night at the 
Museums.

In Beirut’s Achrafieh district, the 
steps of the Sursock Museum were 
teeming with visitors excited to en-
counter historic art and other activi-
ties, including musical performanc-
es and food stands.

Apeshka Kumar, a Canadian stud-
ying Arabic in Beirut, observed that 
“the city needs more public spaces 
that are accessible to all sorts of 
families and all levels of society”.

“Something like this, I think, is re-
ally encouraging,” she said. “I have 
a family, so being able to take my 
kids out is important. You need a 
space to experience your city with-
out feeling like you have to pay to 
enter a club or a bar… I would love it 
if they did something like this more 
frequently.”

Organised by the Ministry of Cul-
ture, the event had 11 participating 
museums — the Beirut National Mu-
seum, Nicolas Ibrahim Sursock Mu-
seum, Minerals Museum (MIM), the 
USJ Prehistoric Museum, the Mu-
seum of the Bank of Lebanon, Villa 
Audi, the Archaeology Museum of 
the American University of Beirut, 
Soap Museum, the Armenian Geno-
cide Orphans’ “Aram Bezikian” Mu-
seum, the Pepe Abed Museum and 
the Ethnographic Museum at the 
University of Balamand.

Drawing inspiration from a French 
event called Nuit Blanche, an annual 
all-night arts festival, Nuit des Mu-
sées began three years ago as part of 
an annual international holiday that 

celebrates Francophones around 
the world.

Lynn Tehini, an adviser at the 
Lebanese Ministry of Culture, said 
considering a way for people to 
experience the country creatively 
while making it more accessible was 
a key concern.

“One of the targets [was to] re-
veal how museums can be closer to 
people than what they may think,” 
she said. “In Lebanon, it’s not em-
bedded in the culture of people 
to [casually] visit museums when 
they have nothing to do. Museums 
are seen as an activity that children 
would do in school or a place where 
tourists would come and visit. We 
want to start to implement this cul-
ture of going to museums.”

In light of the environmental situ-
ation, the ministry also took an ini-
tiative to promote progressive recy-
cling habits.

“We decided that it was a zero-

waste event, so all the waste that 
was produced by this event was re-
cycled. It was sent the following day 
to an NGO [non-governmental or-
ganisation] that recycled everything 
that was produced,” Tehini said.

Tehini said the festivities have a 
more crucial role to play in shaping 
public attitudes in times of turmoil.

“They want to forget for a night 
that it’s a very difficult social situ-
ation that the country is passing 
through right now,” she said.

Having recently undergone an ex-

tensive renovation, the Sursock Mu-
seum was one of the newcomers to 
this year’s Nuit des Musées.

“You could say that it (the event) 
comes as a kind of contrast to what 
is happening politically within the 
city’s landscape,” said Muriel Kahw-
agi, the head of communications 
at the museum. “At the same time, 
I think this isn’t the first time that 
Lebanon counters tension, with 
something really creative. I think 
it’s something that’s embedded 
within the history of the country.

“It was always like this. Even dur-
ing the war, you had galleries open-
ing up. It looked like it’s a contra-
diction but in a way it was a kind of 
necessity. It is in a time of crisis that 
you realise you need to have cultur-
al initiatives.”

The success of the first two edi-
tions of Nuit des Musées was an in-
centive to continue in 2016 and of-
ficials at the Sursock were keen to 

take part.
“I think it’s really great to see peo-

ple appropriate these spaces and 
how the boundaries blur,” Kahwagi 
said. “It’s essential to have muse-
ums be part of the public sphere. 
Whoever you are, you enter this 
space and feel like it’s yours. “

For her, nationwide events of this 
scale and magnitude are essential 
to solidify the link that people have 
with cultural institutions despite re-
gional and local tensions.

“The cultural infrastructure of 
the country has suffered for a long 
time but now it’s flourishing,” she 
said. “You have so many galleries 
opening up and a lot of initiatives 
taking place. So yes, an event of this 
scale definitely helps.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Crowd of visitors outside the Sursock Museum in Beirut on the Night at the Museums.

“The cultural 
infrastructure of the 
country has suffered 
for a long time but 
now it’s flourishing.”

