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Tunisia secures Jewish festival, sends message to tourists

Djerba

E 

lite police personnel, 
backed by soldiers, were 
deployed to protect Jew-
ish tourists taking part in 
a festival at Africa’s oldest 

synagogue on the Tunisian island of 
Djerba.

The large security presence was 
also meant to reassure countries 
from where millions of tourists used 
to visit the North African country 
that Tunisian security forces have 
retaken the initiative following ter-
rorists’ attacks that have kept many 
visitors away over the past year.

Tunisia’s tourism industry is reel-
ing from attacks in 2015 claimed by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) on the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis and a 
Sousse beach resort, which killed a 
total 60 people, all but one of them 
foreigners.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu warned on May 21st that 
his government had information 

about threatened attacks against 
pilgrims to Djerba.

“We thank our police and army 
for the efforts they are making to 
make Tunisia safe and secure for its 
people and tourists. Tunisia is now 

safe after having made huge pro-
gress,” said René Trabelsi, an organ-
iser of the pilgrimage to the Ghriba 
synagogue, as a helicopter hovered 
overhead. Dozens of police and 
plain-clothes intelligence agents 

watched the area around the syna-
gogue during the pilgrimage.

The island’s Jewish district, Hara 
Kebira, was cordoned off and visi-
tors were subjected to systematic 
searches. Security around and at 
the gates of the many hotels on the 
island was also beefed up.

“Pilgrims are escorted by the po-
lice like heads of state. This shows 
Tunisia’s determination to protect 
its guests,” said Trabelsi, who is also 
a Paris-based travel operator.

Authorities sent three ministers 
and the deputy parliament speaker 
to hammer home the message that 

Tunisia values tolerance, diversity 
and coexistence of religions and 
cultures.

Tourism Minister Salma Elloumi 
Rekik told visitors: “By your pres-
ence in this festive occasion, you 
confirm that Tunisia will remain a 
land of friendship and joy despite 
the challenges of violence and ha-
tred.”

Knox Thames, the US State De-
partment’s special adviser for reli-
gious minorities, who attended the 
pilgrimage said: “We appreciate the 
commitment of the Tunisian gov-
ernment to protect this community, 
which has resided in the country for 
more than 2.500 years.”

His colleague at the State Depart-
ment Ira Forman, special envoy for 
anti-Semitism, said: “I discovered 
that the Jewish community in Djer-
ba is unique in many ways.”

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

Damascus

T 

he US military presence in 
Syria is not a secret any-
more. It is no longer lim-
ited to providing training 
and guidance to armed 

groups fighting the Islamic State 
(ISIS). Like the Iranians, the Rus-
sians and Lebanon’s Hezbollah, US 
special operations forces are now 
on a combat mission in the war-
torn country, fighting alongside 
Kurdish-Arab combatants of the 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) in 
a major offensive against ISIS north 
of the militant capital Raqqa.

American officers and troops are 
fighting alongside a 12,000-strong 
force of Kurdish, Turkmen and Arab 
fighters divided into 31 brigades in 
an offensive that was launched on 
May 24th, sources say.

Forty-eight hours after the begin-
ning of the ground assault support-
ed by intensive air power — more 
than 150 air strikes — the US-backed 
SDF forces captured a small area of 
not more than 5 sq km. ISIS mili-
tants were later able to retake some 
of the territory they lost, as they 
fought back with car bombs and 
suicide attacks.

Preparations for the assault start-
ed several months ago, and large 
shipments of US-made weapons 
and ammunition were dispatched 
to Kurdish-controlled territory in 
north Syria. The last shipment was 
delivered a few hours before the 
commander of Liwaa’ Ahrar al-
Raqqa (Raqqa Free Brigade) gave 
the signal to start the assault from 
the town of Sharkarak, about 65km 
north of Raqqa city.

“The aim of the operation is to 
seize the headquarters of Brigade 
17 on the outskirts of Raqqa and 
not to enter the city,” an SDF field 
commander said on condition of 
anonymity.

“Entering the city will not be an 

easy task, because, knowing ISIS, 
they would rig the whole area from 
which they withdraw with booby 
traps and car bombs, making it very 
difficult,” the commander said.

A source close to the SDF said 
about 250 US troops arrived in Ram-
ilan airport in Kurdish-controlled 
Hasakah province on May 22nd, 
two days before the offensive.

The launch of “the battle for the 
liberation of north Raqqa” coin-
cided with Russia’s announcement 

that it was temporarily suspending 
its attacks on al-Nusra Front, al-
Qaeda’s affiliate in Syria, under the 
pretext of opening the way for op-
position groups to disengage from 
the front.

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

French-Tunisian Jewish women pray at the Ghriba synagogue 
on the Tunisian resort island of Djerba during the annual Jewish 
pilgrimage, on May 25th.
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escorted by the 
police like heads 
of state. This 
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René Trabelsi, an organiser 
of the Ghriba pilgrimage
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Armed men in uniform identified by Syrian Democratic Forces as US special operations forces walk in 
the village of Fatisah in the northern Syrian province of Raqqa, on May 25th.

American officers 
and troops are 
fighting alongside 
a 12,000-strong 
force of Kurdish, 
Turkmen and Arab 
fighters divided 
into 31 brigades.
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US Centcom commander visits Syria’s north-east
Ontario

A 

top US commander trav-
elled to north-eastern 
Syria, meeting US spe-
cial operations forces 
deployed in the area and 

leaders of the Kurdish-led Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF).

US Army General Joseph Votel, 
chief of the US Central Command, 
spent several hours on May 21st 
at various undisclosed locations 
where US military advisers are sta-
tioned.

Votel’s trip came as the United 
States aims to accelerate the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
took place concurrently with the 
arrival of 250 additional US special 
operations forces in Syria whose 
mission is to train and advise local 
troops.

“I left with increased confidence 
in their capabilities and our ability 
to support them,” Votel said in an in-
terview with the Associated Press, 
insisting that the United States was 
taking the right approach by back-
ing SDF troops in the fight against 
ISIS. “I think that model is working 
and working well,” he added.

Votel’s visit demonstrates US 
support and commitment to the 
Syrian Kurds, whom the United 
States considers its only reliable 
ally on the ground capable of coun-
tering ISIS.

“It’s becoming less and less sur-
prising… to see American generals, 
commanders meeting with Kurd-
ish forces,” said Renad Mansour, a 
fellow and researcher on Kurdish 
affairs at the Carnegie Middle East 
Centre in Beirut.

A few days after Votel’s visit, 
the SDF leadership announced 
the launch of an offensive against 
ISIS in which the US-backed group 
would target the northern parts of 

ISIS’s de facto capital Raqqa and 
then move on the inner city.

The US-led coalition battling ISIS 
is to provide air cover for SDF troops 
trying to advance against ISIS posi-
tions. Prior to the announcement, 
the international coalition dropped 
leaflets over Raqqa warning resi-
dents to flee the city.

Brett McGurk, US President 
Barack Obama’s special envoy for 
the coalition, recently made his 
second visit to Syria and met with 
Kurdish officials ahead of the bat-
tle. McGurk had spent two days in 
northern Syria in late January.

Raqqa is mostly populated by 
Arabs and observers see risks with 
the SDF — led by the Kurdish Peo-

ple’s Protection Units (YPG) — at-
tempting to extend control into 
non-Kurdish areas. Although the 
Kurds might be more interested in 
consolidating control over their ar-
eas or connecting cantons with one 
another, the United States is trying 
to focus on Raqqa, Mansour said.

He argued that the Kurds might 
be using the Raqqa battle “as a bar-
gaining chip for solid guarantees for 
their own purposes”.

“Unlike the Iraqi Kurds, [Syrian 
Kurds’] guarantee for international 
support is very weak and very un-
stable,” he said.

Some Kurds have voiced opposi-
tion to entering Raqqa. Young Syri-
an Kurds living in areas ruled by the 

semi-autonomous Kurdish admin-
istration have avoided mandatory 
military service.

“The Kurds have no need for this 
[Raqqa] battle,” one Kurdish resi-
dent told the Syria Direct news out-
let. “Our blood will be spent for a 
battle that is not ours to fight.”

The Syrian opposition is also crit-
ical of the Raqqa battle and the fact 
that it will be carried out by mainly 
Kurdish forces. The opposition was 
further provoked by Votel’s visit 
and support for the SDF.

“The Sunni Arabs are the ones 
who should lead the liberation of 
Raqqa,” said Samir Nashar, a senior 
member of the Syrian National Coa-
lition, the major political opposi-

tion group.
Nashar said the United States 

failed to form a Sunni Arab force 
capable of being a ground partner, 
referring to the unsuccessful CIA-
led training programme that was 
suspended last October. He blamed 
its failure on Obama’s decision to 
fight only ISIS and not the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

“The Syrian opposition is only 
waiting the departure of the Obama 
administration,” he added.

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

Members of what the United States calls the Syrian Democratic Forces gather after a training session at a firing range in northern Syria. 
US Army General Joseph Votel, the head of Central Command, visited the camp on May 21st.

Abdulrahman al-Masri

Votel’s visit 
demonstrates US 
support and 
commitment to the 
Syrian Kurds.
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Obama eyes a big win in Raqqa

E
ight months before 
leaving the White 
House, US President 
Barack Obama is 
planning to score a 
major military victory 

taking the Syrian city of Raqqa, de 
facto capital of the Islamic State’s 
caliphate.

When Islamic State (ISIS) leaders 
declared Raqqa, on the north-
ern bank of the Euphrates river, 
to be the seat of the caliphate 
established in 2014, they wrongly 
believed they were on a long-term 
winning streak.

After over-running Raqqa, the 
first provincial capital ISIS cap-
tured in Syria, and neighbouring 
oil-rich Deir ez-Zor, they stormed 
into Mosul and Ramadi in Iraq, 
bringing the US-trained Iraqi 
Army to its knees. Affiliate groups 
emerged in Libya, Egypt, Gaza and 
Nigeria.

The capture of Raqqa, Syria’s 
sixth largest city, did wonders 
for ISIS’s image within the global 
jihadist community. Nobody 
expected then that, two years later, 
ISIS would be facing two sweep-

ing defeats within three months 
— at the ancient city of Palmyra in 
March and another in Raqqa that 
could come as early as June.

Since mid-May, ISIS has been 
evacuating women and children 
— 300-400 people — from Raqqa; 
According to sources inside Raqqa, 
They include the European wives 
of ISIS jihadists, among them Hayat 
Boumeddiene, a French woman 
who fled to Raqqa via Turkey in 
January after her husband helped 
carry out a series of terror attacks 
in Paris.

Under heavy security and in 
darkness, they left Raqqa in con-
voys of buses to Deir ez-Zor.

ISIS expects a major assault by 
Kurdish militias and Arab tribes-
men of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces at any time. They will have 
US air support, just as government 
troops had Russian cover in March 
when they expelled ISIS from 
Palmyra.

Food is being rationed in Raqqa 
and able-bodied men aged 18 and 
older have been armed and prohib-
ited from leaving. All medical leave 
has been cancelled and doctors are 
on high alert.

Reinforcements arrived from 
the countryside around Aleppo 
for what sources in Raqqa say ISIS 
believes will be a “decisive battle”. 
In an audio statement released May 
21st, ISIS spokesman Abu Moham-
mad al-Adnani acknowledged the 
dangers but defiantly declared: 
“Even if we lose Raqqa, we won’t 
be defeated.”

Militarily, Raqqa should not be 

a big problem for the attackers. 
The land is flat, sitting atop a water 
reservoir. That means ISIS fighters 
cannot dig tunnels, as they have 
elsewhere, to avoid air strikes and 
shellfire, nor can they hide in tall 
buildings because there aren’t any.

Raqqa’s streets are wide, al-
lowing aerial bombing to be more 
precise. The city is surrounded by 
desert, easily patrolled from the 
skies.

Obama wants a clean victory in 
Raqqa, similar to Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s capture of 
Palmyra. Obama and Putin may be 
coordinating operations in the air 
but they are not cooperating in the 
war on terror.

Moscow recently proposed joint 
action with the Americans via 
Russian Defence Minister Ser-
gei Shoigu. It wants to strike all 
militias that do not observe the 
February 27th ceasefire, including 
ISIS in Raqqa and Jabhat al-Nusra, 
al- Qaeda’s Syrian branch, which 
controls the city of Idlib.

On May 20th, the US expressed 
little interest in that idea but this 
could change, as it has in the past. 
The Americans and Russians 
worked together on the recent lib-
eration of Iraq’s Ramadi, with the 
US Air Force clearing the way for 
Iraqi troops and Russian warplanes 
striking reinforcements sent from 
Raqqa.

It was a big success and was 
supposed to be repeated in the 
liberation of Mosul in northern Iraq 
this summer — until the Russians 
unilaterally overran Palmyra in 

March. The Obama administration 
was unhappy about being passed 
over on Palmyra, a city that gripped 
the world’s attention when it fell to 
ISIS a year ago, partly because of its 
ancient ruins, some of which ISIS 
destroyed.

Putin flew in a full Russian 
orchestra to perform in the desert 
city’s ancient amphitheatre while 
he addressed the audience via sat-
ellite from his Kremlin office.

The Americans were neither con-
sulted nor brought along to share 
the spoils. If Palmyra did wonders 
for Putin, Obama seeks the same 
from Raqqa. Yet when the ego-in-
flation stops and the chest-thump-
ing ends, both leaders will have to 
sit back and coordinate strategy on 
counterterrorism for what remains 
of Obama’s presidency.

On May 24th, Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov said Moscow 
was willing to coordinate with US 
proxies in the assault on Raqqa. 
If that doesn’t happen, whoever 
replaces Obama in the White House 
will find the United States compet-
ing with Moscow for a military 
victory and a terrorist defeat.

The anti-terrorism coalition will 
soon have a giant hole in it, one 
through which ISIS can drive a 
truck. Perhaps building on Russian-
US competition, ISIS might even 
retake Palmyra one day or Raqqa.

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

Sami 
Moubayed

View point
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The anti-terrorism 
coalition will soon have 
a giant hole in it, one 
through which ISIS can 
drive a truck.
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Beirut

T 

he mysterious death of 
Mustafa Badreddine, 
Hezbollah’s military 
commander in Syria, in 
Damascus, followed a 

battle just south of the northern 
city of Aleppo six days earlier in 
which the Party of God and its Ira-
nian allies had 80 fighters killed.

It is not clear whether there is a 
connection between Badreddine’s 
death May 12th and the heavy loss-
es suffered by pro-regime forces 
fighting around the strategic vil-
lage of Khan Tuman, 15km south-
west of Aleppo at the hands of 
al-Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s wing in 
Syria, and Jaysh al-Fatah (Army of 
Conquest), a powerful jihadist-led 
alliance.

But there have been reports of 
friction between Badreddine and 
the Iranians, who essentially con-
trol regime ground forces, includ-
ing Hezbollah’s expeditionary 
group, over his leadership.

Indeed, the Iranian commander, 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
who heads the elite Quds Force of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and is the overall 
commander of regime forces, was 
reportedly with Badreddine in 
the latter’s Syrian headquarters in 
Hezbollah’s high-security Al Sharaf 
base in the military section of Da-
mascus International Airport half 
an hour before Badreddine died in 
an explosion.

By all accounts, Badreddine was 
the only casualty, raising further 
questions about the circumstances 
of his death.

Hezbollah said the base was hit 
by a rebel artillery shell but no re-
bel artillery or missile fire had been 
reported in that area that day. Hez-
bollah’s explanation remains con-
fused and unconvincing, further 

complicated by the reported fric-
tion between Tehran and Badred-
dine over the conduct of the war 
against rebel forces.

The BBC quoted an official of 
the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights, a UK-based group that mon-
itors the Syrian conflict, as saying: 
“It’s well known that Badreddine 
was on bad terms with the [IRGC].”

It is not known what Soleimani 
and Badreddine discussed at their 
fateful meeting May 12th but the 
carnage at Khan Tuman and its 
consequences were undoubtedly 
the elephants in the room.

What is clear is that the long, 
drawn-out battle for Aleppo, which 
has left much of that historic city in 
ruins, has become the central front 
in Syria’s savage war and that in 
the days ahead the bitter fighting in 
and around the northern city will 
escalate and that Hezbollah and 
the IRGC-led Iranian forces will 
suffer more heavy losses to keep 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in 
power.

Regime forces hold the west of 
the city, which was once Syria’s 
economic heart, and rebel factions 
control the eastern sector. Despite 
heavy assaults, pro-regime forces 
have been unable to break the 
Aleppo stalemate. This and heavy 
losses at Khan Tuman and else-
where have reflected badly on both 
Soleimani and Badreddine.

Indeed, the US-based global se-
curity consultancy Stratfor has 
cited “unverified reports” that 
Soleimani, hailed as Tehran’s hero 
in Iraq and Syria over the last dec-
ade, “may be replaced by his dep-
uty as head of Iranian oversight in 
Syria and Iraq and moved to focus 
on Lebanon instead”.

“The encirclement of Aleppo 
city constitutes a strategic priority 
for each member of the pro-regime 
coalition arrayed on the ground,” 
Christopher Kozak, Syria analyst 
at the Institute for the Study of 

War in Washington, observed in an 
April 28th analysis as the current 
phase of combat escalated.

For Assad “the return of the larg-
est urban centre in the country to 
government control would bolster 
his claim to legitimate rule over ‘all 
corners’ of Syria and buttress his 
position at the table during any fu-
ture negotiations with the interna-
tional community”, he noted.

“A successful campaign to encir-
cle Aleppo city would also consti-
tute a serious blow to the morale 
of opposition groups that have 
contested the city since mid-2012, 
opening the door to further ad-
vances against the opposition in 
core regime areas such as Latakia 
and Homs provinces.”

Kozak went on: “In some ways, 
the urban stalemate in Aleppo 
city reflects the wider balance of 
the Syrian civil war — and its fall 

would provide a bellwether of the 
regime’s resiliency in the face of its 
foreign and domestic opponents.

“Russia and Iran have thus dedi-
cated their main efforts towards a 
multi-pronged offensive in Aleppo 
province since the start of their in-
tensified military intervention in 
late 2015…

“The competing geostrategic 
agendas centred upon Aleppo city 
also risk driving further regional 
conflict that empowers US adver-
saries.”

The Levantine Group, an inde-
pendent security risk consultancy 
that monitors Iranian casualties in 
Syria, said in a May 2nd report that 
Iran had suffered as many casual-
ties in the last six months as in the 
first two years of its involvement in 
Syria.

Tehran has sought to play down 
the losses and Iran’s semi-official 

Fars news agency said Syrian gov-
ernment forces, including Iranian 
troops and Hezbollah fighters, are 
preparing to mount a “large-scale” 
operation to retake Khan Tuman, 
which they had captured in De-
cember 2015.

That is likely to be a hard fight 
with more Iranian and Lebanese 
casualties. Prior to the Khan Tu-
man setback, losses among Iranian 
forces alone were believed to total 
at least 700 since 2013. The Levan-
tine Group says 280 of these were 
killed between Russia’s interven-
tion in the war on September 30th, 
2015, and May 2nd.

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

Iran, Hezbollah snared in Aleppo death trap     
James Bruce

 There have been 
reports of friction 
between Badreddine 
and the Iranians, who 
essentially control 
regime ground forces.

For expansionist Iran, 
Syria is a land bridge, 
via Iraq, to the 
Levant and the 
Mediterranean.
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On self-rule, Kurds find themselves out in the cold again

T 

he Arab League’s 
recent denunciation of 
a declaration by Syria’s 
Kurds establishing a 
self-governing was 
predictable, despite 

the Kurds’ move being presented 
as a blueprint for a future decen-
tralised Syrian state.

Ahmed Ben Helli, the league’s 
deputy secretary-general, said 
the 22-member bloc rejected any 
“separatist” initiative that could 
harm the unity and territorial 
integrity of Syria. The Arab League 
view, shared by the mainstream 
Syrian opposition, is that no 
unilateral action should be taken 
that threatens the status quo of a 
centralised Syria.

That is a position that reflects an 
underlying suspicion of the Kurds, 
their relationship with Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime 
and their perceived desire to build 
an independent state. Kurds would 
argue that, after five years of civil 
war, Syria’s unity and territorial 
integrity have been torn asunder 
and that their reaffirmation of self-
rule is little more than a reflection 

of facts on the ground.
The federal plan implies a divi-

sion of Syria into self-governing 
Kurdish, Sunni, Alawite and Druze 
regions with a central government 
in Damascus.

The developments in northern 
Syria coincide with proposals for 
an independence referendum in 
Iraqi Kurdistan and with Turkey’s 
renewed war against the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) and a wider 
crackdown on Turkey’s Kurds.

The so-called Federation of 
Northern Syria includes three ma-
jority Kurdish cantons — Jazeerah, 
Afrin and Kobane — that declared 
autonomy in 2014. Although the re-
gion’s leaders say they are building 
a democracy, and the federation 
declaration was backed by repre-
sentatives of non-Kurdish minori-
ties, the region is dominated by the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) and 
its People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
militia.

Despite the success of these 
Kurdish forces, heavily supported 
by the United States, in pushing 
back the fighters of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) as well as holding off 
rival Islamist opposition groups, 
the mainstream Syrian opposition 
has been broadly hostile to Kurdish 
aspirations to run their own affairs.

The Syrian National Coalition 
opposition-in-exile went so far as 
to assert the declaration was an 
attempt to “usurp the will of the 
Syrian people”.

Neither does the initiative have 
total support among the Kurds. It 
has been rejected by the Kurdish 

National Council (KNC), which is 
close to the Kurdish Regional Gov-
ernment in Erbil in neighbouring 
Iraq. “Although the KNC has been 
in favour of federalism since 2012, 
it strictly opposes any attempt to 
impose federalism on the Syrian 
people without a preceding discus-
sion,” the KNC said in a statement.

Ankara is outright hostile, 
regarding the PYD in Syria as an 
offshoot of the PKK that it claims is 
intent on further destabilising the 
region with the aim of carving out a 
future Kurdish state in Turkey.

Turkey’s crackdown against its 
own Kurdish population has in-
cluded a ban on large gatherings in 
the south-east, the Kurdish heart-
land. That led to security forces 
deploying water cannon against 
Kurds who gathered to celebrate 
the Kurdish new year, Nowruz, in 
the town of Silopi.

Washington, which has come 
to regard the YPG in Syria and the 
Kurdish peshmerga in Iraq as its 
most reliable allies in the fight 
against ISIS, said it would not 
accept the establishment of any 
autonomous zones in Syria. US 
State Department spokesman Mark 
Toner said future constitutional 
arrangements would have to be 
agreed at the stalled peace talks in 
Geneva.

The trouble is that the PYD has 
been squeezed out of the peace 
process because of opposition from 
Turkey and anti-Assad groups in 
Syria. The United States has gone 
along with the ban, although it re-
fuses to accept Ankara’s argument 

that the Syrian Kurdish party is 
merely an offshoot of the terrorist-
designated PKK.

A consequence of attempts to po-
litically isolate the Kurds has been 
to push them into the welcoming 
arms of Russia. The PYD opened its 
first overseas representative office 
in Moscow in February, providing 
its mission head, Abd Salam Mu-
hammad Ali, with an opportunity to 
castigate those who had frozen the 
party out of Geneva and to welcome 
Russian intervention in Syria.

Three months earlier, Turkey’s 
mainstream pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party opened an office 
in the Russian capital following 
a visit by its co-leader Selahat-
tin Demirtas. The Russians are 
reported to have been supplying 
weapons to the PYD and the firmly 
pro-Western Kurdish administra-
tion in Erbil by agreement with the 
central government in Baghdad.

Until now, the Kurds in both Syria 
and Iraq have relied on Western 
allies to supply weapons and carry 
out air strikes to help reverse the 
ISIS tide. However, given the disa-
greements among ISIS’s local, re-
gional and international opponents, 
Moscow has been given an opportu-
nity to play the Kurdish card as part 
of its strategy of dominating the 
outcome of the diplomatic process.

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

Harvey 
Morris

View point
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The federal plan implies 
a division of Syria into 
self-governing Kurdish, 
Sunni, Alawite and Druze 
regions.

A damaged building in Aleppo’s rebel held al-Fardous district, on May 26th.
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Baghdad

T 

he Iraqi Army’s long-
awaited push towards 
the Islamic State-held 
city of Falluja is diverting 
attention from growing 

tension between Shia factions and 
could unify them against their com-
mon enemy, the ISIS jihadists — at 
least temporarily.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi on May 23rd announced the 
beginning of operations to retake 
Falluja, which fell under Islamic 
State (ISIS) control in January 2014, 
promising that the “Iraqi flag will 
fly high” once more over the city.

Less than a day into the battle, 
Iraqi forces secured the nearby 
town of Garma, cutting one of the 
last ISIS supply lines to the city 
65km west of Baghdad, said Ma-
jor-General Ismail al-Mahalawi, 
the head of the Anbar Operations 
Command. Other routes linking 
Falluja with cities in the vast Anbar 
province in western Iraq had been 
blocked by the Iraqi Army for sev-
eral weeks, he said.

“It’s only a matter of time that we 
will be celebrating another victory, 
this time in Falluja,” Mahalawi said.

Abdul-Karim al-Aloussi, an in-
ternational law professor at the 
University of Anbar, said diverting 
attention from tensions in Bagh-
dad to Falluja was imperative. “The 
situation was so difficult that it re-
quired a quick move to pacify the 
peaking tensions, especially be-
tween Abadi and al-Sadr,” Aloussi 
said, referring to powerful Shia 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, who locked 
horns with the prime minister over 
the pace of what he sees as inad-

equate reforms.
Although the territory under ISIS 

control has been steadily shrinking 
for months, the jihadists have still 
been able to carry out attacks in 
Iraq and in neighbouring Syria.

ISIS carried out a barrage of sui-
cide attacks in Baghdad starting 
May 15th that hit crowded markets, 
checkpoints, a restaurant, a café 
and a gas plant — mostly in Shia ar-
eas — killing more than 200 people. 
The start of the attacks came five 
days before ISIS abandoned Rutba, 
another city in Anbar near the bor-
der with Jordan, sending its fighters 
north-east to Qaim, close to the Syr-
ian border.

The Baghdad assaults stoked an-
ger, rather than fear, particularly at 
the political elite, and Shia protest-
ers stormed into the heavily forti-
fied Green Zone housing govern-
ment buildings. Police responded 
by firing tear gas and warning shots 
into the air. Scores were wounded 
in the incident on May 20th, which 
stoked simmering tensions be-
tween Shia factions.

