
P4 P17

Fleeing or staying, Falluja 
residents face deadly ordeal

Suicide bombers spread fear in Turkey

Baghdad

R 

esidents of the Iraqi city 
of Falluja are caught be-
tween Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants using them as 
human shields against an 

Iraqi Army offensive, and pro-Irani-
an Shia militiamen backing besieg-
ing forces who are reported to have 
tortured and killed some civilians 
who have fled.

About 90,000 residents are 
trapped in Falluja, west of Bagh-
dad, as ISIS prepared for a show-
down with the Iraqi Army, which 
launched an offensive to retake the 
key city on May 22nd. Fleeing resi-
dents said jihadists were enslaving 
women and children, using families 
as human shields and killing those 
who object.

Civilians who managed to es-
cape have been harassed, tortured 
and even killed by pro-Iranian Shia 
militias backing the army, reports 
said. Shia-dominated governments 
have marginalised Iraq’s minority 
Sunnis, driving some of them into 
the arms of jihadi extremists such 
as ISIS.

Tens of thousands of government 
fighters, including members of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces — a 
paramilitary grouping dominated 
by Shia militias — are engaged in the 
operation to retake Falluja, which 
had a population of 300,000 before 
ISIS seized it in January 2014.

As anti-ISIS forces push towards 
central Falluja from the south, they 
are being met by fleeing civilians 
while engaging in fierce battles 
with jihadists who are using booby 
traps, suicide bombs and snipers.

Initially, media images showed 
Shia militias welcoming the escap-
ing civilians, who praised them 
as “heroes”. However, video clips 
have since circulated on social me-
dia that appear to show Shia mili-

tias shooting civilians suspected of 
being ISIS fighters.

Falluja Governor Saadoun al-
Shaalan said at least 17 escaping 
men were killed by Shia militias. 
He referred to a video showing men 
lying face down on the ground, as 
militias beat them with batons and 
ask them to repeat: “Falluja men 
are cowards”.

New York-based Human Rights 
Watch said it conducted inter-
views corroborating allegations 
that members of the federal police 
and al-Hashed al-Shaabi had ex-
ecuted at least 17 people fleeing the 
fighting in al-Sijr, north-east of Fal-
luja.

The rights group also listed re-
ports of civilians being stabbed to 
death and others dying after being 
dragged behind cars in the Saqlawi-
ya area, north-west of Falluja.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi promised to investigate and 
prosecute all cases of abuse.

Anbar Governor Sohaib al-Rawi 
said at least 76 men were detained 
for questioning on suspicion of 

having assisted, fought for or been  
loyal to ISIS.

Salem Hasanein, 32, a Sunni 
school teacher from Falluja said: 
“Missiles that landed unexploded 
had drawings and scribbling mock-
ing Sunnis and their clerics.”

He said he was mistreated by 
pro-Iranian militias outside Falluja. 
“They beat, pushed and shoved 
me to intimidate me,” he said. “Ini-
tially, they said I was an ISIS fighter, 
then they accused me of support-
ing ISIS before they eventually let 
me go.”

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

Istanbul

S 

uicide bombers targeting 
security forces and civil-
ians are spreading fear in 
Turkey. Reports say police 
identified a woman from 

the mainly Kurdish south-east as 
the perpetrator of a blast that killed 
11 people in downtown Istanbul.

The woman tried to drive a car 
packed with explosives between 
two police buses in the Vezneciler 
district, close to the city’s Grand 
Bazaar on June 7th, the reports 
said. When that failed, she moved 
in front of the first bus and trig-
gered the bomb.

The government says Kurdish 
extremists are behind the carnage, 
the fifth major attack in Turkey this 
year, all of which have been carried 
out by suicide bombers, albeit from 
different militant groups.

The Kurdistan Freedom Falcons 
(TAK), a splinter group of the out-

lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), claimed responsibility for 
killing almost 70 people in car 
bomb attacks in Ankara, in Febru-

ary and March. Suicide bombers of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) are thought 
to have been behind attacks that 
killed 12 German, three Israeli and 

one Iranian tourists in Istanbul in 
January and March.

Another suicide bomber, also 
identified as a PKK supporter, set off 
her device in the north-western city 
of Bursa in April, wounding almost 
30 people. Last October, ISIS sui-
cide bombers killed more than 100 
people at a rally of Kurdish and left-
ist groups in central Ankara. In July 
2015, another ISIS militant bombed 
a meeting of activists on the Syrian 
border, killing 33 people.

Apart from the PKK and ISIS, left-
ist extremists of the Revolution-
ary People’s Liberation Party-Front 
(DHKP-C) have used suicide bomb-
ers to attack Turkish police stations 
and foreign interests, such as the US 
embassy in Ankara.

The surge of bombings started as a 
fallout of the Syrian conflict and as a 
result of a breakdown in peace talks 
between the Turkish state and the 
PKK last year.

Turkish police are on a constant 
hunt to find suicide bombers before 
they can strike. Police killed two 
suspected PKK members in a raid in 

April that yielded weapons, explo-
sives and two suicide vests. Three 
suicide vests with plastic explosives 
were found June 9th at a roadside in 
the southern province of Mersin.

Reports said ISIS was trying to 
move suicide bombers and equip-
ment over the Syrian border into 
Turkey. In February, Turkish sol-
diers arrested 34 people at the bor-
der who carried among them four 
suicide vests with 15 kg of explo-
sives.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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Internally displaced civilians from Falluja flee their homes by crossing the Euphrates river during 
fighting between Iraqi security forces and ISIS.

Falluja Governor 
Saadoun al-Shaalan 
said at least 17 
escaping men were 
killed by Shia militias.

The surge of 
bombings started as 
a fallout of the Syrian 
conflict and as a result 
of a breakdown in 
peace talks with the 
PKK.

Omar Hejab

A relative (R), of one of the victims of the June 7th explosion, 
wipes the tears off the face of a Turkish police officer during 
the funeral procession for two of the victims at Fatih mosque in 
Istanbul, on June 8th.
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Attack on intelligence agents rattles Jordan
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

W 

hether speculation 
that the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is in-
volved or not, as 
the Jordanian gov-

ernment claimed, news of a lone 
gunman killing five Jordanian in-
telligence agents in their offices 
rattled the generally peaceful Arab 
kingdom.

Police cordoned off large ar-
eas near Jordan’s largest Palestin-
ian refugee camp of Baqa’a, 30km 
north of Amman, where the early 
morning assault took place on 
June 6th.

Dozens of people were rounded 
up for questioning as part of the 
manhunt to find the gunman, 
who was arrested hours later at a 
nearby mosque. Suspicious wor-
shippers overwhelmed him after 
a brief shootout in which the sus-
pect wounded a police officer at 
the scene.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II visited 
the General Intelligence Depart-
ment (GID) to be briefed on the at-
tack.

The moves underline Jordan’s 
security anxiousness. The king-
dom, considered by many as a po-
lice state, boasts of its standing as a 
stable oasis in a precarious corner 
of the Middle East, credited with a 
strong and competent police and 
army that have traditionally pro-
vided a secure buffer against Isra-
el, away from other Arabs.

The fact that the attack targeted 
the feared GID caught the secu-
rity establishment off guard. GID 
is praised as the strongest Mid-
dle Eastern intelligence agency, 
even above Israel’s. It has an elite 
counterterrorism unit, known as 
the Knights of Justice, which is 
considered to have a primary role 
in the US-led war on terrorism, ap-
prehending and questioning US-
sought militants worldwide.

Political commentator Moham-
med al-Adeeb said the state “had 
put quite an effort for damage con-
trol to ease public worry”.

“But it doesn’t mean we 
shouldn’t be worried,” he said. “It 
could be an individual act as the 
state says but to have such a young 
man contacting ISIS on social me-
dia and later carrying out his crime 
should make us worry.

“This could mean there are oth-
ers like him who may want to in-
flict harm and disturb public peace 
and order.”

Jordan has been desperately 
seeking to keep ISIS at bay, al-
though there have been incidents 
of a spillover of violence from 
neighbouring Syria and Iraq.

Initially, Jordanian Information 
Minister Mohammed al-Momani 
said the early investigation showed 
the GID assault was a “terrorist at-
tack” carried out by those with 
the “criminal behaviour of people 
who are outside of our moderate 
religion” — an implicit reference to 
ISIS.

Hours into the probe, Momani 
said, however, that investigations 
showed that the attack was an 
“isolated incident and an individ-
ual act”.

Police identified the suspect as 

Palestinian-Jordanian Mohammed 
al-Masharfeh, 22.

Just before the officers’ shift 
started at 7am, June 6th, Mashar-
feh allegedly stormed into the GID 
office in the Ein al-Basha district 
on the edge of Baqa’a camp, shoot-
ing three intelligence officers, a 
security guard and a telephone ex-
change operator.

The gunman fled the scene but 
Masharfeh was arrested hours lat-
er at a mosque near Ein al-Basha, 
when his visible uneasiness drew 
worshippers’ attention.

A security official said Mashar-
feh wanted retaliation for alleged 
“harassment” by intelligence of-
ficers who had questioned him 
a week earlier on charges of com-
municating with ISIS jihadists on 
social media. It was not clear if the 
shooting victims were the officers 
who questioned Masharfeh.

Although there was no claim of 
responsibility for the attack, blame 
was quickly placed on ISIS, partly 
because the attack came on the 
first day of Ramadan, when ISIS 
jihadists mount their suicide op-
erations against their opponents 

to claim what they believe will be 
bigger divine rewards.

Amid the government statement 
contradictions, a media gag order 
was imposed, even affecting inter-
net sites and social media.

King Abdullah warned that Jor-
dan “will act with all firmness and 
force against anyone seeking to 
undermine its security”.

“National unity is the weapon 
we will use to thwart all plans that 
aim to disrupt stability and cohe-
sion,” Abdullah said while visiting 
GID.

Jordan is a leading member of 
the US-led coalition fighting ISIS in 
Iraq and Syria and has seen a spill-
over from the conflicts in Iraq and 
Syria in the past.

In November 2005, near-simul-
taneous suicide attacks on three 
Amman-based Western hotels 
claimed by ISIS’s predecessor al-
Qaeda in Iraq killed 60 people and 
wounded dozens.

On December 25th, 2014, ISIS 
militants captured a Royal Jorda-
nian Air Force pilot after his plane 
was downed over Syria. ISIS killed 
him and days later released grue-

some video footage of the pilot be-
ing burned alive in a cage.

Jordan in March announced that 
it had foiled an ISIS conspiracy 
aimed at destabilising the country. 
It said seven fighters were killed in 
a shootout with Jordanian police 
in the northern city of Irbid and 13 
jihadists were arrested.

King Abdullah has repeatedly 
warned that the peril from extrem-
ist Sunni groups poses the biggest 
threat to the long-term stability of 
Jordan, a moderate Arab country 
that loathes militancy and politi-
cal Islam, and has close ties to the 
United States and a peace treaty 
with Israel.

Jordan has opened the Prince 
Hassan Air Base, north-east of Am-
man, to the US-led coalition taking 
part in the war against ISIS.

Amman has in recent years im-
prisoned dozens of hard-line Is-
lamists, many of whom came from 
Syria or were arrested trying to 
cross the border illegally.

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, 
is Levant editor for The Arab 
Weekly.

Jordanian soldiers and relatives of one of the intelligence officers killed  in Baqa'a, carry his body during his funeral at the city of 
Al-Salt, Jordan, on June 6th.

The kingdom, 
considered by many as 
a police state, boasts 
of its standing as a 
stable oasis in a 
precarious corner of 
the Middle East.

Jordan in the eye of the storm

T
he killing of five 
intelligence officers in 
a terrorist attack on a 
security bureau in 
Jordan’s Baqa’a 
refugee camp repre-

sents a major blow against the 
state. The terrorists are trying to 
settle old scores, particularly as 
authorities have never hesitated 
to do everything in their power to 
confront them.

Jordan has not just directly 
confronted terrorism on the 
ground; it has sought to neutral-
ise the ideology terrorists use to 
justify their crimes.