Muriel Kahwagi, the 
head of communications 

at the Sursock museum
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Ahmed Mater’s images of modern Saudi Arabia
Mary Sebold

Washington

W 

hen visitors enter 
Symbolic Cities: The 
Work of Ahmed Ma-
ter, on exhibit at the 
Smithsonian Insti-

tution’s Sackler Gallery in Washing-
ton, they embark on a journey. It is 
a solitary one, no matter how many 
people are there along the way.

The haunting nature of Mater’s 
photography and videos and the 
meditative drumming in the dis-
tance call for a pensive, even rever-
ent, mood.

Before venturing too far, visitors 
had best tune into Mater’s deeply 
spiritual critique of modern Saudi 
society. To connect, a visitor should 
linger before Antenna at the exhib-
it’s entrance. Its neon glow reflects 
down the hall onto a photograph of 
rooftops in Mecca’s slums. He ad-
mits the effect is serendipitous.

“Standing on the dusty rooftop of 
my family’s traditional house in the 
south-west corner of Saudi Arabia, I 
would lift a battered TV antenna as 
far as I could towards the evening 
sky,” Mater said in comments post-
ed on the museum’s website. “Like 
many of my generation in Saudi 
Arabia, I was seeking ideas, music, 
poetry — a glimpse of a different 
kind of life.”

Mater, 36, is a practicing medical 
doctor and world-renowned artist 
based in Jeddah. With the Sackler 
exhibit, he is also the first contem-
porary Saudi artist to have a solo 
show at a major museum in the 
United States.

Through landscape photogra-
phy and film, much of it aerial and 
focused on Mecca, Mater explores 
the social, political and economic 
changes his country has undergone 

in recent years.
The show includes The Empty 

Land, 15 photos of abandoned plac-
es in the desert; Desert of Pharan, 
studies of reconstructed pilgrim-
age sites and the transformation 
of Mecca; and Ashab al-Lal/Fault 
Mirage: A Thousand Lost Years, a 
row of nine wooden slide viewers 
focused on overlaid archival slides 
of life in and around Riyadh.

Between the first and last works, 
visitors experience a trip few non-
Muslim Westerners, or even Saudi 
citizens, ever take, except virtually. 
Mater received layers of permis-
sions to photograph and film parts 
of the pilgrimage and the unprece-
dented building boom in Mecca. He 
spent a year in Mecca to befriend la-
bourers, many of them immigrants, 
who compete for jobs they find reli-
giously significant.

One of the most stunning pieces 
in the show is Jabril, a still from 
Mater’s video Leaves Fall in All 
Seasons. In it, a Bangladeshi con-
struction worker hangs on a golden 
crescent high above Mecca, as an 
unseen crane guides him and his 
charge into place atop a clock tower 
— not a minaret. Mater said Jabril, 
or Gabriel, is “like an angel bringing 
a warning” of the impossible scale 
of modern cities, destruction of the 
old and consequent loss of mean-
ing.

From Jabril, visitors go backward 
in the pilgrimage to Mina, never ac-
tually named, to two aerial studies 
of the human highways that funnel 
worshipers to the jamarat pillars.

Judging from conversations in 
the gallery, many American view-
ers would profit from a handout on 
the haj. With more knowledge, they 
might notice and question the pil-
grims’ green-and-blue sun umbrel-
las, emblazoned with the names 
of sponsoring corporations. With a 
razor-sharp lens, Mater documents 
the commercial infiltration of the 
holy from above.

The centrepiece, Golden Hour, 
reveals the whole. The preceding 
shots of Mecca are details in a huge 
construction project that surrounds 
the Great Mosque.

Dominating the skyline is a com-
mercial complex, topped by a gold-
en crescent and announced by an-
tenna-like cranes. Mountains and 
an Ottoman fortress were levelled 
to make room for luxury hotels and 
a mall whose tenants include Star-
bucks.

“It’s not on a human scale,” Ma-
ter said. “I’m very worried about 
Mecca becoming an example for all 
Muslims, 1 billion worldwide, that 
the construction is changing the 
message of Islam and human spir-
itual values, not just in Islam.”