Historically, Falluja is known 
as an important religious hub for 
Iraq’s Sunni minority. Its skyline is 
adorned with hundreds of mina-
rets, making it known as the City 
of Mosques. Once a small trading 
post on the Euphrates, built on the 
crossroads for routes from Saudi 
Arabia and Jordan, Falluja was one 
of the first places in Iraq where the 
hard-line Wahhabi ideology took 
root. Many of its tribesmen pledged 
allegiance to ISIS in revenge against 
the Shia-dominated government 
that had ostracised them.

Iraqi state media on May 25th 
showed video of Falluja residents 
fleeing along what the army said 
was an “eastern corridor” it had 
cleared for them to escape the city. 
Welfare workers said the corridor 

on the Euphrates west of Baghdad 
was closed and the crowd were be-
ing diverted to Rutba and other An-
bar cities further west.

“You will emerge victorious, 
God willing,” shouted a group of 
women. Others, all clad in black, 
ululated and some held children’s 
hands as they ran across a narrow, 
dusty path between pale brick and 
cement buildings to safety. Men 
waving long white flags were seen 
embracing Shia forces, with the 
elderly weeping, as boys signalled 
“V” for victory.

“Those who are fleeing Falluja 
only live on its outskirts but not 
the centre where ISIS has restricted 

their movement, apparently to use 
them as human shields in a show-
down with the army,” said Taleb 
al-Jumeili, 29, an engineer who is 
trapped in Falluja with thousands 
of other residents.

“We’re frightened and we don’t 
know what to do but it’s all in God’s 
hands,” Jumeili said over the tel-
ephone, his voice crackling.

Another Falluja resident, for-
mer teacher Muhannad al-Janabi, 
33, said people “are so afraid that 
women and children may just die 
of fear, not by the army’s air strikes 
targeting ISIS”.

“The jihadists are also nervous,” 
Janabi said, noting that ISIS esti-

mated 30 of its fighters were killed 
in the May 23rd initial round of 
shelling. He said at least 100 civil-
ians were killed and scores were 
wounded.

Ismail Hamoudi, an independent 
legal consultant, said Abadi’s plan, 
clearly sanctioned by the Ameri-
cans, was a “master stroke”.

“He really played up the jihad-
ists by saying the battle over Falluja 
was still distant to veer off attention 
from the actual plan,” Hamoudi 
said.

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

Al-Abadi announces drive to retake Falluja
Omar Hejab

Iraqi federal police covered in dust arrive to join the forces surrounding Falluja, 65km west of 
Baghdad, on May 24th.

Historically, Falluja is 
known as an important 
religious hub for Iraq’s 
Sunni minority.

ISIS carried out a 
barrage of suicide 
attacks in Baghdad 
starting May 15th.
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Baghdad

A 

fter years marred with 
failures and setbacks, 
public anger is mount-
ing against prominent 
religious parties that 

have ruled Iraq since 2003.
Desperate Iraqis are losing faith 

in powerful Shia Muslim parties, 
partly because the parties failed to 
bring stability, prosperity and pro-
gress to the war-ravaged country. 
Instead, the system has produced 
large pockets of poverty, bloody 
sectarian strife, street robberies 
and kidnappings in broad-daylight 
and, above all, widespread political 
chaos in which politicians count on 
foreign support to stay in power.

Criticism is openly directed at 
senior clerics who were, until re-
cently, considered untouchable.

“Iraq’s clerics must be stripped of 
their powers and be brought to jus-
tice for the crimes they committed 
against Iraq and Iraqis,” said Musab 
al-Taei, 22, a university student of 
international politics.

Taei said some cabinet ministers 
affiliated with the clerics through 
personal contact or party affiliation 
“are corrupt”.

“Those ministers specifically and 
the clerics supporting them should 
be put on trial and the money they 
stole from the treasury must be re-
trieved so that they would be a les-
son to others in the future,” he said.

“Enough is enough,” he shouted, 
saying that religious parties in Iraq 
must be dissolved.

Islamist parties have dominated 
Iraqi politics since the overthrow of 
dictator Saddam Hussein following 
the 2003 US-led invasion.

At first, both Shia and Sunni re-
ligious parties enjoyed strong sup-
port. Leaders of the parties claimed 
they had ideal solutions for the 
country’s problems; yet, the expe-
rience was bitter.

The country has been plagued 
with widespread corruption, mis-
management, poverty and a costly 
war against Islamic State (ISIS) mil-
itants, who seized about one-third 
of the country during a stunning 
blitz in 2014.

The retreat of Islamic parties al-
lowed for the resurrection of secu-
lar movements that have been lead-
ing protests for more than a year, 
demanding corrupt cabinet minis-
ters linked to Islamic religious par-
ties be replaced with independent 
technocrats.

The secular protesters, joined 
by larger numbers of supporters of 
radical Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, 
almost succeeded in forcing Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
end the sectarian power-sharing 
formula.

At the last minute, however, Aba-
di bowed to pressure from religious 
parties, which insisted on bringing 
their own technocrat candidates. 
As a result, angry crowds stormed 
the fortified Green Zone, which 
houses the parliament building and 

other important government offic-
es in late April.

That prompted lawmakers and 
senior officials and their families to 
flee the area. No groups loyal to the 
ruling religious parties showed up 
to protect their leaders, who have 
had to rely on US and Iranian sup-
port to maintain power.

Abadi, from the Shia Islamic 
Dawa Party, has survived a wave 
of criticism of his inaction and de-
mands to replace him after strong 
Iranian and US interference in his 
favour.

Experts in Baghdad say that both 
main players — Tehran and Wash-
ington — do not want dramatic or 
sudden changes in Iraq as the US 
elections are approaching and the 
war against ISIS is entering a deli-
cate stage.

“All the parties participating in 
the government are still in power 

because Iran and US want this, 
even if it is against the will of the 
Iraqi people,” Baghdad resident 
Salam Qassim said. “We’re fed up.”

The growing influence of secular 
movements alarmed religious par-
ties. The head of Dawa party, for-
mer prime minister Nuri al-Maliki, 
warned that secular movements 
are taking advantage of public re-
sentment to target “the Islamist 
project (in Iraq) and Islam, as a re-
ligion”.

“The secularists are not after re-
forms. They are saying that Islam-
ists must leave their government 

positions and go to their mosques,” 
added Maliki during a party meet-
ing at the height of anti-corruption 
protests. Many Iraqis blame Maliki, 
who served two terms as prime 
minister, for most of the country’s 
current problems.

“During the past 13 years, reli-
gious parties achieved one success, 
which is stealing public funds and 
igniting sectarian hatred among 
Iraqi people,” said Iraqi secular ac-
tivist Ali Sadoun.

Sunni lawmaker Hamid al-Mut-
laq said ruling Islamic parties and 
their leaders lacked any vision to 
build a strong state.

“Instead, they had a clear vision 
and a good plan to make their per-
sonal ambitions a top priority at the 
expense of the nation and people,” 
Mutlaq said.

A sign of the public resentment is 
the unprecedented vocal criticism 
directed against senior Shia clerics 
who head some of the religious par-
ties.

For the past several months, pro-
testers in Iraqi cities shouted “in 
the name of religion, the thieves 
stole from us”, in an apparent ref-
erence to the leaders of religious 
groups. Local television present-
ers openly lashed out at senior Shia 
clerics, who were until recently 
considered above criticism, and 
linked them to corruption.

“Today, Iraqi people are aware 
that these sectarian parties brought 
only disaster to them. Thus, such 
groups which use Islam for politi-
cal purposes have no future in this 
country,” said Sadoun.

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

Iraqi clerics losing trust of the public
Muhanad al-Hussam

Shia clerics study at a religious school called Hawza Ilmiyya 
where Shia Muslim clerics are trained in Najaf south of Baghdad.

After years marred 
with failures and 
setbacks, public anger 
is mounting against 
prominent religious 
parties.

“Today, Iraqi 
people are aware 
that these 
sectarian parties 
brought only 
disaster to them.”

Iraqi activist Ali Sadoun
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Beirut

T 

here were no major sur-
prises in the third round of 
Lebanon’s municipal elec-
tions, covering the South 
Lebanon and Nabatiyeh 

governorates. Nor did observers 
expect any upset along the lines of 
those seen in the first two rounds of 
voting.

The third round of the municipal 
elections took place in areas domi-
nated by Lebanon’s Shia communi-
ty and the country’s two main Shia 
parties — Hezbollah and the Amal 
Movement — which formed an elec-
toral coalition dubbed the Develop-
ment and Loyalty list.

The slate dominated the electoral 
scene, despite growing competition 
from independent candidates. The 
emerging presence of grass-roots 
candidates and electoral lists ech-
oes a phenomenon seen in the first 
and second rounds of municipal 
elections and was the only striking 
development in the third round.

Whenever Shia-led protests 
would break out against the gov-
ernment in Beirut, or rallies would 
be staged in southern Lebanon to 
criticise international powers or 
the UN-backed Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon, Hezbollah would point to 
the power of the ahali of the south. 
However, for the first time, those 
families threw their weight behind 
Hezbollah’s opponents, backing lo-
cal grass-root candidates and elec-
toral lists.

Although the families-backed 
candidates did not succeed in un-
seating Hezbollah, the switch in 
support could cause repercussions 
in future elections.

Hours before the start of polling, 
Hezbollah Secretary-General Has-
san Nasrallah called on Hezbollah 
supporters to make sure to vote to 
affirm his party’s popularity and 
electoral legitimacy.

However, voter turnout was mod-

est due to a lack of any real electoral 
competition with some Develop-
ment and Loyalty candidates run-
ning virtually unopposed.

As for the families-backed elec-
toral candidates, they put up a 
strong fight based on a general feel-
ing of discontent in southern Leba-
non towards Hezbollah’s continued 
dominance of the region based on 
the pretext of the “resistance”, but 
were ultimately unable to succeed.

There can also be no doubt that 
this phenomenon of grass-roots 
political engagement has begun to 
concern Hezbollah, with Nasrallah 
calling on people to remain loyal 
to his party. Senior Hezbollah fig-
ures expressed concern that this 
phenomenon could go beyond the 
south and affect the party’s stand-
ing nationwide and its dominance 
of Lebanon’s Shia community.

The results of the third round 
of elections ultimately confirmed 
— as was demonstrated in the pre-

vious two electoral rounds — the 
dominance of the major parties, 
which likely indicates their future 
dominance of parliamentary elec-
tions. This is because the current 
majoritarian electoral system — as 
opposed to the proportional repre-
sentation system — guarantees the 
ascendancy of the major parties.

This raises the question of to what 
extent these parties will accept elec-
toral reform given that the current 
system guarantees their electoral 
success.

The third round of elections also 
saw strong left-wing mobility, with 
the Lebanese Communist Party 
(LCP) winning important victories. 
New LCP Secretary-General Hanna 
Gharib sought to promote its “resist-
ance” credentials but was careful to 
frame the contention as resistance 
against corruption — a campaign 
policy that Hezbollah failed to learn 
from.

The Christian community in 

southern Lebanon remained under 
the sway of the country’s two main 
Christian parties — the Free Patri-
otic Movement and the Lebanese 
Forces, which formed a coalition 
that crosses the March 14 and March 
8 alliance divide.

The Christian coalition secured 
a hard-fought victory in the Bekaa 
city of Zahle against local candi-
dates. It also won an important par-
liamentary by-election in Jezzine.

However, the real victory was 
for Free Patriotic Movement leader 
Michel Aoun, who confirmed his 
popularity among Lebanon’s Chris-
tian electorate, including in major 
cities such as Zahle, Jounieh and 
Jezzine, in a manner that strength-

ened his presidential ambitions.
The electoral battle in Sidon, a 

Sunni stronghold and the so-called 
“capital of the south’, was also in-
teresting. The fierce electoral battle 
over the home town of former prime 
minister Rafik Hariri ended with a 
victory for the Future Movement, 
which is led by his son Saad Hariri.

The victory confirmed the Fu-
ture Movement’s dominance of the 
city at a time its opponents were 
counting on the party’s decline fol-
lowing financial troubles related to 
construction company Saudi Oger. 
The victory affirms that Hariri’s long 
absence from the country has not 
troubled his popular standing, and 
confirms his leadership of the Fu-
ture Movement.

The final round of Lebanon’s elec-
tions is set for the North Lebanon 
governorate.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

No surprises in new round of municipal elections
Mohamad Kawas

A voter casts his ballot at a polling station during municipal elections in Houla village, southern Lebanon, on May 22nd.

The results of the third 
round of elections 
ultimately confirmed 
the dominance of the 
major parties.

Voter turnout was 
modest due to a lack of 
any real electoral 
competition.
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Nasrallah’s dubious achievement

H
ezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan 
Nasrallah has given 
the strongest hint 
yet that his party 
considers Saudi 

Arabia — not Israel — the enemy.
Nasrallah said: “Yes, my 

comrades and I fought Israel but 
my proudest achievement is the 
speech I made the day following 
the Saudi invasion of Yemen.”

Since its creation in 1982, 
Hezbollah has been engaged in a 
heated debate with its critics about 
the party’s purpose: Is it a local 
movement that receives innocent 
Iranian support aimed at liberating 
Lebanese territories from Israel 
or is it a tool fashioned by Iran to 
serve its own agenda?

Nasrallah’s declaration all but 
seals the debate in favour of his 
critics.

Nasrallah now tells us that the 
sacrifices of thousands of Leba-
nese who paid with their lives to 
drive Israel out of their country as 

well as to free a single Lebanese 
prisoner in 2006 are out-
weighed by a speech that he 

made to assail Saudi Arabia for its 
“invasion” of Yemen.

Why? “Because the people of 
Yemen are oppressed,” he declared 
in a stern voice.

What about the Palestinians? For 
decades, the propaganda appara-
tus of Hezbollah has bombarded 
us with the need to liberate the 
Palestinians from their Zionist op-
pressors. Worse yet, the party has 
used the tragedy to condemn Arab 
leaders for failing to come to the 
aid of the Palestinian people.

Exploiting the Palestinian cause 

was vital for Iran and its organ 
Hezbollah. It allows Tehran to win 
the hearts and minds of the Arab 
masses, Shias in particular. It also 
permits it to capture the moral 
high ground of Arab politics while 
concealing its real policy motives.

More important is that embrac-
ing the Palestinian tragedy allows 
it to set the criteria for determining 
who is a patriot and who is a traitor 
of the Arab cause. This goes a long 
way towards explaining Iran’s and 
Hezbollah’s frequent condemna-
tions of Arab leaders for failing to 

do enough to help the Palestinians, 
while Tehran comes out smelling 
like a rose.

The fact is that Saudi Arabia, not 
Israel, is considered by Tehran to 
be the enemy. This was the case 
since the current regime took over 
in Iran and remains so today. The 
repeated disturbances during the 
haj by Iranian pilgrims and bomb-
ing campaigns in Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain and Kuwait, which began 
soon after the new regime gained 
control in Tehran, are a testimony 
to Iran’s true intentions.Embrac-
ing the Palestinian cause has run 
its course for Hezbollah, hence the 
change of emphasis on the enemy 
from Israel to the Saudi kingdom.

Following the agreement with 
the United States over the nuclear 
issue, and in view of Washington’s 
reduced interest in the Middle 
East, the ruling mullahs in Tehran 
saw an opening to undermine Sau-
di Arabia by meddling in the affairs 
of Yemen. However, the Saudi 
response took them by surprise.

Most surprised it seems was Nas-
rallah. This prompted him on the 
following day to make the speech 
to condemn the Saudi “invasion” 
and to later describe the speech 
as his proudest achievement, thus 
revealing his real enemy.

Bassem Ajami, a Lebanese-British 
journalist, has been reporting on 
Lebanon and the region for 25 
years. He lives in Beirut.

Bassem Ajami

View point
Exploiting 
the 
Palestinian 
cause allows 
Tehran to 
win the 
hearts and 
minds of the 
Arab masses, 
Shias in 
particular.

Embracing the Palestinian 
cause has run its course 
for Hezbollah.

Hezbollah fighters attend a ceremony in Beirut on May 20th 
marking the death of Hezbollah commander Mustafa Badreddine.
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in the Arab world
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Lieberman appointment
is bad news for everyone

I
sraeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu’s latest 
political manoeuvre looks 
like bad news for both 
Palestinians and Israeli Army 
commanders alike.

Netanyahu has installed his 
long-time protégé — turned rival, 
turned political ally, turned critic — 
Avigdor Lieberman in his Likud-led 
coalition government as Defence 
minister.

The move confounded liberal 
critics inside and outside Israel 
misled by Netanyahu’s protracted 
talks with the anaemic Zionist Un-
ion left-centre grouping led by Isaac 
Herzog. But Herzog was entirely 
outplayed by Netanyahu, arguably 
the greatest master of political 
machinations in Israeli history.

Netanyahu in the past has been 
alarmed by Lieberman’s appeal to 
extreme right-wing elements that 
previously supported the prime 
minister. However, the two men 
agree on all major defence and 
security issues, most of all in their 
opposition to pushing ahead with 
any two-state solution in the peace 
process.

Lieberman’s price for joining the 
Netanyahu government was high: 
He demanded the Defence Min-
istry. In the past, Netanyahu did 
not want to give Lieberman such a 
powerful base. The job of Defence 
minister is second only to that of 
prime minister in Israel in terms of 
public prestige and real power.

The previous Defence minister 
since 2013, former Army Chief of 
Staff Moshe Ya’alon, has been a 
hardliner in the Likud tradition. 
He has also been a stickler for due 
process, army discipline and, along 
with current Army Chief of Staff 
Lieutenant-General Gadi Eisenkot 
demanded the prosecution of an 
Israeli soldier who shot a Palestin-
ian attacker after he was already 
wounded and no longer a threat. 
The issue has become enormously 
emotional and divisive in Israel.

Ya’alon was an extremely suc-
cessful Defence minister and 
worked well with the chiefs of staff 
under him. Along with the top 
army leadership, he has repeat-

edly opposed carrying 
out preventive air strikes 
against Iran’s nuclear 
programme. Lieberman, 
by contrast, is a super 
hawk on that issue but 
has no comparable mili-
tary experience, prestige 
or respect among senior 
officers.

Netanyahu risks infuri-
ating a Palestinian com-
munity already driven to 

despair and among whom random 
murderous violence against Israeli 
civilians has been breaking out with 

increasing frequency.
At the same time Netanyahu has 

thrown to the winds the harmoni-
ous functioning of the civilian-
political and professional military 
leadership on which the funda-
mental security of the country 
and the reliability of its responses 
to attacks, long-term threats and 
unexpected crises depend.

The appointment of Lieberman 
is also a contemptuous gesture to-
wards US President Barack Obama 
and reflects Netanyahu’s continued 
judgment that he can treat the 
American leader with increasing 
disdain during Obama’s final year 
in office.

Netanyahu appears to be confi-
dent he can expect less criticism 
and warmer support from either 
Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump af-
ter this year’s presidential election 
in the United States.

Netanyahu offered Ya’alon the 
fig leaf of becoming Foreign Affairs 
minister, a job Lieberman has 
held in the past. But in Israel, the 
Foreign Affairs minister has been an 
increasingly impotent and mar-
ginalised figure over the past half 
century. Ya’alon, a proud man and 
no fool, turned it down flat.

Ya’alon will now seek to establish 
himself as the leading critic and 
challenger to Netanyahu among the 
broad right of Israel, which is the 
dominant national consensus.

Pundits in the United States and 
Israel have argued that Lieber-
man will at least at first keep a low 
profile and try to clothe himself in 
moderation while cautiously find-
ing his feet in the job.

However, in his two decades at 
the centre of Israeli politics, Lieber-
man has never chosen that style 
of operating. Blustering, bullying 
and confrontation are his preferred 
style and he has always revelled in 
his self-image as a former nightclub 
bouncer, which he briefly was long 
ago.

In recent years, Israel’s top 
military leaders have consist-
ently shown themselves to be more 
moderate and cautious in their 
approaches to challenges and crises 
than many, if not most, of their 
political masters. Ya’alon, who has 
impeccable political and security 
credentials, prevented these differ-
ences from escalating into outright 
clashes.

Now that he is no longer there to 
prevent such crises, they are likely 
to come thick and fast.

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).

Ya’alon will now seek 
to establish himself as 
the challenger to 
Netanyahu among the 
broad right of Israel.
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Editorial

Opinion

Martin Sieff

R
eligious and sectarian violence continues to be the 
stock-in-trade of jihadist organisations across North 
Africa and the Middle East.

The Islamic State (ISIS) has undertaken a relentless 
campaign of religious and sectarian cleansing aimed 
at emptying the region’s countries of minorities 
whose mere presence contradicts its vision of what 

Muslim-majority nations should look like.
On May 23rd, ISIS carried out suicide bombings in Tartus and 

Jableh in Syria. The attacks were unusually bloody, even by ISIS’s 
dubious standards, and were intended to inflame strife between 
religious communities in Syria. They killed more than 150 people 
and wounded 300. Throughout the Syrian conflict, ISIS has 
targeted minorities in order to encourage sectarian strife.

According to European Parliament figures, 40% of Syria’s 
700,000 Christians have left the country since the start of war in 
Syria.

In Iraq, sectarian strife and jihadist violence have devastated 
minority communities: The Christian population is said to have 
decreased from 1.5 million before 2003 to less than 500,000 
today.

Jihadists and other extremists are tapping into lingering 
undercurrents of bigotry and fanaticism in Arab societies.

Intolerance still manifests itself too often in the Middle East 
and North Africa. During the last few days, Orthodox Copts in 
Egypt have complained that, on May 20th, seven Christian homes 
in a province south of Cairo were ransacked and torched. The 
attacks apparently followed rumours that a Christian man had 
had an affair with a Muslim woman.

The problem is rooted in education systems that have failed to 
disseminate tolerant value and legal systems that do not always 
deal firmly with crimes stemming from racism and bigotry. Other 
social institutions — such as the media, cultural elites and the 
family — do not always play constructive roles.

Another factor is the abuse of religion by preachers and politi-
cal extremists whose message is tainted with religious fanati-
cism. Religious institutions do have an important role to play to 
ward off this negative influence. Al-Azhar University and its 
network of affiliated schools, for instance, reach hundreds of 
thousands of students in Egypt and beyond. Its high standing in 
the Arab world lends it great influence.

The meeting on October 23rd between Pope Francis and Sheikh 
Ahmed el-Tayyib, the grand Imam of al-Azhar, and their decision 
to reactivate dialogue between the Vatican and Egypt’s prestig-
ious Muslim institution of learning is a positive development. 
Such cooperation will help send a message of cross-religious 
entente between the worlds of Islam and Christianity.

Bigotry does not rule the day. The Arab world has a legacy of 
coexistence and tolerance on which progress can be based. The 
ancient Jewish festival recently held on Tunisia’s Djerba island is 
a case in point. Thousands of Jews were welcomed by Tunisia’s 
predominantly Muslim society for their annual pilgrimage. The 
event highlighted the potential for religious tolerance in the 
Middle East and North Africa, despite the ongoing conflicts and 
the legacies of hate, bias and distrust.

Religious and sectarian coexistence in the Arab world is crucial 
not only for ending war and civil strife, but also for developing 
modern societies that constructively engage with the world.
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T
here is a great misun-
derstanding of Islam 
in the West, a fair 
amount of which falls 
under the banner of 
Islamophobia — the 

unfounded fear of Islam.
True, much of this 

misconception has been 
accentuated by actions of Islamist 
fundamentalists such as members 
of al-Qaeda and its spinoff, the far 
more radical Islamic State (ISIS). It 
is so bent on cruelty and violence 
that even al-Qaeda refers to its 
members as terrorists.

Nevertheless, an equal amount 
of blame for this ignorance of one 
of the world’s three main religions 
falls on the Judeo-Christian 
West for its failure to reach out to 
Muslims in any truly constructive 
manner. At least no concentrated 
efforts were undertaken before 
the bubble burst on September 
11th, 2001.

Much ignorance persists. 
Ignorance in this instance is 
the real enemy. Not Islam. Not 
Christianity. Not Westerners. Not 
Middle Easterners. Ignorance is 
the threat. Because, as we now 
know, ignorance breeds fear 
and fear brings about hatred. 
Combined they lead inevitably to 
violence.

Here is a simple example of 
how little some in the Western 
media who cover major stories 
concerning Muslims really know 
what they are talking about.

The visit by the grand imam of 
al-Azhar, the prestigious Cairo 
centre of Islamic learning, to 

Pope Francis in 
Rome was a prime 
example of this 
lack of knowledge. 
Judging from 
headlines in the 
Western press, it 
sounded as though 
the leader of the 
Catholic Church 
was going to meet 
the representative 
of the Sunni world.

This is how MSN reported the 
event: “Pope Francis to receive 
Sunni Muslim leader at Vatican.” 

The story went on to say that the 
pope was to meet the grand imam 
of Cairo’s al-Azhar at the Vatican 
“in an unprecedented encounter 
between the leader of the 
world’s Catholics and the highest 
authority in Sunni Islam”.

This is misleading. Yes, the 
head of Egypt’s oldest and most 
prominent centre of religious 
studies does carry a certain 
amount of clout. And Egypt, 
despite being shunned by the rest 
of the Arab world for many years 
as punishment for proceeding on 
its own with a peace treaty with 
Israel when it signed the Camp 
David agreement, is still a country 
of stature.

Sheikh Ahmed al-Tayeb, the 
grand imam of al-Azhar, is an 

important figure in Egyptian 
religious, political and social life. 
He often represents the clergy at 
official government functions. 
However, in the Sunni branch 
of Islam, there is an absence of 
hierarchy. There is no supreme 
leader, as in the Shia branch, in 
which there are ayatollahs, grand 
ayatollahs and other ranks.

One of the great attractions of 
the Sunni branch of the Muslim 
faith is that there is no pope, 
archbishop or supreme leader. 
Every Muslim has an equal 
footing in the community. The 
religious leader of the community, 
the imam, is respected for his 
knowledge of the holy books 
and usually because of his age. 
Or at least the knowledge he is 

supposed to have as in some 
cases ignorance of the world 
in general is so vast that his 
work and knowledge becomes 
counterproductive.

The imam can and does offer 
advice and leadership given 
his knowledge, which typically 
exceeds the general knowledge 
of the congregation. That is 
certainly often the case in poor 
communities. Officially, however, 
the imam wields no supreme 
power. That has been both a 
blessing and a curse, especially 
when it comes to sensitive issues 
such as issuing fatwas, religious 
edicts.