Jordanian King Abdullah II has 
done everything in his power to 
affirm that terrorism such as this 
has nothing to do with true Islam. 

He has clarified that it is Muslims 
who suffer the most at the hands 
of the terrorists and that Muslims 
have a duty to confront terrorism.

The terrorists, in targeting the 
General Intelligence Department 
(GID) office in this manner, are 
sending a message to Amman. 
They are seeking not only to 
strike a blow against the security 
agency that has been so critical in 
neutralising them but also to 
strike a blow against the prestige 
of the Jordanian state.

They are also perhaps seeking 
to reignite the conflict in Jordan’s 
refugee camps that would sow 
even greater chaos across the 
country.

Baqa’a, which houses more 
than 100,000 Palestinian refu-
gees, is the largest refugee camp 
in the country. Jordan’s refugee 
camps have historically been 
scenes of violence between 
opposing political groups, 
particularly prior to the 1970s 
when they were outside of 
government control. Groups 
embracing different causes and 
ideologies were able to run riot 
until Jordan launched a military 
campaign to end that era of chaos.

Jordan has fought a prolonged 
war against terrorism. This began 
in the era of King Hussein and 
continued during the current 
reign of King Abdullah II. Alarms 
must be ringing following the 
latest attack on the GID office in 
Baqa’a.

The last time Jordan was rocked 
by a terrorist attack such as this 
was in November 2005 when 
al-Qaeda targeted three hotels in 
Amman in coordinated suicide 
attacks that killed more than 60 
people. Jordanian authorities 
responded quickly — and deci-
sively — to the attacks.

Jordanian authorities, includ-
ing the GID, played a pivotal role 
in the killing of Abu Musab 
al-Zarqawi, al-Qaeda’s leader in 
Iraq. A Jordanian national viewed 
as the spiritual godfather of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), Zarqawi was 
killed in a US air strike in a 
targeted killing in June 2006 
north of Baghdad. Although his 
death represented a major blow 
against terrorism, the war 
between Jordan and al-Qaeda and 
lately its offshoot ISIS has 
continued.

This attack on Baqa’a camp, 

which is between Amman and 
Irbid, could be seen as a first 
important test for the new 
government that was formed by 
Hani Mulki, particularly as 
parliamentary elections are 
expected before the end of the 
year. National security and the 
fight against terrorism can be 
expected to be high on the 
campaign agenda, particularly 
given Jordan’s sensitive geo-
graphic position neighbouring 
both Syria and Iraq.

Jordan is in the eye of the 
storm. The situation, even after 
the latest terrorist attack, is 
relatively calm compared to what 
the future of the country may face 
from ISIS and other terrorist 
groups.

One hundred years after the 
Sykes-Picot agreement that 
brought the country into exist-
ence, Jordan must reaffirm that it 
is capable of defending itself and 
ensuring its existence at a time 
when the Middle East is in the 
middle of a complex, multidimen-
sional conflict.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer. 

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
The 
situation is 
relatively 
calm 
compared 
to what the 
future of 
the country 
may face 
from ISIS 
and other 
terrorist 
groups.

In targeting the General 
Intelligence Department  
terrorists are seeking to 
strike at the prestige of 
the state.
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Allegations about Hariri’s Saudi ties make waves

T he positions issued by 
the Future Movement 
and its leader Saad 
Hariri in recent years, 
culminating in the 
shock endorsement of 

Marada Movement leader 
Suleiman Frangieh for president 
last November, have been 
surprising to many in the March 
14 alliance.

A recent statement from 
Lebanese Interior Minister Nohad 
Machnouk, a prominent member 
of the Future Movement,  claim-
ing that the former prime minis-
ter was pressured to nominate 
Frangieh, a member of the rival 
March 8 bloc, at the behest of 
Saudi Arabia made waves across 
Lebanon.

Although many articles and 
analyses have elaborated on the 
role Saudi Arabia has played in 
Hariri’s policies since he was 
pressured to visit Damascus in 
2009 to seek to open a new 
chapter in Lebanese-Syrian 
relations, there have been no 
leaks from within the Future 
Movement to suggest this. This is 

something that would, to many, 
explain some of Hariri’s curious 
decision-making in the past.

The statement by Machnouk 
alleging Riyadh’s role in the 
decisions taken by Hariri repre-
sents an unexpected revelation 
from within the Future Move-
ment. This would also help to 
justify the Future Movement’s 
weak showing in municipal 
elections in Lebanon’s Sunni-
dominated city of Tripoli, losing 
to an electoral list backed by 
former Justice minister Ashraf 
Rifi, who had resigned following a 
spat with Hariri over the handling 
of a case related to former 
minister Michel Samaha.

Observers said Machnouk may 
be trying to expose Hariri’s 
secrets, revealing what the Future 
Movement leader cannot. 
Strengthening Machnouk’s 
claims, diplomatic sources have 
come out in the media to allege 
that foreign ambassadors had 
explored the idea of nominating 
Frangieh for president and that 
Hariri would not have put forward 
this proposal without a green light 
from Saudi Arabia.

Saudi circles say Saudi Ambas-
sador to Lebanon Ali Awad 
al-Asiri’s denial of Machnouk’s 
allegations and his affirmation 
that Saudi Arabia does not 
interfere in Lebanon’s domestic 
affairs are an accurate summation 
of the “official” Saudi position.

At the same time, Riyadh has 
said it would not stand in the way 
of any initiative that leads to 

filling Lebanon’s vacant presi-
dency and that it has encouraged 
all sides, including Hariri, to work 
together to elect a president — 
without specifying a preferred 
candidate.

Lebanese political figures have 
come out to say that Machnouk’s 
comments, which specified that 
this proposal took place during 
King Abdullah’s reign and not the 
current Saudi leadership — shed 
light on the nature of relations 
between Riyadh and Beirut, even 
if these are not comparable to 
Tehran’s relationship with 
Hezbollah.

For many political observers, 
Hezbollah is completely depend-
ent on Iran. While the relationship 
between Hariri and Riyadh is 
characterised by complete 
freedom and the ability for the 
Future Movement leader to adopt 
whatever political action required 
to serve both their interests in 
Lebanon.

Some diplomatic sources said 
Machnouk’s allegations are not 
based on his personal feelings but 
aim to express a view that is 
gaining prevalence within the 
Future Movement, particularly as 
Hariri seems somewhat out of 
favour in Saudi Arabia.

Riyadh’s official response to 
Machnouk’s allegations was 
issued by the Saudi ambassador to 
Lebanon. As for the unofficial 
response, this was issued in 
certain Saudi newspapers that 
expressed anger at King Abdul-
lah’s administration being blamed 

for the Future Movement’s 
flagging fortunes, highlighting the 
strong positions that the king-
dom’s late monarch took in 
defence of Hariri’s Future Move-
ment and the March 14 alliance.

The Future Movement leader-
ship sought to mitigate the effects 
of Machnouk’s claims without 
completely disowning them, 
revealing that the allegations 
perhaps reflect a view from within 
the party itself. It seems that 
Machnouk did not expect the 
political and media storm that 
would accompany his claims, 
quickly coming out to say that he 
was expressing his own personal 
view, not that of his party.

Ultimately, Machnouk’s 
statement only serves to affirm 
the political atmosphere that has 
dogged the Future Movement 
since its municipal election defeat 
in Tripoli. The Rifi-backed 
electoral list’s victory in Tripoli 
was a shock for all Future Move-
ment leadership and particularly 
Machnouk.

At a time when there have been 
whispers of the rivalry between 
Rifi and Machnouk over leader-
ship of Lebanon’s Sunni commu-
nity, particularly during Hariri’s 
long absence from Lebanon, it is 
clear that Rifi is in the ascend-
ancy. Perhaps this is what 
prompted Machnouk to look for 
reasons for the Future Move-
ment’s poor performance.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Mohamed 
Kawas

View point
The 
statement by 
Machnouk 
alleging 
Riyadh’s role 
in Hariri’s 
decisions 
represents an 
unexpected 
revelation 
from within 
the Future 
Movement.

There have been whispers 
regarding rivalry between 
Rifi and Machnouk over 
leadership of Lebanon’s 
Sunni community.

Beirut

W 

ith the absence of a 
serious internation-
al strategy to dis-
mantle threats from 
the Islamic State 

and the unwillingness to find solu-
tions to end wars in Syria and Iraq, 
Lebanon is facing the challenge of 
preventing the infiltration of terror 
groups and dismantling militant 
sleeper cells.

The wave of bombings and sui-
cide attacks that swept Lebanon in 
2013 and 2014 prompted Beirut’s 
various security services to redou-
ble efforts, define an anti-terrorism 
strategy and, most importantly, 
coordinate among themselves and 
with foreign and Arab intelligence 
services.

The efforts were rewarded, with 
the country being relatively stable 
while the war next door in Syria 
rages unabated for a sixth year and 
the region witnesses the rise of ex-
tremists. However, great risks re-
main and security services are fully 
aware of the multiple threats facing 
the country.

A fresh crackdown on suspected 
Islamic State-linked militants in re-
cent weeks led to the dismantling of 
five networks planning bombings in 
Beirut and its Hezbollah-controlled 
southern suburbs, the northern re-
gion of Akkar and in eastern Leba-
non.

State Prosecutor Judge Samir 
Hammoud said members of three 
networks arrested in May gave “se-
rious confessions” about plans to 
target politicians, diplomats and 
civilian gatherings, including night-
clubs and a church, to inflict “a 
maximum number of casualties”.

Hammoud tied the “limited” 

number of suspects detained to the 
fact that “their operators and finan-
ciers are outside Lebanon (in Syr-
ia)”. However, he said, the ongoing 
investigation was meant to “extract 
the maximum information possible 
to chase other networks”.

The security services are wary of 
“attacks to be carried out by terror-
ist cells during Ramadan, targeting 
mosques, Shia worship places, pub-
lic iftars and Ramadan night gather-
ings at restaurants and coffee shops, 
which will also attract hundreds of 
football fans during the European 
championship”, a security source 
said.

The source said the dismantling 
of a terrorist cell and the arrest of 
five of its members in Akkar, as well 
as the shutting down of a cell whose 
members had explosive belts and 
weapons in Anjar in eastern Leba-
non, was part of a “pre-emptive 
plan to foil such plots which aim 
at dragging Lebanon into a cycle of 
violence and sectarian strife”.

Confirmation that the networks 
were affiliated with the Islamic 
State (ISIS) came from Interior Min-
ister Nouhad Machnouk, who said 
security forces thwarted three at-
tempts by the terror group, sparing 
the country much bloodshed.

ISIS, al-Qaeda-linked Abdal-
lah Azzam Brigades and al-Nusra 
Front had claimed responsibility 
for a string of bombings in areas un-
der the control of Hezbollah in the 
eastern Bekaa valley and the Beirut 
southern suburbs as well as the Ira-
nian embassy in Beirut during 2013 
and 2014.

The Lebanese Army has frequent-
ly clashed with ISIS and al-Nusra 
gunmen holed up on Lebanon’s 
north-eastern border since spring 
2014, when they were driven from 
the Qalamoun region in Syria by 
advancing Syrian troops backed by 
Hezbollah.

“After the losses Lebanon suf-
fered due to the 2013-14 terrorist at-

tacks, the security services realised 
the need for coordination among 
themselves and with friendly intel-
ligence services,” said Nizar Abdel-
Kader, a retired general in the Leba-
nese Army.

He said the “intelligence efforts 
and performance” of the Lebanese 
security services allowed the forma-
tion of “a data base that was enough 
to put a plan [in place] for discover-
ing dormant cells and facing infiltra-
tions through the borders (with Syr-
ia) and Beirut international airport”.

As a result, he said, the security 
services succeeded in “almost com-
pletely” dismantling all of the cells 
of Abdallah Azzam Brigades, whose 
“operation room” was in the Pales-
tinian refugee camp of Ein el-Hel-
weh at the outskirts of the southern 
port city of Sidon and other terror 
networks in various Lebanese re-
gions.