When asked if he found his work 
healing, he said: “Art and art pro-
cessing are very holistic. Creating 

dialogue and communication is 
part of community medicine… in 
practice. Cities are very important 
in public health, as in dealing with 
crowd management and crowd 
community health during the pil-
grimage.”

Past a surreal montage of surveil-
lance photos of Mecca, including 
a shot of illegal pilgrims, there is 
Ghost, a video of drummers at a tra-
ditional wedding south of Mecca.

The human, cosmopolitan char-
acter, the vulnerability of the city 
returns before Mater’s latest series 
is encountered. The last slide view 
is positively Dali-esque: An old TV 
stands in the desert. Telephone 
poles line a dirt road that disap-
pears in the distance. Again, anten-
naes are guides with a full moon set 
in an ominous blue sky.

Reminded of the exhibit’s title, 
visitors travel “symbolically” out of 
the show, alone and burdened with 
questions.

Mary Sebold is a Washington-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

When visitors enter 
Symbolic Cities: The 
Work of Ahmed Mater 
they embark on a 
journey.

Mater is a practicing 
medical doctor and 
world-renowned artist 
based in Jeddah.

Golden Hour, 2011

Washington multimedia art show celebrates bygone era
Najwa Saad

Washington

N 

ostalgia is a powerful 
emotion. Memories can 
be comforting, even in-
spiring. They can also 
provoke wistful reminis-

cences laced with regret for a lost, 
happier epoch.

The Jerusalem Fund’s recent gal-
lery show At Home in the Garden of 
Eden presented a celebratory but 
also poignantly pining perspective 
on the Middle East that was — from 
the accomplishments of determined 
missionaries to audacious diploma-
cy — over five generations of early 
US engagement in the region.

Who better to deliver such a ret-
rospective than Kate and Ammanda 
Seelye, daughters of one of the fore-
most pioneering American diplo-
mats, Talcott Seelye. He, with their 
mother, raised his family in the Mid-
dle East across decades while serv-
ing at posts in Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Lebanon, Tunisia and Syria 
— the last two as US ambassador.

In the 1840s, Talcott Seelye’s 
great-grandfather was a Congre-
gational missionary in the Otto-
man empire. His grandmother and 
mother persuaded their husbands 
to live in eastern Turkey and Leba-
non, respectively, where Seelye was 
born. His mother had earned a PhD 
in Islamic Studies at Columbia Uni-
versity. This was a family that had 
the Middle East itch, cultivated over 
many decades.

Kate Seelye is an irrepressible doc-
umentarian who, for many years, 
was a journalist for National Public 
Radio, the BBC and other broadcast-

ers based in Beirut and now serves 
as vice-president of the Middle 
East Institute, a Washington-based 
think-tank.

Ammanda Seelye is an artist 
whose creative painting over the 
archival photographs elevated what 
could have been simply a dry collec-
tion of historic pictures into a lively, 
colourful experience in which they 
are brought alive with a contempo-
rary context accented with new lay-
ers of painted imagery and interpre-
tation. Her talent for painting highly 
detailed colourful large-format pat-
terns was also on show.

From concept to execution, the 

collection reflected a commitment 
to accurate history and impressive 
collaboration. Kate Seelye had been 
collecting audio and visual artefacts 
for years. She discovered her fam-
ily’s archival history dating to early 
missionaries to Mosul, Iraq, in 1848 
and pursued the discovery of her pa-
ternal ancestors, tracking colourful 
characters across five generations: 
missionaries of all types, foundling 
home and school builders — all a 
foundation for the more complex 
dealings of the mid-1900s when re-
lationships with Arabs evolved to 
be more reciprocal, rather than the 
preceding one-way colonial, patron-

ising cast.
The exhibit offers a lens on the 

transition in the US experience in 
the region, from self-ascribed “colo-
nialist” moralism to a more curious 
eagerness to develop an apprecia-
tion for and understanding of Arab 
culture to foster diplomatic and 
commercial ties.

Kate and Ammanda Seelye used 
family photos and a loop of 8-track 
tapes documenting various family 
frolics and childhood scenes — per-
meated by Middle Eastern culture 
from the people to the food and dé-
cor.

