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Hezbollah top military field commander killed in Syria 

Beirut

M 

ustafa Amine Badred-
dine, shadowy 
commander of the 
Hezbollah army in 
Syria that has suffered 

about 1,200 dead keeping President 
Bashar Assad in power, was killed 
at Damascus airport on May 10th in 
what Hezbollah described as an ar-
tillery attack by Syrian rebels.

Badreddine, 55, was the fourth 
senior Hezbollah figure killed since 
January 2015, three of them by Is-
rael. His death, however, is the 
party’s most critical setback since 
the February 2008 assassination in 
Damascus of iconic military chief 
Imad Mughniyeh, his cousin and 
brother-in-law, in a reported US-
Israeli operation, a killing that pro-
pelled Badreddine to Hezbollah’s 
top ranks.

When Hezbollah announced May 
13th that Badreddine was killed at it 

base in the military section of Da-
mascus’s international airport used 
to transfer weapons airlifted from 
Iran, Israel, which has repeatedly 
attacked the base since 2012, was 

widely seen as being behind the 
killing of an elusive enemy it has 
hunted for decades. But Hezbol-
lah on May 14th said: “Investiga-
tions have showed the explosion… 

which led to the martyrdom of 
commander Mustafa Badreddine 
was the result of artillery bombard-
ment carried out by takfiri groups 
in the area.”

Takfiri means “apostates” , which 
the Iranian-backed Shia Hezbollah 
uses to describe its hard-line Sunni 
Islamist foes in Syria.

There were suspicions that Hez-
bollah, which took several days to 
announce how Badreddine died at 
its own facility at the airport, was 
seeking to avoid pointing the finger 
at Israel because it does not want to 
get dragged into another war with 
the Jewish state while it is pinned 

down in Syria.
Israeli warplanes have attacked 

the arms transfer facility at Damas-
cus airport several times since 2012.

Badreddine had no shortage of 
enemies after several decades of 
militant operations against the 
United States, France, the Arabian 
Gulf monarchies as well as Israel. 
He spent seven years in a Kuwaiti 
prison for a series of bombings, in-
cluding an attempt to kill the emir 
in 1983.

In 2011, Badreddine was indicted 
on charges of masterminding the 
February 2005 assassination of for-
mer Lebanese prime minister and 
Sunni  leader Rafik Hariri in a mas-
sive car bombing in Beirut.

Three other Hezbollah veterans 
are being tried in absentia at the 
UN-mandated Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon in The Hague. Hezbol-
lah denies any involvement in the 
Hariri killing and refuses to hand 
over the suspects.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. 
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Lebanese media report from outside the family home of top 
Hezbollah commander Mustafa Amine Badreddine, killed in Syria.
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Major cabinet shake-up in
Saudi Arabia, including energy
London

S 

audi Arabia is changing at 
an uncharacteristically fast 
pace as the energy-rich 
kingdom attempts to im-
plement its Vision 2030 re-

form plan to wean itself off depend-
ency on oil revenues

In a major cabinet reshuffle, King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is-
sued a royal decree replacing vet-
eran oil minister Ali al-Naimi with 
former health minister and Saudi 
Aramco technocrat Khaled al-Falih. 
Naimi, 80, had held the oil portfolio 
since 1995. He will remain an ad-
viser to the royal court. A number 
of government ministries were also 
restructured.

The news, which led to a spike 
in the price of oil, generated sig-
nificant speculation by analysts on 
whether this was an indicator of a 
policy change. A day after his ap-
pointment, Falih stressed the king-
dom would stay the course and con-
tinue its current energy strategy.

“We remain committed to main-
taining our role in international en-
ergy markets and strengthening our 
position as the world’s most reliable 
supplier of energy,” Falih said in a 
statement.

The renamed Ministry of Energy, 
Industry and Mineral Resources 
saw more than just a change in lead-
ership as it will now be responsible 
for all the kingdom’s energy needs, 
including electricity, an indicator of 
the Saudi diversification drive.

The kingdom’s central bank, the 
Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency 
(SAMA), saw US-educated bank vet-
eran Ahmed al-Kholifey take over as 
governor and its functions restruc-
tured. SAMA will no longer serve 
as the kingdom’s biggest sovereign 
wealth fund because a larger one 
is being created under Vision 2030, 
but will continue to be responsible 
for setting Saudi monetary policy.

Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz in 
late April unveiled major economic 
reform plans designed to address 
the kingdom’s heavy dependency 
on oil, while also nurturing un-
tapped aspects of the Saudi econo-

my. The ambitious project — called 
Vision 2030 — is also planned to 
include the establishment of a do-
mestic defence sector, an increase 
in domestic and Islamic tourism 
and the introduction of a green 
card-like system.

Saudi Aramco, the world’s most 
valuable company, is in the final 
stages of concluding options for an 
initial public offering (IPO) of less 
than 5% of its overall value. The 
plan is to be presented to Aramco’s 
Supreme Council soon for final ap-
proval.

According to Chief Executive Of-
ficer Amin Nasser, the IPO will be 
listed domestically and in two for-
eign markets. In an interview in 
April, Mohammed said he expects 

the Aramco IPO to be valued at a 
minimum of $2 trillion.

Domestically, the kingdom has 
seen a number of major social 
changes in the last year, including 
the participation and election of 
women to municipal councils for 
the first time and the curtailing of 
the notorious religious police pow-
ers. Among the latest announce-
ments was the newly established 
General Authority for Entertain-
ment, an effort to improve national 
recreational life.

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

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) speaks with his son Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, in Riyadh, on May 9th.

Saudi Arabia is 
changing at an 
uncharacteristically 
fast pace as it 
attempts to 
implement its Vision 
2030 reform plan.

P2

Samar Kadi, Martin Sieff, Sami Moubayed, Ali Alfoneh, Thomas Siebert, Dalal Saoud, Abdulrahman al-Masri, Jean AbiNader, Roua Khlifi

P19Dunia El-Zobaidi



2 May 15, 2016

London

S 

audi Arabia replaced long-
standing oil chief Ali al-
Naimi and reorganised a 
number of ministries and 
central government insti-

tutions in a major cabinet shake-up.
Naimi, 80, had served as oil min-

ister since 1995. He was replaced by 
Health minister and former Saudi 
Aramco chief Khaled al-Falih by a 
royal decree issued May 7th. The 
move was expected but still caused 
a spike in global oil prices.

The latest changes are in line 
with the government’s Vision 2030 
initiative, a series of economic and 
social reforms designed to diversify 
the Saudi economy and wean it off 
dependency on the oil sector. The 
plan, under the direction of Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz, is designed to 
nurture the kingdom’s investment 
climate, boost tourism and kick-
start a viable manufacturing sector.

Faced with a large youth popu-
lation, a growing rivalry with Iran, 
the cost of its intervention in Yem-
en, low oil prices and the battle to 
maintain its global energy market 
share, the kingdom is attempting a 
major overhaul of its economy.

The appointment of a new Saudi 
oil minister, arguably the most 
powerful and influential individual 

in the global energy sector, is not a 
frequent occurrence. Consequent-
ly, pundits speculated the reasons 
behind the appointment of Falih 
and whether it signified a change 
in oil policy, a notion dismissed by 
industry veterans.

“A change in personnel does not 
equate a change in policy in this 
case,” said former Saudi Petroleum 
Ministry senior adviser Moham-
mad Al Sabban.

According to Sabban, there are a 
number of official bodies, includ-
ing the Council of Economic Affairs 
and Development, that are tasked 
with drawing up the kingdom’s en-
ergy policies. A change in the min-
isterial position is not likely to alter 
that.

“The minister’s style during ne-
gotiations is up to the minister. 
However, he will be equipped with 
the Saudi position and he will try to 
defend and it doesn’t matter if it is 
Naimi or Falih,” Sabban said.

The former Naimi adviser 
stressed there are significant chal-
lenges ahead for the new energy 
minister, not the least of which is 
running the Petroleum Ministry, 
which controls numerous other en-
tities.

Falih has to deal with the board 
of directors for institutions such 
as Ma’aden (Saudi Arabian Mining 
Company), the Royal Commission 
for Jubail and Yanbu (RCJY), the 
Saudi Geological Survey, Aramco 
and several industrial cities.

“He is also going to be the head of 

the King Abdullah City for Atomic 
and Renewable Energy,” Sabban 
said. “All that, coupled with his 
main duties, means that he has a 
lot on his plate and he will need to 
delegate some authority in order 
for matters to move efficiently.

“All this will be under his portfo-
lio. The problem is if he is a central 
type of manager he is going to have 
a lot of difficulties. He has to del-
egate authority here and there to 
move the work forward, especially 
with the goal of serving Vision 2030 
and that can’t be done if one aspect 

of the ministry is lagging behind 
others.”

A technocrat like his predecessor, 
Falih previously served as chief ex-
ecutive officer of Aramco and was 
minister of Health, although for 
less than a year. “Now he is going 
to speak on behalf of the kingdom 
whether at (the Organisation of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries) 
OPEC or otherwise and that’s a to-
tally different ball game,” Sabban 
said.

Regarding the task of represent-
ing the kingdom before OPEC, 

Falih’s main challenge will be how 
to retain and maintain the Saudis’ 
leadership in the cartel.

“It will probably be extremely 
difficult for him at the start, due 
to lack of experience, but I’m sure 
he’ll manage, garnering the experi-
ence required to defend the coun-
try’s interests,” Sabban added.

In a related development, Aram-
co is finalising options for its partial 
privatisation. The deputy crown 
prince said he expects the initial 
public offering to be valued at least 
$2 trillion.

New energy chief but policy change unlikely
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Khaled al-Falih, the new Saudi Minister of Energy, Industry and Mineral Resources is sworn in in 
Riyadh, on May 9th.

The appointment of a 
new Saudi oil minister, 
arguably the most 
powerful and 
influential individual 
in the global energy 
sector, is not a 
frequent occurrence.
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“A change in 
personnel does not 
equate a change in 
policy in this 
case.”

Former Saudi Petroleum 
Ministry senior adviser 
Mohammad Al Sabban

Saudi Arabia

Jeddah

T 

he road to a sustainable 
arms industry in Saudi 
Arabia is expected to be 
a long and difficult slog 
with the likelihood of the 

kingdom achieving modest incre-
mental success but possibly fail-
ing to realise a true industrial base 
within 15 years.

In his road map for a new Saudi 
Arabia with a diversified economy 
not dependent on oil revenue, Dep-
uty Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Adulaziz laid out his vi-
sion of directing as much as 50% of 
the kingdom’s military purchases 
to local industry.

Saudi Arabia is the third largest 
military spender in the world, yet 
beyond some small manufacturing 
plants it has no military industrial 
base. The country’s defence spend-
ing in 2015 grew to $87.2 billion, an 
increase of 5.7% over the previous 
year, according to the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Insti-
tute.

“We spend more on military than 
the [British], more than France, and 
we do not even have a local mili-
tary industry,” Mohammed said in 
a recent interview with Al Arabiya, 
noting that only 2% of Saudi mili-
tary purchases are directed to local 
manufacturing.

“We have a strong demand inside 

the kingdom for the development 
of a localised military industry. If 
we raise the local industry pur-
chases to between 30% and 50%, 
we will be able to develop a new 
massive industry, which will boost 
the economy largely and create 
many jobs.”

Saudi Arabia’s ambitious plan 
has been met with scepticism from 
Western military analysts and cau-
tious optimism from Saudi observ-
ers.

Kenneth M. Pollack, senior fel-
low for foreign policy at the Brook-
ings Institution’s Center for Middle 
East Policy in Washington said a vi-
brant arms industry would be elu-
sive for Saudi Arabia.

“Saudi Arabia has no capacity 
to build an arms industry,” Pollack 
said. “Could they start out doing 
pieces of production and it might 
lead to something more substan-
tial? Sure they could but they must 
start modest before doing some-
thing more sophisticated.”

Pollack said Saudis are missing 
two key elements in building an 
arms industry: a sophisticated in-
dustrial base and an educated la-
bour force.

Pollack said a look at Egypt’s 
military-industrial base could be a 
window to Saudi Arabia’s future, 
noting that Egypt requires in its 
military contracts that sellers pro-
vide help in developing an indus-
trial base.

“The United States technically 
has plants in Egypt but all they do 
is assemble tanks from kits,” Pol-
lack said. “It certainly creates jobs 
for Egyptians and gives workers a 
certain amount of sophistication 

but it adds very little to the local 
economy.”

Japan and South Korea have built 
true industrial military bases that 
have taken decades to achieve, he 
said. “Japan builds tanks that are 
pretty darn good,” Pollack said.

One Saudi political analyst, who 
spoke on the condition of anonym-
ity, said it does not matter. “If we 
can accomplish even 10% of what 
the prince wants, then we have 
succeeded. We have to start some-
where,” the analyst said.

The issue facing Saudi Arabia is 

whether creating jobs is the only 
goal. This can be accomplished by 
Saudis aggressively pursuing their 
offset obligations, which have been 
underutilised, by demanding for-
eign arms manufacturers provide 
jobs and training associated with 
their products. The alternative is to 
establish an industrial base capable 
of manufacturing weaponry that 
provides jobs and also helps protect 
the kingdom and generate revenue 
by exporting military hardware to 
its neighbours in an increasingly 
unstable region.

“I am not one of those who envi-
sion Saudi Arabia as a major military 
power,” said Ehsan M. Ahrari, an 
independent defence and foreign 
affairs consultant and chief execu-
tive officer of Strategic Paradigms 
in Alexandria, Virginia. “The fight-
ing spirit… is virtually absent from 
the military of the Gulf States.”

Although there is little doubt 
that Saudi Arabia wants to create 
jobs and, indeed, lacks an educated 
workforce ready to tackle building a 
military industry, the Saudi analyst 
said the need for educated workers 
to help build a thriving base is over-
stated.

“There are nearly 200,000 Sau-
dis studying for their graduate and 
postgraduate degrees abroad,” the 
analyst said. “When they come 
home they will need jobs. If we 
were to build a military industry, 
we will need high-level and mid-
level managers. That’s not a huge 
number of workers and can be eas-
ily filled. The remaining workforce 
— and that involves thousands of 
jobs — doesn’t need a university 
education.”

If the Saudi government envi-
sions a sustainable military indus-
trial base by 2030, then Iran’s arms 
industry may be a good reference 
point. Following the 1979 Islamic 
revolution, an international arms 
embargo forced the Iranian gov-
ernment to develop its own arms 
industry. Although Iran’s industry 
is not particularly sophisticated, it 
produces its armoured personnel 
carriers, tanks and missiles and ex-
ports weapons to nearly 60 coun-
tries.

“Iran has been developing its 
own arms industry for 30 years and 
it gives you a sense of what time re-
quirements are involved,” Pollack 
said.

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Can Saudi Arabia become an armament producer?
Rob L. Wagner

Armoured vehicles are pictured as troops arrive to participate 
in joint military exercises in Hafr Al-Batin, near Saudi Arabia’s 
border with Iraq.

Saudi Arabia’s 
ambitious plan has 
been met with 
scepticism from 
Western military 
analysts and cautious 
optimism from Saudi 
observers.

The country’s defence 
spending grew to $87.2 
billion — up 5.7% — in 
2015.
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Municipal 
elections offer 
painful reminder 
of Lebanon’s 
quandaries
 Beirut

T 

he desire for change in 
Lebanon has manifested 
itself on many occasions 
over a long time. How-
ever, in a country with 18 

religious sects, with many political 
and social agendas as well as re-
gional affiliations, the task is never 
easy.

The first round of Lebanon’s mu-
nicipal elections, which took place 
in Beirut and the Baalbek-Hermel 
governorates in eastern Lebanon 
on May 8th, was another painful 
reminder that traditional political 
parties and de facto forces maintain 
a tight hold on the country.

Despite a crisis over rubbish col-
lection, rampant corruption among 
politicians, the failure to elect a 
new president for two years and 
adopt much-needed new laws, 
the vote was simply a political one 
fuelled by sectarian fears, political 
rivalries and regional conflicts.

“There is no question that the 
political mood in Lebanon, espe-
cially the Sunni-Shia divide, played 
a dominant role in deciding the 
outcome of elections in Beirut,” 
said Hilal Khashan, chairman of 
the political studies department 
at the American University of Bei-

rut. “Low voter turnout, however, 
showed apathy and lack of trust 
in politicians irrespective of their 
location on the divisive political 
spectrum.”

The Beirutis’ List, backed by Sun-
ni leader and former prime minister 
Saad Hariri, won the Beirut munici-
pal election, capturing all 24 seats 
in the polls. It faced a good chal-
lenge by the Beirut Madinati (Bei-
rut My City) list, which was hastily 
formed to defy the political estab-
lishment and included technocrats, 
civil society members, artists and 
businessmen.

“Even though it (Beirut Madinati) 
lost the race, it presented itself as 
a potentially viable alternative to 
politically backed municipal lists 
mainly because of the low voter 
turnout (20%),” Khashan said.

Hariri, who expressed relief that 
Iran-backed Shia Hezbollah chose 
to sit out the Beirut municipal elec-
tions, was keen to emphasise Chris-
tian-Muslim parity and included 
candidates not only from Christian-
allied groups — the Phalange Party 
and the Lebanese Forces — but also 
from the Hezbollah ally the Free Pa-
triotic Movement.

Christian voters in Beirut did not 
honour their leaders’ alliances and, 
according to Khashan, mostly chose 
to support Beirut Madinati “in what 
appeared to be a genuine desire to 
break the shackles of political pa-
tronage”.

“In addition, it seems that Chris-
tian voters are fed up with playing a 
subservient political role. Christians 
aspire to play a leading political role 
reminiscent of their distinguished 
position during the years of the first 
republic,” he said.

Hezbollah was in no better posi-
tion. It too faced the challenge of 
proving anew its “extensive” popu-

larity and control over important ar-
eas in eastern Lebanon, considered 
a reservoir of fighters and support-
ers for the war it is fighting in Syria 
alongside President Bashar Assad’s 
forces.

The Hezbollah-backed lists won 
in most municipalities in the Bekaa 
valley but it was a close call in Baal-
bek, where they faced the secular 
Baalbek Madinati (Baalbek My City), 
which included local civil society 
activists; and in the border town of 
Brital against a list headed by the 
Tufayli family and blessed by for-
mer Hezbollah chief Sheikh Sobhi 
al-Tufayli, who has been a staunch 
critic of the militant party and its 
patron, Iran.

With reports indicating that 40% 
of Shia votes went to the Baalbek 
Madinati with turnout that reached 
50% in Baalbek and 60% in Brital, 
the challenge was clear.

“If the reports are accurate, this 
means considerable discontent 
with Hezbollah over its dealing 
with the Shia community and its 
involvement in the Syria war,” said 
Riad Tabbarah, a political analyst 
and head of the Centre for Develop-
ment Studies and Projects, a private 

research institute based in Beirut.
Khashan said Shia voters are no 

exception to the rule.
“The winds of change do not rec-

ognise sectarian barriers,” he said. 
“Many Shias are angered by Hez-
bollah’s involvement in the Syrian 
conflict and they tend not to accept 
the fact that their children are being 
sacrificed as expendable foot sol-
diers in a conflict that cannot possi-
bly benefit any Lebanese sect.”

Discontent with political perfor-
mance and deteriorating public ser-
vices was an important factor in the 
Beirut vote, explaining the quick 
rise of the Beirut Madinati.

But, as noted by Tabbarah, Hari-
ri’s list won because the Sunnis in 
Beirut voted heavily for it “out of 
fear of the Shias”.

As one voter explained: “We will 
not allow anyone to break Hariri in 
the face of Hezbollah.”

However, the result is that the 
delicate political-confessional bal-

ance remains in place.
“True, there are growing com-

plaints but did the situation reach 
the level of changing the traditional 
political balances? I see no such 
drastic change,” Tabbarah said.

No doubt, the Lebanese people 
desire change but civil action has 
been mostly confined to individu-
als coming from middle-class back-
grounds, Khashan explained.

“More than 60% of Lebanese are 
impoverished and political mobili-
sation is not an option for them,” he 
said. “They remain dependent on 
meagre provisions by their sectar-
ian political patrons.”

The good thing, however, is that 
the seeds of change have been 
planted, he said. “They need to be 
nurtured until they mature and de-
liver tangible results,” Khashan con-
cluded.

Polls for the remaining governo-
rates are scheduled for May 15th, 
22nd and 29th.

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.
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Lebanon’s municipal elections an indicator of the political mood

L 

ebanon’s municipal 
elections represent a 
unique opportunity to 
glean a practical 
reading of the country’s 
political situation at a 

time when Lebanon remains 
without a president and parlia-
mentary elections are on hold.

Political discourse in Lebanon is 
focused on a variety of domestic 
and regional issues, not least the 
issue of sovereignty, Hezbollah’s 
arms and the Syrian crisis as well 
as regional tensions between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran.

Despite, or perhaps because of, 
intense political manoeuvring, 
rival Lebanese parliamentary blocs 
have been unable to agree on a 
president. If municipal elections 
demonstrate one thing clearly it 
is that Lebanon does possess the 
security and logistical capabilities 
to have elections, even if only at 
relatively lower levels.

The lack of parliamentary elec-
tions, which were supposed to be 
in 2014 but cannot take place until 
a new president is installed, is not 

due to technical or logistical rea-
sons but the absence of collective 
political decision-making and a 
dangerous parliamentary “logjam”.

Elections for municipal councils 
are traditionally the least impor-
tant polls in Lebanon, at least to 
political observers. These elec-
tions, like parliamentary ones, take 
place according to bloc voting but, 
unlike parliamentary elections, 
are not based on a confessional or 
sectarian quota system.

The scenes from the municipal 
elections demonstrate the absurd-
ity of Lebanon’s electoral stagna-
tion. With no other elections on 
the horizon, Lebanon’s major 
political parties exerted every ef-
fort to dominate and control local 
council elections.

On the eve of the elections, Hez-
bollah Secretary-General Sayyed 
Hassan Nasrallah warned against 
the role being played by “civil 
society” candidates — namely the 
blocs and candidates that would 
have traditionally dominated the 
municipal elections, which would 
have been largely been ignored by 
Hezbollah and others.

Lebanon’s major political par-
ties need the elections to confirm 
their popular influence, despite 
the emergence of new blocs made 
up of people fed up with the 
parliamentary and government 
paralysis. Hezbollah, which is 
fighting a battle in Syria, thus finds 
itself fighting an electoral battle in 
Lebanon. Political parties are doing 
everything in their power to ensure 

that electoral results are not left to 
chance.

One bloc that sought to fight 
back against the intervention 
of major political parties in the 
municipal elections was the 
grass-roots Beirut Madinati list. 
It was ultimately defeated by the 
Beirutis’ List, which is backed by 
former prime minister Saad Hariri 
and the Future Movement, part of 
the March 14 alliance.

The first stage of the elections, 
which encompass Beirut and 
Bekaa, represented an impor-
tant test for Hariri, who person-
ally campaigned in the Lebanese 
capital on behalf of the Beirutis’ 
List. Its victory confirms his lead-
ership of the Future Movement 
after years of exile abroad and his 
popularity in Beirut, which will be 
essential in the upcoming period of 
Lebanese politics.

The municipal elections dem-
onstrated the degeneration of 
the trans-sectarian alliances that 
had typified the rival March 8 and 
March 14 alliances since 2005. In-
stead, Lebanon has witnessed the 
rise of sectarian blocs; a Christian 
coalition including Michel Aoun’s 
Free Patriotic Movement and Samir 
Geagea’s Lebanese Forces — the 
Free Patriotic Movement is a mem-
ber of the Hezbollah-led March 8 
alliance while Lebanese Forces are 
part of the rival Hariri-led March 14 
alliance.

This new Christian alliance, 
which could have a major impact 
on the election of a new president, 

appears credible at the grass-root 
level, despite occasional differenc-
es of opinion on local and domestic 
issues.

As for Lebanon’s Shia communi-
ty, the alliance between Hezbollah 
and the Amal Movement continues 
to dominate Shia politics, whether 
at the municipal level or above.

It is clear that the electoral 
moods among Lebanon’s Muslim 
and Christian communities have 
diverged, and in some cases are 
at complete odds with each other, 
even within the same broader 
political alliance.

Municipal lists used sectarian 
policies to shore up votes, such 
as church bells in Zahle ringing to 
call Christians to vote against the 
“tyranny” of the Muslim voters 
in the Bekaa valley, traditionally 
dominated by the Catholics. This 
was a policy that succeeded, given 
the success of the Christian alli-
ance there. While Shia candidates, 
backed by Hezbollah and Amal, 
also used sectarian language to 
secure seats in traditionally Shia-
dominated areas such as Baalbek.

Lebanon’s municipal elections 
do not normally garner this level 
of engagement but, at a time when 
the country remains without 
a president and parliamentary 
elections are on hold, the local 
elections serve as an important 
indicator regarding the political 
mood in the country.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Mohamad 
Kawas

View point
The scenes 
from the 
municipal 
elections 
demonstrate 
the absurdity 
of Lebanon’s 
electoral 
stagnation.

The municipal elections 
demonstrated the 
degeneration of the 
trans-sectarian alliances.

A Lebanese woman shows her ink-stained thumb after casting her vote for the municipal elections at 
a polling station in Beirut, on May 8th.

“The winds of change 
do not recognise 
sectarian barriers.”
Hilal Khashan, chairman 

of the political studies 
department at the American 

University of Beirut

Elections highlighted 
tight control by 
traditional political 
parties on the country.
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Beirut

A 

s Barack Obama’s two-
term presidency slides 
into its twilight months, 
the US military is build-
ing up its assets in 

Iraq and Syria to escalate the war 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), an 
apocalyptic jihadist group born 
out of US bungling in Iraq and Syria 
over the last 13 years.

The big questions are: How far 
will Obama, who has assiduous-
ly sought to avoid plunging the 
United States into another Mid-
dle Eastern quagmire, go with this 
campaign that is putting US forces 
in the firing line for the first time 
since the US withdrawal from Iraq 
in December 2011, and will his suc-
cessor carry on the fight when the 
baton is passed in January?

There is a clamour in the US Con-
gress, led by Republican hawks 
such as the rambunctious Senator 
John McCain, R-Arizona and a dec-
orated hero of the Vietnam war, 
for a wider military commitment 
in the Middle East to stamp out 
the jihadist cause as Geneva peace 
talks go nowhere. Obama is also 
under pressure from European al-
lies who are desperate to stem the 
tidal wave of Middle Eastern refu-
gees that threaten to swamp them.

McCain has said the creeping 
deployment was long overdue but 
ultimately insufficient. “Another 
reluctant step down the dangerous 
road of gradual escalation will not 

undo the damage in Syria to which 
this administration has borne pas-
sive witness,” he said.

Obama’s generals have been 
pushing him to get tougher with 
ISIS and both presumptive candi-
dates to be the next president are 
far more hawkish than Obama is. 
It remains to be seen whether the 
current “mission creep” will re-
sult in a major US deployment that 
would inevitably mean significant 
American fatalities.