As we have seen many times 
since the September 11th, 2001, 
terrorist attacks on the United 
States, a number of Muslim 
leaders who have issued a variety 
of edicts were well authorised 
to do so. Many have been 
counterproductive in promoting 
understanding and cooperation 
between Muslims and the West, 
yet those fatwas were perfectly 
legal, if somewhat inane.

In contrast to Shiism, in which 
there is an established structure, 
in the main branch of Islam 
everybody is supposed to be 
equal in the eyes of God. This is 
an interesting concept for such 
a vast movement not to have a 
supreme leader and in times of 
strife, as we have seen these past 
years, it makes it very difficult to 
reach out to such a wide-ranging 
community in which there is no 
central figure who can speak for 
its followers.

Attempts were made in some 
European countries — France 
in particular — to designate a 
top Muslim figure who could 
influence the faithful. The 
exception to this rule is, of 
course, the caliph, the one who is 
supposed to lead the umma, the 
community and the one replacing 
the Prophet. But as in all other 
religions, here, too, one has to 
beware of false prophets.

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

Misunderstanding Islam

Pope Francis greets Sheikh Ahmed Mohamed el-Tayeb (R),
Imam of Egypt’s al-Azhar mosque, at the Vatican, on May 23rd.

Claude Salhani

How this conflict unfolds 
largely depends on how 
ISIS responds to changes 
in its operational 
environment.

N
ews that the brother 
of a Brussels suicide 
bomber will 
represent Belgium 
at the Summer 
Olympics in Brazil 

brings to mind American presi-
dential hopeful Donald Trump’s 
wild proposal that US forces 
should kill the families of 
terrorists.

Trump later dissembled on 
the point but only to the extent 
that the United States should “go 
after” the families rather than 
killing them outright.

So what would Trump do with 
Mourad Laachraoui, 21, ace taek-
wondo fighter? He happens to be 
the younger brother of Najim, who 
detonated a suicide bomb at Brus-
sels airport on March 22nd.

The siblings could not be more 
different. Najim, who was one of 
two bombers who died at Brus-
sels Airport, is said to be linked 
to the Paris attacks in November. 
He spent three years as an Islamic 
State (ISIS) fighter in Syria.

His family says it lost contact 
with him. By eve-
ry token — in deed 
and in action — 
Najim Laachraoui 
appeared to be 
divorced from his 
law-abiding fam-
ily. He certainly 
did not serve as a 
role model for his 
younger brother.

Najim wanted to 
fight the system 

by blowing it up. Mourad’s notion 
of fighting is to strive for sporting 
excellence. After winning a silver 

medal at the 2015 world champi-
onships in South Korea, he said he 
wanted to go for Olympic gold: “I 
fought. I fight. I will always fight.”

Should Mourad be punished for 
the sins of his brother? Should the 
Laachraoui family forever bear the 
bloody mark of Najim’s crimes?

Mourad’s and Najim’s very 
different trajectories go to the 
heart of the debate over collective 
punishment and counterterror 
policy. Collective punishment is 
dangerous and fundamentally 
unjust. It sparks resentment in the 
innocent and feeds the very sense 
of victimhood that terrorists seek 
to excise by violent acts. It is the 
antithesis of the civilised process 
of settling grievances — real or 
perceived — by rule of law rather 
than by the law of the jungle.

It is telling that a wannabe 
strongman such as Trump has 
proposed so contentious and cruel 
a way of dealing with people who 
are fatefully linked by blood to 
a terrorist. For the United States 
that would be an outrageous un-
coupling from international law. 
But politicians who espouse — out-
right or in more covert ways — the 
eye-for-an-eye strategy, generally 
portray themselves as fearless 
protectors of their people. In fact, 
they are the reverse.

Consider the two men who lead 
countries that often employ col-
lective punishment as a coun-
terterrorism tactic: Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and Russian President Vladimir 
Putin.

Netanyahu, a former commando 
with a somewhat single-issue 
preoccupation with security, has 

been described by those who 
know him personally as a fearful 
“mythomaniac” prone to a sense 
of his own “grandeur”. Putin, a 
former KGB officer with a propen-
sity for photo opportunities that 
stress his machismo, has shown 
signs of narcissistic megalomania 
and aggressive self-entitlement.

Trump has not been elected to 
any public office but his person-
ality traits — authoritarianism, 
demagoguery, self-love — chime 
with other politicians who enable 
or propound collective punish-
ment.

It may not be too much of a 
stretch to say that the collective 
punishment brigade has a shared 
belief that all politics is war and 
that peace is for wimps.

Seeking revenge for a violent 
act from the perpetrators’ family 
may be profoundly unwise and 
self-defeating. Russia and Israel 
are good examples of the perils of 
targeting the families of violent 
men and women who attack the 
state.

Human rights groups say Rus-
sian security services routinely 
arrest, torture and kill relatives. 
In fact, Russian MP Kirill V. 
Kabanov, who serves on Putin’s 
human rights council, is on record 
describing relatives as “accom-
plices”. Kabanov once said of a 
potential suicide attacker “he 
should understand his relatives 
will be treated as accomplices”. 
A terrorist’s family is not guilty, 
he added, if they report his or her 
intentions “before the fact… if he 
did not, he is guilty.”

Moscow has also pursued a 
strategy routinely used in Is-

rael of demolishing the houses of 
suspected insurgents in Chechnya 
and Dagestan.

This sort of systematic abuse of 
whole families radicalises com-
munities, according to Caucasus 
expert and International Crisis 
Group analyst Ekaterina Sokirian-
skaia. “When innocent Muslims 
are targeted for the expediency of 
security services, this legitimises 
the jihadist cause,” she said.

The same sort of state-sanc-
tioned violence against the in-
nocent is part of the grim story in 
Israel. So much so that in March 
Netanyahu’s lead proposal to com-
bat the third intifada and dissuade 
future Palestinian assailants was 
the expulsion of family mem-
bers to Gaza. This, on top of the 
draconian practice of demolishing 
attackers’ homes, which was, until 
recently, regularly approved by 
the Israeli Supreme Court.

Interestingly, state vengeful-
ness, especially in Israel, contin-
ues despite the consensus among 
Defence officials that it did not 
achieve much during the second 
intifada, which ran five years from 
2000. Officials said targeting fami-
lies actually added to the stew of 
resentment and hopelessness and 
could stoke them to retaliate.

Collective punishment is, of 
course, prohibited by the Geneva 
Conventions but we do not need 
the arcane rules of international 
law to know right from wrong.

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.

Collective punishment leads to radicalisation

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Russia and Israel are good 
examples of the perils of 
targeting the families of 
violent men and women 
who attack the state.
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T 

he United Kingdom has 
concluded an agreement 
with Oman to establish 
a permanent naval base 
near the new Duqm port 

being developed in a remote town 
on the Arabian Sea. The announce-
ment comes just months after con-
struction began in Bahrain for the 
United Kingdom’s first permanent 
naval base in the Middle East since 
1967.

The UK-Oman agreement in-
volves a joint venture between 
Babcock International Group and 
Oman Drydock Company to create 
modern naval support services fa-
cilities at the new base. Oman Dry-
dock Company (ODC) has given the 
ship repair yard and two dry docks 
at Duqm port, inaugurated in June 
2012, on long-lease to South Korean 
company Daewoo Shipbuilding & 
Marine Engineering.

According to British Defence 
Minister Michael Fallon, the base 
in Oman will help establish “a per-
manent training hub” in addition 
to a key military logistics centre 
that “will bring British engineering 
expertise to help develop Duqm as 
a strategic port for the Middle East 
on the Indian Ocean, benefiting the 
Royal Navy and others”.

There is high demand for naval 
support services in and around the 
Arabian Gulf, including from the 
Royal Navy of Oman (RNO), as naval 
modernisation takes shape.

The new naval support services 
facility will provide support to two 
65,000-tonne aircraft carriers being 
built for the UK Royal Navy as well 

as the British-built, multi-role guid-
ed-missile Khareef-class corvettes 
recently inducted into service with 
the RNO.

BAE Systems executed a $650 mil-
lion contract awarded by Oman for 
three corvettes. The Khareef-class 
corvettes rank among the most ca-
pable and most modern warships 
operated regionally.

Oman is seen by Britain as an im-
portant partner and was described 
by Fallon as “a source of stability 
in the troubled region”. A former 
British protectorate, Oman has 
long-standing defence ties with the 
United Kingdom, which remains its 
main arms supplier. In 2012, Oman 
signed a deal valued at about $4 bil-

lion for 12 Typhoon multi-role jets 
and eight Hawk Advanced Jet Train-
er aircraft, including in-service and 
training support.

British officials have developed 
a plan to establish an army train-
ing base in Oman, which is viewed 
as a force of moderation in a region 
prone to political polarisation and 

therefore has an important role to 
play in regional crises. That percep-
tion was reinforced in recent years 
as Muscat performed a crucial back-
room role in brokering tensions be-
tween Iran and the West.

Oman also plays an important 
role in overseeing the passage of 
international shipping through the 
Strait of Hormuz, through which 
some 30% of globally bound oil 
passes every day.

Duqm port and dry docks are part 
of the most ambitious projects ever 
undertaken in Oman, where the 
leadership is aiming to develop a 
major trade and logistics hub. Oman 
plans to construct a new airport, rail 
network and oil and gas pipelines 

connecting with Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries as well as 
refineries, oil and gas storage termi-
nals, a petrochemical complex and 
warehousing facilities around an 
integrated free trade zone in Duqm.

If Duqm port yields the results 
the Omani leadership is hoping for, 
observers say it could challenge the 
traditional dominance of Dubai by 
creating another viable regional 
trading centre that removes the po-
tential risks and costs of transiting 
the Arabian Gulf. Duqm could also 
become even more significant stra-
tegically from a defence and inter-
national security perspective and 
this would provide the United King-
dom enormous operational flexibil-
ity for its forces in the region.

Combined with the new naval 
base in Bahrain, which is already 
home to the largest permanent de-
tachment of the British Royal Navy 
outside the United Kingdom as part 
of the Combined Maritime Force, 
which includes the US Navy 5th 
Fleet in Manama, the United King-
dom can be expected to deploy a 
much wider and modern range of 
naval assets in the region than it has 
for generations.

At the same time, Oman will ben-
efit from its deepening ties with the 
United Kingdom because they not 
only add to its regional influence 
and boost national security but also 
align well with its wider economic 
goals for Duqm by supporting in-
dustrial growth.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic 
issues. He is an alumnus of Royal 
Holloway, King’s College London 
and Cranfield University.

The motives behind the newly announced UK naval base in Oman
Sabahat Khan

Cranes stand at a massive drydock and ship repair facility in Oman’s Duqm Special Economic Zone.

The United Kingdom 
can be expected to 
deploy a much wider 
and modern range of 
naval assets in the 
region than it has for 
generations.
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Yemen talks barely holding despite UN optimism
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

N 

egotiations to end the 
war in Yemen have re-
sumed but the Iran-al-
lied Houthi delegation 
threatened to suspend 

its participation due to disagree-
ments over the future of some of its 
leaders.

The issue involves discussions 
within the Coordination and De-
escalation Committee, a body that 
includes members from both sides 
of the conflict and which is tasked 
with supporting the ceasefire. The 
newest sticking point being the fu-
ture of what the government del-
egation described as “coup leaders” 
and their role in the settlement pro-
cess.

The rebel delegation was brought 
back to negotiations by UN Special 
Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed, 
who tried to stress the positives 
of the proceedings, declaring that 
a consensus was close to being 
reached.

“We are moving towards a general 
understanding that encompasses 
the expectations and visions of the 
parties,” Ould Cheikh Ahmed said in 
a statement. “The discussions have 
become more sensitive and delicate, 
bringing us closer to a comprehen-
sive agreement.”

Yemeni political analyst Abdullah 
Ismail dismissed the comments by 
the UN envoy as mere spin.

“Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed’s 
statements do not differ from his 
previous ones, high on optimism 
but low on facts,” the analyst said, 
adding that flowery rhetoric by the 
UN envoy is an effort to delay an 
announcement that consultations 
have collapsed.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon said he wants to intensify the 
United Nations’ mediation role in 
the conflict.

“While both sides have commit-
ted to reaching agreements in Ku-
wait, there remain deep differences 
between the two sides that will need 

to be overcome in order to achieve a 
successful outcome,” Ban wrote in a 
letter to the UN Security Council.

Ban proposed expanding the UN 
peace mission to Yemen and mov-
ing it to Amman from New York to 
strengthen the mediation process.

The Kuwait talks began April 
21st, after a week’s delay in the ar-
rival of the delegation represent-
ing the Houthis and former Yemeni 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh. The 
sessions have been plagued with 
threats and walkouts from both 
sides but have reached agreement 

on some issues, such as prisoner ex-
changes.

A walkout by government rep-
resentatives was prompted by the 
rebel delegation’s refusal to recog-
nise the legitimacy of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi. The govern-
ment side was persuaded to give 
talks “one last chance” after signifi-
cant pressure from Gulf officials.

The issue of the future of some 
Houthi leaders is tied to the rebels’ 
demand for an all-inclusive national 
unity government, which the inter-
nationally recognised government 

rejects.
The issue of Yemen with Saleh in 

the mix is a non-starter for the Hadi 
government and the Saudi-led coa-
lition fighting the rebels and their 
supporters.

The war in Yemen began after the 
Shia Houthis and their allies overran 
the capital, Sana’a, in September 
2014 and seized most of the coun-
try, prompting Hadi to flee to Saudi 
Arabia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 
Arabia and supported by the United 
States and Britain, began an air cam-

paign against the rebels in March 
2015. Arab coalition ground troops 
later entered the fight to restore 
Hadi’s UN-recognised government.

The war in Yemen has led to the 
death of more than 6,400 people, 
mostly civilians, and displaced 
about 2.8 million people. The coun-
try is suffering a major humanitar-
ian catastrophe, making resolution 
of the war a matter of the utmost 
urgency.

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

A Yemeni artist paints graffiti on a wall in the capital, Sana’a.
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Spending cuts in GCC but reforms proceed
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

A 

usterity measures taken 
by traditionally oil-de-
pendent Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) coun-
tries are reverberating in 

a number of key industries but the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
said the six Gulf Arab states are 
on the right track to remedy their 
problems and ensure long-term 
economic prospects.

The United Arab Emirates, one of 
the first GCC members to drop fuel 
subsidies, has seen significant lay-
offs in its energy sector. Abu Dhabi 
National Oil Company (ADNOC), 
one of the world’s biggest oil com-
panies, has shed hundreds of jobs 
and plans on dropping its overall 
workforce by 5,000 positions this 
year, with the cuts mostly affecting 
expatriate employees.

ADNOC also recently went 
through an upper management re-
shuffle.

“In keeping with the entire oil and 
gas industry, ADNOC is constantly 
looking at ways to be more efficient 
and more profitable, particularly in 
the current market environment,” 
said an ADNOC spokesman.

In Saudi Arabia, a report by the 
National Commercial Bank (NCB) 
revealed the local construction 
market is constricting, attributed 
mostly to a huge drop in govern-
ment-awarded contracts.

According to NCB’s Construction 
Contracts Index for the first quarter 

of 2016, as a result of declining oil 
prices, the Saudi government’s fis-
cal restructuring resulted in a de-
cline in infrastructure spending.

Many firms in the Saudi con-
struction business will look to the 
private sector to supplement the 
decline in government contracts. 
The oil and gas sector accounted for 
47% of the total value of contracts 
awarded in the first quarter of 2016, 
residential real estate accounted for 
16% and the hospitality sector for 
21%, according to NCB.

However, the kingdom’s efforts 
to realise its Vision 2030 plan, an 
ambitious package of economic 
and social policy reforms, proceed 
as deals have been signed with US 
multinational conglomerate Gen-
eral Electric (GE). The deals, worth 
$1.4 billion, would see GE create 
2,000 jobs in the kingdom, dou-
bling the firm’s workforce.

One of the biggest deals was 
a Memorandum of Understand-
ing (MoU) with the Saudi Arabian 
Industrial Investments Company 
(SAIIC), which, according to GE, 
would help develop industry and 
manufacturing within the king-
dom, as well as create jobs for Sau-
dis.

“This agreement with GE to form 
joint ventures and co-invest in 
strategic, high-growth industrial 
and digital sectors is at the core of 
SAIIC’s mission and supports the 
Saudi Vision 2030 to strengthen the 
kingdom’s economic diversifica-
tion,” SAIIC Chairman Abdullatif al-
Othman said in a statement.

The GE deal has an important 
social component, which will com-
plement the Vision 2030 goal of 
promoting workplace diversity and 

empowering women professionals. 
An MoU with the Asharqia (Eastern 
province) Chamber of Commerce 
& Industry will see digital training 
workshops, including small and 
medium-sized business start-up 
training, in which GE aims to train 
1,000 women in five years.

“We are a committed partner in 
supporting the kingdom’s transfor-
mational and diversified growth, 
underscored by our 80 years of 
presence in Saudi Arabia,” GE Chair-
man and Chief Executive Officer Jef-
frey Immelt said in a statement.

The IMF lauded the GCC’s spend-
ing cuts and the Saudis’ Vision 2030 
initiative in particular.

“Since the 2015 Article IV consul-
tation, there has been a significant 
acceleration in reforms in Saudi 
Arabia. Vision 2030 sets out the 
goal of an appropriately bold and 
far-reaching transformation of the 
Saudi Arabian economy to diversify 
growth, reduce the dependence 
on oil, increase the role of the pri-
vate sector and create more jobs for 
nationals,” the IMF said in a state-
ment.

The IMF said a gradual but size-
able and sustained fiscal adjust-
ment needs to continue with the 
aim of achieving a balanced budget 
over the medium term. This should 
include further adjustments in do-
mestic energy prices, firm control 
of expenditures and further in-
creases in non-oil revenues.

Since mid-2015, GCC members 
have curtailed spending on con-
struction projects and some re-
duced energy subsidies to limit 
budget deficits caused by low oil 
prices.

Saudi Minister of Energy, Industry and Mineral Resources Engineer Khaled al-Falih (2nd L) meets 
with General Electric Chief Executive Officer Jeffrey Immelt (L) in Jeddah.

“Since the 2015 
Article IV 
consultation, there 
has been a 
significant 
acceleration in 
reforms in Saudi 
Arabia.”

The International 
Monetary Fund

Saudi deals with GE will 
create 2,000 jobs in the 
kingdom.

$1.4 billion

And women still aren’t permitted to drive

L 

egal adviser Bandar 
al-Mahraj said anybody 
who wanted to apply 
for a driver’s licence 
could do so at the traffic 

department but women would 
run into a brick wall as the system 
was not set up to issue licences to 
women.

Mahraj also suggested that the 
traffic department should estab-
lish an office to deal with inquiries 
from women and provide training 
to those wanting to drive. He said 
there was nothing in the Saudi 
legal system preventing this.

Of course, there is nothing in 
Saudi Arabia’s travel laws that 
prevent a woman from obtaining 
a driver’s licence. Article 32 of 
Saudi Arabia’s travel laws states 
that any “person” must have a 
licence in order to drive but does 
not specify the sex of this theo-
retical “person”. Even in Arabic, 
which is a language that contains 
complex grammatical rules re-
garding gender, the word used in 
this article shakhs, or “person”, is 
gender neutral.

Mahraj’s statements were pub-
lished by the Saudi newspaper Al 
Riyadh on May 23rd, 2010 — six 
years ago. So where are all Saudi 

Arabia’s women drivers?
Also in 2010, Apple introduced 

the iPad, selling 300,000 units 
on the first day, furthering the 
progression in home computing 
— from desktops to laptops to tab-
lets. In the same year, scientists in 
the United States announced the 
development of nanotechnology 
that could be used in the treat-
ment of diabetes and cancer.

In 2011, we saw the first inter-
national flight of a long-range 
experimental solar-powered 
aircraft, known as the Solar Im-
pulse. NASA launched the Mars 
Science Laboratory a robotic space 
probe to investigate that planet’s 
habitability and collect data for a 
manned mission to Mars. Japan 
invented the fastest computer in 
the world and the world’s smallest 
electric car was produced in the 
Netherlands.

In 2012, Saudi researcher Siham 
Abu Zahira, working in The Neth-
erlands, won acclaim for invent-
ing a nano-machine that could 
help clinicians quickly diagnose 
patients. The next year she won 
global praise for inventing a revo-
lutionary nanorobot that helps to 
reduce medical errors during open 
brain surgery by 70%.

Also in 2013, Noura al-Kaabi be-
came the first Emirati, and indeed 
the first Arab woman, to be named 
by Le Nouvel Observateur’s 50 
individuals who contribute to 
changing the world. She was also 
the first Emirati to be ranked on 
Foreign Policy magazine’s Top 100 
Global Thinkers list.

In 2014, Bahraini inventor 
Amina al-Hawwaj was named the 
ambassador of Invention by the 

British Inventors Society, the first 
Arab given the award. She also 
won a slew of other international 
awards, including the Archimedes 
Award for Best Young Scientist 
and Inventor of the Year award by 
Inpex, America’s largest invention 
trade show.

In 2015, the world discovered 
the first new antibiotic in 30 years, 
with many medical researchers 
hailing this as a “paradigm shift” 
in terms of its potential medi-
cal application. Scientists also 
announced a new bionic lens 
implant that could revolutionise 
ophthalmology.

Despite all these impressive 
achievements around the world, 
some of which were influenced by 
Arabs and Arab women in particu-
lar, Saudi women are still not able 
to drive.

Some might say this is a minor 
issue but until Saudi women are 
allowed to drive, they are being 
denied their right to mobility and 
self-reliance.

Some might say “our streets are 
not ready” but I say that, accord-
ing to the budget, billions are be-
ing spent on the roads. Some say 
that the system does not permit 
women to drive but I say that pre-
viously the system did not allow 
radio or photography or television 
or mobile phones.

These are all the result of all 
barriers we broke through and 
women’s driving faces another 
such barrier in Saudi Arabia. In the 
end, it is only right and fair that 
women be allowed to drive.

Abdullah al-Alami is a member of 
the Saudi Economics Society.

Abdullah 
al-Alami

View point

There is nothing in Saudi 
Arabia’s travel laws that 
prevent a woman from 
obtaining a driver’s 
licence.

A Saudi woman, a member of the Saudi Shura 
Council, attends a session led by Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Riyadh, last 
December.
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Ramallah

A 

proposed French peace 
initiative is neither one 
of a kind, nor a break-
through in the long se-
ries of attempts to solve 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict or 
resume peace talks, which came to 
a halt in April 2014, but Palestinians 
have welcomed the move.

It was proposed by French Presi-
dent François Hollande to jump-
start negotiations with Israel as 
the United States, the traditional 
sponsor of talks between Palestin-
ians and Israelis, stepped back as US 
presidential elections draw closer.

To the Palestinians, peacemaking 
is not new.

For decades, they have been part 
of unilateral and bilateral plans to 
solve the Palestinian-Israeli con-
flict, which is viewed as one of the 
most complicated political issues in 
modern history.

Starting with the UN Security 
Council Resolution 242 in 1967, all 
the way to Annapolis in 2007 and 
Washington in 2010, no peacemak-
ing initiative or plan has brought an 
end to the conflict.

While Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas expressed appre-
ciation for French efforts during a 
meeting with French Foreign Min-
ister Jean-Marc Ayrault in mid-May, 
the government of Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu re-
jected the initiative.

Netanyahu said in a statement: 
“Israel remains steadfast in its posi-
tion that the best way to resolve the 

conflict between Israel and the Pal-
estinians is by direct and bilateral 
negotiations.”

Many Palestinians say the ini-
tiative offers what they have been 
looking for in a peace plan.

Riyad Mansour, permanent ob-
server of the state of Palestine to the 
United Nations, said in a telephone 
interview that the French initiative 
won Palestinians’ support because 
it is European, multilateral and of-
fers new terms.

He said the initiative marked a 
shift in the European mindset re-
garding who takes the initiative in 
political affairs. “The US no longer 
leads while Europe applauds. It now 
leads and invites the US to join,” he 
noted.

This is significant because Pal-
estinians are losing faith in peace 
talks because of the US monopoly, 
which to many is seen as only for Is-
rael’s advantage. The United States 
is regarded as Israel’s closest ally 
and could not be a neutral broker in 
peace, the thinking goes.

Palestinian political analyst Jihad 
Harab said Palestinians support the 
French initiative because they want 
to see an end to US domination over 
peace talks and engage the wider 
international community in the de-
bate, an idea Israel rejects.

But underlining the fact that the 
United States is still an important 
player in the process, the meeting 
was set for May 30th but then re-
scheduled to June 3rd to ensure that 
US Secretary of State John Kerry 
could attend.

While the French initiative did 
not necessarily bring new ideas 
and has been described as vague 

and general, it revolves around an 
international peace conference and 
debate similar to the Iran and Syria 
talks.

Palestinians say the conflict could 
be solved through international in-
tervention, which would pressure 
Israel as it insists on unconditional 
and unilateral negotiations.

Paris planned to host a ministerial 
meeting of 20 countries, including 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Jordan, as 
a first step to discussing the peace 
process. The meeting is expected 
to proceed without participation by 
Israeli and Palestinian representa-
tives, ahead of the main interna-
tional peace conference to be held 

in Paris soon after.
For these reasons, and because 

the initiative is the only option 
available on the table, the Palestin-
ian side is on board.

While Palestinians are optimistic 
that the French initiative is offering 
hope, experts and officials admit 
they do not expect the initiative to 
help reach a final solution.

Ramallah-based Palestinian po-
litical analyst Abdul Majid Sweilem 
said the initiative must not be con-
sidered a breakthrough, especially 
with Israel’s ongoing policies.

Even though it is not certain 
whether the initiative will accom-
plish the goals set by France, Man-

sour said Palestinians should sup-
port the plan because it is a sign that 
the world is not silent and the effort 
could end the political deadlock.

But what if Israel foils the ini-
tiative by refusing to be part of the 
peace conference?

Sweilem said the initiative has 
cornered Israel in the sense that, if 
it objects to participating in the pro-
cess, the decision would increase its 
international isolation and make it 
appear responsible for the impasse 
and violence in the region.

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

Palestinians cling to French peace initiative
Malak Hasan

French President François Hollande (L) talks with Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas after their 
meeting at the Elysée Palace in Paris, on April 16th.

The initiative was 
proposed by French 
President François 
Hollande to jump-start 
negotiations with 
Israel.

A proposed French 
peace initiative is 
neither one of a kind, 
nor a breakthrough… 
but Palestinians have 
welcomed it.