Official photographs showed early 
missionaries and Talcott Seelye’s 
diplomatic career, such as meetings 
with the emir of Kuwait and Syrian 
president Hafez Assad. Photos of a 
visit to Palmyra are especially mean-
ingful today given its destruction by 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

As the archive grew, Ammanda 
Seelye suggested integrating art to 
enliven the family history and make 
it more appealingly accessible. “Am-
manda saved me,” Kate Seelye said, 
referring to the result of their collab-
oration, which produced a cohesive 
and intriguing show.

Ammanda Seelye worked with 
the original photographs, painting 
within and over the images, lending 
a contemporary commentary and 
enlivening the characters. Embel-
lishments included paint drips and 
fine vertical lines as well as various 
colourful accents, creating mixed-

media collages layered with paint-
ing and silk-screening to juxtapose 
scenes of the past with today, and 
so transformed, yet preserved the 
staid images to reflect her narrative. 
She then digitally enlarged the col-
lection.

Gallery Curator Dagmar Painter 
oversaw an excellent installation 
featuring the welcoming lively col-
our of Ammanda Seelye’s oversized 
canvases, then the artfully recreated 
photographs and finally a corner de-
voted to family videos, affording a 
glimpse into the sisters’ formative 
years in Lebanon where their par-
ents “built the first house on Hamra 
Street” in Beirut.

Kate Seelye also enumerated US 
influence in founding educational 
institutions in Lebanon. She said 
she hopes to eventually make copi-
ous family diaries accessible to the 
public.

As Kate Seelye related, Talcott 
Seelye had “entered the foreign 
service when America was step-
ping into its role as a super power 
after World War II and he saw [our] 
potential for good. He became… 
particularly [concerned about] the 
Palestinian issue and because he 
[was fearless in expressing] his dis-
pleasure, [Henry] Kissinger used to 
call him ‘Our PLO man in the State 
Department’, which was not a ca-
reer booster.”

Kate Seelye reflected on Ameri-
cans’ changing perspectives on the 
Middle East and Islam in particular 
over the centuries. “Most Ameri-
cans, she said, “have not had [Arab 
world] experience so it’s more diffi-
cult to have an exchange of equals.”

Najwa Saad is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Seelye sisters, artist Ammanda (L) and videographer Kate at the 
opening of the At Home in the Garden of Eden exhibit.

Kate Seelye is an 
irrepressible 
documentarian who, 
for many years, was a 
journalist.
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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

Dubai:
Through April 30th

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

Dubai: 
Through May 17th

Art lovers are invited to the Pi-
casso and Miro, Passion and Po-
etry 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 International 
Tango Festival hosts world-re-
nowned tango maestros, artists 
and teachers, such as Sebastian 
Arce, Mariana Montes, Neri Piliu 
and Yanina Quinones. Courses 
and workshops are scheduled 
along with the performances.

Palestinian territories:
May 20th-27th

The ninth Palestine Festival of 
Literature takes place across 
historic Palestine, including the 
Ottoman Court in Ramallah, the 
Adam Hotel in Gaza, Dar al-Tifl 
in Jerusalem, Al-Midan Theatre 
in Haifa, Municipal Library Gar-
dens in Nablus and Bethlehem 
University. The festival includes 
free public events, such as read-
ings, workshops, music perfor-
mances 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 an-
nual Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features Arab 
and international artists. All 
styles of music from classical 
and opera to blues and jazz 
can be heard at the 2,500-seat 
Roman-style amphitheatre.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival takes 
place in Edde Sands with more 
than 90 artists from around the 
world. Dance workshops will be 
given in Salsa, Bachata, Kizom-
ba, cha cha cha, hip-hop, Samba, 
Lambada, Oriental, Dabke and 
Afro-Cubano. Performances are 
also scheduled.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the TV 
series Game of Thrones in Es-
saouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, digital 
video installations and other 
events.

Manama: A weekend getaway for Saudis
A general view shows the Bahraini capital, Manama.

Muhammed Ahmed

Dhahran
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f Dubai is the Middle East ver-
sion of Las Vegas without the 
gambling, then Bahrain’s Ma-
nama would be Reno. Manama 
may be a little rough around 

the edges with second-tier enter-
tainment and fewer places to visit 
than the UAE city but it provides 
plenty of fun options for tourists.