The overall objective is to eradi-
cate ISIS, which originated in Iraq 
during the eight-year US occupa-
tion and that will eventually mean 
having to fight it in Syria as well to 
crush the caliphate that spans both 
countries.

Indeed, there is speculation that 
bolstering the Iraqi Army offensive 
launched on March 24th against 
the northern city of Mosul will at 
some point be matched by a simi-
lar push in Syria against the cali-
phate’s de facto capital, the north-
ern Syrian city of Raqqa.

The rationale is that ISIS would 
be trapped in a pincer movement, 
with Mosul and Raqqa unable to 
reinforce each other. Retaking Mo-
sul, with a current population of 
1.5 million, “Will be the most dif-
ficult battle Iraqi forces have ever 
faced,” warned Baghdad-based an-
alyst Wathiq al-Hashimi. “Without 
the fighting spirit, the result would 
be catastrophic.”

Because to take Mosul will take 
firepower and, if the Americans 
cannot find reliable Arab allies on 
the ground — and that has always 
been the big problem — it would 
mean what Obama has consistent-
ly avoided: “boots on the ground” 
and lots of them, supported by air 
power that includes B-52 strategic 
bombers.

The US escalation in Iraq and to 
a lesser degree in Syria is minus-

cule compared to the forces the 
Americans employed in 2003 and 
throughout the occupation and 
only emphasises the extent of the 
retreat of US power in the Middle 
East, its confused, ham-fisted re-
sponse to ISIS and the degree that 
Russia and Iran have moved in to 
fill the security vacuum.

The Americans have deployed 
heavy weapons in Iraq in recent 
months, underlining their effort to 
beef up Iraqi forces without hav-
ing to send in large numbers of 
ground troops. US warplanes have 
dropped 40,000 bombs on ISIS tar-
gets since August 2014. The weap-
ons include at least two batteries 
of M142 High Mobility Artillery 
Rocket Systems (HIMARS) that can 
plaster ISIS command centres and 
firebases with broadsides of satel-
lite-guided rockets from a range of 
40km.

US officers say a third HIMARS 
unit will be deployed in the Ti-
gris river valley to back the Iraqi 
push. Another is expected to go 
to southern Turkey to blast ISIS in 
northern Syria. Another M142 is in 
Jordan and has engaged ISIS forces 
in southern Syria several times in 
recent months. The United States 

is also committed to sending more 
self-propelled 155mm Paladin 
howitzers to help the Iraqis claw 
back territory from ISIS.

On April 9th, the US Air Force 
deployed an unspecified number 
of B-52s at the Al Udeid air base in 
Qatar, the nerve centre for US air 

operations in the region. It is the 
first time these aircraft have been 
based in the Middle East since the 
end of the 1990-91 Gulf War.

The Cold War-era Strafortresses 
replaced a wing of B-1 bombers. 
They carry precision-guided mu-
nitions that could be critical in 
the Mosul operation and probably 
against ISIS strongholds in Syria.

Recapturing Mosul is the prima-
ry target and that means reinforc-
ing the faltering offensive by the 
Iraqi Army’s 15th Division, which 
has bogged down amid intensive 
ISIS counter-attacks and waves 
of suicide bombers, sectarian ri-

valries and political infighting in 
Baghdad.

To do this, the Americans’ 
landmark decision to send in 
US-crewed AH-64 Apache attack 
helicopters, formidable weapons 
against insurgent forces, under-
lines what seems to be a strength-
ened commitment to hammer ISIS.

It is widely believed that the 
Americans actually have more 
forces in Iraq and Syria than has 
been announced — and the Penta-
gon has indulged in creative book-
keeping by listing soldiers and 
Marines currently in Iraq as be-
ing assigned there on “temporary 
duty”.

There have been reports, unveri-
fied, that the United States has de-
ployed elements of the US Army 
82nd Airborne Division in Iraq, 
supposedly to bolster the offen-
sive on Mosul, which may well be 
the defining operation of the war 
on ISIS, one that is widening quite 
rapidly.

Indeed, these deployments ex-
tend beyond Iraq and Syria. The US 
publicly acknowledged on May 6th 
that special forces are being sent 
into Yemen to go after ISIS and al-
Qaeda there.

In Iraq, echoes 
of Vietnam with 
Obama’s creeping 
build-up
Ed Blanche

A January 2016 file picture shows Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (L) and US Secretary of State 
John Kerry attending a press conference in London.

US warplanes have 
dropped 40,000 
bombs on ISIS targets 
since August 2014.
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Like the recaptured 
towns of Ramadi, 
Sinjar and Palmyra, 
Mosul could end up in 
ruins.

US lacks new policy ideas for Iraq

A
lthough US officials 
are worried about 
the dysfunctional 
Iraqi government in 
the aftermath of the 
storming of parlia-

ment by angry citizens, President 
Barack Obama’s administration is 
pursuing more of the same: 
supporting Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi, opposing any 
effort to create a federal state and 
trying to chip away at Islamic 
State territory in Iraq.

Knowing that Abadi was in trou-
ble politically, US Vice-President 
Joe Biden travelled to Iraq on April 
28th to underscore the adminis-
tration’s support for Abadi while 
“encouraging Iraqi national unity 
and continued momentum in the 
fight” against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), according to a White House 
statement.

Soon after Biden left the 
country, the Iraqi parliament was 
ransacked by thousands of Iraqi 
citizens, most of whom were sup-
porters of Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr, who has demanded a cabinet 

of technocrats instead of cabinet 
positions being given to political 
factions, a policy that has contrib-
uted to endemic corruption.

The ransacking of parliament 
was an embarrassment to both 
the White House and Abadi but it 
does not appear to have led to any 
changes in terms of policy. Abadi 
merely fired the head of security 
of the Green Zone, the closed-off 
governmental area of Baghdad, 
and continued to try to form a 
cabinet of technocrats (something 
he pledged to do months earlier) 
without much success.

Washington has stuck with Ab-
adi despite his weakened position. 
This is largely because the Obama 
administration still sees him as an 
honourable person trying his best 
and does not see a viable alterna-
tive. The reality of demographics 
and sectarian politics in Iraq mean 
that any Iraqi prime minister must 
come from one of the established 
Shia parties (Abadi is from the 
Dawa Party) and, as such, has lim-
ited room to manoeuvre.

This is one of the main reasons 
Abadi has difficulty getting the 
technocratic cabinet he wants. If 
he tries to move too forcefully on 
this issue, his political standing is 
jeopardised. Although the United 
States is spending millions of dol-
lars in Iraq on “good governance” 
programmes, including several 
anti-corruption projects, it is ques-
tionable whether they are having 
any effect.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 

travelled to Baghdad after the ran-
sacking of parliament in an effort 
to prevent Iraq’s political problems 
from derailing the administration’s 
focus on ISIS. According to media 
reports, Kerry urged Abadi “not to 
allow Baghdad’s domestic tribula-
tions to sap the campaign” against 
ISIS. “We will not be complacent 
at any point in this campaign… In 
the coming weeks and months, we 
will work with Iraq to turn up the 
pressure further,” Kerry said.

The problem is that it is very 
difficult for the Iraqi government 
to keep the eye on ISIS while the 
political situation in Baghdad 
remains so chaotic. Former US 
ambassador to Syria Robert Ford 
recently said: “The problem in 
Baghdad underlines how tenu-
ous the government situation is. 
This isn’t something that Apaches 
[helicopters] and F-16s can fix. 
You must deal with the politics as 
much as you deal with the mili-
tary.”

Although ISIS has lost territory 
in Iraq, particularly in Anbar prov-
ince, the much-vaunted campaign 
against its stronghold in Mosul has 
stalled. A US Defense Department 
official said at the end of April: 
“We have to be realistic… Once we 
get into June, July and August, it 
starts to get pretty hot in Iraq and 
things slow down… We want to 
make as much progress before the 
summer heat really gets raging.” 
Another Defense Department of-
ficial said the push towards Mosul 
might involve as many as 25,000 

Iraqi troops but a force of that size 
is not ready for the task.

In addition to these political and 
military problems is the explosive 
Kurdish issue. Iraqi Kurds are 
preparing for a referendum to de-
termine whether to establish a sov-
ereign state. In an opinion piece in 
the Washington Post on May 6th, 
Masrour Barzani, chancellor of the 
Kurdistan Region Security Council, 
wrote that “there is no trust be-
tween us and the central govern-
ment” and, therefore, “separation 
is the only option remaining”.

That prospect worries the Obama 
administration, which, despite its 
close military ties to the Kurds of 
Iraq and Syria, sees an independ-
ence drive as complicating the 
effort against ISIS by causing more 
regional conflicts. However, the 
Obama administration has consist-
ently resisted calls that might head 
off such a drive, such as supporting 
a federated Iraqi state, something 
that Biden had advocated when he 
was a US senator.

It is possible that in the not-
too-distant future, Iraq will have 
no functioning government, the 
Kurds will opt for independence 
and the push to take Mosul will be 
delayed even further. Meanwhile, 
US policy remains stuck in second 
gear.

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

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
“This isn’t 
something 
that Apaches 
[helicopters] 
and F-16s 
can fix.”

Former US 
ambassador to 

Syria Robert 
Ford

It is possible that in 
the not-too-distant 
future, Iraq will have no 
functioning government.
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Baghdad

T 

wo months ago, Baghdad 
woke up to horrifying so-
cial media images of chil-
dren and the elderly with 
skeleton-like figures beg-

ging for food, not in some far-away 
famine but on the Iraqi capital’s 
doorstep in Islamic State-held Fal-
luja.

Falluja has been under a crip-
pling siege imposed by Iraq’s army, 
leaving Islamic State (ISIS) fight-
ers holed up inside the city, 60km 
south-west of Baghdad.

“No food, no childhood,” read 
a banner waved by Iraqi children 
in Falluja, who said they had not 
had a hot meal in several weeks. 
Iraqis started collecting donations 
through various sites, which bore 
hashtags such as #Falluja, #Iraq, are 
#starving under #siege, #save Fal-
luja and #UN.

Across the Euphrates river from 
Falluja in Khalidiya, residents 
packed lentils, rice, beans, sugar 
and other staples in small quanti-
ties into plastic bottles or canisters 
and floated them over the water to 
desperate residents of the besieged 
city.

Falluja medical officials reported 
“hundreds” of cases of malnutrition 
but insisted the situation had not 
yet reached famine stage.

“It’s pretty bad but not dire,” said 
Dr Omar al-Wendawi, a physician at 
a Falluja hospital.

“But we are in urgent need of 
medical supplies and medicines 
for chronic diseases, such as blood 
pressure, diabetes and cholesterol,” 
Wendawi said in a telephone in-
terview. He said supplies had not 
arrived in the city since the army, 
backed by allied militias, imposed 
a crippling siege on Falluja five 
months ago.

Talib al-Hasnawi, head of Falluja 
city council, said more than 4,000 
people had died and 6,000 others 
had been wounded in attacks on 
Falluja since ISIS took control of the 
city in January 2014. Children and 
elderly people had died of malnutri-
tion, he said.

“While the US believes there are 
400 ISIS jihadists in Falluja, the 
government estimates the number 
at 1,000,” Hasnawi said. “It’s not 
that large and the government can 
get to them if it introduced specific 
military plans.”

Falluja residents have com-
plained that they cannot afford to 
pay for food and medicine even 
when they are available.

“All prices shot up and we have 
been jobless for at least two years,” 
said Abu Mohammed, a 43-year-
old geologist. He said his wife feed 
their four children leafy greens she 
picks from their backyard.

He said a 100kg bag of flour 
costs nearly 2 million Iraqi dinars 
($1,550), compared to about 51,600 
dinars ($40) in the past. A 450-

gram can of powdered baby milk 
has jumped from 3,870 dinars ($3) 
to 144,000 dinars ($112).

Sugar, tea and coffee are una-
vailable at any price, except in ISIS 
households or the homes of Sunni 
tribesmen supporting the terror 
group, where supplies are in abun-
dance, said resident Abu Moham-
med, who declined to be identified 
further for fear of ISIS reprisal.

Alarmed by the deteriorating 
conditions inside Falluja, social 
workers and international rights 
organisations warned of the bleak 
situation.

New York-based Human Rights 
Watch called on warring parties 
to make sure that aid reaches the 
civilian population, which has not 
received aid for several months.

“The humanitarian picture 
in Falluja is bleak and getting 
bleaker,” Joe Stork, Human Rights 
Watch’s deputy Middle East and 
North Africa director, said in a 
statement.

“Greater international attention 
to the besieged towns and cities of 

the region is needed or the results 
for civilians could be calamitous,” 
he pointed out.

Falluja dates from Babylonian 
times and served as host for Jewish 
academics for several centuries. It 
is known for its minarets adorning 
its many mosques.

Today, Falluja has become in-
creasingly considered one of the 
toughest challenges for Iraq’s Shia-
dominated government, its army 
and allied pro-Iranian militias 
seeking to recapture the territory 
ISIS seized in 2014.

With a population estimated at 
90,000, compared with more than 
300,000 before ISIS took over, Fal-
luja is regarded as a bastion for 
Sunni Muslim resentment towards 

the Shia-led Iraqi government in 
Baghdad.

Falluja also remains strongly 
linked to the Sunni insurgency that 
erupted after Saddam’s overthrow 
in the 2003 US-led invasion. It was 
one of the primary strongholds for 
the ISIS predecessor, al-Qaeda in 
Iraq.

Even now, some Falluja tribes-
men, clerics, theologians and schol-
ars are fiery critics of their govern-
ment. They have publicly supported 
ISIS as the defender of the rights of 
the oppressed Sunni minority in 
Iraq.

“These are valid reasons for the 
government to take its revenge back 
from Falluja by having it bleed more 
or die before it is liberated,” ob-
served journalist Ahmed al-Ani.

“With the beefed up military 
presence outside Falluja, the city 
could’ve been recaptured a year 
ago,” Ani said.

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.

Falluja starves under crippling army siege, ISIS violence
Omar Hejab

Displaced Iraqis, who fled regions controlled  by ISIS near Falluja, carry their belongings as they arrive in the Jwaibah area, on the 
eastern outskirts of Ramadi.

Falluja residents have 
complained that they 
cannot afford to pay 
for food and medicine 
even when they are 
available.

“The 
humanitarian 
picture in Falluja 
is bleak and 
getting bleaker.”

Human Rights Watch 
official Joe Stork
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T 

wo-and-a-half-years af-
ter the Kurdish regional 
government (KRG) and 
Turkey signed major oil 
and gas pipeline and sup-

ply deals, the cash-strapped Kurd-
ish autonomous administration is 
looking to Iran to provide addition-
al export routes for its crude oil.

The KRG and Tehran have been 
negotiating to build pipelines to 
carry Kurdish crude into Iran with 
the KRG receiving crude in kind in 
the Gulf in a “swap” agreement. 
Such a deal could save transporta-
tion costs for both sides and signal 
a shift in political alliances.

The KRG and Iran are discussing 
the construction of two pipelines, 
each with the capacity of 250,000 
barrels per day (bpd) of oil. Both 
lines would emanate from oil fields 
in Kurdistan under the control of 
the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK), one of the two main parties 
that make up the KRG government.

One pipeline under consideration 
would originate near Kurdistan’s 
Taq Taq field and cross the Iranian 
border north of Lake Dukan, trans-
porting crude to Tabriz in Iran’s 
East Azerbaijan province. A second 
line would run from near Kurdis-
tan’s Khor Mor field to Khanaqin, 
which is close to the Iranian border, 

with the expectation of feeding the 
Iranian city of Kermanshah.

The KRG is in dire financial straits 
because of low oil prices, the costly 
fight against Islamic State (ISIS) 
and sheltering nearly 2 million Syr-
ian refugees and displaced Iraqis, 
Baghdad’s suspension of the KRG’s 
budget allocation and periodic clo-
sures of the pipeline to Turkey.

The latest pipeline closure, which 
ended March 11th after 23 days, was 
the longest since Kurdish crude 
began flowing into Turkey in early 
2014. March crude exports through 
the KRG-Turkish line amounted to 
327,000 bpd, about half the normal 
volume.

In November 2013, the KRG and 
Turkey signed several landmark 
deals that called for the export of 
Kurdish crude and gas via pipelines 
through Turkey, agreements to 
which Baghdad objected. Kurdish 
crude began flowing into Turkey 
the following February. Iraq’s then 
prime minister Nuri al-Maliki retali-
ated by suspending the KRG’s 17% 
share of the federal budget.

Relations between the KRG and 
Turkey have recently become 
strained. The KRG is unhappy that 
all of its income from its oil sales is 
under Ankara’s control in a Turkish 
state bank account and the pipeline 
stoppages are a reminder of the 

risks of having just one crude ex-
port route.

Ankara blamed the latest stop-
page on sabotage by the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), accusations 
the Turkish Kurd separatist group 
denies. The subsequent delay in 
repairs to the pipeline could have 
been an indication of Ankara’s dis-
pleasure at Erbil’s plans for a refer-
endum on full independence.

Smaller volumes of KRG crude 
and refined products have found 
their way into Iran, with trucks 
transporting as much as 50,000 
bpd of smuggled Kurdish crude 
and products over the Iranian bor-
der at several locations. With West-
ern sanctions on Tehran largely 
lifted in January, the KRG has an 
incentive to look to Iran for another 
export pipeline route for its oil.

The KRG sees the potential for 
Iran becoming a strong trading 
partner as well as a source of for-
eign direct investment but that 
could come at a steep price as Iran 
has made it clear that it objects to 
Kurdistan breaking away from Iraq.

The KRG earned about $630 
million a month in 2015 from 
direct oil sales, falling far short of 
the $850 million the government 
says it requires monthly for budget 

needs. Protests against the regional 
government have increased since 
the KRG announced austerity 
measures in February that 
included partial salary payments to 
state employees until the region’s 
fiscal health improves. Many of 
its peshmerga troops — a strategic 
component of the battle against 
ISIS — have gone without salaries 
for several months.

The inability to effectively wage 
war against ISIS was one of the is-
sues raised by KRG Deputy Prime 
Minister Qubad Talabani on a trip 
to Washington seeking financial 
assistance in April. He warned US 
officials that “we are facing a very 
dire financial situation, which, if 
we cannot resolve, will undoubt-
edly impact the ability of our forces 
to keep the front line the way that 
we have done”.

According to KRG Interior Minis-
ter Karim Sinjari, the failure to pay 
the peshmerga has resulted in a 1% 
desertion rate that is likely to in-
crease if the KRG does not receive 
financial assistance. US President 
Barack Obama’s administration ap-
peared to be listening to the Kurd-
ish officials’ pleas. US Defense Sec-
retary Ashton Carter announced 
$415 million in US assistance to 
peshmerga forces during an April 
18th visit to Baghdad.

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

Iraqi Kurds look to Iran to lessen dependence on Turkey 
Jareer Elass

A file picture of a Kurdish peshmerga fighter standing guard as new 
equipment arrives at Kalak refinery on the outskirts of Erbil, Iraq.

The KRG earned about 
$630 million a month 
in 2015 from direct oil 
sales.
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O
ne hundred years ago this week, Britain, France and 
tsarist Russia met to partition much of the Middle East.

The Sykes-Picot agreement, signed May 16th, 1916, 
was secretly negotiated by Mark Sykes, a British 
colonel, and François Georges-Picot, a French consul. 
They aimed to create French and British zones of 
influence after the expected defeat of the Ottoman 

empire in the first world war.
They carved up parts of modern-day Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon, 

Palestine, Israel and Syria, drawing arbitrary borders without consid-
ering the ethnic and religious make-up of the map they were design-
ing.

Subsequent Western declarations further affected the political map 
of the region. In November 1917, British foreign secretary Arthur 
James Balfour promised “the establishment in Palestine of a national 
home for the Jewish people”, a pledge that ultimately led to the 
creation of the state of Israel and the displacement of hundreds of 
thousands of Palestinians. However, the British reneged on many of 
their promises to the Arabs as a reward for their rebellion against the 
Ottoman empire.

Sykes-Picot and related actions by European powers have had 
profound consequences for the region and for Arab-Western relations. 
After Russia made the agreement public following the Bolshevik 
revolution, the Arab world, realising the West had conspired behind 
its back, felt betrayed. Ever since, conspiracy theories have flourished 
in the Middle East and have been used to explain everything from the 
1967 war to the terrorist attacks of 9/11. Resisting Western interfer-
ence became the raison d’être of many post-colonial regimes.

In recent years, Islamic State (ISIS) militants have exploited this 
enduring resentment. When they destroyed border checkpoints 
between Syria and Iraq, ISIS extremists vowed to “hit the last nail in 
the coffin of the Sykes-Picot conspiracy”.

ISIS’s goals have less, though, to do with abolishing borders than 
with sectarian cleansing.

Domestic instability in many Arab states since the “Arab spring”, 
with the fraying of state power and the escalation of internal strife 
(often based on sectarian and tribal cleavages), has created tempta-
tions to redraw borders, especially in Syria and Iraq.

But current borders are likely to remain for the time being, not least 
because regional and international actors are committed to maintain-
ing them. Redrawing borders would splinter current states and 
probably trigger new wars.

Indeed, the region’s borders have been highly resilient since 
independence. Attempts by Arab nationalist leaders, such as Egypt’s 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, to effect mergers generally failed.

The real problem has been the inability of Arab states to address 
their peoples’ needs and devise adequate policies that fulfil the 
dreams of their young populations.

And this task cannot be achieved by foreign powers.
James Clapper, director of US National Intelligence, recently 

admitted: “The US can’t fix it. The fundamental issues they have 
— the large population bulge of disaffected young males, ungoverned 
spaces, economic challenges and the availability of weapons — won’t 
go away for a long time.”

Sykes-Picot is a testimony to the unpredictable effects of outside 
tinkering. The Arab world must determine its own fate.

Those encouraging the partition of current states should heed the 
lessons of the last century.

The Sykes-Picot 
agreement, 100 years 
later

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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Editorial

Opinion

Haitham El-Zobaidi

The withering of ‘Ottoman identity’

I
raq’s old national identity 
“certification” cards 
included a section that said 
“Origin: Ottoman”. After the 
1970s, generations of Iraqis 
grew up wondering: “What 

has the term ‘Ottoman’ got to do 
with me?”

For Iraqis, and indeed everybody 
in the Middle East, the Ottoman 
identity has been completely 
replaced following the fall of the 
Ottoman empire and the establish-
ment of Arab nation states. The 
Ottoman identity became Iraqi, 
Syrian, Lebanese or Jordanian. The 
Sykes-Picot agreement between 
Britain and France carved new 
maps for the Middle East post-
World War I.

This replacement of identity has 
been profound. The nation states 
that emerged from the collapse of 
the Ottoman empire were strong 
and determined. They formed 
armed forces that brought the peo-
ple of these new countries together, 
even before the establishment 
of ministries and the offering of 
municipal services to citizens. The 
new national identity was seam-
lessly incorporated into the founda-
tions of the state.

The new national identity also 
secured and strengthened itself by 
interacting with all other aspects 
of Arab life and culture in the 
post-colonial period. Media, as 
represented by newspapers, radio 
and, later, television, created an 
emerging sense of patriotism.

However, this was accompanied 
by an unreasonable fear towards 
the West and the threat it repre-
sented to this new national and 
cultural identity. This fear of the 
“other” is still present today and is 
something that rises and falls ac-
cording to political and technologi-
cal shifts in the region.

Western political concerns domi-
nated the world in the 1950s and 
1960s and still Arab national iden-
tity survived. Western culture has 
been increasingly dominant since 
the 1970s and still Arab national 
identity has endured. This survival 
extended to the rejection of the 
socialist/communist model.

Arab national identity faced its 
biggest test after 1979 fol-
lowing the Iranian revolu-
tion. Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini coming to 
power in Tehran cre-
ated a new round in the 
cycle of regional identity 
replacement. The Ottoman 
“identity” was initially 
replaced with national 
identity although the Ira-
nian revolution brought a 
new mechanism into play, 

namely the idea of “exporting” 
identity. This was a mechanism 
that was completed in 2002 and 

was just waiting for its chance, 
which arrived in 2003 and the US 
invasion of Iraq.

The Arab world today is experi-
encing a state of identity replace-
ment. This is something that is not 
just affecting the Muslims, who 
are being divided along sectarian 
grounds into Sunni and Shia camps. 
The region’s Christians have redis-
covered their Christian “identity” 
while the Kurds and the Berbers 
have both sought to draw them-
selves away from their Arab envi-
rons. Lebanon’s Druzes, who had 
come down from the mountain to 
intermingle with their Muslim and 
Christian neighbours, are return-
ing to Jabal-al-Druze. Everything is 
changing.

Under Arab national identity, 
minorities had been a beautiful mo-
saic of diversity and coexistence. 
Now, these ethnic and sectarian 
identities are being prioritised over 
the national identity to becoming 
the new identifying characteristic 
in a new Middle East. It seems that 
one is no longer Ottoman or Iraqi; 
he is Sunni or Shia, Christian or 
Kurd. The only holdouts are the 
people of the Gulf who have dealt 
with their identity in a calm and ra-
tional manner, despite the presence 
of a looming Iran.

The replacement of the Ottoman 
identity with national identity took 
place relatively peacefully, perhaps 
because this was a natural develop-
ment and was consistent with Otto-
man system of rule, which did not 
seek to impose cultural or religious 
changes from above. However, the 
move towards sectarian identity 
has been bloody from the first days 
of the Iran-Iraq war in 1980. This 
conflict over identity is one that is 
still raging today, embroiling one 
country after another across the 
region.

Rather than increasing open-
ness towards the culture and ideas 
of others, we are experiencing a 
period of severe destabilisation in 
terms of the concept of identity. 
All aspects of modern life, from 
satellite TV to the internet to social 
media, are being used to exacer-
bate this crisis and ensure division 
rather than unity.

National identity today stands at 
a crossroads following the rise of 
sectarian/ethnic identity, although 
this has not been completely over-
thrown. Today, most people in the 
Arab world do not have any single 
identity and could, in fact, possess 
contradictory identities that could 
be exploited by others. The very 
idea of belonging to a fixed identity 
has become questionable.

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is an Iraqi 
writer based in London. He is also 
the Executive Editor of Al Arab 
Group.

Now, ethnic and 
sectarian identities 
are being prioritised 
over the national 
identity.
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S
o Sadiq Khan has been 
elected London’s first 
Muslim mayor. The 
news was widely 
reported across the 
Arabic and Islamic 

world as a landmark moment — a 
victory for tolerance and multi-
culturalism. People described 
this as some sort of glass-ceiling-
shattering event. As both a 
Londoner and a Muslim, my 
response to the election of 
London’s first Muslim mayor is 
simple: So what?

I voted for Khan but, as with 
the vast majority of the 1.3 million 
Londoners who voted for him, this 
had nothing to do with him being 
a Muslim. Local issues dominate 
London mayoral elections: the 
price of a ticket on the tube, crime, 
council tax and housing.