News & Analysis

France’s Israeli-Palestinian peace initiative likely dead-on-arrival  

W
hat is France 
doing? For 
several months 
now, the 
Hollande 
government 

has been trying to organise a 
20-nation ministerial conference 
designed to relaunch the mori-
bund Israeli-Palestinian peace 
process but to what end?

The original date was May 30th 
but Paris postponed the gather-
ing when it was announced that 
US Secretary of State John Kerry 
would not be available. Kerry ap-
parently found an opening in his 
schedule so the conference is to 
convene June 3rd.

Kerry’s evident lack of en-
thusiasm reveals that he has no 
intention to expend considerable 
energy on the French initiative. He 
tried to revive the peace process 
in the early months of his term as 
secretary of State only to see the 
effort crash in April 2014. With less 
than eight months remaining in 
his tenure, why would he want to 
revisit the issue?

The proposed French conclave 
is to include a number of Arab 
states, including Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt, but neither Israel nor the 
Palestinians were invited. Palestin-
ian Authority President Mahmoud 
Abbas supports the initiative but 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 

Netanyahu would not attend even 
if asked.

When French Foreign Minister 
Jean-Marc Ayrault visited Israel 
for discussions about the confer-
ence, Netanyahu told him in no 
uncertain terms that “the only way 
to advance true peace between us 
and the Palestinians is through di-
rect talks, without preconditions”. 
This is a completely logical posi-
tion for him to take as Israel holds 
all the cards, monopolises coercive 
power and continues to unilater-
ally pursue its settlement agenda 
and associated ethnic cleansing. So 
why not talk mano a mano?

To their credit, the French realise 
that the current situation is unten-
able in the long — and maybe even 
medium — term and also under-
stand that Islamist extremism is 
fuelled in large part by continued 
frustration over the ongoing hu-
miliation of Palestinians.

“This initiative is necessary 
because if nothing happens, if 
there is no strong French initiative, 
then colonisation, attacks, terrorist 
attacks and several conflicts are 
going to continue,” Ayrault said 
recently. He is right.

The reality is this: Israel op-
poses it — both in principle and in 
terms of what it aims to achieve, a 
two-state solution — and Kerry is 
attending simply to cover Israel’s 
back. The odds of this initiative 
moving forward are slim.

Rumours have bounced around 
Washington in recent months that 
US President Barack Obama is pre-
paring to do something dramatic 
concerning Israeli-Palestinian 
peace before he leaves office in 
January.

Some have said the United 
States may support — or at least 
not veto — a UN Security Council 
resolution to condemn Israeli set-

tlement building. Such a resolution 
would be consistent with official 
US policy but Mark Toner, a US 
State Department spokesman, has 
said repeatedly that “our position 
hasn’t changed in terms of action 
on this issue at the UN Security 
Council”, meaning the United 
States will veto criticism of Israel.

Moreover, the United States 
has historically wanted to keep 
the peace process, even when it 
is on life support, a US monopoly. 
Neither the United Nations nor 
France will be allowed to assume 
America’s self-appointed leader-
ship role.

All of this plays perfectly into 
Netanyahu’s hands.

Do not forget that this is an 

election year in the United States. 
Obama will not want to say or do 
anything that undermines Hillary 
Clinton or that forces her to refute 
him.

Obama tried twice to move the 
peace process forward, in his first 
term with special Middle East 
negotiator George Mitchell and in 
his second with Kerry’s attempt. 
Both times Obama was stymied by 
Netanyahu, who openly supported 
Mitt Romney against Obama in 
2012 and led the lobbying cam-
paign in Washington against the 
Iran nuclear deal.

What could Obama gain at this 
point in his presidency by either 
joining a French-led initiative (that 
Israel opposes) or taking a bold 
step at the United Nations (that 
Israel opposes)?

More likely Obama will give 
an address after the November 
US election in which he lays out 
his view of a just-and-fair Israeli-
Palestinian peace. That’s what Bill 
Clinton did in January 2001, in the 
final days of his presidency.

In a speech before a pro-peace 
Jewish-American organisation, 
Clinton outlined the proposed 
“parameters” for a two-state solu-
tion, a proposal that effectively 
foreshadowed the Saudi peace 
initiative that was endorsed by 
the Arab League in 2002 (and was 
opposed by Israel). The audience 
applauded Clinton’s speech. The 
Israelis ignored it; after all, Clinton 
was history at that point. The 
Palestinians continued to see their 
hopes evaporate.

Bonne chance, Paris.

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

Mark 
Habeeb

View point
Kerry’s 
evident 
lack of 
enthusiasm 
reveals that 
he has no 
intention 
to expend 
considerable 
energy on 
the French 
initiative.

Neither the United 
Nations nor France will 
be allowed to assume 
America’s self-appointed 
leadership role.

 Palestine   Israel

Palestinian negotiator Saeb Erakat (L) and 
France’s special envoy for its initiative to renew 
Israeli-Palestinian peace talks Pierre Vimont (R) 
leave at the end of a meeting, last March, in the 
West Bank city of Ramallah.
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Cairo

E 

gypt is cracking down on 
thousands of private reli-
gious schools for children 
to eradicate what it de-
scribes as the ideological 

sources of extremism.
The Kuttabs, the Egyptian equiv-

alent of madrassas exploited by the 
Taliban in Afghanistan and Paki-
stan, have offered religious educa-
tion to tens of thousands of Egyp-
tian children for decades.

Widespread, especially in the 
Egyptian countryside, they are 
where many of Egypt’s top religious 
scholars and clerics received their 
earliest religious education. They 
help children memorise the Quran, 
understand the sayings of Prophet 
Mohammad and learn how to pray.

The government said, however, 
these schools give students “twist-
ed” information about Islam, con-
tributing to the emergence of gener-
ations of extremists and the spread 
of terrorism.

“These schools give incorrect in-
formation about the Islamic religion 
to learners,” said Essam al-Adawi, 
an adviser to the Social Solidar-
ity Ministry, which supervises the 
work of the country’s non-govern-
mental organisations. “They teach 
the ideologies of their owners, mak-
ing them centres for ideological de-
viation.”

These types of schools were in 
Egypt before secular schools. Edu-
cation in Egypt’s countryside dec-
ades ago was mainly religious.

According to Said Abdel Azim, a 
leading Salafist analyst, the govern-
ment decision will shut thousands 
of private religious schools and 
Quran teaching centres. He said, 
though, the government should en-
courage the work of these schools, 
not shut them down.

“The closure of the schools will 
lead to the spread of vice and reli-
gious ignorance,” Abdel Azim said. 
“At the time the government closes 
the religious schools, it keeps tens 
of nightclubs and bars open.”

This is the latest measure by 
Cairo to address religious extrem-
ism. A few months ago, authorities 
launched a campaign to remove 
books, tapes and compact discs of 
hard-line preachers from mosque 
libraries. The Education Minis-
try, which controls most state-run 
schools, changed curricula to em-
phasise tolerance and remove les-
sons that call for jihad and fighting 
non-Muslims.

Recently, the Endowments Minis-
try, which supervises tens of thou-
sands of mosques, closed a large 
number of small mosques to stem 
the influence of radical preachers, 
especially in the countryside and 
remote sections of Egypt.

Egypt has seen a surge in ter-
rorist activities, especially in the 
Sinai peninsula and Cairo, in the 
past three years. The government 
blamed the increase on the Muslim 
Brotherhood and a local branch of 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Kamal Habib, a former jihadist 
turned expert on extremism, said 
the government decision to close 
religious schools was aimed at the 
Muslim Brotherhood, which he said 
runs most of the schools.

Abdel Halim Mahmoud, a reli-
gious sciences professor at al-Azhar 
University, said the decision to 
shutter the schools was an impor-
tant step in the fight against ex-
tremism.

“This is particularly true while 
our country faces this huge terror-
ist campaign in the Sinai peninsula 
and in other areas,” he said.

Habib, however, said instead of 
shutting the schools, authorities 

should have legalised them and su-
pervised what they teach.

“The absence of these schools 
will make the thousands of students 
who used to study religious scienc-
es at them search for other sources 
of knowledge,” he said. “Most of 
the terrorists we see today got their 
knowledge about Islam from either 
the internet or wrong sources.”

The government said these 
schools are the “wrong sources”.

Parents send their children to the 
schools at the age of 6 to memorise 
the Quran and learn to pray. They 
prepare students to join schools su-
pervised by al-Azhar. Some of the 
religious schools offer lessons to 

prepare men to preach at mosques 
in the countryside.

The government, however, says 
the schools pose a danger to Egypt’s 
national security.

“Some of these schools stand 
behind the extremist ideas we see 
in our society today,” said Khaled 
Sultan, the assistant social solidar-
ity minister in charge of non-gov-
ernmental organisations. “They do 
this by giving their learners wrong 
ideas and claim that these ideas are 
Islamic.”

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

Authorities see religious schools promoting extremism
Hassan Abdel Zaher

(Credit: Photographer Said Shahat)
Children memorising the Quran at a private Islamic school — locally known as Kuttab – in Qalyubia 
province, north of the Egyptian capital Cairo.

Kamal Habib, a former 
jihadist turned expert 
on extremism, said the 
government decision 
to close religious 
schools was aimed at 
the Muslim 
Brotherhood.
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“Some of these 
schools stand 
behind the 
extremist ideas we 
see in our society 
today.”

Khaled Sultan, Egyptian 
assistant social solidarity 

minister

Cairo

A 

writer’s 3-year jail sen-
tence for a Facebook 
post criticising the Is-
lamic practice of slaugh-
tering animals for sacri-

fice has opened the door for calls 
for legal reform.

An Egyptian appeals court upheld 
the sentence and 20,000-pound 
($2,250) fine against Fatma Naaout 
after she was convicted of offend-
ing Islam.

This was among a series of prison 
sentences handed down in recent 
months against writers, intellec-
tuals and clerics charged with the 
same offence, which — apart from 
sending fear through intellectual 
circles — gives the impression that 
Egypt is regressing in terms of free-
dom of speech.

“We are going back because these 
jail sentences do away with artistic 
creativity and free speech,” novel-
ist Salwa Bakr said. “Some of the 
articles of the Penal Code are only 
used by closed-minded people to 
punish free thinking.”

Seven people have been sen-
tenced to prison in the past three 

months after being accused of of-
fending Islam. Those convicted 
include four Christian school stu-
dents who conducted an Islamic 
State (ISIS)-style mock slaughter to 
criticise the brutality of the militant 
group. A novelist was sentenced to 
prison on charges of offending pub-
lic morality in one of his novels. 
Also, a reform-minded TV preacher 
was sentenced to jail on charges of 
offending Islam.

Salafist preacher Mohamed Has-
san is facing imprisonment for al-
legedly offending a wife of Prophet 
Mohammad. Hassan, among the 
most moderate of Salafist preach-
ers, was taken to court over part of 
a sermon in which he referred to 
the wife of the Prophet.

Naaout, 52, was charged after a 
lawyer claimed her criticism of the 
Islamic ritual of sacrificing animals 
during Eid al-Adha was an offence 
against the Islamic religion. In issu-
ing the verdict against the column-
ist and poet, judges applied Article 
98 of the Penal Code, which stipu-
lates up to five years of imprison-
ment for people who “use religion 
to spread extremist ideas; humili-
ate heavenly religions; insult the 
followers of these religions, or 
harm national unity”.

Naaout, who is free pending fur-
ther appeal, said she meant none of 
these offences when she wrote on 
Facebook to express her view on 
the slaughter of animals during the 
feast.

“I only said it harms my feelings 
as a human being to see all these 
animals slaughtered at one and 
the same time, while some people 
cheer,” she told a Canadian news 

channel.
That personal views are being 

treated so harshly is leading to calls 
to change laws and end the impris-
onment of intellectuals and writ-
ers.

“These laws are turning into a 
tool for the suppression of free 
speech,” lawmaker Margret Azer 
said. “This is why they must be 
amended or abolished altogether.”

Farida al-Naqqash, a leftist writer 
who attended a recent meeting be-
tween Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi and intellectuals at 
the presidential palace, said those 
at the meeting asked Sisi to pre-
vent the imprisonment of writers 
and abolish Article 98 of the Penal 
Code.

“This article brings us back to the 
medieval period,” Naqqash said. “It 
is a stick the enemies of freedom 
use to punish creativity and free 
thinking.”

When millions of Egyptians de-
scended on the streets five years 
ago to demand the overthrow 
of autocratic president Hosni 
Mubarak, freedom was one of their 
principal demands. When they re-
volted against the Muslim Broth-
erhood regime almost two-and-
a-half years later, Egyptians cited 
the Brotherhood’s use of religion to 
suppress opposition and freedom.

The same is being done now with 
the use of religion, observers say. 

They add that although al-Azhar, 
the highest seat of Islamic learn-
ing in the country, is not directly 
involved in the jailing of writers, its 
silence is proof that it approves of 
the sentences.

“The general trend inside al-

Azhar is a conservative one that 
sidelines all reformist views,” 
Naqqash said. “The religious es-
tablishment reigns supreme in our 
country, even as it does not appear 
to be directly involved in trimming 
freedoms.”

Egyptian writer faces jail, 
triggering calls for legal reform
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Fatma Naaout

Article 98 of the Penal 
Code “brings us back 
to the medieval 
period.”

Leftist writer
 Farida al-Naqqash

Seven people were 
sentenced to prison in 
the past three months 
after being accused of 
offending Islam.
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Djerba

M 

ore than 2,000 pil-
grims gathered at 
Africa’s oldest syna-
gogue on the south-
ern Tunisian island 

of Djerba despite a warning by the 
Israeli government that the Jewish 
festival could be targeted by terror-
ists.

In an event unique in the Arab 
world, pilgrims, especially Jews 
of Tunisian descent from around 
the world, take part every year in 
the Lag Ba’omar festival at Djerba’s 
Ghriba synagogue. Pilgrims pay re-
spect at tombs of famous rabbis, 
make vows, light candles and en-
gage in celebrations.

Braving searing heat and secu-
rity concerns, pilgrims danced and 
chanted amid heavy security meas-
ures aimed at warding off potential 
jihadist assaults.

Approximately 1,500 Jews live in 
Tunisia, down sharply from an esti-
mated 100,000 before the country 
won independence from France in 
1956.

“The way Tunisia treats its Jew-
ish citizens and all its minorities 
serves as a strong positive model 
for the rest of the world,” said Knox 
Thames, US State Department spe-
cial adviser for religious minorities. 
Thames participated in some parts 
of the pilgrimage ritual.

The Jewish community of Djerba 
is said to date back around 2,600 
years ago. The Ghriba synagogue 
was built in 587BC.

The synagogue became the site of 
an annual pilgrimage of Jews from 
Tunisia and abroad. Known as the 
Hiloula, which translates as “cel-
ebration”, the event takes place on 
the holiday of Lag Ba’omer in com-

memoration of the death of Rabbi 
Shimon Bar Yohai, a legal scholar re-
puted to have performed miracles.

According to tradition, on the day 
of his death, daylight was miracu-
lously extended until he had com-
pleted his final teaching and died.

Pilgrims light candles, march in 
processions and make donations. 
Women appeared to outnumber 
men in the pilgrimage.

The daunting blanket of security 
was designed to display the Tuni-
sian government’s commitment to 
defending the right of Tunisian Jews 
to continue living in peace despite 
jihadist threats. It was also meant to 
signal to tourism operators around 
the world that Tunisia is a safe desti-
nation that is open for business.

“Pilgrims from outside the coun-
try were escorted from their hotels 
to the synagogue like heads of state. 
That shows the determination of the 
authorities to make Tunisia safe for 
everyone living or visiting here,” 
said René Trabelsi, an organiser of 
the festival.

The pilgrims proudly waved Tu-
nisian flags and sang the national 
anthem. Three ministers and parlia-
ment’s deputy speaker were also in 
attendance.

Israel had warned of a “concrete 
threat” of anti-Jewish or anti-Israeli 
attacks in Tunisia, according to a 
statement from the counterterror-
ism office of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu.

“With that context, we hesitated 
before going ahead with the event 
this year. But we have received 
guarantees from President Beji Caid 
Essebsi when he received Perez Tra-
belsi, the head of the community in 
Djerba, and he reassured him about 
the security of the festival,” added 
Trabelsi.

“Some 600 pilgrims came from 
foreign countries, including Israel, 
this year. That compares to fewer 
than 150 last year. The Israeli warn-
ing halved the expected arrivals 
from abroad,” he added.

Tunisian Tourism Minister Salma 
Elloumi Rekik said: “You came here 
for this festive occasion and you 
confirm that Tunisia will remain a 

land of friendship and joy despite 
the challenges of violence and ha-
tred.”

Parliament Deputy Speaker Ab-
delfattah Mourou drew applause 
when he told the pilgrims: “Jews in 
Tunisia are part of ourselves. The 
people love them and their Tunisian 
state protects them.”

Faced with bigotry in the region, 
it is “our duty to tell everyone that 
we have to pass on a message of 
love, peace and respect for others,” 
Religious Affairs Minister Mohamed 
Khalil said.

Culture Minister Sonia M’barek 
said: “It is important to be here to 
share this moment of joy, together-
ness and tolerance.”

“Things are getting better year af-
ter year because security is improv-
ing. We are happy to see the festival 
thriving again. When the pilgrim-
age succeeds, it gives an indication 
about the forthcoming tourism sea-
son in Tunisia,” said Khoudir Hani-
ya, a manager of the synagogue, 
speaking as an army helicopter hov-
ered over the gathering.

Traditionally participants in the 
festival are from Europe, the United 
States and Israel but the number 
of foreigners attending diminished 
considerably after the overthrow of 
then-president Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali in January 2011.

Tunisia’s tourism industry is reel-
ing from attacks in 2015 claimed by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) on the Bardo 
National Museum in Tunis and a 
beach resort in Sousse that killed 
a total of 60 people, all but one of 
them foreigners.

“I discovered that the Jewish 
community in Djerba is unique in 
many ways from other diaspora 
communities,” said Ira Forman, US 
State Department envoy monitoring 
anti-Semitism.

Asked about the continuation of 
the festival despite the upheaval 
in Tunisia’s regional environment, 

Forman said: “Those of us of some 
leadership in the world recognise 
the achievements of Tunisia’s de-
mocracy.”

“It is something very important 
that we recognise back in the State 
Department,” added Forman, who 
attended the Ghriba rituals.

Pilgrims flock to Tunisia’s Djerba Jewish festival
Lamine Ghanmi

A member of the Tunisian special forces stands guard near the 
Ghriba synagogue on the Tunisian resort island of Djerba during 
the annual Jewish pilgrimage, on May 25th.

A Tunisian Jewish woman lights a candle at the Ghriba 
synagogue on the Tunisian island of Djerba during the annual 
Jewish pilgrimage, on May 25th.

Pilgrims pay respect at 
tombs of famous 
rabbis, make vows, 
light candles and 
engage in celebrations.

The pilgrims proudly 
waved Tunisian flags 
and sang the national 
anthem.
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What makes Tunisia unique

W
atching the 
news these 
days, one is 
easily tempted 
to dismiss any 
hope for the 

Middle East and North Africa but 
since I will be, very soon, cel-
ebrating my 90th birthday, I can 
be excused if I am not easily 
impressed by what is on televi-
sion or in most newspapers.

There are, of course, instant 
pictures today of almost every-
thing, especially of the violence 
and mayhem inflicted by fanat-
ics on the rest of us. Having gone 
through the second world war and 
many other sad episodes of human 
history, nothing really shocks me 
anymore.

What still gets my attention, 
however, are the less common 
but more gratifying moments of 
communal peace and harmony. 
At times, it takes a small country, 
such as Tunisia, to keep such mo-
ments coming.

Recently, there was again in this 
land that is my home the recur-
rence of an event that has always 
kept me wondering whether we 
have all given up a bit prematurely 

on this region’s ability to tran-
scend bigotry and hate.

Despite dire warnings about 
possible terror scenarios 

(reinforced by memories of the 
2002 al-Qaeda attack on the Ghriba 
synagogue), hundreds of Jews, 
Christians and Muslims recently 
assembled on the Tunisian island 
of Djerba as they have done for 
years.

They were not foolhardy or even 
unaware of the risks involved. 
They were common people unwill-
ing to give up on a tradition that 
has exemplified the best of what 
Tunisia has had to offer for ages: 
a marvellous example of Arab-
Jewish coexistence.

What has always struck me 
is that despite all the attention-
grabbing manifestations of jihadist 
violence, tolerance has come more 
naturally to this country than 
bigotry.

I still remember how, more than 
70 years ago, I would mingle with 
Tunisian labourers and break bread 
with them during our lunch break 
without anyone wondering what 
that young Jewish workingman 
was doing in their midst. When we 
walked for miles and miles from 
remote parts of Tunis to my home 
suburb of La Goulette, nobody had 
a second thought about sharing 
jokes. We did not have money to 
spend on a train ticket but we had a 
sense of camaraderie that allowed 
us to break the ice almost instantly.

Today, I run my companies in 
Tunisia but I still live in the same 
place, at my old home in La Gou-
lette, a city with a multicultural 
history where next to the main 
mosque stands a Catholic church, 

not far from where the muezzin 
calls the predominantly Muslim 
community to prayer five times 
a day. The nursing home of our 
ageing community is staffed by 
Tunisian Muslims who do not see 
religion separating them from Jew-
ish senior citizens of whom they 
are taking care.

I also still remember how in 
January 2015, Tunisians — Jews 
and Muslims — paid tribute to Yoav 
Hattab, the son of a local rabbi and 
a victim of a terrorist attack on a 
kosher market in Paris.

He was hailed as a hero on social 
media. On Facebook, there were 
photos of him draped with the Tu-
nisian flag and others showing his 
blue-ink-stained index finger after 
voting in Tunisia’s 2011 elections.

It was a reminder that Tunisian 
Jews feel Tunisian and are enti-
tled to being treated as Tunisians 
before anything else.

I have been personally reluctant 
to accept that Jews in Tunisia be 
treated as anything but full-fledged 
citizens. I have not ceased to reject 
any notion of parliamentary quotas 
or special treatment, even if it is in 
the form of positive discrimination 
in favour of Jews. In the same vein, 
I have objected to our constitution 
stipulating that only Muslims can 
run for the office of president.

What is even more interesting is 
that nobody in Tunisia disputed 
my right to say so. Nobody has held 
my religious affiliation against me. 
This is what still makes Tunisia 
unique.

Roger Bismuth is president of the 
Tunisian Jewish Community.

Roger 
Bismuth
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Djerba

J 

ewish students attend class-
es with their Muslim coun-
terparts at a primary school 
near their Jewish neighbour-
hood on Tunisia’s Djerba is-

land somehow undisturbed by the 
political tumult unravelling the re-
ligious and cultural fabric of coun-
tries in the Middle East and North 
Africa.

They are an example of how Djer-
ba, a Mediterranean tourism hub, 
remains an oasis of peaceful coex-
istence between Jews and Muslims 
in Tunisia.

“Jews studying with Muslim pu-
pils is part of our daily life. It is a 
normal diversity for our human 
society. It is part of our specificity 
as Tunisians,” said Zineb Aoun Jen-
deli, a primary school inspector.

“I do not see the pupils as Jews or 
Muslims. They are schoolboys and 
schoolgirls. I do not like to high-
light the distinction between them 
on the basis of their faiths,” she 
added after visiting Souani primary 
school to enforce good teaching 
rules and performance.

The school is on the edge of Hara 
Kebira, the island district where 
most Jewish families live.

The majority of Tunisia’s esti-
mated 1,500 Jews live on Djerba.

Coexistence between pupils of 
different faiths is nurtured by care-
ful management of the school staff 
and teachers.

“We teach Islamic education for 
Muslim pupils on Saturdays when 
Jewish pupils are absent because 
they observe the Jewish Sabbath,” 
said headmistress Fatiha Abeddi.

“We have 21 classes where about 
100 are Jews. Parents from both 
faiths help us. One mother of a Jew-
ish pupil told me that when conflict 
between Israelis and Palestinians 

flares up, she banned her children 
from watching television to avoid 
the conflict influencing them,” she 
said.

Chadli Letaifa, a teacher at the 
school, said: “Foreign visitors of 
the school do not believe what they 
see here but for me it is normal. I 
grew up here hearing my great par-
ents telling me that the home we 
live in was built by a Jew and the 
beds we sleep on are made by a Jew.

“As Muslims we shared work, 
social life and everything that mat-

ters with the Jews. They are our 
neighbours and our brothers.”

Hafa Cohen, an 8-year-old, 
proudly writes her name in Arabic. 
“After school I visit homes of my 
other friends from the school dur-
ing Muslim holidays. We play to-
gether,” she said.

Hafa and the other children 
joined Jews from Djerba and other 
cities of Tunisia and abroad to cel-
ebrate the pilgrimage to Ghriba 
— the oldest synagogue in Africa. 
“There is no such thing like them 

and us. We try our best to keep dif-
ferences and the conflicts from 
outside away from influencing our 
children,” said Youssef Wazzen, a 
jeweller and a Jewish community 
organiser.

Knox Thames, the US State De-
partment’s special adviser for re-
ligious minorities and Ira Forman, 
special envoy for monitoring anti-
Semitism at the State Department, 
were among participants at the 
May 25th-26th Djerba Jewish festi-
val.

“The way Tunisia treats its Jew-
ish citizens and all its religious mi-
norities serves as a strong positive 
model for the rest of the world,” 
Thames said. “We appreciate the 
commitment of the Tunisian gov-
ernment to protect this communi-
ty, which has resided in the country 
for more than 2,500 years.”

Forman added: “It is our hope 
that this community will continue 
to be a symbol of diversity and tol-
erance within a stable and robust 
democracy.”

Djerba’s school of tolerance
Lamine Ghanmi

Coexistence between 
pupils of different 
faiths is nurtured by 
careful management 
of the school staff and 
teachers.

Special Focus Jewish pilgrimage in Tunisia

Tunis

Y 

amina Thabet said cel-
ebrating Jewish events in 
a predominantly Muslim 
country such as Tunisia is 
an opportunity to stress 

the importance of diversity and 
shed light on the situation of reli-
gious minorities.

Jewish Tunisians are deeply root-
ed in the history of the country, with 
their presence dating to the Punic 
era two millennia ago. Despite the 
dwindling number of Jews in Tu-
nisia since independence in 1956, 
the annual pilgrimage of Jews to the 
Ghriba synagogue in Djerba remains 
at the centre of the traditions and 
culture of Tunisia, especially since 
the Ghriba synagogue is the oldest 
in Africa.