“The success in following up all 

those who planned and executed 
the various terrorist crimes and 
bombings was an achievement by 
itself that even countries which 
enjoy greater security capabilities 
could not achieve,” said Abdel-Kad-
er, referring specifically to Egypt’s 
anti-terrorism efforts.

ISIS will, however, keep trying 
“every single hour” to infiltrate Leb-
anon but the “alert of the Lebanese 
services and the battles in Syria are 
weakening the terror group’s ability 
to do that,” he noted.

Defeating ISIS is out of reach with 
“no serious plan to liquidate it and 
no serious solutions in sight for 
what’s going on in the Middle East, 
especially Syria and Iraq”, the re-
tired general said.

The random camps housing a 
huge number of Syrian refugees 
across the country are Lebanon’s 
weak point since they could be in-
filtrated by both the Syrian regime 

and the opposition but planting “in-
formers” in the camps proved to be 
very helpful.

“There is a considerable number 
of Syrian informers deployed in the 
refugee camps who are giving most 
of the tips about suspected people 
and their movements as well as 
those who pretend to be refugees,” 
the Lebanese security source said.

Their tips and other information 
they provided led to many arrests 
and “security achievements that 
spared Lebanon security distur-
bances”, he said.

Despite its successes, Lebanon 
needs Arab and international sup-
port to continue its open battle 
against terrorism as well as financial 
aid to handle the burden of hosting 
1.2 million Syrian refugees.

Dalal Saoud is the deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.

Lebanon’s open battle against terrorism
Dalal Saoud

Lebanese soldiers, trained by British instructors under a UK-funded programme, take part in an 
anti-terrorism drill in Hamat Lebanese army air base, 65km north of Beirut, last March.

Lebanon is facing the 
challenge of 
preventing the 
infiltration of terror 
groups and 
dismantling militant 
sleeper cells.

Great risks remain and 
security services are 
fully aware of the 
multiple threats facing 
the country.
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Jeddah

S 

audi Arabia initiated its Vi-
sion 2030 reform plan with 
the kingdom’s cabinet ap-
proving plans designed 
to diversify the economy, 

wean the country off its depend-
ency on oil and create employment 
opportunities for the Saudi popu-
lace.

The National Transformation 
Plan (NTP), the brainchild of Dep-
uty Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz and a part 
of the Vision 2030 road map, was 
endorsed on June 6th by the Saudi 
cabinet, setting in motion the most 
ambitious economic reform drive 
in the country’s history.

An aspect of the plan aims to curb 
government spending. Salaries of 
government workers during the 
next five years are expected to drop 
from 45% of government spending 
to 40%. Subsidies for water and 
electricity are to be cut $53 billion.

Spending cuts will help fund the 
$72 billion reform plan, according 
to Saudi Finance Minister Ibrahim 
al-Assaf. “Part of it will be made 
available from cancelled projects 
or projects that were downsized 

and part of it will be made available 
from revenues that will rise — oil 
and non-oil revenues,” he said.

Saudi economist Talat Hafez said 
the Vision 2030 plan would gener-
ate more than 450,000 jobs in the 
non-governmental sectors by 2020 
through governmental collabora-
tion with the private sector. Riyadh 
intends on providing about “40% 
of government spending on initia-
tives and increasing the private sec-
tor’s contribution to gross domestic 
product to 65%”, he said.

According to government figures, 
about 70% of the Saudi population 
is employed in the public sector, 
with government spending in 2015 
on salaries and allowances estimat-
ed at $120 billion.

Approximately 55% of the king-
dom’s population is under 25, mak-
ing job creation of the utmost im-
portance, especially considering 
that the 2011 “Arab spring” protests 
were mostly due to lack of job op-
portunities. According to the Saudi 
government figures, unemploy-
ment is 11.7%. The government 
aims to bring that figure down to 
7% by 2030.

Minister of State Mohammed Al 
al-Sheikh, who is tipped to be the 
next Finance minister, said the 
government would not introduce 
an income tax in its reform agenda, 
something that has been speculat-

ed about.
However, a proposal to tax expa-

triates in the kingdom, who make 
up 30% of the population of about 
30 million, is an option. According 
to Finance Minister Ibrahim al-As-
saf, the proposal to tax expatriates 
was recommended in Vision 2030 
and will be studied.

“It is, in reality, an old proposal 
and it was presented in the past but 
it is one of the initiatives that will 

be raised by the Finance Ministry,” 
he added.

Analysts do not predict that 
would become a reality anytime 
soon as it could handicap the king-
dom in attracting skilled workers 
and professionals during the eco-
nomic downturn.

“I don’t believe it’s wise to intro-
duce such a thing at a time when 
the kingdom is trying hard to at-
tract direct foreign investments, 

and not having income taxes was 
one of the most attractive prospects 
here,” said Mohammed Alsuwayed, 
the Riyadh-based head of capital 
and money markets at Adeem Capi-
tal.

In May, the International Mon-
etary Fund praised the kingdom’s 
economic reform plan, describing 
it as “an appropriately bold and 
far-reaching transformation of the 
Saudi Arabian economy”.

Sana’a

M 

ajor developments 
in diplomatic efforts 
to end the 15-month 
war in Yemen are tak-
ing shape, as nego-

tiations and closed-door meetings 
have established conditions for 
a possible national unity govern-
ment.

Houthi spokesman Mohammed 
Abdulsalam, after meeting with 
Saudi officials in Riyadh, left for 
Yemen to brief Houthi leader Ab-
dulmalik al-Houthi and other high-
ranking members of the movement 
on terms of a tentative agreement, 
Yemeni sources said.

The initial terms of the agree-
ment are predicated on a Houthi 
pledge to secure the border with 
Saudi Arabia to ensure safety and 
guarantee no further transgres-
sions, as happened during previous 
peace talks and ceasefires.

Abdulsalam is seeking to obtain 
the Houthi leadership’s approval 
regarding a transitional govern-
ment before returning to Kuwait to 
continue the negotiation process, 
sources said.

As far as the Saudi side is con-
cerned, the invitation to the Houthi 
spokesmen is based on its insist-
ence that a border agreement is fi-
nalised, as officials in the kingdom 

say a political solution cannot be 
reached while its border is being 
shelled by Houthi forces, source 
stressed.

The London based pan-Arab 
newspaper Asharq Al-Awsat, which 
is closely associated with the Saudi 
government, reported that Riyadh 
has drafted an all-inclusive peace 
agreement that has been endorsed 
by warring factions at peace talks in 
Kuwait. It is unclear if the proposal 
includes the formation of a transi-
tional government.

The Arab coalition fighting 
Houthi insurgents released 52 child 
soldiers recruited by the Houthis 
to the internationally recognised 
government of Yemen, a move 
welcomed by UN Special Envoy to 
Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

“We applaud the efforts of the 
coalition and the government of 
Yemen especially given that we are 
in the month of Ramadan,” Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said. “We hope that 
the parties will adhere to their com-
mitment to this humanitarian issue 
and proceed with the release of all 
prisoners and detainees in the near 
future.”

Saudi officials said the process of 
handing over the children was car-
ried out with the coordination with 
a number of international organisa-
tions, including the Red Cross and 
United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF).

“Appropriate actions have been 
taken by transferring them to shel-
ters, according to their legal age, 
and the application of preventive 
measures to protect children and 
provide them with the appropri-
ate conditions. The involvement 
of children in the bloody events 
and minefields is considered as an 

inhuman act and is contrary to all 
international norms and laws,” a 
statement from the official Saudi 
Press Agency said.

About one-third of combatants in 
Yemen’s war are children, accord-
ing to UNICEF. The Houthi rebels 
and militias fighting on behalf of 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
send children to the front lines 
of the war, which, according the 
United Nations, has left more than 
6,000 people dead since it started 
in March 2015.

The United Nations removed the 

Saudi-led Arab coalition from its 
blacklist for violating child rights, 
with UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon saying he was pressured to 
do so over threats by Saudi support-
ers that would have seen some UN 
funding cut.

Saudi Ambassador to the United 
Nations Abdallah al-Mouallimi de-
nied the kingdom pressured Ban, 
adding: “It is not in our nature to 
conduct ourselves in any such ag-
gressive style”.

The war in Yemen began after 
the Shia Houthis and their allies 

overran the capital, Sana’a, in Sep-
tember 2014 and seized most of the 
country, prompting Hadi to flee to 
Saudi Arabia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 
Arabia and supported by the Unit-
ed States and Britain, began an 
air campaign against the rebels in 
March 2015. Arab coalition ground 
troops later entered the fight to 
restore the UN-recognised govern-
ment.

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

First phase of 
Saudi Vision 2030 
economic reform 
plan begins

Yemen conflict edges closer to resolution

The Arab Weekly staff

Saudi Arabia’s Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz leads a meeting of the 
Council of Economic and Development Affairs, in Jeddah, on June 5th.

Approximately 55% of 
the kingdom’s 
population is under 25, 
making job creation of 
the utmost 
importance.

The National 
Transformation Plan 
(NTP) was endorsed on 
June 6th by the Saudi 
cabinet.

News & Analysis Gulf

Marib’s Governor Sultan al-Arada (3rdR) and officials shake hands with young Houthi fighters after 
they were released by the Arab coalition, on June 7th.Closed-door meetings 

have established 
conditions for a 
possible national unity 
government.

Saleh Baidhani
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Saudi-Iran tensions show no sign of abating

R 

elations between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran 
continue to simmer as 
both countries engage 
in verbal diatribes and 
proxy wars that show 

no sign of easing. Part of the 
problem is sectarian and part is 
based on long-standing feuds 
over regional influence and 
leadership.

Saudi Arabia continues to see 
Iran as a threat, suggesting that the 
2015 nuclear deal between Tehran 
and the P5+1 countries merely 
afforded Iran with more resources 
— because of the lifting of sanc-
tions — to engage in proxy wars 
and subversive activities in the 
Arab world.

The Saudis say Iran will figure 
out a way to cheat on the nuclear 
deal and maintain a clandestine 
nuclear programme despite inter-
national inspections.

The Saudis also claim Iran’s poli-
cies are designed to encircle the 
kingdom. Riyadh views the war 
in Yemen between the Houthis, 
who follow the Zaidi branch of 
Shia Islam, and the Saudi-backed 
Yemeni government of Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi as Iranian meddling 
in its backyard because of Tehran’s 
military assistance, albeit limited, 
to the Houthi rebels.

Looking north and east, the Sau-
dis see Iran’s hand in Syria, Iraq 

and Bahrain. The Saudis said Iran’s 
assistance — in the form of send-
ing Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps personnel and military 
equipment — and that of its allied 
Lebanese Hezbollah forces have 
been crucial in keeping the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
alive and prolonging the agony 
of Syria’s majority Sunni Muslim 
community.

In Iraq, the Saudis have never 
fully accepted the Shia-dominated 
government in Baghdad and say 
Iran’s support for it plays a role in 
keeping Iraq’s Sunni population 
oppressed. Although both Saudi 
Arabia and Iraq oppose the Islamic 
State (ISIS), the Saudis seem to 
believe that Iran’s activities in Iraq 
and its support for Shia militias 
there are the overriding problems.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir said at a May 29th news 
conference Iran’s military role in 
Iraq was “unacceptable” and called 
on Iran to stop meddling in Iraq’s 
affairs.

Jubeir has been particularly 
alarmed at Iran and some of this 
may be personal. Several years ago, 
when he was the Saudi ambassa-
dor to Washington, Jubeir was the 
target of an alleged Iranian assas-
sination plot that was thwarted by 
US authorities.

However, the strong anti-Iran 
sentiment is shared throughout 
the Saudi leadership, which sees 
a nefarious Iranian hand stoking 
Shia opposition to the Sunni mon-
archy in Bahrain and among the 
kingdom’s own Shia population in 
the oil-rich Eastern province. This 
hardline policy was evident in the 
beginning of the year when Saudi 
authorities executed Saudi Shia 
cleric Nimr al-Nimr on terrorism-
related charges.

That execution touched off a 

political (and literal) firestorm be-
tween Iran and Saudi Arabia, with 
demonstrators in Tehran torching 
the Saudi embassy, leading Riyadh 
to break diplomatic relations. The 
execution fed Iranian and broader 
Shia fears that the Saudis aim to 
keep the Shias oppressed and in 
second-class status.