Saudis heading from Riyadh and 
Dammam for the nightlife in Bah-
rain on weekends get all the atten-
tion and certainly there is plenty 
of that in Manama. The 24km King 
Fahd Bridge that connects the Sau-
di Eastern province with Bahrain 
is packed on weekends — with as 
much as 50% more traffic than on 
weekdays.

For Saudis living in the north, 
Manama is more accessible. One 
can even go home at the end of 
the night without the prospect of 
jet lag or the hassle of an airport. 
Dubai, by contrast, takes planning 

and patience. The benefits of top-
notch fun are enticing but one’s 
wallet will take a beating in Dubai.

Although Manama may have a 
reputation as the unsupervised 
playground for some Saudis, the 
reality is that the capital is far more 
a family town. And that is how 
most Saudis like it.

Twice a month after Friday 
prayers, for example, Khalid bun-
dles his two young daughters, 
teenage son and wife into their 
Toyota Fortuner for the one-hour 
drive from Dammam to Manama.

After checking into a mid-range 
hotel not far from the city centre, 
the family ventures out, first for 
dinner and then to a movie. Their 
routine rarely varies.

“It’s like an extended holiday in 
just two days,” said Khalid, who 
spoke on the condition that only 
his first name be used. “It’s like 
releasing a valve on a pressure 
cooker. We get to relax and breathe 
a little.”

According to the 2016 World 
Travel & Tourism report, Bahrain’s 
tourism industry accounted for 
10.6% of the country’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP) in 2015 and 
that figure is expected to reach 
14% of GDP by 2026. Saudi families 
spent as much as $106 million in 
Bahrain in 2015. At least 7 million 
Saudis visit the island nation an-
nually and are among the 84.3% of 
visitors to Bahrain who spend their 
money solely on leisure activities.

Sheikh Khalid bin Humood al-
Khalifa, acting chief executive of 
the Bahrain Tourism and Exhibi-

tions Authority, said that 59% of 
all visitors to Bahrain are Saudis. 
Nearly two-thirds of Saudi tourists 
arrive in Bahrain via the causeway 
and 22% travel by air.

At a three-star hotel on Tijjar Av-
enue, a manager said Saudis prefer 
the more upscale hotels or execu-
tive apartments but mid-range ac-
commodations appeal to middle-
class families on a tight budget. 
“They’re all creatures of habit,” 

said the manager. “It’s dinner here 
at our restaurant or someplace 
nearby, then off to the movies.”

For Khalid’s family, their regular 
hangout for a meal is Señor Paco’s 
Mexican restaurant in the Adliya 
district, then to a multiplex. On a 
recent visit, mum and dad watched 
the latest James Bond film while 
the children saw a Disney movie in 
the next theatre.

Now that his children are getting 
older, Khalid noted that movies 
and dinner were not enough to sat-
isfy their desire to be entertained. 
Next year, the family plans to at-
tend Bahrain’s heritage festival and 
perhaps the fine arts festival.

Zayed R. Alzayani, Bahrain’s 
minister of Industry, Commerce 
and Tourism, said recently at a con-
ference sponsored by the Bahrain 
Tourism & Exhibitions Authority 
that the island nation hopes to at-
tract more visitors from China and 
India and create port facilities for 
yachts to anchor. The concept, he 
said, was to present Bahrain as an 
island-living destination.

“We are also looking at revamp-
ing the port facilities to provide 
better infrastructure to the yachts 
that bring tourists to the country,” 
Alzayani said at a conference in 
Manama. “This will include fa-
cilities that will be able to receive 
yachts from the GCC [Gulf Cooper-
ation Council] and support yachts 
moving from north to south on the 
Arabian Gulf.”

Muhammed Ahmed is a 
contributor for The Arab Weekly.

A man rides a camel through the desert oil field and winter 
camping area of Sakhir, Bahrain. Many Bahrainis head out to 
the desert during their free time in the winter months, enjoying 
picnics and socialising.

A view of the skyline of Manama at night.

“We are  looking at 
revamping the port 
facilities to provide 
better infrastructure 
to the yachts that 
bring tourists to the 
country.”

Zayed R. Alzayani, Bahrain’s 
minister of industry, 

commerce and tourism