I voted for Khan for his policies, 
not because of his skin colour 
or heritage or which direction 
he faces when he prays. Most 
Londoners could not care less 
about that.

London is one of the most 
multicultural cities in the world; 
it even has its own dialect — 
Multicultural London English. 
According to the 2011 census, 
more than 300 different languages 
are spoken across London and 
there are some 50 non-indigenous 
communities with a population 
of more than 10,000 in the British 
capital.

To put it another way, being a 
Londoner has nothing to do with 
where you come from or what God 
you worship. The same goes for 
being London’s mayor.

The issue of religion only 
reared its ugly head in the London 
mayoral race after Conservative 
candidate Zac Goldsmith sought 

to portray his Labour rival 
as a “radical” Muslim. 
This was a move made 
out of desperation, after it 
became clear from polling 
that Khan had amassed 
a healthy lead, and was a 
campaign shift that reached 
the highest echelons of 
the Conservative party 
machine.
Suddenly, questions were 

being asked about Khan’s career as 
a human rights solicitor, as well as 
his sharing platforms with alleged 
Islamic extremists. In parliament, 

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron accused Khan of sharing 
a stage with a supporter of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) — a claim he 
had to retract and apologise for.

It turns out that Imam Sulaiman 
Ghani does not support ISIS 
but rather the vague concept 
of an Islamic state (something 
that many Muslims support). 
More than this, Ghani had been 
a Conservative supporter, had 
previously met Goldsmith and 
attended numerous Conservative 
party functions.

The Conservative’s London 
mayoral campaign is a perfect 
example of “dog-whistle politics” 
in which coded language is used 
to raise specific issues or appeal to 
certain voters. In this case, anyone 
worried about Islamic extremism, 
which in a post-ISIS world, is 
everybody.

Khan, though, is patently not 
an extremist of any bent. It was 
absurd for the Tories to try to 

suggest he is. Khan is a modern 
secular Muslim who voted for gay 
marriage, who called for his own 
party to tackle anti-Semitism in 
its ranks and has pledged to lead a 
trade delegation to Tel Aviv.

This toxic and divisive campaign 
was doomed to failure. This kind 
of negative campaigning simply 
cannot succeed in multicultural 
London. It is also dangerous, 
raising the spectre of division 
at a time when unity is needed 
more than ever. Many in the 
Conservative party have called 
for an urgent inquiry into the 
Goldsmith campaign due to 
allegations of Islamophobia and 
fears of how this could affect the 
party’s fortunes among British 
Muslims.

In a world where presumptive 
Republican presidential 
nominee Donald Trump has 
been successfully campaigning 
on the idea of banning Muslims 
from entering the United States 

(although he has now graciously 
offered to make an exception for 
the new London mayor and has 
backtracked a bit on his original 
statement), British politicians 
must refuse to pursue the same 
opportunistic policies. If there is 
a Trump effect in US politics, then 
perhaps Khan’s election as mayor 
can be viewed as the anti-Trump 
effect.

In the grand scheme of things, 
Khan’s election as London’s first 
Muslim mayor is less important 
than the failure of the poisonous 
campaign led by his opponent. If 
Khan is too radical to hold office 
in Britain, then no Muslim can. 
Hopefully Khan’s election draws 
a line in the sand and he can now 
move on and focus on the job as 
London’s mayor and not London’s 
Muslim mayor.

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

Sadiq Khan is London’s first Muslim mayor. So what?

Mahmud el-Shafey

Mayor of London Sadiq Khan (R) speaks with Mayor of Paris Anne Hidalgo as they meet at St Pancras 
Station in London, on May 10th.

If Khan is too 
radical to hold 
office in Britain, 
then no Muslim can.

F
rom the Baltic to the 
Black Sea, the armed 
forces of Russia and 
the United States 
confront each other in 
an increasingly 

aggressive and terrifying series 
of in-your-face stand-offs. With 
regard to Syria, however, it is a 
different story.

Far from threatening or 
lecturing the Russians, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry 
is bending over backward to 
acknowledge Moscow’s help in 
putting together the cessation of 
hostilities agreement and giving 
the Russians credit for playing 
a constructive role in trying to 
settle a civil war that has cost 
hundreds of thousands of lives 
and generated at least 4 million 
refugees. What gives?

Kerry, on May 10th, said it 
would have been 
impossible to achieve 
the initial ceasefire in 
Syria without Russia’s 
help, telling CNN: “We 
would not have gotten 
the initial ceasefire 
without Russia. Tens of 
thousands of lives were 
saved.”

Kerry even tried 
to put a positive and 
understanding spin on 

the inevitable division of views 
between the nuclear powers, 
with US President Barack Obama 

determined to force Syrian 
President Bashar Assad out of 
power in Damascus and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin equally 
determined to keep him there.

“Right now they [Russians] are 
angling for the political solution 
they want and it’s not necessarily 
a workable equation,” Kerry said. 
“We understand that.”

Kerry insisted on giving Moscow 
the benefit of the doubt, arguing 
that Russia had a vested interest 
in not getting “bogged down” in 
Syria because it would not want 
to become “a target” of Islamic 
extremists or the entire Sunni 
world.

Close cooperation between 
Kerry and his Russian counterpart, 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 
was responsible for forcing 
through the cessation of hostilities 
agreement in Geneva on February 
26th and since then it has proved 
surprisingly durable. Dozens of 
additional militant groups have 
signed on to it.

However, terrorist organisations 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Nusra Front are frozen out from 
the agreement.

Why is the United States so 
happy to cooperate with Russia 
in Syria and accommodate its 
interests there when it remains 
fiercely determined to maintain 
the territorial integrity of Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania and Georgia 
and is committing increasingly 

large forces to training a new 
ramshackle army to replace the 
old one in Ukraine?

First, Obama and his top 
strategic and military officials 
are relentless in their denigration 
of Russia and they remain 
consistently eager to give Iran the 
benefit of every doubt.

Second, while Obama and US 
Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 
remain confident, however 
unwisely, that their policy of 
deterrence and confrontation 
towards Russia in Europe makes 
sense and will work, they are at 
sea about what to do in Syria.

The fiasco in trying to turn 
the Free Syrian Army into any 
militarily significant force 
conceivably cost US Central 
Command head General Lloyd 
Austin his dreams of being the 
next US Army Chief of Staff. He 
was allowed to serve out his term 
of duty to a full and predictable 
chorus of empty praises for a job 
supposedly well done.

Still, the United States has no 
credible option except endless 
chaotic and unfocused air strikes 
to try to roll back the ISIS forces 
in Syria and all the laborious 
successes US-backed forces have 
managed in Iran threaten to be 
undone by the latest eruption of 
Shia mob power spearheaded by 
Muqtada al-Sadr and his Peace 
Companies in Baghdad.

In these circumstances, Obama 

and Kerry have been forced to 
swallow their pride — and much 
else — and work with the Russians.

The partnership is by no means 
an idyllic one. The Syrian military, 
supported by the Russians, 
continues to bomb and use heavy 
artillery against opposition 
forces that it accuses of being 
Islamist in and around Aleppo. US 
negotiators try, usually in vain, 
to protect them and protest the 
bombardments.

In this, Lavrov and Kerry 
resemble an old, squabbling 
married couple, endlessly nagging 
each other but incapable of 
breaking off their relationship 
either.

Arab leaders and diplomats 
watching the strange diplomatic 
dance in Geneva can be forgiven 
for being both bewildered and 
alarmed. US policymakers who 
are so outspoken, so clear and so 
confident about putting Russia 
and China in their place in other 
parts of the world seem indecisive 
and unsure when it comes to 
confronting Syria and Iran.

There is good reason for such 
alarm.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University 
in Moscow and the author of 
Gathering Storm: The Seventh 
Era of American History and the 
Coming Crisis that will Lead to It. 
(Amazon-Kindle, 2015).

Why are US leaders at a loss confronting Syria and Iran?

The US has no credible 
option except 
unfocused air strikes 
to try to roll back the 
ISIS forces in Syria.

Martin Sieff
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Aleppo sacrificed for the sake of next round of talks
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

P 

reparations are under way 
for a mid-May round of Syr-
ian peace talks in Geneva 
under UN auspices. Neither 
side is ready to compro-

mise, however, unless pressured by 
developments on the battlefield. A 
ceasefire would be the result of the 
peace talks and certainly not a pre-
condition, which explains why the 
northern city of Aleppo is being re-
duced to rubble.

Politically, there have been two 
major developments in the Syrian 
war. One is the new constitutional 
draft; second is a basket of ideas 
regarding a political transition, put 
forward in April by UN Envoy Staf-
fan de Mistura. The draft, written 
by lawmakers in Damascus, was 
presented by Russian Foreign Min-
ister Sergei Lavrov to US Secretary 
of State John Kerry in March in Mos-
cow.

It is being studied by Robert Mal-
ley and Alexander Lavrentiev, spe-
cial envoys of the US and Russian 
presidents respectively, and is ex-
pected to see the light by August. 
This deadline was pencilled in by 
Kerry during his latest visit to Mos-
cow and that is also when the Ge-
neva process is scheduled to termi-
nate.

Russia is peddling the new con-
stitution, rejected by Saudi Arabia 
and its Syrian opposition allies, as 

the crux of the “new Syria”. It will 
emphasise “secularism” of the state, 
fitting nicely with the Syrian govern-
ment’s self-portrayal as the secular 
protector of minorities, waging a 
war against al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

The draft deletes Article 3 of the 
current constitution, which has 
been in place since 1920. It says: “Is-
lam is the religion of the president 
of the republic.” This is music to the 
ears of secular groups and Syria’s 
minorities who have argued they 
are first-class citizens and should be 
given their constitutional rights by 
the presidency.

These minorities rallied behind 
the Syrian government after 2011, 
fearing for their future because of 
the leftist Islamification of the Syr-
ian street and the dramatic rise of 
Jabhat al-Nusra and ISIS.

Another amendment would re-
store a clause from the 1950 consti-
tution allowing presidential elec-
tions by parliament rather than by 
popular vote, as has happened since 
the early 1970s.

The suggested change would dis-
qualify at least 5 million Syrians 
living abroad — most of them from 
the opposition — from voting in any 
presidential election, as by law citi-
zens living outside Syria cannot vote 
in parliamentary elections, only 
presidential polls.

It also gives the Ba’ath Party 
enough leverage to influence any 
future election. The Ba’ath, in pow-
er since 1963, controls parliament 
through a vast client network of 
interests, corruption, and services 
— topped with 2.5 million Ba’athists 
who dominate the civil service.

In any election — even those sub-
ject to international monitoring — 
they would get the lion’s share of 
seats and vote for Syrian President 
Bashar Assad if parliament nomi-
nates him. The Ba’ath took 200 of 
the 250 assembly seats in the April 
elections.

The constitutional draft keeps the 
presidential term at seven years and 
says that an incumbent can serve for 
only two consecutive terms. This is 
rejected by the Syrian opposition. 
However, if Moscow gets its way, 

Assad would be able to run for two 
additional terms from whenever 
early elections are called after the 
new constitution goes into effect in 
mid-2017.

The opposition is calling for presi-
dential elections in late 2017, with-
out Assad. Moscow, Tehran and Da-
mascus insist these elections must 
take place as scheduled in 2021. 
Many speculate that the two sides 
will meet halfway and polling will 
occur in 2018-19.

The opposition insists that a Tran-

sitional Government Body (TGB) 
should be formed, as called for dur-
ing the 2012 Geneva I conference, 
vested with full presidential powers 
and ruling instead of Assad.

The Riyadh-backed opposition in-
sists on nothing less, claiming that 
it is willing to give 50% of its seats 
to the pro-regime camp — provided 
Assad steps down beforehand. The 
regime insists the TGB is “not only 
unconstitutional, but also illegal”, 
while the Russians claim that when 
this was agreed four years ago, there 
was no Islamic State and no Russian 
military intervention.

A TGB, they insist, is now a thing 
of the past and suggest instead a 
“cabinet of national unity” signed 
off by Assad that divides seats even-
ly between the regime, its oppo-
nents, and political independents, 
giving ten to each.

De Mistura suggests a third path: 
a six-man “presidential council” 
to rule with full executive powers. 
Headed by Assad, it would include 
two vice-presidents from the oppo-
sition and two from the regime, with 
one independent.

Another option is for Assad to re-
main in office during the transition 
but with three vice-presidents, all 
from the opposition, for military, 
political and financial affairs.

Constitutionally, the vice-pres-
ident would assume control if the 
presidency becomes vacant.

Right now all these suggestions 
are too abstract for either side to 
accept, which explains why Aleppo 
is being devastated in expectations 
that its flames will force both sides 
to meet halfway in Geneva.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015). He 
is a former Carnegie scholar and 
founding chairman of the Damascus 
History Foundation.

Aleppo is being 
devastated in 
expectations that its 
flames will force both 
sides to meet halfway 
in Geneva.

Russia is peddling the 
new constitution as 
the crux of the “new 
Syria”.

People inspect the damage at al-Quds hospital after it was hit by 
air strikes, in a rebel-held area of Syria’s Aleppo, on April 28th.

Syria’s north-east under threat of starvation
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

N 

orth-eastern Syria was 
once considered the 
country’s bread basket 
but the war between the 
region’s Kurds, govern-

ment troops and Islamic State (ISIS), 
combined with the closure of bor-
der crossings with Turkey and Iraq, 
threaten the area with starvation.

Syrian government forces in the 
north-east control only the airport 
in Qamishli, a large city close to the 
Turkish border, and parts of the city 
of Hasakah, the provincial capital to 
the south-west, where they helped 
Kurdish forces repel an ISIS offen-
sive in 2015.

Kurdish forces of the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) and their 
Arab and Christian allies grouped in 
the Syrian Democratic Forces con-
trol much of the rest of the north-
east and key border crossings from 
Turkey and Iraqi Kurdistan. ISIS 
controls the territory around its 
capital Raqqa, to the south-west of 
Hasakah and a section of the Turk-
ish border.

“The Qamishli-Nusaybin crossing 
with Turkey, through which food 
supplies sent via UN agencies used 
to come into the region, was closed 
by Ankara a short time after March 
2011,” said Ali Kawjar, who lives in 
rural Hasakah.

“Also, disputes between the gov-
ernment of Iraq’s autonomous 
Kurdistan and Kurdish militias in 
Syria led to the closure of the Simal-
ka crossing between Iraq and Syria 
in April. Now the region’s 2 million 

residents are at the mercy of ISIS be-
cause the only crossing still working 
is the one between Raqqa and Ha-
sakah.”

That allows ISIS to keep a stran-
glehold on food and other perish-
able goods coming into the north-
east. The extremist group imposes 
taxes on supplies passing through 
or leaving its territory.

ISIS imposes a 25% charge on each 
truck, sources close to the organisa-
tion told The Arab Weekly. Usually, 
the charge is paid in cash. Kurd-
ish militias also force large trucks 
to empty their loads into smaller 
trucks before approaching check-
points because large trucks have 
been used in bombings.

With international aid unable to 
reach the region, food prices in the 
north-east have increased several 
fold compared to elsewhere in Syr-
ia, especially the parts controlled by 
President Bashar Assad.

“A truck bringing vegetables from 
Tartus in the west to Hasakah, for 
example, needs to pay 1.5 (million) 
to 2 million pounds ($6,850-$9,100) 
to government troops and ISIS fight-
ers,” a truck driver, who asked for 
anonymity, told The Arab Weekly. 
“Also, waiting for hours at check-
points can spoil the truckload. So 
wholesalers are finding it pointless 
to send supplies to the north-east.”

A kilogram of tomatoes sells for 
800 Syrian pounds ($3.65) in Kurd-
ish-controlled Tal Abyad on the 
Turkish border, compared to 100 
pounds in Damascus.

Hasakah, under the control of 
pro-regime troops and Kurdish 
fighters, has been suffering a severe 
shortage in food supplies since the 
middle of April.

“An employee’s pay is no longer 
sufficient to buy food,” said Nizar 
Ahmad in the city of Hasakah. “A 
five-member family now needs 
250,000 pounds ($1,140) a month 
to buy food. My salary is 27,000 
pounds, so how can I manage?”

Things seem likely to worsen 

with the recent collapse of the Syr-
ian pound against the US dollar. The 
black market exchange rate was 625 
pounds to the dollar in early May, 
compared to 48 pounds before the 
war started in March 2011.

“The north-east fed almost every 
Syrian in peacetime,” said Moham-
mad Abu Moussa, an engineer. “It is 
a pity that the region is now on the 
brink of starvation. Low rainfall this 
winter has added to the region’s ills 
and now people rely on yogurt and 
crushed wheat to survive,” he said, 
estimating that agricultural produc-
tion had shrunk in Hasakah and 
Raqqa by about 70% in the last five 
years.

“Now a kilogram of sugar sells 
for 1,000 pounds ($4.50) in a region 
where sugar is heavily consumed. 
If the price drops by 200 pounds, 
people would still find it highly 
unaffordable because the higher 
prices of agricultural materials and 
spare parts for agricultural machin-
ery have forced most farms to shut 
down.”

The official responsible for agri-
culture in the Kurdish administra-
tion in north-east Syria, Abdel Sat-
tar Majid, denounced the closure of 
Simalka crossing with Iraqi Kurdis-
tan, calling for it to be immediately 
reopened.

“I condemn in the strongest terms 

the closure since March 16th of the 
border crossing… a matter that has 
painfully affected the inhabitants in 
Rojava Syria,” Majid said in a state-
ment, referring to the mainly Kurd-
ish parts of Syria.

“The authorities (in Iraqi Kurd-
istan) should review this measure, 
and avoid mixing humanitarian is-
sues with political disputes. It is in 
the Kurds’ interests to have good 
political, economic and agricultural 
relations.”

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

Women carry their belongings as they flee clashes near Qamishli city, Syria, last April.
Developments allowed 
ISIS to keep a 
stranglehold on goods 
coming into the north-
east.
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ordan revised laws and parts 
of its constitution to enact 
reforms that would ultimate-
ly see the monarchy take 
a back seat. A resuscitated 

legislature would act as a watchdog 
to a parliamentary-picked prime 
minister, whose cabinet would run 
daily affairs of the country.

It may take a few years before 
King Abdullah II or his eldest son 
and heir, Prince Hussein, surren-
der most of their power to the leg-
islature. Abdullah once said that, 
although he would eventually step 
aside, he plans to retain the defence 
and foreign affairs portfolios under 
royal domain.

Much of the legwork for the 
broader power-sharing future plan 
has been taking place over the past 
five years, underlining Abdullah’s 
commitment to reforms he prom-
ised to transform Jordan’s absolute 
monarchy into a constitutional 
kingdom with a parliamentary sys-
tem of government.

Most significantly, several laws 
and nearly half of the constitu-
tion have been rewritten to allow 
for electing a prime minister from 
a parliamentary majority, rescind-
ing the king’s privileged role of ap-
pointing the premier. Elections are 
expected late this year or in early 
2017.

Other changes include limit-
ing the king’s powers to postpone 
parliamentary elections, dissolve 
the legislature and rule by decree, 
keep a cabinet in office or reappoint 
prime ministers dismissed by par-
liament.

“Having an elected prime minis-
ter in office means effectively the 
start of the new system of power-
sharing,” said one-time prime min-
ister and former Senate speaker 
Taher Masri. “The fact that the king 
is willing to do so underlines his 

longstanding commitment to re-
forms and shows that our constitu-
tional monarchy is maturing.”

In November 2010, people took to 
the streets in northern Jordan, de-
manding an end to the nearly free 
hand given to Jordanian security 
services, especially in the arrests of 
activists.

At the outset of the revolution in 
Egypt in January 2011, Jordanians 
poured into the streets demanding 
more public say in decision-mak-
ing. However, no calls were made 
to oust the king.

Weathering the fallout of the 
“Arab spring” uprisings, Abdullah 
pressed ahead with reforms on im-
mediate and longer-term tracks.

The immediate path saw less po-
lice visibility on the street, allowed 
a new prime minister with a reputa-
tion of being an “honest and clean” 
politician to take office, permitted 
the introduction of more transpar-
ent laws and the state became more 
tolerant to public criticism, remov-
ing restrictions on public gatherings 
and allowing impromptu protests.

Critics, however, rebuked the 
slow pace of reforms, accusing the 
king of back-pedalling.

“So far, the changes are cosmetic 
and we have not felt any tangi-
ble results,” said Hamza Mansour, 
leader of the Islamic Action Front, 
Jordan’s most organised political 
opposition and the political arm of 
the dissolved Muslim Brotherhood.

That is exactly what Jordanian 
officials argue: that the long-term 
plan of a constitutional monarchy 
is still way ahead but that prepa-
rations have started for taking the 
process one step at a time to reach 
that goal.

“The changes in the laws and the 
constitution require time to be pre-
pared and enacted,” Information 
Minister Mohammed Momani said.

“A home-grown democracy with 
a shared system of power can’t hap-
pen overnight. It’s a process that 
takes time to be initiated and to 
take hold.”

Officials admit that regional up-

heavals may have slowed the pace 
of reform.

Wars in neighbouring Syria and 
Iraq sent hundreds of thousands 
of refugees to Jordan, straining its 
resources and pushing the coun-
try’s moribund economy into near-
bankruptcy.

The rise of Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants in Iraq and Syria and their 
menace to Jordan’s stability and 
domestic security also affected the 
enactment of reforms.

In April, a set of constitutional 
amendments, the fourth since 2011, 
caused a stir, with sceptics dismiss-
ing the king’s reform plan altogeth-
er as “political manoeuvring”.

The amendments defined the re-
sponsibilities the king would retain, 
including “individually” appoint-
ing his crown prince, or regent, the 
Senate speaker and members, the 
head and members of the Consti-
tutional Court and president of the 
Higher Judicial Council, the army’s 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, the General Intelligence De-
partment director and the Gendar-
merie chief.

Former prime minister Faisal 
Fayez said the king retained the 
prerogative to appoint top judicial 
and security positions to “keep 
such key sovereign posts from be-
ing politicised”.

“All we care for is the well-being 
and continued stability of the coun-
try and the success of this process”, 
said an official, speaking to The 
Arab Weekly on condition of ano-
nymity because of the sensitivity of 
his information.

Still, many challenges remain. 
One involves overhauling a multi-
party system, which was revived in 
1992 after a several-decade ban but 
lacks maturity. Jordan has 33 splin-
tered political parties with out-
dated ideologies, such as Marxism 
inspired from the collapsed Soviet 
Union and a Ba’ath-like party now 
disbanded in Iraq and fading in Syr-
ia, that died out elsewhere.

The king said a more viable sys-
tem would have the parties merge 
into two or three mainstream politi-
cal groups with clear national agen-
das and which can field candidates 
and compete in elections.

Voting has often depended on 
family connections and tribal affili-
ation, producing docile legislatures 
with conservatives pushing against 
updating laws. At one point, Jor-
dan’s king and queen fought an 
uphill battle in parliament to in-
troduce a stronger punishment 
for men who kill female relatives 
in “honour killings”. The king and 
queen tried to make the punish-
ment on par with premeditated 
murders but lawmakers argued that 
a harsher punishment encouraged 
women to commit vice.

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.

Jordan tries balancing act introducing reform
Jamal J. Halaby

Jordan’s King Abdullah II (C) reviews an honour guard, last January.

Officials admit that 
regional upheavals 
may have slowed the 
pace of reform.

Elections are expected 
late this year or in 
early 2017.

News & Analysis Jordan

Jordan pins hopes on Gulf Arab aid as changes loom

W
hile political 
parlours in 
Amman are 
abuzz with 
names of likely 
departing 

government figures and their 
replacements, the attention of 
most Jordanian citizens is focused 
on surviving the day and improv-
ing their living conditions.

The expected changes follow a 
breakthrough in relations between 
Jordan and Saudi Arabia. The 
countries signed a protocol for the 
creation of an investment fund that 
will channel Saudi capital to Jorda-
nian priority economic sectors.

More than 95% of Jordanians 
support the objective and, as 
revealed by previous surveys, have 
shown a strong desire to join the 
Gulf region’s club of rich kingdoms. 
Recently, however, Jordanians, 
including some top officials, 
expressed frustration and disap-
pointment with the Gulf countries’ 
assistance to Jordan compared to 
their generous aid to other Arab 
countries, such as Egypt.

The complaints became louder 

following King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud’s April visit to 
Egypt. A number of agreements 
between Egypt and Saudi Arabia — 
worth a total of $25 billion — were 
signed in addition to a deal on a 
trans-Red Sea bridge project that 
would link Egypt and Saudi Arabia. 
Cairo also returned the islands of 
Tiran and Sanafir to Saudi Arabia.

Four days later, Saudi Minister of 
Defence Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz went to 
Aqaba where he met with King Ab-
dullah II. He gave assurances to the 
Hashemite king about maintain-
ing and nurturing strong relations 
between the two countries.

The meeting was a follow-up to 
Abdullah’s official visit to Riyadh 

on April 27th, when he was warmly 
welcomed. A number of bilateral 
agreements, perhaps the most 
important of which set up the in-
vestment fund, were signed during 
the visit.

Some former top government 
officials recently warned of a loom-
ing economic bankruptcy. The ratio 
of public debt to the gross domestic 
product in Jordan is 95%. The gov-
ernment’s public deficit continues 
to grow and trade in Jordan has 
suffered since the closing of the 
borders with Syria and Iraq.

Previous economic reforms failed 
to solve the problems of unemploy-
ment and poverty. The situation 
has been made worse by the pres-
ence of 1.3 million Syrian refugees 

in Jordan.
Amman considers its relations 

with Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates as the life-saving 
buoys that will keep the country 
afloat in a catastrophic economic 
storm. It is for this reason that 
Jordanian diplomacy spared no 
effort in plugging breaches in the 
kingdom’s relations with the Gulf 
countries.

A sudden decision to recall 
Jordan’s ambassador to Tehran was 
taken in protest against Iran’s ag-
gressive policies towards them. The 
crackdown on the Muslim Brother-
hood in Jordan and sealing off its 
offices are believed to be in keeping 
with the kingdom’s policy of rap-
prochement with the Gulf nations.

Observers in Amman say Jordan 
is in dire need to address its eco-
nomic crisis, particularly in light 
of predictions about the spread 
of extremist thought, which is 
widespread in Jordanian society. 
The country is running the risk of 
becoming an incubator for terrorist 
groups.

It seems decision-makers in the 
country are fully cognizant of the 
risk to Jordan’s security and stabil-
ity. Official sources said Jordan’s 
international allies — the United 
States and the European Union — as 
well as its regional allies — Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf countries — un-
derstand and accept the kingdom’s 
point of view.

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

Oraib 
al-Rantawi

View point
Jordanians, 
including
 some top 
officials, 
expressed 
frustration 
and disap-
pointment 
with the Gulf 
countries’ 
assistance.

The complaints became 
louder following King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud’s April visit to Egypt.