The sectarian aspect of the feud 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran 
only seems to be getting worse. In 
early June, Iran announced that 
it would not send pilgrims to this 

year’s haj, citing security concerns 
among other reasons. This is not 
the first time that Saudi-Iran ten-
sions have caused Iran to boycott 
the haj but it comes at a particular-
ly sensitive time in regional affairs.

The Saudis claim that Iran 
refused to sign the normal haj 
security arrangements, which all 
participating countries agree to, 
and accuse Tehran of trying to 
politicise a sacred religious event. 
The Iranians warned that the 
Saudis would “pay a heavy price” 
for allegedly preventing Iranian 
pilgrims from performing one of 
Islam’s sacred obligations.

The backdrop for all this is the 
rivalry for leadership and influence 
in the region. The Saudis are por-
traying themselves as leaders and 
protectors of Sunni Muslims and 
say that Iran, as a non-Arab coun-
try and a Shia state, poses a threat 
to the mostly Sunni Arab world.

The Iranians see the Saudis as 
corrupt and unfit to be the custo-
dians of Islam’s two holiest sites — 
Mecca and Medina — and as using 
their Wahhabi brand of Sunni Islam 
to denigrate and oppress the Shias.

Although Iran’s influence in the 
Arab world is limited because of its 
Persian heritage, its role as “protec-
tor” of Shia groups gives it sig-
nificant influence in several Arab 
countries. Despite the nuclear deal 
it struck with the West, Tehran’s 
outwardly anti-Western rhetoric 
has a certain appeal among large 
segments of Arab society.

Given these attitudes and 
policies, no rapprochement can be 
expected anytime soon.

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

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
No rappro-
chement 
can be 
expected 
anytime 
soon.

When he was the 
Saudi ambassador to 
Washington, Jubeir was 
the target an of alleged 
Iranian assassination plot.

Saudi Arabia and Iran trade cyber-attacks
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T 

he cold war between Sau-
di Arabia and Iran is heat-
ing up in cyberspace with 
the countries exchanging 
a number of computer-

based attacks in recent weeks.
A group of websites affiliated 

with the Iranian Foreign Ministry 
were hit with a major cyber-attack 
recently and Tehran quickly blamed 
Riyadh. According to Iranian au-
thorities, more than 50 Foreign 
Ministry websites were compro-
mised in a series of hacks between 
May 24th and June 1st by activists 
who called themselves Team Bad 
Dream.

The hackers took down the web-
sites and posted content that in-
cluded a collage photo of Saudi 
kings

One of Saudi Arabia’s most wide-
ly circulated daily newspapers, Al 
Watan, which is owned by mem-
bers of the royal family, then had 
its website hacked, with its editor 
accusing Iran of being responsible.

Hackers remotely accessed the 
website of the newspaper, which 
is known for a liberal slant, and up-
loaded false reports and statements 
attributed to Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz.

A statement issued by the news-
paper said the publication’s website 
was hacked the morning of June 
2nd by “hostile groups from out-
side the kingdom”, who “were able 
to control the website for a period 
of time and published fabricated 
news”, including a false statement 

attributed to the crown prince 
about Operation Decisive Storm in 
Yemen.

Al Watan Editor Othman al-Sini 
said in a television interview that 
the cyber-attacks uploaded fake 
news items that were sympathetic 
to Iran and the Houthi rebels, which 
are at war with an Arab coalition led 
by Saudi Arabia.

It is unclear whether the attacks 
were state-sponsored or the work 
of independent hacktivists. Both 
Saudi Arabia and Iran have up-
graded cyber-defence capabilities 
in recent years. Iran took such steps 
after a 2012 attack on its nuclear 
facilities, which Tehran blamed on 
the United States and Israel.

In March, the US State Depart-
ment charged seven Iranians for 
allegedly compromising the com-
puter systems of several banks in 
the period 2011-13.

The latest cyber-attack, allegedly 
by Iranian hackers, pales in com-
parison to previous cyber-sabotage 
actions.

In August 2012, Saudi Aramco, 
the world’s biggest oil and gas 
company, fell victim to a malware 
virus that infected 30,000 comput-
ers. The so-called Shamoon virus, 
which took Aramco ten days to 
eradicate, was planted by a politi-
cally motivated group calling itself 
the Cutting Sword of Justice, which 
US investigators say is tied to Iran.

Because of the growing regional 
threat that government-sponsored 
hackers, as well as cyber-terrorists, 
pose, estimates indicate that the 
Middle East cyber-security mar-
ket will reach $9.56 billion in 2019. 
Iran, for example, has gone from 
low-level capabilities to almost the 
same standard of sophistication 

shown by China and Russia, ana-
lysts said.

“In terms of awareness, things 
are considerably better than they 
were two or three years ago,” said 
Mohamed al-Harbi, a 34-year-old 
Riyadh-based IT consultant, who 
counts a number of online publica-
tions as clients.

According to Harbi, the level of 
protection depends on what a par-
ticular entity has to lose. The finan-
cial and energy sectors can be de-
scribed as being more secure than, 
for example, a newspaper website.

“Taking into consideration that 
we have not seen an attack on the 
level it was a couple of years ago is 
an indicator of better security pro-
cedures but that could change over-
night as methods by cyber-armies 
are also evolving,” he said.

He stressed that the interception 
of text messages carrying personal 
codes and passwords has become 
popular in the Middle East, which 
gives hackers the ability to access 
personal information, including ap-
plications on smart phones.

The situation has escalated in 

recent years, leading Saudi Arabia 
to establish cyber-crime laws. Ac-
cording to Saudi statutes, if an indi-
vidual or group knowingly accesses 
a government network without 
authorisation, particularly if the 
information accessed has national 
security implications, the act could 
lead to a $1.3 million fine and up to 
ten years in prison. It is the same 
penalty as for charges of supporting 
terrorism through the internet.

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

Estimates indicate 
that the Middle East 
cyber-security market 
will reach $9.56 billion 
in 2019.

Both Saudi Arabia and 
Iran have upgraded 
cyber-defence 
capabilities in recent 
years.

Cyber-attacks between Saudi Arabia and Iran have become more frequent in recent months.

Saudi Arabian Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir 
(R) speaks to US President Barack Obama as he 
departs King Khalid International Airport in 
Riyadh, last April.
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T
he 2016 edition of the Global Peace Index, released by 
the Australia-based Institute for Economics and Peace 
(IEP), offered no surprises.

The Middle East and North Africa region (MENA) 
looms large in the document. It points out that “Syria’s 
debilitating civil war” has caused the death of between 
250,000 and 470,000 people since 2011. Millions more 

were driven from their homes.
Between 2006 and 2015, the world witnessed an increase in the 

number of refugees and displaced persons from 9.8 million to 15 
million, with Syria accounting for most of the increase. “In 2007, 
just 0.1% of the Syrian population was classified as refugees or IDPs. 
This figure rose to an extraordinary 63.18% in 2015,” the Global Peace 
Index (GPI) noted. IDPs are internally displaced persons.

War and conflict have come with a serious economic cost. The GPI 
estimates that the global bill is $742 billion. The per capita cost in 
the MENA region was estimated to be $464 in 2015 and war and 
conflict in Syria and Iraq absorbed 54% of these countries’ gross 
domestic product (GDP).

The figures do not even consider the economic fallout of Syria’s 
conflict on the country’s neighbours, particularly Lebanon and 
Jordan.

According to the World Bank, the economic effect of the war in 
Syria on Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan and Egypt has been $35 billion. 
More specifically, the flow of refugees costs Jordan about $2.5 
billion a year, about 6% of the country’s GDP and one-quarter of its 
revenues. Between 2012 and 2014, GPI said, Lebanon’s real GDP 
growth was cut 2.9% annually as more than $1 billion was spent by 
the state on hosting refugees.

As if the horrors of war were not enough, terrorism continues to 
plague the region.

Terrorism is a global phenomenon. The GPI said terrorism casual-
ties have increased 286% since 2008 and “the number of countries 
that recorded no terrorist incidents decreased from 49 in 2008 to 37 
in 2016 out of 163 countries”.

It is the Arab world and the wider community of Muslim nations 
that are particularly affected.

The majority of terrorist activity, according to the GPI, is highly 
concentrated in five countries: Iraq, Nigeria, Afghanistan, Pakistan 
and Syria. These nations accounted for 78% of deaths from terrorism 
in 2014.

Since 2015, terrorist incidents have had a direct catastrophic effect 
on tourism in Egypt, Tunisia and Turkey and indirect ripple effects 
have affected a relatively immune place such as Morocco.

Boko Haram and the Islamic State (ISIS), responsible for about 
50% of terror deaths, are widening their circles of mayhem.

Wars, terror and other forms of violence plaguing the MENA 
region are reflections of deep-rooted social, economic and cultural 
problems, including income disparities, sectarian and ethnic divides 
and inadequate policies. Even before the guns of war fall silent, 
long-term reforms must be implemented and, when conflict ebbs, 
international investment in new development policies will be 
needed.

If experience is any indication, arms purchases will be easier to 
finance than development projects. “The direct cost of violence in 
2015 is 30 times the amount spent on official development assis-
tance in 2014,” notes the Global Peace Index. That is a sad fact.

The heavy toll
of war in MENA

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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Editorial

Opinion

Despite misgivings, 
Yemen talks are 
advancing

T
he international 
community is trying to 
find political settle-
ments to the military 
conflicts in Yemen and 
Syria. The journey 

starts with the announcement of a 
“cessation of hostilities”, then 
proximity talks between the 
warring sides along with 
increased pressure for direct 
peace negotiations. While the 
Syrian peace talks may have 
stalled in Geneva, the Yemeni 
negotiations in Kuwait are going 
full speed ahead.

Despite the fact that talks are 
ongoing, Yemen’s rival parties 
are not optimistic. Statements 
coming from the talks in Kuwait 
are dominated by pessimism and 
mistrust. This goes beyond mere 
verbal sparring. There has also 
been an escalation in fighting on 
the ground, despite a truce that has 
been in place since April.

Given this state of affairs, why is 
there an impression that the talks 
are moving forward and will lead 
to a political settlement that will 
ultimately end the war?

The international desire to end 
the Yemeni war is clear. More 
importantly is Saudi Arabia’s desire 
to end the conflict. There can be no 
political settlement without Saudi 
Arabia’s support and agreement.

Saudi officials recently 
announced the interception of a 
ballistic missile fired from Yemeni 
territory. This was the second time 
in June that a missile has been fired 
into Saudi territory from Yemen. 
What is striking is that this breach 
of the ceasefire did not prompt 
Riyadh to escalate its rhetoric or 
military response in a manner 
that would undermine the truce 
or talks. In fact, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir said Riyadh 
was more committed to the talks 
than ever.

Most importantly, the opposing 
sides in the 
Yemeni talks are 
discussing the 
most difficult and 
vital issues, as 
opposed to what 
was happening in 
the Syrian peace 
talks.

The Yemeni 
talks discussed 
the establishment 
of a military 

or security committee that will 
bear responsibility for ending 
the war and taking control of the 

government. When peace talks 
reach the stage that both sides are 
discussing what transitional body 
will be in charge after the end of 
the conflict and how power will 
be shared between the two sides, 
it is clear that each party accepts 
that political compromise, not a 
military solution, will ultimately 
win the day.

Even at this advanced stage 
of negotiations, the situation is 
difficult and could break down, 
particularly as power-sharing is 
such a sensitive issue. In Yemen, 
the Houthis, who remain in control 
of the capital Sana’a and Yemeni 
ministries, are trying to make as 
few concessions as possible to 
ensure that their prospects are not 
harmed and that they do not return 
to their pre-2014 state.

In 2014, the Houthis took control 
of northern Yemen, marched on 
Sana’a and captured the capital and 
beyond, signifying a major shift in 
the balance of power in Yemen. The 
Houthis said they were facing an 
“historic opportunity” that must be 
seized. They may have seized their 
moment but ultimately found that 
it was more difficult to hold onto 
their gains than they might have 
imagined.

