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Migrant tragedy continues
to unfold off Libya’s coast

Arab world welcomes Ramadan on longest days of the year
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Tunis

T 

he 85 decomposed bodies 
of migrants that washed 
up near the western Liby-
an city of Zuwara on June 
2nd reflect the persistence 

of the tragedy that continues to un-
fold despite European efforts.

Twenty-four EU countries have 
deployed military ships and aero-
planes with the declared aim of 
tackling the “root causes” of the 
smuggling of migrants but crit-
ics say the move is turning into a 
search-and-rescue operation. Brit-
ish media branded it an illegal mi-
gration “ferry service”.

There are about 100 crossing 
points from Libya stretching over 
the 2,000km coast. Hundreds of 
autonomous Libyan militia groups 
roam the North African country’s 
landscape, some of them backing 
the UN-brokered Government of 
National Accord.

After the 2011 uprising in Libya, 
the country became fertile ground 
for smugglers, who often work with 
the militias. People trafficking is 
intertwined with that of drugs and 
fuel, coast guards say.

Unless the Libyan component of 
the chain is brought under control, 
migrant drowning will increase. 
The number of people taking to the 
sea to reach Europe via Italy threat-
ens to overwhelm migrant facilities 
available there, officials say.

If European countries were forced 
to push illegal migrants back to Lib-
ya, they risk compounding abuses 
faced by those people in Libya.

The EU police force puts the 
number of migrants waiting to trav-

el from Libya to Europe at 800,000. 
The International Organisation for 
Migration says the number is be-
tween 700,000 and 1 million.

With the beginning of calmer 
summer weather, European lead-
ers, who reached a deal with Tur-
key to reduce crossings to Greece, 
have been under pressure to shut 
down the Libyan migration spring-
board to the European Union.

Libya, however, has no state au-
thority like Turkey and cannot en-
force a possible deal.

If the European Union were to 
deal with militias it risks scup-
pering any chance of sustainable 
stability in Libya with democracy 
becoming a more remote probabil-
ity in the country, as militias take 
control.

The European Union and its 
North African neighbours may have 
to continue to live with this imbro-
glio unless a surge of migrant flows 
on the back of the good summer 
weather provokes an international 
outcry similar to the one stirred 
by the tragic pictures of migrants 

struggling to find their way to Eu-
rope via Turkey and Greece.

Any strong evidence of infiltra-
tion of jihadists among illegal mi-
grants may force European powers 
to look for more ambitious ways to 
stem the migration flow.

On May 30th, Carlotta Sami, the 
spokeswoman for the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR), said about the fate of mi-
grants trying to cross the Medi-
terranean: “At least 9,000 people 
have died in 30 months, 300 every 
month. Is this acceptable as a nor-
mality? Is this acceptable?”

The UNHCR said the route be-
tween North Africa and Italy 
was “dramatically more danger-
ous” than the one from Turkey to 
Greece, with the chances of dying 
estimated at one in 23.

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

Beirut

T 

he world’s estimated 1.6 
billion Muslims, including 
those in the Arab world, 
are preparing to mark 
the beginning of the fast-

ing month of Ramadan. The holy 
month, the ninth in the lunar-based 
Islamic calendar, is when the Quran 
was revealed to the Prophet Mo-
hammad and it is considered a time 
for reflection, worship and showing 
charity to others.

It may be an occasion for contem-
plation but Ramadan is also a joyful 
season. In the Arab world, the cra-
dle of Islam, it is a time for families 
and friends to gather for the sunset 
fast-breaking meal, or iftar, enjoy 
night outings until the early morn-
ing hours and revive old traditions 
of religious celebrations.

The season’s spirit is apparent in 
many Arab countries but years of 
war and conflict in Syria, Iraq and 
Yemen have put a damper on the 
holy month there.

Colourful Ramadan lanterns, a 
custom handed down from the time 
of the Fatimids, decorate the streets 
of Cairo, lining balconies and hang-
ing from trees.

Egyptians are looking forward to 
Ramadan despite the rising price of 
food. “I will have to stick to the ba-
sics this year because of high pric-
es,” said Samia Sayed, a housewife, 
pointing out that the prices of dried 
nuts and fruits — usually must-buy 
items during Ramadan — have risen 
almost 30%.

In Beirut, depictions of the stag-
es of the moon cycle are posted on 
street corners and intersections. 
Ramadan specialties for iftar and 

suhour, the pre-dawn meal before 
the day’s fasting starts, are ad-
vertised on big signs, while giant 
screens set up in restaurants and 
cafes with one ad reading: “enjoy if-
tar, suhour and Euro Cup matches.”

Jordanian businesses are pinning 
hopes on Ramadan to attract visi-
tors taking advantage of the coun-
try’s relative stability in the volatile 
Middle East.

“We have high hopes that busi-
ness will pick up especially as 
Ramadan starts at the beginning 
of the summer, right at the start of 
schools’ summer break,” said Am-
man coffee shop owner Ala Shaban 
Shaban.

For war-weary Syrians, however, 
Ramadan will be like any other 
month. “We have been fasting be-
fore Ramadan and we will continue 
fasting afterward. Anyway, we can 
only afford one meal a day,” said 
Mohamad Abdel Razzak from rural 
Damascus.

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

Lamine Ghanmi

Migrants jump out of a boat after it overturned off the Libyan coast, on May 25th.

Workers raise a crescent decoration that reads “Happy Ramadan” 
as they prepare the streets for the Islamic holy month in the 
southern port city of Sidon, Lebanon, on May 31st.

There are about 
100 crossing 
points from Libya 
stretching over the 
2,000km coast.

The season’s spirit 
is apparent in many 
Arab countries but 
years of war and 
conflict have put a 
damper on the holy 
month in a few places.
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Syrians feel the economic bite ahead of Ramadan
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

T 

he month of Ramadan, 
sacred and much antici-
pated across the Muslim 
world, is considered a 
time of family gather-

ings, festive banquets, alms giving 
and worship.

Syrians are getting none or little 
of that this Ramadan, their sixth 
since the outbreak of the war in 
March 2011. More than ever, they 
find themselves trapped in need 
and poverty, with families divided 
and lives shattered by the fighting. 
The recent devaluation of the Syr-
ian pound, the most severe in the 
country’s history, has added to the 
misery.

Five years ago, one US dollar was 
equivalent to 50 Syrian pounds, an 
exchange rate that had been sta-
ble since the mid-1980s. Banks, 
industry, commerce, government 
and ordinary citizens predicated 
their daily lives on that rate, which 
provided a decent income for most 
Syrians.

Before the war, for example, a 
university professor or a senior 
banker in the private sector used to 
make up to 200,000 Syrian pounds 
a month — $4,000. The salary re-
mains but it is worth $333 because 
of the drop in value of the Syrian 
currency, which now trades at 600 
pounds to the dollar.

A cabinet minister, the highest 
pay grade in the government sec-
tor, used to be paid $1,500 a month. 
That is now worth $125. A driver 
used to make $200-$300. That is 
now well below $20. A soldier’s sal-
ary is $26 a month.

This pain is being felt strongly 
throughout Syria, as Ramadan ar-
rives with its numerous dues and 
obligations.

Prices have tripled at least, which 
means the average Syrian house-
hold can no longer afford most 
goods and services. Many people, 
unable to live off their low salaries, 
have left, seeking better prospects 
in Turkey or Europe.

Some have stayed but they are 
struggling to make ends meet. For 
example, a bundle of seven loaves 
of subsidised Arabic bread used to 
sell for 16 cents but costs 34 cents.

White sugar used to cost 7 cents 
per kilogramme. It is now $1.20. A 
kilogramme of tomatoes, which 
pre-war sold at 5 cents, now costs 
$1.83. Meat, affordable at least once 
a month for all Syrians before 2011, 
used to cost $3.50 per kilogramme. 
It now costs $23, a sum unafford-
able for nearly all Syrians.

The locally manufactured ciga-
rette, al-Hamra, once cost 12 cents 
a pack and was in high demand by 
blue collar workers and labourers. 
It now costs 92 cents.

Dining at an affordable restau-
rant, which is traditional during 
Ramadan, used to cost $3 per per-
son. It is now $6-$8 and can reach 
$16-$26 per person for more so-
phisticated dining.

This is quite cheap if one is earn-
ing an income in hard currency, 
such as Syrians employed by in-
ternational organisations and the 
United Nations, but out of reach for 
the overwhelming majority who 
are paid in local currency.

The giving of alms, essential in 
Ramadan and mandated by Islam, 
is simply no longer possible be-
cause they are usually given only 
when households have some spare 
cash, which no longer applies to 
most Syrians.

Some accuse Syria’s Central Bank 
of purposely playing with the ex-
change rate to raise its flow of Syr-
ian pounds.

The government had three 
sources of income — oil, economic 

surplus and taxes — all of which 
have ceased providing today.

Revenue from the oil sector, in 
the red in 2007-10, has dried up 
completely since the oil fields are 
held by the Islamic State (ISIS).

Surplus was once high from tel-
ecommunications, tobacco manu-
facturing and government banking 
but these have all been cut back by 
at least 60% because of the war.

New taxes cannot be levied in 
time of war, so how will the state 
bankroll its massive war and con-
tinue to pay all state employees?

The public sector costs $1.05 bil-
lion annually, with $137 million in 
pensions. One creative idea would 
be to encourage Syrians to buy 
dollars — and abandon their Syr-
ian pounds in exchange for foreign 
currency, flooding the market with 
local currency that the government 
can use to pay salaries and fund its 
war on all fronts.

Others argue that the devalua-

tion of the Syrian pound is because 
Russia and Iran, the main foreign 
backers of the regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, are not 
providing enough economic as-
sistance. Some even accuse anti-
Assad Saudi Arabia, which still 
has the largest reserve of Syrian 
pounds, of devaluating the Syrian 
currency from Riyadh.

Regardless of who may be behind 
Syria’s economic crisis, the Syrian 
pound is not recovering and the 
state refuses to dollarise the econo-
my, arresting those who buy or sell 
hard currency.

Until a political settlement can 
be reached, the economic situation 
will deteriorate for all Syrians, with 
or without Ramadan.

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.

Jordanians celebrate Ramadan with 1.4 million refugees
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J 

ordanian officials predicted 
an unprecedented flow of 
tourists from Gulf Arab states 
this summer, taking advan-
tage of the country’s relative 

stability in the volatile Middle East 
but with an added value this time: 
Celebrating the holy Muslim fasting 
month of Ramadan with family and 
friends in Jordan.

Jordan has geared up prepara-
tions for the month of day-long 
fasts, with decorations of coloured 
lights splashing the streets, coffee 
shops, restaurants and private of-
fices. Street kiosks were set up 
across the country to sell lanterns 
and flashing lights.

The upbeat mood, however, 
masks the economic hardship of 
hosting an estimated 1.4 million 
Syrian refugees and thousands of 
Iraqis and Yemenis who have fled 
wars and violence in their coun-
tries.

The refugees have depleted Jor-
dan’s meagre resources, such as 
water, electricity and services, as 

well as health care and education. 
More significantly, Jordan’s econ-
omy is almost bankrupt. Borrow-
ing has reached an unprecedented 
86.3% of gross domestic product.

“People are trying to forget the 
miseries of war, violence and dis-
placement of people around them 
to celebrate the holy month in 
peace and enjoy its blessings,” said 
butcher shop owner Bilal al-Qaisi, 
who pointed out that he sold a re-
cord number of poultry in a week in 
late May.

Traditional destinations Egypt 
and Lebanon are struggling to re-
vive their tourism sectors, which 
have been hurt by civil wars and 
violence in Iraq and Syria.

Lebanon’s soured ties with Saudi 
Arabia risk another drop in tourism 
from the Gulf, which plunged 40% 
in 2015.

Egypt’s once-popular Sharm el-
Sheikh resort resembles a ghost 
town since the bombing of a Rus-
sian jet last October that killed all 
224 passengers on board.

Sobhi Saqr, 44, a Jordanian for-
merly manager of a Sharm hotel 
who was laid off due to lost busi-
ness, said it was “sad to see Sharm 
barren of tourists”.

“Many hotels closed or are go-
ing to close due to lack of business, 
which puts thousands of employ-
ees and their families in a dilemma 
of where to go and how to feed their 
children,” Saqr said.

According to Egypt’s Central 
Agency for Public Mobilisation and 
Statistics, 346,500 tourists visited 
Egypt in February 2016 compared 

with 640,200 in the same period of 
2015, a drop of 46%.

Amman has also felt the pinch. 
The number of tourists to Jordan 
from the Gulf region dropped 11% 
to 612,000 in 2015, compared with 
689,000 in 2014, according to the 
Tourism Ministry.

Tour operators insist there is 
hope that Jordan may have more 
tourists this year due to the clo-
sures in other destinations, partly 
plugging a $500 million loss in tour-
ism income.

“Despite all the troubles in our 
neighbourhood, we expect some of 
the tourists who are used to going 
to Lebanon and Egypt to come to 
Jordan this year,” said tour operator 
Mahmoud Daas. He said his travel 
agency was receiving more booking 
requests from Russians and Gulf 
Arabs, which is about 30% above 
the average.

Amman coffee shop owner Ala 
Shaban, 35, said “a lot of hope is 
pinned on this summer and Rama-
dan”.

“We have high hopes that busi-
ness activity will shore up, espe-
cially that Ramadan is starting at 
the beginning of the summer, right 
at the start of schools’ summer 
break,” said Shaban.

The Jordanian Central Traffic De-
partment said it expects more than 
600,000 vehicles to enter the king-
dom during the summer of 2016, 
compared with 450,000 vehicles in 
2015.

Malls and supermarkets have 
stocked up foodstuffs with special 
corners dedicated to Ramadan’s 
traditional delicacies and sweets.

“We’re happy to see that most 
places are making us feel the com-
ing of Ramadan. Everything is avail-
able, but we hope that the prices 
will remain unchanged,” Haitham 
Awadat, 45, said while shopping at 
one of the biggest hypermarkets in 
Amman.

The Jordanian Ministry of Ag-
riculture vowed that food supply 
will be enough to satisfy a greater 
demand during Ramadan, when 
banquets are lush with all kinds of 
food. It pointed out that Ramadan 
coincides with the peak harvest of 
many fruits and vegetables.

At least $494 million was spent 
on food in Jordan during Ramadan 
in 2015, which is about 30% less 
than average spending in previous 
years, according to the Foodstuff 
Traders Association.

Roufan Nahhas, based in 
Jordan, has been reporting on 
cultural issues for more than two 
decades.

A Syrian refugee shops in a market with his humanitarian aid vouchers, in preparation for the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, at the 
Zaatari refugee camp in Jordan, near the border with Syria.

Syrians are getting 
none or little of that 
this Ramadan, their 
sixth since the 
outbreak of the war in 
March 2011.

The upbeat
mood masks the 
economic hardship of 
hosting an estimated 
1.4 million Syrian 
refugees and 
thousands of Iraqis 
and Yemenis.

Downtown Amman decorated with lights announcing the 
beginning of Ramadan.

(Photo by Nader Daoud)
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Bourguiba’s statue symbolically reinstalled in Tunis
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he statue of Tunisia’s first 
president Habib Bour-
guiba was restored to its 
original pedestal on June 
1st, the 61st anniversary of 

his return from exile in France.
Bourguiba loyalists cried as they 

witnessed the twist of destiny near-
ly 30 years after the statue had been 
moved from the centre of Tunis to 
a suburb. Others, however, saw the 
transfer of the statue as a bid by Tu-
nisia’s leaders to promote unity as 
the country faces high unemploy-
ment, jihadist threats and regional 
upheaval.

“Bourguiba is the father who gave 
me the freedom to go to school, to 
live free and divorce the man I do 
not like. God bless his soul,” shout-
ed a young woman with tears in her 
eyes.

Asked her name, she said: “A Tu-
nisian daughter of Bourguiba”.

Mohamed Bejaoui, 32, however, 
said he was disgusted with the cer-
emony. “The authorities wasted 
Tunisia’s money for a nonsensical 
move,” he said. “The money spent 

on this statue would have been bet-
ter gone on job creation or equip-
ment for hospitals in remote areas.”

When asked about those tearfully 
admiring the statue, Bejaoui said: 
“I do not understand that. I cannot 
feel their strong emotions.”

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi, who often says he is a disci-
ple of Bourguiba, unveiled a marble 
plaque on the statue that said: “The 
statue of Habib Bourguiba was re-
turned to its place on June 1, 2016.”

Bourguiba returned from France 
in 1955 after talks on Tunisia’s in-
dependence and was welcomed by 
huge crowds in central Tunis to de-
clare Tunisia a free country. June 1st 
is now celebrated as Victory Day in 
Tunisia.

“I was a small schoolboy when he 
came back. A sea of Tunisians wel-
comed him. People joined hands 
and moved him across this street 
where his statue is erected now. It 
gave me some confidence and trust 
in the future to see his statue back 
here,” said Mohamed Jouini, a trader 
at the Kasbah, the old city of Tunis.

“After they moved away his stat-
ue, I felt its absence like a black hole 
on my mind. All this must teach all 
of us a lesson: Nothing remains ex-
cept what is essential to improve hu-
man situations,” he said.

Bourguiba was replaced by his 
prime minister, Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali, on November 7th, 1987, after 
doctors declared him, at 82 years of 
age, incapacitated. His statue was 
removed from Habib Bourguiba Av-
enue in central Tunis to the port city 
of La Goulette, 10km from Tunis.

The statue was returned to the 
street where thousands of people 

gathered on January 14th, 2011, to 
chant “Game over” hours before 
Ben Ali left the country for exile in 
Saudi Arabia.

“Habib Bourguiba came to power 
a humble man and was gone with-
out any money. He owned eight 
olive trees at the beginning of his 
presidency in 1956. He had no penny 

beside that when he died in 2000,” 
said Makthri Salah, 78, a retired mil-
itary officer.

“He is not like the leaders of Tu-
nisia now. Bourguiba was a man of 
strong values. If our current lead-
ers own one-tenth of his values, the 
country would be more stable and 
prosperous.”

Not everybody among the crowd 
surrounding the statue agreed. “If 
Bourguiba did not hoard money, it 
is just because as a dictator he be-
lieved he owned the whole coun-
try,” said Slim Agrebi, 34-year-old 
accountant, as he joined the im-
promptu debate about the former 
president.

Tunisian President 
Beji Caid Essebsi 
unveiled a marble 
plaque on the statue 
that said: “The statue 
of Habib Bourguiba 
was returned to its 
place on June 1, 2016.”

Habib Bourguiba’s statue after it was reinstalled on the avenue bearing his name, on June 1st.

The return of Habib Bourguiba

T hirteen years after 
his death, Habib 
Bourguiba has 
returned to the 
avenue that bears the 
late president’s name 

in downtown Tunis. The statue 
depicting Bourguiba on horse-
back was reinstalled on Habib 
Bourguiba Avenue in a June 1st 
ceremony attended by Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi.

A few objected to the symbolic 
gesture but overall there was no 
significant opposition to return-
ing Bourguiba’s statue to its 
original location in central Tunis. 
It had been removed about three 
decades ago.

More than anything else, 
Bourguiba is remembered as the 
embodiment of Tunisia’s fight 
for independence and its sense of 
national pride. Last March he 
was named by 77% of Tunisian 
respondents in a nationwide poll 
as the leading figure of the 
struggle for independence, 
ahead of trade unionist leader 
Farhat Hached (42%) and 
Bourguiba’s nemesis Salah ben 
Youssef (15%).

Bourguiba also is credited with 
a host of iconic legacies. In the 
same poll, Tunisians listed the 
main achievements of the 
country since independence as: 
the army (92%), free education 
(83%), the republican regime 
(74%), general access to public 
health (66%), birth control (66%) 
and women’s liberation (64%).

All of these achievements were 
elements of Bourguiba’s modern-
ist nation-building vision. A 
vision based on civilian not 

military rule. A vision that 
pinned hope on civil not religious 
institutions.

Bourguiba knew what and 
whom he did not like. On the top 
of the list of his most disliked 
figures were ideologues whom he 
saw as opposed to progress. He is 
probably turning in his tomb over 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s recent remarks about 
birth control: “People talk about 
birth control, about family 
planning. No Muslim family can 
understand and accept that!” 
Bourguiba both understood and 
accepted it and firmly believed in 
family planning the same way he 
believed in other rights for 
women.

The return of Bourguiba’s 
statue to its former setting came 
at a time many Tunisians, 
especially the country’s young, 
yearn for a clear sense of identity. 
That need was strongly felt by 
secularist-leaning Tunisians in 
particular when Islamists and 
Salafists burst onto the political 
and cultural scene after 2011. 
During the last five years, 
Tunisia’s “culture wars” have 
been felt as existential challenges 
over the country’s “ways of life”.

It is no mere coincidence that a 
few weeks ago, Tunisia’s presi-

dency feted Hannibal in a 
cultural event that honoured the 
great Carthaginian general who 
died around 183BC in modern-
day Turkey. Hannibal is cel-
ebrated in Tunisia as a pre-
Islamic symbol of Tunisia’s past 
glory and as evidence of the 
country’s deep and rich history.

As in all exercises of nostalgia, 
there is much glossing over of 
Bourguiba’s shortcomings. 
Tunisia’s first president was a 
man with a vision but with no 
attention to the details of 
socio-economic management. A 
larger-than-life figure, he had an 
inflated ego that did not allow 
him to see his political contem-
poraries as legitimate rivals. He 
saw to his own crowning as 
president-for-life and objected to 
the attempts of liberal activists, 
including Caid Essebsi, to make 
democratisation one of the 
country’s priorities.

His most serious shortcoming 
was, however, his inability to 
step down when his health was 
clearly failing him. When he 
visited Washington in June 1985, 
Bourguiba illustrated De Gaulle’s 
wry comment that “old age is a 
shipwreck”. He tried to impress 
his American hosts while he 
could barely stand. He appar-

ently could not imagine Tunisia 
without him at the helm.

Even in his twilight years, 
though, Bourguiba would not 
compromise on Tunisia’s sover-
eignty. He was deeply angered 
when the White House seemed to 
condone an October 1985 Israeli 
air raid on Palestine Liberation 
Organisation headquarters in 
Tunisia that killed 61 Palestinians 
and 12 Tunisians.

In an official statement, 
Bourguiba “underlined with 
force and insistence the need for 
the United States to reconsider its 
negative and unexpected 
position”. He was only appeased 
when the United States refrained 
from using its veto power against 
a UN resolution denouncing the 
Israeli action. A first in the annals 
of US votes on Israeli actions.

A couple of weeks later, 
then-US President Ronald Reagan 
described Tunisia’s leader as “a 
gifted statesman” and reminded 
Americans during his weekly 
radio address that Bourguiba 
“was one of the very first to urge 
a negotiated settlement of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict”.

Pragmatism in peacemaking is 
another legacy of Bourguiba. 
When the demagogues of armed 
liberation carried the day, 
Bourguiba called on Arabs to opt 
for a gradualist approach in their 
search for an equitable solution 
to the Palestinian problem. It did 
not make him popular among the 
region’s more radical leaders but 
ultimately it is the course the 
Arab world has adopted.

In an age when regional and 
international powers dictate the 
Arab agenda, when jihadist 
extremists try to lure confused 
youths into murderous missions 
and when future prospects 
appear increasingly dim, people 
in the Arab world are looking for 
heroes. Habib Bourguiba is, 
despite all, one such a hero.

Oussama Romdhani 
is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly.

Pragmatism 
in 
peacemaking 
is another 
legacy of 
Bourguiba.

Bourguiba is remembered 
as the embodiment 
of Tunisia’s fight for 
independence and its sense 
of national pride.

Habib Bourguiba on June 1, 1955.

Oussama 
Romdhani

View point
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Lessons from Lebanon’s municipal elections

T
he final round of 
Lebanon’s municipal 
elections, which took 
place in North 
Lebanon governorate, 
marked the end of a 

month of elections in a country 
that has been unable to elect a 
president for more than two years 
and that has not had parliamen-
tary elections since 2009.

The elections, which took place 
over four rounds starting May 8th, 
determined the face of Lebanon’s 
municipal councils for the next six 
years and contain important indi-
cations regarding the new political 
reality in the country.

The last round of municipal 
elections was full of surprises, par-

ticularly the victory of the Tripoli’s 
Choice list, which was backed by 
former Justice minister Ashraf 
Rifi. The result indicated Rifi is 
an emerging force in Lebanese 
politics, particularly among the 
country’s Sunni community.

Tripoli’s Choice defeated an 
electoral list endorsed by senior 
political figures, including former 
prime ministers Saad Hariri and 
Najib Mikati

Rifi’s success comes amid a po-
litical row between him and Hariri, 
the leader of the Future Move-
ment. Rifi resigned his cabinet 
post after former minister Michel 
Samaha — convicted of smug-
gling explosives into Lebanon and 
planning attacks — was granted 
bail from prison after serving less 
than one year of a four-and-a-half-
year sentence. Hariri endorsed 
Samaha’s bail. Rifi also strongly 
criticised Hariri’s endorsement of 
Suleiman Frangieh for president.

The municipal elections were 
the first chance to see the reper-
cussions of the Christian alliance 
between Samir Geagea’s Lebanese 
Forces and Michel Aoun’s Free Pa-
triotic Movement, which purports 

to represent 85% of Lebanon’s 
Christians. However, the Christian 
coalition was unable to defeat an 
electoral list backed by Telecom-
munications Minister Boutros Harb 
in Tannourine and an electoral list 
backed by Future Movement MP 
Hadi Hbeish and former Kataeb 
party MP Mikhail al-Daher in Qou-
baiyat.

The results of the elections con-
firm Lebanon’s ability to immunise 
itself from the worst of the Syrian 
conflict. The municipal elections 
took place without a hitch, even in 
areas adjacent to the Syrian border. 
Observers say there is no real 
security or logistical justification 
for postponing vital parliamentary 
elections scheduled for next year.

The alliance between Lebanon’s 
two largest Christian parties, 
Geagea’s Lebanese Forces and 
Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement, is 
important to note. Until recently, 
Geagea and Aoun had been rivals 
for Lebanon’s presidential seat. 
Some political observers have 
yet to be convinced about the 
long-term future of their political 
alliance, saying it would fall apart 
should Frangieh decide to forgo his 

presidential bid.
The fourth round of elections 

also confirmed the changing 
mood among Lebanon’s Sunnis 
and represents a step back for the 
Hariri-led Future Movement. This 
is something that the Future Move-
ment itself recognised, explaining 
its strange alliance with Mikati, 
whom it accused of treason after 
he became prime minister follow-
ing what it said was a Hezbollah 
“coup” over Hariri’s own govern-
ment in 2011. However, even this 
bitter alliance was not enough to 
overcome Rifi’s popularity.

The most important revelation is 
the rise of a new grass-roots power 
that threatens traditional politics 
and the dominance of Lebanon’s 
major parties. This power, as 
represented by various electoral 
lists across Lebanon that sought 
to take on more traditional par-
ties, is calling for the introduction 
of a proportional representation 
electoral system that would reduce 
the influence of Lebanon’s major 
parties.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Mohamad 
Kawas
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Lebanon has been unable 
to elect a president for 
more than two years and 
has not had parliamentary 
elections since 2009.