Thabet is president and one of 
the founders of the Tunisian As-
sociation for Support of Minorities, 
established in 2011 to ensure the 
protection of individual liberties, 
including freedom of religion. The 
association strives to end all forms 
of religious discrimination in the 
country.

“The association aims to work 
on building a favourable ground in 
society to accept all differences and 
to promote open minds. We hope to 

end all suffering of individuals as a 
result of discrimination, anti-Semi-
tism or racism,” Thabet said.

The number of Jews in Tunisia 
dropped from about 100,000 during 
the second world war to fewer than 
1,500 today. Thabet insisted that 
Jewish Tunisians are not a group 
apart but an important component 
of society that has contributed sig-
nificantly to Tunisian culture and 
history.

“They are not a separate commu-
nity but rather the most well-known 
non-Muslim religious group of Tu-
nisians in the country,” she said. 
“We also have Christians, Baha’is 
and atheists. All these groups de-
serve to be recognised.”

Thabet added that while Tuni-
sia is a country that recognises its 
multicultural history, the rights of 
religious minorities are not guaran-
teed.

“The situation of religious mi-
norities remains a bit ambiguous. It 
is true that the constitution ensures 

freedom of belief but the problem 
is that the same constitution that 
guarantees freedom of religion also 
bans non-Muslims from running in 
presidential elections,” she said.

“Presenting one’s candidacy in 
elections is not a luxury. It is not a 
privilege but rather a right among 
other rights that are guaranteed by 
law. If we respect Tunisian citizens, 
then all should be treated as equal.”

Thabet said she regards the Ghri-
ba pilgrimage as an important event 
in the history of Tunisian spiritual-
ity as it has a symbolic value — that 
of tolerance and co-existence.

“It is an opportunity to declare 
that we are not all Muslims and it is 
a beautiful thing to witness,” Thabet 
said. “It is important to acknowl-
edge the presence of Tunisian Jews 
and that these are able to practice 
their religious beliefs in peace.”

She said it was important to “dis-
sociate the status of Tunisian Jews 
from the Palestinian-Israeli-con-
flict”.

Thabet also warned against keep-
ing silent about abuses and discrim-
ination based on religion.

“It is true that Tunisian Jews 
are able to practice their religion 
in peace,” she said. “This does not 
mean we should avoid talking about 
abuses. We must do this to improve 
the situation of religious minori-
ties.”

Thabet expressed worry about 

the absence of laws banning and pe-
nalising discrimination.

“In Tunisia,” she said, “it is still 
not possible, in the absence of a 
strict and clear law, to file a com-
plaint about religious discrimina-
tion.

“This is what the association has 
been fighting for during the past 
five years. If people committing 
discriminatory acts are sanctioned, 
others will think twice before doing 
the same thing.”

Thabet said Jewish history should 
take more space in the history of 
Tunisia as taught in the country’s 
schools and that children should 
know about Muslim families in the 
country who fought to protect Jew-
ish families during the Nazi occupa-
tion of Tunisia.

“This is an important part of his-
tory that should be also taught in 
schools. This is part of the history 
of the country where all religions, 
all colours and all races coexisted,” 

she said.
Thabet said Tunisian society is es-

sentially tolerant and that Tunisians 
are using newly won freedoms to 
uphold values of tolerance. She cit-
ed as an example a recent hidden-
camera programme on Tunisian 
television.

“It is a spark of hope to see how 
Tunisians reacted in a social experi-
ment segment staged by a TV show,” 
she said. “They all defended an ac-
tor pretending to be a Jew who was 
denied service at a local café. They 
all came to his rescue and defended 
him against the owner of the coffee 
shop thinking the discrimination 
was real.”

She added: “Tolerance is a work 
in progress, something to be imple-
mented, to be deeply rooted in the 
Tunisian mindset.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Struggling for the rights of
religious minorities in an Arab land
Roua Khlifi

Muslim and Jewish students at a public school in Djerba.

I n t e r v i e w

“If we respect 
Tunisian citizens, 
then all should be 
treated as equal.”

Yamina Thabet, president of 
the Tunisian Association for 

Support of Minorities
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Casablanca

M 

oroccan officials sum-
moned the US am-
bassador to protest a 
US State Department 
report alleging hu-

man rights violations in the North 
African country. Morocco said the 
document was “biased” and threw 
back charges of rights problems in 
the United States.

US Ambassador to Morocco 
Dwight Bush was called in by Min-
ister Delegate for Foreign Affairs 
Nasser Bourita, who was joined by 
Mohamed Yassine Mansouri, head 
of the Intelligence Agency (DGED), 
to protest the report.

The annual State Department re-
port on human rights in Morocco, 
published April 13th, alleged torture 
during interrogations, unfair trials, 
arrests and harassment of journal-
ists. The report said eight activists 
were imprisoned for “making false 
allegations of torture”.

That report came after non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) 
and other governments alleged hu-
man rights violations. Justice Min-
ister Mustapha Ramid criticised 
items published by NGOs such as 
Amnesty International and Human 
Rights Watch.

“These NGOs should know that 
today’s Morocco is not yesterday’s,” 
he said.

Ramid, during an appearance 
before parliament, acknowledged 
there were shortcomings in hu-
man rights in Morocco but added: 
“Many changes have been noted in 
this area.”

The opposition slammed the gov-
ernment for “certain human rights 

violations that cannot be denied”.
Among allegations in the State 

Department document was the sen-
tencing of activist Ouafae Charaf to 
two years in prison for “allegedly 
falsely reporting being abducted 
and tortured by unknown persons”.

Rabat issued a statement in 
March denying the reliability of 
the US report’s assertions, calling 
them “sloppy,” “outrageous” and 
“biased”.

“The United States is not em-
powered to assess the situation of 
human rights in Morocco because 
they themselves commit many vio-
lations in the matter,” Ramid said.

According to a statement issued 
by the Foreign Affairs Ministry 
spokesman, Bourita and Mansouri 
presented three cases that demon-
strated “the proven manipulation 
and blatant factual errors that taint 
the State Department’s report”.

The first case involved Charaf. 
Rabat insisted the judicial investi-
gation and legal phone tapping con-
ducted by the public prosecution 
concluded categorically that Charaf 
“invented the script of her alleged 
abduction and encouraged mem-
bers of her own family to make 
false statements to corroborate her 
thesis”.

The second case was that of 
Osama Housn. The State Depart-
ment’s report said Housn was given 
a three-year prison sentence for 
“making false allegations of tor-
ture” and “reporting crimes that he 
was aware were non-existent”.

However, a judicial investigation 
said his friend Charaf had denied 
his claims and said he was with her 
at the time he claimed to have been 
kidnapped, the Moroccan state-

ment said.
The third case involved Hamid 

Mahdaoui, news editor of Badil 
website, who was given a four-
month prison sentence, which was 
suspended, for defamation of the 
head of the General Directorate for 
National Security (DGSN), Abdel-
latif Hammouchi, according to the 
State Department’s report.

Rabat vehemently denied the 
allegation against Hammouchi, 
who was not in charge of DGSN at 
the time of Mahdaoui’s accusation 
against him.

“The facts cited in the report 
have not been checked, demon-
strating the negligence or bad faith 
of the editors,” said the Foreign Af-
fairs Ministry’s statement.

“Serious allegations such as 
those contained in the State De-

partment’s report give the impres-
sion that these institutions do not 
fulfil their missions. They are an in-
sult to the active commitment and 
dedication of their members.”

The US embassy in Rabat apolo-
gised on May 20th for the “unin-
tentional error” regarding Ham-
mouchi, which found its way to the 
report “while at that time he was 
not in that position”.

Moroccan Communication Min-
ister Mustapha el-Khalfi lashed out 
at the US report at a National Press 
Forum in Laayoune.

“The report is an unprecedented 
turnaround… a frank questioning 
of this report is necessary because 
we refuse to take lessons and be 
subject to any supervision,” he said.

The US report stated that “sys-
tematic and pervasive corruption 

undermined law enforcement and 
the effectiveness of the judicial 
system (in Morocco]), adding that 
“impunity was pervasive” with no 
credible statistics on prosecutions 
of corrupted officials.

The flare-up between Moroc-
co and the United States came a 
month after Rabat issued a state-
ment regretting that Washington 
“introduced elements of pressure, 
constraints and weakening and act-
ed against the spirit of the partner-
ship” between the two countries” 
following the US-drafted adopted 
UN Security Council Resolution 
2285 on the Western Sahara con-
flict.

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

US human rights report infuriates Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

A February file picture shows US Secretary of State John Kerry and Moroccan Foreign Minister 
Salaheddine Mezouar (L) speaking to the media prior to meetings at the Department of State in 
Washington.

The annual State 
Department report on 
human rights in 
Morocco alleged 
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trials, arrests and 
harassment of 
journalists.
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 “The facts cited in 
the report have not 
been checked.”

Moroccan Foreign Ministry

A May 6th protest in the eastern city of 
Benghazi calling for military forces to 
recapture the central city of Sirte from the 
Islamic State without foreign intervention.

World powers still have no Libya strategy

I
t has been nearly five 
months since Libya’s 
Government of National 
Accord (GNA) was 
announced yet the interna-
tionally backed new regime 

has not been endorsed by the rival 
Tobruk-based House of Repre-
sentatives nor has it exerted 
influence on the ground.

Political divisions and the chal-
lenge of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
remain the two greatest barriers 
to Libyan unity. Also, five years 
after their intervention to depose 
Muammar Qaddafi, world pow-
ers cannot claim to have a Libya 
strategy.

Foreign ministers from 21 
countries on May 16th announced 
two interrelated policy changes on 
Libya: exempting the GNA from 
the UN arms embargo and express-
ing readiness to answer requests to 
train and equip the newly formed 
Presidential Guard.

At the centre of Libya’s political 
divide is the question of who over-
sees a supposedly non-partisan 
national military to restore secu-
rity across a lawless country. After 
the GNA appointed one of its army 
commanders, Mahdi al-Barghathi, 
as Defence minister, the head of 
the Libyan army in the east, Gen-

eral Khalifa Haftar, called him a 
traitor and vowed to prosecute 

him in military court.
Keen not to provoke Haftar, the 

GNA made assurances that the 
Presidential Guard was not an 
alternative to the divided Libyan 
armed forces and is meant to be a 
protective force. However, it is not 
clear how the role of this new unit 
will evolve and whether it will be 
the nucleus of an army, as Haftar 
remains more defiant than ever.

Haftar’s precondition to coop-
erate with the unified military 
command, recently set up by the 
GNA to coordinate the fight against 
ISIS, is to dismantle the militias 
in the west that are an integral 
part of that command structure. 
Haftar also sent a message to the 
international community on May 
20th when he said that arming his 
troops would ensure defeating ISIS 
“definitively and quickly”.

The United States has intensi-
fied talks with Cairo about Egypt’s 
military and political support for 
Haftar and has requested Saudi 
assistance to mediate between 
the numerous Arab countries with 
conflicted interests in Libya. The 
Saudis, however, said they prefer 
to monitor the diplomatic efforts. 
This divide persists as well on 
the international level, not only 
between the United States and the 
European Union but among the 
Europeans themselves.

There are three competing West-
ern interests in Libya: Containing 
ISIS, reducing the flow of migrants 
to Europe and restoring oil produc-
tion. Rushing to advance these 
interests, the Western-backed 
Libyan political agreement reached 
in December did not fully address 
the military and political dynam-
ics in the country. Instead of being 

on the road to recovery, Libya is 
gearing up for a prolonged dead-
lock between two governments 
that could potentially lead to a new 
civil war.

The Tobruk government recently 
announced it is back in business 
while waiting for the GNA to gain 
an elusive confidence vote. Both 
governments have printed local 
currencies to deal with cash short-
ages. Only a last-minute coordina-
tion between the two Central Bank 
governors avoided a devastating 
currency war.

Both sides are claiming the anti-
ISIS mantle to earn the recognition 
of the international community 

and are simultaneously advancing 
towards the ISIS stronghold in Sirte 
without coordination. Their forces 
could be on a collision course if and 
when the town is liberated.

The world powers’ policy of 
sanctioning Libyan politicians who 
are not cooperating with the GNA 
and of providing arms to the GNA 
without having an endgame for the 
political impasse is not an element 
of a viable strategy.

Speaking at a conference at the 
Middle East Institute in Washing-
ton, Wafa Bugaighis, the charge 
d’affaires of the embassy of Libya 
in the United States, argued that 
Western support should focus on 
political reconciliation and on 
developing functional institutions 
in her country. World powers, how-
ever, are not interested in a nation-
building project; they are more 
invested in short-term fixes and 
in debating technical differences 
on how to best provide security 
assistance.

At the same conference, US 
Special Envoy to Libya Jonathan 
Winer acknowledged the steadfast 
support of Washington and the 
international community, yet he 
implied that Libyans “are difficult”.

Indeed, if regional and inter-
national powers failed to reach a 
comprehensive deal on the way 
forward, the “difficult” Libyans 
should not be armed to resolve 
these disputes themselves. Libya’s 
stability hinges on having one le-
gitimate inclusive government and 
the only way to achieve that goal 
must be a political solution.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
analyst at the Arab Center of 
Washington DC.

Joe Macaron
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Beirut

I 

ran is rattling its sabres again, 
acquiring formidable long-
range Russian S-300 air-de-
fence systems, testing new 
ballistic missiles and threaten-

ing to close the strategic Strait of 
Hormuz in a simmering confronta-
tion with the United States that is 
widely seen as a display of defiance 
demonstrating that the landmark 
nuclear agreement has clear limita-
tions.

Vladimir Kozhin, Russia’s presi-
dential aide for military techni-
cal cooperation, on May 18th an-
nounced that the first consignment 
of S-300 PMU-1 weapons was de-
livered in April with shipments to 
be completed “by the end of the 
year”.

Tehran ordered five S-300 bat-
teries — 60 launchers — under a 
controversial 2007 contract worth 
$800 million but the deal was sus-
pended by Moscow after a broad-
side of protests by the United 
States and Israel. Russian President 
Vladimir Putin reinstated the deal 
after Iran and the United States 
signed a July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment.

Russian statements on S-300 deal 
indicate that Iran will only take de-
livery of four batteries of the mis-
sile, which has a range of 200km 
and can engage multiple aircraft 
and ballistic missiles at high or low 
altitudes simultaneously.

These will significantly upgrade 
Iran’s air-defence system, which 
has been one of its weakest military 

elements for several years. That 
will make air strikes against Iran, 
such as the pre-emptive attacks on 
Iran’s nuclear facilities Israel has 
threatened to unleash, a prohibi-
tively expensive undertaking.

Iran has also continued to test 
fire ballistic missiles despite US 
threats to impose new sanctions.

General Ali Abdollahi, deputy 
chief of Iran’s military headquar-
ters, told a scientific conference in 
Tehran on May 9th that the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
had successfully tested a ballistic 
missile with a range of 2,500km — 
enough to reach Israel — two weeks 
earlier.

He said the unidentified missile 
was highly accurate. “We can guide 
this ballistic missile,” he said.

For reasons that are not clear, 
Defence Minister General Hossein 
Dehghan, quickly denied that the 
missile had the range “published 
in the media”. He did not deny the 
test had taken place.

The current series of Iranian mis-
sile tests began in November 2015. 
This has alarmed Iran’s Arab neigh-
bours and infuriated the Ameri-
cans, who claim the tests violate 
UN Security Council resolutions 
and the spirit of the 2015 deal.

Washington claims Iran’s mis-
siles are designed to eventually 
carry nuclear warheads. Iran has 
repeatedly denied that, claiming 
its swelling missile arsenal will 
only carry conventional weapons 
for “legitimate defence”.

The 2015 agreement requested 
that Tehran halt efforts to develop 
long-range missiles but fell short 
of demanding Iran desist and Iran’s 
hardliners are exploiting that loop-
hole for all it is worth.

Analyst Firas Abi-Ali of the 
IHS-Jane’s global security con-
sultancy said the government of 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
who championed the 2015 nu-
clear agreement despite signifi-
cant hard-line opposition, has to 
maintain the ballistic missile pro-
gramme to mollify the IRGC.

“Given there are technical re-
strictions, the missile progamme 

makes a lot of sense for them,” he 
said. “At the end of the day, they’re 
beholden to the hardliners and the 
IRGC. The elected government is 
not the most powerful actor in 
Iran.”

The Americans have imposed 
new sanctions on the Iranian pro-
gramme but for the Iranians that is 
water off a duck’s back and there 
doesn’t seem to be much the Amer-
icans can do about it.

The latest test follows the test-
firings in March of two ballistic 
weapons, Qadr-H and Qadr-F in 
the East Alborz mountains north of 
Tehran.

On April 19th, Iran launched a 
Simorgh rocket intended to put a 
satellite into Earth orbit but mis-
sile experts say it probably masks 
efforts to develop an interconti-
nental ballistic missile capable of 
carrying nuclear warheads.

Tehran’s hardliners have been 
challenging the United States since 
the nuclear deal was signed to 
show that the Islamic Republic re-
serves the right to build up its con-
ventional forces for “deterrence 
purposes” — ironically with an es-
timated $100 billion in unfrozen 
assets under the 2015 deal — even 
though it has agreed to curtail its 
contentious nuclear programme.

To a large extent, this sabre-rat-
tling is probably intended to dem-
onstrate that Tehran will not be 
dictated to by the United States but 
it also reflects Shia Iran’s strategic 
objective to become the region’s 
paramount power and the looming 
collision with its old ideological ri-
val Saudi Arabia.

In another defiant gesture, the 
IRGC’s deputy commander, Gen-
eral Hossein Salami, vowed on 
May 4th that Iran would close the 
strategic Strait of Hormuz, gateway 
to the Arabian Gulf and a vital oil 
artery, to the United States and its 

allies if they “threaten” the Islamic 
Republic.

Tehran sees the Americans build-
ing up the military capabilities of 
the Gulf’s Sunni monarchies as the 
United States disengages in the re-
gion and worries that these weap-
ons will be directed against them. 

Conversely, Iran’s drive to expand 
its military capabilities makes its 
Arab neighbours extremely jumpy.

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

Iran rattles sabres again with new missiles, tests
Ed Blanche

A ballistic missile is launched and tested in an undisclosed 
location, Iran, last March.
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Iran’s battle in Syria and the dangers of unwanted wars
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

T 

hroughout the 5-year-old 
war in Syria, Tehran has 
mobilised, trained, armed 
and deployed foreign Shia 
militias in that country 

to secure the survival of President 
Bashar Assad’s regime.

However, the foreign Shias, in-
cluding Afghans, Iraqis, Lebanese 
and Pakistanis, do not necessarily 
see themselves just as instruments 
of the Islamic Republic. These mili-
tias pursue their own interests and 
agendas.

Therefore, what Tehran may have 
considered as a burden-sharing 
mechanism or a means of establish-
ing a pan-Shia force at its disposal 
could drag Iran into debilitating con-
flicts in the countries where these 
militiamen come from.

The utility of the Shia militias for 
Iran is beyond any doubt. Since Jan-
uary 2012, at least 307 Afghan Shias 
of the Fatemiyoun Division, 903 
Hezbollah fighters from Lebanon, 66 
Pakistani Shias of the Zeinabiyoun 
Brigade and an unknown number 
of Iraqi Shias from various militias 
have been killed in combat in Syria. 
By comparison, Iranian forces suf-
fered the relatively modest total of 
400 combat fatalities over the same 
period.

In view of the negative public re-
action in Iran to the May 6th killing 
of 16 Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps personnel in heavy fighting in 
the village of Khan Tuman, south-
west of battle-ravaged Aleppo, with 
another 21 wounded and several 

reported captured, the concept of 
having other Shias share the burden 
of casualties in Syria clearly pro-

vides Tehran with an advantage.
Iranian authorities would have 

an infinitely tougher time explain-

ing to their people the necessity of 
sacrificing almost 2,000 Iranians for 
the sake of Assad rather than a few 
hundred because non-Iranian Shias 
were being used as cannon fodder.

But the inferno in Syria provides 
a training ground for inexperienced 
and poorly trained Shia militias, 
forging these men into what could 
turn out to be a pan-Shia force ca-
pable of fighting Tehran’s external 
proxy wars from the shores of the 
Mediterranean in the west to Central 
Asia in the east.

Insurgencies in Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen coupled with the prospects 
for renewed hostilities in Afghani-
stan emphasise Tehran’s require-
ment for such a force.

The Shia militias, however, also 
pursue their own agendas and may 
involve Tehran in conflicts in their 
homelands.

In the first decade of the history 
of the Islamic Republic, major Shia 
groups such as the Iraqi al-Dawa, 
played a big role in igniting the war 
between Iran and Iraq. Saddam Hus-
sein certainly desired to take advan-
tage of the revolutionary chaos in 
Iran, just as the revolutionary elites, 
intoxicated by swift victory over the 
shah, dreamed of exporting the rev-
olution abroad.

However, a flurry of Shia revolu-
tionary activity and assassination 
attempts in Iraq coupled with exiled 

Iraqi Shias’ constant enticement of 
their Iranian patrons contributed 
to the eruption and continuation 
of eight years of disastrous war be-
tween Iran and Iraq.

Also, revolutionary Shia exiles 
from Sunni majority countries con-
tributed to the deterioration of Iran’s 
relations with other Arab countries, 
which led to Tehran’s near complete 
isolation in the 1980s.

By the early 1990s, Tehran had 
learnt its lessons and the Islamic 
Republic remained neutral as the 
Ba’ath Party regime suppressed the 
Shia rebellion in 1991 but there is no 
guarantee that Iran will show such a 
degree of moderation in the future.

The Islamic Republic’s use of Shia 
militias in Syria could eventually 
drag it into costly wars in the native 
countries of these contingents. In 
Lebanon, Syria and Iraq, Iran is al-
ready locked in a sectarian conflict 
against Sunni Arabs, while trying to 
manage an uneasy coexistence with 
the Kurds of Syria and Iraq.

On Iran’s long-troublesome east-
ern frontier, battle-hardened Shia 
Afghan militias of the Fatemiyoun 
Division may drag Tehran into un-
wanted conflict with the resurgent 
Taliban, a long-time enemy.

In the south-east, the conflict 
between Sunni radicals and Shia 
Pakistanis is a source of irritation 
between Tehran and Islamabad. The 
Shia Pakistani Zeinabiyoun Brigade 
could worsen those relations and 
bring potential disaster rather than 
strength to their masters in Tehran.

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

The inferno in Syria 
provides a training 
ground for 
inexperienced and 
poorly trained Shia 
militias.

A 2105 file photo shows Iranian mourners carrying the casket of 
Islamic Republic’s Revolutionary Guards Corps’ member Abdollah 
Bagheri, who was killed fighting in Syria.
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Washington

A 

century has passed 
since France and Brit-
ain carved up Otto-
man lands and redrew 
the borders of the Arab 

world. For Arabs, the Sykes-Picot 
agreement is synonymous with 
“betrayal” and dashed hopes for 
independence after years of Otto-
man rule. Sykes-Picot was not just 
about borders; it was about the 
“theft” of their land and the pain of 
broken promises.

Today, the debate is alive in 
Western capitals and as painful for 
the Arabs as it was a century ago. 
Once again, Arabs hear talk from 
foreigners of redrawing their coun-
tries’ borders.

The debate came to life again 
in 2015 with the images of Islamic 
State (ISIS) bulldozers erasing the 
border between Iraq and Syria.

Americans — inheritors of the 
French and British spheres of influ-
ence in the region — are fascinated 
by the Sykes-Picot anniversary and 
are dissecting its implications for 
current policy. However, the focus 
is on only one aspect of Sykes-Pi-
cot: Redrawing borders.

Two interesting features of the 
debate in Washington are worth 
mentioning: First, Americans tend 
to see the issue as a simple redraw-
ing of borders. They do not under-
stand the feelings of injustice and 
betrayal that Arabs still feel and 
how that has affected their rela-
tionship with the West. Second, 
there is a stunning absence of Arab 
voices in the debate, another ex-
ample of how Washington experts 
tend to talk only to each other. Af-
ter 100 years they still do not see 
the Arabs as masters of their fate.

Speaking at the Wilson Center, 
Daniel Neep, an assistant professor 
at Georgetown University, noted 
that the issue of redrawing borders 
was being talked about in Washing-
ton, but not in the region, except 
by ISIS and the Kurds.

Middle East analysts in Wash-
ington are divided over the legacy 
of Sykes-Picot. One faction blames 
the collapse of order in the region 
on the artificial borders that were 
drawn without regard to the local 
sentiments. This group says that 
the United States should not en-
gage in redrawing borders or even 
in establishing order in the region.

Martin Indyk, executive vice-
president of the Brookings Insti-
tution and former US diplomat, 
said it was a “bad idea” for colo-
nial powers to create states but he 
noted that the lesson was different 
now because “it is not about draw-
ing lines. It is about understanding 
that the region got used to outside 
powers dominating and establish-
ing order”.

“Now there is no outside power 
to establish order. The lesson of 
Sykes-Picot is that there will not 
be another Sykes-Picot,” Indyk told 
an audience at the American Enter-
prise Institute.

Marina Ottaway, senior scholar 
at the Wilson Center who partici-
pated in the discussion with Neep, 
spoke of the “impossibility of na-
tion-building” and said the United 
States “is not going to reconstruct 
these countries… It depends on the 
local actors”.

Ottaway is among analysts who 
say the problem was not the re-
drawing of borders but “what hap-
pened inside the state and the fail-
ure to build a Weberian state”.

In other words, the problem 
is governance, not borders. This 
group blames military regimes and 
despotic dictatorships for paving 

the way for the trauma the region is 
experiencing. These states lacked 
legitimacy and the question is 
whether they are able to establish 
legitimacy.

Ryan Crocker, former US ambas-
sador to Iraq, said the Middle East 
is “a history of failed ‘isms’: im-
perialism, Arab nationalism, Arab 
socialism… They all failed because 
they failed to establish legitimacy. 
Islamism will fail but something 
dreadful will come instead of it.”

The debate has produced three 
conclusions on Sykes-Picot: First, 
a near consensus that borders in 
the region are resilient and will not 
change as a result of the ongoing 
conflicts.

Second, state control is declining 
and this will bring further fragmen-

tation. Ottaway predicted that the 
future will bring “highly fragment-
ed states”.

Many analysts said the Lebanese 
model would characterise the fu-
ture. Gregory Gause of the Bush 
School of Public Service at Texas 
A&M University said “I see Leba-
nonisation of the Mashriq. We are 
there already.”