Even with the backing of a 
regional power such as Iran, a 
Saudi-led Gulf military coalition 
has slowly but steadily pushed 
the Houthis back. This military 
intervention checked the Houthis’ 
ambitions.

Until that intervention, the 
Houthis had been unwilling to 
engage with United Nations Envoy 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed and 
international efforts for peace. He 
recently declared: “The time has 
come for the various parties of the 
conflict to put forward solutions 
away from considerations of loss 
and gain.”

Salam al-Saadi is 
a Syrian-Palestinian writer.

While the Syrian peace 
talks may have stalled in 
Geneva, the Yemeni 
negotiations in Kuwait are 
going full speed ahead.

Salam al-Saadi

The opposing sides 
in the Yemeni talks 
are discussing the 
most difficult and 
vital issues, as 
opposed to what 
was happening in 
the Syrian peace 
talks.
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Opinion

The June war that changed the Middle East

Iran’s dangerous quest for superpower status

T
he June war of 1967 — 
perhaps better known 
as the six-day war in 
the West — may have 
taken place nearly 50 
years ago but it 

contributed to the reality the 
Middle East faces today, changing 
the shape of history in the region, 
particularly in the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict.

The conflict between Israel 
and an Arab coalition, composed 
mainly of troops from Egypt, 
Jordan and Syria, resulted in a 
shocking defeat for the Arabs. 
Israel was able to annex even more 
territory, including the West Bank 
and Gaza Strip as well as Egypt’s 
Sinai peninsula and Syria’s Golan 
Heights. Israel quickly and easily 
defeated three major Arab powers, 
countries promoting a new idea of 
socialism and Arab nationalism. 
This was exemplified by Egypt 
under its charismatic president 
Gamal Abdel Nasser.

The June war revealed the 
frailty that underpinned these 
resurgent Arab states, politically, 
economically and socially. It 
confirmed that the Arab world, 
as opposed to the various slogans 
and boastful claims that were 
being thrown about, ultimately 
came from a single fabric. This 
can be seen in the reaction to 
the defeat in all Arab countries, 
which saw the rise of the security 
state as opposed to one in which 
citizens’ rights were prioritised. 
This was based on the idea that 
the necessity of confronting Israel 
required Arab citizens to make 
sacrifices, including their own 
national and personal interests.

Arab regimes, backed by 
supporting players 
from political 
parties to media 
outlets, initially 
sought to cover up 
the sheer scale of 
this defeat. Some 
tried to claim 
this as a partial 
victory, saying 
that the Israelis 
had not been 
able to destroy 

these Arab states. As for the sound 
defeat of three Arab armies and 
the occupation of Arab territory, 

they claimed this as a minor issue 
that did not bear thinking about.

Arab regimes sought to 
avenge this defeat by unleashing 
Palestinian fedayeen from Jordan, 
Lebanon and Syria to vent the 
frustrations of the Arab world and 
play down the extent of the crisis. 
This served as the birth of the 
Palestinian national movement, 
filling a vacuum that had been 
taken until then by Arab states and 
their official actions against Israel.

There was also a major shift in 
Arab politics away from talk about 
confronting the existence of Israel 
to confronting Israeli aggression 
and the Zionist state’s new 
expanded borders. Prior to 1967, 
Arabs had been more concerned 
about doing away with Israel. After 
the June war, that was no longer 
an option and the Arab world 
became more concerned about 
ensuring a Palestinian state.

At the time, the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict was predictably 
viewed through a pan-Arab 

lens. After the 1967 defeat, the 
Palestinian cause became a 
more nationalist struggle, with 
increasing focus on supporting 
the Palestinian people, rather than 
fighting on their behalf.

Israel’s gains, on the other 
hand, emboldened its citizens and 
there was increased talk about 
establishing a Greater Israel, 
something that had previously 
been a strictly religious concept 
until then.

Israel was able to unite its 
territory and people in an 
unexpected way, including its 
capital, Jerusalem. There was a 
major shift in Israeli politics with 
an increasing confluence between 
the religious idea of Zionist and 
political secular Zionism.

Tel Aviv had confirmed itself 
as a major regional power and 
ally of the West in the eyes of its 
own citizens as well as the rest of 
the world. Even Israel’s economy 
was strengthened following the 
territorial gains, which included 

rich agricultural land and water 
resources.

Of course, not everything was 
positive for Israel. The occupation 
of the West Bank and Gaza Strip 
strengthened the commitment of 
the Palestinians. Israel, of course, 
was not able to hold onto the Gaza 
Strip and West Bank, let alone the 
Sinai peninsula.

One of the main repercussions 
of 1967 was that Israel became 
known as a colonialist force, 
occupying territory by force 
and seeking to control the 
Palestinian people through fear 
and oppression. This is a view that 
continues to be held today, almost 
50 years later.

The June war changed the face 
of the Middle East well beyond 
the repercussions it had on the 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. These 
are changes we are contending 
with today.

Majid Kayali is a Palestinian 
writer.

H
istory, of course, 
does not repeat 
itself but those who 
do not learn from 
their past are 
condemned to 

repeat it. This warning, attributed 
to George Santayana, finds a 
contemporary application in Iran.

Every now and then, an Iranian 
official makes overbearing claims 
about the revival of the ancient 
Persian empire. However, such 
claims follow a pattern in Iran’s 
behaviour that began 150 years 
ago. The Qajar and the Pahlavi 
dynasties each made its own bid at 
superpower status and both ended 
in defeat and humiliation.

The fate of the current bid by the 
Islamic Republic is unlikely to be 
much different.

In the 19th century, Iran’s 
attempt to assert itself came under 
Mohammad Shah Qajar, who 
tried to capture parts of western 

Afghanistan. This 
drew the attention 
of the British and an 
ensuing 10-month 
military operation 
ended in the 
humiliation — and 
a loss of territory — 
for Persia.

In the 1970s, 
Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi tried to 
make Iran the 

regional powerhouse, suggesting 
Tehran was a sole defence of the 
West against communism and oil-

rich Arab countries. He also tried 
to make the country more modern 
and secular. That stab at power 
ended internally, as the shah 
was overthrown by the Iranian 
revolution of 1979.

Now, the mullahs who inherited 
power from those who chased the 
shah out are seeking their own 
superpower status.

The most vital part of the Iranian 
strategy involves creating turmoil 
in Arab countries by agitating Shia 
communities, which never before 
turned to Iran for guidance and 
inspiration.

Two crucial developments 
curtail the Iranian agenda: The 
outcome of the civil war in Syria 

and the Arab response in Yemen.
The fall of Syrian President 

Bashar Assad would constitute 
a humiliating defeat for Tehran, 
dealing Iran’s superpower 
aspirations a severe blow. That 
defeat would send shockwaves 
through Shia communities, which 
Iran eagerly mobilised to fight 
on Assad’s side, throughout the 
world. Anti-Iranian sentiment — 
considerable among learned Shias, 
especially the clergy — would 
become widespread and explicit.

An equally significant loss for 
Iran is Yemen, which is vital for 
Iran’s regional designs because it 
can be used to directly threaten 
Saudi Arabia, the bastion of 

Arabism and Sunni Islam.
However, the Saudi-led response 

took the Iranians by surprise. The 
air campaign mostly destroyed the 
Iranian arsenal that was created 
over several years, bringing 
Tehran’s scheme in that country to 
a humiliating conclusion.

Since the early days of the 
Islamic Republic, Iran has used 
terrorism as a low-cost method 
to project power beyond its 
borders. The list of terrorist attacks 
committed by Iranian-backed 
groups in the Gulf states and 
beyond is long.

The problem of Iran is not with 
its Arab neighbours. It is with its 
own history. More precisely, it is 
with its failure to come to terms 
with its past. Regardless of who 
ruled Iran, since Mohammad Shah 
Qajar to the Islamic Republic, 
the Iranian psyche has been 
dominated by a yearning for the 
past.

While Iranians have every 
reason to be proud of their 
cultural heritage, their attempts 
at reconstructing their past has 
unavoidably created enemies 
where permissible rivalry might 
have existed.

Many empires have come and 
gone; all have moved on. Only 
Iran gives credence to Santayana’s 
warning.

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

The June war revealed the 
frailty that underpinned 
these resurgent Arab 
states, whether politically, 
economically or socially.

Now, the mullahs who 
inherited power from 
those who chased the 
shah out are seeking their 
own superpower status.

A Palestinian girl looks out from her parents’ home at a refugee camp in Amman.

Majid Kayali

Bassem Ajami

Iranians attend a rally commemorating the 37th anniversary of 
the Islamic revolution.
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Anti-ISIS forces have different plans in race to Raqqa
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

he race to liberate Raqqa, 
the Islamic State’s de facto 
capital in Syria, has seen 
the US-backed Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) 

diverting their guns towards rural 
areas around Aleppo, while Russia-
backed regime forces and their al-
lies intensified their push towards 
the contested city.

The SDF, a coalition of Kurd-
ish, Arab, Assyrian, Circassian and 
Turkmen militias, launched the of-
fensive on May 17th to capture the 
Islamic State (ISIS) bastion but, after 
days of fierce fighting under inten-
sive air cover from the US-led coa-
lition in which both sides suffered 
hundreds of casualties, the 12,000 
SDF fighters supported by 250 US 
special forces had only advanced 
5km out of the 55km separating 
them from the city.

The thrust towards Raqqa was 
halted as the SDF turned its atten-
tion and heavy guns on Manbij, al-
Bab and Jarabulus, east of Aleppo.

Mansour Salloum, a senior offi-
cial in Kurdish-controlled areas of 
northern Syria, said hostilities north 
of Raqqa had been suspended. “The 
operation was postponed until we 
can secure a safe corridor for the ci-
vilians to flee,” Salloum said.

However, observers pinned the 
change of plans on the difficulties 
progressing on the flat agricultural 
terrain that ISIS had littered with 
landmines and booby traps and the 
lack of a strong desire by the SDF 
to take on Raqqa. The Kurds, who 
make up the bulk of the force and 
nearly all its top commanders, are 
keener on capturing the towns on 

the west of the Euphrates river to 
link the Kurdish-held territories of 
Kobane and Afrin.

The SDF has succeeded in cross-
ing the Euphrates and entering the 
northern and eastern neighbour-
hoods of Manbij despite Turkish 
President Recep Tayip Erdogan’s 
warning that the creation of an in-
dependent Kurdish entity on Tur-
key’s southern border was a “red 
line”.

Arab units within the SDF have 
different objectives. Some are sup-
ported by the Free Syrian Army 
while others are regarded as close to 
the Syrian regime but they do share 
the common goal of evicting ISIS 
from Raqqa and the rest of Syria.

“The elimination of ISIS is the 
beginning of the real Syrian revo-
lution. All Syrian parties, including 
the Kurds, can engage in a dialogue 
and reach a possible formula of co-
existence to end the war, except for 
ISIS… Arms are the only means of 
dialogue with them,” said an SDF 
commander who requested ano-
nymity.

The commander acknowledged 
that the Kurdish-led force has been 
communicating with and receiving 
direct support from the Syrian re-
gime. “Next to me there are combat-
ants from the Free Syrian Army and 
they are fighting under the banner 
of the revolution,” he said.

Meanwhile, government forces 
and allied militias backed by Rus-
sian air power and Iranian and Rus-
sian forces have advanced 80km to-
wards Raqqa, reaching the outskirts 
of al-Tabaqa airbase, where the 
army suffered heavy losses when 
ISIS seized the facility in the sum-
mer of 2014.

A Syrian Army source, who 
spoke on condition of anonymity, 
revealed that the troops were pro-
gressing slowly towards Raqqa from 
two points under Russian air cover.

“We are not in a big hurry to reach 
Raqqa,” he said. “All the details of 

the military plan prepared with the 
help of Russian and Iranian advisers 
have been designed with great pre-
cision, taking into account the need 
to secure the areas that are liberated 
and to thwart any possible counter-
attacks… In fact, our forces sus-
tained such retaliations more than 
once and succeeded in controlling 
the situation.”