A general view of the downtown area of the Jordanian capital Amman
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Beirut

I 

t was a low-profile hostage 
case being dealt with in utter 
confidentiality until online 
footage was released by the 
kidnappers of Tunisian hu-

manitarian worker Nourane Houas 
in which the employee of the In-
ternational Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) in Yemen appealed to 
her employer and governments to 
help free her.

The ICRC, which has been oper-
ating in Yemen for more than 50 
years, has been tight-lipped since 
Houas was abducted December 1st 
as she was leaving her home for 
work in Sana’a. A Yemeni man who 
had kidnapped with her was later 
released.

After confirming that the woman 
clad in a black veil who appeared 
in the May 6th footage was Houas, 
the ICRC requested the media re-
frain from sharing the video “out 
of respect and consideration for 
Nourane’s family and loved ones”.

“We would like to refrain from 
answering to any question in re-
lation to the video, the potential 
identity of abductors or the mes-
sages put forward. The ICRC is do-
ing its best to secure her release 
through its contact network, but 
we cannot discuss any details pub-
licly or enter into speculations,” 
ICRC spokeswoman in Sana’a Rima 
Kamal, said.

In the 39-second video, shared on 

Yemeni news sites, Houas pleads in 
French for Yemeni President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi and French 
President François Hollande to as-
sist her.

Kamal stressed that since 
Houas’s abduction the ICRC has 
mobilised all channels possible to 
secure her release.

“Over the past five months, we 
have certainly had some leads,” Ka-
mal had said earlier. “We are, how-
ever, unable to share or elaborate 
on these leads publicly due to the 
sensitivity of any abduction case. 
What matters now is Nourane’s 
safe return to her family as soon as 
possible.”

It is usual in hostage-taking 
cases to keep efforts for securing 
the release of victims under the 
radar, whether the efforts are un-

dertaken by governments or non-
governmental organisations, out 
of concern that publicity would 
jeopardise chances of liberation. 
The media are also often used or 
manipulated by kidnappers to put 
pressure on the negotiations and 
push for their demands to be met.

Sana’a has been controlled for 
the past year-and-a-half by the 
Houthi rebel militia, an Iran-allied 
group. The capture of Sana’a by 
the Houthis provoked armed in-
tervention by a Saudi-led Arab al-
liance that has been waging an air 
campaign against the Houthis and 
allied soldiers loyal to former presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh.

Kidnappings of foreigners in 
Yemen are far from new but in the 
present state of anarchy and law-
lessness in a country where the 

majority of the people, not fighters 
only, are armed, kidnappings, es-
pecially for ransom, have been on 
the rise.

Since 2011, kidnapping a foreign-
er has become one of the most lu-
crative cash cows. Armed criminals 
kidnap foreigners and often sell 
them to al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula. No longer motivated by 
lingering issues with the govern-
ment, kidnappers have money in 
mind.

Tunisian journalist and expert 
on armed groups Nizar Makni ar-
gues that Houas is likely being held 
hostage by an armed gang looking 
for ransom money, rather than a 
jihadist group with an ideological 
purpose.

“The Tunisian hostage has re-
peatedly said the word ‘legitimate’ 
Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi in her plea as she read 
from the paper she was holding. 
This carries a clear message from 
the kidnappers that they are loyal-
ist to the exiled president,” Makni 
was quoted as saying in comments 
published on Tunisian website Ha-
kaekonline.

He said, in addition to being a 
holder of dual Tunisian-French na-
tionality, Houas sought the assis-
tance of Paris because it has much 
experience in negotiating the re-
lease of French hostages held by 
armed militias.

Operating in conflict zones is 
becoming more dangerous for hu-
manitarian workers. Respect for 
humanitarian workers seems to 
have declined as well as the com-

mitment to ensure their safety. 
The increasing number of attacks 
against humanitarian workers 
seems testimony to that.

The ICRC has suffered several se-
curity incidents in Yemen over the 
past year. In addition to Houas’s 
abduction, the organisation had its 
offices in Aden attacked and two 
of its local staff members killed. 
Houas was active in “Protection”, 
the organisation’s department re-
sponsible for visiting prisoners and 
detainees to monitor living con-
ditions and ensure that they are 
treated with humanity and dignity.

The conflict in Yemen has forced 
more than 2 million people to flee 
their homes and claimed more 
than 6,000 lives since March 2015. 
More than 30,000 people, includ-
ing women and children, have 
been wounded. With the country 
already suffering from decades of 
conflict and under-development, 
its communities are ill-equipped 
to handle the magnitude of needs 
that necessitate the presence and 
intervention of humanitarian or-
ganisations such as the ICRC.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Tunisian hostage case in Yemen kept under radar
Samar Kadi

“Over the past five 
months, we have 
certainly had some 
leads.”

ICRC spokeswoman in 
Sana’a Rima Kamal

Nourane Houas

News & Analysis Yemen

Sana’a

T 

he deployment of US 
special operations troops 
to southern Yemen was 
eyed with suspicion by 
both sides in the coun-

try’s war.
Opponents of the Iran-backed 

Houthis and their allied forces loyal 
to former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh argue that US forces in Yemen 
would serve the rebels, who, on 
their part, say the Americans are a 
backup for the Arab alliance fight-
ing in support of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

Adnan al-Odaini, a senior mem-
ber of the anti-Houthi Islamic Re-
form Party maintained that the 
return of US troops to Yemen will 
serve the Houthis and Saleh’s fol-
lowers by providing them with a 
pretext to perpetuate their rebel-
lion.

Odaini said Washington has been 
acting in favour of the Houthis in 
many instances. “One, America was 
the first to oppose the designation 
of the Houthis as a terrorist group, 
though they do raise the slogan of 
‘Death to America’,” he said.

“Second, Washington was the 
one that forced the Yemeni govern-
ment and Saudi Arabia to stop fight-
ing against the Houthis in the ear-
lier wars (in the northern province 
of Saada) and ordered the handover 

of the garrisons and state weapons 
to the Houthis through the traitor 
Saleh and his loyalist officers.”

Houthi leader Abdelmalik al-Ajri 
contended that the US involvement 
coincided with a surge in al-Qaeda 
attacks. “They wanted to have forc-
es in al-Anad base (south Yemen) 
in addition to the bases they have 
in Saudi Arabia and Djibouti, to 
launch ground operations such as 
the ones that occurred in Lahj and 
Shabwa,” he said.

“Under the banner of helping 
Yemeni forces combating terror-
ism, the Americans have slowly 
revealed that their real wish is to 
have a military presence in more 
than one Yemeni region, after their 
ambassador had taken the reins of 
political decision in the country.”

The Pentagon, on May 6th, said 
it sent a special operations team to 
Yemen to work with Arab military 
forces battling to push al-Qaeda 
militants out of areas captured 
during the country’s civil war. US 
commandos were deployed to Mu-
kalla, after Yemeni and Saudi-led 
coalition troops retook the strategic 
seaport, which was under al-Qaeda 
control for a year.

A US military presence in Yemen 
is not new but it has been renewed 
to support the Hadi government, 
said Abdel Salam Mohamad, head 
of Aba’d Centre for Strategic Stud-
ies in Sana’a.

“It is common knowledge that 
US advisers and special forces are 
there since Saleh’s days as part of 
the programme for combating ter-
rorism,” he said. “The difference 
now is that they have returned in 
cooperation with the UAE, whose 
troops are effectively in control of 
al-Anad base.”

The Pentagon previously had 
more than 100 special operations 

forces advising the army in Yemen 
but withdrew them in early 2015 as 
the country slid into an all-out war.

The latest US deployment cast 
a shadow on UN-sponsored peace 
negotiations in Kuwait, where the 
delegation grouping the Houthis 
and Saleh’s party cautioned that 
such developments could jeopard-
ise the talks and a peaceful solution 
to the conflict.

Mohamad Abdel Salam, head of 
the Houthi delegation, was quoted 
as saying: “The violation of Yemeni 
sovereignty by foreign forces will 
scuttle negotiations.”

Pro-Houthi political analyst Za-
karia Monser sees the US deploy-
ment as an alternative to Saudi 
involvement. “Since April 8th, Ri-
yadh has been overconfident that 
the Yemenis would stick to peace-
ful negotiations regardless of the 
cost,” he said. “However, almost a 
month has passed since the start of 

the talks in Kuwait and the cease-
fire remains extremely volatile. We 
can safely say that it has collapsed 
and it is only a matter of time before 
the death of talks and the truce is 
announced officially.”

He said the Hadi government, 
which relies on the support of the 
Arab alliance in fighting the Hou-
this, had no plausible reaction to 
the US move.

But Mohamad said: “There is a 
clear manipulation of the Ameri-
can deployment by the Houthis 
especially in the Kuwait talks. The 
Houthis are trying to score points 

but they have no genuine demands 
to end the American presence be-
cause they regard the Americans as 
neutral towards them, unlike the 
Arab Alliance.”

Combating al-Qaeda in Yemen 
provided an opportunity for the 
United States to return to an area 
where regional conflicts are tightly 
linked to the US-Russian race for in-
fluence on the Middle East, accord-
ing to Mohamad.

“The return to al-Anad base coin-
cided with the establishment of an 
American base in the Kurdish area 
in Syria,” he said, “but I believe that 
the Yemen issue will remain a Gulf 
issue par excellence, minimising the 
possibility of a Russian-American 
competition.”

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

US special 
forces return to 
Yemen, motives 
questioned
Mohamad Abul-Qassem

Young demonstrators protest the recent deployment of US special forces to Yemen, outside the UN 
offices in Sana’a, on May 12th.

The deployment of US 
special operations 
troops to southern 
Yemen was eyed with 
suspicion by both 
sides in the country’s 
war.

The Pentagon, on May 
6th, said it sent a 
special operations 
team to Yemen to work 
with Arab military 
forces battling to push 
al-Qaeda militants.



11May 15, 2016

Tunis

T 

unisian Prime Minister 
Habib Essid, among the 
first top foreign officials 
to visit Libya since the 
neighbouring country 

plunged into chaos five years ago, 
met his Libyan counterpart, Faiez 
al-Sarraj, on May 6th.

The whirlwind visit underlined 
Tunisia’s eagerness to see the sta-
bilisation of Libya help Tunis fight 
jihadists and solve its social and 
economic woes.

Essid, accompanied by Tunisian 
Foreign Minister Khemaies Jhi-
naoui, was preceded by Algerian 
Deputy Foreign Minister Abdelkad-
er Messahel and several European 
officials who travelled to Tripoli 
over recent weeks to display sup-
port for Sarraj’s unity government 
as the legitimate power in Libya in 
the eyes of the international com-
munity.

As the diplomats gathered, forces 
in western Libya prepared to ad-
vance on Sirte, seized by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in 2015. The fight-
ers, based in Misrata, would like 
international logistical support to 
help retake the city, they have said. 
There is fear the situation could de-
velop into civil war.

That might have prompted neigh-
bouring and European countries 
to plan a forthcoming meeting of 
top diplomats in Vienna to ponder 
ways to back the Sarraj government

Essid and Sarraj have agreed to 
broaden security coordination to 
fight terrorism and smuggling and 
to better control the border, Essid’s 
office said.

Sarraj also met with Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi in Tu-
nis on May 11th and they pledged 
to fight terrorism together and 
strengthen strategic ties.

Tunisia sees Libya as a domestic 
issue as thousands of Tunisian ji-
hadists joined ISIS and other jihad-
ist groups in Libya — constituting a 
continuing threat to the country.

On May 11th, four members of 
the government security forces 
and three suspected jihadists 
were killed during security opera-
tions on the outskirts of Tunis and 
in the southern border region of 
Tataouine, the Interior Ministry 
said.

The operations showed that Tu-
nisia’s security forces were increas-
ingly adopting a “pre-emptive” 
strategy against jihadists after being 
forced to ward off attacks because 
they lacked intelligence following 
the dismantlement of key intelli-
gence services after the ouster of 
president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 
2011.

Police disrupted a jihadist cell 
in Mnihla near Tunis, on May 11th. 
Cell members were allegedly plan-

ning attacks in the capital. Authori-
ties obtained information from de-
tained jihadists about another cell 
in Tataouine, where national guards 
moved in swiftly to dismantle it.

The operations came in a stark 
contrast to the March 6th jihadist 
attack on Ben Guerdane in which 
about 100 fighters stormed the gar-
rison town, attacking army and po-
lice posts.

Three days later, at least 36 mili-
tants were dead, along with 12 sol-

diers and seven civilians, in an as-
sault authorities described as an 
attempt by the ISIS to carve out an 
emirate in Tunisia.

Sources close to the Tunisian in-
telligence services say the gunmen 
in Tataouine were ISIS fighters who 
had survived the Ben Guerdane bat-
tle.

Many of the Ben Guerdane’s pop-
ulation which had overwhelmingly 
rallied behind government forces 
battling the jihadists in March, 
clashed on May 10th-11th with po-
lice and national guards to protest 
the closure of Ras Jedir border out-
post. The clashes underlined the 
vulnerability of Tunisia’s social and 
security situation.

The border had been closed by 
Libyan militiamen backing Sarraj in 
Tripoli but not taking orders direct-
ly from his government.

Protest leaders in Ben Guerdane, 
backed by the country’s main trade 
union, vowed to occupy the outpost 
if the government failed to open it 
and allow free flow of trade.

Tolerated smuggling of goods 
provides the main source of rev-
enues for much of the population in 
the region.

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

Tunis sends message of support to Sarraj
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Essid (L) and Libyan Prime 
Minister of the UN-backed unity government Faiez al-Sarraj give a 
joint news conference in Tripoli, on May 6th.

Essid and Sarraj have 
agreed to broaden 
security coordination 
to fight terrorism and 
smuggling.
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Casablanca

M 

orocco’s King Mo-
hammed VI paid a 
two-day state visit to 
China as part of his 
strategy to expanding 

his country’s portfolio of strategic 
allies.

The China visit May 11th-12th fol-
lowed visits by the king to Russia 
and Arab Gulf countries.

The Moroccan monarch, accom-
panied by advisers and ministers, 
sought to bolster economic and po-
litical ties with Beijing, the world’s 
second largest economy and third 
largest military power.

Morocco and China, which es-
tablished diplomatic ties in 1958, 
signed a series of bilateral agree-
ments, including a strategic part-
nership based on mutual respect, 
equality and interests, during cere-
monies that included Chinese Pres-
ident Xi Jinping and the Moroccan 
monarch.

“Building a strategic partner-
ship is a milestone in the develop-
ment of bilateral ties. China has 
always attached an importance to 
Sino-Moroccan relations and sees 
Morocco as an important regional 
partner. The bilateral ties will come 
to a new starting point after the es-
tablishment of this strategic part-
nership,” Xi said.

“The strategic partnership will 
be a turning point for Morocco’s 
development. Morocco is willing to 
enhance cooperation with China in 
various fields,” said King Moham-
med VI.

He announced that Chinese trav-
ellers would be exempt from entry 
visas to Morocco as of June 1st, a 
bid by Morocco to attract investors 
and tourists.

Trade volume between the two 
countries reached about $3.43 bil-
lion in 2015, making China Moroc-
co’s fourth largest trading partner. 
However, the North African coun-
try seeks to reduce a large deficit in 
trade balance by luring more Chi-
nese direct investment.

Chinese investments through 

companies established in Morocco 
amount to $200 million. These 
firms mainly operate in the infor-
mation technology and telecom-
munications sectors. They are also 
involved in fisheries, through the 
China National Fisheries Corpora-
tion joint venture, and in the infra-
structure sector, such as building 
roads.

Morocco’s stronger partnership 
with China is a sign that the North 
African kingdom is seeking politi-
cal and economic partners far from 
its traditional markets, which had 
been mainly the European Union.

“The biggest achievement of the 
king’s state visit is the establish-
ment of the strategic partnership 
between the two countries. It lays 
a solid foundation for a smooth co-
operation in various fields between 
China and Morocco for a consider-
ably long period of time,” said Chi-
nese Vice-Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs Zhang Ming.

China has emerged as Africa’s 
largest trading partner, competing 
with the European Union. Chinese 
overseas direct investments in the 
continent reached $26 billion in 
2013, the most recent year of which 

data are available. The Export-Im-
port Bank of China has pledged $1 
trillion to Africa in the coming dec-
ade.

“Moroccans do not want the 
made in China, already entrenched 
in their economies, but made by 
China in Morocco,” said Meryem 
Bensalah Chaqroun, president of 
the General Confederation of En-
terprises of Morocco, during the 
China-Africa Summit of Entrepre-
neurs last November in Marrakech.

Morocco has the potential to lure 
more of China’s industrial compa-
nies to set up business in the coun-

try, offering a competitively young 
workforce and a strategic location 
as a gateway to both Europe and 
Africa.

The Moroccan king noted the 
strategic partnership would inject 
new vitality into the two countries’ 
relations.

“Morocco is willing to be an im-
portant cooperative partner of 
China in Africa and among the Arab 
states,” said the king.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Morocco establishes ‘strategic partnership’ with China
Saad Guerraoui

China’s President Xi Jinping (R) and Moroccan King Mohammed VI shake hands after signing documents during a ceremony at the Great 
Hall of the People in Beijing, on May 11th.

King Mohammed VI 
announced that the 
Chinese will be exempt 
from entry visas to 
Morocco as of June 1st.
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The beginning and the end of today’s Middle East

Sykes-Picot centennial
A century after Sykes-Picot, it’s Sykes-Picot: The Arab version

E
xactly 100 years 
ago, the Asia 
Minor agreement 
— better known 
by the names of 
its architects, 
Mark Sykes and 
François 
Georges-Picot 

— gave many of the countries of 
the modern Middle East their 
present form and shape.

It marked the frontiers between 
Syria and British Mandate 
Palestine on one front, and the 
newly created State of Greater 
Lebanon on another. Another 
border was drawn up with 
the newly created Emirate of 
Transjordan in April 1921.

Arab nationalists have always 
argued that had the Arabs 
remained united and strong in 
one country, Western colonialism 
would not have robbed their 
riches and Israel would not have 
been created in their midst in 
1948. Sykes-Picot was a perfect 
scapegoat for the Arabs, tailor-
made to explain an entire century 
of failed states and policies.

It is true that even if the Arab 
masses had wanted to prevent 
the ills of Sykes-Picot, they were 

too weak to do so. A closer look 
reveals the implicit complicity of 
Arab leaders — from World War I to 
the present — to work within the 
Sykes-Picot boundaries, perhaps 
unintentionally giving them de 
facto legitimacy.

Sykes-Picot, after all, followed 
by the occupation of Palestine, 
gave Arab generals all the 
reason they needed to rule by 
the sword and to spend billions 
of dollars on armaments rather 
than universities and science. 
Sykes-Picot gave them the logic to 
survive and the reason to rule with 
an iron grip.

None of these powerful leaders 
did anything concrete to challenge 
Sykes-Picot. The presidents and 
kings of the Levant, for all their 
rivalries, sects and confessions, 
were more than willing to rule 
“artificial countries”.

Today, those borders are 
collapsing because both the 
leaders and their subjects are once 
again ready and willing to live 
within their mini-states in what 
is popularly being called “Sykes-
Picot 2016”.

The 1916 version gave Syria and 
Lebanon to France and Palestine 
and Iraq to Britain. In Lebanon, 

powerful Christian Maronites 
rejoiced, as they were given the 
upper hand in the new state. 
Muslims were upset, originally 
preferring to remain part of Syria. 
But not for long.

Soon they, too, were totally 
absorbed within the new border, 
more concerned with the number 
of parliamentary and government 
seats they were getting and the 
fact that the presidency went to a 
Maronite, than with the concept of 
European partition.

The French carved Syria into 
mini-states in Damascus, Aleppo, 
the Alawite Mountains and the 
Druze mountains. Damascenes 
were furious; not because 
Aleppo now had its own flag and 
government but because their 
local economy was ruined by 
border taxes and tariffs imposed 
on exported goods from Damascus 
to the ports of Haifa and Beirut.

When Faisal I was made king of 
Iraq in August 1921, he wrote to a 
friend: “There is no Iraqi nation 
but groups of people without any 
idea of nationhood and patriotism 
or sense of belonging and 
allegiance to the homeland.”

He added: “These groups have 
embraced tribal, traditional and 
religious superstitions, and they 
have nothing to cement them 
together. They listen to the worst 
of rumours and they like anarchy.”

It was dictator Saddam 
Hussein’s sword, rather than 
Iraqi nationalism, that kept them 
united from the late 1970s until 
2003.

For the last five years, the 
region’s people have been 
sleepwalking towards further 
partition of their war-torn 
homelands and far more 
aggressively than anything Sykes 
and Picot could have imagined. 
Perhaps because of habit, they are 
still blaming their misfortunes on 
the West.

Just a few years ago, any talk 
of partition or federalism was 
taboo in the Middle East. On the 
Syrian battlefield, for example, 
neither side was willing to 
settle for anything less than 
full and unconditional control 
of metropolitan Syria, with 
Damascus as its capital.

That has slowly been changing. 
Behind closed doors, both camps 
admit that a full-scale military 
victory is impossible, as is piecing 

together a land shattered by five 
years of war. Instead of pushing 
for wider Arab unity or a more 
cohesive Syrian Republic, some 
Syrians are sinking into medieval 
subnational and ethnic loyalties, 
calling for breakaway states that 
once again challenge Syria’s 
borders, although this time in 
reverse.

A Kurdish enclave is being 
carved out of north-eastern Syria, 
sending shivers down the spine of 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan. A Saudi-backed Sunni 
enclave is emerging in the Syrian 
and Iraqi deserts, encompassing 
Mosul, Ramadi, Deir ez-Zor and 
Raqqa, aimed at amputating Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions. A third 
entity is emerging along Syria’s 
coast, parts of central Syria and 
Damascus proper, now part of 
Russia’s Levant fiefdom.

This time there are no French 
and British diplomats meeting 
secretly in London to carve out 
these borders. The engineers now 
are Syrian and Iraqi citizens, who 
are, of course, being nudged or, 
at best encouraged, by foreign 
powers.

As Faisal said, they still give 
their ears to rumours, and 
seemingly, still prefer anarchy. 
They do not want to live in one 
entity any more and have jumped 
on the “Arab spring” to define 
their new mini-kingdoms.

It is Sykes-Picot all over again 
but with no Sykes and no Picot.

T
he month of May 
brought the 
anniversaries of 
two events that 
ushered in and 
helped define 
the current 
history of the 
Middle East. The 

first is the 100th anniversary of 
the Sykes-Picot agreement, the 
secret deal between Britain and 
France dividing their spheres of 
influence in the Middle East after 
World War I. The second is the 
fifth anniversary of the killing of 
Osama bin Laden by US Navy 
SEALs in his compound in 
Abbottabad, Pakistan.

The alleged demise of Sykes-
Picot has been the grist for 
speculation by pundits and 
analysts since the Islamic State 
(ISIS) declared it dead as a by-
product of its caliphate. The 
remaking of the Arab world on 
the ashes of the great powers 
solution to governing the remains 

of the Ottoman 
empire, itself the 
last caliphate, 
is the first step, 
according to ISIS, 
of re-establishing 
the global Islamic 
empire.

It is more than 
a dotted line that 
connects Sykes-Picot 

with bin Laden, the first general 
emir of al-Qaeda, as his extremist 
message was defined in large 
part to be a death sentence on 
Western influence in the Arab and 
Muslim worlds. Although there 
are numerous comparisons that 
delineate differences between the 
two, ISIS and al-Qaeda have been 
the catalysts for challenging the 
Sykes-Picot order that remains 
in place in most regimes in the 
region, however tenuously.

Sykes-Picot concerned itself 
with the remnants of the 
Ottoman empire in the eastern 
Mediterranean, today’s cauldron 
of instability, inhumanity and 
conflict in the region. Syria, 
Iraq, Lebanon, the Palestinian 
territories, Jordan and Israel, as 
well as Turkey and Iran, cannot 
avoid the implications of jihad 
waged against the West. And while 
the arbitrary borders of these 
countries remain intact for now, 
cross-border violence is a constant 
reminder of the fragile nature of 
countries built on concepts not 
rooted in the region.

Under Sykes-Picot, authoritarian 
regimes replaced colonial 
administrations, which had 
established order based on 
selective support for existing 
and emerging elites benefiting 
from the distributive largesse of 
the Western powers. One critical 
by-product of that regime, in 

many ways echoing the Ottoman 
millet system based on Quranic 
concepts of dhimma, was the co-
existence of minorities — large and 
small — within the countries of the 
region. This fluctuating sense of 
tolerance, and some would claim 
exploitation, has been erased by 
ISIS and al-Qaeda, which both 
promote sectarian violence as part 
of their creeds.

Although based in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, al-Qaeda brutally 
brought the message of its latest 
version of Middle East history to 
the West through attacks in the 
United Kingdom, Spain and the 
United States. The acts on 9/11 led 
the United States into a war against 
the Taliban in Afghanistan in 
pursuit of bin Laden, and the rest 
is, until the rise of ISIS, the latest 
instalment in the rewriting of the 
region’s history.

Among the casualties of this 
latest shift in the history of the 
Middle East is the treatment of 
Christian, Muslim and other 
minorities that has led to revulsion 
even among Sunni adherents of 
al-Qaeda and ISIS who previously 
counted the persecuted as 
neighbours and compatriots. 
Despite the stability and even 
orderliness that has been bestowed 
upon those villages and towns that 
have accepted ISIS’s governance, 
daily life has an Orwellian shadow 
hanging in the air that reduces 

life to a series of strictures. 
Compliance is an obligation, not a 
choice.

The other casualty of the rise 
and fall of Sykes-Picot and perhaps 
more dominant is the inability to 
equitably resolve the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. Even bin Laden 
realised the potency of this cause, 
adding it to the bucket list of 
al-Qaeda causes. Palestine is also 
featured on ISIS’s list of the West’s 
offences against the Arab and 
Muslim worlds. Sykes-Picot once 
again is at the root of the strained 
geography of the Middle East.

What remains is that whether 
it is al-Qaeda, ISIS or any other 
manifestations of extremism 
in the Middle East, the missing 
counterpoint across the region 
is the lack of a sense of inclusive 
citizenship that stands against 
hate. Regime legitimacy based 
on acquired or bequeathed power 
rather than the actual consent of 
the people is as outdated as Sykes-
Picot. The yet-to-be-achieved goal 
of the Arab uprisings is that leaders 
of these countries should give their 
people dignity and respect that is 
worth fighting for.

Jean AbiNader resides in the 
Washington area and is a long-time 
participant in US-Arab affairs. Other 
articles can be found at www.
jeanabinader.com. Follow him on 
Twitter: @jeanabinader.

Sami Moubayed

Jean AbiNader

Exactly 100 
years ago, the 
Asia Minor 
agreement 
gave many 
of the 
countries of 
the modern 
Middle East 
their present 
form.