Ottaway disagreed. She said Leb-
anon functions despite everything 
and there are worse situations, 
such as Somalia. “The question is 
whether there is anything that can 
be done by the international com-
munity to make it easier for the 
states to become Lebanon rather 
than Somalia,” she said.

The third conclusion is that 
Western and, especially United 

States, influence is receding. Otta-
way called for rethinking ideas of 
imposing solutions on the region 
because “we are outsiders and can-
not reconstruct the region”.

Crocker, though, warned that dis-
engagement from the Middle East 
has consequences. He said every 
US president since Harry Truman 
has had foreign policy doctrines 
centred on the Middle East.

“These were doctrines of en-
gagement,” Crocker said. “Now you 
have the making of a different doc-
trine, a shift from where we were 
since World War II, a doctrine of 
disengagement.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for the Arab 
Weekly.

Debating Sykes-Picot in Washington
Amal Mudallali

“I see 
Lebanonisation of 
the Mashriq. We 
are there already.”

Gregory Gause of the Bush 
School of Public Service at 

Texas A & M University

Sykes-Picot is about Western opposition to national aspirations

T
he 100th anniversary 
of the Sykes-Picot 
agreement has led 
analysts and writers 
to reflect on the 
significance of the 

1916 deal that paved the way for 
the British and French mandates 
in the Levant that eventually 
became independent states.

Although these borders have 
more or less remained intact, they 
have been challenged in par-
ticular by the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which ceremoniously bulldozed 
a crossing between Syria and Iraq 
in 2014 to signal that Sykes-Picot 
was dead and that ISIS’s Islamic 
caliphate had replaced it.

The Kurds also challenged the 
legitimacy of Sykes-Picot because 
post-World War I territorial settle-
ments failed to create a separate 
Kurdistan.

What is remarkable is that the 
Sykes-Picot borders have re-
mained largely unchanged, even 
as they have been denounced for 
decades by Arab nationalists.

The borders even withstood the 
pan-Arab nationalist challenges 
of Nasserism and Ba’athism. For a 
time, particularly in 1958, it looked 
like there would be a redrawing of 
the map. The newly formed United 
Arab Republic, comprising Egypt 
and Syria, appeared to have a 
chance of moving eastward when 
a nationalist army officer in Iraq, 
Abdul Karim Qasim, seized power 
in a bloody coup the same year.

Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel 
Nasser and Qasim soon became 
bitter enemies. The marriage 
between Egypt and Syria ended in 
a messy divorce as conservative 
army officers and politicians in 
Syria unceremoniously kicked the 
Egyptians out of their country in 
1961.

Although there were occasional 
discussions in the 1960s between 
Ba’athists from Syria and Iraq 
and Nasser about other attempts 
at unity, nothing came of them. 
Rulers of each of the countries, no 
matter of what particular ideology, 
jealously guarded their borders.

So if the pan-Arab nationalists 
when they had a chance did not 
change borders, why is Sykes-
Picot so reviled?

First, the agreement repre-
sented European duplicity and 
interventionism. The British made 
three promises during the course 
of the war: one to the Hashemite 
tribe, in the form of the Hussein-
McMahon correspondence, prom-
ising an independent Arab king-

dom in exchange for Hashemite 
cooperation against the Ottoman 
Turks; another to the Zionist or-
ganisation in Britain, promising a 
Jewish national home in Palestine; 
and another to the French for the 
division of the Levant in the form 
of the Sykes-Picot agreement.

The latter two deals came to fru-
ition — for the most part — but the 
first was shelved. In the summer 
of 1920, the British allowed French 
forces to take over Syria, ending 
the brief kingdom established by 
the Hashemite King Faisal. 
Although the British later installed 
Faisal as king of Iraq and declared 
his brother emir of Transjordan, 
this was a far cry from what the 
Hussein-McMahon correspond-
ence had promised.

Second, during  the second-
World War, Allied powers occu-
pied much of the Levant, in large 
part to prevent pro-Axis regimes 
from coming to or remaining in 
power. From the vantage point of 
many Arab nationalists, this was 
merely another episode of West-
ern intervention against the will 
of the people.

Third, during the Cold War, 
Western powers led by the United 
States tried to create pro-Western 
defence pacts and intervened from 
time to time in the internal affairs 
of various countries to prevent 
what they saw as pro-Soviet ele-
ments from taking power.

Although the Soviet Union and 
its communist sympathisers in 

the region also pursued their own 
agendas, the fact that the West 
triumphed in the Cold War has 
caused many Arab intellectuals to 
forget Soviet interventionism.

The 2003 Iraq war reinforced 
the notion of the West again 
playing an interventionist role 
in the region that al-Qaeda and 
later ISIS have tried to exploit. 
Although most of the Arab world 
has denounced the perverse ideol-
ogy of both groups, ISIS was clever 
enough to contrast Sykes-Picot 
with its self-declared Islamic cali-
phate, knowing that the denuncia-
tion of the former would have a 
broader appeal.

The former Arab League repre-
sentative to the United Nations 
and the United States, Clovis 
Maksoud, who recently died, in 
1984 perhaps captured the mood 
of Arab intellectuals best when 
he said: “We in the Arab world are 
sick and tired of being the whip-
ping boy and the target of cheap 
shots at our national aspirations, 
internationally recognised rights 
and legitimate interests.”

The legacy of Sykes-Picot is 
more about the West not taking 
into account Arab national aspira-
tions and intervening in Arab 
affairs than about actual borders.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
The legacy 
of Sykes-
Picot is more 
about the 
West not 
taking into 
account Arab 
national 
aspirations 
and 
intervening 
in Arab 
affairs than 
about actual 
borders.

The agreement 
represented European 
duplicity and 
interventionism.

“The lesson of 
Sykes-Picot is that 
there will not be 
another Sykes-
Picot.” 

Martin Indyk, executive 
vice-president of the 

Brookings Institution

Sykes-Picot map
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History holds lessons for Islam and West

E
ngland is a multicul-
tural society with a 
significant community 
of Muslim believers. 
The campaign that led 
to the election of the 

first Muslim mayor of London, 
Sadiq Khan, threw up many 
arguments about the relations 
between this multicultural city 
with its Muslim population and 
with the broader world of Islam.

Developments over the past half 
century, intensified by the collapse 
of political order in the Middle East 
and home-grown terrorism in Eu-
rope, require the United Kingdom 
and other European countries to 
confront the nature of their rela-
tions with the world of Islam.

European leaders often behave 
as if history had no bearing on 
today’s events. Indeed, some seem 
to think that history started the day 

they took office. Hence, the 
catastrophic mistakes 
made by Britain when 
it backed the US inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003 and 
France and Britain when 

they were cheerleaders 
for the fall of Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011.

Contrary to those who 
believe a clash of civilisa-

tions is inevitable, the 
conflict between Christian 
Europe and the Dar al Islam 
of yesteryear “was then, as 

now, defined as much by the 
struggle for power and prec-
edence as by technology”, 

Jerry Brotton wrote in This Orient 
Isle: Elizabethan England and the 
Islamic World (Allen Lane 2016).

Travelling to the late Elizabethan 
period shows only too well that 
the late 16th century was, in that 
respect, very similar to modern 
Britain. The encounter between 
Britain and Muslim communities 
was “not a multicultural idyll but 
neither was it defined by theologi-
cal absolutes”, Brotton said.

Brotton’s book tells the com-
pelling story of how Protestant 
England came closer to Islam than 
at any time during its history. 
Henry VIII broke with Rome and his 
daughter Elizabeth was excommu-
nicated by Pope Pius V in 1570; Eng-
land was shunned as a rogue state 
by Catholic Europe — it needed 
powerful friends in strategic loca-
tions. Where better could such 
friends be found but in Morocco 
and the Ottoman empire?

This set the stage for half a cen-
tury of adventures, conspiracies, 
deals and misunderstanding, an all 
but forgotten story that the author 
chronicles as a thriller.

A good deal and a quick gain 
more often than not trumped 
theological niceties. The horror 
with which Bernardino de Mendoza 
explains to his master in Madrid 
that English ships are carrying to 
Istanbul cargoes of tin and lead 
needed to cast guns is palpable, 
all the more as these metals were 
often taken from the trappings 
of England’s own Catholic past, 
ornamental features stripped from 

churches during the Reformation.
The world of England was more 

monoglot and its religious divisions 
starker than the multi-confessional 
and polyglot world of the Sublime 
Porte. In 1599, Thomas Dallam 
travelled with a clockwork organ 
surmounted by singing birds that 
shook their wings, a gift from his 
queen to Sultan Mohammed III. He 
was guided by a man he calls “our 
Turk” who turned out to be born, 
like himself, in Lancashire.

This and similar stories speak 
of a hybridisation between East 
and West that shines through the 
travels of the Leicestershire trader 
Anthony Jenkinson to the courts of 
Suleiman the Magnificent and the 
mishaps of the freelance diplomat 
and rogue Sir Anthony Shirley.

Jenkinson dispatched a slave-girl 
known as Aura Sultana from Astra-
khan as a gift for the queen. Four 
years later she turns up in a ledger 
of Elizabeth’s servants as “our 
dear and well-beloved woman the 
Tartarian”, who taught her mistress 
“the fashion of wearing Spanish 
leader shoes”. Speak of globalisa-
tion avant la lettre.

Equally compelling is that, along-
side narratives of military and trade 
alliances, literary works emerged 
that ruminated on the complex new 
engagements. From minor writers 
to such canonical figures such as 
Christopher Marlowe and William 
Shakespeare, the plays of the late 
16th century show a fascination 
with the Other in all its manifesta-
tions the like of which did not occur 

again until three centuries later.
In Tamburlaine, Marlowe’s genius 

was “to take the fear, hypocrisy 
and greed surrounding Elizabethan 
England’s relations with the Islamic 
world and transmute it into great 
electrifying theatre that generated 
conflict, doubt and anxiety, which 
always makes for better theatre than 
moral absolutism”, Brotton wrote.

In two chapters — London turn 
Turk and Mahomet’s Dove — the 
author tries to understand the 
renewed interest in the 1980s in 
the “bleeding barbarity” of Titus 
Andronicus, one of Shakespeare’s 
most acclaimed plays when it was 
first performed. There is nothing in 
the play that would have astonished 
anyone who had been deported to a 
Nazi concentration camp.

Brotton concludes that “dis-
tinguishing between civilisation 
and barbarism was a problem 
that had preoccupied Elizabethan 
Protestants in their relations with 
Catholic Europe and the Islamic 
world for decades. To Elizabeth and 
her advisers, it was difficult to see 
who was more barbaric: idolatrous 
Catholics trying to eradicate hereti-
cal Protestantism or Muslim infidels 
offering military and religious salva-
tion”.

We face similar moral and politi-
cal dilemmas today. Our political 
leaders could do worse than read 
this magnificent book.

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

Francis 
Ghilès
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Lawrence and the Arab revolt: 100 years later
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

O 

ne hundred years after 
the Arab revolt, the Mid-
dle East remains in tur-
moil and T.E. Lawrence 
— Lawrence of Arabia — is 

still making headlines.
Lawrence is the subject of two 

forthcoming books, a play and a ma-
jor archaeological exhibition, and 
then there is the furore surrounding 
the British government’s attempts 
to prevent Lawrence’s iconic robe 
and dagger — a gift from a Bedouin 
chieftain — from being sold outside 
of the country.

The spate of Lawrence-mania 
comes ahead of the 100th anniver-
sary of the start of the Arab revolt, 
in which Lawrence played a central 
part. But this pan-Arab nationalist 
movement — perhaps the first but 
certainly not the last of its kind — 
ended in failure following the im-
plementation of the secret Sykes-
Picot agreement that carved up the 
Middle East in favour of the Western 
powers.

Many analysts have linked the 
historic turmoil in the Middle East, 
including conflicts playing out 
in the region today, to the secret 
agreement between the British and 
French imperial powers. Despite 
this, Lawrence remains a figure of 
fascination in the West as well as 
across the Middle East as he has ever 
since his exploits after World War I.

“Lawrence of Arabia can be end-
lessly reconfigured as a celebrity 
and legend. In a sense, there are lots 
of different Lawrences, each created 
by different biographers, film-mak-
ers, documentary-makers and art-
ists,” said Professor Neil Faulkner, 

the author of a forthcoming book 
about Lawrence.

“I think that Lawrence is able to 
play that kind of role because he is 
such a complex character, such a 
maverick, so enigmatic and mysteri-
ous and therefore very much open 
to this endless reconfiguration… 
Lawrence changes in keeping with 
changing attitudes.”

Faulkner’s book, Lawrence of Ara-
bia’s War, is based on fieldwork car-
ried out over ten years in southern 
Jordan deserts by an international 
team, including archaeologists from 
the University of Bristol, and looks 
to “rewrite the history of T.E. Law-
rence”.

“Obviously he was very neurotic. 
Psychologically he was quite a vul-
nerable individual,” Faulkner said. 
“I think he retreated into a kind of 
romantic orientalism and that was 
an escape from things in his own life 
and society and relationships inside 
his family…

“I think he dealt with all this by 
retreating into a romantic oriental-
istic fantasy world and cast himself 
as a hero within it. I think he had a 
hero complex but, unlike the vast 
majority of people who have that ro-
manticism, he actually had the op-
portunity to act his out.”.

Another forthcoming book, based 
on the same research, was written 
by Bristol University Professor Nich-
olas Saunders and will carry out an 
archaeological-anthropological in-
vestigation of World War I and par-
ticularly the Arab revolt. Saunders’ 
book Desert Insurgency: Archaeol-
ogy, T.E. Lawrence, and the Great 
Arab Revolt is the first academic in-
vestigation into vast conflicts asso-
ciated with the defence of the Hejaz 
Railway, including some unknown 
except to Bedouins.

“Britain is again at war in the Mid-
dle East. As the region unravels, at-
tention refocuses on the conflicts, 

treaties and carve-ups that gave the 
Middle East its current form a centu-
ry ago. In popular imagination, that 
history is inextricably associated 
with Lawrence of Arabia,” Saunders 
said.

“A misfit and maverick, a roman-
tic and orientalist, an archaeologist 
and wartime intelligence officer, he 
was a most unlikely war hero… Is 
the legend a myth? Was Lawrence, 
as some claim, a liar and a charlatan? 
Or does the legend reflect reality?” 
Saunders asked.

Many Arab analysts and historians 
have sought to downplay the role 
that Lawrence played in the Arab 
revolt, criticising his lasting fame as 
being part of a colonialist fantasy, 
arguing that Lawrence ultimately 
served, albeit unwillingly, Britain’s 

colonial objectives.
Lawrence, a relatively junior offic-

er in the British Army, saw Arab at-
tempts to unify and gain independ-
ence in the wake of the collapse of 
the Ottoman empire fail, with Brit-
ain and France taking over as colo-
nial masters in the region. Still, few 
doubt that Lawrence truly identified 
with the Arabs.

“He was a very interesting char-
acter with a real significant level of 
identification with the Arab cause,” 
Faulkner said. “He seems to be 
somebody who was, in some sense, 
on the right side, or people have a 
feeling that he was on the right side, 
and I think there is a strong measure 
of truth in that.”

“I don’t buy the argument that 
Lawrence was very much a second- 

or third-division thinker in the Arab 
revolt. I don’t think that’s convinc-
ing. Lawrence played a very big role 
in developing a theory of modern 
guerrilla warfare. He does this in 
collaboration with Arab leaders but 
he probably had the clearest view 
of it in terms of military theory,” 
Faulkner added.

One hundred years after the start 
of the Arab revolt, and with the Mid-
dle East arguably as divided as it has 
ever been, many are looking back to 
the example of Lawrence of Arabia 
and the dream of the Arab revolt, as 
a way to combat the Islamic State 
and other major problems facing the 
region.

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

Englishman T.E. Lawrence (R) enters Damascus in his Rolls-Royce “Blue Mist” driven by Lieutenant-
Colonel Walter Stirling in this handout photo taken in October 1918.
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App helps travellers with access at Dubai Airport

London

T 

he LoungeBuddy app 
advises travellers about 
which airport lounge 
suits their needs based 
on amenities, reviews, 

location and access requirements.  
Marhaba Lounge joined with 
LoungeBuddy to make its lounge 
in Dubai Airport available for book-
ing via the LoungeBuddy platform 
to business and leisure travellers 
around the world.

Brent Griffith, LoungeBuddy 
vice-president of marketing, said 
the idea of the app came about af-
ter Tyler Dikman was experiencing 

quite a bit of business travel. Dik-
man is chief executive officer and a 
co-founder of LoungeBuddy

“He experienced delays, layo-
vers and misconnects that forced 
him to spend a lot of time in air-
ports,” Griffith said. “His frequent 
flyer status enabled him to know 
about airport lounges and the oasis 
they bring to people.

“When he found himself in an 
airport he was not familiar with, he 
would spend a lot of time on Goog-
le trying to find the right lounge 
that suited him. He would check 
four or five different websites to 
find which lounges were available 
in the time he needed them and 
where they were located in the air-
port. Some websites were inaccu-
rate with their information.

“Tyler decided to bring all this 
information together in one place 
which is easy for travellers to ac-
cess.”

LoungeBuddy removes the 
guesswork from figuring out how 
to get into a lounge. Whether it is a 

casual passenger looking to access 
a lounge on an occasional trip or a 
road warrior who passes through 
airports every week, the traveller 
enters relevant information into 
the app and it lists lounges that 
may be accessed for free or for a 
one-time fee.

“Some people may not know 
they have a frequent flyer status 
and, if they have that status, they 
have an elite status,” Griffith said. 
“There is some obscurity about 
airport lounges and we are about 
reducing that obscurity. We want 
people to be aware of what they 
could get when they take 20 min-
utes to cross an airport.”

Travellers can book lounge ac-
cess through the LoungeBuddy 
platform in a growing number of 
airports across the world. The app 

is available in iOS and Android for-
mats.

“We have really grown through 
word of mouth. We are fortunate 
to have fantastic members and 
they will typically tell their fre-
quent flyer friends about us. If they 
are a business or first class travel-
ler, they could be reading travel 
sections in newspapers so we try 
to focus on our PR efforts,” Griffith 
said.

As a result of LoungeBuddy’s 
partnership with Concur, a busi-
ness travel and expense manage-
ment company, and TripIt, a travel 
itinerary planner, members can 
sync relevant trip information by 
linking their accounts.

Around 550,000 people have 
downloaded the app. The price to 
use a lounge — starting at around 
$35 — is relatively inexpensive for 
what travellers receive.

The company says LoungeBuddy 
has a focus on making it easier to 
find the right airport situation for 
travellers’ needs. Because it allows 

travellers to provide elite statuses, 
lounge memberships, class of trav-
el and credit card information, the 
information can display all lounges 
travellers have access to, including 
airline-operated, partner and in-
dependently operated third-party 
lounges.

LoungeBuddy membership al-
lows travellers to contribute and 
view ratings, reviews and photos 
for more than 2,500 lounges world-
wide in over 800 airports.

As with Foursquare and Google 
Maps, LoungeBuddy uses geoloca-
tion to provide travellers with rel-
evant information, including near-
by airports and available lounges 
at these airports.

LoungeBuddy uses notifications 
to let travellers know of lounges 
that are nearby only when they are 
at an airport LoungeBuddy serves. 
The app can be used without an in-
ternet connection.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

LoungeBuddy uses 
geolocation to provide 
travellers with 
relevant information.

LoungeBuddy removes 
the guesswork from 
figuring out how to get 
into a lounge.

Lebanon eyeing expats to compensate loss in Arab tourism

Beirut

L ast year, it was the 
garbage crisis that 
left Beirut’s streets 
littered with 
mounds of waste. 
The year before, it 
was the onset of a 
political crisis that 

has left the country without a 
president for two years — so far. In 
2016, a travel ban imposed by Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries is expected to keep Arab 
and foreign tourists away from 
Lebanon’s summer attractions.

Lebanon, however, is pinning 
hopes on its large expatriate com-
munity and the millions of de-
scendants of Lebanese migrants to 
revive its hard-hit tourism industry.

“Expatriates’ tourism is the res-
ervoir that we are planning to tap,” 
said Minister of Tourism Michel 
Pharaon.

“There are some 10 million 
people to tap into under the pro-
gramme that calls on the obligation 
of every descendant of Lebanese 
migrants to visit Lebanon at 
least once in their lifetime. It is a 
programme for decades to come,” 
Pharaon said.

A website was created for mi-
grants to register with if they are 
travelling to Lebanon for the first 
time.

“All the information they need 

to facilitate their first visit will be 
available (on the website),” Pharaon 
said. “They will be offered special 
packages with very special prices 
and a warm welcome like a new 
bride.”

The people Pharaon is hoping to 
attract to their ancestors’ home-
land differ from the hundreds of 
thousands of expatriated Lebanese 
who work in GCC countries and 
Africa and who regularly spend the 
summer in Lebanon.

Lebanese citizens and GCC 
nationals represent the majority 
of passenger arrivals to Lebanon. 
However, visits by GCC nationals 
have decreased since 2011 due to 
security concerns linked to the Syr-
ian conflict and the disruption of 
the overland route across Syria that 
travellers by land utilised to reach 
Lebanon.

According to Moody’s Investors 
Service, citizens from Saudi Arabia, 
the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, 
Qatar and Bahrain accounted for 
1.6% of total arrivals to Lebanon in 
2015. The number of arrivals from 
the five countries had declined 55% 
since 2011.

Pharaon, however, said he 
is hopeful that some GCC 
visitors would show up in 
Lebanon this summer, 
though their countries are 
not ready to formally lift 
travel bans.

“The Saudi ambassador 
told me that they do not 
forbid their citizens 
to go to Lebanon but 
they are more on the 

cautioning mode,” Pharaon said. 
“He advises that Lebanon focuses 
on the security issue because many 
have security concerns. This does 
not mean that the effect of this cri-
sis will not be felt this summer.”

He said in 2009 and 2010 
Lebanon saw ““very good” tourism 
activity but there was a 40% drop 
from 2011-14.

“It was a huge crisis for the tour-
ism sector,” Pharaon said.

Tourist activity picked up again 
after 2014 as a result of “an internal 
and external consensus to keep 
Lebanon at bay from the spillover 
from the conflict in Syria. “It was 
agreed that Lebanon will not be a 
‘land of struggle’ but a ‘land of oxy-
gen’ or a breathing ground (in the 
region),” the minister pointed out.

The emergence of a new unity 
government and the successful 
implementation of a security plan 
in the northern city of Tripoli, 
eastern Bekaa valley, ended clashes 
between supporters of opposite 
sides of the Syrian conflict and 
raised hopes of more stability and 

more tourists.
“This (security agree-

ment) permitted us to 
get out of the unstable 
situation we had until 

2013,” Pharaon said. 
“While having a 

security umbrella 
on Lebanon, I 

knew that there 
was a way to 

re-energise 
tourism 
and this is 

what happened.”
In 2014, the Tourism Ministry 

launched a large campaign under 
the slogan Live Love Lebanon. 
“This resulted in a recovery of 
18% in 2014 and of 12% in 2015,” 
Pharaon noted.

However, the 2015 season was 
severely hit by the garbage collec-
tion crisis, which reached its peak 
in the middle of the summer. “It 
was disastrous in terms of image 
and in terms of cancellations,” the 
minister said. “Worse than this, we 
could not market Lebanon at all 
although there were a hundred fes-
tivals across the country, especially 
in the mountains.”

For the past year-and-a-half 
Lebanon has been focused on 
promoting rural and eco-tourism, 
a trend that is gaining popularity 
and attracting visitors from inside 
and outside Lebanon. “There are a 
hundred guest houses in the vari-
ous Lebanese regions now includ-
ing farmhouses, eco-lodges and old 
houses. Rural tourism accounts for 
some 7% of the tourism activity at 
present, but with the work that we 
are doing it can easily reach 20%,” 
Pharaon said.

In a region destabilised by con-
flicts and rebellions, Lebanon is a 
good and secure tourist destina-
tion. “Tourists just love it when 
they come to Lebanon. They are 
cautious in the beginning but, 
once they get here, they are really 
happy,” he added.

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

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi “Tourists … are 
cautious in the 
beginning but, 
once they get here, 
they are really 
happy.”

Lebanese Minister of 
Tourism Michel Pharaon

Marhaba Lounge in Dubai with which Loungebuddy has partnered.

Travel & Tourism

Dunia El-Zobaidi
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Dubai presents 
Expo 2020 plans

Qatar’s Energy 
minister wants 
‘fair’ oil price

Turkey cuts key 
rate as markets 
welcome new 
cabinet

Dubai presented ambitious plans 
for 2020 World Expo, the first in the 
Middle East, with organisers hop-
ing to attract 25 million visitors.

“For the first time in the history 
of World Expos, each country will 
have an individual pavilion, en-
hancing the ability of nations to 
showcase themselves,” organisers 
said in a statement.

The Expo site will cover 438 hec-
tares next to Dubai’s smaller second 
airport, Al-Maktoum International, 
which opened in 2013.

Panel discussions and workshops 
were conducted during the two-
day planning meeting aimed at pro-
viding potential participants with 
details on the Expo 2020 plan and 
highlighting “business opportuni-
ties in the UAE for innovation, trade 
and investment, and knowledge 
transfer,” the statement said.

The fair will take place from Oc-
tober 2020 to April 2021.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatari Energy Minister Moham-
med bin Saleh al-Sada said a mini-
mum price of $65 a barrel is “badly 
needed” and he cautioned that the 
security of future supplies is at risk 
because of the price slump that has 
squeezed oil producers since 2014.

“The oil market is recovering 
slowly but steadily,” Sada told the 
Associated Press. “Luckily, the fun-
damentals show it is heading in the 
right direction. 

I don’t think we are yet at a fair 
price. We need to have a fairer price 
so that we can have the ability to in-
vest more in order to secure the en-
ergy supply to the world and avoid 
any price shock.”

Sada, speaking ahead of the regu-
lar June meeting of the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC), did not rule out 
reviving talks of a freeze in produc-
tion among major producers after 
similar negotiations collapsed in 
Doha in April.

Even without an output freeze, 
prices have been clawing upward, 
although they are less than half 
their level less than two years ago.
(The Associated Press)

Turkey’s central bank cut a key 
interest rate after a cabinet line-up 
was unveiled by a new prime min-
ister, a loyalist of President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

The central bank said the over-
night lending rate was trimmed to 
9.5% from 10% and its one-week re-
purchasing rate remained at 7.5%. 
The overnight borrowing rate, at 
which banks lend to each other at 
the end of the day, was also kept in-
tact, at 7.25%.