He said government forces were 
27km from al-Tabaqa airbase and 
had to halt their advance for 24 
hours because of a sandstorm. 
“Within a few days al-Tabaqa will 

be within the range of our artillery 
fire… We are fully confident that the 
city will be liberated soon by Syrian 
troops with the support of the Rus-
sians,” he said.

A major challenge for the advanc-
ing forces though will be to cross 
the Euphrates and enter the city 
from the southern and western side, 
where orchards are dense and resi-
dential buildings are concentrated.

“Once we reach the southern 
suburbs of Raqqa, all neighbour-
hoods will be within artillery range. 
The distance is less than 700 me-

tres, which means there will be di-
rect confrontations with ISIS,” the 
source said, adding that the attack-
ers will be relying on support from 
dormant cells waiting to act and 
some troops will be airdropped in.

“We are confident that the mili-
tants will withdraw from Raqqa 
towards the east and from there to 
Deir ez-Zor,” he added.

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

A Syrian government soldier with an anti-tank rocket launcher, preparing to fire on ISIS forces in the 
province of Raqqa, Syria.

How Assad created a jihadist ‘monster’ 

A
fter the 9/11 attacks 
in the United States, 
I was dispatched to 
northern Lebanon to 
investigate what my 
newspaper had 

previously regarded as a minor 
skirmish. Word had it the US 
Central Intelligence Agency was 
in Beirut to interview survivors 
of the Asbat al-Ansar group, 
which in January 2000 had lost 
14 members and killed 20 
Lebanese soldiers in clashes in 
Dinnieh, inland from Tripoli.

The official Lebanese and Syrian 
version was that the battle of Din-
nieh had come after the army de-
tected a training camp run by mili-
tants linked to al-Qaeda, showing 
the need for America, reeling from 
Osama bin Laden’s group’s suicide 
attacks, to recognise that Lebanon 
and Hafez Assad’s Syria were part 
of the solution and not part of the 
problem.

In the area of Tripoli where 
many of the militants had report-
edly lived, I paused by a large 
picture of Syria’s president and 
was quickly questioned by a se-
curity man who had been tending 
a fast-food stall. Only the naive 
would have marvelled at the skill 
of Islamic militants in managing to 
operate in such an environment.

“Blowback” is usually associ-
ated with the United States, 
especially in the way its support 
for militant Sunni Islamists fight-
ing the Russians in Afghanistan 
in the 1980s “blew back” through 

the spawning of groups such as 
al-Qaeda. But calibrated support 
for radical Islamists has also been 
a long-term Syrian policy.

In part, this has been a tactic. A 
recent book by the Brookings Doha 
Centre’s Charles Lister, who has 
met with major jihadist leaders 
across the region, quotes Syria’s 
director of general intelligence 
General Ali Mamlouk telling a US 
delegation in 2010: “In principle, 
we don’t attack or kill [jihadists] 
immediately. Instead, we embed 
ourselves in them and only at the 
opportune moment do we strike.”

Lister’s comprehensive account, 
The Syrian Jihad: Al-Qaeda, the Is-
lamic State and the Evolution of an 
Insurgency, suggests the relation-
ship has been as much strategic as 
tactical. He traces it back to Hafez 
Assad’s “opening up” to Islam in 
the 1990s “when dozens of new 
mosques were constructed… and 
countless Islamic schools were 
established in which Quranic 
studies prevailed over traditional 
curriculums”.

Within two weeks of 9/11, a 
preacher known as Abu al-Qaqaa 
led a celebration in Aleppo and, 
while he was briefly detained, by 
early 2002 he was organising more 
events. “Jihadists in Aleppo, Idlib, 
Deraa and elsewhere (began)… to 
adopt an increasingly overt and 
public profile,” writes Lister.

In the run-up to the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq, I was often in Damas-
cus seeing Iraqi opposition figures. 
They had access to senior Syrians 

that I lacked and several told me 
of a divide within Syria’s leader-
ship between those — mainly 
Alawite — who looked forward to 
Saddam Hussein’s removal, even 
at Washington’s hand, and those 
who opposed it.

This split arose both from 
calculating the Syrian regime’s 
interests and from instinctive 
loyalties — to the Alawites or to 
the wider Arab world of which 
Saddam was somehow part. 
It did not disappear when the 
invasion happened but the US 
intervention did shift the bal-
ance because, notes Lister, it 
“provided a perfect opportu-
nity for Syria to transform a 
potential internal threat into 
an exportable external one”.

Syria’s grand mufti, 
Sheikh Ahmad Kaftaru, is-
sued a fatwa making resist-
ance to occupation fardh 
ayn (personal obligation), as 
authorities transferred Syrian and 
other volunteers to Iraq.

“As the initial invasion un-
folded, busloads of Syrians were 
driven across Syria towards the 
eastern governorates of Hasakah 
and Deir ez-Zor, where border 
guards willingly waved them 
through ‘open gates’ into Iraq,” 
writes Lister. “This was the start 
of a mass migration of Arabs 
towards Iraq — almost exclusively 
via Syria — that would come to 
define the development of a com-
mitted jihadist insurgency in that 
country.”

By 2005, with a “Syrian Ba’ath-
Iraqi Ba’ath-al-Qaeda nexus” 
established, the Syrian regime was 
having second thoughts and in-
creased the border force to 10,000 
from the 700 who had been along 
the Iraqi frontier in 2003 (when the 
United States also abolished Iraq’s 

border force). While the influx 
of foreign fighters fell in 2005, 
writes Lister, it again rose in 
2006-07, with more than 100 a 
week leaving for Iraq according 

to US intelligence.
Syria was still offering the 

United States intelligence 
cooperation — Condoleezza 
Rice, then secretary of state, met 

Syrian Foreign Minister Walid 
Muallem at the Iraq conference 
in Sharm el-Sheikh in March 2007 
— as well as re-exporting Sunni 

militants to Lebanon.
Strongholds there included the 

Nahr al-Bared Palestinian camp 
outside Tripoli, where 400 mili-

tants were killed in a three-month 
battle with the Lebanese army in 
2007. Survivors fled to Syria.

The conclusion of all this is stark. 
When the “Arab spring” arrived in 
Syria, there was a jihadist network 
already in place. As Lister puts it: 
“Elements within Syrian intel-
ligence had helped create a true 
monster”.

Gareth Smyth has reported on 
Middle Eastern affairs for 20 years 
and was chief correspondent for 
the Financial Times in Iran from 
2003-07.

Gareth 
Smyth

Books

“Elements 
within 
Syrian 
intelligence 
had helped 
create a true 
monster”.
Charles Lister

“The operation was 
postponed until we 
can secure a safe 
corridor for the 
civilians to flee.”

Mansour Salloum,
 a senior official in the 

Kurdish-controlled 
areas of northern Syria

Government forces 
backed by Russian air 
power and Iranian and 
Russian military have 
advanced 80km 
towards Raqqa.
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ISIS faces defeat unless foes are too divided
Beirut

T 

here is an assumption that 
the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
on the ropes and that, if 
the pressure being put on 
the group in Iraq and Syria 

is sustained, its self-proclaimed ca-
liphate, intended to rule the world’s 
1 billion Muslims, will collapse.

That may be true but retaking key 
cities, with their captive popula-
tions, and wiping out ISIS’s leader-
ship, from its self-declared caliph 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi down to mid-
level commanders and administra-
tors of the caliphate’s captive popu-
lation, may not necessarily spell the 
end of ISIS.

It would, in all likelihood, trigger 
a withering campaign of terror, not 
just in the Middle East but around 
the world — from Nigeria to Libya, 
from Afghanistan to the Philippines 
where ISIS has established outposts 
over the last three years. Western 
Europe may become the target 
of larger attacks than the recent 
slaughters in Paris and Brussels.

“The West should expect that 
ISIS has developed a contingency 
strategy to authorise more attacks 
inside Europe even in the event that 
its would-be caliphate is collaps-
ing in Iraq and Syria, and that even 
in its dying days ISIS’s proto-state 
will try to punish Western countries 
that hastened its end,” warned Nick 
Heras, a Middle East specialist with 
the Center for New American Secu-
rity in Washington.

If the ISIS caliphate crumbles, ob-
served Fuad Hussein, chief of staff 
to President Massoud Barzani of 
Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment, which has fought ISIS to a 
standstill in northern Iraq, “ISIS will 
transform from a terrorist state to a 
terrorist movement.

“It will be weakened… but it will 
not evaporate or be replaced by 
moderate Arab Sunni politicians.”

In the face of simultaneous offen-
sives in Iraq and Syria, ISIS has re-
sponded with a blistering barrage of 
suicide bombings, including attacks 
in and around Baghdad that have 
killed a large number of civilians. 
These are intended to terrorise, 
demonstrate ISIS’s ability to strike 
wherever it wants and to force the 
Syrian and Iraqi regimes to with-
draw forces from the front lines to 
defend their capitals.

The loss of Falluja, Mosul or 
Raqqa would hit ISIS hard but, like 
other terrorist groups, it could show 

resilience and regenerative capa-
bilities in the face of major setbacks 
such as the loss of key leaders.

Falluja, 60km west of Baghdad, 
has been under ISIS control since 
January 2014 and before that was 
a centre of Sunni resistance against 
US forces. In 2004, US Marines 
fought two lengthy and bloody bat-
tles to control the city, the Ameri-
cans’ heaviest fighting since Viet-
nam.

Thousands of people were killed 
but the Americans for all their fire-
power never truly crushed the al-
Qaeda-led insurgency there.

US commanders and senior 
Obama administration officials have 
said that 22-month-long US-led 
air campaign has inflicted massive 
damage on ISIS with about 25,000 
fighters killed and the group’s infra-
structure pounded into rubble, its 
flow of foreign volunteers cut from 
an estimated 2,000 a month to 200 
in recent months (later amended to 
500) despite the protestations of in-

telligence officials that the jihadists 
are resilient, unpredictable and dif-
ficult to crush.

At least 15 ISIS leaders have been 
killed by US commandos or air 
strikes in recent months, indicating 
a vast improvement in US intelli-
gence. This has been a severe blow. 
ISIS reportedly executed 38 people 

in a hunt for spies in its midst.
But, as Mike Flynn, until recently 

director of the US Defense Intel-
ligence Agency and the former US 
special forces commander in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq where he fought 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, the Jorda-

nian who created al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
ISIS’s predecessor, admitted to Der 
Spiegel in December 2015, system-
atic decapitation of such groups is 
highly overrated as a strategy.

“We used to say, ‘We’ll just keep 
killing the leaders and the next guy 
up is not going to be as good’,” he 
said. “That didn’t work… because 
Baghdadi is better than Zarqawi and 
Zarqawi was actually better than 
bin Laden.”

Still, there is no doubt that ISIS 
has been hard hit. Global security 
consultancy IHS-Jane’s estimates 
that the group has lost 40% of the 
territory it conquered in Syria and 
25% in Iraq since the start of the 
year and that the population it ruled 
has shrunk from 9 million to 6 mil-
lion in the last 15 months.

Analysts say that, for the first 
time, ISIS faces the prospect of los-
ing much of the territory it has held 
since 2014.

The only factor that could give 
ISIS some respite is if the ungainly 

and fractious forces opposing them 
in Syria and Iraq fall apart amid 
sectarian and ethnic squabbling 
that could degenerate into outright 
Sunni-Shia war — and bolster ISIS’s 
claim to be the protector of the Sun-
nis.

Sectarian polarisation is getting 
worse in these already deeply divid-
ed countries and threatens to erupt 
as Shia Iran and Sunni Saudi Arabia 
struggle for regional domination.

But the lack of a unified strategy 
by the foreign powers caught up 
in this war could leave a political 
vacuum that ISIS can exploit to re-
generate.

“There’s no real plan about what 
to do” after ISIS’s strongholds fall, 
lamented Erbil-based analyst Hiwa 
Osman. “Only the Sunni Arabs can 
really put an end to ISIS, and until 
they do it will never be finished.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor 
of The Arab Weekly. He lives in 
Beirut.

Ed Blanche

“Only the Sunni 
Arabs can really put 
an end to ISIS and 
until they do it will 
never be finished.”