 It is more than a 
dotted line that 
connects Sykes-Picot 
with bin Laden.
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Nakba anniversarySpecial Focus

68 years later, Palestinians bitterly remember
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

M 

ohammed Mansour, 
93, fled his home in 
the village of Sal-
bit when the Jewish 
Haganah paramili-

tary annexed British-mandate Pal-
estine and proclaimed an inde-
pendent Israeli state in its place on 
May 14th, 1948.

Mansour’s memory is failing 
him as he tried to recognise faces 
and recall names but he is never 
wrong on details of the 50 hectares 
his family owned near what is now 
Ben Gurion International Airport. 
He was married and saw his grand-
children get married but never al-
lowed time to erase Salbit from his 
memory.

Mohammed’s eldest son Abdul-
qader, 58, said his father, who was 
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s dis-
ease, “forgot the names of most of 
my brothers and sisters due to ill-
ness and age but he certainly did 
not forget Salbit”.

One day recently, Mohammed 
surprised the family when he col-
lected his personal effects he said 
he wanted to “take home to Salbit”.

Sixty-eight years ago, about 
750,000 Palestinians fled for their 
lives or were forced out of their 
homes in cities, villages and towns 
in areas now known as Israel.

To Palestinians, May 14th — the 
declaration of Israel’s independ-
ence — is known as Nakba, Arabic 
for “the catastrophe”. It is one of 
the most jarring events in Palestin-
ian history, which led to Israel cap-
turing more Palestinian lands in the 
West Bank, including traditionally 
Arab East Jerusalem, and the Gaza 
Strip in the 1967 Arab-Israeli war, 
sending millions more Palestinians 
into exile.

When Zionism advocated the 
creation of a Jewish state, Jews, 
facing growing discrimination and 
oppression in Europe, dreamed of 
having their own state. They even-
tually inflicted the oppression on 
the Palestinians.

In 1917, Britain conquered Pales-
tine from the Ottomans and British 
foreign secretary Arthur Balfour 
pledged British support for the cre-
ation of a Jewish state in Palestine.

Under British control, the num-
ber of Jews migrating to Palestine 
increased significantly. In 25 years, 
the number of Jews in Palestine 

went from 11% to 31% of the popu-
lation.

In the 1940s, the British decided 
to end their mandate of Palestine 
and exit the country, leaving the 
fate of the territory to be decided 
by the United Nations. It devised 
the UN Partition Plan for Palestine 
and advocated the creation of two 
states in what has historically been 
known as Palestine: one for Jews, 
known as Israel; and one for Pales-
tinians, Palestine.

Palestinians rejected the plan be-
cause it seized land that had been 
owned by their families for genera-
tions. As tension grew, the British 
declared an end to their mandate 
and the Zionist movement, assisted 
by the Haganah, which became the 
core of the Israeli Defence Forces, 
declared the establishment of the 
state of Israel.

Driven by fear over purported 
Israeli massacres in Palestinian 
areas, hundreds of thousands of 
Palestinians fled to neighbouring 
countries, including Egypt, leaving 
their belongings, homes, planta-

tions and livestock behind, think-
ing they would soon return home.

Today, one-in-three refugees 
worldwide is Palestinian. UN re-
cords indicate there are about 6.5 
million Palestinian refugees world-
wide, with the biggest concentra-
tions in the West Bank, Gaza, Jor-
dan, Syria and Lebanon. More than 
3.8 million Palestinian refugees and 
their descendants are registered for 
humanitarian assistance with the 
United Nations.

Nakba is commemorated on May 
15th in Palestinian areas with dem-
onstrations, vigils and statements 
of condemnation in the face of 
Arab and international silence.

The right of Palestinian refugees 
to return to their homeland is a lin-
gering point in stalled Palestinian-

Israeli negotiations.
“Any peace deal that excludes a 

solution for Palestinian refugees to 
return to their homes is incomplete 
and unjust,” said Alaa Hamamra, 
a 25-year-old university graduate 
from the West Bank town of Jenin.

As years go by, many Palestinians 
say that the longer the conflict re-
mains unsolved, the harder it will 
be to realise a Palestinian state and 
celebrate the return of those who 
were forced out decades ago. Des-
peration and hopelessness seem to 
be the prevalent reaction.

Sari Hammouri, a 29-year-old 
from Jerusalem, said: “Sadly speak-
ing, our families won’t be able to 
come back, because Israel has no 
respect for any law.”

Ramallah housewife Lubna Dar-
wish said she feels hopeless. “The 
refugees who fled don’t seem to 
have a place to be allowed back to,” 
she said.

Young Palestinians share similar 
frustration and disappointment.

“The number 68 frightens me a 
lot,” said 26-year-old Ahmad Sabah 

from Nablus. “As the years pass, 
I feel more scared and desperate. 
When will the count end?”

In Gaza, Palestinians say they 
do not have the luxury to lament 
the past or think about those who 
dream about returning to Palestine. 
For many of Gaza’s youth, getting 
through the day is their priority.

Abeer A., 28, said she no longer 
commemorates Nakba because she 
is too busy worrying about elec-
tricity schedules, closed border 
crossings and making a living. She 
argued that if crossings open on 
Nakba, Gaza will be preoccupied 
with the borders instead of mark-
ing the anniversary of the event.

For Abdulqader, Mohammed’s 
son, hope for returning home re-
mains alive.

“I may not live to see Palestinians 
return to their lands and homes but 
other generations will definitely 
see it,” he said.

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

Sixty-eight years ago, 
about 750,000 
Palestinians fled for 
their lives or were 
forced out of their 
homes.

Exiled Palestinians in Jordan, Lebanon yearn to return home
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

E 

ach year, Zahra Abu Laban 
takes her black, embroi-
dered Palestinian dress 
out of her cupboard to 
add one more flower to a 

bouquet on the bodice.
“I have ten and I keep thinking 

that putting on more will make the 
neck to belly area look crammed,” 
sighed Abu Laban, 73, a dignified 
grey-haired woman, who fled her 
home in Jaffa, now an Israeli sub-
urb of Tel Aviv, on May 14th 1948, 
as a 5-year-old girl along with her 
parents and ten brothers and sis-
ters.

Abu Laban sewed the dress in 
1994, months after Palestinians and 
Israelis said they reached a broad 
framework of a peace deal that may 
eventually allow some refugees to 
return to the West Bank or the Gaza 
Strip, but not Israel proper.

“I thought of wearing the dress 

for my relatives whom I didn’t see 
since I was a kid,” she said in an 
interview at her family’s modest 
brick-and-cement two-storey home 
in the squalid Wihdat camp in the 
heart of the Jordanian capital, Am-
man. She also said she plans to dye 
her hair black.

Jordan hosts the largest number 
of 2.1 million Palestinian refugees 
and their descendants displaced in 
the 1948 and 1967 Mideast wars. It 
is the largest concentration of Pal-
estinians outside the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip.

In Palestinian camps in Lebanon, 
refugees were upbeat and many 
said they could not wait to return to 
the Palestinian territories.

At al-Bas camp in Tyre, on Leb-
anon’s southern coast, Ibrahim 
Haj Mousa, in his 80s, has had it 
planned. Sitting outside his home, 
he told his grandchildren that he 
wants his remains to be buried in 
his native Acre, in what is Israel’s 
coastal plains.

“We will never give up on our 
right to return to our homes”, he 
said, speaking in the presence of 
The Arab Weekly. “There’s never 
despair. And, if we can’t go back 
alive, then we’ll return in a casket 
to be buried there next to our an-
cestors.”

Sitting next to Haj Mousa was 
one of his grandchildren, Sabri, a 

30-year-old pharmacist, who said 
he and other young men in the 
family would carry the banner after 
their elders cannot.

“We want to return home to the 
land of our ancestors and we have 
all the pertinent property deeds 
with official British seals and 

stamps, as well as the keys to our 
house there,” he said.

Hamida Othman, a women’s 
rights activist in Bas, insisted that 
Palestinian women everywhere in-
stil a rare sense of nationalism in 
their children. “They told them all 
about the Israeli massacres against 

Palestinians in camps and outside 
the camps, so that they will always 
be reminded that Israel will never 
be a friend,” Othman said.

In Wihdat camp, one of 11 UN-run 
settlements for Palestinian refu-
gees across Jordan, electrician Saed 
abu-Keileh, 25, said he visited his 
native Nazareth, a northern Israeli 
village known as the Arab capital of 
Israel for its heavy Arab concentra-
tion, in 2012.

He said he visited as a Jordanian 
citizen, with an Israeli tourist visa 
stamped in his passport.

“I saw all my cousins, uncles, 
aunts, the family elders and learnt 
so much about our background and 
history firsthand,” he said, pointing 
out that he wanted to overstay his 
visa but was afraid to be caught and 
expelled by Israelis.

“I can’t wait until they’d let us 
back home,” he said. He said he 
would take his wife and 1-year-old 
daughter to live there.

“I can work as an electrician there 
and I know I can earn a living.”

Zahra Abu-Laban said she has 
been having a strong internal feel-
ing telling her she will return home.

“I know I will wear my dress to 
Palestine soon,” she said, “but if I 
didn’t live to see my dream come 
true, I know for sure that future 
Palestinian generations will see to 
that.”

Children watch a theatre puppet show at an UNRWA school in Burj 
al-Barajneh in Beirut.

Jordan hosts the 
largest number of 2.1 
million Palestinian 
refugees displaced in 
the 1948 and 1967 
Mideast wars.

Palestinian women walk past a poster depicting a key symbolising the keys to houses left by Palestinians in 1948, on May 11th, in the 
West Bank city of Ramallah, a few days ahead of the 68th anniversary of the Nakba.
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East   WestEast   WestA Saudi-Israeli conversation
Former Saudi and Israeli officials spar in rare public debate

Iran threat brings Arabs and Israelis closer

Spotlight

I 

n a rare public debate, 
former Saudi intelligence 
chief Prince Turki bin 
Faisal Al Saud and retired 
Israeli Major-General 
Yaakov Amidror sparred 
over pressing Middle East 
geopolitical issues.

Appearing at a May 5th 
event sponsored by the Washing-
ton Institute for Near East Policy 
think-tank, the pair were asked 
about what has been dubbed the 
Obama doctrine, US President 
Barack Obama’s foreign policy 
that advocates disengagement in 
the Middle East. Although neither 
man currently holds an official 
position, both are known to be 
knowledgeable on their respective 
government’s outlook on regional 
issues.

Obama has also labelled tradi-
tional allies in the Middle East 
and beyond as burdens and not 
assets. In a recent interview, he 
called some Arab and European 
allies “free riders”.

“In Saudi Arabia, America is 
a strategic partner,” Faisal said, 
“and it is a partnership that is 
not just confined to the govern-
ments.” However, the former head 
of Saudi intelligence acknowl-
edged that the long-standing 
relationship was being tested.

“There needs to 
be a re-evaluation 
and a recalibration,” 
Faisal said regarding 
Obama’s retrench-
ment in the Middle 
East. Faisal empha-
sised that both coun-
tries have changed 
since the Gulf war 
to liberate Kuwait 25 
years ago.

“We have to work 

together to figure out where we’re 
going. I think both of us recognise 
that we have common interests 
that bind us together, whether it 
is fighting terrorism, whether it is 
engaging in improving peace in 
the area,” he added.

Both Faisal and Amidror ex-
pressed reservations and concerns 
over the Iran nuclear deal.

“Either it will be a violation of 
the agreement or, towards the 
end of the agreement after ten or 
15 years, in principle the Iranians 
can go nuclear,” said Amidror, a 
former adviser to Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu. 
“This is a threat to our existence 
and we will not allow it to happen; 
with the Americans, without the 
Americans.”

Faisal had similar sentiments 
regarding what happens after the 
agreement ends. “The Gulf Co-
operation Council must consider 
all options, including the acquisi-
tion of nuclear weapons, to face 
whatever eventuality may come 
from Iran.”

He also said the best solution 
would be a nuclear-free Middle 
East.

Sparks flew and the diplomatic 
jargon disappeared when the two 
former officials clashed over the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

“I can’t understand why the 
Netanyahu government doesn’t 
seek to grab that offer that was 
presented in 2002 and work with 
not just the US, but with the Arab 
world in establishing peace,” 
Faisal said, referring to the 2002 
Arab peace initiative proposed by 
then-Saudi Crown Prince Abdul-
lah, which was endorsed by the 
Arab League.

The initiative calls for normalis-
ing relations between the Arab 

region and Israel, in exchange for 
a complete withdrawal by Israel 
from the occupied territories, 
including East Jerusalem, and a 
“just settlement” of the Palestin-
ian refugee issue based on UN 
General Assembly Resolution 194.

“There is no requirement for 
divine revelation or Einsteinian 
genius to know what peace is — 
two states, mutual swaps, mutual 
recognition and engaging with 
each other,” the former Saudi am-
bassador to Washington said.

Amidror retorted that the issue 
was not Netanyahu’s fault and 
that a number of Israeli leaders 
had failed to reach an agreement 
because of Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas. Faisal coun-
tered that Netanyahu “doesn’t 
even recognise the two-state solu-

tion anymore”, referring to Net-
anyahu’s 2015 election pledge that 
a Palestinian state would never 
materialise under his watch.

“Nothing can substitute for the 
feeling of being who I am,” Faisal 
said. “I am a Saudi and I have a na-
tion and I have a people and I have 
a flag and I have a history and so 
on. Why do we deny that to the 
Palestinians? That is something 
that Israel has to reconcile itself 
to.”

Faisal earlier repeated an 
open invitation to those at the 
think-tank to visit Saudi Arabia. 
Amidror asked if the invitation 
was also extended to him and the 
former Saudi intelligence chief 
replied: “Well, sign the peace 
(agreement) first and then you can 
come.”

I
n a rare joint appearance, 
a member of the Saudi 
royal family and an Israeli 
official expressed similar 
concerns about Iran’s 
nuclear policies.

Saudi Prince Turki al-
Faisal Al Saud, a former 
intelligence chief, said at a 

meeting organised by the Wash-
ington Institute for Near East Pol-
icy that any cooperation between 
Arab states and Israel was based 
on combating threats, including 
from Iran, although such coopera-
tion would be stronger if there 
were a broader peace between the 
Arab world and Israel.

Yaakov Amidror, a former 
Israeli Defence Forces general and 
national security adviser to Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, also highlighted the peril 
that Iran represents to Tel Aviv, 
while downplaying the suspected 
threat from Israel to its Arab 
neighbours. He said more Arabs 
have died at the hands of their 
fellow Arabs than have been killed 
by Israel.

According to reports, Saudi and 
Israeli officials have met on five 
occasions since the start of 2014 
to discuss the threat represented 
by Iran. Riyadh and Tel Aviv have 
a common interest in countering 
Iran.

On the official level, Riyadh does 
not recognise the state of Israel 
while Tel Aviv is hostile to Saudi 
plans for Palestinian-Israeli peace, 

which include the 
establishment of an 
independent Pales-
tinian state. How-
ever, following the 
Iran nuclear deal, the 
equation changed. 
Riyadh and Tel Aviv 
fear a resurgent Iran 
and what this means 
for the future of the 
Middle East.

Arab states have 
tried to reach an 
understanding with 

Iran, including inviting former 
president Akbar Hashemi Rafsan-
jani to Riyadh. In 2007, Arab Gulf 
states invited president Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad to attend the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) sum-
mit. However, Iran’s regional aim 
is not served by responding to 
such overtures.

Some could argue that the White 
House, through its nuclear deal 
with Iran, is seeking to push the 
Arabs and Israelis together. This 
could see Arabs recognise Israel 
and Tel Aviv engaging seriously 
with the Palestinian peace pro-
cess. After all, Iran is one of the 
few things that Arabs and Israelis 

agree on. Any such deal would be a 
major accomplishment and repre-
sents a complete and unexpected 
change in the Middle East.

An agreement such as this 
would see Israel work with Arab 
Sunnis in confronting Iranian 
aggression and would ultimately 
even clamp down on religious 
extremism, something that is a 
threat to the region and beyond. 
Washington seems to believe that 
peace and coexistence between 
Arabs and Jews require joint inter-
ests and a common enemy, namely 
Tehran.

For Tel Aviv, Iran is a particular 
threat at the moment given that 

the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) is fighting in Syria, 
practically on Israel’s doorstep. 
Iran has raised the banner of what 
it calls resistance against Israel 
in an attempt to gain popularity 
across the region, even if those 
they are “resisting” are unarmed 
and innocent Syrians.

For Tel Aviv, a nuclear Iran repre-
sents perhaps an existential threat. 
The same goes for Saudi Arabia. 
Although the nuclear deal aims to 
ensure that Iran does not acquire 
a nuclear weapon, something that 
Washington has asserted on count-
less occasions, neither Riyadh nor 
Tel Aviv put much stock in this.

Ultimately, it is impossible for 
Iran to be able to pursue real peace 
in the region because the legiti-
macy of the regime is partly based 
on “exporting the revolution” and 
exploiting the issue of “resistance” 
against Israel.

Greater Arab-Israeli rapproche-
ment would also serve economic 
interests. Capitalism is an eco-
nomic philosophy that is self-
serving and this is something that 
Arab Gulf states understand well. 
The Arab Gulf is not just made up 
of countries but also major global 
companies. If Israel is commit-
ted to peace and accepts the 
Arab world’s terms, the Gulf will 
be more than able to establish a 
historic deal that will end a bitter 
Middle Eastern struggle that has 
lasted close to a century.

The Palestinian people need 
peace and an independent country 
to call their own, not rockets from 
Iran that will sow greater regional 
chaos and not benefit their own 
cause one whit. Peace in the Mid-
dle East would also spell an end to 
the ambitions of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and the 
Muslim Brotherhood and poten-
tially eliminate political Islam and 
Islamic extremism, as represented 
by the black flag of the Islamic 
State.

Asaad al-Basri is an Iraqi writer.

The Arab Weekly staff

Both Al-Faisal and 
Amidror expressed 
their reservations 
and concerns over 
the Iran nuclear deal.

The Palestinian 
people need peace 
and an independent 
country to call their 
own, not rockets 
from Iran.

Prince Turki al-Faisal Al Saud of Saudi Arabia (L) and retired Israeli 
Major-General Yaakov Amidror at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, on May 5th.

Asaad al-Basri

A ballistic missile is launched and tested in an undisclosed 
location, Iran, last March.
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Politics complicates Lebanon’s water problems 
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L 

ebanon has some of the 
highest rainfall of any 
country in the mostly arid 
Middle East, yet, during 
the dry summer, people 

have to buy extra water for drink-
ing, washing and other everyday 
uses.

A country with a population of 4 
million and an average annual rain-
fall of more than 800mm, plus tens 
of centimetres of snowfall, should 
not experience water shortages.

Fadi Comair, director-general of 
Lebanon’s Ministry of Water and 
Energy, said the shortages come as 
no surprise.

“In principle, Lebanon should 
not have water issues,” he said. 
“However, it has to suffer from 
shortages of water because, un-
fortunately, nobody listened to us 
technocrats when we promoted 
and submitted a 10-year strategic 
plan for water demand manage-
ment back in 2000.”

Waste and mismanagement of 
water resources are at the core of 
Lebanon’s shortages, Comair ex-
plained. “We have plans, we have 
the will, we have the know-how 
as technocrats and we can resolve 
the problem in months but the real 
problem here is the lack of political 
will,” he said.

Even water is politicised in Leba-
non where every public utility from 

electricity to telecommunications 
to rubbish collection has fallen vic-
tim to political calculation and ma-
nipulation.

In 2000, Lebanon was the first 
Arab state to develop a comprehen-
sive strategy for water preservation 
and management — the Integrat-
ed Water Resource Management 
(IWRM) — but has been unable to 
implement it.

“Jordan took Lebanon’s IWRM 
strategy and applied it after intro-
ducing some adaptations. Tunisia, 
Morocco and Egypt also emulated 
the strategy and implemented it,” 
Comair said. “Only Lebanon did 
not because of the lack of the will of 
politicians.”

Acute water shortages that hit 
Lebanon in recent years were large-
ly blamed on climate change, an ex-
ceptionally dry winter in 2014 and 
the large influx of Syrian refugees, 
which put additional strain on age-
ing infrastructure. However, the 
water crisis is not merely the result 
of dry winters and mass population 
movement but of fundamental and 
chronic shortfalls in the country’s 
water management policies and in-
frastructure.

“Definitely, the influx of refu-
gees impacted the water balance 
in Lebanon,” Comair said. “In prin-
ciple we had previewed a deficit 
in 2050 but this deficit is brought 
closer because you have [almost] 2 
million people injected in the coun-
try. Lebanon is wasting 1.2 billion 
cubic metres of rainwater in the sea 
annually because of the lack of wa-
ter conservation and management 
plans.”

With only two operating dams, 
Lebanon lies far behind other coun-
tries on the Mediterranean basin 
in water collection and conserva-
tion. “We need at least 39 dams. 
Others, like in Cyprus for instance, 
which is small compared to Leba-

non [in population], they have 190 
dams. In Syria, they have 263 and in 
France there are as many as 4,000 
dams,” Comair said.

He emphasised the effectiveness 
of the IWRM strategy in dealing 
with Lebanon’s water problems and 
preventing future issues.

The strategy aims at ensuring ad-
ditional water resources through 
the construction of structures to 
capture water and store it in dam 
reservoirs and lakes in the wet sea-
son for use during the dry season.

The goal is to improve the water 
network and raise its performance 
to 90%. At present, water loss in the 
domestic network through leakage 
and other forms of waste is estimat-
ed to be 50% on average and as high 

as 80% in some areas.
The strategy includes reforming 

irrigation technologies by shifting 
from surface irrigation that has a 
waste rate of 12,000-13,000 cubic 
metres per hectare of fresh water to 
sprinklers and drip irrigation, while 
allocating treated waste water to 
irrigation, a technique applied in 
countries in the northern Mediter-
ranean basin.

In parallel to the technical as-
pects, the IWRM strategy envisions 
institutional reforms and updating 
Lebanon’s water laws to encourage 
the participation of the private sec-
tor in water management.

A few rivers in the Middle East 
are the major source of water for 
large areas spanning national bor-

ders and access to water is seen as a 
potential cause of conflict. Comair 
argued that water sharing could be 
an incentive for peace, if the con-
cept of hydro-diplomacy is applied 
properly.

“It (hydro-diplomacy) basically 
relies on the use of international 
legal tools, including the UN water 
convention of 1997, to bring coun-
tries to apply the concept of equi-
table sharing and reasonable use of 
international waterways,” he said.

“(It questions) why Israel uses 
500 litres per day per person while 
Jordan uses 60, the Palestinians 
20 and Lebanon 100. Application 
of equitable and reasonable use of 
water could [very well] be a tool for 
peace, not war.”

A dam in Lebanon’s Shabrouh mountains, north of the capital Beirut.

“The real problem 
here is the lack of 
political will.”

Fadi Comair, director-general 
of Lebanon’s Ministry of Water 

and Energy

Water scarcity could lead to armed conflict in Mideast
Reem Sharaf Edden

Amman

I 

nstability over water security in 
the parched Middle East could 
spark cross-border hostilities.

Tens of thousands of peo-
ple have been demonstrating 

across Iraq since the summer of 
2015 demanding improved water 
quality and other services.

When the Islamic State (ISIS) cap-
tured cities in northern Iraq, one of 
its main targets was the Mosul dam, 
the country’s largest, which it sur-
rendered after heavy US strikes two 
weeks after seizing it in June 2014.

Jordan, nestled between mightier 
neighbours engulfed in civil war or 
sectarian strife, once reached a deal 
with Israel to draw water from the 
southern Red Sea. However, the 
multibillion-dollar project almost 
stalled over Israeli insistence on 
having the waterway built on its 
side, which Israel admitted, would 
allow it to close the tap should ties 
worsen.

Jordanian Water Minister Ha-
zim el-Nasser said water shortages 
would further destabilise the vola-
tile Middle East.

“Look at ongoing sit-ins in Bagh-
dad and southern Iraq, for exam-
ple,” Nasser said. “The protests are 
against deteriorating government-
administered services, especially in 
water and electricity,” He said men 
who fail to secure water and food 
for their families were prone to join 
militant groups that claim to seek 
better living conditions for masses.

“Water security is closely linked 
to social and economic security, 
especially with hundreds of thou-
sands moving from war-torn, 
water-rich parts of the region to 
more secure but water-poor parts,” 
Nasser said.

The United Nations warned that 
by 2025 more than 904 million 
people, mostly in the Middle East, 
the Mediterranean basin and parts 
of western Asia, would suffer from 
acute water shortages.

One way to avoid conflict is for 
neighbours to cooperate in sharing 
water, according to the Blue Peace 
initiative by the Mumbai-based 
Strategic Foresight Group.

“Empirical evidence in 148 coun-
tries and 205 shared river basins 
indicates that any two nations en-
gaged in active water cooperation 
do not go to war,” the initiative 
stated.

“Out of 148 countries sharing wa-
ter resources, 37 do not engage in 
cooperation for the management 
of water resources or, if they do 
so, they confine their cooperation 
to the technical level. The same 37 
countries face risk of war for rea-
sons other than water such as land, 
identity, ideology or history, among 
others,” said the report, titled Water 
Cooperation for a Secure World.

The think-tank also warned 
about the use of water as a war tool.

“The Middle East is caught up in 
a cascade of catastrophes. There 
are no easy solutions. The only way 
out is for all countries to accept big 
compromises and to negotiate a 
comprehensive peace agreement 
with water cooperation prominent-
ly included in it,” the group’s presi-
dent, Sundeep Waslekar, wrote on 

the organisation’s website in March.
In Jordan, listed among the 

world’s ten poorest nations in wa-
ter resources, an influx of nearly 1.5 
million Syrian refugees since 2011, 
is straining scarce water supplies.

Most complaints about water 
scarcity are heard in the predomi-

nantly arid country’s northern 
governorates, such as Irbid, Ma-
fraq and Ajloun and the southern 
governorate of Karak. When the 
state-rationed supply is short in 
the scorching summer, residents 
buy water from private suppliers at 
steep prices.

Nasser estimated that the annual 
share of water for each Jordanian 
citizen is less than 120 cubic me-
tres. “This is less than the world’s 
average by 88% and compared to 
1,250 cubic metres on the regional 
level and in nearby countries,” he 
said.

“Water scarcity in Jordan has be-
come an even bigger challenge with 
the inflow of Syrian refugees.”

Jordan’s available water resourc-
es are estimated at 800 million-900 
million cubic metres annually, 
most of it coming from rainfall, the 
minister explained. “In normal sit-
uations, this should be enough for 
a population of 3 million. In Jordan, 
we have got more than 10 million 
users,” Nasser said. In addition to 
the Syrian refugees, Jordan is home 
to 6.5 million Jordanians and 2 mil-
lion Palestinian refugees.

Jordanian water expert Maysoon 
Zoubi said some Arab countries 
face the challenge of scarce re-
sources for natural reasons, such as 
drought, and hardships in meeting 
growing demand caused by popu-
lation growth or individuals dis-
placed in wars.