The announcement came shortly 
after Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
unveiled his cabinet, with most key 
ministers keeping their jobs. Those 
include Mehmet Simsek, deputy 
prime minister in charge of econo-
my.

Investors had been closely watch-
ing the composition of the new cab-
inet amid speculation that market-
friendly Simsek might be replaced 
by the president’s son-in-law Berat 
Albayrak, who, however, remained 
Energy minister.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Beirut

O 

il prices have increased 
since the first quar-
ter of 2016, climbing 
from $27-$30 a barrel to 
$45-$49 a barrel. Fore-

casts following the Doha accord to 
freeze production levels to those 
of last January reached between 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) and 
non-OPEC producers envisioned 
a free-for-all collapse of prices as 
Iran repudiated the draft agree-
ment by Saudi Arabia, Russia, Ven-
ezuela and Qatar.

Doomsday predictions were 
made as Saudi Arabia then refused 
to sign the accord, demanding that 
all producers — particularly Iran — 
should also sign. The Iranian-Saudi 
dispute did not bode well for an 
intra-OPEC consensus, particular-
ly for the forthcoming ministerial 
conference in Vienna.

Consequently, predictions were 
made that prices would fall to $10 
a barrel. Instead, prices made a U-
turn and started heading towards 
$50 a barrel.

Why did prices change course? 
While producers could not agree on 
reducing production, circumstanc-
es outside their control reduced 
substantive supplies from the glob-
al markets.

It started with a three-day strike 
by Kuwaiti oil workers, reducing 
supplies 2 million barrels per day 
(bpd). This was followed by Shell 
declaration of force majeure on 
1.4 million bpd of Nigeria’s Bon-
ny Light production. Wildfires in 
Canada caused the shut-in of 1.2 
million bpd of production capac-
ity. Venezuela and Libya saw lower 
oil production because of domestic 
political turbulence.

Also, non-OPEC production is 
more than 800,000 bpd lower than 
this time last year, mainly due to a 
reduction of non-conventional oil 
(shale oil) in North America.

On the demand side, India’s has 
shot up due to better industrial 
performance. India’s oil demand 
was up 400,000 bpd year-on-year, 
representing nearly 30% of global 
demand increase.

The main threat to the markets 
during the Doha meetings was 
Iran’s plan to increase produc-

tion to 4 million bpd (the level 
Iran reached before international 
economic sanctions). Iran has in-
creased production from 3.2 mil-
lion bpd to 3.6 million bpd and is 
expected to reach the 4 million bpd 
target this summer.

The question is: Can it raise pro-
duction much beyond this level 
and how soon? Can it increase pro-
duction significantly without up-
stream agreements with Interna-
tional Oil Companies (IOCs)?

Iran produced approximately 6 
million bpd during the late 1970s 
before the Islamic revolution. The 
IOCs were negotiating with Tehran 
even before sanctions were lifted 
but there are issues with reaching 
agreements with Tehran.

Iran’s oil industry is operated 
and owned by companies linked to 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), which is a very close 
supporter of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khomeini.

The relinquishment of oil as-
sets to IOCs would be a blow to the 
IRGC’s domestic influence and the 
many benefits that senior IRGC of-
ficers have. A lessening of their 
power and influence could cause 

an imbalance in the domestic Ira-
nian political system.

As for the IOCs, financial transac-
tions with the IRGC can run afoul of 
US boycott laws. Despite the long 
negotiations that have taken place, 
no upstream agreement has been 
signed. This delay limits produc-
tion levels that Iran can reach in the 
near future.

Iran has pursued a policy in OPEC 
in which it would have an equiva-
lent production quota to Iraq, 
which is producing more than 4.6 
million bpd, with incremental pro-
duction increases expected in the 
second half of 2016.

If Iran’s production does not 
reach that of Iraq, it should be ex-
pected that Iran would veto a new 
OPEC quota system. An agreement 
requires unanimity. The absence of 
a quota system is one of the main 
reasons behind the quarrels within 

OPEC.
Current market speculation ex-

pects oil prices to rise to more than 
$50 a barrel by year-end. Several 
projections see prices in the $60-
$70 a barrel range by the end of 
January.

Caution is necessary with such 
forecasts. How soon will Canadian 
tar sand production resume? How 
much damage has been inflicted 
on surface facilities? Shale oil in-
dustry executives project that their 
industry can stabilise production 
at a West Texas Intermediate (WTI) 
price of $55 a barrel. They also say 
they can increase production if the 
WTI price stays in the $60-$70 a 
barrel range.

This means that not only most of 
the non-OPEC production decline 
would cease but that one should 
expect incremental supplies back 
in the market. It is the huge non-
conventional oil supplies that 
tipped the global supply-demand 
balance and led to the 2014 oil price 
crash.

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

Oil prices defy expectations
Walid Khadduri

A worker checks the valves at Al-Sheiba oil refinery in the southern Iraqi city of Basra.

Current market 
speculation expects 
oil prices to rise to 
more than $50 a barrel 
by year-end.

Algeria tries to diversify economy as oil prices decline
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A 

lgerian officials have de-
vised a plan to diversify 
their hydrocarbons-de-
pendent economy and 
energise growth as fall-

ing oil prices threaten to unravel 
the de facto petrostate’s status quo.

The ambitious scheme, to be im-
plemented by 2019, aims to open 
the economy, of which the oil and 
gas output accounts for approxi-
mately 30%, to increase the role of 
the private sector, boost foreign in-
vestment and ease a business envi-
ronment hampered by red tape and 
a heavy welfare state.

Authorities called the plan Alge-
ria’s “new economic model”. It is 
expected to be endorsed June 5th 
at a gathering of business groups, 
the main trade union UGTA and Al-
gerian Prime Minister Abdelmalek 
Sellal’s cabinet.

“The new economic model that 
will be adopted by Algeria for the 
next three years is built on eco-
nomic investment away from fi-
nancing economic ventures from 
the state budget,” said Finance 
Minister Abderrahmane Benkhalfa. 
“It aims to recycle national savings 
into the economy’s dynamic and 
achieve an average growth  [of 7%] 
per year.”

Algeria has economic breathing 
space until the end of 2017 with 
enough foreign reserves to finance 
imports for up to 23 months, for-
eign debt is at 1.8% of gross domes-
tic product (GDP) and domestic 
debt at 8% of GDP — the lowest lev-
els in North Africa.

The relatively healthy economic 
balance sheet is mainly due to a 
cautious management of oil and 
gas export revenues since 2000 
when the government set up the 
rainy day Receipts Regulation 
Fund.

“This fund was at $77 billion in 
2013. It was halved in 2015. If we 
do not diversify the economy over 
the next three years, no single dol-
lar will remain in this fund,” said 
finance expert Lies Kerrar.

The World Bank expects low oil 
prices, which represent 60% of 
budget revenues, will weaken Al-
geria’s outlook. GDP growth is seen 
at 1.7% in 2016 and 2.2% in 2017. 
Growth was 3.9% in 2015.

Algeria’s Saharan Blend crude 
averaged $37 a barrel from Janu-
ary through April. The government 
had forecast $35 a barrel in drawing 
up its budget.

Algeria faces more challenges 
than the shrinking of its financial 
cushion. More than 10 million peo-
ple will enter the job market in the 
coming years and rising domestic 
consumption of gas and oil will eat 
away at potential export volumes.

Algeria has attempted econom-
ic diversification in the past but 
fears of creating instability have 
hindered the efforts. The heavy 
economic central command and 
the burden of subsidies were more 
hurdles.

Officials are haunted by their ex-
perience with the Algerian version 
of the “Arab spring”. In October 
1988, Algeria opened its single-
party system allowing resurgent 
Islamists and other parties to com-
pete over the country’s political 
future. Global oil prices collapsed 
at the time, forcing Algiers to curb 
subsidies.

The country plunged into civil 
war for more than a decade after 
1992 at the cost of 250,000 lives 
and more than $60 billion in eco-
nomic damage and lost develop-
ment opportunities.

The leadership continued to fear 
social repercussions from deeper 
economic reforms because Algeria 
spends an average of 30% of GDP 
on subsidies.

The domestic price of gas is ten 
times lower than its export value, 

making it the cheapest in the Arab 
world. Residents of Algeria — even 
foreigners and wealthy locals — 
enjoy the benefits of subsidies, 
including free health care and edu-
cation along with cheap consumer 
goods and energy products.

“The new plan’s priorities are de-
veloping farming, tourism, indus-
try and services,” Sellal said of the 
new economic plan.

Agriculture contributes about 
10% of GDP and industry output 
accounts for around 5% with con-
struction and public works repre-
senting 10.4% thanks to increased 
spending on infrastructure projects 
over the past ten years.

The total of the three main sec-
tors is dwarfed by the 30% of GDP 
from hydrocarbons, suggesting 
the country has a huge potential to 
generate growth even with timid 
steps.

The new model is unlikely to af-
fect subsidies as the country is 
going through delicate political 
circumstances stemming mainly 
from the transition of the rigid rul-
ing system after the end of Presi-
dent Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s term 
in 2019, were he to finish his term 
despite his frail health.

Benkhalfa attempted to calm 
worries that the new model may 
upset the economic and social 
status quo saying: “The transition 
of the new model will provoke no 
shock to the economy.”

The World Bank 
expects low oil prices, 
which represent 60% 
of budget revenues, 
will weaken Algeria’s 
outlook.

Oil & Energy
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T 

welve-year-old Yasser 
Fathi had been loading 
heavy sacks full of onions 
at a warehouse in Egypt’s 
central province of Beni 

Suef onto a truck for hours. When 
he slowed down to catch his breath, 
Fathi received a fatal strike on his 
head from his stick-wielding em-
ployer. He had been a breadwinner 
for his poverty-stricken family.

The May 15th incident highlighted 
the chronic problem of child labour 
in Egypt, where more than 2 million 
minors as young as 7 are believed to 
be employed.

In a country with 26% of its 90 
million people living in poverty, 
civil society agencies and the gov-
ernment say there are limits to what 
they can do to tackle child labour, 
which has increased since the 2011 
revolution. The uprising aggravated 
economic hardships, making the 
money earned by working children 
even more important to many fami-
lies.

“Some of the working children 
are the main breadwinners of their 
families,” said Amal Gouda, a re-
searcher with the Egyptian Coali-
tion for Children’s Rights. “They 
have to work to feed their families 
or these families will go begging on 
the streets.”

The government says hundreds 
of thousands of children are work-
ing but Gouda claimed that is an 

understatement, saying the figure is 
“far higher than that”. Conservative 
unofficial estimates put the number 
of working children at 2.2 million.

According to the Egyptian law, 
children aged 14-17 may work but 
not in excess of six hours a day 
and no more than four consecutive 
hours. They must be in possession 
of identification allowing them to 
work from the Ministry of Man-
power.

The law says employers who im-
pede a child’s primary or second-
ary education can be imprisoned. 
Additional restrictions prohibit mi-
nors from working with large ovens, 
chemicals, in cement factories and 
in other dangerous environments.

The law, however, is poorly en-
forced and Egyptian children do 
many dangerous and menial jobs, 
experts said. They work in rubbish 
collection, workshops and in quar-
ries, and do seasonal farm jobs in 
the Nile delta, reaping cotton and 
other crops. Some children join the 
labour market as young as 7 years 
old.

Sayed Mohamed, 14, sells pocket 
tissues on the streets of Cairo with 
several other children for 5 Egyp-
tian pounds (about 60 cents US) a 
day. His meagre pay helps sustain 
his mother and five brothers and 
sisters after his parents divorced 
and the father left the family.

“I buy food for my family with the 
money I earn. My two brothers also 
work to keep the family going,” he 
said.

The National Council for Child-
hood and Motherhood (NCCM), a 
government agency tasked with the 
protection of disadvantaged chil-
dren, said it cannot do anything for 
him.

The council could also do little for 
Fathi’s family. It lodged a complaint 
against his killer at the chief pros-

ecutor’s office and offered some 
psychological and financial support 
to the family. Legal experts said the 
employer faces a possible prison 
sentence of 7-15 years on man-
slaughter charges.

“Our country’s social and eco-
nomic conditions have the final say 
at the end of the day,” said NCCM 
Secretary-General Hala Abu Alam. 
“Child labour will continue to exist 
as a problem in this country so long 
as we do not solve our economic 
and social problems.”

Most working children drop out 

of school but organisations such 
Gouda’s try to enroll them in read-
ing classes.

“The problem is that the majority 
lose interest in attending the class-
es. This is why child labour is a real 
plague that jeopardises the future of 
this country and threatens to affect 
generations of Egyptians,” Gouda 
said.

Under Egyptian law, free educa-
tion provided by the state is a right 
and compulsory at the primary lev-
el. However, there is no law in Egypt 
holding parents accountable for not 

registering their children in school.
“A child forced into labour is de-

prived of all his basic rights, espe-
cially the right for education, which 
leaves an indelible mark on his fu-
ture… Child labour could lead to a 
new generation of criminals who 
will be very difficult to control. That 
is why it is necessary for the gov-
ernment and civil society to work 
together to prevent it or at least to 
reduce it,” Gouda said.

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

No easy solution for Egypt’s child labour problem

A girl helps to weave a carpet at a weaving factory in Sakiet Abou Sha’ra, Egypt.There is no law in 
Egypt holding parents 
accountable for not 
registering their 
children in school.

Ibrahim Ouf

Amman

C 

ircassians each year mark 
the anniversary of the fall 
of their Caucasus home-
land to Tsarist Russia on 
May 21st, 1864, with a 

day of mourning to commemorate 
the forced deportations and ethnic 
cleansing that befell their nation.

Many Circassians eventually set-
tled in Jordan, then part of the Ot-
toman empire. Hundreds of Jorda-
nians of Circassian descent gathered 
near the Russian embassy in Am-
man to protest the occupation of 
their land and demand its return. 
But permission to hold a peaceful 
protest outside the embassy was 
not granted, leaving protesters to 
mourn and grieve in silence else-
where, including at a Circassian cul-
tural club in Amman.

Each year, they rally, carrying Cir-
cassian flags and calling on the Rus-
sian government to recognise the 
displacement of Circassians, which 
took place at the end of the Cauca-
sian war, as a genocide, a massacre 
that Russia denies.

“Even though we were not given 
the right to protest, we will not let 
the world forget the Circassia dias-
pora and the killing of our people,” 
Circassian-Jordanian Nart Shapsug 
said.

“We will hold silent protests to de-
liver our message to the world in a 
civilised manner.”

The conflict left more than 1.5 
million either dead or displaced, ac-
cording to historians, who say thou-
sands were forced from their home-
land. Their descendants are now 
spread across the globe, including 
Turkey, the United States, Europe 
and elsewhere in the Middle East.

The Circassian community had 
protested against the 2014 Sochi 
Winter Olympics in Russia because 
facilities for the Games were built 

over mass graves of Circassians 
killed during the ethnic cleansing in 
1864.

“We need to tell Russia that it 
must recognise the genocide which 
the Russian empire committed 
against the Circassians. We remem-
ber our grandparents who fought 
for their land, honour and religion,” 
said writer Mohammad Hamzouq.

“We are also demanding the right 
of return and compensation for the 
horses that the Russians slaugh-
tered during and after their vicious 
campaign to eradicate us from our 
beloved homeland,” he said softly.

Thousands of Circassians, an eth-
nic group from the North Caucasus, 
an area in south-western Russia be-
tween the Black and Caspian seas, 
died of starvation, diseases and 
mass killings in the course of dec-
ades of war between the Russian 

empire and the Circassians.
According to the Circassian Char-

ity Association, there are more than 
8 million Circassians worldwide. 
About 700,000 live in Russia.

In 2011, Georgia became the first 
country to recognise the Circassian 
deaths as genocide, straining Tbi-
lisi’s troubled ties with Moscow.

“Russian President Vladimir Putin 
has angered the Circassian people 
because he doesn’t have the cour-
age to acknowledge our historical 
presence or work out a permanent 
solution to our grievances,” said 
Shapsug.

Amman was resettled by Circas-
sians of the Shapsug tribe in 1878, 

after being resettled by the Ottoman 
empire. Similar waves of immigra-
tion continued until 1906, according 
to local Circassian historians.

Since then, Circassians have had 
a major role in the development of 
Jordan, holding top positions in the 
Jordanian government, armed forc-
es and police.

“From an initial 3,500 people who 
found a new homeland in what is 
today the Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan, the Circassian community 
numbers more than 100,000 today,” 
said Amjad Jaimoukha, an author 
and historian.

“The Circassians played a major 
and positive role in the kingdom’s 
history, integrating well into the 
society, but we paid a steep price as 
our languages and culture suffered 
immensely. The languages are ir-
revocably lost and our traditions 

have largely been discarded,” he la-
mented.

He said the new generation’s char-
acter must be in harmony with the 
past and in line with the present in 
order for the Circassian people to 
keep their identity.

To reward them for their loyalty, 
Circassians were entrusted in 1921 to 
be the personal royal guards of King 
Abdullah I, the great-grandfather of 
the current monarch. Since then, 
Circassians have served all four Jor-
danian kings.

Circassians also hold top posts in 
Jordan’s feared intelligence service, 
the army and police. Circassian-
Jordanians are often recognised by 
their light skin, blond hair and green 
eyes.

“We have to give back to the coun-
try and land that gave us a second 
chance but we also have to be true 
to ourselves,” said Khalid Shikem.

In 1932, the Circassian Charity As-
sociation was established, making it 
the second oldest charity in Jordan.

“In order to integrate and at the 
same time have our own place, the 
Al-Ahli Club, a Circassian sports 
club, was founded in 1944 in Am-
man,” Shikem said.

Being one of the elders, Shikem is 
an authority on Circassian matters.

To preserve Circassian identity 
and traditions Al-Jeel Al-Jadeed 
Club opened in 1950 and the Circas-
sian Culture Academy was founded 
in 2009, to help preserve the Circas-
sian language “before it’s too late”, 
said Shikem.

“We have lost a lot of our identity, 
traditions and customs. The Circas-
sian customs and social norms are 
enshrined in a strict code called 
Adige Xabze — ‘Circassian Etiquette’ 
and we are slowly losing it,” he add-
ed.

“We cannot lose our homeland 
and ourselves!” Shikem said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in Amman, 
has reported on regional issues 
since 1999.

Jordan’s Circassians mark ‘day of mourning’
Raied T. Shuqum

Members of Jordan’s Circassian community perform a folklore dance.

There are more than 8 
million Circassians 
worldwide.

(Photo: Nader Daoud)
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Funeral arrangements a concern for Muslims in America
Rasha Elass

Washington 

A  

t a recent funeral for 
a Muslim-American 
man in Florida, the be-
reaved family encoun-
tered chaos and confu-

sion as they struggled to adhere to 
Islamic burial traditions.

First, the coroner’s office did not 
release the body expeditiously so 
that it could be buried within 24 
hours of death as per tradition. 
Then, the cemetery informed the 
family that it did not accept burial 
without a coffin, the preferred cus-
tom for an Islamic burial. Even the 
relatively simple choreography of 
transporting the body in and out 
of the mosque for interment was 
riddled with conflict.

These issues would normally be 
addressed by a professional funer-
al director but in the United States 
only a handful of funeral directors 
are trained in Islamic burial tradi-
tions. As a result, Islamic burials 
are largely relegated to mosque 
volunteers and informal relation-
ships with local hospitals and 
cemeteries, a network so loose and 
arbitrary it often leads to confu-
sion. This is especially a challenge 
for families who do not regularly 
attend a mosque and do not have 
extensive contacts within their re-
ligious community.

One Muslim funeral director in 
Virginia said she knew of only sev-
en Muslim funeral homes in the 
United States. She said the lack of 
organised funerary options for 
Muslims inspired her to become 
a funeral director to help grieving 

families with a dignified funeral.
“The easiest way to avoid con-

fusion is to establish a point of 
contact. Otherwise, I’m going 
to get second-hand information 
and I’ll have four brothers and 
three sisters and an aunt and an 
uncle all trying to make funeral 
arrangements according to what 
they think is right,” said Miriam 
AbdRahmaan of Janazah Funeral 
Home in Chantilly, Virginia.

“But there’s no place currently 
that qualifies to teach how to be 
a Muslim funeral director and un-
fortunately mosques [must] facili-
tate funerals through non-Muslim 
funeral homes,” she said.

AbdRahmaan said she had to 
lobby cemeteries to allow burial 
without a coffin. Now, the com-
munity she serves can bury loved 
ones in a large cement casing that 
has plenty of earth inside it to sim-

ulate the Islamic tradition of burial 
in the earth.

Dexter Jairam of Clermont Fam-
ily Funeral in Florida said he be-
lieves his is the only Muslim fu-
nerary service in the state. He has 
received calls from as far away as 
Georgia to arrange for burial in one 
of two local all-Muslim cemeter-
ies.

He said the shortage of Muslim 
funeral directors is because Mus-
lims in the United States are scat-
tered across the country with only 
a few concentrations, such as in 
New York and Philadelphia.

“There isn’t enough volume,” he 

explained. “You need at least 300 
funerals per year to make a decent 
living. Last year, I had 60.”  He sup-
plements his income by offering 
funerary services to non-Muslims.

For one Muslim American in St 
Louis, Missouri, the need to serve 
the community became so great 
that he quit his job as an engineer 
and raised money to earn a degree 
as a funeral director. He now oper-
ates the only Muslim funeral home 
in the state.

“Before us, Muslims had to go 
to non-Muslim funeral homes, 
where services weren’t done in ac-
cordance with sharia and the bod-
ies were often mishandled,” said 
Adil Imdad, chairman of the burial 
committee at the Islamic Founda-
tion in St Louis and a county police 
chaplain. He has directed more 
than 110 Muslim funerals from 20 
nationalities.

Because many of the deceased 
are immigrants, their families face 
another unwelcome surprise at 
the time of death.

“Back home funerals are free 
at the local mosque. The fam-
ily washes their loved one and the 
imam does the janaza (funeral) 
and there’s a common cemetery 
and you’re done,” he said. In the 
United States, the cost of the most 
basic funeral is about $2,500, not 
counting the expense of the cem-
etery plot.

Imdad offers the service for 
free, with volunteers pitching in 
to perform duties such as the rit-
ual washing of the body, digging 
the grave and maintaining the 
gravesite.

In many ways, the challenges 
facing Muslim Americans with re-
gards to burials are similar to those 
that Jewish Americans once faced. 
The two faiths have similar burial 
rules and Jewish communities 
now have clear and established 
channels to go through at the time 
of bereavement.

“The Jewish funeral homes 
bring the body into our care as 
soon as possible,” said Mindy Bot-
bol of Shalom Memorial Funeral 
Home in Illinois. “That was prob-
ably our biggest challenge over 
the years but it now has come into 
more accepted practice.”

Yet even for the established 
Jewish community in the United 
States, Botbol said the main value 
behind her work has not changed 
over time.

“Our main challenge is educat-
ing the community and family as 
they’re making funeral arrange-
ments and working through this 
process,” she said.

(Photo courtesy of http://muslimcemeteryliveoak.com/)
Muslim Cemetery of Northern California. 

In the United States 
only a handful of 
funeral directors are 
trained in Islamic 
burial traditions.

Mideast doctors seek better expertise abroad
Rasha Elass

Washington

L 

ack of technology, research 
facilities and up-to-date 
education are among the 
challenges facing medical 
doctors in the Middle East, 

prompting many to seek profes-
sional fulfilment and advancement 
abroad.

However, for a large number, ties 
to their countries of origin remain 
strong as they share their knowl-
edge and benefit their fellow citi-
zens at a time when conflicts have 
raised an urgent need for medical 
expertise.

Some Arab doctors stressed the 
advantages of practicing in the Unit-
ed States, which they say helped 
them fare much better than peers 
who stayed in their home countries.

“Practicing medicine as a profes-
sion is more rewarding in the US 
than in any other place on the globe. 
If you’re trying to be a researcher or 
advance in your career as a scientist 
or a provider of a certain service, 
it’s fair to say it’s open and limit-
less here,” said Dr Hassan Fehmi, a 
Lebanese nephrologist in Detroit, 
Michigan.

Fehmi said the educational sys-
tems in the United States and Eu-
rope, unlike those in Arab countries, 
are designed to push professionals 
to constantly upgrade knowledge 
and practice. “In medicine, for in-
stance, you always have to study 
and keep up with most recent ad-
vances,” he said. “It is about show-
ing in an objective way that you’re 

capable of doing what you think 
you can.

“In the Arab world, the system is 
not as favourable in providing this 
knowledge. Many physicians end 
up going abroad and attend confer-
ences in the EU or US to earn con-
tinuous medical credit and advance 
their knowledge.”

Fehmi, who learned general med-
icine in Baghdad at the height of 
Lebanon’s 1975-90 civil war, moved 
to the United States 30 years ago. 
“I’m from northern Lebanon. Dur-
ing the war I was cut off from Bei-
rut where universities are,” he said. 
“Going to Baghdad was easier than 
going to Beirut at the time.”

For Dr Ahmad Tarakji, a Syrian 
who studied medicine in Aleppo 
University before specialising in 
cardiothoracic surgery in the United 
States, a major handicap he faced in 
Syria was lack of advanced technol-
ogy and resources.

“Topics are limited and the qual-
ity is not so high. Physicians who go 
to medical conferences in the Mid-
dle East from North America openly 
say they’re not as up-to-date as they 
need to be,” Tarakji said from his 
practice in California.

Medical schools in countries that 
insist on teaching medicine in Ara-
bic, as is the case in Syria, often put 
their students at a linguistic disad-
vantage when they try to update 
their knowledge from sources pub-
lished in other languages. “Gener-
ally, you have to know at least one 
other foreign language to stay up-
dated on the latest research,” add-
ed Tarakji, who heads the Syrian 
American Medical Society.

Medical students in the Middle 
East often aspire to emigrate to the 
West to practice. Pre-war Syria was, 
at times, the top exporter of doctors 
to the United States, according to US 
State Department statistics.

Many Arab doctors in the United 
States have kept up relations with 
medical circles in the Middle East. 
Tarakji has been providing humani-
tarian and medical aid to Syrians 
since the outbreak of the conflict in 
2011. He has often travelled to Syria 

to train clinicians.
Fehmi has been active with the 

National Arab American Medical 
Association (NAAMA), a group of 
physicians of Arab origin. “We try to 
continuously stay in touch with our 
country of origin whenever we can,” 
he said.

“We routinely have doctors visit-
ing Arab countries to conduct semi-
nars and educational advances. We 
have doctors who have gone to Pal-
estine where we support an emer-
gency room and make sure it’s well 
supplied always. We had several 
missions to the Palestinian refugee 
camps and unfortunately more re-
cently to the Syrian refugees, rou-
tinely conducting missions in clin-
ics and hospitals.