Erbil-based analyst 
Hiwa Osman

A soldier from Iraq’s elite counterterrorism force on the edge of the Shuhada neighbourhood in Islamic State-held Falluja, just before 
special forces pushed into the district, on June 8th.

Syria peace talks are evaporating

T 

he Syria peace talks, 
never substantial, are 
evaporating. The chief 
negotiator for the 
opposition has quit. 
The Russians and the 

Syrian government continue to 
bombard pretty much whomever 
they like in dozens of raids every 
day, though Obama administra-
tion officials assure me that the 
Russians insist on some restraint.
That was not apparent in the recent 
bombing attack near Idlib’s main 
hospital. Sieges have not been 
lifted, prisoners have not been 
exchanged and most humanitarian 
supplies are still blocked.

On the main issue in the talks 
— the formation of a transitional 
governing body with full executive 
authority — no progress has 

been reported, despite a looming 
deadline of August 1st for beginning 
the transition.

The Syrian government and the 
Russians continue to insist that 
Bashar Assad preside over that 
body. The opposition rejects that 
proposition but its deteriorating 
military situation gives it little 
leverage in the negotiations. The 
Americans have been unable to 
convince the opposition to yield 
and, even if some moderates do, 
it is unlikely they would be able to 
convince the armed groups — not to 
mention the extremists — to accept 
a political solution that leaves 
Assad in place.

The question of Assad is 
a secondary one for the US 
administration, which is primarily 
concerned with the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). Pentagon-
equipped, -trained and -advised 
Syrian Democratic Forces (mainly 
Kurdish but partly Arab) are making 
progress in squeezing Raqqa, 
ISIS’s declared capital but ISIS has 
responded with attacks farther west 
aimed at cutting off a main supply 
route from Turkey to relatively 
moderate forces in Aleppo and 
farther north.

If Kurdish forces prove necessary 

to block this move, Ankara will have 
apoplexy, as that could give the 
Kurds control of the last remaining 
portion of the Syrian-Turkish border 
that they do not already own. 
ISIS knows how to drive a wedge 
between the supposed coalition 
partners fighting against it.

With the Syrian regime refusing 
to allow humanitarian convoys 
into besieged cities, talk has 
grown of airdropping aid. That 
is an expensive and ineffective 
proposition that should be used 
only in limited and extreme 
circumstances. It is no substitute 
for the truckloads required in major 
population centre nor will it do 
anything to end the war.

Assad is happy to tie up the 
international community in 
interminable discussions of 
humanitarian access because it 
helps him avoid the search for a 
political solution and the inevitable 
end to his rule it would entail.

Hope for the peace talks is fading. 
Syria is headed for more war. It is at 
moments like these that sometimes 
someone does something 
fundamental to alter the equation 
but what that might be and who 
will act are not at all clear.

Things are going a bit better 

in Iraq, where forces more-or-
less controlled by the Baghdad 
government have surrounded 
Falluja, the base from which ISIS 
has been launching suicide attacks 
in Baghdad, and are beginning the 
campaign to liberate it. Kurdish 
forces have moved towards Mosul, 
though any effort to liberate what 
was once Iraq’s second-largest city 
seems far off.

Sectarian strife increasingly 
threatens military success in Iraq, 
with Iranian-backed Shia militias 
prominent in the battle for Falluja 
and apparently determined to play 
a role in its liberation, despite the 
expressed contrary wishes of Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi. He 
remains under political pressure 
in Baghdad but has been unable 
to assemble the parliamentary 
quorum and majority needed to 
approve a new, more technocratic 
government and much-needed 
anti-corruption reforms.

Daniel Serwer is senior research 
professor of conflict management 
at The Johns Hopkins University 
School of Advanced International 
Studies in Washington. He tweets 
at @DanielSerwer and his blog can 
be found at www.peacefare.net.

Daniel 
Serwer

View point
Syria is 
headed for 
more war.

No progress has been 
reported, despite a 
looming deadline of 
August 1st for beginning 
the transition.
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Iranian defeat in Khan Tuman unsettles regime
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

O 

f all the battles of the 
Syrian war, the May 6th 
debacle at Khan Tuman 
has shaped the Iranian 
public’s understand-

ing of the difficulties Tehran faces 
in Syria. The state media’s initial 
reports said 13 Iranian “defenders 
of the shrine” — a euphemism for 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) forces deployed in 
Syria — along with a large number of 
Afghan Shias of the Fatemiyoun Di-
vision under IRGC command, were 
killed when rebels overran the vil-
lage south-west of Aleppo.

At the very least, 18 Iranians, in-
cluding two colonels, a major and 
an officer whose rank could not 
be determined along with a cleric, 
were killed at Khan Tuman. Rebel 
footage released on YouTube shows 
IRGC members taken prisoner.

As many as 30 Afghan Shias, re-
cruited by Tehran, may have been 
killed in the battle as well. Rebel 
forces claim Lebanese Hezbollah 
members were killed in the attack 
but Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah and other party 
officials dismissed reports it had 
suffered heavy combat fatalities at 
Khan Tuman.

Even if one disregards the poten-
tial losses of Hezbollah, the com-
bined Iranian and Afghan losses 
constitute the largest Shia losses for 
a single engagement since the war 
in Syria broke out in March 2011.

The IRGC’s top leadership, includ-
ing Major-General Qassem Soleima-
ni, commander of the elite al-Quds 
Force, the IRGC’s foreign operations 
wing, and Brigadier-General Hos-

sein Salami, deputy commander 
of the IRGC, have sworn to avenge 
those who died at Khan Tuman.

Such statements and other ac-
tions of the IRGC indicate the grav-
ity of the situation.

For the first time since war erupt-
ed in Syria, the Islamic Republic’s 
key Arab ally, and the deployment 
of IRGC forces to support the re-
gime of President Bashar Assad, the 
IRGC issued a public communiqué 
about a military action involving 
Iranians.

In the communiqué, the 25th Kar-
bala Division based in Mazandaran 
province, which suffered the bulk 
of the combat fatalities in the May 
6th rebel ambush, urged the Ira-
nian public “not to believe enemy 
propaganda” and avoid “spreading 
rumours” about the magnitude of 
the losses at Khan Tuman.

Next, the Revolutionary Guards’ 
leadership attempted to control 
public reaction to the unprecedent-
ed losses. As the IRGC tried to slow-
ly filter out the names of the dead 
soldiers, wild rumours circulated 
on the internet about the deaths 
and relatives of IRGC personnel de-
ployed in Syria demanded greater 
transparency.

In the end, the IRGC released the 
names of 13 “martyrs” through its 
mouthpieces in the Iranian media, 
such as the Fars News Agency, Tas-
nim News Agency and the like.

Once the 13 names were released, 
the Iranian public, in online re-
sponses to Fars and Tasnim, de-
manded an explanation from the 
IRGC about who was to blame for 
the military blunder.

The IRGC leadership responded 
by dismissing “rumours of the mar-
tyrdom of Major-General Soleim-
ani” at Khan Tuman and claimed 
he was not in Syria at the time. In 
other words, the Quds Force chief 

was exonerated of responsibility for 
the debacle.

In another unusual move, the 
IRGC announced that surviving 
members of the 25th Karbala Divi-
sion deployed in Syria were being 
returned to their home province of 
Mazandaran, making this the first 
withdrawal from Syria admitted by 
the Revolutionary Guards’ leader-
ship.

Finally, Major-General Mohsen 
Rezaei, a former commander of the 
IRGC, publicly admitted the Revo-
lutionary Guards had lost Khan 
Tuman to “Turkish and Saudi gen-
erals”, under whose alleged com-
mand rebel forces operate.

That constituted a remarkable 

statement since Rezaei consistently 
belittles the Turkish and Saudi mili-
taries and their strategies in Syria 
and Yemen, constantly claiming 
the Shia Houthi rebels in Yemen, 
supposedly backed by the Tehran 
regime, have “defeated” Saudi Ara-
bia, Iran’s rival, with 1970s-era Scud 
missiles.

More than a month after the de-
bacle at Khan Tuman, the well-ex-
ecuted Syrian rebel ambush outside 
Aleppo still haunts the IRGC leader-
ship. The encirclement of Aleppo, 
once the economic heart of Syria 
and now divided between regime 
and rebel forces, by pro-regime 
forces has not been completed.

What is worse from Tehran’s per-

spective is that much of the Iranian 
public no longer believes the IRGC’s 
propaganda, which promised a 
swift victory over rebel forces in 
Syria.

The bottom line for the Tehran 
regime is there is clearly no end in 
sight to the increasingly costly Syri-
an war, just more a steady stream of 
embarrassing body bags and more 
funeral services for the sons of Iran 
in a war that Tehran can no longer 
hide.

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

Syrian government forces patrol in the village of Khan Tuman on the southern outskirts of the 
northern embattled city of Aleppo.

The May 6th debacle at 
Khan Tuman has 
particularly shaped 
the Iranian public’s 
understanding of the 
difficulties Tehran 
faces in Syria.

What is worse from 
Tehran’s perspective is 
that much of the 
Iranian public no 
longer believes the 
IRGC’s propaganda.

Soleimani, symbol of Iran’s power, infuriates Iraqis

Q 

assem Soleimani, the 
Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) general 
overseeing Shia 
militias engaged in 

the battle for Falluja in Iraq, used 
to be a man for whom the term 
“shadowy” might have been 
coined.

As commander of the elite Quds 
Force, the IRGC’s foreign opera-
tions arm, since 1998, his unac-
knowledged role was to master-
mind Iran’s clandestine military 
operations beyond its frontiers. 
However, since the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) began 
more than a year-and-a-half ago, 
Iran’s “Shadow Commander” has 
emerged into the light of day.

From the autumn of 2014, bat-
tlefront snaps of the 59-year-old 
veteran of the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq 
war have circulated on the internet 
and found their way into interna-
tional newspapers. These days, 
he even has an Instagram account 
with more than 300,000 follow-
ers, although the Iranians recently 
complained it had been briefly 
shut down during a spat between 
Tehran authorities and the social 

media company.
Soleimani’s emergence as the 

visible manifestation of Iran’s hard 
power in the region appeared to 
be part of a deliberate strategy to 
underline Tehran’s central role in 
the war on ISIS in Iraq and Syria. 
Even back in October 2014, Iran’s 
Fars News Agency was boasting of 
the “magnificent role of General 
Soleimani in the fight against the 
terrorists of [ISIS]”.

Even doubters concede that swift 
Iranian action helped prevent ISIS 
getting even further than it did in 
its swoop into Iraq in the middle of 
that year.

The downside of such a high pro-
file is that Soleimani has emerged 
as the representative of a regime 
whose actions are viewed by some 
as domineering and interfering as 
much as they are supportive. In 
Iraq, such critics are not confined 
to the Sunni minority, where resist-
ance to the role of Shia Iran might 
be expected to be sharpest.

During this year’s Baghdad 
demonstrations calling for govern-
ment reform, spearheaded by Shia 
cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, protesters 
denounced Soleimani amid chants 
of “Iran out”. It was a develop-
ment that highlighted the wish of 
at least part of the Shia community 
to distance itself from a sometimes 
overbearing ally.

It also underlined Sadr’s efforts 
to establish himself as a national 
rather than a sectarian leader and 
the desire of Iraq’s Shia clergy to 
assert their independence from 
their brethren in the Iranian Shia 
holy city of Qom.

No doubt in deference to this 

emerging anti-Iranian mood, 
Soleimani dropped back into the 
shadows for a while. Falluja, how-
ever, has brought him once again 
into the spotlight as a key player in 
the coalition of forces fighting to 
retake the overwhelmingly Sunni 
city. Pro-Iranian social media is 
now featuring him touring the bat-
tlefront alongside commanders of 
Shia militias.

Photos of him rallying Shia mi-
litiamen near Falluja during a May 
28th visit raised cries of outrage 
from Sunni politicians in Anbar 
province. Member of Parliament 
Hamid al-Mutlaq objected: “We 
are Iraqis, not Iranians.” Blogger 
Saadallah al-Majid complained: 
“Iraq has turned into an Iranian 
province.”