“Almost 60% of surface water 
resources in the Arab world come 
from outside the region, a fact that 
exerts multidimensional pressures 
on Arab water rights,” she said.

Zoubi warned against a tendency 
of Arab countries to try to guaran-
tee water security. “This can be 
seen in countries such as Iraq, Syr-
ia, Egypt and Morocco but events 
have proven this policy wrong,” she 
said. “In the Middle East, the prob-
lem is multifaceted — political con-
ditions are unstable, water security 
is absent, population growth rates 
are high and violence is growing. 
The region has become dangerous 
and its people suffer.”

Reem Sharaf Edden is a Jordanian 
journalist specialising on water 
issues.

A Syrian child refugee stands behind a water tanker at Zaatari 
refugee camp, in the Jordanian city of Mafraq.

“The region has 
become dangerous 
and its people 
suffer.”

Jordanian water expert 
Maysoon Zoubi

In Jordan, an influx of 
nearly 1.5 million 
Syrian refugees is 
straining scarce water 
supplies.
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Mourners carry the coffin of a policeman during a funeral ceremony at the Kocatepe Mosque in Ankara 
on April 8th. Kurdish militants killed five members of the Turkish security forces on April 7th.

Ottawa

T 

he declaration by Syrian 
Kurds of a federalist sys-
tem for northern Syria is 
posing serious challenges 
to neighbouring Turkey, a 

country that has historically fought 
Kurdish separatism.

The announcement by the Kurd-
ish semi-autonomous local admin-
istration, led by the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), is at odds with 
the Turkish government’s policy 
for Syria, especially considering the 
group’s consistent territorial ad-
vances along the Turkish border and 
Western backing.

Many have argued that the possi-
bility of Kurdish autonomy in north-
ern Syria is very toxic for the Turks 
and that such a move by the PYD 
would prompt Turkey to intervene 
in Syria. However, the options avail-
able to Ankara are limited.

“The situation in Syria has a direct 
influence on Turkey’s Kurdish ques-
tion,” said Gonul Tol, director of the 
Middle East Institute’s Centre for 
Turkish Studies in Washington. “I 
think the PYD’s success in fighting 
the Islamic State and the diplomatic 
and military boost that it received 
from Western world, especially the 

United States, has emboldened the 
PYD.

“All of these factors heightened 
Turkey’s fear of an independent 
Kurdish state.”

Although the toxicity of the Kurd-
ish question is on the rise in Turkey, 
Tol said, the Turkish army is unwill-
ing to unilaterally intervene in Syria 
against the PYD without internation-
al legitimacy.

The United States and some Euro-
pean countries are in support of the 
PYD’s fight and advances against the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Turkey considers 
the PYD and its armed wing, People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), offshoots of 
the Turkish Kurd separatist group 
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
and terrorist organisations.

Though the United States lists the 
PKK as terrorist group, it views the 
PYD and YPG otherwise.

In an opinion piece in the Daily Sa-
bah newspaper, Turkish presidential 
spokesman Ibrahim Kalin blamed 
the YPG for a bombing on February 
17th and criticised the United States 
for its support of the group in Syria, 
saying Turkey is reacting to US sup-
port for the YPG.

Birol Akgun, head of the inter-
national relations department at 
Yildirim Beyazit University and 
director-general of the Institute of 
Strategic Thinking, an Ankara-based 
think-tank, said Washington’s “half-
hearted approach” in the region has 

harmed Turkey’s security interests.
“Turkey is trying to convince its 

allies, such as US,” he said. However, 
“if it deems necessary, [Turkey] may 
somehow use its rights to defend its 
territory from terrorist attacks and 
incursion coming from northern 
Syria, whether it is [ISIS] or PYD.”

Considering growing complexity 
of the war in Syria and the increas-
ing number of involved parties, 
Washington seems to be reluctant 
to alter its policy regarding the PYD.

“At this point, I think the US is 
very unlikely to change its policy,” 
said David Pollock, former US State 
Department senior adviser and fel-
low at the Washington Institute. “I 
think the Turks deep down under-
stand that and accept it,” he said.

US President Barack Obama an-
nounced that an additional 250 US 
special operations forces would be 
deployed to Syria, where about 50 

others are already stationed in areas 
of PYD control, to advise and assist 
in the anti-ISIS war.

“The US continues that policy [of 
supporting the PYD] and Turkey is 
speaking against it but is not doing 
anything… We [are] still using Incir-
lik [airbase in Turkey] and the Turks 
haven’t retaliated in any form,” add-
ed Pollock.

During his visit to Washington 
for the nuclear security summit in 
March, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan spoke to US foreign 
policy specialists at the Brookings 
Institution, saying that the inter-
national community has to fight 
all terrorist groups “with the same 
level of earnestness”, referring to 
the Syrian Kurdish PYD.  He added 
that his country would not tolerate 
the threat posed by Kurdish militias.

Despite the different agendas that 
Ankara and Washington have re-

garding the Syrian Kurdish militias, 
Tol noted that both countries have 
found a middle ground on the PYD.

The compromise, according to 
Tol, would allow the PYD to make 
small advances towards the west 
from its eastern cantons and retake 
the city of Manbij, which is con-
trolled by ISIS, in exchange for al-
lowing the Free Syrian Army (FSA) 
to advance, under US air cover, and 
eject ISIS from a 20-25km-wide strip 
along the Syrian-Turkish border.

“I don’t think Washington is ready 
to dump the PYD,” she said. “If there 
is no alternative to PYD, at some 
point, [Turkey] really has to adopt a 
pragmatic approach.”

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle East 
and Syria in particular. He can be 
followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

Ankara and 
Washington walk 
separate paths
on Kurdish issue
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Washington seems to 
be reluctant to alter its 
policy regarding the 
PYD.

The options 
available to Ankara 
are limited.

Turkey

Istanbul

A 

Kurdish-Turkish busi-
nessman, who has lived 
a picture-book, rags-to-
riches tale from humble 
origins to making bil-

lions of dollars in the United States, 
is raising eyebrows in his home 
country with statements about the 
Kurdish conflict.

Hamdi Ulukaya, 43, made head-
lines in April when he announced 
he would give shares worth hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to the 
approximately 2,000 employees 
at his yogurt factory in New York 
state. Ulukaya’s company, Choba-
ni, is worth at least $3 billion, ac-
cording to news reports.

“Starting today, I will have 2,000 
partners at Chobani,” Ulukaya 
tweeted on April 26th. “This is one 
of the finest moments in my life!”

Most media in Turkey treated 
the move by Ulukaya as a part of 
the fairytale story by a generous 
man determined to give back to 
his workers after they helped make 
him a billionaire. However, some 
criticised statements by Ulukaya 
about the Kurdish issue in Turkey, 
a point that is polarising the coun-
try as clashes between security 
forces and Kurdish rebels kill sol-
diers, police officers, militants and 
civilians almost every day.

When Ulukaya was born in the 
eastern Anatolian province of Er-
zincan in 1972, his family ran a 
dairy farm. He went to the United 
States to study in 1994, stayed on 
and started a small business sell-
ing feta cheese in the early 2000s. 
His breakthrough came when he 
began producing yogurt in 2007. 
Chobani, the name of his company, 

is based on the Turkish word coban 
for “shepherd”.

Ulukaya once told a Turkish in-
terviewer his success would not 
have been possible in Turkey be-
cause business in his home coun-
try was all about connections. By 
contrast, he said he did not know 
anybody in the United States but 
still did well because he was selling 
a good product.

Ulukaya has been active in refu-

gee relief, running his own non-
governmental organisation, the 
Tent Foundation, which says its 
mission is to “aid refugees and to 
end displacement everywhere”, 
according to the group’s website. 
He visited the Greek Aegean island 
of Lesbos in 2015 to meet refugees 
who had crossed from Turkey.

“This issue shouldn’t have come 
to this point,” Ulukaya told CNN In-
ternational, referring to the refugee 

crisis that brought about 1 million 
migrants from Syria, Afghanistan 
and other countries to Europe in 
2015. “It could have been stopped 
a long time ago.”

Ulukaya said he will eventually 
donate half of his personal fortune 
to help refugees around the world. 
He has taken on refugees as work-
ers in his yogurt plant in New Ber-
lin, New York.

The Chobani chief donated $2 
million to support Kurds fleeing 
from Kobane, a Syrian city on the 
border with Turkey that was un-
der attack by Islamic State (ISIS) in 
2014 and early 2015. At the time, 
the Turkish government was ac-
cused by critics at home and abroad 
of refusing to help the Kurdish de-
fenders of the city, who were led 
by a group linked to the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), seen as a 
terrorist group by Ankara and the 
West.

Ulukaya has been treading care-
fully as he navigates the political 
minefields of the Kurdish conflict 
and the Syrian war. “I’m not inter-
ested in the political aspect of the 
situation or whoever plays what 
game,” Ulukaya told the Turk-
ish Hurriyet newspaper when he 
made his donation for Kobane in 
2014. “Either we will be watching 
the massacre there and will live on 
with a guilty conscience or we will 
save people.”

While his philanthropic work 
has won praise, some of his com-
ments have angered supporters of 
the Turkish government, which 
is locked in a bloody confronta-
tion with the PKK. Peace talks be-
tween the government and jailed 
PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan broke 
down in 2015. Since then, a surge in 
violence has shattered hopes for a 
peaceful end to a conflict that start-
ed in 1984, has killed more than 

40,000 people and turned millions 
of Kurds into refugees.

Kurdish media have trumpeted 
Ulukaya’s ethnic identity as a Kurd. 
Rudaw, a Kurdish news network 
in northern Iraq, called him a “son 
of a Kurdish shepherd, who has 
his roots in northern Kurdistan in 
Turkey”. But Turkish commenta-
tors have questioned why Ulukaya 
is marketing his Chobani as “Greek 
yogurt”, as opposed to Turkish yo-
gurt.

Remarks by Ulukaya in the CNN 
interview enraged some commen-
tators in Turkey. “I left Turkey be-
cause I was Kurdish and I was very 
serious about Kurdish rights,” Ulu-
kaya said. “A lot of Kurds in Turkey 
flee the country; their villages were 
bombed.”

Ali Saydam, a columnist with the 
pro-government Yeni Safak news-
paper in Turkey, wrote in May that 
Ulukaya had said things that were 
“hard to swallow”. He added he 
would not believe that the busi-
nessman was employing refugees 
at his factory “until I see it with my 
own eyes”.

Saydam wrote that although 
Ulukaya was marketing Turkish yo-
gurt as Greek yogurt and was talk-
ing about Turkey’s oppression of 
Kurds, he was being presented as 
an “exemplary Turkish entrepre-
neur”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

Turkish yogurt billionaire sparks controversy at home
Thomas Seibert

President of yogurt company Chobani Hamdi Ulukaya attends a 
session at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in 
January.

“I left Turkey because 
I was Kurdish and I 
was very serious 
about Kurdish 
rights.”

Hamdi Ulukaya
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For Iran, the cost of its Syrian war keeps climbing
James Bruce

Beirut

I 

ran’s armed intervention in Syr-
ia to keep President Bashar As-
sad in power is becoming more 
costly almost by the week with 
at least 13 killed fighting rebels 

forces and another 21 wounded in 
the heavy fighting May 6th in and 
around the contested city of Aleppo.

Those constitute the worst single-
day Iranian losses since the Tehran 
regime sent in the elite al-Quds 
Force of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC) in January 
2012, underlining Iran’s commit-
ment to supporting its key Arab stra-
tegic ally through which it extends 
Tehran’s reach to the eastern Medi-
terranean and Israel’s doorstep.

The IRGC listed the Iranians as 
“military advisers” but did not iden-
tify the men or give their ranks. Syr-
ian sources said there were Afghan 
fighters among the dead.

The unprecedented casualties 
stunned Iran and, on May 9th, 
Mohsen Rezaei, a former IRGC com-
mander who is secretary of the 
powerful Expediency Discernment 
Council in Tehran, vowed the tak-
firis would pay a “heavy price” for 
the attack.

Iran has an estimated 3,000 men 
in Syria. Some 400 have been killed 
there, including a dozen or more 
generals and key commanders.

Among them were Brigadier Gen-
eral Mohsen Qaryajan, commander 
of the IRGC’s 21st Armoured Bri-
gade, “martyred during an advisory 

mission” near Aleppo on February 
4th, and Brigadier General Hassan 
Hamedani, killed by Islamic State 
fighters outside Aleppo last October.

By comparison, only one US gen-
eral has been killed in a conflict zone 
since the Vietnam War ended 40 
years ago.

The Afghans killed were undoubt-
edly members of an IRGC-controlled 
militia of Afghan Shias known as the 
Fatemiyoun Division that was sent 
to Syria in 2014. The IRGC has re-
cruited thousands of the estimated 
3 million Afghan Shias living in Iran 
for the Syrian war since November 
2013.

Iran’s Fars news agency reported 
that the May 6th Iranian casualties 
were incurred when a 3,000-person, 
tank-led force made up of Islam-
ist insurgents of the Jaysh al-Fateh 
(Army of Conquest) overran the 
strategic village of Khan Touman, 
about 15km south-west of Aleppo.

Jaysh al-Fateh and its allies, in-
cluding al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s 
Syrian wing, subsequently posted 
pictures on social media of what 
appeared to be the bodies of those 
killed in Khan Touman. Videos 
showed what were purported to be 
the men’s wallets, personal docu-
ments and Iranian currency.

Iran’s official news agency IRNA 
reported the Iranian casualties were 
all from Iran’s northern province of 
Mazandaran, which indicated they 
probably belonged to a single IRGC 
unit. Earlier this year Tehran, for 
the first time, deployed elements of 
a regular army unit, the elite 65th 
Airborne Special Forces Brigade, to 
act as advisers to front-line Syrian 
forces.

It is widely seen that the Fatemi-
youn Division and militias com-
posed of Iraqi Shias and some Paki-
stani Shias were formed to provide 
cannon fodder to minimise Iranian 
casualties in the Syrian conflict, 
which is seen as the precursor of 
wider wars in the Middle East.

Iran sees the Syrian inferno as a 
means to forge an international Shia 
brigade to support the IRGC and 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, as the spear-
head of Tehran’s expansionist am-
bitions to become the paramount 
power in the Sunni-dominated re-
gion.

There is evidence that many of 
the Afghans were coerced into join-
ing the war in Syria. However, many 
accept the Iranian line that what 
is happening now, and what is ex-
pected to follow in the years ahead, 
is an existential battle against the 
minority Shias’ main enemy, Islam’s 
dominant Sunni sect embodied in 
the shape of Saudi Arabia.

The fighting in Aleppo, where the 

rebels hold the eastern part of the 
city and Assad’s forces control the 
western sector, has been particu-
larly intense in recent weeks as the 
Damascus regime battles to retake 
rebel-held territory to strengthen its 
position at the Geneva peace talks.

Aleppo is seen as the key and the 
outcome of the fighting taking place 
there stands to play a decisive role 
in determining the outcome of the 
complex Syrian conflict.

The US global security consul-
tancy Stratfor observed: “The battle 
for the city is critical to both Syrian 
government forces and their rebel 
counterparts,” who mainly comprise 
al-Nusra Front, the Islamist nation-
alists of Ahrar al-Sham and the Free 

Syrian Army.
“Damascus hopes to cement its 

position and quell talk of a political 
transition through a decisive mili-
tary victory in Aleppo. Meanwhile, 
the rebels are fighting for the sur-
vival of their cause. If the rebels lose 
Aleppo, any military victory against 
Damascus will become a distant 
dream, and their negotiating posi-
tion in Geneva will be severely com-
promised.”

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

A February file picture shows Iranian mourners carrying the coffins of soldiers who were killed in 
fighting in Syria in Tehran.

Iran sees the Syrian 
inferno as a means to 
forge an international 
Shia brigade to 
support the IRGC and 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah.

Book-burning era is long gone but in Iran it’s hard to tell

“F
or reading, 
tomorrow is too 
late,” proclaimed 
the official poster 
for the 29th Tehran 
International Book 

Fair. That is a remarkable state-
ment in a country whose rulers 
have long considered the written 
word to be a threat to national 
security.

But there may be a peculiar truth 
in the slogan for the 2016 edition of 
the event: The day after the open-
ing ceremony of the 2015 book fair 
was indeed “too late” for the lovers 
of the works of Shiva Arastouei.

Her book Me, Simin and Mostafa, 
the tale of a bourgeois girl oscillat-
ing between her love of ballet and 
passions of political activism in 
a Trotskyist cell in the aftermath 
of the Iranian revolution, was 
removed from the exhibition and 
banned without explanation

The poet Fatemeh Ekhtesari’s 
A Collection of Merry Poems Along 
With A Few Memorial Photos did 
not fare any better. According to 
Homayoun Amirzadeh, head of the 
committee for “investigating trans-
gressions of publishers”, some of 
the poems in the collection had 
been performed with music by 
“certain singers abroad” and con-
stituted a clear “transgression”.

To be sure, she should not be 
held responsible for someone 
else’s use of her poems but the 
singer Amirzadeh had in mind the 

Germany-based Shahin Najafi. In 
July 2009 he released a single titled 
Neda, in honour of Neda Agha-
Soltan, a student of philosophy and 
a supporter of Iranian presidential 
candidate Mir-Hussein Mousavi.

She was killed by Basij militia-
men on June 20th, 2009. Video 
footage of her final moments 
elevated her to iconic status at 
the frenzy of anti-regime rallies 
and mass protests that shook the 
regime to its core and to which it 
responded with great brutality.

Many other books showcased 
at the 2015 book fair, which had 
already been passed by the hawk-
eyed censors of the Ministry of 
Culture and Islamic Propagation, 
were banned after the exhibition 
closed.

Among English language books, 
Arshin Adib-Moghaddam’s A Criti-
cal Introduction to Khomeini was 
banned. Remarkably, that book is a 
propaganda piece for the mullahs’ 

regime, written by a regime apolo-
gist. However, the mere use of the 
word “critical” in the title next to 
the name of the revered founder of 
the Islamic Republic doomed the 
book.

More problematic was the 
Persian translation of Why Nations 
Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosper-
ity and Poverty, by Turkish-Amer-
ican economist Daron Acemoglu 
and Harvard political scientist 
James A. Robinson. It was axed as 
well.

In this book, reviewed by no 
less than Bill Gates, the authors 
argued: “The economic prosperity 
of nations depends above all on the 
inclusiveness of economic and po-
litical institutions.” Iran’s Ministry 
of Culture and Islamic Guidance 
disagreed with the authors and 
Gates alike and banned it.

Some publishing houses were 
even less privileged than the books 
that did manage to find their way 

onto display stands at the 2015 
book fair prior to being banned.

Just before the fair opened, 
authorities closed the display of the 
Hayan Publishing House, whose 
director Mehdi Khazali, son of the 
late hard-line Ayatollah Abol-
ghasem Khazali, is currently out 
favour with the regime.

His criticism of former presi-
dent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, and 
more indirectly of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
whom Khazali considers com-
plicit in the political, economic and 
diplomatic disasters that befell Iran 
during the turbulent Ahmadinejad 
era, has made him persona non 
grata with the cultural guardians of 
the regime.

At the opening ceremony of this 
year’s Tehran International Book 
Fair, Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani, a recent defender of artistic 
freedoms, called on May 3rd for 
“experts”, rather than “some junior 
ministry clerk”, to be responsible 
for deciding “which book can be 
published and which not”.

With the foremost self-
proclaimed defender of artistic 
freedoms making such a defeatist 
statement, it was hardly a surprise 
when the authorities on May 6th 
“cleansed” the Arabic books sec-
tion of the fair of what they called 
“Wahhabi” propaganda.

Yaqma Golrouyi, another poet 
whose work was removed from the 
2015 book fair, wrote in a May 2014, 
open letter to Rohani: “The era of 
burning books is long over… and 
one day, our unpublished books 
will reach their audience.”

That day has yet to come for 
Iranian writers.

Ali Alfoneh is an independent 
Iranian analyst based in 
Washington who specialises in 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps.

Ali Alfoneh

View point

The book 
fair is a 
remarkable 
statement 
in a country 
whose rulers 
have long 
considered 
the written 
word to be 
a threat to 
national 
security.Just before the fair 

opened, the authorities 
closed the display stand 
of the Hayan Publishing 
House.

An Iranian woman looks at books while visiting Tehran’s International Book Fair 
just outside Tehran, on May 10th.
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Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric
is affecting the United States

Obama’s false dichotomy:
Short beards vs long beards

S 

adiq Khan, Lon-
don’s newly elected 
mayor, used the 
first 24 hours after 
his win to 
denounce the 
anti-Muslim 
campaign waged 
against him. Khan 

said his rival Zac Goldsmith, with 
the overt support of British Prime 
Minister David Cameron, had 
deployed tactics “straight out of 
the Donald Trump playbook”.

It was an obvious reference to 
Trump’s anti-Muslim remarks on 
the campaign trail. The Republican 
Party’s presumptive presidential 
nominee started saying he wanted 
to ban Muslims from entering 
America in December, right after 
the mass shooting by a married 
Muslim couple in San Bernardino, 
California. He focused on the 
threat from Muslim foreigners 
even though the San Bernardino 
shooters were legally present in 
the United States — the man was 
US-born-and-bred and of Pakistani 
ethnicity; his Pakistani wife had a 
green card as a consequence of the 
marriage.

Six months later, Trump is still 
talking up the threat posed to the 
United States by Muslim foreign-
ers, though he graciously says he 
will make an exception for Khan 
and permit him to enter the United 
States.

But it is clear there is a playbook. 
First, because Trump no longer 
needs inflammatory rhetoric 

to, in his favourite 
word, “win” his 
party’s nomination 
for president. As of 
May 4th, he was the 
last man standing in 
the Republican race. 
Trump could conceiv-
ably offer a new vi-
sion for America, one 
that would be based 
on building up rather 
than striking down. 
That he does not 

want to suggests there is “a Trump 
playbook”.

It is already having a devastat-
ing effect but not in any way that 
makes Americans feel safer.

Consider this. On May 5th, a 
40-year-old, olive-skinned man 
with curly dark hair, was the rea-
son a domestic American Airlines 
flight was delayed for a couple of 
hours and returned to the gate. The 
man, an Italian Ivy League econo-
mist named Guido Menzio, had 
committed the following offence: 
scribbling differential equations 
into a notebook for a lecture he 
was to give in Ontario.

Menzio, who teaches at the 
University of Pennsylvania, had 
been reported by another pas-
senger worried about the security 
implication of the foreign lettering 
on which he was so focused. The 
economist was able to convince 
security personnel that he was 
writing mathematical equations, 
not plans in Arabic to blow up the 
plane.

The incident comes just a month 
after Khairuldeen Makhzoomi, an 
Iraqi refugee student at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley, was 
taken from a domestic flight for 
having been overheard speaking 
Arabic. A panicky fellow passenger 
reported Makhzoomi because she 
confused the word inshallah with 
shaheed or martyr.

Both incidents might seem no 
more than a ludicrous coincidence 
and almost laughable if they were 
not so serious.

Menzio, whose equations were 
so terrifying for an ordinary Ameri-
can traveller, offers a troubling 
diagnosis. He has confessed to be-
ing troubled by the ignorance of his 
fellow passenger and by a security 
protocol “that relies on the input 
of people who may be completely 
clueless”.

And he blamed the rising xeno-
phobia stoked by the ongoing US 
presidential campaign. “What 
might prevent an epidemic of 
paranoia?” he told the Washington 

Post. “It is hard not to recognise in 
this incident, the ethos of Trump’s 
voting base.”

Clearly, the Trump playbook is 
creating dramatic subscripts in all 
sorts of ways for people who hap-
pen to look different in America. 
Swarthy. Middle Eastern. It might 
be called “flying while looking 
suspicious”.

There is, as Trump earlier put 
it in relation to Muslims and the 
United States, “something going 
on”. There is something going on 
but it is not what he says it is.

America is afflicted with fear. 
And it is the result of the Trump 
playbook.

There can be no other reason 
for the sudden onset of paranoia 
nearly 15 years after 9/11, when 
America is, arguably, as safe as it 
is possible to be. In 15 years, there 
has not been another terrorist at-
tack that was planned abroad and 
executed on American soil.

After some teething troubles — 
and allegations of ineptitude and 
brutality — the vast US Department 
of Homeland Security has pretty 
much settled into its role. It was 
created a year after the Transporta-
tion Security Administration (TSA), 
which was folded into it. The 
TSA, signed into law two months 
after 9/11, has done a fairly decent 
job of overseeing security for 
highways, railways, buses, mass 
transit systems, pipelines, ports 
and more than 450 US airports 
across the country. US President 
Barack Obama has been known 
to frequently remind his aides 
that terrorism takes fewer lives in 
America than guns and accidents 
in bathtubs and on the road.

But the Trump playbook is spin-
ning a dangerously different sto-
ryline and it is having the intended 
effect.

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.

B
y all appear-
ances, the Arab 
world seems 
awash in 
extremism. The 
prominence of 
violent and 
regressive 
elements is, in 

part, a result of White House 
strategy. The submergence of the 
region’s rational voices is also the 
result of US policy.

In pursuing a single-minded 
policy of rapprochement with Iran, 
US President Barack Obama has 
sought to make moderate Sunni 
and Shia elements disappear from 
the Middle Eastern political land-
scape.

In his famous Cairo speech of 
June 2009, Obama set out to rede-
fine US-Muslim relations, asserting 
that the main problem was one of 
effective communication. Seven 
years later, the sole beneficiary of 
US outreach has been the brutal 
theocratic dictatorship in Teheran.

Earlier this year, 
during a visit to 
Washington, a moder-
ate centrist Lebanese 
parliamentarian was 
told by more than 
one US government 
official that, while 
America’s allies in the 
region have problems 
with the short beards 
(Hezbollah and Iran), 
the problem for the 
United States lies with 

the long beards (the Islamic State). 
The gentleman was advised to 
adjust to this new reality: US policy 
was engagement with Iran and 
distancing itself from traditional 
Arab Sunni allies.

In executing this strategic shift, 
Obama has become a master 
of the straw man and the false 
dichotomy. As he surveys the 
Middle East, Obama tells us that 
the United States faces a simple 
choice between Shia Islamism 
(represented by Tehran and Hez-
bollah) and Sunni Islamism. As the 
president argues, Iran and its allies 
are clearly preferable to al-Qaeda, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) and their 
offshoots.

Obama is speaking past moder-
ate voices and effectively seeking 
to silence them. Moderate Sun-
nis and Shia elements opposing 
Iran are to be disregarded, even 
discredited. By Obama’s reckon-
ing, there are no other viable 
partners save the ayatollahs and, 
by extension, Hezbollah. The 
Green movement of 2009 is noth-
ing more than an inconvenient 
memory. Likewise, the Sunnis of 
the Gulf can be painted with the 
same Islamo-fascist brush as ISIS. 
There is no meaningful distinction 
between that terror group and the 
Saudi monarchy, according to this 
weak argument.