“We do what we do as physicians 
because we like to be of help to our 

community and the countries we 
came from. That’s the other part of 
fulfilment a physician gets.”

One of the most contentious is-
sues that physicians in the United 
States face, however, is the threat 
of malpractice lawsuits that can po-
tentially end a doctor’s career.

“Many times you find yourself 
requesting more testing and more 
frequent evaluations based on the 
fact that there’s always a fear of po-
tential liability,” Tarakji noted.

With all the advantages of practic-
ing medicine in the United States, 
one thing stands out as a clear ad-
vantage for patients and practition-
ers in the Middle East and North Af-
rica: a strong family and community 
network helps patients convalesce 
and acts as a low-cost, but highly ef-
fective, extension to medical care.

“Each patient will have many 
people around them to help with 
recovery and making food and psy-
chological support. That’s not avail-
able in North America, not even 
with the elderly,” Tarakji said.

Arab physicians agree that pro-
fessionally the West is a rewarding 
place where “one feels a sense of 
fulfilment”.

“Yet, at the end of the day, you 
cannot lose touch with where you 
come from,” Fehmi said. “That is 
why many of us Arab doctors con-
tribute back home. It is about a 
sense of fulfilment to be able to pro-
vide to those you grew up with and 
made you who you are.”

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Dr Heval Mohamed Kelli works at Emory University, in Atlanta, where he was awarded a four-year 
fellowship in cardiology last December.  He was 17 when his family, Kurdish refugees from Syria, 
came to metro Atlanta in 2001.

“Practicing 
medicine as a 
profession is more 
rewarding in the US 
than in any other 
place on the globe.”

Dr Hassan Fehmi, a 
Lebanese nephrologist 

in Detroit, Michigan
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Iraq’s national folk dance group struggling to survive
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

T 

hey rehearse daily, driven 
by the hope that they will 
be able to perform in front 
of an audience once war 
and chaos around them 

subside.
But, for the time being, members 

of the Iraqi National Folklore Group, 
established in 1971 with the mis-
sion of preserving and perpetuating 
typical folk dances, are performing 
without spectators.

“The challenges are tremendous 
and festivals in which they par-
ticipate are rare but training and 
rehearsals have been going on un-
interrupted,” said Fouad Thanoon, 
former director of the troupe who 
recently retired after several dec-
ades in the position.

“Until 2003, the group enjoyed 
great official support. Leading in-
ternational choreographers and 
folk dance masters used to be con-
tracted by the government to train 
the dancers. Subsequently, Iraqi 
choreographers could take over 
the training themselves,” Thanoon 
said, as he watched dancers re-
hearsing at the Iraqi National Thea-
tre in Baghdad.

Financial constraints, insecurity 
and conflict post-2003 have taken a 
heavy toll on all cultural and artis-
tic activities in Iraq. In today’s Iraq, 
with conservative religious parties 
and radical militias exerting grow-
ing influence over every aspect of 
life, dancing has become a danger-
ous art and an act of bravery.

“The group has shrunk in size,” 
Thanoon said. “It is attracting fewer 
performers because of the bad per-
ception (of dancing) in our increas-
ingly conservative and radical soci-
ety, in addition to the poor monthly 
pay, which does not exceed 500,000 
dinars (about $400). This has driven 
many, especially female dancers, to 
quit.”

The group now includes five fe-
male dancers and eight male per-
formers, a skeleton crew compared 
to its past complements of 15 wom-
en and 25 male dancers backed by a 
similar number of performers.

“The drop in the number of fe-
male dancers has forced us to 
change choreographies to accom-
modate the gender imbalance in the 

group,” Thanoon explained, noting 
that the troupe was deprived from 
participating in the annual Babel 
Festival after it was voided from ac-
tivities involving singing and danc-
ing, restricting it to poetry recitals.

“The reason for that is the con-
servative thinking of officials in 
charge of culture and arts in the 
country after 2003,” he said, stress-
ing that the dance shows proposed 
by the group are “very respectful 
in terms of the movements and the 
costumes, as they reflect the true 
cultural heritage of our ancestors”.

The troupe’s first two decades 
were golden years, when dancers 
frequently went on international 
tours. In 1980, the dancers per-
formed at the United Nations in 
New York and visited Paris. They 
have gone to Italy, Japan, Bulgaria, 
the former Soviet Union and China 
— 80 countries in all — and won nu-
merous prizes along the way.

The present Iraqi government, 

controlled by conservative religious 
parties, cares little for the arts so it 
is not inclined to support groups 
like the dance troupe, says lead fe-
male dancer and trainer Hana Ab-
dallah.

“The group has become totally 
neglected,” she said. “It is no longer 
a regular troupe as it should be be-
cause art is no longer important in 
the country.”

“Many obstacles stand in our 
way, especially the lack of financ-
ing. Members of the troupe have 
not cashed their stipends for the 
past eight months but it did not 
stop them from rehearsing,” Abdal-
lah said, cautioning that “if things 
persisted in that way, the group will 
just cease to exist after more than 

four decades of hard work”.
Prerequisites for joining the 

troupe were relaxed to attract danc-
ers, especially female candidates.

“We have been very flexible in 
our requirements with regard to 
the artistic background, age, weight 
and height of female dancers for 
the sake of ensuring the continuity 
of the group,” Abdallah said. “But 
trainers are having a hard time pre-
paring the dancers and, in many 
instances, once they become ready 
to hit the stage, they just quit either 
to get married or move to other jobs 
with better pay.”

Muhammad Mashi, a member 
of parliament’s Media and Culture 
Committee, said he has proposed 
more than one plan for enhancing 
cultural life in Iraq, including the al-
location of 0.5% of the state budget 
to help fund cultural activities.

“We need to show the positive 
face of Iraq, which is rich in arts and 
culture. By promoting culture, we 

unveil the beautiful image of this 
country and change the wrong per-
ception that life in Iraq has come to 
a standstill due to the bad security 
situation,” Mashi said.

The dance group has rarely per-
formed abroad since 2003. Its most 
recent appearance on stage was in 
February at Kuwait’s Qurain Cul-
tural Festival.

“We are not able to answer the in-
vitations we receive from Arab and 
international festivals because we 
have to bear travel expenses and no 
such funding exists,” Thanoon said.

Nonetheless, the dancers prac-
tice daily in front of empty seats at 
the dilapidated hall of the National 
Theatre, which has become more 
of a sanctuary from the country’s 
mayhem.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Scene from a show by the Iraqi National Folklore Group.

In 1980, the dancers 
performed at the 
United Nations in New 
York and visited Paris.

Glass-blowing: Lebanon’s fading craft
Omar Ibrahim

Northern Lebanon

I 

n a shabby old building in Bed-
dawi, a suburb of the northern 
port city of Tripoli, Abdel Ha-
mid Kobaytari runs Lebanon’s 
last glass-blowing business in 

an area long famous for the craft.
Declining sales, competition from 

Syria and a scarcity of tourists forced 
two glass-blowing shops in Beddawi 
to close in recent years, leaving Kob-
aytari to keep the legacy alive alone.

“The problems facing industrial-
ists, particularly the craftsmen, in 
Lebanon are enormous,” Kobaytari 
said. “Many industries have re-
gressed dramatically while others 
are on the verge of total extinction, 
notably the glass-blowing profes-
sion, which still uses traditional 
methods passed on through genera-
tions.”

The golden age of the industry, 
which was concentrated in Beddawi 
and the southern coastal town of 
Sarafand, is long gone in Lebanon, 
according to Kobaytari, who, how-
ever, still employs 80 workers in his 
factory.

“Beddawi was famous for its 

handcrafted glass-blowing prod-
ucts, which were exported to Arab 
countries as well as Europe. That 
was the case before we got wiped 
out by a tsunami of total neglect and 
lack of official support for the herit-
age profession. This compounded 
with economic slowdown and harsh 
competition from imported items, 
especially the smuggled crafts com-
ing from Syria, led to the closure of 
most glass-blowing enterprises,” he 
said.

“The profession of glass-blowing 
is very old, dating back to the time of 
the Phoenicians. It has been passed 
to us by our forefathers from gen-
eration to generation. I myself was 
apprenticed at a very young age by 
my grandfather who taught me the 
traditional method,” said Kobaytari, 
who for decades painstakingly cre-
ated vases, flutes and jugs.

For two millennia, glass-blowers 
have been using the same basic 
technique.

Standing in front of a crackling 
brick furnace, Abou Khaled, one of 
the factory’s employees, twirls a 
metal rod inside the oven contain-
ing bright orange pools of molten 
glass. Minutes later, he withdraws 
a glowing orange ball from the oven 
and blows into the long metal tube, 
swirling it to create a bubble.

The bubble grows as Abou Khaled, 
using tongs, gently presses down on 
the edges, fashioning a delicate ca-
rafe.

“I have been working for the past 
40 years in this profession, which I 

learned from my father. I hope I will 
be able to continue in this work as 
long as the factory continues oper-
ating. I don’t feel that I can do some-
thing else,” Abou Khaled said.

The technique of melting sand 
or shattered glass and shaping the 
material by blowing through a hol-
low metal rod pushed into a stone 
oven heated to 150 degrees Celsius 
was invented by the on the coastal 
settlements of present-day Lebanon 
by the Phoenicians who ruled the 
eastern Mediterranean from about 
1500-500BC.

According to legend, the seafaring 
merchants discovered a substance 
that could be stretched and mould-
ed running out from under the pots 

they used to cook their meals along 
the sandy beach.

The blowing technique was em-
braced by renowned glassmakers 
in Venice and was even taken up in 
China and Japan. In recent decades, 
glass-blowing has been used in 
modern art, with institutes through-
out the world dedicated to the craft.

In the place of its birth, however, 
glass-blowing has been witness-
ing a decline, with workshops that 
once dotted the eastern Mediterra-
nean coast closing and fading from 
memory.

“Although we have introduced 
machinery in the glass industry, 
the primitive ovens are still in use 
by the craftsmen who apply the old 

technique, which is for us a heritage 
that we want to preserve more than 
anything else,” Kobaytari explained.

“Unfortunately, the business has 
suffered a lot because we don’t get 
any support from the government 
and Syrian products are still being 
smuggled and sold here without 
tax. I personally contacted Syrian 
factory owners in Homs to work out 
a deal under which they would stop 
smuggling their merchandise into 
Lebanon but it did not work.”

The tough competition is threat-
ening the existence of the last glass-
blowing factory in north Lebanon.

“In Syria, glass-blowers are sup-
ported by the authorities, whereas 
in Lebanon we have no subsidy from 
the government whether in the cost 
of electricity or fuel, and on top of 
that we have no protection from 
imported merchandise flooding the 
market at very competitive prices,” 
he said. “The fate of the factory, the 
employees and the craft is at stake.”

The once-treasured handicraft is 
losing ground with only a few work-
shops still working in Sarafand and 
Tripoli.

“It’s a pity,” said Abou Khaled. “It 
is such a beautiful and artistic pro-
fession but I will not teach it to my 
children because it is not a job that 
could guarantee their future, es-
pecially in a country that does not 
preserve its heritage and support its 
craftsmen.”

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based in 
northern Lebanon.

A worker at a glass-blowing factory in Beddawi near Tripoli in 
northern Lebanon.

For two millennia, 
glass-blowers have 
been using the same 
basic technique.
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A look at conflicts through the eyes of freelancers
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

E 

ach photograph in the 
War Zone Freelance Exhi-
bition tells a unique story 
about the suffering and 
struggle to survive in con-

flict, but little is known about the 
efforts and risks freelance journal-
ists take to shed light on people af-
fected by strife.

Founders of the War Zone Free-
lance organisation: Osie Greenway, 
Anne Alling and Benjamin Hiller, 
talked about photographs from 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Gaza, 
the West Bank and Turkey, a series 
that was first exhibited at London’s 
Frontline Club to educate the pub-
lic about war and provoke discus-
sion about the experiences and is-
sues faced by freelance journalists 
reporting from war zones.

Alling’s photo of a girl in Gaza’s 
deserted streets battered by war 
drew particular attention. “When 
the ceasefire was about to end in 
Gaza, people would stay at home 
and the streets are deserted. How-
ever, I saw this little girl standing on 
the street by herself. This shocked 
me so I took a photo of her,” Alling 
said.

Another picture shows fishermen 
taking advantage of a ceasefire to 
resume work, Alling explained. She 
also displayed photos taken in Iraq 
in 2015 of a Yazidi family in a refu-
gee camp after being held captive 
for nine months. The pictures were 
coupled with the story of the family 
and their experiences living under 
Islamic State (ISIS) control.

Greenway spoke about a picture 
he took of refugees arriving in Jor-
dan’s Zaatari refugee camp in 2012. 
Security personnel did not let jour-
nalists stay in the camp after 4pm 
so he disguised himself as a refugee 
and tucked his camera in his jacket 
to stay for a week photographing 
new arrivals and the plight of the 
refugees.

“I got a glimpse into the life of 
a refugee. I lined up with them in 
food lines. I smoked shisha with 
them. You become part of their 
community in an extremely per-
sonal way. When I got sick, they 
took care of me,” he said.

Greenway’s images, taken in 
Kirkuk, Iraq, during fighting be-
tween Kurdish peshmerga fighters 
and ISIS militants, display graphic 
imagery of dead fighters. “People 
don’t see graphic images in the me-
dia much anymore so I felt like I 
was eyes for the world,” he said.

Hiller travelled to Syria for four 
weeks with the Free Syria Army in 
2013 and saw the intensity of the 
fighting and people’s refusal to 
leave their livelihoods.

Speaking about a picture he took 
in August 2013 of the People’s Pro-
tection Units (YPG) — a Kurdish mi-
litia in north-eastern Syria, he said: 
“It took us a few hours to convince 
them to let us into the front lines.

“Radical Islamist groups were 
several hundred metres away as 
we walked through trenches. It 
was boiling hot so we took a break 
in an abandoned house where we 
met the three women I took a pic-
ture of. They were from the female 
branch of the forces. What I liked 
most about the photo is the differ-
ent facial expressions of the female 
fighters, which showed their differ-
ent distinct backgrounds.”

Not all freelancers are able to 
publish all their work for several 
reasons, including poor pay, a prob-
lem that Greenway said sparked 
him to organise the travelling exhi-
bition.

“Freelancers don’t get paid as 
much as they should,” he said. 

“While I was working in Iraq for six 
months with other freelance jour-
nalists, I had a bug to put together 
an exhibition. My colleagues’ sto-
ries are incredible but they were 
not being heard. People don’t really 
know the weight we have as free-
lancers,” Greenway said.

Alling said she hoped the exhibi-
tion gave insights into conflict and 
a behind-the-scenes look into free-
lance journalism.

Greenway agreed the danger that 
freelancers can put themselves in 
needs to be taken more seriously. 

“We are trying to tell freelancers 
that you are responsible for your-
self,” he said. “If you don’t do your 
research, if you don’t know the area 
you are going to, if you don’t know 
the groups that are fighting each 
other, that’s on you.”

Underlining the importance 
of freelance journalism, Hiller 
stressed that “without freelancers, 
there would be huge parts of con-
flicts left unreported”.

One part of the War Zone Free-
lance project is a planned interac-
tive memorial to local and interna-

tional freelance journalists killed 
or missing while on assignment. It 
will specifically focus on Molhem 
Barakat, a young Syrian photogra-
pher, who was killed in 2013 while 
covering a battle in Aleppo, Syria.

The exhibition has been shown 
in London, Berlin and Denmark 
and will continue a tour in Europe 
throughout the year. There may be 
showings in the United States and 
Canada as well.

For dates and times, 
visit warzonefreelance.com.

“Without 
freelancers, there 
would be huge parts 
of conflicts left 
unreported.”

Co-founder of the War Zone 
Freelance organisation

Anne Alling: Photo of fishermen in Gaza during a ceasefire.

Film festival gives Gazans ‘chance to breathe’
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

M 

ovie stars and other 
artists walked on a 
40-metre-long red 
carpet rolled out to 
welcome them and 

other guests past lines of people, 
some clapping for them.

The scene is common at the annu-
al Cannes Film Festival in southern 
France but this event was in Gaza, 
which hosted the Human Rights 
Film Festival for a second consecu-
tive year.

The festival, titled Badna Nitnafas 
— Arabic for “We Want to Breathe” — 
aims to pump new life into Gaza.

Event organiser Khalil al-Mozay-
en said the festival’s message to the 
world “is that Gaza’s population 
wants a breath of fresh air. People 
want to breathe life. They are eager 
to breathe freedom and arts.”

In the absence of cinemas, the 
festival offered Gaza residents a 
chance to escape hardships for a bit 
of fun; to watch movies, Mozayen 
pointed out.

“We’re clearly trying to tell the 
world that Gaza is not a city of ‘ter-
rorists’ but of ordinary peace-loving 
people who yearn to live a good 
life,” he said. “The bottom line is 
that Gaza has another face, a beau-
tiful human face. People in Gaza 

are not terrorists. They love to live 
a good life and they can go out and 
watch a movie.”

Over four days in mid-May, about 
70 films, including narrative fea-
tures, documentaries and shorts, 
were screened — all free to the pub-
lic.

While the Cannes Film Festival 
may be getting headlines, film fans 
who took advantage of the Gaza 
event said their version, which is 
certainly not nearly as flashy, is just 
as special.

Gaza housewife Maysa Al-Atrash 
said she was “excited” to attend. “I 
like an event like this, activities for 
me and my kids, a cultural event for 
the whole family to attend and en-
joy,” she said.

The event, which was put on at 
the Rashad Shawa Cultural Centre 
in Gaza City, attracted an average of 
1,500 people each day. People of all 
walks of life seemed happy to stride 
down the red carpet.

The carpet stretched from Gaza’s 
main street to the steps inside the 
cultural centre into a corridor that 
led to an exhibition hall, with four 
large screens showing the winning 
films. Mozayen welcomed the audi-
ence and guests, explaining that he 
hoped the event would help people 
get away from the miseries of war, 
at least briefly.

At the opening ceremony, a 
60-minute film called The Idol relat-
ing the story of Palestinian singer 
Mohammed Assaf, who won the 
popular TV contest Arab Idol in 
2013, was shown.

Suma Kabariti, a 24-year-old Gaza 
resident, said she attended the fes-
tival because she wanted to watch 
Assaf.

“It’s a nice get-away from the 
war, devastation and violence to 
do something you like, in this case 

watch a movie,” Kabariti said.
The Gaza Strip has been under an 

Israeli blockade for ten years since 
Hamas seized control of the dense-
ly populated and underdeveloped 

enclave. While poverty and unem-
ployment swell, people have been 
deprived of basic services, such as 
electricity, which is generated for 
only four hours a day.

“Our festival team decided to 
have the event for the simple and 
marginalised people who were for-
gotten by our leaders,” said Mozay-
an, adding that “Hamas authorities 
prevented the festival’s organisers 
from having it at Gaza fishermen 
dock” on the sea.

Hamas has been trying to impose 
strict sharia law on Gaza, seeking 
to veil women and ban mixing the 
sexes in public.

“It is the right of the Gaza Strip 
people, and nobody else, to breathe, 
to feel free and to see an end to the 
current internal Palestinian division 
that damaged all aspects of life,” 
said Saed Sweirki, another festival 
organiser.

“Our message is clear: Gaza has 
the ability to live in peace, far from 
war and miseries.”

Over four days, 12 narrative films, 
17 documentary films, 30 short nar-
rative and documentary films and 
seven animated films were shown 
to crowds of clapping and laughing 
people, who eagerly attended the 
one-of-a-kind event.

Thirty years ago, there were ten 
movie theatres in Gaza but since the 
beginning of the first Palestinian 
intifada in 1987, the cinemas have 
been closed. However, some film 
directors are trying to revive cinema 
in Gaza.

“In the past three decades, Gaza 
people devoted their time to resist-
ing the occupation,” Mozayen said. 
“Now, through our film festival, 
the people in Gaza will start going 
again to cinemas and enjoy watch-
ing films.”

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been reporting on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28 
years.

“Our message is 
clear: Gaza has the 
ability to live in 
peace, far from war 
and miseries”

Festival organiser 
Saed Sweirki

A Palestinian man takes a selfie during the opening ceremony of 
the Human Rights Film Festival in Gaza City, on May 12th.
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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

Beirut:
Through May 31st

Oriental Nights at Feb30 cel-
ebrates oriental Arabic music 
every Tuesday from 9pm 
until 2am at Feb30, Alleyway, 
Hamra.

Marrakech:
June 1st-30th

One of the oldest festivals in 
Morocco, the Marrakech Festi-
val of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan tradition-
al, music, dance and costumes. 
Visitors are invited to attend 
concerts, exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Dubai:
June 2nd-4th

The Merry Wives of Windsor by 
William Shakespeare will be 
staged at Dubai Community 
Theatre and Arts Centre. Pro-
duced to mark the 400th anni-
versary of Shakespeare’s death, 
the play follows the antics of 
larger-than-life Falstaff, who 
tries to swindle money from 
two prominent housewives in 
Windsor only to find himself 
being outwitted.

Beiteddine:
July 8th-August 9th

Beiteddine Art Festival in 
picturesque Beiteddine in the 
Chouf mountains, includes a 
variety of performances from 
opera and concerts to theatre 
and art exhibitions. The festival 
welcomes more than 50,000 
visitors, as well as numerous 
star performers. Buika, Seal 
and Kadim Al Sahir are to per-
form at this year’s festival.

Carthage:
July and August  

The Carthage International 
Festival is one of the most 
compelling arts and cultural 
events in North Africa, draw-
ing a mix of local and interna-
tional performers to Tunisia 
over a period of several weeks. 
It takes place at the Carthage 
amphitheatre.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival 
takes place in Edde Sands 
with more than 90 artists from 
around the world. Dance work-
shops 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 Es-
saouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, 
digital video installations and 
other events.

Sur, home of Oman’s 
millennium dhow building 
Khaled Abdel Malek

Sur, Oman

T 

he sound of hammers on 
teak and the whiff of co-
conut oil invade the sens-
es when visiting Sur, the 
same way it did for visi-

tors of the Omani coastal town cen-
turies ago. The sounds and smells 
come from the last remaining fac-
tory that builds Oman’s traditional 
wooden boats, the dhows.

Boats have been built in Sur, on 
the shores of the Gulf of Oman, for 
thousands of years. The dhows, 
some capable of carrying up to 600 
tonnes of cargo, sailed across the 
Persian Gulf, the Indian Ocean and 
even reached China.

Dhows are no longer used for the 
trade that led to Oman’s prosper-
ity in ancient times and Sur’s boat 
builders no longer produce the gi-
ants of the dhow family.

“The shipyard belongs to the 
family whose members have been 
building dhows for hundreds of 
years,” explains boat builder Jumaa 
bin Hassoun, one of the last oustaz 
(Arabic for “master”), a name used 
to designate lead carpenters in the 
old days.

“Nowadays, all the boats we are 
building are smaller and go to the 
tourism sector as well as some pri-
vate buyers, notably for wealthy 
Qatari businessmen, like this one 
you see here ready to hit the sea,” 
bin Hassoun said pointing at the 
vessel with its timbers curved to-

wards the upswept prow, a shape 
reminiscent of an Arabian sword.

The wooden ships are built with-
out referring to sketches or blue-
prints, he said. “All the plans for 
construction are in here,” he add-
ed, pointing at his head. “Inshal-
lah, my son Mohamed will take 
over our ancestors’ knowledge 
and skills after me to continue the 
legacy.”

Seafaring and trade is at the core 
of Oman’s history. Located at the 
tip of the Arabian peninsula, Oman 
had maritime trade links with the 
ancient cities of Ur and Sumer in 
Iraq and the Indus valley in India 
due to its excellent boat-building 
capability and its sailors’ naviga-
tion skills.

The dhow yards in Sur, however, 
have rapidly declined as the de-
mand for the vessels plummeted 
in recent decades.

“Now people prefer to build fi-
breglass boats because they are 
much cheaper to make and easier 
to maintain,” bin Hassoun said, 
fearing that Omani dhows may 
soon be relegated to a museum as 
a symbol of Oman’s past.

In the last 12 months, bin Has-
soun had only two orders for 
wooden dhows. This is hardly suf-
ficient to sustain his business, 
which employs 15 workers, almost 
all Indian carpenters, he said.

Old seafarers remain deeply nos-
talgic about the time when dhows 
were Oman’s main means of sea 
travel.

“It used to take us sometimes 
two months to reach the island 
of Zanzibar (off the coast of east 
Africa) with the dhows,” recalled 
Nasser al Alawi, an elderly captain 
from Sur.

“In order to get there, we used 
to go first from Sur to Salalah 
(south of Oman), then to Yemen 
after which we crossed the Red Sea 

and sailed along the African coast 
down south to Zanzibar. It was a 
long and tough journey especially 
when we had no wind but we used 
to enjoy it so much,” he said.

Dhows, which have one or two 
masts supporting triangular sails, 
are built from the keel up with teak 
imported from India. In the past, 
wooden planks were sewn togeth-
er without nails or glue. Now they 
are laid side by side and secured 
with long nails.

More traditionally, coconut-fibre 
rope was threaded through holes 
in the teak and the holes were 
plugged with fibre or cotton soaked 
in sesame, fish or coconut oil.

The keel and hull are made from 
teak but the ribs of the dhow, 
which are added after the hull has 
been completed, are usually from 
locally grown timber.

Builders use modern saws and 

electric drills but the yard still 
contains awls, bows and caulking 
irons, the same tools that would 
have been used when Marco Polo 
sailed past 700 years ago.

Although it no longer retains its 
prominence in the trade industry, 
Sur continues to be the best in 
building the wooden ships, at least 
in the Gulf region. A couple of cen-
turies back, the town built ships 
for clients in China, India, Iraq and 
other prominent trade destina-
tions.

One remnant of the bygone era 
in the vicinity of the dhow yard is 
the lighthouse built by the Portu-
guese during the 16th century to 
guide the bustling sea traffic that 
went in and out of Sur during those 
days.

Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Oman.

The wooden ships 
are built without 
referring to sketches 
or blueprints.

Sur, on the Gulf of Oman, is where Oman’s majestic dhows have been built for centuries.

A dhow built for a Qatari national in the shipyard 
of Sur in Oman.

A worker at the site of dhow building shipyard of Jumaa Bin 
Hassoun in Sur, Oman.

Jumaa Bin Hassoun shipyard in the city of Sur in Oman.