A new daring, critical mood emerging in Lebanon
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

D 

espite the gloom and 
uncertainties facing the 
country, Lebanon has 
successfully conducted 
four rounds of munici-

pal elections. What was supposed 
to be a rather folkloric exercise pro-
duced results that took “untouch-
able” political leaders by surprise, 
shaking what they thought was 
their absolute control of their com-
munities.

A new mood, critical of Lebanon’s 
political establishment, expressed 
itself in different ways and levels 
during May’s series of municipal 
elections — the first such opportu-
nity for Lebanese to express their 
political voice since the start of the 
Syrian war in 2011. The country has 
been without a president since May 
2014 and the parliament’s mandate 
has been extended twice since 2013.

The fact that the municipal elec-
tions took place on time and with-
out incident proved that Lebanon’s 
leaders were wrong and manipula-
tive in citing security as an excuse 
for not having general elections. 
Their political disputes, coupled 
with widespread corruption and 
the burden of hosting more than 
1.2 million Syrian refugees, plunged 
the country into political and eco-
nomic paralysis, creating a malaise 
among the population.

The municipal elections, how-
ever, presented an opportunity to 
generate long-absent political ac-
countability.

“These elections reflected a new 
popular mood, no more at ease with 
the main political parties and their 
bumptious attitudes and imposed 
deals,” said Fadia Kiwan, director 
of the Institute of Political Science 
at St Joseph University. “However, 
the objection expressed was about 
the performance and not the politi-
cal choices adopted by the parties.”

Kiwan said there is resistance to 
the control and hegemony of Leba-
non’s political parties, saying: “No 
one is controlling his own commu-
nity… and there is no (political) po-
larisation anymore.”

The main parties, which include 

the Sunni Future Movement, the 
Shia Hezbollah Party and Amal 
Movement, the Christian Lebanese 
Forces (LF) and the Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM) and the Druze 
Progressive Socialist Party, struck 
odd alliances to secure what they 
thought would be easy wins. Con-
trary to their expectations, they 
were confronted with close races 
against strong traditional families 
and new political and civil society 
figures.

The rising star was Ashraf Rifi, a 
Sunni former police chief who re-
signed as Justice minister earlier 
this year in protest at what he called 
the dominant role of the heavily 
armed, Iran-backed Shia Hezbollah. 
Rifi’s list won a majority of seats 
on the council in the northern city 
of Tripoli in the final round of the 
municipal elections, defeating an 
alliance backed by Sunni leaders, 
including former prime ministers 
Saad Hariri and Najib Mikati.

Analysts said Rifi’s victory ex-
pressed a rejection of Hariri’s con-

cessions and deals, mainly his 
nomination of Suleiman Frangieh, 
a pro-Hezbollah political leader and 
personal friend of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, for the Lebanese 
presidency, as well as his alliance 
with Mikati in the municipal elec-
tions.

“Change is looming within the 
Sunni community but these are 
calls to change from within (the 
Future Movement) and for Hariri, 
who has been away for a long time, 
to make a good review,” said Amin 
Kammourieh, a political analyst. 
“Rifi could be a new player, partner, 

but the door is not closed for Hariri 
to reconfirm his position as the 
leader of the Sunnis.”

The Christian LF-FPM alliance 
had its own share of objections, 
proving that it cannot control the 
Christians and impose itself as their 
sole representative.

Hezbollah and its traditional Shia 
ally the Amal Movement faced re-
sistance to their attempts to assert 
dominance among Shias and sup-
press local resentments.

“There are signs of objection 
within the Shia community, too, 
but still they are not clear due to 
Hezbollah’s heavy hand and sacred 
resistance slogan,” Kammourieh 
said.

Imad Salamey, a political sci-
ence professor at the Lebanese 
American University, explained 
that among the main outcomes of 
the election was the emergence of 
“sectarian duets” consisting of tra-
ditional political contenders within 
each sectarian group “joining force 
to confront and suppress local civil 

oppositions”.
“The weak political performance 

of these parties explains the erosion 
of public support: poor governance 
and widespread corruption. The 
majority of votes cast were against 
dominant political parties,” Sala-
mey said.

Is it the beginning of real, long-
awaited change?

The people are more encouraged 
after the municipal elections and 
would be more daring but the polit-
ical-sectarian system is still strong 
in the absence of an alternative.

The political leaders might have 
finally recognised the malaise in 
the country but do not seem yet 
ready to change. They quickly en-
gaged again in discussions to agree 
a new election law that would pre-
serve their influence.

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

What was supposed to 
be a rather folkloric 
exercise produced 
results that took 
“untouchable” 
political leaders by 
surprise.

Sunni politician Ashraf Rifi votes at a polling station during Tripoli’s municipal elections, Lebanon, on May 29th.

“These elections 
reflected a new 
popular mood, no 
more at ease with 
the main political 
parties.”

Fadia Kiwan, director of the 
Institute of Political Science 

at St Joseph University
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inyamin Netanyahu’s 
terms as Israel’s prime 
minister — he is currently 
on his fourth — have tend-
ed to be tempestuous af-

fairs frequently involving pitched 
battles with his generals who dis-
trust his security policies and what 
they see as his recklessness, partic-
ularly an obsession with launching 
pre-emptive strikes against Iran’s 
nuclear facilities.

In the autumn of 2012, Netanya-
hu was forced to abandon plans to 
unleash Israel’s military on such an 
offensive, largely involving the air 
force, after senior figures in the se-
curity and defence establishment, 
past and present, refused to en-
dorse the dangerous operation that 
would undoubtedly have triggered 
all-out war with the Islamic Repub-
lic and its allies and would probably 
have engulfed the entire region.

But on May 18th, Netanyahu 
threw down the gauntlet to his re-
calcitrant generals by ditching a 
respected member of the military 
elite, Major-General Moshe “Bo-
gie” Ya’alon, as Defence minister. 
He placed him with the bombastic, 
rabble-rousing Avigdor Lieberman, 
an ultra-nationalist former corporal 
in the logistics corps whom US ana-
lyst Philip Giraldi, a former senior 
CIA official, describes as “astonish-
ingly unqualified” to hold the sec-
ond most important post in Israel’s 
government.

Ya’alon declared after being 
forced out: “To my great sorrow, 
extremist and dangerous elements 
have taken over Israel and the Li-
kud Party and are shaking the coun-
try’s foundations and threatening 
to wound its inhabitants.”

Other senior defence establish-
ment figures echoed his alarm.

Netanyahu, a former captain in 
the army’s elite special forces, is 
the second-longest serving prime 
minister in Israel’s history behind 
David Ben-Gurion and he wants 
that title for himself. Lieberman, a 
former nightclub bouncer, has his 
eyes on the premiership himself, 
which suggests there may be more 
twists to come in this tale of politi-
cal intrigue and betrayal.

By bringing in Lieberman and his 
far-right Yisrael Beiteinu party’s six 
seats in the 120-member Knesset, 
Netanyahu transformed his Likud-
led coalition’s precarious one-seat 
majority into a dominant position. 
Many Israelis see Netanyahu’s con-
solidation of political power and his 
driving ambition to beat Ben-Guri-
on’s tenure as the shape of things to 
come.

Netanyahu appears to have the 
upper hand in the escalating dec-
ade-old confrontation between the 
ultra-right and the security estab-
lishment, although how long that 
will last is anyone’s guess.

It is clear that, for now at least, 
Netanyahu has outflanked the 
generals with what J.J. Goldberg, 
a columnist with the Forward, the 
leading US Jewish newspaper, and 
an astute observer of Israeli life and 
politics, calls “a military coup in re-
verse”.

That said, the domestic political 
turmoil the Lieberman affair has 
caused is likely to affect Israel’s 
foreign relations, which have been 
precarious for some time, most no-
tably Netanyahu’s confrontation 
with US President Barack Obama 
and how this could imperil rela-
tions, military aid in particular.

The military establishment fears 
Netanyahu’s recklessness has en-

dangered the Jewish state’s rela-
tions with its strategic ally and ben-
efactor at a particularly precarious 
time in the Middle East but his deci-
sion to appoint the ultra-nationalist 
Lieberman, an immigrant from the 
former Soviet state of Moldova who 
has threatened to nuke the Gaza 
Strip, to the second most important 
post in the government sharpened 
the rightward drift in Israeli politics 
and threatens to polarise the coun-
try.

“In addition to securing the loyal-
ty of his hawkish base, Netanyahu 
probably sees another advantage in 
replacing Ya’alon with Lieberman,” 
observed Israeli military analyst 
Amos Harel.

“The prime minister has been 
worried for some time that Ya’alon 
and the IDF’s (Israel Defence Forc-
es) top brass… the last of Israel’s 
old elites… were operating as a last 
pocket of resistance against him, 
dictating a more restrained attitude 
towards the Palestinians.

“The change, however, was 
greeted with shock at army head-
quarters in Tel Aviv… While Ya’alon 
is a former (IDF) chief of staff who 
was perceived as a genuine part of 
the military establishment, Lieber-
man enjoys no such relationship 
with the generals,” Harel wrote in 
the liberal Haaretz daily.

He stressed the feuding “at the 
top of the Israeli government re-
flects a larger societal rift, which 
has been exposed to the recent 
surge of violence that has claimed 
dozens of Israeli lives since last Oc-
tober”.

Netanyahu has created Israel’s 
most right-wing government since 
the Jewish state was founded in 
May 1948 and this augurs ill for the 
country and the entire Middle East.

It is likely to extinguish any ex-
pectations of a peace agreement 
with the Palestinians to establish 
an independent state for them. 
That process, begun in 1993, has 
been so mutilated and manipulated 
that it barely exists.

Netanyahu’s running fight with 
the military establishment is be-
coming more acute, and his per-
emptory dismissal of Ya’alon, a 
respected pillar of that establish-
ment, underlines the deepening 
polarisation of Israeli society and 
the effect this could have on region-
al developments at a time when the 

Muslim Middle East appears to be 
disintegrating.

Tensions between Israel’s politi-
cians and the security establish-
ment have been worsening for 
more than a decade.

One of Netanyahu’s chief pro-
tagonists was Meir Dagan, head of 
the Mossad intelligence service in 
2002-10 who died March 17th after 
a long battle with liver cancer. Da-
gan was no bleeding heart liberal 
but a former army general with a 
fearsome reputation for brutal-
ity against Israel’s Arab and Iranian 
foes.

In 2002, he urged prime minister 
Ariel Sharon to welcome the Arab 
peace plan put forward by the Sau-
dis at an Arab League summit in 
Beirut. In 2003, four former heads 
of the General Security Service, 
best known by its Hebrew acronym 
Shin Bet, called for an Israeli with-
drawal from the Palestinian territo-
ries.

That has been repeatedly en-
dorsed by security chiefs ever 
since. Ironically, the only signifi-
cant service chief who opposed it 
was Ya’alon.

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

Netanyahu’s ‘military coup in reverse’ shakes Israel
Ed Blanche

Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor Lieberman walks with Israeli Chief of Staff Lieutenant-General Gadi Eizenkot during a May 31st 
welcoming ceremony at the Defence Ministry compound in Tel Aviv.

Lieberman, a former 
nightclub bouncer, 
has his eyes on the 
premiership
 himself.
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“To my great 
sorrow, extremist 
and dangerous 
elements have 
taken over Israel.”
Former Defence minister, 

Moshe Ya’alon

 Palestine   Israel

Paris peace conference has produced nothing new

F
rench President 
François Hollande’s 
attempt at reviving the 
moribund Israeli-Pales-
tinian peace process 
with an international 

conference — absent Israel and 
the Palestinian Authority — pro-
duced a bland communiqué 
reaffirming that “a negotiated 
two-state solution” is the only 
answer and that “the status quo is 
not sustainable”.

Most reasonable people in the 
world had already agreed to the 
validity of such declarations.

Hollande’s gathering in Paris 

nevertheless caused consternation 
in Israel. Dore Gold, director-gener-
al of the Israeli Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, likened the conference to a 
latter-day Sykes-Picot — an attempt 
by the great powers to draw bor-
ders in the Middle East and Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanya-
hu reiterated that only face-to-face 
talks with the Palestinians without 
preconditions were the only way 
forward.

Israel can thank US Secretary 
of State John Kerry for ensuring 
that the Paris communiqué did not 
include any onerous items, such as 
a deadline for reaching an agree-
ment or a demand that Israel halt 
settlement-building. In the end, 
Israel’s pre-conference anxiety 
turned out to be unwarranted.

Palestinian frustration with the 
communiqué must be as great as 
Israeli relief. The outcome could be 
particularly damaging to Palestin-
ian Authority President Mahmoud 
Abbas, who supported the initia-
tive; Abbas’s arch-enemy, Hamas, 

shared the Netanyahu govern-
ment’s disdain for the conference. 
It will be difficult for Abbas to spin 
the Paris gathering as progress.

If one insists on finding glimmers 
of hope in the communiqué, there 
are two items that may qualify: The 
first is that the document twice 
referred to the 2002 Arab League 
peace initiative, which offered Is-
rael full peace with the Arab world 
in exchange for an agreement that 
was acceptable to the Palestinians. 
The second flicker of hope is that 
the statement called for a follow-
up international conference before 
the end of 2016 — one that would 
include Israel and the Palestinians.

The fundamental flaw in the 
French initiative — as well as with 
the Arab League plan and all of the 
various peace proposals developed 
by think-tanks and other diplomat-
ic efforts — is that Israel has no real 
incentive to pursue any of them. 
Israel controls, directly or indi-
rectly, the lives of all of the nearly 
13 million people who live in Israel, 

the West Bank and Gaza. It controls 
all of the area’s resources, including 
water. It has continued to tighten 
the noose around Arab Jerusalem 
and expands settlements at will. It 
has a near-monopoly over coercive 
power.

Is it any wonder Israel insists 
on bilateral talks without outside 
involvement? Israel wants to dic-
tate — not negotiate — an outcome 
and it certainly does not want the 
international community to have a 
voice in the process.

Hollande deserves credit for 
keeping the issue of Israeli-Pales-
tinian peace alive, for it risks being 
forgotten in a region dominated by 
failing states and jihadist terror, but 
it is a sad state of affairs if keeping 
the issue on life support is the best 
that can be hoped for.

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
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support is the best that 
can be hoped for.
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T
he Islamic State (ISIS) is urging Muslims to get rid of 
satellite dishes which, it claims, are “destroying 
their beliefs and polluting their ethics”.

“The enemies of Islam are waging a media war on 
the Islamic State that is no less dangerous than the 
military campaign,” the terror group said in a recent 
video filmed in Raqqa, Syria, and posted on one of 

its social media accounts.
ISIS’s concerns about satellite television are consistent with its 

totalitarian aspiration to achieve total mind control over its 
followers. Any expression of different views is perceived by the 
terrorist group as a mortal threat to its control.

ISIS exploits the world’s open media borders to disseminate its 
poisonous brew but wants to keep all doors and windows shut to 
counter-narratives.

The ISIS narrative has drawn in many confused souls across the 
Middle East and North Africa but revulsion at its blood-soaked 
tactics is shared by the overwhelming majority of the Arab 
public. The destruction of satellite dishes will not prevent the 
expression of views that challenge its twisted ideology.

An opinion survey of Arab North African societies (Algeria, 
Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and Morocco) shows a clear disavowal of 
ISIS by large majorities, varying between 89.6% and 96.4%. 
Approval of the jihadist group ranges from 1% to 2.8%, a very slim 
number but one that is a potential source of concern for the North 
African countries from where many of the ISIS recruits have 
hailed.

Survey respondents said unemployment, poverty, money and 
“lack of awareness” are the driving factors attracting potential 
recruits. Mosques and the internet were described as the two 
main venues of recruitment.

The hundreds of satellite TV channels, Arab and foreign, have 
an important role to play disseminating the counter-narrative to 
the ISIS discourse. It is important to note, however, that audi-
ences across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region are 
shifting in many countries from regional to local TV channels.

The month of Ramadan, which is about to dawn, is a time of 
religious practice but also of high television viewership. Promot-
ing the values of peace and tolerance should be among the 
priorities of TV channels across the region during this period.

The other key battlefield is the internet. ISIS and other jihadist 
groups make great use of social media to broadcast propaganda. 
The global loopholes that allow the ISIS narrative to seep in 
despite national, regional and international efforts remain an 
issue of concern.

The new EU “code of conduct on illegal online hate speech” 
aims to close some of the lingering gaps by stipulating that 
Facebook, Google, YouTube, Twitter and Microsoft should act on 
reports of hate speech within 24 hours.

A number of governments and non-governmental organisa-
tions have been clamouring for such a protocol but it is bound to 
remain controversial among those who see it an infringement on 
free speech. A delicate balance must be struck even if the threat 
of the ISIS narrative is beyond debate. Totalitarianism, jihadist or 
otherwise, has no future.

The media and internet 
wars against ISIS

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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Editorial

Opinion

Iran and the battle
for Falluja

I
raq is passing through an 
extraordinary set of circum-
stances. To put it simply: 
Iraq is facing an Iranian 
attempt to show that it is 
Tehran that has the first and 

last word in the country, not the 
Americans or even the Iraqi 
government and its military. It 
wants to show that there is no 
going back. Post-2003 Iraq, with 
Iran in the ascendancy, is here to 
stay.

Iran was the other side in the 
US invasion of Iraq in 2003. More 
than 13 years after the war ended, 
Iraq’s Shias — marginalised during 
the Saddam Hussein era — are 
doing nothing to prioritise the 
Iraqi national identity, preferring 
instead to rely on sectarian 
accounting. The involvement of 
Iran-backed Shia militias in the 
battle for Falluja only confirms 
this.

We have seen the battle against 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Falluja, 
which includes the presence of 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps’ al-Quds Force commander 
Qassem Soleimani on the outskirts 
of the city as well as the return of 
former Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri 
al-Maliki to the scene. All of this 
confirms that the idea of reform in 
Iraq is a thing of the past.

What about another pillar of 
Iraq’s Shia community, Muqtada 
al-Sadr? He is not part of this new 
scene. It is clear that in the past he 
played the role that was required 
of him but this ended when Iran 
traded a more hands-off approach 
for its current direct involvement 
on the ground. Tehran took this 
position after it became clear that 
the US forces in Iraq were unable 
or unwilling to play a leading role, 
leaving the door open for Iran to 
take that position for itself.

Following the invasion, there 
had initially been Iranian fears 
that Iraq’s new army would find 
itself under US control and there 
would be close cooperation 
between the Iraqi Defence 

Ministry and the 
Pentagon. That 
ultimately did not 
emerge. Most recently, 
and with the new 
offensive against ISIS 
in Falluja, Tehran has 
made sure to indicate 
to all observers that 
Iraq’s government 
forces have no real 

effective power on the ground 
and that it is the Shia militias or 
Popular Mobilisation Forces that 
are leading the fight.

Alongside the fight against 

ISIS, there have been reports 
of sectarian conflict, including 
reported crimes against humanity, 
which have completely destroyed 
attempts to unite Iraqis — Sunnis 
and Shias alike — against ISIS 
and instead created dangerous 
sectarian tensions. The Shia-
dominated Iraqi government can 
pretend that all Iraqis are united 
in the fight against terrorism as 
much as it likes but that is simply 
not true.

ISIS’s presence in Iraq is the best 
thing that could have happened 
for Iran, allowing it to strengthen 
its presence and drag Iraq’s 
Shias into a sectarian conflict. 
Tehran is using ISIS to portray 
the Sunni-dominated provinces 
where the group has taken over 
as hives of terrorism. Under the 
pretext of destroying ISIS, the 
Shia militias are carrying out 
sectarian operations that serve 
Iran’s interests and threaten 
Iraq’s unity and identity. Even the 
capital, Baghdad, has changed. 

Once a city where there was no 
difference between its Sunni, Shia 
and Christian inhabitants, now it 
is a completely different city.

The battle for Falluja might be 
a battle against ISIS but it is also a 
battle that serves Iran. Otherwise, 
why else would Tehran devote 
so much time and attention to it? 
The Iranians are seeking to hit 
two birds with one stone with the 
Falluja offensive. Victory would 
embarrass the Americans, who 
have been slow to make progress 
against ISIS, while it would also 
strengthen the Iran-backed 
militias in Iraq and beyond.

Of course it is important to fight 
ISIS and retake Falluja and all the 
other Iraqi towns and cities that 
this vile terrorist group has taken 
control of but we must be careful 
that we do not turn victory against 
ISIS into defeat for Iraq.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted from 
the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.

Khairallah Khairallah

ISIS’s presence in Iraq 
is the best thing that 
could have happened 
for Iran.

Tehran is using 
ISIS to portray the 
Sunni-dominated 
provinces where 
the group has 
taken over as a 
hive of terrorism.



7June 5, 2016

Opinion

L
ook no further than 
Syria’s agony to gauge 
the likely effect on the 
planet if Republican 
presidential hopeful 
Donald Trump were 

able to put his energy and 
environmental plan into effect. 
Trump’s proposals are for the 
United States but they would 
affect everyone everywhere, 
particularly in the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region.

There are two reasons for this: 
The United States is the world’s 
second largest producer of green-
house gases but Trump’s America 
would carry on polluting, heedless 
of climate change obligations.

And the MENA region, one 
of the most water-scarce in the 
world, is particularly vulnerable to 
climate change. Researchers from 
Germany’s Max Planck Institute 
for Chemistry and the Cyprus 
Institute in Nicosia issued a report 
predicting that climate change 
could make sections of the region 
uninhabitable by the middle of the 
century.

But here is the biggest reason 
that Trump’s environmentally 
reckless plan matters: We share 
this planet and must jointly care 
for it, if for no other reason than 
self-preservation.

The United States’ role is key. 
For all the talk of China’s rising 
might, the United States is the 
world’s only superpower. Unques-
tioned military, economic and 
cultural dominance mean that 
America must serve as consensus-
builder, persuader and partial 
arbiter of international policy. 
Crucially, it must lead by example.

Trump’s May 26th speech 
showed no understanding of 
this unique role. Speaking at the 

Williston Basin Pe-
troleum Conference 
in Bismarck, capital 
of oil-rich North 
Dakota, Trump an-
nounced his regres-
sive agenda:

If he becomes 
president, he would 
promote the pro-
duction and con-
sumption of fossil 
fuels and brook no 

limits for the right of US compa-
nies to pollute. He would pull the 
United States out of the UN global 

climate accord, axe US funding for 
UN programmes related to climate 
change and approve the proposed 
Keystone XL oil pipeline, a poten-
tially environmentally unsound 
project that would run from the oil 
sands in Alberta, Canada, across 
the United States to the Texas Gulf 
Coast.

What might any of this mean in 
real terms?

Let’s go back to Syria, which has 
been tearing itself apart for five 
years.

It is a dismal truth that the 
uprising that sparked the civil war 
and was so tragically mishandled 
in 2011 by Syrian President Bashar 
Assad was at least partly caused 
by drought. For years, dry spells 
grew longer, laying waste to the 
fields and livelihoods of people 
in the so-called Fertile Crescent. 
That is the arc of agriculturally 

productive land that curves from 
the Arabian Gulf through southern 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel 
and northern Egypt.

The drought began in the winter 
of 2006 and eventually caused 1.5 
million people to migrate to cities, 
creating social conflict and then 
civil war.

The other, still more dismal real-
ity is that the Syrian drought was 
not strictly an act of God. It was 
probably man-made or, at least, 
expertly assisted by one man, 
Hafez Assad, Bashar’s father.

As president, Hafez Assad initi-
ated policies to increase agricul-
tural production despite grow-
ing water scarcity and frequent 
droughts. This led to the unsus-
tainable depletion of groundwater 
and the drying of a key river in 
the north-east. By 2005, five years 
into Bashar Assad’s reign, there 

were ham-fisted attempts to stem 
the rate at which groundwater 
was being depleted. It was too late 
and the drought recurred, caus-
ing massive crop failure in Syria’s 
north-eastern breadbasket.

Trump’s easy dismissal of en-
vironmental protection measures 
raises the prospect, if he were 
elected president, of many other 
Syrias. Many parts of the world 
will be hotter, drier, poorer, 
hungrier, thirstier and susceptible 
to conflict and mass migration. 
Especially in the MENA region, 
home to 500 million people and 
with a fast-growing population to 
feed.

By 2030, according to the Food 
and Agriculture Organisation, 58% 
of the renewable water resources 
in the MENA region will be used 
for food production, which means 
that efficiency and conservation 
of water and other resources really 
will be a matter of life and death. 
This will be a challenge but one 
that can be faced with impecca-
ble planning, iron discipline and 
international cooperation.

This is where Trump’s wild and 
dangerous talk about the United 
States’ selfish right to consume 
the planet’s resources comes in. It 
may be an overstatement that the 
occupant of the Oval Office can 
affect the planet’s good health and 
well-being, but if the United States 
reneged on its climate change ob-
ligations, the fragile international 
consensus on action could shatter.

The Paris agreement, the first 
major international effort to ad-
dress climate change and move 
towards cleaner energy sources, 
will itself be endangered because 
other countries will see little 
reason to sign something rejected 
by Trump on behalf of the United 
States. The agreement opened for 
country signatures on Earth Day in 
April. China, the biggest polluter, 
has signed but could easily recant 
if Trump’s America withdrew. 
Watch for others to follow.

So yes, Trump would assuredly 
make his campaign slogan true. 
He would make America great. A 
great threat to the planet.

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.

Trump’s environmental policies could 
create many other Syrias

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Trump’s proposals are 
for America but they 
would affect everyone 
everywhere, particularly 
in the MENA region.

Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks during a 
campaign rally in Wisconsin, last April.

D
eveloped countries 
are seeking to do 
away with the 
concept of religious 
or ethnic minorities 
in terms of politics, 

placing the idea of “citizenship” 
above all such petty divisions. 
The only majority or minority 
now is electoral.

A person’s role in public life 
is no longer tied to sectarian or 
ethnic background but rather 
capabilities and competence. This 
strengthens society in general.

If we were to look at the world’s 
most developed countries, we 
would see that, while their 

people belong 
to a variety of 
different religions 
and ethnicities, 
diversity is not 
an obstacle to 
political and 
social unity.

On the contrary, 
the more 
pluralistic and 

diverse a society is, the more 
culturally and intellectually rich 
it is. This allowed people who 
live in this society to broaden 
their horizons and come up with 

creative solutions to political and 
social problems.

Arab societies are fortunate 
to enjoy such diversity; this 
explains the scientific and cultural 
predominance that the Arab world 
enjoyed in the past.

At that time, the concept of the 
“other” was not applied on ethnic 
or sectarian grounds but on an 
ideological basis. This allowed 
intellectual debate and ideological 
innovation. This was followed by 
a period prior to the emergence of 
the nation-state when divisions 
surfaced and the “other” became 
an embattled enemy only to be 
fought, not engaged with.

Why have we seen this rise 
in the concept of “minorities” 
if not to consecrate the idea of 
division and the isolation and 
marginalisation of certain parts of 
society under whatever pretext or 
justification?

There is nothing worse than 
society abandoning a genuine part 
of itself due to baseless fears about 
this “other” and what it might 
do. These same minorities are 
an important part of society and 
society should like to ensure equal 
opportunities and dignity to all of 
its members.