A moderate Shia alternative to 
the ayatollahs and Hezbollah exists 
in Iran and Lebanon. In Iraq, there 
is no desire for Iranian hegemony. 
The rulers in the Gulf, as well as 

Saudi Arabia, represent a bulwark 
against ISIS and the obscurantist 
elements in their own societies. 
Obama, however, simply can-
not acknowledge this as it would 
undermine the false dichotomy he 
has set up.

Obama’s engagement with Iran 
was not just a rhetorical gambit to 
convince the world of the merits 
of rapprochement. The pursuit 
of a deal affected every aspect 
of Obama’s Middle East policy. 
He sacrificed all other regional 
priorities to appease and reconcile 
with Iran. This can be seen from 
Washington’s policies towards Iraq 
and Syria, and most recently the 
signing of the Iran nuclear deal and 
the effect this has had on the wider 
region.

The success of this deal, which 
was so relentlessly pursued by 
Obama, is ultimately hostage to the 
caprice of the ayatollahs and the 
president has indicated his willing-
ness to bow to their demands at 
all costs to ensure that the deal is 
fully implemented and his policy 
of engagement vindicated.

Obama entered office preach-
ing the transformational value of 
engagement, in particular with 
Iran. For the last seven years, he 
has ruthlessly prioritised this en-
gagement over all else. Obama has, 
indeed, signed a nuclear deal with 
Iran, but one in which the central 
premise is questionable at best and 
one that puts the ayatollahs fully 
in control. The onus of good faith 
is on the United States in prema-

turely easing the sanctions and not 
on Iran for breaking international 
laws. The slightest hint of reproach 
on the part of Washington brings 
threats that the regime in Tehran 
will abandon the deal.

On the other side of the ledger, 
all forces of moderation have been 
sidelined or annulled: The Green 
movement in Iran was orphaned. 
Iraq is now the domain of al-Quds 
Force. Syria has been destroyed 
and the moderate opposition there 
left at the mercy of Iran, Hezbollah 
and Russia. ISIS has emerged as 
a force in the region and the new 
face of Sunni extremism.

A sectarian war has taken hold in 
the Middle East where traditional 
allies of the United States in the 
Gulf are dismissed and maligned 
and have responded with a new 
suspicion towards American mo-
tives.

This single-minded obsession 
with engagement has only served 
to enrich and empower Iran and 
led to an ever-worsening fanati-
cism, the victims of which will be 
moderates and minorities. Obama’s 
short-beards-vs-long-beards 
dichotomy is profoundly false and 
only time will tell how much dam-
age has been caused by this, in the 
Middle East and beyond.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Khairallah Khairallah

Six months later, 
Trump is still talking 
up the threat posed 
to the US by Muslim 
foreigners.

Single-minded 
obsession with 
engagement has 
only served to enrich 
and empower Iran.

Presumptive US Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump 
speaks during a rally in Spokane, Washington, on May 7th.
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A 

longside its publicly ac-
knowledged counter-
propaganda efforts, the 
British government has 
been pursuing a “covert” 

multimillion-dollar propaganda 
campaign to prevent young Brit-
ish Muslims from falling into the 
clutches of the Islamic State (ISIS). 
The question being asked is why is 
the government doing this secretly, 
rather than openly?

British media recently exposed 
the secretive Home Office unit 
known as the Research, Information 
and Communications Unit (RICU), 
which has been seeking to bring 
about an “attitudinal and behav-
ioural change” among young British 
Muslims, part of a wider counter-
radicalisation programme known as 
Prevent.

It is this programme, which links 
non-violent extremism and terror-
ism, that has drawn criticism and 
raised Muslim suspicions about the 
government’s intentions.

Prevent fuelled fears of govern-
ment spying on Muslims in schools 
and hospitals (where the pro-
gramme is mandatory) and children 
being taken away from their parents 
and placed into care. As a result, 
government attempts to combat ISIS 
propaganda are generally viewed by 
Muslims with distrust. RICU’s expo-
sure has compounded that.

RICU outsources much of its work 
to London communication com-
pany Breakthrough Media Network, 
which is active online and on social 
media. Breakthrough has led 13 na-

tional campaigns, producing 950 
physical and online products that 
had been accessed more than 1 mil-
lion times.

Breakthrough specialises in work-
ing with Muslim civil society organi-
sations that reportedly had no idea 
about the company’s government 
connection. Ultimately, it is a ques-
tion of credibility.

For many analysts, it is simple: A 
clandestine anti-ISIS propaganda 
has a much more significant chance 
of reaching young at-risk Muslims 
than explicit government attempts.

“Marginalised communities that 
feel indifferent or hostile to their 
respective governments, let alone 
supporters and potential sympa-
thisers of [ISIS leader] Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, will never, ever be 
swayed by a foreign state telling 
them on social media that the Is-
lamic State’s caliphate is not Islamic 
or that it is killing more Muslims 
than anyone else,” researcher Char-
lie Winter said.

In an article titled Why ISIS Prop-
aganda Works published in the At-
lantic magazine, Winter outlined 
the problems governments face in 
countering ISIS propaganda, not 
least trying to ensure that their mes-
saging is able to “resonate with the 
right people”.

He acknowledged that official 
responses to ISIS propaganda have 
often been problematic, based on 
the group’s innovative and skilled 
use of social media, and identified a 
general lack of understanding from 
mainstream media outlets towards 
government-led campaigns, prefer-
ring sensationalism over more ra-
tional reporting.

“It’s an uncomfortable truth that, 
no matter how well-intentioned 
they are, government’s ideational 
responses to jihadism have been 
marked by memorable slip-ups 
and controversies. The media are 
always quick to report on things 
done wrong and tend to stay clear 
of assessing successes,” wrote Win-
ter, who is a research associate with 
Georgia State University’s Transcul-
tural Conflict and Violence Initia-

tive.
The British government under-

stands that the internet is a weapon 
that is being used by ISIS and other 
groups against it. It also under-
stands that it, too, can wield this 
weapon and that it can most effec-
tively wield it from a distance.

“If you think about what the in-
ternet does for terrorists, it gives 
them a myriad of ways to commu-
nicate covertly. It gives them a plat-
form to fundraise, to radicalise, to 
spread propaganda. It gives them 
the means to plan, to command 
and control, to spread lethal ideas, 
to exhort violence,” former director 
of Government Communications 
Headquarters Sir Iain Lobban said at 
the first open Intelligence and Secu-
rity Committee of Parliament hear-
ing on November 7th, 2014.

“We have had some successes in 

this area, in terms of turning that 
[the internet] against them. I think 
those are best-kept secret,” he add-
ed.

But now RICU and Breakthrough 
Media Network have been exposed 
and the government’s plans laid 
bare amid fears that local grass-
roots Muslim organisations will 
disavow their former affiliation 
with both. The Home Office issued 
a statement acknowledging and ex-
pressing pride in RICU’s work.

“We are proud of the support 
RICU has provided to organisations 
working on the frontlines to chal-
lenge the warped ideology of groups 
such as ISIS, and to protect commu-
nities,” the statement said. “This 
work can involve sensitive issues, 
vulnerable communities and hard-
to-reach audiences and it has been 
important to build relationships out 

of the media glare.
“We respect the bravery of in-

dividuals and organisations who 
choose to speak out against vio-
lence and extremism and it is right 
that we support and protect them.”

Local Muslim groups, which share 
the same goal as the government, 
namely to guide vulnerable young 
Muslims away from extremism and 
terrorism, face a difficult choice. As 
for the government, it is only doing 
what is strategically necessary.

“Governments still have an inte-
gral role to play in the communica-
tions battle with ISIS but they must 
shift their primary information ac-
tivities away from direct communi-
cations, to flexibly supporting and 
trusting local actors to deliver mes-
sages on their behalf — a model rem-
iniscent of that currently employed 
by ISIS,” Winter said.

UK tries covert communication against ISIS
Mahmud el-Shafey

Head of the Coalition Communication Cell at the UK Foreign and Commonwealth Office Dan Chugg, 
attends the “Global Coalition Against ISIS communication working group” conference in Kuwait City, 
on April 25th.

British media recently 
exposed the secretive 
Home Office unit 
known as the 
Research, Information 
and Communications 
Unit (RICU).

Europe facing chemical weapons threat, risk analyst warns

London

F
ollowing attacks in 
Paris and Brussels, 
Europe can expect to 
see more of the same 
from the Islamic 
State (ISIS), a senior 
risk analyst 
warned.

“Europe is the low-hanging fruit 
for these kinds of attacks. You have 
the highest Western impact at the 
lowest cost to making them hap-
pen. They [ISIS] have 300 to 1,000 
operatives who speak the local 
language and carry passports — 
more foot soldiers that can be taken 
in and operate in that environment 
than ever before,” IJet International 
Chief Executive Officer Bruce McIn-
doe said.

An expert on the travel industry 
and risk management, McIndoe es-
tablished IJet International in 1999, 
offering intelligence-driven risk 
management to the travel industry. 
IJet was working with its partners 
and clients on the ground during 
the Paris and Brussels attacks, keep-
ing them informed of developments 
and working to ensure their safety.

“Look at what happened in Brus-
sels or Paris… Attacks of this scale 
were carried out by just dozens of 
people. But the biggest issue is the 
ability for one of these organisa-
tions to obtain chemical, biological 
or nuclear capabilities,” McIndoe 
said.

“They are pushing to see if they 
can acquire those kinds of mate-
rial but the capability right now to 

deliver it is man-borne. What can 
they obtain and deliver to cause 
the most havoc? The number one 
[threat] is from chemical weapons, 
from failing states like Syria.”

His comments echo warnings 
from the Organisation for the 
Prohibition of Chemical Weapons, 
which is involved in monitoring the 
destruction of the Assad regime’s 
chemical weapons and produc-
tion capabilities following a 2013 
UN deal. Syria had a 1,300-tonne 
chemical weapons stockpile and 14 
production facilities.

The threat is not just from weap-
ons secreted out of failing states; 
terrorists have the ability to make 
crude, but deadly, chemical or bio-
logical weapons.

“They are investing time and 
effort… As we’ve overrun training 
locations and seized intelligence, 
there’s no question that they 
are experimenting and trying to 
build more and more capability in 
chemical and biological weapons,” 
McIndoe said.

It is often the human component 
where these plans fail, he added. 
“In order to project that capability 
into Europe or the US they have 
got to project it into someone who 
can actually carry it out and that’s 
where it falls down,” he said. “They 
don’t have the trained individuals 
for managing [chemical and bio-
logical weapons]… They don’t have 
the ability to deliver it. Delivery of 
chemical and biological weapons is 
very difficult.

“They don’t want to kill just 30 
people. They want to kill 300, or 
3,000 or 30,000 and with chemical 
and biological weapons that re-
quires a much wider dispersal area. 

The likelihood is incredibly high 
if you are looking at chemical or 
biological capability… but enough 
to create a significant event? That is 
very low right now.”

McIndoe did not discount the 
possibility of terrorist groups ob-
taining nuclear material, although 
he said this was not very likely.

“There is constant desire in the 
nuclear realm. It is more difficult 
for them to get fissionable material 
and, even if they do, it is hard to 
obtain all the trappings to be able 
to do something with this because 
of how much we monitor that envi-
ronment,” he said.

It is the nature of governments 
and leadership to react to the worst-
case scenario, doing everything that 
can ensure that these do not come 
to pass.

“When a nation or a group of 

nations, whether it is EU or UN, 
they tend to look at this holisti-
cally. So when they’re deciding to 
allocate resources to a problem, 
they want to see the full scope of 
that problem,” McIndoe said. “So 
when talking about border control 
of surveillance and monitoring, it is 
these bigger issues that we are talk-
ing about — chemical and biological 
and nuclear threats.

“This is what ultimately drives 
these leaderships to say we need 
to keep investing because if we 
don’t invest in this we’re going 
to see 500,000 people in London 
killed. That is the motivation for the 
level of expenditure which exceeds 
trillions plus dollars in the last 15 
years.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

I n t e r v i e w

Dunia El-Zobaidi
“Europe is the 
low-hanging fruit 
for these kinds of 
attacks.”

McIndoe did 
not discount 
the possibility 
of terrorist 
groups obtaining 
nuclear material.

Bruce McIndoe

Bruce McIndoe, chief executive officer of IJet International, is 
an industry leader and expert in risk management, travel and 
intelligence.
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MENA needs to 
invest on power, 
report says

Tunisia-Libya 
border trade to 
resume ‘very 
soon’: Tunisia

Russian oil chief: 
OPEC’s unity
effectively extinct

Middle Eastern and North African 
countries will need to invest $334 
billion over five years to meet rising 
power demand in the MENA region, 
a development bank said.

The Arab Petroleum Investments 
Corporation (APICORP) said in a re-
port that $198 billion will be needed 
to add 147 gigawatts (GW) of gener-
ating capacity by 2020 to the exist-
ing 315GW capacity. The rest would 
go for transmission and distribution 
networks, said APICORP, the devel-
opment bank of the Organisation 
of Arab Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries.

Electricity demand in the MENA 
region has been growing, driven by 
population growth, industrialisa-
tion and low power prices, the re-
port said. Despite projections for 
lower economic growth for the re-
gion, APICORP estimates that MENA 
demand for electricity will increase 
an average of 8% per year through 
2020.
(Agence France-Presse)

Tunisia is confident that trade at 
the main border crossing with Lib-
ya will resume “very soon”, local 
authorities said, about a week after 
the Libyan side imposed a block-
ade.

“This problem will be resolved 
very soon,” Tahar Matmati, the 
governor of Medenine, which lies 
on the principle route between Tu-
nisia and Libya, said.

Discussions between the two 
sides are focused on “the nature of 
products imported into Tunisia”, 
Matmati said, adding that Libya 
wanted a “single tax imposed on all 
products and that requires certain 
administrative procedures”.

Commercial traffic through the 
Ras Jedir border post was blocked 
May 6th by the Libyan side. An of-
ficial from the Zouara local council 
in Libya said the measure was taken 
to protest “smuggling of subsidised 
goods”, such as petrol.

The paralysis of traffic across the 
frontier has angered the population 
in south-eastern Tunisia, where the 
economy is reliant on cross-border 
trade.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries  (OPEC) is effec-
tively extinct as a united group and 
the time when it could determine 
global oil market conditions should 
be forgotten, said Igor Sechin, head 
of Russia’s biggest oil firm Rosneft.

Sechin, a long-standing ally of 
President Vladimir Putin, expressed 
sceptical views about OPEC before, 
saying that top oil producer Russia 
should stick to its own strategy and 
protect its market share.

“The 1970s, when a series of the 
largest Middle East producers could 
determine global oil market condi-
tions by creating cartel structures 
such as OPEC, should be forgotten,” 
Sechin told Reuters in e-mailed 
comments.

“At the moment a number of ob-
jective factors exclude the possibil-
ity for any cartels to dictate their 
will to the market… As for OPEC, it 
has practically stopped existing as a 
united organisation.”
(Reuters)

Briefs

Tunisian olive oil overcomes Italian 
protests, climate change

Tunisian women harvesting olives in the village of Mornag, situated in the locality of Ben Arous, near Tunis.

Tunis

T unisia has won 
more olive oil 
shares to key 
European Union 
markets despite a 
noisy campaign 
by Italian farmers 
protesting the 

suppression of duties on Tunisian 
production, the country’s Oil 
National Office chief said.

A bumper olive crop led to 
unprecedented export volumes 
of Tunisian olive oil in 2015. Poor 
harvests in Spain and Italy mean-
while drove international prices 
for olive oil to their highest levels 
since 2006.

Prices for olive oil reached 
$5,800 a tonne last August, com-
pared with $4,100 in August 2014, 
increasing Tunisian revenues from 
olive oil exports.

But there will be no repeat of the 
2015 Tunisian olive oil bonanza 
in the 2016 harvest which ended 
in February as olive trees cannot 
produce a good crop two years in 
a row.

“Last season brought about a 
record of output and a record of 
exports respectively of 340,000 
tonnes and 312,000 tonnes,” Tuni-
sian Olive Oil National Office head 
Chokri Bayoudh said.

“For the 2015-16 harvest, the 
olive oil production is 140,000 
tonnes and we plan a total of 
exports at 100,000 [tonnes]. It is a 
shortfall of 60% when compared 
to the previous period,” he said.

Olive oil represents more than 
10% of Tunisia’s exports and en-
sures the livelihood of hundreds of 
thousands of people.

“Olive oil exports bolstered 
Tunisia’s trade balance and its 
hard currency revenues last year,” 
said Bayoudh. The value of olive 
oil sales abroad is at more than $1 
billion.

“The culture is resilient to crises. 
Even in the worst circumstances 
of January 2011, exports continued 

to flow,” Bayoudh said. Tunisia has 
80 million olive trees, covering 
one-third of its arable land. The 
crop relies on rain.

“The phenomenon of drought is 
increasingly frequent in the south 
and centre of the country due to 
climatic change,” he said.

As a result, the country is turn-
ing to northern areas for olive 
cultivation to ease the effects of 
drought elsewhere.

“We plan to grow 50,000 hec-
tares for a five-year period begin-
ning 2016 in the north where rain-
fall is more frequent than in the 
south and the centre to increase 
olive oil output from northern 
areas to 30% from 20% currently,” 
said Bayoudh.

“The state will subsidise totally 
or partially these planned planta-
tions undertaken by farmers.”

The authorities will provide fi-
nancial and other aid to farmers to 
water olive farms by trucked tanks 
in dry times, he said.

“The export season for olive oil 
is under way and it is going well 
despite the media campaign in 
Italy. This campaign did not harm 
Tunisia exports because our Italian 
clients knew better the quality of 
our oil,” he said.

The European Union in April 
removed customs duty from 
70,000 tonnes of Tunisian olive oil 
imports over 2016 and the follow-
ing year as part of a plan to help the 
North African country’s stricken 
economy.

“The EU’s decision is a new proof 
of Europe’s trust and confidence 
in the quality of our oil,” Bayoudh 
said.

Italian producers criticised the 
EU move, saying it threatens their 
livelihood and risks flooding Eu-
rope with “fake oil”.

Italian farmers’ association Col-
diretti said the decision to remove 
the duty was bad news for con-
sumers and producers of olive oil 
in Italy and beyond.

“It doesn’t help Tunisian produc-
ers, harms Italian ones and increas-
es the risk that consumers will be 
exposed to fraud,” said Coldiretti 
President Roberto Moncalvo.

Coldiretti fears cheaply im-
ported Tunisian oil could be mixed 
with Italian oil and falsely labelled 
“Made in Italy” for a premium 
price on the international market.

“The removal of taxes will only 
increase exports for Tunisian 
farmers by 3%. It’s difficult to see 
how that is enough to benefit its 
rural economies,” Moncalvo said.

Despite the producers’ distaste, 
the decision was approved by a 
large majority in Brussels.

Federica Mogherini, EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy, told La Re-
pubblica the decision was “a just 
compromise”.

“It will have minimal impact on 
the Italian and European economy. 
Supporting Tunisian democracy in 
a difficult moment is in the inter-
est of the EU and Italy,” Mogherini 
said.

Other Italian politicians 
slammed the move. “It’s an em-
barrassment that (Prime Minister) 
Matteo Renzi’s government has 
not opposed this,” said Tiziana 
Beghin, a leading member of the 
populist Five Star Movement.

“Our clients in Italy know the 
situation clearly. The quality of our 
oil is not in doubt because we are 
the only country where the state 
controls the quality of oil before 
exports,” said Bayoudh.

The challenge for Tunisia’s olive 
oil industry is not just to find ways 
to increase production, but also 
to export less oil in bulk and more 
Tunisian-bottled and branded 
products, experts say.

More than 75% of Tunisia’s 
output is exported in bulk to Italy 
and Spain, where it is mixed with 
local oil before being bottled and 
marketed as a product of those 
countries.

“The bulk market is our main 
export outlet and it is good for our 
oil. In parallel, we are improving 
our ability to sell the product in 
other ways. We made progress in 
that with 20% of our produce sold 
outside the bulk market com-
pared to barely 1% before and we 
are continuing our effort,” said 
Bayoudh.

I n t e r v i e w

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisia is 
turning to 
northern 
areas for olive 
cultivation to 
ease the effects 
of drought 
elsewhere.

of Tunisia’s output is 
exported in bulk to Italy 
and Spain.

More than 75%
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The ‘Joy of Heaven’ for Lebanon’s poor
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

S 

aadat al-Samaa — the “Joy 
of Heaven” — has become 
accessible for those who 
cannot afford a decent 
meal in impoverished Trip-

oli, Lebanon’s second largest city 
and home to about 200,000 Syrian 
refugees.

The restaurant bearing the unu-
sual name is a luxurious place of-
fering free meals to the poor who 
could not otherwise consider going 
to such a place. It has a set weekly 
menu and a staff of volunteers.

“I did not expect to see such a 
sumptuous restaurant. The name 
indicates clearly that it is a res-
taurant for the poor, which makes 
us expect a simple place offering 
regular and plain meals,” said Abou 
Tony, 75.

“I am really thrilled about having 
a decent good meal of which I have 

been deprived for years, basically 
since my wife passed away. I live 
alone and all I can afford are sand-
wiches and canned food,” he said.

The restaurant, which opened in 
April, is in the historic seaside Mina 
quarter of Tripoli and is the second 
such outlet to be established by 
Majdi Allawi, the head of the non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
Saadat al-Samaa. A similar restau-
rant opened in Beirut two years 
ago.

The two-storey building, which 
can take up to 80 diners, is in a 
freshly refurbished building with 
an arcaded roof and stone walls, 
nicely illuminated with intricate 
lighting. It is equipped with new 
oak tables and chairs and large tel-
evision screens.

Abou Tony is among dozens of 
destitute people, including Syrian 
refugees, who flock daily to the res-
taurant. A big board at the entrance 
features the list of dishes prepared 
by a specially hired cook and served 
by nine volunteers.

“Charities and social welfare 
groups have been helping us in run-
ning the place, basically by provid-
ing volunteer workers,” said restau-
rant supervisor Robert Ayoub.

He said the NGO relies on dona-
tions in kind and crowd funding to 
sustain operations, which feed up 
to 150 persons daily, seven days a 
week. “In case we have more peo-
ple coming in, there are alternative 
dishes, such as quickly prepared 
pastas and other fast-food, because 
we refuse to have those coming to 
us return with empty stomachs,” 

Ayoub said.
As with its founder, a Shia who 

converted to Christianity, Saadat 
al-Samaa’s clients come from vari-
ous religious groups, sects and na-
tionalities.

The place is open to all — be they 
Muslims or Christians, Lebanese or 
Syrians — who are unable to obtain 
decent and nutritious meals, Allawi 
said.

“The aim is to assist those in 

need, especially that the economic 
conditions in the country are be-
coming increasingly difficult,” he 
said. “Also, with average salaries 
being so low, no one can afford to 
take his children out for lunch or 
dinner and I believe it is the right of 
every person to experience a meal 
in a five-star restaurant.

“When I was young during the 
(1975-90) civil war in Lebanon, I 
was deprived of such outings with 

my family. That is why I wanted to 
open this restaurant in this impov-
erished city, because hunger and 
deprivation have no colour, reli-
gion or nationality.”

Tripoli has the highest rate of 
poverty in Lebanon. Conditions 
for its 400,000 inhabitants have 
worsened with the influx of about 
200,000 refugees fleeing war in 
Syria and an estimated 250,000 
Lebanese rural migrants who 
moved to the city looking for em-
ployment opportunities.

A recent UN study indicated 
that 57% of Tripoli’s inhabitants 
are poor and deprived and 26% of 
them suffer extreme poverty and 
are classified within the most dis-
advantaged category. About three-
quarters are struggling economical-
ly, 35% suffer health problems, 35% 
live in inadequate housing and 25% 
are deprived of education.

While free food is traditionally of-
fered to the needy and those fast-
ing during the Muslim holy month 
of Ramadan, Allawi’s endeavour is 
bringing a smile to deprived fami-
lies throughout the year.

“I came today with my three chil-
dren. They are thrilled at the idea 
of having a meal in a restaurant. 
Since we fled Syria four years ago, 
we haven’t had a decent meal. This 
place makes us feel that we are dig-
nified humans and have the right 
to some joy,” said Syrian refugee 
Khadija al-Said as she walked into 
Saadat al-Samaa.

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

A family enjoying a free meal at the Saadat al-Samaa restaurant in 
Tripoli, Lebanon.

“The aim is to assist 
those in need, 
especially that the 
economic conditions 
in the country are 
becoming 
increasingly 
difficult.”

Majdi Allawi, the head 
of the non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) Saadat 
al-Samaa

The struggle to prepare for college in Saudi Arabia
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

U 

niversity professors in 
Saudi Arabia invariably 
place incoming fresh-
men students into two 
categories: students 

educated in private or internation-
al schools and those young men 
and women taught in Saudi state 
schools.

The disparity between the two 
groups presents special challenges 
for university administrators and 
professors. Privately educated stu-
dents generally are placed in ad-
vanced streamlined classes. Fresh-
men educated in state schools are 
often directed to remedial instruc-
tion. Major weaknesses among 
state school graduates include Eng-
lish language and critical thinking 
skills.

“I can hardly motivate my stu-
dents who just don’t want to be 
in class,” complained one English 
language department supervisor 
at a Jeddah university. “They don’t 
even belong here.”

It is a harsh assessment and not 
always fair. The Saudi Ministry of 
Education has taken steps since 
2007 to overhaul the education 
system. Many graduating seniors 
are fluent in English and eager to 
engage with instructors at the uni-
versity level but overall the system 
remains mired in outdated teaching 
methods and lack of supervision of 
teachers.

The result is that students often 
score less than 3 when they need at 
least 6.5 to 7.5 on English skills tests 
— known by the acronyms IELTS 
and TOEFL — to qualify for admis-
sion to Western universities.

Abdullah Murjan, an English 
teacher at a Jeddah secondary pub-

lic school, said he is assigned to 
teach gifted students. His students 
speak English well but struggle 
with writing.

“Most of the teachers are not 
well-prepared,” Murjan said. 
“There is not enough knowledge 
with pronunciation and grammar. 
The whole subject is taught in Ara-
bic.”

Murjan referred to the Grammar-
translation method, conceived to 
teach Latin in the 16th century. The 
US military uses the technique to 
teach soldiers foreign languages be-
fore overseas postings.

Saudi state schools use the meth-
od to teach English. It streamlines 
explaining words and phrases and 
allows instructors to explain the 
subject in their native tongue. How-
ever, the method teaches about 
English rather than teaching the 
language itself. It also prevents stu-
dents from classroom participation 
and curbs spontaneous conversa-
tion.

“There is little practice and teach-
ers don’t force students to speak 
English,” Murjan said.

The Ministry of Education rec-
ognised that students were unpre-
pared for university-level courses. 
In 2008, a royal decree was issued 
to establish the Tatweer Education 
Holding Company to develop an 
education system on par with other 
countries.

Maryam Albilaly, a coordinator 
assigned to implement the Tatweer 
project and run the professional de-
velopment programme for teachers 
in Medina, said it established 25 fe-
male and 25 male secondary “smart 
schools”.

Smart schools use advanced tech-
nology as teaching tools. White-
boards and projectors were stand-
ard equipment and each student in 
the programme received a laptop 
computer. It was a first for students 
in Saudi public schools but the ini-
tial phase was short-lived, Albilaly 
said. The equipment needed regu-
lar maintenance but technicians 
could not keep up with the demand 
for service. Administrators aban-
doned the equipment.

The teachers’ professional de-
velopment programme ran better. 
Tatweer was faced with reversing 
a culture in which schools had no 

coherent plan to implement cur-
riculum or evaluations to assess 
teacher professionalism. School ad-
ministrators more or less evaluated 
themselves without established 
criteria. Evaluation of students’ 
progress was minimal.

Tatweer developed a programme 
to assess schools’ progress and the 
role of administrators and teachers 
in the school’s educational mission.

“Schools don’t know how to as-
sess their own situation,” Albilaly 
said. “Now (administrators) know 
they should depend on them-
selves to change their schools. The 
programme is a model for leader-
ship. They know exactly what they 
should do. It’s like a map for them 

to plan.”
The Tatweer programme has 

proved to be a success at the ex-
perimental stage and the Educa-
tion Ministry wants to copy it for 
other schools. The Tatweer plan 
has mushroomed from the initial 
50 schools to about 900.

While Albilaly said changing the 
teaching and administrative cul-
ture in public schools will lead to 
better education for students, she 
acknowledged that she has been 
unable to chart students’ progress.

Traditionally, Saudi public 
schools had focused on memorisa-
tion with little interaction between 
student and teacher. Saudi publica-
tions were the textbooks of choice, 
which limited students’ view of the 
world. Much of that has changed 
with the introduction of computers, 
access to the internet and use of in-
ternational textbooks. Students are 
more engaged with their teachers. 
Laptops encourage performance 
tasks that can be measured by in-
structors, although data on success 
rates continue to be elusive.

“Before, nobody was trained to 
deal with cooperative learning,” 
Albilaly said. “That has changed as 
students respond to teachers now.”

Educators such as Albilaly argue 
that a primary goal to boast student 
performance is to change the infra-
structure of school administrations 
but methodology in teaching Eng-
lish remains an obstacle.

English reading comprehen-
sion, writing and even the ethics of 
learning are tough nuts to crack, ac-
cording to Murjan.

“Students don’t always do the 
work,” he said. “I ask them to write 
something and they go to Google 
translate and then copy and paste 
their work.”

Once public school administra-
tors have established a thorough 
method of reviewing teachers’ 
performances, Albilaly said she ex-
pects student progress evaluations 
to follow. It will lead to better Eng-
lish instruction.

“The first step is for administra-
tors and teachers to learn how to 
evaluate themselves,” she said.

Saudi students sit for their final high school exams in the Red Sea port city of Jeddah.

Traditionally, Saudi 
public schools had 
focused on 
memorisation with 
little interaction 
between student and 
teacher.

“I can hardly 
motivate my 
students who just 
don’t want to be in 
class.”

An English language 
department supervisor at 

a Jeddah university
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Laila — The Musical retells the greatest love 
story from the East
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

I 

t is the oriental equivalent of 
Romeo and Juliet. Laila — The 
Musical, a modern musical 
by the creators of the award-
winning Britain’s Got Bhangra, 

retells the greatest love story from 
the East.

Just like Romeo and Juliet, Laila 
and her Majnun represent star-
crossed lovers. Laila and Qays 
belong to different tribes and her 
father forbids any contact. Qays 
becomes madly obsessed with her. 
He is called Majnun, Arabic for 
“madman”, in this case madly in 
love.

In the play, modern day Laila 
runs away from her family because 
she is in love with a man but her 
father wants her to marry someone 
else. She takes shelter from a storm 
in an old bookshop in Bradford, 
where she comes across a book 
with her name on it. She opens the 
book, starts to read the story and 
embarks on her own journey. The 
location moves from Bradford to 
ancient Arabia.

 “Descending from Ancient Ara-
bia, Laila and Majnun is 800 years 
older than Romeo and Juliet,” play-
wright Pravesh Kumar said. “It 
is the same story of star-crossed 
lovers from two different families. 
Romeo and Juliet could have been 
inspired by this story.

“This story is huge in the East, 
which includes India, Turkey and 
Middle Eastern countries. I wanted 
to celebrate an Eastern love story. 
The story is relevant today as there 
are still many star-crossed lovers 
with the same saga.”

In addition to acclaiming true 
love, the musical celebrates Eastern 
music with a Western twist.

“Our audience is mixed between 
Westerners and Asians and is usual-
ly young,” Kumar said. “We wanted 
to have an old story in a contem-
porary play to show our Laila of 
British Pakistani origin that finds 
a book with her name on it and is 
consumed by the story.

“The story has been passed down 
through music, song and lyrics. We 
have taken Sufi music and poems to 

make the heart of the play but we 
used a contemporary style on it.”

He stressed the research process 
behind the play, including reading, 
watching and listening to other ad-
aptations of the tale while learning 
about Sufism.

“We spent more than three years 
on research. Writing the music of 
this scale and the script took a very 
long time. We spent long hours 
checking the story and what al-
ready existed and what is relevant. 
We met a lot of people and heard 
the old poems being recited and 
travelled to India to meet Sufi po-
ets. It is an Eastern love story but 
has a Western musical sense to it,” 
Kumar added.

Mona Goodwin, who plays Laila, 
also spoke about the time-consum-
ing task of researching the story 
and appropriating one of the two 

lead characters.
“Research is an endless task be-

cause of the amount of versions that 
is adapted around the world,” she 
said. “It is hard to get to the bottom 
of the story. There is not a definitive 
version of Laila and Majnun.” The 
story is believed to have originated 
in Arabia in the 5th century.

Goodwin pointed out that the 
musical is different from ancient 
versions as it is seen from Laila’s 
perspective.

“What is unfortunate about the 
older versions is that they show 
Laila in a negative light. She is a 

temptress that drives men mad,” 
she said. “What is wonderful 
about (the musical) is that Pravesh 
has flipped all this on its head by 
showing the story through Laila’s 
eyes. It’s about her troubles which 
makes this play unique from the 
original tale.”

The actress said the music mix 
between East and West helped her 
get into the role of Laila and por-
tray the character’s emotions.

“It is a tale about love so it was 
easy to get into the character of 
Laila because I was in love when 
I was 18,” Goodwin said. “Most of 
my research was through song. 
The music is like another charac-
ter in the tale. The band is on stage 
with us which helped me get to the  
high emotional points of the char-
acter.

“Laila is an emotional character. 

She goes through the worst. She is 
married off to a man much older 
than her and she is physically, emo-
tionally and mentally oppressed 
by everyone. It is an emotionally 
draining role but the music helps 
me deal with that.”

A lot of what Laila wants to say is 
relayed through songs.

“I had to broaden my thinking to 
a whole different style of music. It 
is a fantastic opportunity for me to 
play a strong, confident and coura-
geous princess. Laila is a beautiful 
princess who fights for what she 
believes in,” Goodwin said.

Laila — The Musical is scheduled 
for Queens Theatre, Hornchurch 
in London, May 17th-21st; Theatre 
Royal Windsor, May 24th-
28th; and the Lowry Theatre, 
Manchester, May 31st-June 4th.

Prince Waqt (Shin), Laila (Mona Goodwin), Zeenat (Sheena Patel), Ensemble (Vedi Roy, Yinka Williams, Sami Lamine).
 (Photo by David Fisher)

Just like Romeo and 
Juliet, Laila and her 
Majnun represent 
star-crossed lovers.

The Eggsperiment: A simple painting with a powerful message for Syria
Karen Dabrowska

London

C 

reativity in the service 
of humanity is best ex-
pressed in the auction 
of The Eggsperiment, an 
acrylic painting that car-

ries a message of hope for the war-
battered Syrian people.

Created on cotton canvas, the 
painting is made of three colours — 
grey, yellow and brown — and four 
shapes — two circles, a square and a 
triangle — creating a modern, graph-
ic image of a fertilised egg.

Next to the painting displayed 
in London’s P21 Gallery is a video 
showing an image of the painting 
and a short narrative introduc-
ing the work by Namibian artist 
Genevieve Detering.

“I am The Eggsperiment, a paint-
ing dedicated to the people of Syr-
ia,” the recording says. “I have no 
gender, no age, no race, and no reli-
gion. Like all of us I became a target 
at conception. Like many of you I 
had a fair shot at life. Others aren’t 
as lucky.”

The video moves to a powerful 
black-and-white image of a Syrian 
refugee, a pensive girl with a forlorn 
look in her eyes.

“Let us see how far I can travel and 
how much I can raise for change, 
love and hope,” The Eggsperiment 
urges the viewer. More refugee chil-
dren appear on the screen but they 
are happy and smiling. The video 
ends with an image of the fertilised 
egg and the challenging words “I 
stand for life. What do you stand 
for?”

Detering is a film-maker who 
wanted to use her first painting to 
raise awareness of the crisis in Syr-
ia. The Eggsperiment painting was 
up for auction during the exhibition 
with the proceeds earmarked for a 
charity helping Syrian refugees and 
for the P21 Gallery.

The artist’s style, like her mes-
sage, is simple and bold. Primary 
colours, geometric shapes and 
clean lines contrast with the unique 
oval shape of the canvas to create a 
graphic image of a fertilised egg.

“This style was chosen for the 
painting not that it might be re-
searched and analysed in order to 
be understood, but rather executed 
clearly and simply so that its mean-
ing could be understood by anyone. 
The painting communicates hope 
and a chance of life, but also the fra-
gility of both when under threat,” 
exhibition curator Taylor Lockhart-
Lang said.

Detering said she first envisioned 

the egg on a canvas in 2012.
“I brought it to life,” she said. “I 

wanted it to stand for something, 
something meaningful.”

With that thought in mind she 
searched beyond the canvas and 
took a closer look at her own life 
and the world around her. The cri-
sis in Syria had weighed heavily on 
her and she was considering how 
she might use her creative works to 
raise awareness of the issue.

“Feelings of gratitude were what 
triggered an urge in me to give back 
through my creative works. The Egg-
speriment not only marks the birth 
of this newfound venture, but also 
embodies these feelings of change, 
hope, love, life and humanity. Re-

gardless of who we are and where 
we come from, we can’t help every-
one — but we can help as many as 
we can,” Detering emphasised.

On the wall next to The Eggsperi-
ment is a plea: “See me not for who 
made me but rather for what I repre-
sent — a simple piece of contempo-
rary art dedicated to a great cause. 
Dedicated to the people of Syria.”

Detering refers to herself as an 
“odd creative conglomerate” or a 
“life artist”. She was born and raised 
on a farm in Namibia. She decided 
to travel to gather new perspectives 
on other peoples and cultures, learn 
independence and become a citizen 
of the world.

Other than sketching cartoons 

from an early age she never really 
attempted painting but as a film-
maker she had experimented with 
new ways of expressing herself and 
in 2016 undertook The Eggsperiment 
project.

In parallel to the auction, the 
plight of Syrian migrants was un-
derlined by Edward Jonkler, a free-
lance photojournalist who recently 
made the “refugee boat” crossing 
from Turkey to the Greek island of 
Lesbos and travelled from the Syr-
ian border to Europe, disguised as a 
refugee.

“The journey to Lesbos was in 
a small, light, grey rubber dinghy. 
Screaming and shouting breaks 
out as people pile on top of each 
other in the boat. There is no space 
to do anything else. People writhe 
around, gasping for air, hands and 
heads sticking out of a tangled web 
of bodies,” Jonkler wrote in an arti-
cle for the World Weekly.

The smugglers slapped and kicked 
refugees to make them move down 
in the boat. “One punches a man in 
the back of the head and he slumps 
forward into the boat. A child is 
thrown into the boat and lands on 
top of everyone with a nauseating 
thud. I listen and, when he cries, I 
feel relieved that he is conscious,” 
Jonkler wrote.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Creativity in the 
service of humanity is 
best expressed in the 
auction of The 
Eggsperiment.

The Eggsperiment painting that was auctioned to help Syrian 
refugees.
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When inmates become film-makers
Roua Khlifi

Mahdia, Tunisia

T 

he prison at Mahdia host-
ed screenings of films 
produced by prisoners as 
part of a project titled In 
Quest of Different Views: 

Reflecting on Prison Images, which 
promotes culture inside Tunisian 
prisons.

The project, under the supervi-
sion of the Tunisian Federation 
of Film Societies and a number of 
non-governmental organisations, 
included workshops to help prison-
ers learn film production. Prison-
ers’ films were screened in Tunisian 
cinemas and universities in recent 
months.

“The idea was to promote cinema 
and theatre in prisons and other 
correctional centres. The idea was 
to recreate the theme of the Utopia 
of Plato. The programme examines 
different views on life through that 
perspective,” said Kamal Regaya, ar-
tistic director of the project.

Fatma Bchini, general-secretary 
of the Tunisian Federation of Film 
Societies, said the project relies on 
developing exchanges between the 
outside world and prison environ-
ments.

“Outside the prison, there is the 
programme of the monthly screen-
ings in which films produced by 
prisoners are screened in addition 

to the film that inspired the theme,” 
Bchini said. “Workshops start inside 
prison by screening a film and invit-
ing prisoners to reflect on the theme 
of the film and express their opin-
ions about it in film format.”

Detainees in Mahdia prison at-
tended workshops on film-making 
in a programme that began in March 
2015. Films were produced reflect-
ing the prisoners’ vision. By debat-
ing the films in public screenings, 
civil society members endeavour to 
build a bridge between prisons and 
the outside world.

“It is not about prison explicitly 
but it is based on the views and 
thoughts of people in prison and 
how they see the world outside,” 
Regaya said. “We don’t work on doc-
umentaries. We specifically work on 
films that belong to art video genre.”

Kais Soltani, spokesman of Tuni-
sian Prison and Rehabilitation Insti-
tution, said the significance of the 
project was that prisoners present-
ed and debated their films in public.

“We also made the choice of in-
volving people who are sentenced 
to life terms in prison. We made 
sure they are the ones who go to at-
tend the screening and present their 
films at the movie theatre down-
town,” Soltani said.

“We noted a change in their be-
haviour even the way they talk 
among each other and with prison 
guards. We took the risk of getting 
them out three to four times outside 
prisons. For some, it was the first 
time they were at a movie theatre.”

In addition to being taught techni-
cal aspects of film-making, prison-
ers were invited to reflect on their 
feelings.

“When we started, they thought 
they would be acting or they would 
be the subject of a documentary and 
rejected the idea,” Regaya said. “We 
wanted to break the routine they 
live in and in the first days they liked 
the idea and, bit by bit, they under-

stood the concept and managed to 
take part in the creation of these 
films.”

He added: “I concentrated on 
something they are not used to. We 
worked on the feelings they had; 
the feelings they expressed. Each 
of them gave a scene in which they 
expressed a feeling and they learnt 
how to hold a camera and edit. They 
started giving their opinions of the 
scenes and asked to reshoot some 
scenes.”

The films were shown to the rest 
of the detainees in the prison in 
March.

“Around 100 prisoners attended 
the screening, which they found a 
bit perplexing,” Regaya said. “Many 
of them said they didn’t understand 
the idea but they grasped the feel-
ing, which was positive because 
that is what films are about — the 
feelings.”

Organisers said projects within 
prisons can establish alternative 
correctional approaches.

“Prisoners should produce crea-
tive ideas and most importantly a 
different idea of themselves. They 
don’t look at themselves the same 
anymore. There was one prisoner 
who said his mother told him he 
talks differently now and that he 
sounds well-mannered. Even the 
prison guards noticed the differ-
ence,” Regaya said.

“There was a prisoner who said 
that every week he would cause a 
fight just to go to the solitary cell. 
Since the programme started, he 
stopped doing that because he 
wanted to attend the workshops. 
The guards started talking to him 
about workshops and discussing 
what he learnt.”

As the project nears its comple-
tion in September, there are ques-
tions whether it achieved its goals 
and whether it should continue. The 
Tunisian Prison and Rehabilitation 
Institution expressed willingness to 

encourage other such projects.
“We would like to expand the 

project to other prisons and involve 
more associations in this project. 
Prisoners are Tunisian citizens who 
have a right to culture, to education 
and to reform,” Soltani said.

“Tunisia is built by all of its citi-
zens, including the prisoners, who 

are entitled to have a say in our so-
ciety. Prisoners surprised us in their 
work in these workshops. They are 
talented when given a chance. They 
make creativity out of pain.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

A public screening in Sousse, 140km south of Tunis.

“Tunisia is built by 
all of its citizens, 
including the 
prisoners, who are 
entitled to have a say 
in our society.”

Kais Soltani, spokesman 
of Tunisian Prison and 

Rehabilitation Institution

Rechmaoui exposes Beirut’s complexities 
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

A 

n intricate network of 
cultures, religions, sects 
and neighbourhoods in-
tertwine and often clash 
in Beirut. A tumultuous 

history of instability and intermit-
tent civil war have long marked the 
Lebanese capital as a city of com-
plexity and delicately balanced re-
lationships between its inhabitants, 
politics, geography and architec-
ture.

Such notions resounded at the 
Sfeir-Semler Gallery, which has re-
cently hosted Lebanese artist Mar-
wan Rechmaoui’s exhibition For-
tress in a Corner, Bishop Takes Over.

Conceived with the same rigour 
and structure that recalls a chess-
board and its pieces, Rechmaoui’s 
work is an elaborate effort that maps 
Beirut’s complicated neighbour-
hood divisions. Inspired by the bla-
zonry practices of medieval Europe, 
a series of more than 400 coloured 
flags representing landmarks drape 
from the ceiling, and 59 brass and 
steel shields representing the city’s 
districts line the gallery walls.

Having constructed a body of 
work which deals with themes of 
urban development and social his-
tory, Rechmaoui’s latest show is a 
project that spans ten years, draw-
ing conceptual inspiration from the 
perpetual state of alarm he has ob-
served in Beirut’s inhabitants since 
the 2006 war with Israel.

“I’ve noticed that everybody is 
on guard and ready for something 
(to happen),” Rechmaoui said. “I 
sensed that all Beirut residents are 
soldiers, so I felt the need to organ-
ise them in battalions.”

A lack of urban planning and 
poorly signposted streets that are 
as confusing as they are charming 
to navigate prompted Rechmaoui 

to rely on the zoning of Lebanon’s 
electricity company, Electricité du 
Liban, as a blueprint to distribute 
the 59 districts.

“In Lebanon [and] Beirut spe-
cifically, they don’t use addresses 
much. The address is basically a de-
scription,” he said.

References inherent in the names 
serve as markers to categorise each 
district. Some areas are named after 
sectarian figures and symbols; oth-
ers draw on horticultural references, 
and architectural and geological ref-
erences are used in some. The flags 
represent landmarks in each district 
and are coloured according to the 
political groups to which they be-
long. Neighbourhoods are ranked 
with shields that correspond to their 
size, so some shields are bigger than 
others.

“This method,” Rechmaoui ex-

plained, “activates the potential for 
onlookers familiar with the city to 
grasp another point of view of the 
city.

“The regular use of names, words 
and locations becomes taken for 
granted. You say them automatical-
ly but you never think [of] what they 
mean. If you know what they mean, 
then you can understand how the 
city is structured, so you can predict 
how it’s going to behave.”

In a city where roadblocks, check-
points and ideological slogans par-

tition and distinguish boundaries 
between areas, a walk through Re-
chmaoui’s mapping of Beirut pro-
poses an alternative perspective on 
the divisions.

“I am aware of the demarcation 
lines but I see the city as a whole, as 
one entity, and I see the splits inside 
it as a whole… I’m suggesting that 
there are more demarcation lines 
than the original green line,” he said 
of a prominent marker of sectarian 
strife during the civil war, which 
was used to separate Muslim areas 
from predominately Christian ones.

Manoeuvring beneath the hun-
dreds of flags, familiar logos such as 
those of the ABC department store 
and Spinneys grocery stores become 
apparent. Yet, beneath the surface, 
more crucial motivations are at play. 
Rechmaoui affirms his decision to 
include them stems from the key 

role they played in tracing mile-
stones in Lebanon’s history.

“These are commercial logos [but 
they] are not for advertising,” he 
said. “ABC was the first department 
store in the Middle East that em-
ployed women, in the 1930s.”

Recalling with a hint of humour, 
he said: “The original Spinneys that 
opened near the Unesco Palace had 
the first escalator in Beirut, so peo-
ple used to visit the place just to go 
on the escalator, back in the early 
‘70s. Later on, when the civil war 
started, Spinneys became a battle-
ground between the warring par-
ties. And, in 1982, when the Israelis 
invaded, there was a major battle 
near Spinneys.”

The placement of other flags acts 
as triggers that invite onlookers to 
draw on other associations.

Encountering a flag of the St 
George hotel, a symbol that harkens 
back to Beirut’s golden age, along-
side a burgeoning construction pro-
ject initiated by the private sector 
elicits thoughts of the struggle and 
debate on the distribution of public 
and private space in the city.

“My work usually opens the dis-
cussion. It’s not about directing a 
discussion,” Rechmaoui said. “My 
advantage is that I’m an artist. I’m 
neither a historian nor a sociologist, 
so I have the liberty to play.”

Formidable in its scope, Rech-
maoui’s exhibition invites viewers 
to draw their own conclusions on 
the city.

“Writing history is an issue by it-
self,” he said. “There isn’t one histo-
ry in Lebanon but each group writes 
its own history. What I’m trying to 
do is collect them all so that each 
different group would be faced with 
all the elements, even the ones they 
want to disregard.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab Weekly.

“There isn’t one 
history in Lebanon 
but each group 
writes its own 
history.”

Marwan Rechmaoui

Marwan Rechmaoui’s Fortress in a Corner, Bishop Takes Over Exhibition Blazon 2015 showcases 59 
laser-cut brass on stainless steel shields, and 420 embroidery and appliques textile flags.
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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: 
May 18th-21st

The eighth Dubai Tango Fes-
tival includes various tango 
workshops, milonga perfor-
mances and other events 
over four days. Renowned 
tango dancers, musicians 
and singers will take part in 
the festival.

Palestinian territories:
May 20th-27th

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

Marrakech: 
June 1st-30th

One of the oldest festivals 
in Morocco, the Marrakech 
Festival of Popular Arts and 
Folklore showcases Moroc-
can traditional music, dance 
and costumes. Visitors are 
invited to attend concerts, 
exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Zouk Mikael:
July-August

Set in a renovated old souk 
in Zouk Mikael, Lebanon, 
the annual Zouk Mikael In-
ternational Summer Festival 
features Arab and interna-
tional 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, 
Kizomba, 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 Essaouira, Morocco, is the 
backdrop 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.

Monastir: A Tunisian city combining 
modernity and heritage
Roua Khlifi

Monastir

T 

he town of Monastir, on 
the eastern coast of Tuni-
sia, is a gem of the coun-
try’s Sahel region with 
its beaches and oasis-like 

palm trees.
Monastir is known for its histori-

cal richness, dating to Phoenician 
times, and as the birthplace of Habib 
Bourguiba, the founder of modern 
Tunisia.

Monastir was founded on the ru-
ins of the Punic-Roman city of Rus-
pina, the site of battles between Ju-
lius Caesar and his enemies. Visitors 
can get an insight into the period at 
the Lamta Archaeological Museum, 
which features a mosaic of Venus, 
a mosaic floor from a Byzantine 
church and other artefacts.

“The present-day name of Mo-
nastir is derived from Monastrium, 
which means a monastery… During 
Islamic rule, many mosques were 
built and the city hosted many re-
ligious thinkers, which added to 

the sacredness of the place,” said 
Mahmoud Salah from the Associa-
tion for the Preservation of Monas-
tir.

One of the main attractions 
in the city is the Islamic fortress 
known as the Ribat, which dates 
to 796AD. The fortress, expanding 
over the coastline, is the oldest in 
the Maghreb. It boasts Islamic ar-
chitecture and scripture. The towers 
provide a panoramic view of the city 
and the Islamic museum contains a 
collection of ancient Islamic writing 
and pottery.

The Ribat — fortress — served as 
the centre of the first neighbour-
hoods of Muslims in the town as it 
grew into a regional commercial 
and trade centre. It primarily played 
the role of a military front to guard 
against invasions from the sea.

“The Ribat was built by the Ab-
basids to protect their towns from 
the invasion by the sea… Muslim 
rulers often feared attacks through 
the sea,” Salah said.

The fortress has served as a film 
location for Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus 
of Nazareth, Monty Python’s Life of 
Brian and other productions.

The medina of Monastir invites 
visitors to take a long walk through 
its alleys to discover shops offering 
traditional costumes and pottery. 
The colourful markets revive the 
spirit of the old city from days gone 
by.

Monastir hosts monuments com-
memorating Bourguiba, including 
a mosque that features 86 marble 
pillars, a magnificent example of Is-
lamic architecture.

Near the mosque, is the Bourgui-
ba mausoleum, with three domes 
and two minarets. The mausoleum 
contains the graves of Bourguiba 
and his family as well as artefacts, 
including documents, clothes and 
photographs that belonged to Tuni-
sia’s first president.

“Celebrating the memory of Bour-
guiba became a tradition, especially 

during the last years for the purpose 
of commemorating the life of the 
founder of modern Tunisia on the 
anniversary of his death. The cel-
ebration became of a great impor-
tance and is officially recognised by 
the state,” Salah said.

Monastir’s crystal clear water and 
sandy beaches are renowned. Cafés 
and restaurants line the beach area 
and water activities — from fishing 
to boating — lure tourists and locals.

The town is best visited during 
spring and summer to enjoy the 
warm weather and beaches.

“This is an ecological city that-
works on maintaining the ecosys-
tem and protecting the environ-
ment. If you ask anyone, they will 
tell you that they enjoy life in the 
town as it is peaceful and clean,” 
Salah said.

Monastir also offers bike tours and 
rides in traditional horse carriages.

Only two hours from Tunis, Mo-
nastir is accessible in a variety of 
ways, with trains offering a thrill-
ing journey though the Tunisian 
landscape. There are also taxis from 
downtown Tunis. Monastir has an 
airport, which is used mostly by 
charter companies.

The city has more than 25 hotels, 
notably Delphin El Habib, Caribbean 
World Monastir, Marina Cap Monas-
tir and Regency Hotel and Spa. Mo-
nastir has a number of guest houses 
offering visitors the experience of 
staying at an authentic Tunisian 
house. Swimming pools, sporting 
facilities, clubs and spas are avail-
able in most hotels.

Monastir’s Ribat overlooking the sea.

A golf course in Monastir.

The tomb of former Tunisian president Habib Bourguiba.

The present-day 
name of
Monastir is 
derived from 
Monastrium, 
which means a 
monastery.