Iraq, for example, is just one 
country suffering major social 
upheaval. Iraq has lost, or is in the 
process of losing, its Kurds, Jews, 
Christians, Sabeans and Yazidis. 
There is a mass exodus happening 
before our eyes. How has this 
happened?

This happened as soon as it 
turned them into “minorities” and 
people began to view this Iraqi 
as being a Christian and another 
as being a Yazidi — rather than 
everybody being viewed simply as 
an Iraqi citizen.

By portraying certain people as 
being outside Iraq’s social fabric, 
they found entire communities 
ejected from a society of 
which they had been essential 
members. As a result, a large 
proportion of the members of 
these communities found that 
they had little choice but to leave 
their homeland — the land of their 
ancestors. This became a country 
that was no longer recognisable to 
them, let alone a home.

It is truly sad that Iraq’s 
constitution, which represents 
the highest law of the land, 
consecrates and strengthens 
the idea of “minorities” under 
the pretext of protecting their 

rights. Ultimately this has 
had the opposite effect and 
completely voided the concept of 
“citizenship”, which was supposed 
to guarantee the rights of all Iraqis 
whatever their religious, sectarian 
or ethnic background.

Given this, it is no surprise 
that Arab Sunnis have become 
such a “minority” that is faced 
with isolation, marginalisation 
and outright exclusion. This is 
based on the sanctification of the 
majority/minority dichotomy 
based on ethnic and religious 
grounds. This is the gateway to 
fitna (religious strife), which is a 
fire that does not stop at national 
borders.

At a time when the world is 
trying to rid itself of racism and 
discrimination based on religious 
or ethnic grounds and break down 
the walls between peoples, Arab 
countries are witnessing the 
beginning of the end of an inner 
diversity that had been one of 
their defining characteristics.

Farouk Yousef is an Iraqi writer. 
His article was translated and 
adapted from the Arabic. It was 
initially published by the London-
based Al Arab newspaper.

Ethnic and religious diversity 
enriches the Arab world

Farouk Yousef

Iraq’s constitution 
consecrates the idea of 
“minorities” in order to 
protect their rights.
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here is a gut-wrenching 
sense of déjà vu amid the 
wave of suicide bombings 
the Islamic State (ISIS) 
has unleashed across 

Baghdad in recent weeks, killing 
about 600 people, almost all of 
them civilians, and wounding hun-
dreds more.

It is the third such terror on-
slaught on the Iraqi capital in a 
decade and its aim is to trigger sec-
tarian warfare that will divert the 
US-backed Iraqi Army from its drive 
to recapture the northern city of 
Mosul, taken by ISIS in June 2014 
and its most treasured prize.

This barbaric strategy was de-
vised and put into action by Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi, the Jordanian 
street thug-turned-Islamist who 
created ISIS’s forerunner, al-Qaeda 
in Iraq, which morphed into the Is-
lamic State of Iraq (ISI) in 2013.

“Zarqawi’s plan was to seize 
control of the outer provinces and 
Baghdad’s Belts or key areas sur-
rounding the capital,” explained 
analyst Bill Roggio of the Long War 
Journal, which monitors global ter-
rorism.

“The ISI would then use its bas-
es in the belts to control access to 
Baghdad and funnel money, weap-
ons, car bombs and fighters into the 
city. The ISI also planned to stran-
gle the US helicopter air lanes by 
emplacing anti-aircraft cells along 
known routes in the belts around 
Baghdad.”

Zarqawi’s campaign in 2006 
wrought great damage and destruc-
tion but it fell apart after he was 
killed in a US air strike on one of his 
hideouts north of Baghdad in June 
of that year. Indeed, US forces only 
learned about the Baghdad belts 
strategy when they found a crude, 
hand-drawn map of the plan on his 
body.

Jihadists sought to resurrect the 
strategy in 2013-14 in a drive to en-

circle Baghdad before mounting 
a major assault on the city.  Then, 
as now, this should not have come 
as a big surprise. In 2014, ISIS’s war 
minister was no less than Nasser 
al Din Allah Abu Suleiman, one of 
ISI’s top leaders when the plan was 
drawn up.

The current assault on Baghdad, 
particularly on Sadr City, a run-
down district in eastern Baghdad 
that has long been a Shia strong-
hold, strongly suggests the pres-
ence of ISIS sleeper cells inside the 
capital.

Sadr City was the vortex of mur-
derous jihadist assaults in 2006-07 
intended to trigger reprisals against 
Sunni and ignite sectarian warfare. 
That seems to be the intent in the 
latest wave of attacks as well.

ISIS is increasingly using coordi-
nated suicide bombings in its cur-
rent onslaught against civilians in 
Baghdad, as it is having to do in 
Syria and other parts of Iraq as its 
caliphate comes under increasing 
pressure from US-backed forces, 
and in Syria, Russian air power.

Safa Hussein al-Sheikh, a veteran 
of Iraq’s sectarian conflicts who is 
the Baghdad government’s deputy 
national security adviser, said by 
committing these atrocities ISIS 
aims “to spread out the security 
forces so it can get superiority in 
numbers in one particular sector”.

He estimates that despite its 
setbacks, ISIS can muster 20,000-
30,000 hardcore fighters, sup-
ported by another 40,000-50,000 
personnel who are less experienced 
and ideologically committed. 
Sheikh estimates that 85% of these 
operate in Iraq.

The Americans are concerned 
that Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi will put regime survival 
above the national interest and re-
inforce security around the capital, 
shifting the focus away from mass-
ing forces to recapture Mosul, the 
ISIS nerve centre in Iraq.

US Army Colonel Steve Warren, 
the US military spokesman in Bagh-
dad, acknowledged on May 13th 
that the push on Mosul, launched 

on March 24th, depends on Abadi’s 
government not withdrawing forc-
es from that front to beef up Bagh-
dad’s security.

He estimated that about half the 
Iraqi military’s combat forces are 
deployed around the capital, where 
Abadi is hanging on by his finger-
nails against a popular uprising 
against a corrupt and inept govern-
ment made up of rival leaders who 
have plundered the country since 
the Americans poured in billions of 
dollars in aid funds after toppling 
Saddam Hussein in 2003, a failure 
of the state that ISIS is also exploit-
ing to the hilt. However, there is no 
let-up in the attacks.

Suicide bombers still get through 
— although that may have a lot to 
do with the army still using British-
made ADE-651 explosives-detec-
tion wands that were proven to be 
useless three years ago.

Iraq specialist Michael Knights, 
who recently visited Baghdad, not-
ed that the capital’s perimeter runs 
for 70km “and sits at the centre of a 

network of eight trucking highways 
that bring potential bomb-carrying 
vehicles into Baghdad from every 
point of the compass… (T)he adja-
cent rural districts — the Baghdad 
Belts — are the key to the problem… 
If bombers need to be sure of pas-
sage, they learn how to bribe their 
way through checkpoints,” he said.

If ISIS can sustain its blitz — and 
experts such as Knights say there is 
no reason they cannot — Abadi will 
be under intense pressure to pull in 
more troops to counter bombings 
that are primarily targeting civil-
ians in Shia-dominated quarters of 
the city, predominantly the densely 
populated Sadr City and the ancient 
northern district of Kadhimiya, at 
whose centre stands one of Shia 
Islam’s holiest shrines, and to head 
off a sectarian bloodbath.

Sadr City, a teeming slum of 
about 2 million, largely poor Shias, 
people long neglected and shunned 
by the corruption-riddled patron-
age system that controls life in Iraq, 
is explosive because resentment 

is already high and easily ignited. 
The crisis has been worsened by 
the prospect of economic calamity 
because of the collapse in oil pric-
es that slash the salaries of Iraq’s 
bloated state sector — 7 million peo-
ple on a payroll that costs $4 billion 
a month.

Sectarian conflict is clearly one 
of the primary objectives of the 
ISIS bombing campaign, as it was 
in 2004-07, when al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
ISIS’s forerunner, controlled much 
of the Baghdad Belts and were able 
to operate a network of car-bomb 
factories inside the capital and ter-
rorise the Shias, who responded 
with atrocities of their own.

ISIS and those who lead it are 
skilled in exploiting sectarian dif-
ferences to their advantage and the 
latest iteration of Zarqawi’s Bagh-
dad Belts plan may well succeed — 
particularly if Abadi’s government, 
already teetering on the brink of 
collapse, finally disintegrates, more 
than likely marking the end of an 
Iraqi unitary state.

ISIS blitzes Baghdad to stoke sectarian war
Ed Blanche

An Iraqi security vehicle is pictured through a shattered windshield of a vehicle damaged at the site 
of a bomb attack in Baghdad’s northern Shaab Shia district, on May 30th.

During the wave of 
suicide bombings 
unleashed in Baghdad 
in recent weeks, the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has 
killed 600 people.

The current assault on 
Baghdad, particularly 
on Sadr City, strongly 
suggests the presence 
of ISIS sleeper cells 
inside the capital.
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S warnings of the pos-
sible collapse of Iraq’s 
largest dam are caus-
ing concern across the 
country, despite Bagh-

dad’s repeated assurances that 
there is no imminent threat of the 
Mosul dam failing.

The extent of US concern was 
highlighted in January in a letter 
from US President Barack Obama to 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Ab-
adi. In the letter, initially reported 
by Reuters quoting two US officials 
and later confirmed to The Arab 
Weekly by a Western diplomat in 
Jordan, Obama pleaded with Abadi 
to take urgent action on the Mosul 
dam.

Obama warned of a potential ca-
tastrophe posed by the dire state 
of the dam, whose collapse could 
unleash a flood killing tens of thou-
sands of people and trigger an en-
vironmental disaster, the diplomat 
said.

Obama’s personal intervention 
underlined how the threatened 
dam has moved to the heart of US 
concerns over Iraq. It reflected US 
fears that Abadi’s government could 
be undermined and complicate the 
war against the Islamic State (ISIS).

It also pointed to growing US 
frustration with Baghdad’s deni-
als of imminent danger stemming 
from the dam, 48km north-west 
of Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, 
which is controlled by ISIS.

A briefing paper released by the 
US Embassy in Baghdad in Febru-
ary said that 500,000 to 1.47 mil-
lion Iraqis living in the highest-risk 
areas along the Tigris river “prob-
ably would not survive” the flood 
caused by the dam collape unless 
the area was evacuated.

It said a wall of water greater than 
14 metres tall would swamp Mosul 
within four hours of a dam breach. 
Unexploded ordnance, chemi-
cals, bodies and buildings would 
be swept along for hundreds of 
kilometres, while “governance and 
rule of law (would be) disrupted by 
widespread human, material, eco-
nomic and environmental losses”, 
the paper noted.

US officials would not disclose 
the precise contents of Obama’s 
letter and Iraqi officials declined to 
confirm it. The diplomat insisted 
on anonymity, citing the sensitiv-
ity of his information.

Despite the Iraqi denials, which 
are clearly aimed at avoiding pub-
lic anxiety, officials told The Arab 
Weekly in private that, ahead of 
melting snow from surrounding 
mountains,  the Water Ministry 
began in April drawing water from 

the Mosul dam reservoir and trans-
ferring it to the nearby Thirthar 
dam to ease pressure on Mosul 
dam’s walls.

Along the banks of the Tigris, 
Iraqis expressed fear over their fate 
should the dam go bust.

“We’re worried over the dam’s 
collapse more than ISIS ruling us,” 
said Abu Yunis, a Mosul resident 
who spoke to The Arab Weekly by 
telephone. “We may be able to es-
cape from ISIS by staying at home 
but we will be killed in a tsunami-
like flood no matter what we tried 
to do.

“We’re frightened and we only 
have Allah to help us.”

Mosul resident Kaydar Khidr 
said the “state of panic the Ameri-
cans are pushing us to is either to 
have us, the people or ISIS leave 
the city as a step towards recaptur-
ing Mosul”.

“The American fears are unjus-
tified,” he said, explaining that he 
was in touch with engineers at the 
dam, who assure him that it is in-
tact.

Another Mosul resident, Abu 
Gerges, said he has “no choice, 
but to stay in Mosul” because “we 
have no place to go”.

A Mosul dam engineer told The 
Arab Weekly that authorities “in-
jected cement to cover holes and 
cracks in the dam’s bed to an al-
titude of 130 metres to bolster a 
weak foundation, prevent more 
leaks and stop the dam’s gypsum 
and limestone walls from dissolv-
ing”.

However, Ahmed al-Mufty, who 
worked on the dam more than a 
decade ago, warned in an inter-
view that the “dam is in a critical 
condition”.

“Dams anywhere in the world 
are a potential hazard to areas 
around them in a sense that they 
may flood and cause trouble in sur-
rounding regions,” he said. “What 
makes things unclear regarding the 
Mosul dam is that declarations are 
based on old data from Iraqi ex-
perts and engineers who left Iraq 
since 1995 and have not been back 
since.”

Another Mosul dam engineer in-
sisted that the water level at Mosul 
was reduced to 40% of capacity. 
No new water has been collected 
behind the dam for several weeks, 
the engineer told The Arab Weekly, 
also insisting on anonymity.

On March 2nd, Iraq concluded a 
$296 million contract with Italy’s 

Trevi Group to reinforce the dam’s 
gypsum foundation, which may 
have dissolved or cracked from the 
stored water since the dam was 
inaugurated in 1983 and became 
fully operational in 1987.

Trevi said it will take four 
months to prepare the work site. 
The 3.5km hydroelectric dam faces 
its highest risk in April, May and 
June when melting snow causes 
rising water levels.

Grouting to reinforce the dam 
was suspended when ISIS con-
trolled the dam for two weeks in 
August 2014, a maintenance break 
that is believed to have consider-
ably weakened the dam’s foun-
dation. Additional grout must be 
trucked in from Turkey because 
the factory in Mosul that made the 
material is controlled by ISIS.

Trevi officials declined comment 
but Mahdi Rashid, a Water Minis-
try adviser who signed the contract 
with the Italian firm, said recently 
that full restoration operations will 
soon be in place. Rehabilitation 
will last 18 months, site engineer 
Maan Said said.

Nermeen Mufti, based in 
Baghdad, has been reporting on 
Iraqi affairs for three decades. 
With additional reporting by 
Jamal J. Halaby, The Arab 
Weekly’s Levant editor based in 
Jordan, and Reuters.

Mosul dam rupture: Jigsaw puzzle haunting Iraq
Nermeen Mufti

“We’re worried 
over the dam’s 
collapse more than 
ISIS ruling us.”

Abu Yunis, a Mosul resident
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F 

aced with a storm of po-
litical tension and public 
anger, Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi is increas-
ingly losing control over 

events in his country.
Abadi is relying on Iraq’s key Ira-

nian and US players for survival, 
showing no will to face Kurdish ter-
ritorial ambitions and failing to pre-
vent protesters from storming sov-
ereign buildings in the capital.

Within his own Shia community, 
Abadi has little influence over mili-
tias affiliated with powerful clerics, 
who are forcibly protecting some of 
their community’s neighbourhoods 
in Baghdad or leaving them almost 
lawless to settle old scores.

For many Iraqis, Shias and Sun-
nis alike, the country is slipping 
into the abyss under Abadi, who is 
largely seen as full of words but no 
deeds at a time when Iraq is in dire 
need of action.

“Iraq is totally a lawless country,” 
said Abdullah Durei, 47, a civil en-
gineer. “Gangsters stop motorists at 
traffic lights and strip them of their 
vehicles.”

Ibrahim al-Taei, 32, a Shia me-
chanical engineer at Baghdad’s Oil 
Ministry, said his brother was kid-
napped on March 20th by Shia mili-
tiamen. They demanded ransom of 
$25,000, which was paid.

Abadi is widely blamed for the 
rising tensions in the country due to 
his reluctance to impose reforms or 
limit the influence of religious par-
ties and government officials loyal 
to them.

Powerful Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr ordered his followers to have 

weekly demonstrations to pressure 
Abadi. Other Shia politicians, con-
cerned with losing privileges, criti-
cised the move and asked militias 
loyal to them for help against Sadr’s 
militia, sparking clashes in Baghdad 
on May 20th.

The repeated storming of the for-
tified Green Zone of government 
buildings by protesters on Fridays 
has resulted in increased disdain for 
Abadi’s cabinet.

In a May 20th incident, protest-
ers crossed police lines and stormed 
the prime ministry and legislature 
buildings in the Green Zone. It was 
said officials fled their offices short-
ly before the protesters arrived.

Hours later, the protesters were 
forced to withdraw and Abadi 
showed up in the cabinet building 
and warned he would punish the 
perpetrators.

Subsequently, social networks 
were awash with pictures of young 
protesters at Abadi’s office. “For the 
first time, we see a government that 
collapses and disappears every Fri-
day but comes back to work on Sat-
urdays,” one person wrote.

Iraqi lawmakers predicted that 
storming the Green Zone could be 
the start of a revolution that would 
push the country to the unknown.

A day after the second storming 
of the Green Zone, US President 
Barack Obama asked Abadi to tight-
en security.

“What kind of a man is he to seek 
Obama’s approval to protect his 
own office,” wondered Iraqi law-
maker Talib al-Kharbeet. “This guy 
should not be our prime minister.”

There has been much criticism of 
Abadi for his handling of the coun-
try’s financial crisis. He is blamed 
for looking at foreign help to ease 
a growing cash crunch, instead of 
combating corruption.

The Iraqi government is finalising 
an agreement with the Internation-
al Monetary Fund to receive $13 bil-
lion to support Iraq’s economic re-

covery as it fights the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

“Consecutive governments wast-
ed tens of billions of dollars. I won-
der what the $13 billion can do apart 
from adding more debt,” Kharbeet 
said.

Baghdad political analyst Raheem 
al-Shimari said the state “is falling 
apart because the government and 
the greedy political elite abandoned 
the people”.

“The country needs a strong lead-
er who listens to the poor, not to 
corrupt politicians,” he said.

Abadi’s weakness is also evident 
in his reluctance to face Kurdish 
leaders who speak openly about 
declaring independence in north-
ern Iraq. Early in May, Kurdistan 
regional security chief Masrour 
Barzani said Iraq was non-existent 
as far as the Kurds were concerned, 
a comment that angered Baghdad 
politicians who demanded a stern 

response, which never transpired.
Instead, Abadi dispatched an en-

voy to apologise to Kurdish female 
lawmaker Ala Talabani, who lost 
her shoes while fleeing the parlia-
ment building after it was stormed 
by protesters.

Some say a desperate Abadi start-
ed the battle for Falluja to cover up 
political blunders and to rally Shia 
foes, especially al-Sadr’s militias, 
behind him against a common en-
emy, the Sunni ISIS militants.

On May 23rd, the Iraqi Army and 
police, backed by Shia militias, 
Sunni tribal fighters and US-led air 
strikes, launched a major offensive 
to recapture Falluja, which fell into 
the hands of the jihadists in early 
2014. Falluja is a key city an hour’s 
drive west of Baghdad.

Iraqi lawmaker Zaytoun al-Du-
laimi warned that “greater chaos” 
will eventually hit the country due 
to the government’s failure to ad-

dress Iraq’s problems and to elimi-
nate the Sunni insurgency. Iraq’s 
Sunni minority thrived under dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein but its interests 
were ignored by Shia cabinets after 
the US-led invasion of 2003.

Despite defeats in recent months, 
ISIS has carried out a series of 
deadly attacks on Shia targets, kill-
ing about 200 people in and around 
Baghdad since May 15th, further un-
dermining government credibility.

“The armed groups are getting 
stronger in Baghdad,” Dulaimi said. 
“Terrorists are striking hard. All the 
politicians should put their per-
sonal ambitions aside and work to-
gether to save the Iraqi people from 
the current chaos and the coming 
disasters.”

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

Iraq’s PM losing control amid political tension
Muhanad al-Hussam

Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (front 2nd L) walks during his visit to an Iraqi army base in 
Camp Tariq near Falluja, on June 1st.

For many Iraqis, Shias 
and Sunnis alike, the 
country is slipping 
into the abyss under 
Abadi.
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“The country needs 
a strong leader who 
listens to the poor, 
not to corrupt 
politicians.”
Baghdad political analyst 

Raheem al-Shimari

Erbil

A 

s the battle to recapture 
Falluja began and with 
Iraqi forces making gains 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) elsewhere in Iraq, 

attention may soon turn to liberat-
ing northern areas, including Iraq’s 
second largest city of Mosul.

The Iraqi military is broadcast-
ing on a radio station called Free 
Mosul, which carries news of Iraqi 
Army victories in Nineveh prov-
ince. The Iraqi government said it 
would launch other radio stations 
to broadcast in Arabic, Kurdish and 
Turkish in the area.

“Iraq has begun a media war 
against ISIS,” said a Mosul journal-
ist, who requested anonymity for 
fear of ISIS retribution.

With the beginning of the assault 
on Falluja on May 22nd, Facebook 
pages were awash with news of 
fighting, allowing Mosul residents 
to reply with prayers or messages 
and wishing Falluja residents a 
quick liberation.

“Mosul is next after Falluja and 
everyone knows that,” military ex-

pert Abdul Karim Khalaf said.
“Iraqi counterterrorism agents, 

the 9th Armoured Division and the 
new 16th Division will finish the job 
there soon,” Khalaf said. He predict-
ed the battle to liberate Mosul was 
fast approaching.

Mosul Eye, a Facebook page with 
reliable news in the city, said in a 
May 20th post that ISIS executed 25 
young men by throwing them into 
a pool of nitric acid. The report said 
the men were charged with “spy-
ing and collaboration” with Iraqi 
security and coalition forces in the 
Al-Qusur neighbourhood, west of 
Mosul. Other media, citing various 
sources, confirmed the report.

The executions were based on 
SIM cards that allegedly had been 
found in the possession of the sus-
pects. The cards belonged to cell 
phone service providers in north-
ern Iraq’s Kurdish areas. Many Mo-
sul residents have been buying SIM 
cards to communicate with people 
in other cities and the outside world 
after ISIS jammed local mobile 
phone companies Asiacell and Zain.

“In late April, they took my broth-
er because they found the Korek Tel 
SIM card in his cell phone,” said 
Shith, a 21-year-old who recently 
arrived in Kurdish city of Erbil from 
Mosul.

“The other mobile telecommuni-

cation systems, Asiacell and Zain, 
stopped working in Mosul but ISIS 
has failed so far to stop the Korek 
Tel service and it has since become 
a crime to find its SIM cards with 
people,” Shith said, declining to 
give his full name for fear of ISIS 
retribution.

Shith said he paid a Kurdish traf-
ficker $3,000 to smuggle him out 
of Mosul.

Shith said the jihadists were “los-
ing their temper and becoming 

more brutal and cruel to the local 
inhabitants” in Mosul.

ISIS reportedly executed eight of 
its militants on May 20th, burning 
them alive for deserting their posi-
tions in the town of Rutba in Iraq’s 
western Anbar province, allowing 
the Iraqi Army to recapture it.

In chat messages with The Arab 
Weekly in Erbil, a University of Mo-
sul professor who locked herself 
in her home for several months to 
avoid contact with ISIS, said Iraqi 

Army helicopters dropped thou-
sands of flyers over the city and sur-
rounding areas advising civilians 
about how to act during the loom-
ing confrontations.

“The flyers recommended to par-
ents not to allow their children to 
go to school and to stay away from 
ISIS locations because these places 
were potential targets for the Iraqi 
air forces,” said the professor, who 
asked to be identified as Manal.

She said the flyers informed ci-
vilians that the army would notify 
them later of safe areas they can 
head to once the military offensive 
starts.

On May 1st, Mosul Eye reported 
some internet service providers 
shut down in the city over concerns 
that ISIS might obtain lists of their 
customers or ask the firms to spy 
on clients. However, as an alterna-
tive, ISIS depends on internet ser-
vice providers across the city run 
by loyalists who are usually kept in 
the dark on the militants’ plans, ac-
cording to residents knowledgeable 
about communications in Mosul.

As Iraqi forces advanced in Anbar 
province, ISIS moved quickly to ban 
satellite TV reception so residents 
would remain oblivious to Iraqi 
Army victories in other areas of the 
country.

Manal said ISIS declared that resi-
dents who keep satellite dishes on 
their rooftops would be arrested.

Sameer Yousif, a pseudonym used 
for safety reasons, is a contributor 
for The Arab Weekly from northern 
Iraq.

‘Radio war’ prepares for recapture of Mosul
Sameer Yousif

Iraqi soldiers work at a radio station at Makhmur, Iraq.
“Mosul is next after 
Falluja and everyone 
knows that.”

Military expert Abdul 
Karim Khalaf

“Iraq has begun a 
media war against 
ISIS.”

A Mosul journalist

Iraq
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Saudi Arabia and the Houthis: The cost of being neighbours

T 

he assumption since 
last year was that 
Yemen had officially 
become a Saudi-Ira-
nian battlefield. 
Defending the capital 

Sana’a was meant to prevent a 
fourth Arab capital from falling 
into the hands of the Persian 
empire.

Yemenis were told that nar-
rative as they watched lives slip 
away — more than 6,400 have died 
according to the United Nations, 
2.8 million were displaced and 82% 
of the population is in desperate 
need of aid.

Yet, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir reminded us on May 14th 
that Houthis are “our neighbours” 
after all.

On March 7th, the Houthis got 
what they wanted all along, a visit 
to Riyadh. While both sides were 
in talks, the deputy head of Iran’s 
armed forces, Massoud Jazayiri, 
announced that Tehran was ready 
to send a team of “military advis-
ers” to support the Houthis, even 
though the expectation was they 
were already there.

The slap in the face came from 
Yousef al-Feshi, a member of the 
Houthis’ Revolutionary Commit-
tee, who posted on Facebook on 
March 9th that Iranian officials 
“must be silent and leave aside the 
exploitation of the Yemen file”. 
The Houthis’ message to Tehran 
was simple: It is too little too late.

It took Houthi leaders nearly two 
years to make that trip to Riyadh as 
well as a bloody war that drastical-

ly changed their homeland. They 
once had legitimate concerns about 
a corrupt government unwilling to 
share power and about a looming 
federal system that might further 
alienate them. Now they are a mi-
nority controlling the north by the 
barrel of a gun.

Not only had they overran 
Sana’a, they also forged an alliance 
with the symbol of tyranny in Yem-
en, former president Ali Abdallah 
Saleh, who suddenly showed up 
in Tehran in 2015 inviting foreign 
intervention just to make a point.

Yemen has never been in a worse 
shape. Houthis are struggling to 
impose order in the north and 
troops loyal to President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi are incapable of 
restoring normality even in the port 
city of Aden under their control.

As UN talks are presumably 
advancing in Kuwait, the fragile 
ceasefire that began April 10th is 
barely holding. Rivals are exchang-
ing lists of Yemeni detainees as if 
they are in the business of traffick-

ing while the world is celebrating 
“significant progress”.

Underneath the chaos, the 
Yemeni conflict seems confined to 
the long-standing rivalry between 
Saleh and Hadi. While Saleh is 
enjoying the warmongering and 
describing the UN talks as “a waste 
of time”, Hadi is fumbling to show 
the world he indeed exists.

First, he asked for Saleh del-
egates to be excluded from the 
talks and for the Houthi rebels to 
be disbanded before reaching any 
political settlement. He boycotted 
the talks from May 17th to May 
23rd, demanding a written pledge 
from the Houthis stating they will 
implement UN Resolution 2216 
with an overt focus on recognising 
his legitimacy. Instead, he received 
a letter of guarantees from the 
UN envoy to Yemen, Ismail Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed.

Hadi’s ultimate move was to sack 
his vice-president, Khaled Bahah, 
and replace him with General Ali 
Mohsen al-Ahmar, once the most 

controversial figure in the Saleh 
regime.

Despite the genuine efforts of the 
UN envoy, the talks are not advanc-
ing enough and having negotiations 
without a timeline will eventually 
lead to the collapse of the ceasefire. 
The fact is the Houthis still control 
many of Yemen’s most populous 
regions, including the capital, and 
they will not give up their heavy 
weapons without a power-sharing 
deal that will likely not bring the 
fractured country together.

In Aden, for the first time since 
the 1990, the May 22nd anniver-
sary of the unification of Yemen 
was not celebrated. Hundreds of 
northerners residing in the south 
were expelled in recent months and 
calls for secession in the south have 
never been stronger.

During the debates of the Yemen 
National Dialogue in 2013, federal-
ists were arguing that federalism 
was meant to avoid partition and 
start a new social contract. Now the 
country seems more like a parti-
tion-in-waiting in which no social 
contract can heal its wounds.

Even the rural tribes in the south-
ern governorates, including the 
interior valley of Wadi Hadramawt, 
are choosing the stability of being 
ruled by al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) instead of deal-
ing with the war zones of Yemeni 
politicians.

The Arab coalition’s shift of focus 
from Houthis to AQAP since April 
was a move in the right direction 
but AQAP is long from being con-
tained in Yemen. Indeed, the Balhaf 
natural gas export terminal on the 
Arabian Sea illustrates the status 
of the war-torn Yemen. The area’s 
largest industrial project is divided 
among troops loyal to Hadi, Houthi 
rebels and AQAP, all vying to con-
trol the country’s resources while 
Yemenis are left to their destiny.

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

Joe Macaron

View point
The Yemeni 
conflict 
seems 
confined to 
the long-
standing 
rivalry 
between 
Saleh and 
Hadi.

Having negotiations 
without a timeline will 
eventually lead to the 
collapse of the ceasefire.

London

S 

audi-Iranian relations dete-
riorated further after Teh-
ran banned its citizens from 
taking part in the haj pil-
grimage to Mecca, the first 

time ihas done so since the 1980s.
The spat between the two region-

al rivals came about after months 
of pilgrimage-related negotiations 
between Riyadh and Tehran, par-
ticularly regarding Iranian pilgrims 
obtaining visas. The kingdom broke 
off official ties with Iran in January 
after its diplomatic missions were 
attacked by mobs following the ex-
ecution in Saudi Arabia of a radical 
Shia cleric convicted on terrorism 
charges.

Iranian authorities on June 2nd of-
ficially announced they would not 
allow Iranians to participate in the 
annual Muslim event, citing a num-
ber of reasons, from security to an 
inability to obtain visas in Iran.

Despite Tehran’s refusal to send 
pilgrims this year, Saeed Ohadi, 
head of Iran’s Haj and Pilgrimage 
Organisation, said, “Saudi Arabia 
knows it will pay a heavy price for 
depriving pilgrims” from Iran of the 
chance to perform the haj.

The Head of the Public Court in 
the Saudi Medina region Saleh bin 
Abdulrahman Mohaimeed accused 
Iran of hidden motives.

“The Iranian haj organisation’s 

refusal to sign the minutes of the 
haj arrangements shows an intent 
of distorting the rite of haj and po-
liticising it before its own people 
and the world,” Mohaimeed said in 
a statement.

In a news conference after meet-
ing with his British counterpart, 
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir labelled Tehran’s motiva-
tions as political and unacceptable.

Jubeir said Iran refused to sign 
a Memorandum of Understanding 
that the more than 70 countries 
participating in the annual religious 
event are required to do “to guar-
antee the security and safety of pil-
grims”.

He stressed that, despite the king-
dom accommodating a number of 
demands from the Iranian haj com-
mittee, Tehran refused to sign the 
agreement.

“They had requests for visas to 
be granted to the Iranians through 
the internet and it was done. They 
demanded to transfer their pilgrims 
by Iran’s national carrier and they 
asked to have a representative and 
the kingdom agreed on it,” Jubeir 
said.

“This is evidence of the king-
dom’s keenness to facilitate the 
needs of the pilgrims and enable 
them to perform their rituals. How-
ever, they refused to sign the agree-
ment organising the affairs of the 
pilgrims,” he added.

The Saudi Haj and Umrah Minis-
try said in a statement that the Ira-
nians demanded to be able to have 
their own rituals, including protests 
and chants of “Death to America” 
and “Death to Israel”.

A stampede during the haj last 
year resulted in the death of hun-
dreds of Iranian pilgrims. Tehran 
blamed the tragedy on Saudi au-
thorities.

Relations soured during the 1987 
haj when Iranian pilgrims staged a 
political demonstration in Mecca 
and clashed with Saudi police. More 
than 400 people died in the inci-
dent and mobs attacked the mis-
sions of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq 
and France. Diplomatic ties were 
cut in 1988 but were restored two 
years later.

The 1990s was a period of relative 
calm between Riyadh and Tehran, 
particularly during the presidency 
of Iranian reformist Mohammad 
Khatami. However, after the 2003 
US invasion of Iraq, the revelation 
of Tehran’s nuclear programme and 
the election of hard-line president 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, relations 
dived.

Tensions reached heights in 2011 
when the United States uncovered a 
plot to assassinate Jubeir, who was 
then the Saudi ambassador to the 
United States.

Iran and Saudi Arabia are em-
broiled on opposite sides of a num-
ber of regional conflicts. In the Syr-
ian civil war, Saudi Arabia is backing 
rebels fighting Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, who is militarily sup-
ported by the Islamic Republic and 
its Lebanese proxy, Hezbollah.

In Yemen, a Saudi-led coalition is 
at war with Iranian-backed Houthi 
rebels in an effort to restore the in-
ternationally recognised Yemeni 
government to power.

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

Iran bans its citizens from haj
Mohammed Alkhereiji

An Iranian pilgrim arrives in Tehran after performing the annual 
haj pilgrimage to Mecca, last September.

Iranian authorities 
announced on June 
2nd they would not 
allow Iranians to 
participate in the haj 
pilgrimage to Mecca.

Adel al-Jubeir said Iran 
refused to sign a 
Memorandum of 
Understanding “to 
guarantee the security 
and safety of pilgrims”.

A Yemeni tribesman from the Popular Resistance Committees, supporting forces 
loyal to Yemen's Saudi-backed president, is greeted by a comrade after his release 
as part of a prisoner exchange with the Houthi rebels in the south-western city of 
Taiz, on June 1st.
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E 

gypt’s official response 
to the disappearance 
of EgyptAir flight 804 
over the Mediterranean 
was that terrorism was 

the likely cause, a sharp change 
from the way Egyptian officials 
responded to the crash of the Rus-
sian Metrojet in the Sinai last Octo-
ber. The reasons for this change are 
multifaceted.

When the Russian Metrojet went 
down October 31st in the Sinai 
shortly after take-off from Sharm el-
Sheikh, Egyptian officials entered a 
state of denial about the cause, de-
spite the Islamic State (ISIS) claim-
ing responsibility for downing the 
plane and terrorism experts from 
Russia, Britain and elsewhere say-
ing ISIS was the likely culprit.

It took the Egyptian government 
months to acknowledge the ISIS 
link to the attack. Egypt stuck to its 
denial campaign in hopes that for-
eign tourists who spend millions of 
dollars in Egypt every year, particu-
larly in the southern Sinai beach 
resorts, would not be scared away. 
Egypt did not want to acknowledge 
that there was a security breach at 
its airport.

Egyptian officials eventually 
came to reason that denying the 
obvious was foolhardy and did not 
prevent tourism cancellations.

By contrast, shortly after the May 
19th crash of EgyptAir 804 from 
Paris to Cairo, Egyptian Minister 
of Aviation Sherif Fathy declared 
that terrorism was the likely cause 
even before any hard evidence was 
found.

Why the change in attitude?
First, because the plane took off 

from Paris and not from an Egyp-
tian airport, Egypt could point to 
possible security breaches at one of 
the Europe’s most security-mind-
ed transit hubs. In other words, if 
something was amiss, it was not the 
fault of Egypt.

Second, if a terrorist connec-
tion occurred at the Paris airport, 
it shows that Egypt is not alone in 
the fight against terrorism. Egypt 
can point to terrorism as a global 
problem and one that needs to be 
handled by the entire international 
community.

Egypt was also quick in asking for 
help from France and other coun-
tries in scouring the eastern Medi-
terranean for the plane and the 
debris. This request for assistance 
was not only an acknowledgement 
that other countries have more so-
phisticated search equipment and 
submarines but it helped with the 
narrative that terrorism is an inter-
national problem.

Third, Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi has been criticised at 
home and abroad for his round-ups 
of protesters, journalists and other 
critics of his regime. This criticism 
has even come from Egypt’s friends 
in the United States and Europe.

By pointing to terrorism as the 
culprit for the downing of EgyptAir 
804, Cairo hopes to deflect atten-
tion from human rights allegations. 
Also, the Egyptian government can 
better make the argument to its own 
citizens that it must remain tough 
against domestic critics because 
the country faces a deadly terrorism 
problem. Thus, national unity — not 
swipes against the government — is 
what is called for now, in the mes-

sage of the Egyptian government.
The rush to judgment about ter-

rorism as the cause of the crash has 
downsides, too. If the target was 
indeed EgyptAir, it makes the Egyp-
tian national carrier vulnerable to 
more terrorist attacks.

By calling terrorism the most 
likely reason for the downing of the 
aircraft, it demonstrates that ter-
rorists continue to target Egypt and 
its tourism industry, which has not 
recovered from the downing of the 
Russian plane.

Tourism accounts for about 11% of 
Egypt’s gross domestic product and 
it is estimated that one out of every 
ten Egyptians is dependent on the 
tourism industry, either directly or 

indirectly, for his or her livelihood.
Perhaps this is why the vice-

chairman of EgyptAir stated on May 
24th, after body parts and debris 
were recovered from the Mediter-
ranean, that it was premature to de-
clare that an explosion caused the 
crash. He added: “Any high-velocity 
impact leads to defragmentations 
and this is not indicative of what 
caused the accident. Let’s not jump 
to conclusions.”

The Egyptian government has 
also become more circumspect 
about the incident, perhaps hoping 
that the aircraft’s black box will be 
recovered and reveal the true cause 
and perhaps because it now has sec-
ond thoughts about its strategy of 

quickly blaming terrorism for the 
crash.

No matter what the reason, the 
downing of the EgyptAir plane has 
contributed to keeping Egypt’s 
tourism industry in the doldrums. 
This is most unfortunate in that the 
other sectors of Egypt’s economy 
are not doing very well, either. The 
International Monetary Fund fore-
cast that Egypt’s economy will only 
grow by 3.3% in 2016, down from 
4.2% in 2015.

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.

Cairo pursues a different tactic with EgyptAir crash
Gregory Aftandilian

An Egyptian journalist lights candles during a candlelight vigil for the victims of EgyptAir f light 804 
in front of the Journalists’ Syndicate in Cairo, on May 24th.

If a terrorist 
connection occurred 
at the Paris airport, it 
shows that Egypt is 
not alone in the fight 
against terrorism.

The rush to judgment 
about terrorism as the 
cause of the crash has 
downsides, too.
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Cairo

T 

he killing by a policeman 
of a flower seller on the 
outskirts of Cairo after the 
victim refused to give the 
policeman money was not 

surprising to many following the 
conduct of Egypt’s police.

The 25-year-old victim will not 
likely be the last, those people say, 
but only one episode in a series of 
police violence.

As he tries to impose law and or-
der, fix the economy and feed the 
poor, Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi little realises that the 
most dangerous threat to his regime 
comes from the people who protect 
the government, namely police, es-
pecially low-ranking officers, whose 
brutality has sparked angry protests, 
observers say.

Sisi may be running huge risks if 
he ignores police abuse.

“This is why I have fears that 
these violations will be understood 
as a reflection of the nature of the 
whole ruling system here,” said 
Hafez Abu Saeeda, a rights activist. 
“There is an urgent need for reform 
before public anger reaches uncon-
trollable levels.”

The killing of the flower seller was 
similar to an incident in February 
when a policeman killed a minivan 
driver in the poor southern Cairo 
neighbourhood of Al Darb al-Ah-
mar after they argued over the fare. 
Thousands of people soon besieged 
the nearby Cairo Security Directo-

rate in protest, as family members, 
friends and sympathisers demand-
ed justice. The officer was sentenced 
to life in prison on April 2nd by a 
criminal court.

Khaled Okasha, a retired police 
lieutenant-general, said he was 
frightened when he saw televised 
reports.

“This was especially scary be-
cause it coincided with other shows 
of anger at the malpractices of some 
policemen in other areas,” Okasha 
said. “These malpractices can be 
used by some political groups to 
stoke up tension.”

Tensions were already high in 
parts of Cairo, including outside 
the Medical Syndicate near Tahrir 
Square, where at least 10,000 doc-
tors protested the beating of a col-
league by a policeman at a northern 
Cairo hospital.

The scenes were similar to demon-
strations that preceded the downfall 
of former president Hosni Mubarak 
in 2011. The anti-Mubarak uprising 
started as a show of anger against 
abuses by Mubarak’s police, which 
was why activists chose to make 
Police Day, January 25th, the date 
of their protests. When the protests 
were met with force by police, they 
evolved into nationwide anger that 
resulted in the burning of scores of 
police stations and attacks against 
government offices.

Sisi summoned Interior Minister 
Magdy Abdel Ghaffar for a meeting 
on February 19th and, according to 
media reports, asked him to tough-
en penalties on officers who commit 
crimes.

Abdel Ghaffar promised to take 
action against law-breaking police. 

No sooner had his comments been 
made public than a long series of 
new violations by police, including 
the beating of a doctor at a hospi-
tal in Alexandria and the beating of 
an actress at a police checkpoint in 
Cairo, were reported.

The actress, Mirhan Hussein, ac-
cused police of beating and groping 
her and even throwing urine on her 
when she was taken to a police sta-
tion. Her account was supported by 

the head of the Cinema Syndicate, 
Ashraf Zaki, who said he saw the ac-
tress’s clothes soaked in urine.

In late April, a police officer shot, 
but did not kill, a minivan driver 
northern Cairo after a scuffle.

Some observers say police are out 
of control and that Sisi cannot rein 
them in.

Soon after Abdel Ghaffar prom-
ised action against police violations, 
low-ranking officers staged protests 

and threatened to escalate their 
anger and “scandalise” ministry of-
ficials.

“Anger is building up at these 
practices, which should function as 
a wake-up call for the president and 
the government,” Abu Saeeda said. 
“Antagonising one segment of soci-
ety after another is very dangerous.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Police abuse fuels tensions in Egypt
Khaled Osama

Demonstrators besieging the Cairo Security Directorate on February 19th, a day after a policeman 
killed a minivan driver in Cairo.

Some observers say 
police are out of 
control and that Sisi 
cannot rein them in.

Sisi may be running 
huge risks if he ignores 
police abuse.
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T 

here is a refugee crisis 
gripping Europe and it is 
one that the world must 
unite to address, Group 
of Seven (G7) leaders said 

following a summit in Japan.
Speaking at the start of the meet-

ing, European Council President 
Donald Tusk said: “We are aware 
that because of geography, most of 
responsibility [for the refugee cri-
sis] has been and will be placed on 
Europe. If the G7 does not take the 
lead in managing the crisis, nobody 
would. We would also like the glob-
al community to show solidarity 
and recognise the fact that this is a 
global crisis.”

The G7 final communiqué ad-
dressed the scale of Europe’s refu-
gee problem but also asserted the 
global scale of the issue.

“With the number of refugees, 
asylum seekers, internally dis-
placed persons and vulnerable mi-
grants at its highest level since the 
second world war, the G7 recognises 
the ongoing large-scale movements 
of migrants and refugees as a global 
challenge that requires a global re-
sponse,” the communiqué said.

The Japan summit saw the lead-
ers of the G7 — the United States, 
Japan, Germany, Britain, France, 
Italy and Canada — discuss a range 
of issues, not least Europe’s refugee 
crisis and its global repercussions.

The UN High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR) placed the 
world’s displaced population at a 
post-war record 60 million, includ-
ing 20 million displaced outside 
their own countries.

In 2015, 1.3 million refugees from 
war-torn conflicts, particularly Iraq 
and Syria, asked for asylum in the 
European Union. European coun-
tries have carried out a number of 
measures to address the increasing 
numbers of refugees and economic 
migrants to the continent, with 
Macedonia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Hun-
gary, Austria and Slovakia putting 
up fences to stop the flow.

However, desperate refugees and 
economic migrants continue to find 
increasingly dangerous ways to en-
ter the continent, with one popular 
route from North Africa across the 
Mediterranean to Italy.

In a recent week, more than 
15,000 people arrived in Italy, many 

following dramatic rescue after 
making the journey in overcrowded 
and leaky boats that capsized. More 
than 700 refugees died in three 
shipwrecks in the Mediterranean in 
the deadliest week in late May in the 
refugee crisis for more than a year.

According to the UNHCR, at least 
3,800 people died or vanished at 
sea seeking to enter Europe. Head-
ing into June, that number stands 
above 2,000 for 2016.

The fraught route from Libya to 
Italy is the easiest path for African 
refugees and economic migrants. 
Refugees fleeing the Middle East 
— Syria, Iraq and Turkey — have 
traditionally travelled via Turkey 
into Greece and through southern 

Europe. That route has seen a sig-
nificant decrease in migration fol-
lowing an EU deal with Turkey that 
had Greece deport migrants. Some 
analysts say Italy could emerge as 
the major entry point for migrants.

This is something that will also 
have economic strains on the Eu-
ropean Union, with the G7 vowing 
to increase financial assistance. 
“We commit to increase global as-
sistance to meet immediate and 
long-term needs of refugees and 
other displaced persons as well as 
their host communities… The G7 
encourages international financial 
institutions and bilateral donors to 
bolster their financial and technical 
assistance,” the G7 final communi-

qué said.
Germany accepted more than 

one-third of Europe’s refugees in 
2015 and has called for more com-
bined thinking in how to budget for 
the refugee influx.

German Development Minister 
Gerd Muller has pushed for a Eu-
ropean strategy to deal with the 
refugee crisis, including diverting 
10% of the EU budget to deal with 
the problem. He also called for the 
European Union to appoint a single 
commissioner to deal with the cri-
sis.

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

London

M 

o st of Syria’s schools 
stand empty. Be-
yond the capital, 
Damascus, Syrian 
children remain at 

home because it is too dangerous 
to go outside. Millions of school-
children have fled the country and 
are receiving an education in Leba-
nese schools or Jordanian refugee 
camps.

For Syrian refugees who have 
fled the farthest, Europe is their 
new safe haven and the continent’s 
well-funded and well-established 
education system is a major draw.

“One of the things that is very in-
teresting about the Syrian refugee 
crisis that is different from other 
refugee crises is that there are large 
number of refugees entering school 
systems that are very stable and 
very well-resourced and they have 
the kind of resources to be able to 
respond,” said Sarah Dryden-Peter-
son, assistant professor of educa-
tion at Harvard University.

Syrian refugee children, whose 
education may have been disrupted 
for years, face a monumental task in 
getting their lives on track. Europe’s 
school systems, and eventually its 
higher education facilities, offer 
Syrians the best chance to prosper.

Following a recent visit to two 
German schools that advocate dif-
ferent — but not competing — mod-
els for dealing with refugee educa-
tion, Dryden-Peterson outlined the 
difficulties refugee children face, 

not least learning a new language 
and culture, as well as overcoming 
traumas.

A recent report by the Migration 
Policy Institute found that 45% 
of Syrian refugee children experi-
enced symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress disorder and that 60% had 
witnessed physical violence dur-
ing the Syrian conflict. In 2015, the 
Gewerkschaft Erziehung und Wis-
senschaft (GEW) teaching union 
predicted that Germany would need 
at least 25,000 more teaching staff 
to deal with new arrivals in addition 
to more psychiatrists, translators 
and social workers.

“School and education adminis-
trations have never been confront-
ed with such a challenge. We must 
accept that this exceptional situa-

tion will become the norm for a long 
time to come,” Brunhilda Kurth, 
who heads the German education 
authority, told Die Welt.

The current crop of educators 
faces a difficult task in teaching 
children who are dealing with such 
issues. Germany has developed two 
complementary models to handle 
refugee children: one creates a sep-
arate classroom for refugee children 
of all ages and another integrates 
children directly into existing class-
rooms.

Many schools have a long history 
of absorbing the children of mi-
grants and are staffed by teachers 
who have experience working with 
German language learners. The aim 
of this education model is to build 
bridges between classmates of dif-

ferent backgrounds, integrating 
newcomers to Germany while intro-
ducing German-born children to the 
country’s new multicultural reality. 
It requires highly trained teachers 
who can handle mixed-ability class-
rooms, ensuring that all children re-
ceive the help they need.

“If integrated classrooms can 
support the kind of learning needs 
that refugee students have then 
they provide the kind of social sup-
port and the sense of becoming part 
of a community that is so essen-
tial for refugee children. But when 
teachers are overstretched, when 
they don’t have the kind of train-
ing that would allow them to meet 
these kinds of learning needs, it’s 
very easy in that kind of integrated 
setting for refugee children to fall 
behind,” Dryden-Peterson said.

“In some cases, an intense sepa-
rate experience before being inte-
grated into mainstream national 
classrooms can be useful in order 
to help children learn the language 
and figure out where they are in 
their educational trajectory,” she 
added.

However, when the system 
works, as in a recent heart-warm-
ing UNICEF video showcasing the 
burgeoning friendship between 
7-year-old Syrian refugee Nammer 
and his classmate Alec in Berlin, 
it really works. Alec and Nammer 
attend school with students from 
more than 60 countries.

“It’s really interesting that he 
went really far. He started in Syria, 
travelled to Turkey, then to Greece, 
then to Germany,” Alec said, speak-
ing in English. “And it was a really 
hard journey,” Nammer, also speak-

ing English, concurred. Nammer 
is still learning English and Alec 
helped him with translation.

“He is one of the best readers 
in our class and he has made lots 
of friends this year and probably 
will make more friends this school 
year,” Alec said.

It is more than five years since the 
outbreak of the Syrian conflict and, 
while European education systems 
are hardier than their Middle East-
ern counterparts, the issue of refu-
gee education is certainly not going 
away soon and therefore requires 
more attention both at the national 
and international level.

“In the schools that I visited in 
Germany teachers felt very much 
on their own in trying to figure 
this out. That’s not to say that they 
weren’t creating that kind of com-
munity to try to bring their heads 
together as teachers to figure things 
out within their own schools. But 
there was very little support from 
outside organisations or institu-
tions or any kind of policy guidance 
or best practice,” Dryden-Peterson 
said.

“We see this in most refugee situ-
ations, the adaptation and response 
happens very locally within schools 
and communities and only after a 
certain amount of time are there 
more regional, national and global 
responses.”

Europe’s refugee crisis a global issue at G7 summit

Syrian refugees seek education in Europe

Mahmud el-Shafey

Mahmud el-Shafey 

Special Focus Migration Crisis

“If the G7 does not 
take the lead in 
managing the 
crisis, nobody 
would.”

European Council 
President Donald Tusk

Children of a welcome class for immigrants from Syria, Poland and 
Romania attend a German lesson at a primary school in Berlin.

For Syrian refugees 
who have fled the 
farthest, Europe’s 
well-established 
education system is a 
major draw.

German rescuer from the humanitarian organisation Sea-Watch holds a migrant baby, off the Libyan coast, on May 27th.
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Beirut

A 

t a time when migration 
from war-battered Arab 
countries is fuelling 
prejudice in the West, 
Arab film-makers are ad-

dressing the topic from a perspec-
tive of adversity. However, Leba-
nese director Danielle Arbid’s latest 
feature Parisienne shifts the focus, 
instilling a youthful approach and a 
more positive narrative of the entire 
experience.

The story picks up from Arbid’s 
2004 feature In the Battlefields, 
which told the story of a 12-year-
old girl named Lina, who plots her 
escape from war-ridden Beirut in 
1983. Parisienne follows Lina at 18 
as she navigates her way around 
Paris as a student after arriving 
from Beirut at the end of the civil 
war in the early 1990s.

The film is semi-autobiograph-
ical. Arbid’s experience, in which 
she fled at the height of the conflict 
in 1987 to also study in Paris, loose-
ly parallels Lina’s story.

“All my films are autobiographi-
cal in a way,” Arbid said. “(Parisi-
enne) is based on the shock that I 
have experienced when I first ar-
rived in France, how I saw it in the 
first year and how one sees it differ-
ently after you get used to it.”

Drawing from her time Paris as 
a young foreigner, Arbid opted to 
pursue a positive angle.

“I wanted to make a positive 
film,” she said. “Usually when you 
approach the subject [of immigra-
tion], you make a hostile film where 
the hero is nostalgic about his coun-
try and not understanding what is 
going on around him.”

“I’m interested in showing that 
youth is in a way about freedom, 
when you can have options to make 
life better or not, when the door is 
open to the future.”

Touching on the sense of hope-
fulness one carries in a new place 
was an important concern for Ar-
bid.

“I felt that I was discovering a 
new world and I feel that the Syr-
ians who go to the Western world 
today are discovering it as well,” 
she said. “Some don’t get along in 
the country but usually you go to 
a [new] country with new dreams, 
new eyes. You don’t go there telling 
yourself I was better off before.”

The Lebanese director stressed 
that by adopting a new country, 
one does not really betray his or her 
country of origin. “It’s not that at 
all. It’s just a new experience that 
makes you richer and when you go 
back to your home, you can see it 
in another way. You don’t replace a 
country with another, you just dis-
cover,” she said.

The allure of Arbid’s multifac-
eted protagonist is that she is rough 
around the edges, fearless, yet re-
sourceful. She discovers Paris on 
her own terms.

Absorbed on a path of self-dis-
covery, Lina befriends an unlikely 
array of characters, from a royalist 
classmate and her skinhead boy-
friend with less-than-welcoming 
views towards immigrants to a pair 

of students running a communist 
newspaper.

This learning curve is a crucial 
part of the process, Arbid said. 
“Lina doesn’t know who they are 
because she doesn’t know the codes 
in the Western world,” she said. 
“That’s the thing I liked most in the 
beginning of my journey in France. 
I didn’t know who was left or who 
was right and what they look like.

“In the Arab world, we have a dif-
ferent political culture based on 
communities and groups. There is 
no right and left. We don’t have this 
kind of dynamic. It’s an exotic way 
to discover France, where you’re 
equal. It’s not like I’m inferior to the 
French.

“I don’t say that there is no racism 
in France. Of course there is and I 
show it in the film but there are lots 
of nice people also everywhere.”

Near the end of the film, Lina 
finds herself outside a courtroom 
waiting for her visa to be renewed. 
She has a poignant conversation 
with another female immigrant 
about how living in fear in your 
home country drives one to seek 
a home elsewhere. Although the 
audience is never made aware of 
where the woman came from, it is 
suggested that she is from the Mid-
dle East.

“You have to be very strong to 
live in a country where you face fear 
every time you go out or even at 

home,” Arbid said. “This is a state-
ment I wanted to say for Lebanon 
and the whole Arab countries.

“I don’t call these countries, no. 
There are people trying to make 
things better but unfortunately 
things are very bad.”

Arbid’s three features — In the 
Battlefields, A Lost Man and Parisi-
enne — depict her experience. “The 
first one was very angry, the second 
was about being lost and with this 
film I felt like I arrived somewhere,” 
she said.

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Danielle Arbid sheds a youthful light on migration
Jimmy Dabbagh

Special Focus Migration in Film

“I’m interested in 
showing that youth is in 
a way about freedom.”

Lebanese film director 
Danielle Arbid

Role reversal in film imagines Tunisia as safe haven for migrants

Tunis

A
s a long line of 
migrants awaits 
admittance to 
Tunisian 
territory, a 
European father 
and his daughter 
approach a 

border control officer pleading to 
be granted entrance to the North 
African country.

A German-speaking migrant 
loses his temper and aggressively 
attacks the officer before being 
taken away by police.

Then, much to the dismay of 
the waiting migrants, the border 
control officer announces that the 
quota of migrants who could be 
admitted to the country has been 
filled. No more immigrants could 
enter Tunisia.

This surrealistic scene at odds 
with current reality constitutes 
the opening scene of a short film 
Tunisia 2045 in which French di-
rector Ted Hardy-Carnac explores 
an alternative reality where the 
immigration issue is reversed.

The film imagines a hypothetical 
situation in which people escape 
war-torn Europe in search of safety 
in Tunisia.

“Tunisia 2045 is both a realistic 
drama and a futuristic film. In 
December of 2015, 1 million im-
migrants arrived in Europe in the 
year,” Hardy-Carnac said.

“This year, we witnessed a 
humanitarian disaster that pushed 
thousands of men and women to 
leave their country, often at risk of 
their lives. This year also showed 
the difficulties faced by Europe in 
trying to be open and welcoming in 
front of this drama.”

Tunisia 2045 is the latest of five 
short films directed by Hardy-
Carnac. In most of his work, Carnac 

dwells on themes of time, memory 
and the past blending both a realis-
tic and fictive approach to reality.

According to Hardy-Carnac, this 
approach allows artists to put cur-
rent issues in new perspective and 
to question many of the givens.

“In front of the distress of many 
people during the refugee crisis, 
there was beautiful evidence of 
generosity but also the worrying 
temptation of selfishness. De-
spite this second attitude, against 
pragmatic speeches which want to 
label human beings, there is em-
pathy for refugees,” Hardy-Carnac 
explained.

“It is in this context that my 
short film was born, Tunisia 2045. 
I wanted to highlight that those 
political contexts and personal 
situations can be deeply changed 
and inverted. The world would be a 
random jungle without mutual aid 
and solidarity, without gestures of 
humanity.”

By reversing the places of Eu-
ropeans and immigrants, Hardy-

Carnac sought to address similari-
ties that exist between people of 
different nationalities despite the 
geographical borders that separate 
them.

“What is the difference between 
us and a migrant? What is the dif-
ference between us and a person 
who lives this desperate situation? 
The difference is arbitrary. It re-
lated to the fact that you were born 
somewhere and not in another 
place,” Hardy-Carnac said.

“I wanted to reverse the roles to 
show that we are all migrants or at 
least potential migrants.”

On his choice of Tunisia as the 
hypothetical destination of Euro-
pean refugees, Hardy-Carnac said 
Tunisia seems to be the country 
most likely to have a bright future 
in the Middle East and North Africa 
region. Tunisia is an exception 
among the “Arab spring” countries 
as it successfully works on estab-
lishing a democracy.

“If there was a disaster in Europe 
that drove Europeans to migrate, 

they would naturally go to one of 
the closest countries where things 
would be going well. Moreover, 
Tunisia is not only the birthplace 
of the ‘Arab spring’. It is also the 
only country from the ‘Arab spring’ 
to be in a rather positive situation,” 
Hardy-Carnac added.

“For me, Tunisia represents the 
hope of a successful democratic 
transition. I like to imagine a future 
in which Tunisia, which is still in 
a fragile situation today, will have 
managed to settle a stable democ-
racy and will represent hope for 
European immigrants in distress. 
It is also the country where my 
grandmother was born.”

Hardy-Carnac said he consid-
ers Tunisia the hope of the region 
despite the challenges of terrorism 
the small Arab country faces.

“Despite the threat of terrorism 
that affected tourism, I’m con-
vinced that democratic stability is 
something possible (even if very 
difficult), with time, in the MENA 
region. Tunisia is maybe the coun-
try which is the closest to show the 
way to follow,” Hardy-Carnac said.

Tunisia 2045 won the award for 
best director at the Nikon Film 
Festival, garnering both critical ac-
claim and audience appreciation at 
the festival.

“And it was the second most 
supported movie by the audience, 
out of 1,056 movies, which shows 
the breadth of the support that the 
film received. Of course, conserva-
tive segments of the audience were 
very critical of the film but most 
of the audience and the critics 
were very enthusiastic about the 
possibilities suggested by the film,” 
he said.

“Tunisia 2045 touched a lot of 
people and that is the proof of suc-
cess for a film whose raison d’être is 
empathy for others.”

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

I n t e r v i e w

Roua Khlifi

The short film 
imagines a 
hypothetical 
situation in 
which Europeans 
escape war-torn 
Europe to find 
safety in Tunisia.

A scene from Tunisia 2045

A scene from Parisienne.
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Syria’s businessmen invest in post-war reconstruction
Younes Ahmed

Latakia

M 

any businesspeople, 
including some black-
listed by Western 
powers, finance mili-
tants fighting along-

side Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
army in the hope that if Assad ends 
up with a major role in post-war Syr-
ia, they would be granted lucrative 
reconstruction contracts.

If Assad retains an important say 
in Syria, reconstruction contracts 
are likely to favour those busi-
nesspersons who supported his 
regime, economist Suleiman Sulei-
man said.

“This eventuality will be normal 
because these businessmen spend 
millions of dollars in various as-
pects in support of the Syrian gov-
ernment,” he said.

Such thinking shows that the 
regime and its clique would have 
learned nothing from the war, said 
Issam Khoury, another economist.

“Hundreds of thousands of homes 
were destroyed, tens of thousands 
of Syrians were killed and millions 
have become refugees all over the 
world,” Khoury said. “However, 
the economic thinking of the ruling 
elite is still the same. Moguls want 
to sustain their gains and privileges 
but in post-war Syria, they want to 
appear as heroes, not act clandes-
tinely as they have done for many 
years.”

Khoury said reconstruction con-
tracts would be granted to new 
companies owned by the same mo-
guls, in partnerships with others for 
camouflage purposes. “Deals will 
be made with Russian, Chinese and 
Iranian companies. This is some-
thing Syrian officials say already,” 
he said.

Pro-regime militant groups in-
clude Qalamoun Shield, Desert Fal-
cons, Sea Commandos, National 
Defence Forces and al-Bustan As-
sociation. Assad’s influential cousin 
Rami Makhlouf backs the latter.

Al-Bustan Association brings 
together 11,000 fighters, hailing 
mainly from Tartus and Latakia, the 

seaside towns in the heartland of 
Assad’s Alawite sect, a source in the 
group said, requesting anonymity.

“They fight in many areas, includ-
ing Latakia, Homs and Damascus’s 
countryside. Each fighter makes 
75,000 Syrian pounds ($341) a 
month, or twice as much as a regular 
Syrian Army serviceman,” he said.

Makhlouf, the main owner of 
Syriatel, one of two licensed mobile 
phone companies in Syria, is the 
only bankroller of Al-Bustan Asso-
ciation, which takes orders from the 
Syrian Army and pays compensa-
tion to the families of fallen fighters, 
according to the source.

Besides Syriatel, Makhlouf is in-
volved in real estate, banking, free 
trade zones along the border with 
Lebanon, duty-free shops and lux-
ury department stores. He owns 
Al-Sham Holding, which carries out 
projects for the government. Many 
Western powers, including the Unit-
ed States and the European Union, 
have blacklisted and sanctioned 
Makhlouf.

Ayman Jaber, a Syrian oil tycoon 
also blacklisted by Western pow-
ers, finances Desert Falcons and Sea 

Commandos which provided 7,000 
fighters to help the army in the bat-
tle to recapture Palmyra from the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Jaber, a native of Latakia who 
heads the Council of Iron and Steel, 
is an investor in Al-Sham Holding 
and partner in Addounia TV, a pro-
government privately owned chan-
nel.

After Western powers sanctioned 
Syria’s oil sector early in the war, 
Jaber became the only importer 
of oil products into his homeland, 
sources said. His militants secure 
production at Jazel and Shaer oil 
and gas fields near Palmyra, selling 
products to the government.

Western governments say George 
Haswani, a native of Yabroud near 
Damascus, is involved in buying 
oil from ISIS-controlled fields that 
led to his blacklisting. He finances 
Qalamoun Shields, which includes 
2,000 militants fighting close to the 
Lebanese border.

Haswani owns HESCO engineer-
ing company, which specialises in 
building oil and gas pipelines and 
facilities. He gained prominence af-
ter taking part in negotiations with 

al-Nusra Front to exchange detain-
ees held by the regime for nuns held 
by the Islamist militant group. He 
is also believed to be involved in 
wheat imports.

Other pro-government business-
people preferred to avoid militancy 
and focus instead on supporting the 
Army. Mohammad Hamsho, a Dam-
ascene merchant and an electronic 
engineer, contributes money, food 
and clothes. He also backs pro-gov-
ernment media outlets, including 
Addounia.

He is believed to have expanded 
his businesses, relying on his ties 
with Maher Assad, the president’s 
brother who is commander of the 
Republican Guard and the army’s 
elite Fourth Armoured Division. In 
addition to Hamsho International 

Group, the businessman, also sanc-
tioned by Western powers, has 
stakes in Middle East Marketing and 
Syria International for Artistic Pro-
duction.

Hamsho, who alongside 
Makhlouf, Haswani and Majd Sulei-
man, jointly owns Al-Sham Holding, 
established in 2013 Jupiter Tourist 
Projects, which has tourist facili-
ties worth millions of dollars in and 
around Damascus. He also runs an 
internet services company.

Majd Suleiman, son of Bahjat 
Suleiman, a retired State Security 
officer and Syria’s ambassador to 
Amman, owns United Group, spe-
cialising in media, advertising and 
marketing and runs 14 mostly non-
political periodicals, except for Bal-
adna daily, which promotes the re-
gime’s views.

A source at the group said it was 
primarily meant to launder money 
pocketed by Majd Suleiman’s father 
while he was with State Security.

Younes Ahmed, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent based in 
western Syria.

A January 2016 file picture shows the Syrian Army, backed by the pro-government National Defence Forces militia, after they seized 
hilltops surrounding  the strategic town of Salma, in the north-western province of Latakia.

George Haswani 
finances Qalamoun 
Shields, which 
includes 2,000 
militants fighting 
close to the Lebanese 
border.

Pro-regime militant 
groups include 
Qalamoun Shield, 
Desert Falcons, Sea 
Commandos, National 
Defence Forces and 
al-Bustan Association.

The Syrian conundrum

A
lthough the war in 
Syria seemed to be 
stagnating, recently 
the situation appears 
to be moving and 
evolving at an 

accelerated pace. Russia and Iran 
have increased their military 
involvement in Syria. Both 
countries contributed troops to 
the conflict in support of the 
Syrian president and the Russians 
committed their air force to back 
pro-government forces.

The Iranians who have been 
sending troops and Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps to 
fight in support of Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad recently ran 
advertisements aimed at recruit-
ing young boys — generally aged 
9-12 — to fight in Syria — a 

repetition of what the Iranians 
did during the war with Iraq. 
They would often have youth 
brigades precede regular troops 
on the battlefield to clear land-
mines. In exchange for their lives, 
the ayatollahs promised the boys 
a place in paradise.

US President Barack Obama 
reiterated multiple times over the 
past year that there would not be 
any US troops in Syria. It seems 
he spoke too soon. It has been 
confirmed that, despite Obama’s 
promises, that there are a number 
of American special operations 
forces on the Syrian front. 
Although limited in numbers, 
there are nevertheless US troops 
in Syria today.

Peace talks — or rather 
attempted peace talks — in 
Geneva have gotten nowhere 
with the chief negotiator for the 
Syrian opposition throwing in the 
towel, saying he was resigning in 
protest over the failure by the 
United Nations to make any 
headway.

The proverbial fog of war 
remains, thick as ever, rendering 
the situation as confusing and as 
murderous as ever. All sides in 
the civil war, more than five years 

long, claim to be on the right side 
and periodically they all claim to 
be on the winning side, too.

Indeed, at some point in this 
continuing mayhem, they may 
well be right or winning, or both 
or neither. Contributing to the 
confusion are the multitude of 
factions engaged in the fighting. 
Many of these groups have 
extraordinary names, such as the 
pro-government Cheetah Force or 
the Kata’ib Hezbollah. Or yet the 
pro-rebel Deterring the Oppressor 
Brigade.

Some of these groups have 
several thousand men while 
others consist of barely a handful 
of followers. But if the perhaps 
hundreds of thousands of fighters 
engaged in the Syrian conflict are 
unable to force a military solution 
despite five years of continued 
warfare and the military, finan-
cial and political support of Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, Turkey, Iran, Russia 
and the United States as well as a 
handful of European countries, 
including France and Britain, 
what on Earth could find a 
solution to the current conun-
drum?

What is obvious is the inability 

of Syrians at solving their prob-
lem on their own and the solu-
tion, if indeed there is one, would 
require the intervention of two of 
the world’s most powerful 
countries, each with its own 
reason to want to see the demise 
of the Islamist terrorists. The 
United States, of course, opposes 
terrorism and wants to promote 
democracy in the Arab world, 
even if it goes about it in a rather 
strange manner.

As for the Russians, they want 
to make sure they get to defeat 
the jihadists before they return to 
the former Soviet republics and 
autonomous regions within 
Russia.

It may have taken five years of 
all-out war but it finally seems as 
though the Americans and the 
Russians have finally realised that 
by working together they may be 
able to solve the crisis. It is 
perhaps to that end that US 
Secretary of State John Kerry and 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov have been meeting in 
recent weeks.

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

Claude 
Salhani

View point
 Peace 
talks — or 
rather 
attempted 
peace 
talks — in 
Geneva 
have 
gotten 
nowhere.

What is obvious is the 
inability of Syrians at 
solving their problem on 
their own.
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King Abdullah swears in new prime minister

European bank aiding Jordan as growth forecasts lowered

News & Analysis Jordan

Amman

J 

ordan’s King Abdullah II has 
sworn in potentially his last 
appointed prime minister, 
instructing him to call par-
liamentary elections that 

would lead to future premiers being 
elected by the legislature.

The move is in line with Abdul-
lah’s reform agenda, which antici-
pates a legislature with more sig-
nificant powers to choose future 
prime ministers from among elect-
ed deputies, or a politician from 
outside the legislature under a par-
liamentary consensus.

The ultimate goal is to have the 
elected Chamber of Deputies act as 
a shadow government, monitoring 
the performance of the cabinet and 
the executive arm that would run 
the daily affairs of the country, as 
the throne takes the back seat.

The changes, according to the 
king and top officials, will bring 
about a “constitutional monarchy 
with a parliamentary system of 
government”. Under the constitu-
tion, parliamentary elections are 
to be held no later than the end of 
September.

“This is a good step in the right 
direction,” said Mohammed Abu 
Zaid, a 26-year-old accountant, 
who was part of a youth movement 
of mostly college students who 
took to the streets in 2010-11 call-
ing for wider public participation in 
decision-making.

“We hope it will be followed by 
other steps that would give the peo-
ple more say in politics,” Abu Zaid 
said.

For the Islamic Action Front 
(IAF), the political arm of the dis-
solved Muslim Brotherhood move-
ment, the Jordanian reform moves 

were insignificant.
“This is just a drop in the ocean, 

long overdue and fails to signify 
what steps will be taken in the fu-
ture, if any,” lamented IAF leader 
Hamza Mansour. IAF is Jordan’s 
largest and best organised political 
party.

Traditionally, prime ministers 
have been appointed by the Jor-
danian monarch, who wielded 
absolute power. That included 
dismissing parliament and ruling 
by decree, delaying parliamentary 
elections or keeping the legislature 
dormant while the cabinet enacted 
emergency laws.

Abdullah embarked on reforms 
months before the 2011 revolutions 
that toppled four Arab leaders and 
saw peaceful demonstrations in 
Syria turn into a civil war demand-
ing the ouster of President Bashar 
Assad.

In the wake of popular protests 
calling for wider public freedom in 
November 2010, Abdullah quickly 
embraced reform. His initial steps 
included a new cabinet with wider 
tolerance of public criticism. Re-
strictions on street protests were 
removed and police eased moves 
against opponents of the state.

In 2011, the king amended laws 
and at least one-third of the con-
stitution, relinquishing significant 
powers to parliament. However, 
Abdullah stressed that he sought 
to maintain the foreign policy and 
defence portfolios as his royal pre-
rogative.

The path to reform could take 
several years, Abdullah has admit-
ted. He said he envisaged his role 
and his successors as arbitrators 
among the various political forces 
in the country.

The Hashemites are revered be-

cause they trace their ancestry 
to Prophet Mohammad. They are 
credited with helping create the 
emirate of TransJordan, a desert 
land in the Levant that was carved 
out by the British colonialists and 
turn it into a regional hub.

Abdullah told lawmakers on sev-
eral occasions that he envisaged 
Jordan as a model for a modern 
Arab state promoting tolerant Islam 
and working for building and main-
taining global peace in conjunction 
with other nations worldwide.

The new prime minister, Hani 
Mulki, and 28 cabinet ministers 
were sworn in June 1st by the king 
in a brief ceremony.

Mulki, a seasoned diplomat who 
served as Jordan’s ambassador 
to Egypt and also as a minister in 

previous cabinets, replaced Abdul-
lah Ensour, who resigned on May 
29th. Ensour’s government had un-
dertaken the legwork on reforms, 
amending laws and the constitu-
tion.

Abdullah picked Ensour from the 
previous parliament at the height 
of the “Arab spring”, banking on his 
reputation as an honest politician.

In a designation letter to Mul-
ki, Abdullah admitted that more 
changes to the political system 
were needed, such as strengthen-
ing a multiparty system revived in 
1991. A ban on political parties had 
been in effect since a 1956 leftist 
coup attempt. Political parties — es-
timated to total 33 — remain splin-
tered. Many espouse outdated ide-
ologies, such as communism.

Jordan hopes that parliamentary 
aspirants will join platform-based 
political blocs with clear national 
agendas and goals to contribute to 
the formation of a stronger parlia-
mentary bloc structure to “work 
under the Dome in a more mature 
fashion”, Abdullah told Mulki.

“This would be a qualitative leap 
towards realising our aspirations, 
particularly the endgame of the 
process: Building and developing 
political parties and bringing forth 
parliamentary governments,” Ab-
dullah explained.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly 
and has reported on the Middle 
East and North Africa for nearly 
three decades.

Amman

G 

iven the difficult regional 
environment and slow-
ing global trade, as well 
as a contraction in the 
tourism and construc-

tion sectors, real gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth in Jordan is 
expected to rise from 2.4% in 2015 
to 3% in 2016, less than the previ-
ous forecast of 3.5%, according to 
the European Bank for Reconstruc-
tion and Development (EBRD).

A slight improvement to 3.3% in 
2017 is predicted to be driven by 
private consumption — supported 
by higher demand from the rising 
number of refugees the kingdom is 
hosting.

The kingdom’s economic outlook 
has also been lowered by the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF), 
which expects Jordan’s economy 
to grow 3.2% this year. The World 
Bank sees Jordanian growth at 3%.

The Jordanian government pro-
jects 3.7% growth in 2016.

According to the EBRD’s May Re-
gional Economic Prospects report, 
the 2016 forecast for the southern 
and eastern Mediterranean (SE-
MED) region was downgraded to 
2.9% from 4.1% in a November 2015 
forecast. It expects a recovery to 
about 4% in 2017.

The EBRD has invested nearly 
$600 million across 22 projects in 
various sectors of the Jordanian 
economy since 2011, according to 
a statement from Heike Harmgart, 
EBRD head of office in Jordan.

“We are looking forward to fur-
ther cooperation and being able to 

help with future challenges and op-
portunities in Jordan,” he said.

Projects in industry, commerce 
and agribusiness are getting 51% 
of their current portfolio of about 
$500 million, including undis-
bursed commitments, with 31% 
going for energy projects, 10% to-
wards infrastructure projects and 
8% being used for financial institu-
tions, according to the EBRD state-
ment.

“Fostering the role of the pri-
vate sector is a key priority for the 
bank and Jordanian authorities,” 
Harmgart said. “Through our in-
vestments, we focus on financing 
SMEs (small and medium-sized 
enterprises), the diversification of 
energy sources using the kingdom’s 
potential for solar and wind power.”

Cash-strapped Jordan, which 
lacks the resources of its petrole-

um-exporting neighbours, is grap-
pling with an influx of nearly 1.4 
million Syrian refugees and tens of 
thousands of Iraqis and Yemenis 
who fled wars in their countries.

The newcomers, who swelled 
Jordan’s population nearly 25%, 
exhausted the country’s meagre re-
sources, including water and elec-
tricity, and services such as health 
care and education. Foreign bor-
rowing increased to 86.3% of GDP.

Addressing a key issue for Jordan 
by helping to alleviate the strain 

on water resources, the EBRD pro-
vided a loan of up to $14 million 
and mobilised almost $5.6 million 
in grants to the Greater Amman 
Municipality’s Solid Waste Crisis 
Response Programme to carry out 
urgently needed upgrades to the 
wastewater network.

“EBRD is focusing on the devel-
opment of infrastructure and mu-
nicipal services, which are especial-
ly pertinent and urgent now given 
the pressures on the present system 
due to the refugee crisis,” Harmgart 
noted.

With Jordan’s reliance on im-
ported fuels running at 97-98%, the 
bank is enhancing energy sustain-
ability, with two agreements in the 
works in 2016 and about $75 million 
in solar photovoltaic power plants 
in Jordan, while continuing to pro-
mote energy efficiency programmes 
and contribute to policy reforms.

“We should have two new energy 
diversification projects, the ACWA 
Sunrise Al Mafraq Solar PV and the 
Al Rajef Wind Farm, signed off on 
by year’s end. The projects have 
passed concept review and are now 
up for final review,” Harmgart said.

The bank, which extended sup-
port to Jordan in 2011 in response to 
international efforts to address the 
challenges after the “Arab spring” 
uprisings, issued $140 million to 
local banks for trade guarantees 
to promote the country’s foreign 
trade, Harmgart said.

During its 2016 annual meeting in 
May in London, the bank decided 
to provide Jordan with a share in a 
$110 million grant, taken from the 
profits of the bank, and extended 
to support countries affected by the 
Syrian refugee crisis.

The bank’s board also decided to 

have its 2018 annual meeting in Jor-
dan in recognition of the kingdom’s 
humanitarian efforts and to high-
light investment opportunities.

The Amman Chamber of Industry 
and the EBRD signed an agreement 
to help develop SMEs by providing 
administrative, technical and finan-
cial support. Through the EBRD’s 
Small Business Support, the bank 
has also initiated 145 technical as-
sistance projects that directly ben-
efit the kingdom’s SMEs.

“Conflicts in neighbouring Iraq 
and Syria have adversely affected 
trade and exports, which contract-
ed by 8% in 2015, as well as tourism 
arrivals, and deterred foreign direct 
investment, which fell by a whop-
ping 37%,” economist Issam Qad-
amani said.

“Despite strong growth in min-
ing, phosphate, potash and utilities, 
the overall weakening of the growth 
performance was driven by a con-
traction in certain sectors, mainly 
restaurant, hotel and construction.”

He emphasised the importance of 
international support to continue 
implementing vital projects within 
the framework of the Jordan Re-
sponse Plan 2016-18 come through.

“If donor pledges don’t see the 
light of day, the economy will be in 
big trouble,” he said.

Raied T. Shuqum, based in 
Amman, has reported on regional 
issues since 1999.

Jamal J. Halaby

Jordanian King Abdullah II (C-R) speaks with the new Prime Minister Hani Mulki (C-L) at the 
swearing-in ceremony of Jordan’s new government in Amman.

The path to reform 
could take several 
years, Abdullah has 
admitted.

Under the 
constitution, 
parliamentary 
elections are to be held 
no later than the end 
of September.

People shop at a commercial street in Salt, Jordan.

Real GDP growth in 
Jordan is expected to 
rise from 2.4% in 2015 
to 3% in 2016, less than 
the forecast of 3.5%.

Raied T. Shuqum

“If donor pledges 
don’t see the light of 
day, the economy will 
be in big trouble.”
Economist Issam Qadama
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EU, Turkey ties strained by Erdogan moves

Istanbul

I 

ncreasingly at odds with the 
United States over the fight-
ing in northern Syria, Turkey 
is mulling unilateral military 
action to stop a Kurdish auton-

omy drive across the border.
US support for Syrian-Kurdish 

groups, the Democratic Union Par-
ty (PYD) and its militia, the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), has been a 
source of tensions between Ankara 
and Washington for years. While 
Turkey sees PYD and YPG as off-
shoots of the outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), a rebel group 
fighting for Kurdish self-rule within 
Turkey; Washington regards the 
Syrian Kurds as important allies in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The simmering row gave way 
to public complaints by Turkey’s 
leaders after pictures taken by an 
Agence France-Presse photogra-
pher showed members of US spe-
cial operations forces in Syria with 
YPG insignia on their uniforms. “I 
condemn America’s support for the 
PYD and the YPG,” Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan said in 
a speech on May 28th. “This is not 
the promise that was given to us.”

While Erdogan expressed his 
anger, PYD leader Saleh Muslim 
thanked the US soldiers for wearing 
YPG patches. American forces were 
helping the Kurds and were act-
ing like a “sharp knife” in the fight 
against ISIS, news reports quoted 
Muslim as saying.

Conflicting interests in the Syr-
ian battle have caused cracks to 
appear between Turkey and the 
United States, strategic allies since 

the Cold War and partners in NATO. 
Ankara says the expansion of terri-
tory under the PYD’s control along 
the Turkish border in north-eastern 
Syria could be a step towards creat-
ing an independent Kurdish state 
and a threat to Turkish national se-
curity.

Turkey’s concerns clash with the 
US top priority in Syria of stopping 
and weakening ISIS without a ma-
jor deployment of American com-
bat troops, because Washington has 
been closely cooperating with the 
PYD, seen as an efficient and pow-
erful ally in battling ISIS.

Military offensives near the Syr-
ian city of Raqqa, the capital of the 
ISIS caliphate, and near Falluja in 
Iraq have increased pressure on the 
jihadist group. In Raqqa, ISIS is un-
der attack from the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF), an alliance of 
Kurdish and Arab fighters dominat-
ed by the YPG.

In Turkey, a country where many 
see the United States as a power-
hungry and egoistical player in 
Middle Eastern affairs, Erdogan is 
not alone in his criticism of the US 
approach to Syria.

A Twitter campaign demanding 
that the southern Turkish air base 
of Incirlik be closed for US fighter 
jets attracted thousands of com-
ments, with statements such as 
“Get out, USA” and “Incirlik has be-
come a centre for imperialism and 
massacres” among the opinions 
expressed. Incirlik has been used as 
a base by the US-led international 
coalition for attacks on ISIS in Syria.

Turkish public opinion has also 
been angered by reports that the 
United States has shielded PYD 
members from Turkish artillery fire 
in Syria. Turkish howitzers and mis-
sile launchers have targeted Syrian-
Kurdish positions inside Syria sev-

eral times in recent months, but 
Abdulkadir Selvi, a columnist for 
the Hurriyet daily known to often 
reflect government stances, wrote 
on May 31st that the United States 
asked Turkey to pause the bom-
bardment to give PYD members 
the chance to vacate the area under 
fire.

According to Selvi, Ankara is 
preparing to strike PYD and YPG in 
Syria again if PKK suicide bombers 
were to perpetrate more attacks in-
side Turkey. Scores of people died 
in February when Kurdish militants 
drove car bombs into a military 
convoy and into a crowded square 
in Ankara.

“If suicide attacks continue, de-
stroy Daesh and YPG targets inside 
Syria, no matter what the interna-
tional coalition says,” Selvi wrote, 
describing the focus of government 

preparations and using an Arabic 
acronym for ISIS. He said the Turk-
ish military had completed prepa-
rations for limited cross-border 
raids, which would be ordered by 
Turkey’s political leaders “no mat-
ter what the international coalition 
says”.

Meanwhile, the Turkish govern-
ment has offered its troops for joint 
operations in Syria to weaken the 
PYD’s central position in US strat-
egy there. Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu proposed joint 
Turkish-American interventions 
in northern Syria without involv-
ing the PYD and the YPG. “If we 
join forces, they (the United States) 
have their own special forces and 
we have our special forces,” Cavu-
soglu said. He added such a force 
could easily advance on Raqqa. 
There has been no response by the 

United States to the proposal.
Cavusoglu also accused the Unit-

ed States of operating with a “dou-
ble standard”. Washington was 
helping the PYD but at the same 
time delaying the delivery of mod-
ern rocket launchers to Turkey, he 
said. The launchers would enable 
Turkish troops to fire up to 90km 
into Syria, as opposed to the 40km 
range of Turkey’s howitzers at the 
border.

Cavusoglu said while Turkey was 
ready to receive the US weapons, 
Washington had not honoured its 
promise to send the High Mobility 
Artillery Rocket Systems (HIMARS) 
in May. The minister said the weap-
ons were expected to arrive in Au-
gust.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Istanbul

A 

s Turkey heads towards 
a presidential system by 
increasingly concentrat-
ing power in the hands 
of President Recep Tayy-

ip Erdogan, the European Union 
voiced concerns about democratic 
deficits, in a development that has 
strained ties between Ankara and 
Brussels.

Relations between Turkey and 
key EU member Germany are show-
ing signs of crisis after the German 
parliament voted to recognise the 
mass killings of Armenians in the 
Ottoman empire as genocide.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel openly criticised Turkey’s deci-
sion to lift the immunity of lawmak-
ers in parliament, a step seen as a 
preparation by Erdogan’s ruling Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) 
to push Kurdish politicians out of 
the chamber and put them on trial.

Speaking after meeting with Er-
dogan on the fringes of the UN 
Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul 
on May 23rd, Merkel said she felt a 
“deep concern” about the lifting of 
immunity, adding that a democracy 
needed “an independent judiciary, 

independent media and a strong 
parliament”.

Merkel said she put those ideas 
to Erdogan in their meeting but the 
Turkish president did not share her 
views. “Some questions in this re-
spect remain open,” Merkel said.

The chancellor also said Erdogan 
renewed his rejection of an EU de-
mand to reform Turkey’s draconian 
anti-terror laws that Brussels says 
can be used to suppress non-violent 
dissent. Merkel said that without 
the changes, the European Union 
would not lift visa barriers for Turks 
as promised in a deal between An-
kara and Brussels aimed at easing 
the European refugee crisis.

In a symbolic gesture aimed at 
both the Erdogan administration 
and critics at home, who accuse her 

of ignoring the Turkish president’s 
autocratic tendencies, Merkel spent 
more than two hours meeting with 
civil society representatives in Is-
tanbul. Some of the guests invited 
to meet the chancellor were known 
government critics. Merkel was 
“very well informed” about the is-
sues facing Turkey and had listened 
“with sympathy”, said one partici-
pant of the meeting who asked not 
to be named.

The Turkish parliament on May 
20th approved a bill drawn up by 
the AKP to lift the immunity of all 
550 deputies to allow the judiciary 
to pursue existing criminal cases 
against 148 of them. The move in-
volves politicians from all parties 
in parliament but the pro-Kurdish 
Democratic People’s Party (HDP) 

would be the hardest hit, with 53 
out of its 59 MPs in danger of losing 
their seats if convicted.

In many of the cases, HDP depu-
ties stand accused of terror charges, 
including spreading propaganda 
on behalf of the banned Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK). Erdogan says 
the HDP is the PKK’s political arm, 
an accusation rejected by the Kurd-
ish party.

Observers say the AKP is hoping 
to win some of the seats that would 
become vacant with convictions 
of HDP members. More AKP seats 
in parliament, currently 316, could 
push the party over the 330-seat 
mark needed to pass a vote to call 
a referendum on Erdogan’s aim of 
introducing a presidential system.

“We view this motion as a politi-
cal coup attempt to completely de-
stroy the separation of powers by 
subordinating the legislative to the 
executive and leaving the former 
at the mercy of a thoroughly politi-
cised and biased judiciary,” HDP co-
chairmen Selahattin Demirtas and 
Figen Yuksekdag wrote in a letter 
to top parliamentarians in Europe, 
including Martin Schulz, speaker of 
the EU parliament.

The lifting of immunity, coupled 
with other moves by Erdogan to 
consolidate power, set off alarms 
in the European Union. Erdogan re-
moved Ahmet Davutoglu as prime 
minister in early May and replaced 
him with Transport minister Bi-
nali Yildirim, a close adviser who 
also took over the AKP leadership 
at a special party congress. Yildi-
rim made it clear he would work in 
“complete harmony” with Erdogan, 
whom he called his “leader”.

The new prime minister also said 
he would do everything in his pow-

er to make sure that Turkey would 
move from a parliamentary system 
to a presidential system as soon as 
possible.

Erdogan and his supporters ar-
gue his ascent to the post of head 
of state by direct vote two years ago 
changed the power structure in Tur-
key. Even though the constitution 
says the president should stay out 
of day-to-day politics and should be 
impartial, Erdogan has been acting 
like an executive president, setting 
government positions and openly 
taking sides with the AKP.

“We will immediately start work 
to implement a new constitution, 
which, God willing, will include the 
presidential system,” Yildirim told 
AKP lawmakers.

Schulz accused Erdogan of being 
engaged in a “breathtaking move 
away from European values”. He 
told a German newspaper that the 
lifting of immunity and what he 
called the “self-dissolution of the 
office of prime minister” with the 
appointment of Yildirim were signs 
Turkey was “on the way to becom-
ing a one-man state”.

Turkey recalled its ambassador 
from Berlin for consultations, fol-
lowing the Armenian decision by 
Germany’s parliament. Erdogan 
said the decision would have 
“grave” consequences for relations 
between the two countries.

Turkey warns the US over northern Syria
Thomas Seibert

Armed men in uniform identified by Syrian Democratic Forces as US special operations forces ride in the 
back of a pickup truck in the village of Fatisah in the northern Syrian province of Raqqa on May 25th.

Turkey is mulling 
unilateral military 
action to stop a 
Kurdish autonomy 
drive across the 
border.

Pictures showed 
members of US special 
forces in Syria with 
YPG insignia on their 
uniforms.
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German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L), with Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan during the World Humanitarian Summit in 
Istanbul, on May 23rd.

Thomas Seibert

Merkel spent more 
than two hours 
meeting with civil 
society 
representatives in 
Istanbul. Some of the 
guests were known 
government critics.

The move to lift the 
immunity of 
lawmakers  coupled 
with other moves by 
Erdogan to consolidate 
power, set off alarms 
in the European Union.
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Halal welcome for Gulf tourists in Europe
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

W 

hen all else fails, 
adapt.
European hotels 
learned perhaps the 
hard way that if they 

are going to maintain a list of repeat 
guests during the peak season then 
maybe museums, art galleries, pris-
tine lakes and snow-capped moun-
tains are not enough for Arab visi-
tors. Sometimes touches of home go 
a long way towards getting families 
to return to the same hotel year af-
ter year.

Aziz Awlya, 34, who manages a 
hotel in Mecca, thinks of it as cul-
tural ambiance to banish homesick-
ness and offer Arab guests services 
that remind them of home.

“It’s important to receive guests 
a certain way and Arab guests can 
be particularly demanding,” Awlya 
said. “It is more and more impor-
tant that hotels train their staff to 
understand the cultural differences 
of their guests and respond accord-
ingly.”

By understanding cultural differ-
ences, Awlya said he expects ho-
tel management to respond to the 
cultural and religious preferences 
of Arab guests. The preparation of 
halal food is imperative to ensur-
ing that Arab guests are comfort-
able and the hotel management has 
made their stay a success. If hotels 
understand the nuances of the cul-
ture — such as offering Arabic coffee 

and dates on arrival at the reception 
desk — he said, then that guest will 
return.

European hotels have seen a surge 
in Arab guests, particularly from 
Saudi Arabia, as middle-class fami-
lies have taken advantage of low 
airfares and special travel packages. 
The standard among many hotel op-
erators was simply to offer guests a 
room, good service and good food in 
their restaurants in a one-size-fits-
all scheme.

That has changed in the past two 
years as Swiss hotels in particular 
have seen a tremendous increase in 
the numbers of Arab guests. More 
than any other foreign traveller, 
visitors to Europe from Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates spend 
the most money on their holidays — 
about $3,200 per visit — and gener-
ally take the longest trips of about 
two weeks, according to a study of 
Arab tourists in 2015 by ITB Travel 
Trends report, which tracks global 
tourism. Middle East tourist traffic 
to Europe increased 9% in the first 
eight months of 2015, according to 
the report.

Awlya said European hotels 
have discovered that guests from 
the Middle East are a different sort 
of tourist with priorities on nice 
weather. Visiting museums and 
culture centres are far down the list 
of things to do. A special empha-
sis is placed on satisfying religious 
needs and to respond to customs 
and traditions of foreign guests that 
range from extended families book-
ing multiple rooms to making sure 
the direction of the Qibla is clearly 
marked in each room.

As a result, European hotel man-
agers had to rethink their marketing 
strategy to respond better to their 
guests’ wants and needs. They rec-
ognised that tourists from the Gulf 
Cooperation Council place high 
value on the comforts of home to 
make their stay in a foreign country 
enjoyable.

Today, most hotels in Switzerland, 
for example, market halal-friendly 
services and provide cultural amen-
ities. Arab guests account for nearly 
10% of all guests occupying hotels 
during the peak season, according 
to the Switzerland Tourism Office.

Daniela Manteuffel, assistant 
marketing and events coordinator 
for Hotel Metropole in Interlaken, 

said the hotel offers “halal food 
served separately in its restaurant 
and in the dining hall during Rama-
dan”.

She said that halal food is served 
for iftar during Ramadan and meals 
are also served before Fajr prayer 
shortly before sunrise. Always 
available to Arab guests are cultural 
amenities, such as Arabic coffee, tea 
and dates, prayer rugs and a sepa-
rate prayer room. The front desk 
provides directions to the Interlak-
en’s only mosque.

To further make their guests com-
fortable, some hotels partition bar-
bershops to separate men and wom-
en customers. Most Swiss hotels in 
Zurich and Lucerne offer amenities 

including separate spa facilities for 
men and women, Arabic-speaking 
staff and special offers for local 
tours for Arab guests.

Awlya said that Saudis usually 
prefer to rent furnished apartments 
that offer a degree of privacy but 
it is not always practical in Europe 
where hotels are in far more abun-
dance. “The Arab traveller expects 
a certain level service that reflects 
their culture, and hotels, if they 
want to appeal to a certain demo-
graphic or niche, must provide that 
service if they want repeat busi-
ness,” he said.

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

An exhibitor works at an American Halal Vacation Homes booth at the World Halal Travel Summit & 
Exhibition in Abu Dhabi.

Today, most hotels in 
Switzerland, for 
example, market 
halal-friendly services 
and provide cultural 
amenities.

Al Ghurair Foundation launches scholars’ programme
for talented Arab students in collaboration with MIT
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T 

he Dubai-based Abdulla 
Al Ghurair Foundation 
for Education has an-
nounced the Open Learn-
ing Scholars Programme, 

a ground-breaking collaboration 
with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT).

The foundation is one of the larg-
est privately funded philanthropic 
education initiatives in the world.

The scholars’ programme is part 
of the MITx MicroMasters creden-
tial in data science and manage-
ment. The programme combines 
online courses and one residential 
semester. Participants must com-
plete five online courses to earn 
the credential, after which they can 
apply to complete a master’s de-
gree on campus at MIT or another 
university or seek employment op-
portunities.

“It will not only allow Arab stu-
dents to upgrade their skills while 
living in the region but it will also 
improve their job prospects in a 
rapidly changing and globally com-
petitive marketplace,” said Abdul 
Aziz al-Ghurair, chairman of the 
foundation’s board of trustees.

“Our goal is really not to lose 
time, as the Arab youth has already 
lost a lot of time.”

“We wanted to give them access 
to high-quality education without 
being on campus. They can access 
it from Morocco or do it from Egypt 
or from a Syrian refugee camp. The 
challenge is to make sure these stu-
dents are academically serious and 
have the discipline to stay on track 
and pass the different exams.”

Foundation Chief Executive Of-
ficer Maysa Jalbout noted that the 

programme “was designed with 
every Arab youth in mind”.

“We have thought about the chal-
lenges that they are facing. Our slo-
gan or our message to Arab youth 
is that ‘where you live should not 
limit what you can achieve’,” Jal-
bout said.

“In the months leading up to the 
formal announcement in April this 
year, we spent a lot of time un-
derstanding how we can have the 
greatest impact with the very gen-
erous investment that Abdulla Ah-
mad al-Ghurair had made towards 
the foundation. We wanted to un-
derstand what type of education 
we can provide that could be most 
impactful; we also wanted to find 
the best partners and, finally, make 

education most accessible to Arab 
youth,” she said.

According to Jalbout, accessing 
proper education “is a huge issue” 
in the Arab world.

“We know, for example, that 
many refugees don’t have access 
to education. We know that the 
quality of education is challenged, 
whereby the outcomes of the uni-
versity systems are not what they 

should be,” Jalbout said.
“Employers are constantly speak-

ing of the skills’ gap. All those chal-
lenges, we looked at very deeply 
and we developed our programmes 
to respond to those challenges and 
to support Arab youth in the best 
way possible.”

The foundation in April an-
nounced a partnership with Khalifa 
University, American University 
of Sharjah, American University of 
Beirut and American University in 
Cairo, in creating Al Ghurair STEM 
Scholars Programme, which pro-
vides undergraduate and gradu-
ate scholarships to high-achieving, 
underserved Arab and Emirati stu-
dents to study science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics 

(STEM) subjects at those universi-
ties.

“Under this programme, we are 
partnering up with those univer-
sities to provide Arab youth who 
want to study at those institutions 
with tuition fees, cost of living and 
the cost of education material that 
they need. We have made three-
year commitments with each of 
those universities,” said Jalbout. 
“We hope that the first group of 
Arab students who benefit from 
those programmes in universities 
will start very soon this Septem-
ber.”

The foundation’s goal is to reach 
a minimum of 15,000 Arab youth 
interested in pursuing STEM educa-
tion over the next ten years, as well 
as supporting 5,000 high-achieving 
grade 11 and 12 Emirati students at 
public schools, preparing them to 
study at top universities.

Jalbout said the third programme 
targeting Emirati students in public 
schools would soon be launched. 
“Al Ghurair Young Thinkers Pro-
gramme will provide the up-skill-
ing preparation for college pro-
grammes and supporting them so 
that they are qualified to apply to 
these top universities,” she said.

Jalbout said she thought she had 
the best job in the world to be able 
to deliver education to every Arab 
youth who wants it.

“I feel extremely fortunate that 
I have found such a generous fam-
ily that really cares about educa-
tion for Arab youth,” she said. “We 
are putting in place a very rigorous 
monitoring and evaluation system 
whereby every young person that 
we take on, we will be able to follow 
with them every step of the way.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Maysa Jalbout (L), Abdul Aziz al-Ghurair (C) and Professor Eric Grimson, chancellor for Academic 
Advancement at MIT, at the signing ceremony held in Dubai, to launch the Al Ghurair Open Learning 
Scholars Programme.

One of the 
foundation’s goals is to 
reach a minimum of 
15,000 Arab youth 
interested in pursuing 
STEM education over 
the next ten years.

European hotels have 
seen a surge in Arab 
guests, particularly 
from Saudi Arabia.
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Egypt’s chasing impossible dream of wheat sufficiency 
Ahmed Meghid

Cairo

I 

nadequate water resources, 
limited arable land and a na-
tional diet heavy on bread 
make it almost impossible for 
Egypt to reach self-sufficiency 

in wheat production, agriculture ex-
perts say.

“To produce enough wheat to 
feed everybody in this country, we 
need to double the space cultivated 
with the grain here,” said Gamal 
Mohamed Siam, a professor of agri-
culture at Cairo University. “This is 
impossible to do, at least in the fore-
seeable future.”

Wheat self-sufficiency is coming 
to the surface once more as Egyptian 
farmers begin the harvest. Fuelling 
the dream is a national project for 
the cultivation of 344,000 hectares 
of desert land with wheat. Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi inau-
gurated the first 2,293 hectares of 
the project in May.

Sisi watched millions of wheat 
shafts waving in the wind at the Far-
afra depression in the Western de-
sert. Millions of Egyptians watched 
the scene on television and were 
filled with hope that the newly cul-
tivated farmland would be a step to-
wards wheat self-sufficiency.

Apparently energised by the 
achievement, Agriculture Minister 
Essam Fayed said Egypt could pro-
duce enough wheat to feed its peo-
ple by 2030. He said this would be 
done by increasing the area cultivat-
ed with wheat, building more wheat 
storage and improving efficiency of 
irrigation systems.

Agriculture experts such as Siam 
say this is mere fantasy.

Egypt, with a population of about 
90 million, is the world’s largest 
wheat importer. In 2015-16, it im-
ported 11 million tonnes of wheat. 
Wheat imports feed almost 60% of 
the population. The 9 million tonnes 
of wheat produced locally is all used 
for domestic purposes.

Siam says to bridge the gap be-
tween production and consump-
tion, Egypt needs to grow wheat in 
all its 2.6 million hectares of arable 
land.

“But this is almost impossible, at 

least in the foreseeable future, be-
cause it will mean that we will have 
no farmland left for growing other 
important crops,” he said.

Almost 95% of Egyptians live 
along the Nile river and in the Nile 
delta, which contain the country’s 
most fertile farmland. Arable sec-
tions of those areas, however, have 
been decreasing because of deserti-
fication and urbanisation.

Egypt has tried several times, but 
with little success, to reclaim desert 
areas to increase cultivable space.

Another key challenge to wheat 
self-sufficiency is water, of which 
Egypt already has a remarkable defi-
cit, experts say. Egypt receives 55.5 
billion cubic metres of water a year 
from the Nile, its only source of wa-
ter. That figure is almost 20 billion 
cubic metres below the country’s 

water needs.
Irrigation expert Mahmoud Emara 

said to increase its farmland, Egypt 
needs to increase water resources.

“Nevertheless, realities on the 
ground also show that increasing 
these resources will be a difficult 
thing to do, given the construction 
by Ethiopia of a huge dam on the 
Nile,” he said.

Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance 
dam, which is expected to be opera-
tional in a few months, will trim 14 
billion cubic metres of water from 

Egypt’s annual share. This will 
plunge the country into deeper wa-
ter deficits.

Egypt is preparing for the dry days 
ahead by implementing projects that 
will treat billions of cubic metres of 
sewage every year. Those projects 
will keep Egypt’s water supply level 
as is, not raise it, which means that 
no additional water will be available 
for agricultural expansion.

Adding to the intensity of the 
wheat crisis is a national diet domi-
nated by bread. Egyptians eat 220 
million loaves of bread every day, 
according to the Supply Ministry. 
Consumers pay only 10% of the 
price of the bread, while the govern-
ment has to pay the rest in the form 
of subsidies — $2 billion in 2015.

Experts say the bread subsidies 
mean the government pays for the 

bread twice: When buying wheat 
from local and international pro-
ducers and when subsidising prices 
to the public.

Nevertheless, Egypt’s bread-
dependent regime is not likely to 
change, which puts another hurdle 
on the road to fulfil its dream of 
wheat self-sufficiency.

“Bread is a basic component of the 
diet of almost everybody here, espe-
cially the poor, some of whom can 
only afford the price of a few loaves 
of it,” nutrition expert Mohamed 
Fahmi said. “Changing this diet will 
just mean that millions of poor peo-
ple will not find anything equally 
cheap to eat, which could result in a 
social catastrophe.”

Ahmed Meghid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Farmers use a threshing machine as they harvest their wheat crop in Qaha, Qalyubia governorate, north-east of Cairo.

Egypt, with a 
population of 90 
million, is the world’s 
largest wheat 
importer.

Going Global Live brings Middle East trade to London
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

M 

ore than 3,350 visi-
tors attended Going 
Global Live in Lon-
don, an event bring-
ing together British 

and Middle Eastern companies 
looking to forge new links and ex-
pand their business.

Backed by UK Trade and Invest-
ment, a government department, 
more than 40 companies exhibited 
at the two-day event in May.

There was a focus in particular 
on countries from the Gulf. Ras Al 
Khaimah Free Trade Zone (RAK 
FTZ) provides companies with li-
cences, offices, accommodation 
in the United Arab Emirates’ most 
northerly emirate. The emirate-
owned free trade zone aims to 
encourage foreign investment in 
Ras Al Khaimah, which is about 
an hour’s drive north of Dubai and 
hosts more than 8,000 companies 
from 50 different countries.

“We are usually preferred by 
start-up companies that want to 
use the UAE as their international 
hub. An example is a company that 
uses dismantled products to create 
something new that can use our 
hub as an assembly unit,” said Gu-

lay Avci, RAK FTZ regional manager 
in Turkey.

Capital International Group 
Dubai is a UAE business consul-
tancy.

“Our target market is mostly Eu-
ropean countries, especially east-
ern Europeans, such as Russians,” 
Capital International Group Dubai 
consultant Shafeeq Ahmed said. 
“However, we do have an interna-
tional client base that are in real es-
tate and service providing. We help 
both on-shore and off-shore com-
panies. We help with investor visas 
including their family’s visas.

“We have established an office in 
India and Germany and would like 
one in London.”

Fujairah Free Zone represented 
the UAE’s most easterly emirate, 
aiming to attract foreign invest-
ment and, like other free trade 
zones in the country, helps foreign 
investors bypass local laws and re-
tain 100% foreign ownership.

“Many of our clients just want to 
be in the region to test the water,” 
said Sharief al-Awadhi, the chief ex-
ecutive officer at the Fujairah Free 
Zone. “We aim to get more clients 
from food processing and manufac-
turing to add sustainability. They 
could be a branch of an existing 
company or we can help merge two 
existing companies.

“As the Expo 2020 is coming to 
the UAE, we are expanding our 
strategies to attract foreign invest-
ment. We have a strong base with 
petrochemical companies.”

Arabian Enterprise Incubators 
Saudi, which also exhibited at the 

event, aids foreign companies ex-
pand into Saudi Arabia, helping 
with visas, commercial registration 
and connecting to Saudi clients.

AEI Saudi said it has 190 clients 
from across the world. The com-
pany has strong links with British 
trade groups, such as UKTI, Invest-
ment Northern Ireland, Scottish 
Development International and the 
Welsh government. Other clients 
are from India, the United States 
and Europe.

“There is a perception that Sau-
di Arabia is too hard to deal with 
but, in fact, by talking to Saudis, 
you start to understand how Saudi 

Arabia works,” AEI Saudi founder 
Adam Hosier said. “I often hear 
that Saudi Arabia is very slow but, if 
you think about it, Saudi Arabia has 
gone from literally desert to a mul-
tinational country with three urban 
centres. Six million people live in 
Riyadh. They have done all of this 
in 100 years, so actually, Saudi Ara-
bia does move very quickly.”

He added: “Saudi Arabia can be 
challenging as it seems opaque 
from the outside so it can seem 
hard to Google research who to deal 
with. Our local knowledge can give 
our clients the right contacts so 
when they travel to Saudi Arabia, 

they know who to talk to. Saudi 
Arabia is a very face-to-face market 
so you have to get into the market 
to understand the market.

“I would like the relationship be-
tween the West and the Arab world 
to be better. If we can trade togeth-
er well then we can communicate 
with each other better too.”

Venture Alliance Consultancy 
(VAC) is the official and exclusive 
partner for the Ajman Free Zone 
for Europe, helping companies set 
up in Ajman, another UAE emirate 
north of Dubai. It also exhibited at 
the event, trying to attract British 
companies.

“We want to make it easier and 
more transparent for British com-
panies to expand their trade into 
the Middle East. We are the one-
stop shop for everything,” said Ria 
Kayani, VAC’s managing director 
for international business.

“Ajman is one of the fastest grow-
ing free zones. It is building its own 
airport this year. Ajman is probably 
the quickest and easiest to set up 
a company in. In 48 hours we can 
set a company up. The amount of 
paperwork is a lot less and there is 
less waiting time for approvals.”

Going Global Live returns to 
Olympia London November 17th-
18th. Tickets can be booked at 
www.goinggloballive.co.uk. For 
information on exhibit space, con-
tact Simon Chicken at 0117 907 3520 
or simon.chicken@prysmgroup.
co.uk.

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

More than 3,350 
visitors attended 
Going Global Live in 
London.

A view of the event
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OPEC happy with 
oil market, Saudi 
Arabia says

Dinar’s fall hits 
Algerian finances

Libya: France
announces $500 
million upgrade 
for oil site

Saudi Arabia expressed confi-
dence that oil prices will recover, 
cementing expectations that the Or-
ganisation of the Petroleum Export-
ing Countries (OPEC) would remain 
divided and keep crude flowing.

“Everybody is very satisfied with 
the market. The market is rebal-
ancing as we speak,” said Khalid 
al-Falih, newly appointed as Saudi 
Arabia’s Energy minister.

“Demand is extremely healthy 
and robust. Non-OPEC supply is de-
clining. Prices will respond to the re-
balancing of the market,” Falih said.

Traditionally OPEC, which pumps 
about one-third of the world’s oil, 
has cut production to boost falling 
prices but in the most recent drop, 
which has seen oil tumble from 
more than $100 in 2014 to close to 
$25 in January, OPEC — driven by 
Riyadh — has changed tack, keeping 
oil flowing to maintain market share 
and squeeze competitors.

It has taken some time — strain-
ing even Saudi Arabia’s finances, to 
say nothing of on-the-brink OPEC 
member Venezuela — but the tactic 
appears to be working. Non-OPEC 
output is falling and prices recently 
rose to more than $50 for the first 
time in six months.
(Agence France-Presse)

Algeria’s dinar has fallen to its 
lowest levels since independence 
from France, hit by lower energy 
prices that have sapped the OPEC 
producer’s revenues. The dinar 
on May 25th hit a five-decade low, 
reaching 110.52 to the dollar, accord-
ing to figures from the central bank.

Economists and business ex-
ecutives expect the currency to fall 
further, raising prices and reducing 
purchasing power for a country that 
relies heavily on imports.

Algeria still has a considerable 
cushion built during oil boom times 
but reserves fell $35 billion to $143 
billion at the end of 2015.

The dinar started falling when 
the country began running a trade 
deficit coinciding with a decline in 
currency reserves. Algeria posted a 
trade deficit of $13.71 billion in 2015 
after a $4.3 billion surplus in 2014.

“The dinar is expected to fall fur-
ther because there is no sign so far 
that crude prices will rebound to 
push up currency reserves,” said 
university economics professor Mo-
hamed Taibi.
(Reuters)

French company Technip has 
signed a preliminary $500 million 
deal to upgrade a key Libyan oil fa-
cility, along with Italy’s Eni and Lib-
ya’s state oil company.

The move is part of French diplo-
matic efforts to boost Libya’s unity 
government. The signing in Paris 
comes as Libyan forces are fighting 
to push back Islamic State extrem-
ists, who have seized territory amid 
political turmoil.

The head of Libya’s National 
Oil Corporation met in Paris with 
French executives and oversaw the 
signing of the letter of intent to up-
grade a platform at the Bahr Essalam 
oil field north of Tripoli with an aim 
of producing 12.6 million barrels a 
day.
(The Associated Press)

BriefsIran and Oman near agreement on gas deal
Jareer Elass

Washington

I 

ran is forging ahead in its post-
sanctions world by seeking an 
advantageous export route to 
ship natural gas. Surprisingly, it 
is looking to a friend within the 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) to 
provide that outlet.

A long-discussed undersea gas 
pipeline and supply deal between 
Iran and Oman is back on the table 
now that international sanctions on 
Tehran over its nuclear programme 
have largely been lifted. Muscat is 
eager to gain access to Iranian gas 
for domestic consumption and Teh-
ran wants to tap into Oman’s un-
derused liquefied natural gas (LNG) 
terminals to export its gas to wider 
markets.

Oman hopes to utilise as much as 
two-thirds of the Iranian gas inter-
nally with the remaining amount 
exported as LNG on Iran’s behalf to 
European and Asian customers.

A final deal has not yet been 
signed but a pipeline feasibility 
study was approved by both coun-
tries’ Oil ministers in September 
and Iran is reportedly zeroing in on 
South Korean firm Korea Gas Corpo-
ration (KOGAS) to build the subsea 
gas line.

Discussions between Iran and 
Oman regarding a gas supply agree-
ment date back a decade but pro-
gress was slowed by differences 
between the two neighbours on 
pricing as well as international sanc-
tions that were levelled on Tehran as 
it sought to develop its nuclear pro-
gramme.

In 2014, the two countries signed 
a preliminary 25-year gas supply 
agreement valued at $60 billion. 
Integral to that agreement was the 
laying of a $1 billion, 200km pipe-
line under the Gulf of Oman, pos-
sibly from the Iranian port of Kuh-e 
Mubarak that would link to Oman’s 
industrial port of Sohar, near LNG 
export facilities at Sur. The deal 
would provide Oman with 10 billion 
cubic metres of gas per year from 
Iran’s giant offshore South Pars gas 
complex.

The agreement would benefit 
Oman greatly. The Gulf sultanate 

has been facing mushrooming do-
mestic gas usage, forcing it to delay 
LNG exports to meet domestic de-
mand. Muscat began receiving 200 
million cubic feet a day of Qatari 
gas through Qatar’s Dolphin export 
pipeline in 2008. Oman has increas-
ingly been using gas for enhanced 
oil recovery in ageing oil fields and 
as feedstock for the Gulf state’s 
petrochemical industry and power 
plants.

The increase in domestic gas 
consumption prompted Oman to 
cut back on LNG exports it is obli-
gated to supply through long-term 
contracts with South Korean and 
Japanese buyers that run until 2024 
and 2025, with the recent shortfall 
expected to be made up later. This 
has meant that the three liquefac-
tion trains operating at Oman’s LNG 
export complex at Sur are operat-
ing well below capacity, providing 
an opportunity for Iranian gas to be 
piped to the site, liquefied and ex-
ported.

Although Iran has the world’s 
largest natural gas reserves, it has 
lagged behind major gas exporters 

such as Russia and Qatar in pipeline 
and LNG infrastructure that would 
allow it to ship its gas. Tehran’s 
large-scale LNG export project, Iran 
LNG, was halfway completed when 
international sanctions were tight-
ened in 2012, causing work to be 
halted. Iran estimates it could take 
three or four more years to complete 
that project.

Trade between Iran and Oman 
has gathered pace in recent years, 
topping $1 billion in 2015. Iranian of-
ficials suggested the level of trade 
could reach $4 billion within five 
years. Oman has been complicit in 
allowing Iranian smugglers to evade 
the international sanctions on Teh-
ran, as small speedboats crossed the 
60km in the Strait of Hormuz that 
separate Oman and Iran, stocked 
with Omani goods and return to 

Iran, only paying Omani taxes on 
the goods.

Muscat has been savvy in cultivat-
ing strong ties with both the United 
States and Tehran, something Wash-
ington capitalised on when it sought 
to reach a sanctions deal as part of 
the P5+1 negotiations with Iran.

Relations between Oman and 
Saudi Arabia are prickly. Rather than 
following suit with its fellow GCC 
neighbours when they cut or down-
graded diplomatic ties with Iran in 
early January over an attack on the 
Saudi embassy in Tehran, Muscat 
chose instead to rebuke Riyadh, 
calling the severing of diplomatic re-
lations “an unwise action conducted 
through an incorrect method”.

One has to believe that the Saudis 
are none too pleased that Oman and 
Iran could be further strengthen-
ing their political and economic ties 
through a gas supply and pipeline 
deal that allows Tehran to capitalise 
on reaching new energy markets.

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

Riyadh plays hardball on oil
Jareer Elass

Washington

T 

wo weeks after the Saudi 
government announced 
its Vision 2030 reform 
agenda, King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud issued 

a series of royal decrees that were 
an extension of the overall plan be-
ing championed and directed by 
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

What overshadowed the minis-
try restructurings and cabinet re-
shuffling was the dismissal of long-
serving oil minister Ali al-Naimi 
and the timing of his removal just 
weeks after the so-called “Doha de-
bacle”, in which Naimi’s support of 
a production freeze agreement be-
tween independent oil producers 
and members of the Organisation 
of the Petroleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC) was countermanded 
by Mohammed at the 11th hour, 
causing the deal to collapse.

Following Naimi’s departure, the 
Saudi government confirmed that 
it would maintain its current en-
ergy policy of sustaining elevated 
crude production until it feels that 
higher-cost producers have ceded 
enough market share. Saudi Ara-

bia’s tense political relations with 
Iran no doubt are mixed into this 
equation.

That Naimi has left the post he 
had held since 1995 was not a great 
surprise. The proverbial writing 
had been on the wall since King 
Salman ascended to the throne 
in January 2015. In April 2015, the 
Saudi monarch replaced Naimi as 
chairman of Saudi Aramco with 
Khalid al-Falih, who had been the 
state oil firm’s president and chief 
executive officer. Falih was also 
named Health minister.

Falih has now been made Naimi’s 
successor, though he will be re-
sponsible for an enhanced govern-
ment organisation called the En-
ergy, Industry and Mineral Wealth 
Ministry.

The new ministry is part of re-
forms intended by the deputy 
crown prince to pull together key 
business sectors under one roof 
for more efficient management. 
For example, now that electricity 
and oil production are being over-
seen by one ministry, the govern-
ment should be better able to meet 
peak domestic power demand that 
requires crude as feedstock, thus 
avoiding routine brownouts during 
the summer months.

For decades, the Saudi govern-
ment has relied on the expertise 
of technocrats such as Naimi to 
stay attuned to the oil markets 
and recommend domestic and in-
ternational energy policies. Now 
the deputy crown prince has an 
unprecedented direct hand in the 
kingdom’s energy policies, both in 

how oil is to drive domestic eco-
nomic growth as well as how Ri-
yadh views its oil role in interna-
tional markets.

Mohammed may have surmised 
that Naimi would not have been an 
enthusiastic backer of his ambitious 
reform plans and preferred a more 
dedicated lieutenant in Falih, with 
whom he reportedly has a good re-
lationship, to help him realise his 
goals. Falih, a technocrat with 30 
years of experience at the state oil 
firm, has worked closely with the Al 
Saud family over the years, particu-
larly on natural gas issues.

Naimi may not have avidly sup-
ported the limited international 
public offering (IPO) of Saudi Ara-
mco, the proceeds from which will 
fund a sovereign wealth fund that 
will in turn grow through non-oil 
investments. It will be Falih’s job 
to oversee this major component of 
the planned economic reforms.

Naimi led the charge in the sum-
mer of 2014 when Saudi Arabia and 
its Gulf allies within OPEC decided 
to reclaim lost market share at the 
expense of oil prices by boosting 
crude output to curb increasing 
volumes from higher-cost produc-
ers. Naimi also knew when it was 
time to compromise and rein in 
output and allow the markets to re-

balance before basement-level oil 
prices began to have broader global 
economic implications.

Prince Mohammed has suggest-
ed that oil prices are not a driving 
concern to the Saudi leadership, 
saying in a recent interview: “We 
don’t care about oil prices — $30 or 
$70, they are all the same to us.”

In addition to claiming that 
OPEC’s largest producer could 
bump oil production from its 10.2 
million barrels per day (bpd) by 
more than 2 million bpd within 
nine months, Mohammed has said 
that with more investment Saudi 
production capacity could reach 20 
million bpd.

Such rhetoric has political over-
tones that are directed towards 
Iran, which is attempting to restore 
its own market share since winning 
partial Western sanctions relief. 
The Saudi government has demon-
strated that regional politics affect 
its decision-making within OPEC, 
as evidenced by the deputy crown 
prince’s involvement in derailing 
the Doha accord after Riyadh de-
manded that Iran freeze its produc-
tion along with other OPEC mem-
bers and independent producers 
that were willing to participate in a 
group plan.

What this means is that Falih 
should expect a chilly reception 
at his inaugural OPEC meeting in 
June from those members hoping 
to reach an agreement that would 
support higher oil prices. Riyadh, 
for now, appears more focused on 
its own game plan than on accom-
modating others.

Trade between Iran 
and Oman has 
gathered pace in 
recent years, topping 
$1 billion in 2015.

Now the deputy crown 
prince has an 
unprecedented direct 
hand in the kingdom’s 
energy policies.

Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif (R) and Omani Minister of Foreign Affairs Yusuf bin 
Alawi bin Abdullah in Tehran, last February.

The new ministry is 
part of reforms 
intended by the 
deputy crown prince.
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Little solace for human trafficking victims in Lebanon
Paul Gadalla

Beirut

L 

ebanon was struck by the 
biggest human trafficking 
scandal in recent memory 
in March, when 75 Syrian 
women, who had been en-

slaved, beaten and forced into pros-
titution, escaped the red-light dis-
trict of Maameltein, north of Beirut.

The harrowing tale is not new. 
Thousands of women are trafficked 
every year into Lebanon to become 
sex slaves. The prevalence of or-
ganised crime owes much to the 
government’s laxity and legal loop-
holes in the country, activists say.

Several Lebanese non-govern-
mental organisations (NGOs) work-
ing with trafficking victims said 
some of the women returned to 
their homes in Syria, sparking fears 
that they might suffer additional 
abuse at the hands of their families.

“For those going back to their 
families, things will not be easy. 
Some of them face the prospect 
that men relatives will view them 
as a shame to the family and want 
to kill them,” said Wissam Tarif, a 
Lebanese human rights activist. 
“For others, they were breadwin-
ners so they will be looked at as fail-
ures, a shame in their own society.”

While those who chose to stay in 
Lebanon may be better protected, 
they, too, face numerous hurdles in 
their pursuit for justice.

“The Lebanese system has cre-
ated a culture that permits human 
trafficking and sex slavery,” said 
Ghada Jabbour, a social worker 
with Lebanese NGO KAFA. “There 
are many legal loopholes that have 
let this happen.”

According to Lebanon’s 2011 an-
ti-trafficking law, a woman must 
prove that she was forced into pros-
titution. However, many women, 
including the 75 Syrians, are lured 
into Lebanon under false pretences 
of a steady job or even a possible 
marriage opportunity and consent 
to move to the country to work.

“Sex traffickers set up agencies 

in different countries as a front 
and go after vulnerable women,” 
said Ramy Shukr of the Migrant 
Community Centre in Beirut. “The 
women are given [a false] work 
contract and visa and are lured in 
by job prospects. Once in Lebanon, 
they are sponsored, told they must 
pay back the money spent on their 
work papers and often have their 
travel documents seized.”

Many women trafficked into Leb-
anon enter the country under what 
is called an “artist visa”, which has 
become synonymous with forced 
prostitution.

“These women are not smuggled 
across the border as people may 
think; they come in with official 
papers. And officials at the bor-
der know why they are here,” said 
Maya al-Ammar, a representative of 
KAFA. “Every year, 4,000 to 6,000 
people are trafficked through Leba-
non on this so-called artist visa.”

Having consented on paper to 

work for an establishment that 
has sponsored them and got them 
legal visas, proving that they were 
forced into prostitution is a diffi-
cult task.

“How can a woman prove she 
was forced into it?” asked Jabbour. 
“It’s her word against the agency 
that brought her here, not to men-
tion the fact that security forces 
turn a blind eye to the problem.”

Prostitution is a crime under 
Lebanon’s penal code. Those who 
manage to escape are often viewed 
as criminals and can be jailed or re-
turned to their captors. Also, bring-
ing the captors to justice can take 
years due to bureaucratic Lebanese 
justice system, Mohana Ishak, a 
lawyer helping the 75 Syrian wom-
en, explained.

The general prosecutor must de-
termine if the women were forced 
into prostitution. The file is taken 
to an investigative judge, a counsel 
of judges and finally the criminal 

court. “The whole process can lit-
erally take years,” Ishak said.

Lebanese security forces have 
been all too flexible in human traf-
ficking, experts said. Chez Mau-
rice, a hotel in Maameltein where 
the women were held, had been 
investigated in October but there 
was no raid.

Many heads of such trafficking 
rings are at large, including the 
owner of Chez Maurice. “Police are 
often not going after the recruit-
ers, they tend to only get the lower 
guys in the operation,” said Tarif.

However, the head of the Syrian 
women trafficking ring has surren-
dered to authorities.

Ishak noted that the case has 
been moving much faster thanks to 
the public outcry triggered by the 
scandal, pointing out that “so far, 
it’s only been a matter of weeks, 
and we’ve gotten to the third stage 
of the judicial” proceedings”.

Meanwhile, several NGOs have 

been involved in the rehabilitation 
of sex slaves who chose to remain 
in Lebanon.

“We take it on a case-by-case 
basis, there isn’t just one per-
fect method,” said Jihane Isseid, 
a worker with local NGO ABAAD. 
“We shelter them and offer a full 
programme of help, ranging from 
legal to psychological. We also of-
fer art healing sessions, culinary 
lessons and vocational training. 
The aim is to get them back on their 
feet and empower them.”

Although the fate of the 75 Syrian 
women has become a major case 
in Lebanon, it could be a long time 
until more women in the same situ-
ation get the justice they deserve.

“It will take years and a lot of 
political will and proactive stances 
from the government to actually 
change things,” noted Ishak.

Paul Gadalla is a Beirut-based 
reporter.

Lebanese women flash the palm of their hands coloured in red as they demonstrate against prostitution, sex slavery and violence 
against women in front of the Justice Palace in Beirut, on April 8th.

Thousands of women 
are trafficked every 
year into Lebanon to 
become sex slaves.

‘Online marriages’ rising in war-stricken Syria
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

M 

ore than five years of 
civil war in Syria has 
led to front lines and 
checkpoints splitting 
communities and dis-

persing families across the country 
and abroad, forcing many young 
Syrians to turn to the internet to 
find a soulmate.

In a conservative Muslim society 
such as Syria’s, most marriages are 
arranged between members of the 
same clan. With clan members often 
separated by the war, and internet 
access still available, the number 
of “online marriages” has grown 
across Syria.

Ibrahim al-Ali, an engineer from 
Raqqa, has been unable to return 
to his city, the de facto capital of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in north-eastern 
Syria, so fell back on his parents and 
Skype to meet a future wife.

“Since the beginning of (anti-re-
gime) demonstrations in 2011, I did 
not go back home because of what 
I write on social media. I am seen 
there as a pro-regime thug and I am 
on ISIS’s wanted list,” said Ali.

Two years after graduating from 
university, Ali bought an apartment 
in a Damascus suburb with the idea 
of settling down to start a family.

“My father then told me about a 
young girl, the daughter of a rela-
tive, living in Raqqa, and suggested 

that he would propose to her on my 
behalf. I could hardly remember the 
girl since I was last there five years 
ago and I thought, ‘How could I 
marry someone I don’t know?’” Ali 
said.

Meeting over the internet was the 
only option for Ali so as not to marry 
a stranger. “I asked for permission 
to talk to my future bride on Skype, 
at least to know what she looked 
like before we got engaged,” he said. 
“One day she went to an internet 
café with my mother and we had 
our first conversation. A few days 
later we were engaged,” he said.

The couple have yet to get mar-
ried, as the bride has not been able 
to make the journey to Damascus 
due to the battle in Palmyra, which 
the army recaptured from ISIS in 
March, and fighting in rural Hama, 
north of Damascus.

Adel Deraawi, from the southern 
province of Deraa, fled Syria three 
years ago after being imprisoned 
twice by Syrian security forces. 
He settled in Mersin, Turkey, and 
opened a small business.

He said he met his wife through 
Facebook in early 2015. “She was a 
friend and university colleague of 
my sister, living in Deraa,” Deraawi 
said. “Our friendship through social 
media soon developed into love and 
we got engaged in June. She then 
travelled to Turkey for the marriage 
and now we are expecting our first 
child.”

Sociologist Ziad Abou Zayed 
said the war in Syria, which forced 

the displacement of millions, has 
changed many social understand-
ings and norms.

“The phenomenon of marriages 
through the internet has become 
widespread because of the protract-
ed conflict,” he said. “Moreover, 
many Syrian families whose sons 
travelled to Europe are keen to have 
them marry Syrian girls because 
they fear that they and their chil-
dren will not want to return to Syria 
if they marry foreigners.”

“In addition, harsh economic 
and financial conditions prompted 
many families to look for husbands 
for their daughters among Syr-
ians living abroad, hoping that their 
sons-in-law would help them finan-
cially,” he added.

Communication expert Maher 
Khatib cautioned that “virtual ro-
mances” could be dangerous as girls 
seeking to meet future husbands 
on the internet run risks of being 
exploited and abused by hackers or 

mischievous users.
“The phenomenon of ‘online 

marriages’ is a temporary trend 
resulting from the ongoing war. It 
is a means of communication that 
suitors resort to in place of normal 
courtship,” Khatib said.

Nour Ahmad, a Syrian refugee liv-
ing in Hanover, Germany, fled Syria 
in 2012 to rebuild her life in Europe. 
However, she was unable to mingle 
in German society, which had cus-
toms and traditions different from 
hers. “I wanted to meet a Syrian boy 
or at least an Arab,” Ahmad said.

“While following up on Syria’s de-
velopments on a Facebook page of 
the Syrian revolution I came across 
a media activist from rural Damas-
cus. I liked him before even know-
ing his name. He was reluctant to 
open up in the beginning, fearing 
that I could be an agent for Syrian 
security, but, with time, he trusted 
me and I confessed to him about my 
feelings and even proposed to him,” 
she said.

Ahmad joined her future husband 
in Turkey where he was being treat-
ed for an injury. “We got engaged 
there and I have since filed for him 
to be reunited with me in Germany,” 
she said.

Ahmad considers herself very 
lucky as she wanted to marry for 
love.

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

A groom holds his bride’s hand as they pose near a mortar and 
damaged buildings before heading to their wedding ceremony in 
the northern Syrian town of Kobani.
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‘Capsulisation’– Iraqis’ way to escape bitter reality
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

A 

li’s hands shook exten-
sively and his blank 
eyes were fixed on his 
hands as he spoke with 
broken words about his 

addiction.
Ali was kidnapped and tortured 

by armed militias in 2007 at the 
height of sectarian violence in 
Iraq. After his release in return for 
ransom, he resorted to “capsulisa-
tion”, the popular word used to de-
scribe the abuse of anti-depressives 
— or capsules — to overcome the 
“nightmare” he has gone through.

“I was tortured in such a savage 
way that I could no longer sleep. I 
was having constant bad dreams 
and nightmares because of the 
sufferings I had experienced and 
the images of torture of other de-
tainees who were held with me. 
It made me use tranquillisers and 
drink alcohol,” Ali, 25, said on con-
dition he only be identified by his 
first name.

Ali fears his future is lost. He 
says he feels incapable of surviving 
without pills and alcohol, which 
have caused him kidney problems 
and amnesia. “In my case, the 
treatment is very long and hard, 
which I cannot take… I simply 
don’t have the strength,” he said.

In Iraq, stories such as Ali’s are 
becoming common. Substance 
abuse is one of the many conse-
quences of the country’s decades-
long political, security and eco-
nomic problems.

Addicts often start with anti-
depressives and tranquillisers 
generally used to treat epilepsy, 
schizophrenia and other mental 
disorders.

“There are many medications 
that are used as an alternative to 
the real drugs,” pharmacist Moha 
Saeb said. “The most common is 
Valium 10 mg, the red or ‘bloody’ 

capsules manufactured in Iran, and 
drugs for the treatment of Parkin-
son’s disease in addition to sleep-
ing pills and tranquillisers contain-
ing codeine, which when taken in 
large doses leads to hallucination 
and loss of memory.”

“Users also resort to codeine-rich 
fluids, such as cough syrups, while 
some grind the capsules and inhale 
the powder,” Saeb added.

Addiction has forced Ahmad, 18, 
to drop out of school as he lost the 
ability to concentrate and his in-
terest in education. He spends his 
time in cafés and on the street in 
Baghdad’s al-Batawin neighbour-
hood, where pills are easily ob-
tained from dealers turning a quick 
profit from the trade.

“In the beginning, I was not 
aware that I would end up in such 
a miserable state. I missed out on 
education and was repudiated by 
my family, except my mother who 
is suffering because of my addic-
tion,” said Ahmad.

His ordeal with “capsulisation” 
started when he lost the girl he 
loved in an explosion. “A friend 
gave me a couple of hallucinating 
pills to help me overcome my suf-
fering,” Ahmad said. “Since then, 
it has been my way to escape real-
ity.”

Trading in sleeping pills, pain-
killers and tranquillisers is a wide-
spread and lucrative business 
across Iraq since 2003 as the coun-
try has been gripped by violence, 
lawlessness and rampant corrup-
tion. This, compounded with pov-
erty, unemployment and a deterio-
rating economy, led to emotional 
trauma across much of the popu-
lace, a perfect environment to en-
courage drug use.

Smugglers were quick to take 
advantage of porous post-conflict 
borders to transport drugs from 
production centres such as Afghan-
istan and Iran and sell them on the 
black market at prices affordable 
even for the poor. One packet of Va-

lium is available for less than 1,000 
dinars (49 US cents).

“Trading in medicines has be-
come a source of income for many 
Iraqis who would otherwise be 
without a livelihood. They take 
advantage of the youth and adoles-
cents who are mainly poor, unem-
ployed and going through difficult 
times,” said Abu Reda, owner of a 
café in al-Batawin, which has be-
come a hub for users and dealers.

“It is not only here but all low-
income areas have become known 
markets for the ‘capsules’. Sellers 
are present everywhere… in the 
street, in cafés and in souks,” add-
ed Abu Reda, who asked to be iden-

tified by his nickname.
While “capsulisation” is grow-

ing, it is hard to put exact figures 
on how prevalent the issue has 
become. The UN Office on Drugs 
and Crime is implementing a joint 
programme — currently suspended 
due to the precarious security situ-
ation — with the World Health Or-
ganisation and the Iraqi Ministry of 
Health to improve treatment but a 
lack of data has been a major issue 
for the project.

Ibtisam Mousawi, a psychology 
professor at Baghdad’s Al-Mustan-
siriya University, said “document-
ed data” from social workers in-
dicate widespread abuse of drugs 

among teenagers and young adults.
“At this age people are normally 

more vulnerable, very sensitive 
and less stable psychologically. 
They want to experience excite-
ment and pleasure which they can-
not get in a difficult situation such 
as in Iraq,” Mousawi said.

With limited help available and 
only one psychiatric hospital in 
Baghdad, addicts are mostly left 
without assistance or in the care of 
family and friends, she added.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Iraqis receive drugs at the Bahrka camp, 10km west of Erbil in the autonomous Kurdistan region.

Substance abuse is one 
of the many 
consequences of the 
country’s 
decades-long political, 
security and economic 
problems.

Empowering deaf and mute youth in the MENA region

W
hat makes 
teaching in 
Finland so 
efficient and 
such an 
enjoyable 

experience? The best answer is 
possibly the use of technology 
and gaming. People are rightly 
convinced that children learn 
better through play and self-
discovery, especially in their 
early years. Students, therefore, 
feel happy, self-confident and 
invested in their work. It is even 
truer for the deaf and mute 
community, which needs a 
tailored and innovative type of 
education.

Today, more than ever, the 
potential for using technology is 
endless, as information and 
communications technology is 
invading our lives at an unprec-
edented rate and drastically 
transforming our societies. 
Whether it is smartphones, 
social networks, the internet of 

things or virtual reality, nothing 
embodies social inclusion and 
success as much as the opportu-
nity to continuously reinvent the 
world with technology. To be 
part of this world requires 
specific skills through specific 
training.

There is increasing awareness 
that technological skills are 
foundational and an economic 
imperative in order to remain 
competitive. Practically every 
company, government adminis-
tration or institution functions 
with information and communi-
cations technology and is looking 
for tech-savvy job candidates. 
Every employer is expected to 
have some tech skills, such as 
understanding basic software 
and graphic design.

When the job market is chal-
lenging to those without a 
disability, how can we possibly 
empower economically and 
socially those with a disability, 
such as members of the deaf and 
mute community?

There is an extremely high 
unemployment rate among the 
deaf and mute (especially 
female) population in the Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) 
region. Most of the time they are 
considered unskilled workers 
who can only obtain manual 
labour jobs. This distressing 
reality of the social and economic 
exclusion of the deaf and mute is 

solely the result of communica-
tion barriers, as this population 
does not present physical or 
intellectual disabilities.

Bridging the severe economic 
and social gaps that exist among 
the deaf and mute can only come 
through learning and training. 
One of the best ways to bridge 
this disparity, particularly in the 
Middle East and North Africa 
region, is through acquiring 
computing skills.

If we take the example of 
Tunisia, with a community of 
almost 25,000 deaf and mute, 
half of whom are girls, there are 
significantly fewer chances for 
them to succeed professionally 
and socially than in Europe or the 
United States. Learning coding 
skills and tools such as Ruby, 
Python, C+ or Java, for instance, 
could take them to a new level.

International events such as 
the Finnish Rails Girls experience 
using Ruby on Rails web applica-
tion framework can offer them a 
technological weapon and make 
them part of a global community 
of coders. Through the universal 
language of computing they can 
take advantage of the opportuni-
ties awaiting them.

A first experience for them to 
do so was launched May 13th in 
Sousse, Tunisia, with a group of 
deaf and mute girls. The launch 
ceremony was attended by 
Speaker of the Finnish parlia-

ment Maria Lohela and her 
delegation.

The recent tendency of work 
trends, such as teleworking or 
employing contractual consult-
ants to perform specific tasks, as 
well as the increasing amount of 
work and communication done 
via e-mail, texting and use of the 
social media, suggests that the 
old-fashioned, office-based, 
traditional work model will be 
soon almost eradicated. This 
changes the opportunities’ 
equation for the deaf and mute, 
offering them a perfect chance 
for inclusion.

The alarming lack of economic 
contribution and professional 
and social exclusion of popula-
tions such as the deaf and mute, 
should be a major concern. 
Communication gaps and lack of 
imagination to set up inclusive 
programmes infer a missed 
opportunity to benefit from their 
untapped pool of talent and 
creativity. Playful coding can 
ensure a brighter future towards 
innovation, inspiration and 
economic empowerment. By 
providing the right path towards 
coding and computing, we can 
change the equation.

Angela Kontouli is coordinator of 
the Mediterranean Development 
Initiative (MDI) Women platform. 
Ghazi Ben Ahmed is executive 
director of MDI.

Angela 
Kontouli 
and 
Ghazi Ben 
Ahmed

View point
The alarming 
lack of 
economic 
contribution 
and 
professional 
and social 
exclusion of 
populations 
such as the 
deaf and 
mute, should 
be a major 
concern.

There is an extremely 
high unemployment rate 
among the deaf and mute 
in MENA.

Trading in sleeping 
pills, painkillers and 
tranquillisers is a 
widespread and 
lucrative business 
across Iraq since 2003.
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Exploring geographical and cultural transitions in UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar 

Sharjah

T 

he effects of cultural di-
versity in the United Arab 
Emirates and the changes 
that mark the relatively 
short period since the 

discovery of oil and the formation 
of the UAE as a united country are 
illustrated in the works of nine 
Emirati artists on display at the 
Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah.

Al Haraka Baraka: In Movement 
There is Blessing explores the rich 
mix of cultures in the UAE, a mag-
net for migration that is home to 
more than 75 nationalities.

In addition to pioneering Emi-
rati conceptual artist Mohammed 
Ahmed Ibrahim, the exhibition fea-
tures newly commissioned works 
by contemporary artists Ammar al-
Attar, Alaa Edris, Reem Falaknaz, 
Hazem Harb, Zeinab al-Hashemi, 
Tulip Hazbar, Hind Mezaina, 
Khalid Mezaina and Walid al-Waw. 
They use photography, graphic de-
sign, installations and even their 
own bodies to explore the waves of 
migrations and the vibrant synthe-
sis of cultures that exist in the UAE.

Sponsored by UAE Unlimited 
Arab Exploration, the exhibition’s 
second edition was developed fol-
lowing 2015’s successful A Public 
Policy.

“This year, in our first collabo-
ration with Maraya Art Centre, we 

wanted to explore more about the 
UAE, the different waves of immi-
gration from the ’60s and the coun-
try’s historical past,” said Shobha 
Pia Shamdsani, project director of 
UAE Unlimited Arab Exploration.

For 40 years the country has 
been permanently under construc-
tion. Curator Alexandra MacGilp 
said she sought to unfold “the fas-
cinating and unusual set of cultural 
conditions and the tangible feeling 
on impermanence and building 
and rebuilding”.

MacGilp’s familiarity with the 
work of young Emirati and UAE-
based artists allowed her to devel-
op the many themes as exempli-
fied by the nine new commissions 
— the result of close collaboration 
between artists and the curator.

“Artists are filling the gaps in 
modern historical archives in the 

UAE. The artists in Al Haraka Bara-
ka also draw attention to the over-
looked buildings and narratives 
from the country’s history in their 
works, attempting to capture these 
memories in a fast-changing envi-
ronment,” MacGilp said.

“Have we overtaken the future? 
Is life in the Gulf a prophecy for 
the world vis-à-vis our relationship 
with a harsh environment, glo-
balisation and population move-
ments?”

Ibrahim’s Fresh and Salt (2015) 
anchors the show. There is also a 
selection of photographic docu-
mentation from the artist’s col-
lection of his land works from the 
1980s, including his first docu-
mented land work Painted Stone 
(1991), in Khor Fakkan.

Ibrahim’s work, as MacGilp not-
ed, “serves to remind viewers of 

the continuity of the concerns art-
ists in the country are addressing, 
across the generations, such as the 
changing landscape as cities ex-
pand into the desert”.

Attar’s life is intertwined with 
memories of expatriates from In-
dia, Pakistan and the Arab world 
who have had a personal effect on 
him — from the neighbourhood 
grocer from whom he used to buy 
candies on the way from school 
to the family physician, tailor and 
baker. Attar seeks them out and the 
black-and-white portraits tell their 
journey as well as his.

Hazbar, who was born in Aleppo, 
Syria, but grew up in the UAE, re-
cords the music that Asian and Arab 
expatriates listen to as a reminder 
of their home culture, along with 
their personal narratives tinged 
with nostalgia. These soundscapes 

provide fascinating insights into 
the diversity of cultural life experi-
ence among the various nationali-
ties living in Sharjah.

Khalid Mezaina, whose main me-
diums of interest are illustration 
and textiles, is constantly drawn 
back in time to Deira, “Old Dubai”, 
where he grew up. Formerly the 
centre of the city and the heartbeat 
of its trading and commerce, it is 
being sidelined by the postmodern 
structures of the city.

His Emirian comprises an ac-
quired trolley from a souk, along 
with digitally printed stuffed tex-
tiles and wallpaper, with quintes-
sential images of the trolley han-
dlers in the textile souk who keep 
the flow of goods circulating.

Hind Mezaina, on the other 
hand, analyses media and mar-
keting campaigns on the theme of 
Happy Dubai to find out if some-
thing that is intangible can be 
measured graphically. The result 
is six abstract images from early 
morning to night titled The Colour 
of Happy.

Edris, in the series States, ma-
nipulates photographs combining 
buildings constructed before the 
UAE was unified with elements 
from the present. In these images, 
“the past bleeds into the future, 
bypassing the present”.

Harb, shuttling between Dubai 
and Rome, is interested in architec-
ture and urban development and 
his installation Unlimited Progress 
represents the interplay between 
time and urban change in Dubai, 
where city structures constantly 
encroach into the desert landscape.

Tulip Hazbar’s Sharjah Sounds at Al Haraka Baraka exhibition in Sharjah

Al Haraka Baraka: In 
Movement There is 
Blessing explores the 
rich mix of cultures in 
the UAE.

Sponsored by UAE 
Unlimited Arab 
Exploration, the 
exhibition’s second 
edition was developed 
following 2015’s 
successful A Public 
Policy.

Sunken Cities brings Egypt’s underwater treasures to light
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T 

he ancient Egyptian 
cities of Canopus and 
Thonis-Heracleion are 
names from legend. 
Greek historian Hero-

dotus wrote of a famous temple 
in Thonis-Heracleion built where 
Hercules first set foot in Egypt. The 
port city is also said to have hosted 
Helen of Troy and her lover Paris 
before the Trojan war. As for Can-
opus, it gave its name to canonic 
jars and was a well-known centre 
of worship of the gods, infamously 
recreated in Emperor Hadrian’s 
villa in Rome.

Both cities disappeared beneath 
the sea under mysterious circum-
stances around 750-800AD. They 
were rediscovered in 1999-2000 
approximately 6.5km off Egypt’s 
coast by archaeologist Franck God-
dio and his team.

Now, the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s 
Lost Worlds exhibition at the Brit-
ish Museum in London is show-
casing about 250 artefacts from 
the excavation. The relics include 
massive statues, perfume bottles 
and gold jewellery, giving a vivid 
picture of what life was like in the 
port cities during Egypt’s Ptolema-
ic period.

“These discoveries have really 
transformed our understanding 
about the cultural exchange be-
tween Egypt and Greece during 
a very crucial period of history,” 
said curator Daniela Rosenow. “It 

is possible, through these exhibits, 
to tell stories about migration and 
politics and religious beliefs and 
the exchange of ideas and goods.

“This gives us the opportunity to 
show that Egypt was not an isolat-
ed civilisation but was a very out-
ward-looking and influential soci-
ety. It tells a story that perhaps not 
many people would be aware of.”

Sunken Cities takes museum-
goers on an interesting journey, 
depicting the mix of cultures from 
ancient Egypt to ancient Greece 
and through to Roman and Byzan-
tine eras — a period of more than 
1,000 years. “It is an amazing story 
to tell, particularly on days like to-
day when we read about conflicts 
and crises; it is nice to see an ex-
hibition that focuses on exchange 
and discussion between people,” 
Rosenow said.

The exhibition is dominated by 
an imposing 5.5-metre, 6-tonne 
granite statue of Hapy, the personi-
fication of the Nile floods. It is the 
largest statue of Hapy to be discov-
ered dating from this period.

Also on show in the exhibition is 
the head of the statue of Nilus, the 
Greek version of Hapy. “They are 
the same person. They both have 
been discovered on the same sea-
bed but they are separated by five 
centuries,” Rosenow said.

For Rosenow, who is project 
curator in the British Museum’s 
Department of Ancient Egypt and 
Sudan, the real star of the show is 
a headless statue of Queen Arsinoe 
II, a Ptolemaic dynasty queen in 
the guise of the goddess Isis.

“This is the epitome of the fu-
sion of Greek and Egyptian aes-
thetics. It is an absolute master-
piece,” said Rosenow. “It also tells 
an interesting story as she was the 
daughter of Ptolemy I, who found-
ed the Ptolemaic dynasty, a dy-
nasty which adopted the Egyptian 
religion, customs and traditions. 
She was married to her brother 

and deified after her death where 
she was worshipped by Greeks and 
Egyptians alike.”

Rosenow said she holds out 
hope that Queen Arsinoe may one 
day be reunited with her missing 
head and that Goddio’s excavation 
will reveal many more wonders.

“It’s absolutely possible [to find 
the head],” she said. “The statue 
was discovered in a statue dump 
in Canopus that revealed lots of 
masterpieces of Greco-Egyptian 
art and it is perfectly possible that 
they will discover the head in the 
same statue dump.”

Alongside the statues, steles and 
sacred objects on display are im-
ages and videos of the underwa-
ter excavation; Sunken Cities is as 
much about the journey to redis-
cover Canopus and Thonis-Hera-
cleion as the antiquities that have 
been unearthed there.

Using side-scan sonar and nu-
clear resonance-magnometry and 
other advanced technology, God-
dio and his team mapped the sea-
bed for years before sending divers 
down. The divers are still working 
and Goddio estimates that only 5% 
of what is under the sea at Cano-
pus and Thonis-Heracleion has 
been discovered.

“When cultures mix, people as-
sume that their essence gets weak-
ened or diluted but this exhibi-
tion shows that this is actually not 
the case. The opposite happens,” 
Rosenow said.

Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost 
Worlds Exhibition runs through 
November 27th at the British Mu-
seum in London.

Sunken Cities depicts 
the mixing of cultures 
from ancient Egypt to 
ancient Greece and 
through to Roman and 
Byzantine eras.

A museum assistant poses by a statue of Queen Arsinoe II at 
the Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost Worlds exhibition at the British 
Museum in London.

Franck Goddio 
estimates that only 5% 
of what is under the 
sea at Canopus and 
Thonis-Heracleion has 
been discovered.
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Palestinian museum in Beirut keeps memory alive
Nizar Hassan

Beirut

F 

rom inside a little room 
in a hard-to-find alley in 
the sprawling Palestinian 
refugee camp of Shatila in 
Beirut, a man as old as his 

people’s darkest memory has been 
waging a special battle to keep the 
thought alive.

Sitting on the other side of his be-
loved chessboard, Dr Mohammad 
Khatib explained why and how he 
decided in 2005 to stock a museum 
with hundreds of items brought by 
Palestinians who fled their land dur-
ing the exodus of 1948.

“We are doing this to remind peo-
ple that Palestinians had a full civi-
lisation before the nakba,” Khatib 
said, using the Arabic term for “ca-
tastrophe” that describes the exo-
dus that accompanied the establish-
ment of Israel. “We want to fight 
the rhetoric that claims that it was a 
‘land without a people’.”

“A land without a people for a 
people without a land” was a com-
mon expression among supporters 
of Zionism in the early 20th century 
to justify the plan to establish a Jew-
ish homeland in Palestine.

“If there weren’t any people, any 
collective life, there wouldn’t be any 
Palestinian heritage before 1948… 
And this is clearly disproven by all 
these symbols of civilisation,” Khat-
ib explained, pointing at the vintage 
items hung from every wall and 
resting on old wooden shelves.

One would expect to see master-
pieces in a museum but not in this 
one. The purpose here is simple: 

demonstrate that there was “life be-
fore death” in Palestine.

The museum serves as a witness 
of refugees’ memories, a matter that 
has become increasingly significant 
for Palestinians as many see their 
culture being appropriated by Israel.

On display are hundreds of items, 
ranging from copper houseware 
to metal agricultural instruments, 
simple antique lamps that once lit a 
Palestinian village home, to a sew-
ing machine that was a woman’s 
must-have. Even when items are of 
the same category, they are diverse 
in age, technology or size. Such dis-
tinction was clear in the collection 
of coffee bean grinders that Khatib 
is proud of.

Also on display is an ordinary-
looking wooden stick that carried a 
singular story.

“The stick belonged to a Palestin-
ian man named Abou el-Shoq, who 
always carried it around,” Khatib 
said. “One day he was asked to ac-
company an aristocratic lady to the 
Golan Heights to check on her sick 
father. When he returned, someone 
asked him, ‘Do you know who you 
were with? It’s Asmahan (a legend-
ary Arab singer)’ He considered this 
stick to be so special that he refused 
to donate it till after his death.”

Passionate about his relatively 
new hobby, Khatib, a physician 
working with the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Refu-
gees (UNRWA), has gone beyond 
Lebanese borders to complete his 
collection. The hunt for items took 
him to the Yarmouk camp in Damas-
cus in search of beads that a Pales-
tinian woman used for healing sick-
ness back home.

Many items were sneaked out of 
Palestinian villages after the nakba 
and after the 1967 war that led to Is-
rael’s occupation of East Jerusalem, 

the West Bank and Gaza.
“Israeli soldiers used to leave oc-

cupied villages at sunset and come 
back after dawn fearing retribution 
attacks during the night,” Khatib 
said. “Meanwhile, many Palestinian 
farmers sneaked in to harvest their 
crops and grabbed some of their 
valuable items before returning to 
Lebanon.”

Khatib’s uncle was among those 
who sneaked into his home village 
of Khalsa, 8km from Lebanon’s 
southern border.

“I was 6 months old when the na-
kba took place,” Khatib said. “My 
parents were in the souk when they 
heard the sound of an explosion. Be-
fore even knowing what happened, 

they fled to the nearby mountain. 
They had heard of the massacres of 
Deir Yassin and Kafr Qassem and as-
sumed the same atrocities would be 
repeated in Khalsa… And that was it. 
We never saw our village again.”

Khatib was also among those 
who survived the 1982 massacres in 
Shatila and the nearby west Beirut 
neighbourhood of Sabra in which up 
to 3,000 Palestinian and Lebanese 
civilians were killed by Lebanese 
Christian militiamen allied to Israeli 
forces during Israel’s invasion of 
Lebanon.

Remarkably, the sad memories 
have left the man with the will to 
dedicate all his afternoons to fight-
ing the forced amnesia of Palestin-

ian heritage.
“They stole our land and now 

they are trying to rewrite history or 
distort it with military and econom-
ic force,” he said. “This is the role we 
can play to save our heritage.”

The museum is one of 39 Pales-
tinian museums all over the world. 
Two are in Lebanon, including one 
in the Rashidiyeh camp in the south. 
Khatib hopes more Palestinians 
would be interested in supporting 
his initiative so that the museum 
could become accessible to a wider 
population.

Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based 
reporter who contributed this 
article to The Arab Weekly.

Mohammad Khatib in his improvised museum of memories in Beirut’s Palestinian refugee camp of 
Shatila.

“We are doing this to 
remind people that 
Palestinians had a 
full civilisation 
before the nakba.”

Mohammad Khatib

Let Me Stand Alone: Tribute to slain US activist
Karen Dabrowska

London

R 

achel Corrie’s activism 
against injustice led to 
her losing her life at a 
young age. Lebanese 
film director Rouba Ati-

yeh sought to celebrate Corrie’s 
short life by profiling her through 
an amazing compilation of her own 
writings, sound bites from her fam-
ily and friends and images that cre-
ate a penetrating insight into the 
activist’s thoughts and emotions.

Corrie, from Olympia, Washing-
ton, was crushed to death at the 
age of 23 by an Israeli bulldozer on 
March 16th, 2003, while undertak-
ing nonviolent action to stop the 
demolition of a Palestinian family’s 
home.

Atiyeh’s 45-minute documentary 
Let Me Stand Alone borrows its ti-
tle from a book of Corrie’s writings 
published after her death. The doc-
umentary moves between Corrie’s 
home in the United States and the 
Gaza Strip, showing the two con-
trasting worlds in which she lived.

It begins with a speech Corrie 
made at the age of 10 at a confer-
ence on world hunger: “I’m here 
for other children. I’m here because 
children everywhere are suffer-
ing and because 40,000 people die 
each day from hunger.”

We then see Corrie with a mi-
crophone in her hand standing in 
front of a bulldozer about to demol-
ish a Palestinian home. The bull-
dozer comes closer and closer. It 
is a frightening image. The screen 
is black for a second and the docu-
mentary moves to Corrie’s reflec-
tions on American society: “Why 
was I born in a country so terrify-

ing? Supermodels and daytime talk 
shows. They convey our emptiness. 
How we have forgotten or never 
learned our own history?”

There are no interviews in the 
documentary. Corrie’s friends and 
family simply speak about her. Re-
flecting on her death, one friend 
says: “It is tragic. We were aware of 
what she was doing. I thought good 
for her. She is doing what she is pas-
sionate about. I just admired her for 
being that brave.”

In a tribute to his daughter, her 
father says: “We need to do some-
thing better. We need to create a 
better world and it is up to each of 
us to do that. That was what Rachel 
tried to do and I am proud of her.”

A number of Corrie’s moving, 
insightful poems are read as the 
documentary moves to scenes that 

deal with the poems’ subjects. Es-
pecially moving is her poem on 
homelessness. “These are the hol-
low souls. We love them when they 
are far away but when they are 
close to us and we look into their 
sunken eyes we choke with fear and 
distaste,” it reads.

There are frequent references to 
her e-mail messages to her family 
while she was in Gaza.

She asked: “What kind of a writ-

er would I be, what kind of a seer 
would I be if I stayed in the prism 
of my home?

“I feel like I’m witnessing the sys-
tematic destruction of a people’s 
ability to survive… Sometimes I sit 
down to dinner with people and I 
realise there is a massive military 
machine surrounding us, trying to 
kill the people I’m having dinner 
with,” she said.

On February 7th, 2003, she wrote: 
“No amount of reading, attendance 
at conferences, documentary view-
ing and word of mouth could have 
prepared me for the reality of the 
situation here (in Gaza).

“When I leave for school or work 
I can be relatively certain that there 
will not be a heavily armed soldier 
waiting halfway between Mud Bay 
and downtown Olympia at a check-

point with the power to decide 
whether I can go about my business 
and whether I can get home again 
when I’m done. So, if I feel out-
rage at arriving and entering briefly 
and incompletely into the world in 
which these children exist, I won-
der conversely about how it would 
be for them to arrive in my world.”

Atiyeh emphasised that she 
wanted to portray Corrie through 
her own voice. “She had a prob-
lem with the system in the USA. 
She had a problem with the whole 
globalised system and her work in 
Gaza was a translation of that,” Ati-
yeh said.

“The essence of Rachel was to 
be true to yourself and stop being 
fearful. She always had a focus on 
the people she cared about. In her 
e-mails to her mother she always 
spoke about the people she was 
working with. She was a very hon-
est person.  She could see the world 
beyond the borders of her own 
self,” Atiyeh said.

This film, Atiyeh explained, is not 
just talking about Gaza.

“We see so much about it along 
with what is happening in Syria and 
Iraq and we become a bit neutral-
ised. We stop reacting as strongly. 
My film will raise questions about 
the whole system,” Atiyeh said.

“Israel was the baby of that sys-
tem and that is how Rachel viewed 
it. She was aware. She was mature 
in her way of thinking and she could 
link things together. She could see 
that the whole system needed to 
change, not just Gaza and Palestine 
but world order, which has taken a 
brutal form.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

A scene from Let Me Stand Alone

Atiyeh’s 45-minute 
documentary Let Me 
Stand Alone borrows 
its title from a book of 
Corrie’s writings 
published after her 
death.

The museum is one of 
39 Palestinian 
museums all over the 
world.
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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

Marrakech:
Through June 30th

One of the oldest festivals in 
Morocco, the Marrakech Festival 
of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan tradition-
al, music, dance and costumes. 
Visitors are invited to attend 
concerts, exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Tunis:
June 10th-July 2nd

The Festival of the Medina of Tu-
nis will take place at the Tunis 
Convention Centre (Palais des 
Congrès) and the more tradi-
tional setting of Dar Lasram. 
The events include a number of 
cultural events, including pres-
entations by Salatine al-Tarab 
from Syria and the Afincao band 
from Cuba. Popular Tunisian 
singers Lotfi Bouchnak and So-
fia Sadek are to perform at the 
opening and closing evenings of 
the festival. More than a dozen 
artistic performances will take 
place in the streets of the Old 
Medina and downtown Tunis.

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 perform at 
this year’s festival.

Carthage:
July and August  

The Carthage International Fes-
tival is one of the most compel-
ling arts and cultural events in 
North Africa, drawing a mix of 
local and international perform-
ers 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, Ori-
ental, Dabke and Afro-Cubano. 
Performances are also sched-
uled.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the 
TV series Game of Thrones in 
Essaouira, 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, digi-
tal video installations and other 
events.

Siwa: Egyptian treasure waiting 
to be discovered
Haitham Salah

Siwa

S 

iwa has been off the beaten 
track of most visitors to 
Egypt for a long time. How-
ever, those who know the 
oasis well say those people 

are missing out.
Tucked away in Egypt’s western-

most corner at the edge of the Great 
Sand Sea, Siwa’s secluded location 
allowed it to maintain natural sur-
roundings distinct from the rest of 
Egypt.

“If any tourist destination fits ‘di-
verse’ as a description in this coun-
try, Siwa oasis will be this destina-
tion,” said Moussa Abdel Nabi, who 
has been offering visitors oasis guid-
ed tours for years. “Those who come 
here always find themselves asking 
the question: ‘Why didn’t we visit 
this place a long time ago?'”

Siwa’s main attraction is the oa-
sis, fed by hundreds of freshwater 
springs and streams. Hundreds of 
thousands of palm trees — produc-
ing Egypt’s finest dates — give the 
oasis heavenly shade. Siwa is also 
home to tens of thousands of olive 
trees.

Siwa was first settled by roaming 
North African tribes. Greek settlers 
arrived in the seventh century BC. 
The Temple of the Oracle of Amun, 
built in the sixth century BC, prob-
ably on the site of an earlier temple, 
was dedicated to Amun (occasional-
ly referred to as Zeus or Jupiter Am-

mon) and was a powerful symbol of 
the town’s wealth. One of the most 
revered oracles in the ancient Medi-
terranean, its power was such that 
some rulers sought its advice while 
others sent armies to destroy it.

However, the temple is only one 
of many attractions in Siwa. Others 
include Shali Fortress, Cleopatra’s 
Pool, Fatnis Island, the Mountain of 
the Dead, the Museum of Siwan Tra-

ditions and Lake Zeitun.
Cleopatra’s Pool is Siwa’s most 

famous spring. Crystal-clear water 
gurgles up into a large stone pool, 
which is a popular bathing spot for 
locals as well as tourists.

The Mountain of the Dead is a 
small hill at the northern end of 
Siwa. It is honeycombed with rock 
tombs marked with wall paintings. 
Most of the tombs date from Egypt’s 
26th dynasty, Ptolemaic and Roman 
times. The tombs were used by the 
inhabitants of the oasis for shel-
ter when Italians occupying Libya 
bombed the oasis during World War 
II.

Saeed Mohamed, another guide 
trying to make a living despite a 
drop in tourism due to terrorist inci-

dents, said: “This oasis is very lucky 
thanks to the diverse types of tour-
ism it can offer its visitors. The fact 
is that tourists can find everything 
here, from wellness to medical tour-
ism, safari tourism, ecotourism, ad-
venture travel and cultural tourism.”

Siwa also boasts some of the fin-
est hotels in Egypt containing mod-
ern luxury features with room prices 
averaging between $50 and $100 a 
night and offering guests relaxing 
pools with palms nestled around 
them. Siwan cuisine, often includ-
ing leedam, lefroosh, makhmakh, 
reearin and other local delicacies, is 
often served.

Those new to Siwa will discover 
that leedam is a delightful mix of 
vegetables cooked in a tomato base 
with onion and coriander. Chicken 
or lamb broth is usually added for 
flavour. Lefroosh is sheep stom-
ach cut and tied into little packets, 
which are boiled to make a broth. 
Leaves known as rigl are chopped 
and cooked in a broth along with 
tomatoes, lentils and hot pepper to 
make makhmakh. Reerin is a lentil-
based dip cooked with molokhiya 
and hot green pepper.

Tours in the oasis tend to be rela-
tively inexpensive.

“This is what makes Siwa an ideal 
place for most people, both the poor 
and the rich,” Mohamed said. “It is 
fascinating as a tourist destination 
and it is also easy on the pockets.”

Mahmoud Abu Zeid, who said 
he has been to almost every part of 
Egypt, agrees. He said he became 
attracted to the oasis after his first 
visit more than a decade ago.

“I am talking here about a place 
that has managed to preserve much 
of its original beauty, even as eve-
rything around it keeps changing,” 
Abu Zeid said. “I advise everybody 
to visit Siwa in order to see this fas-
cinating part of Egypt.”

Haitham Salah is an Egyptian travel 
journalist.

Awsat salt lake in Siwa Oasis.

A view of part of Siwa Oasis with palms filling the horizon and a natural lake in the background.

Visitors climb the Mountain of the Dead in Siwa.

Tours in the 
oasis tend to be 
relatively 
inexpensive.