Soleimani’s presence has a 
propagandist purpose as well as a 
military one. It is a way of stressing 
the message that Iran is the main 
power confronting ISIS rather than 
the United States, whose warplanes 
are engaged in the Falluja offen-
sive.

As if to underline the point, Abu 
Mahdi al-Muhandis, a leader of the 
Iranian-backed Popular Mobili-
sation Units who accompanied 
Soleimani at the front, said the 
militia had not requested US air 
strikes and did not need them. It 
is a propaganda message that aims 
to put the militias centre stage in 
a way that marginalises the role of 
the formal Iraqi military.

The Shia forces at Soleimani’s 
disposal have formally promised 
not to enter the centre of Falluja 
where their presence might stir up 
tensions with its Sunni population. 

However, Aws al-Khafaji, the head 
of the Abu Fadhil al-Abbas mili-
tia, appeared to stoke those very 
tensions when he said in an online 
video that the battle was a chance 
to cleanse Iraq of “the cancer of 
Falluja”.

His veiled threat was rejected by 
the Baghdad government, while 
the risk of sectarian strife prompt-
ed Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, 
Iraq’s senior Shia cleric, to call for 
restraint in the battle.

Following the example of their 
mentor Soleimani, some militia 
leaders aspire to turn themselves 
into an Iraqi version of Iran’s pow-
erful IRGC with the ability to make 
and break governments. Some, at 
least, appear to view themselves 
as part of Iran’s confrontation with 
Saudi Arabia for regional suprem-
acy.

It is not a vision that is likely to 
inspire the mass of Iraq’s Shia pop-
ulation whose demands focus on 
stability and an end to corruption. 
Those who oppose Soleimani’s role 
and chanted “Iran Out” have con-
cluded that Iran is pursuing its own 
agenda rather than theirs.

Iran certainly prefers to fight ISIS 
in Iraq than to face the jihadists on 
its own border. Soleimani may be 
held up as a hero by his acolytes in 
the struggle against ISIS but it is the 
Iraqis in the end who are paying the 
price.

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

Harvey 
Morris

View point
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Soleimani may be held up 
as a hero by his acolytes 
but it is the Iraqis in the 
end who are paying the 
price.
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Cairo

T 

he beating and stripping of 
an elderly Christian wom-
an by a Muslim mob in the 
southern province of Min-
ya is the latest, but will not 

be the last, episode in Egypt’s cycle 
of sectarian violence as long as au-
thorities do not enforce the rule of 
law, experts and activists said.

“When it comes to sectarian 
violence, successive governments 
tended to treat incidents outside the 
framework of the law,” said Ishaq 
Ibrahim, a researcher into Egypt’s 
sectarian violence. “They always 
bring victim and victimiser together 
in reconciliation sessions that treat 
the symptoms of the sectarian ma-
laise but little address its root caus-
es.”

A rumoured affair between a 
Christian man and a Muslim woman 
in a village in Minya led to an attack 
by scores of Muslims on the house of 
the man, the beating of his 70-year-
old mother and her stripping on the 

street.
The woman told local media that 

she could not believe her eyes when 
she saw tens of men storming into 
her house. They dragged her across 
the floor, beat her and tore her dress 
apart.

“I thought they would leave me 
alone when they find me by myself,” 
the woman said. “I never imagined 
that they would beat an old woman 
the age of their mothers that merci-
lessly.”

None of the attackers was brought 
to justice. Instead, the victim was 
asked by police to drop charges 
against the attackers, according to 
media reports.

This was how attacks against 
Egypt’s Christian Copts — almost 
10% of the population — had ended 
in the past years, even when some 
resulted in death, activists said.

The Egyptian Initiative for Per-
sonal Rights (EIPR), a local non-
governmental organisation (NGO) 
surveyed 150 clashes between Mus-
lims and Christians in Egypt from 
2011-13. It said the clashes left 116 
people dead and hundreds of others 
injured.

In 45 of the clashes, parties were 
forced to reconcile, drop charges 
against each other and bury their 
differences, the organisation said. 
It added that all the reconciliations 
happened under the patronage of 
state institutions.

“This is very dangerous because it 
does away with accountability as a 
concept,” Ibrahim said. “These rec-
onciliation sessions are mere tran-
quillisers, while the real causes of 
the tension live for long.”

Soon after the Minya attack, al-
Azhar and the Coptic Orthodox 
Church said they would send del-
egations to prevent an outbreak of 
sectarian clashes. However, this will 
do little to put an end to sectarian 
tension, Ibrahim and other experts 
said.

A day before the Muslim mob at-
tacked, the elderly woman told lo-
cal police of threats to her and her 
son from Muslim neighbours angry 
at the rumoured affair between her 
son and the Muslim woman. How-
ever, police apparently did nothing 
to protect her against attacks. Her 
son escaped the village with his wife 
and four children hours before the 
attack.

Minya, which has a concentration 
of Christian Copts, saw 33% of sec-
tarian clashes in 2011-13, according 
to the EIPR survey.

Before one of these clashes, the 
Muslim residents of one Minya vil-
lage prevented a Christian neigh-
bour from building a house on his 
own land. Clashes ensued between 
the Muslim residents and the rela-

tives of the Christian neighbour, 
leaving two people dead. Both sides 
were forced to reconcile and nobody 
was taken to court.

Similar incidents abound, which, 
experts said, does not augur well 
for Egypt’s social peace and national 
unity.

“The problem is that our govern-
ment always views Christians as 
mere subjects represented by the 
church, not fully fledged citizens 
who have rights and duties equal 
to those of their Muslim compatri-
ots,” said Naguib Gibrael, a Christian 
lawyer who has been campaigning 
against what he describes as dis-
crimination against Copts. “Deci-
sion-makers need to realise that the 
best way to end sectarian violence 
is for culprits to be presented to jus-

tice, regardless of their religion.”
EIPR says few people had been 

brought to justice in the 150 cases of 
sectarian violence it surveyed.

A ray of hope emerged ten days 
after the attack on the woman in 
Minya when President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi pledged to bring her attackers 
to justice. Sisi is popular among his 
country’s Christians, having repeat-
edly stressed their equality with 
Muslim compatriots.

“When anybody asks who you 
are, tell him that you are Egyptian, 
nothing more,” Sisi told thousands 
of Christians at a northern Cairo ca-
thedral on Christmas Eve in 2015. 
Sisi was the first Egyptian president 
to attend a Christmas mass.

Gibrael said he hopes the presi-
dent will be true to his words.

“Forcing people to reconcile at the 
expense of the rule of law will not 
do,” he said. “Wrongdoing must be 
punished or the same violations will 
be committed over and over again.”

Ayman Saad is an Egyptian reporter 
based in Cairo.

Experts, activists 
blame Egypt’s 
sectarian strife
on ‘absence of 
rule of law’
Ayman Saad

A damaged home belonging to one of seven Christian families whose houses were looted and set on 
fire at Al-Karm village in the southern province of Minya, Egypt, on May 27th.

EIPR says few people 
had been brought to 
justice in the 150 cases 
of sectarian violence it 
surveyed between 
2011 and 2013.

“Successive 
governments 
tended to treat 
incidents outside 
the framework of 
the law.”

Ishaq Ibrahim, 
a researcher into Egypt’s 

sectarian violence
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A 

part from helping it 
tighten control on its ex-
tended coastline, boost 
its naval power and 
defend its maritime in-

terests, Egypt’s recent acquisition 
of a French helicopter carrier may 
give insights into its future military 
strategies, experts said.

“The helicopter carrier is like 
a military base that can move 
from one place to another in no 
time,” retired army major-general 
Mahmoud Khalaf said. “This is why 
it makes our navy more capable of 
acting swiftly to defend Egyptian 
interests away from our borders.”

Egypt received the helicopter 
carrier from France on June 2nd, 
the first of two originally built for 
Russia. Egypt is to receive the other 
carrier in September.

Each of the Mistral-class assault 
ships can carry 16 helicopters, four 
amphibious landing craft, 70 ar-
moured vehicles and 450 soldiers. 
They are equipped with a 69-bed 

hospital and can function as am-
phibious command ships.

Military experts said the carri-
ers will help Egypt better control 
its 3,000km Mediterranean and 
the Red Sea coasts, act swiftly to 
confront seaborne threats to secu-
rity in the Sinai peninsula sea and 
strengthen its overall naval power.

With 11 frigates, two corvettes, 
eight submarines and 174 coastal 
defence craft, Egypt’s navy is the 
world’s 12th strongest, according to 
the military rating site Global Fire 
Power.

Along with threats coming from 
Libya on its western border, Egypt 
has been battling a stubborn Islam-
ic State-linked insurgency in the 
Sinai for more than three years. In 
July 2015, Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants attacked an Egyptian patrol 
ship off the coast of northern Sinai 
in the Mediterranean, causing it to 
burst into flames.

By acquiring the French assault 
ships, Egypt is focused on threats 
to the Suez Canal from the Red Sea, 
its desire to protect newly discov-
ered natural gas and oil fields in the 
Mediterranean, the urgency of act-
ing against radical groups control-
ling parts of the Libyan coast and 
the need to help defend other Arab 
countries if the need arises.

After raising the Egyptian flag on 
the helicopter carrier — named after 
the late revolutionary leader Gamal 
Abdel Nasser — during ceremonies 
in the French city of Toulouse, 
Egyptian Navy Commander Vice-
Admiral Osama Rabie said the ship 
could “be used in combat missions 
outside Egypt”.

Khalaf said the Red Sea was a 
possible location for one of these 

missions.
“The Red Sea has, in recent years, 

turned into a source of threat for 
the Suez Canal,” Khalaf said. “Iran 
also has a growing presence in 
the Bab el Mandeb strait by aiding 
Yemen’s Houthis, which can in the 
end translate into real threats for 
Egypt’s security and the security of 
the international maritime move-
ment.”

An estimated 3.2 million barrels 
of oil cross the Suez Canal from the 
Red Sea into the Mediterranean on 
the way to markets in Europe, Asia 
and the United States every day, ac-
cording to the US Energy Informa-
tion Administration.

The importance of the Suez Canal 
for world trade and the importance 

of empowering Egypt to defend it 
may explain why France did not 
mind selling the helicopter carriers 
to Egypt after it refused to deliver 
them to Russia. Egypt cannot sell 
the ships to a third country without 
approval from the French govern-
ment, according to the sale agree-
ment.

Libya, Egypt’s immediate neigh-
bour, has become a nest of local and 
international militants. ISIS con-
trols several points in the North Af-
rican country, including the coastal 
city of Sirte.

“The helicopter carriers will give 
Egypt the freedom of movement to 
strike the militants, whether this 
was in Libya or anywhere else,” po-
litical analyst Abdel-Monem Hala-

wa said. “By controlling the coast, 
Egypt can prevent the smuggling of 
arms and militants into the restive 
state, whose turmoil has greatly im-
pacted Egypt’s security.”

Military experts said the acqui-
sition of the French assault ships 
should not be viewed separately 
from a deal Egypt signed with 
France for the purchase of 24 Rafale 
fighter jets. Egypt has taken deliv-
ery of six of the aircraft so far.

The combat aircraft is capable of 
carrying out a wide range of short- 
and long-range missions, including 
ground and sea attacks, reconnais-
sance and high-accuracy strikes.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt assault ship acquisition highlights military strategy
Khaled Osama

Egyptian sailors board the ENS Gamal Abdel Nasser, a French Mistral-class amphibious assault ship, 
for a one-week training session on May 6th, in Saint-Nazaire, western France.“The helicopter 

carriers will give 
Egypt the freedom 
of movement to 
strike militants, 
whether in Libya 
or anywhere else.”

Political analyst 
Abdel-Monem Halawa
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Ramadan’s Night of Power in Mecca
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

T 

he first time Abdullah 
Muhaaraq performed 
umrah, the lesser pil-
grimage to Mecca, while 
fasting during Ramadan 

he fainted. When he regained his 
senses, he resumed his rituals as if 
nothing had happened.

“I was overconfident and not 
really prepared,” said Muhaaraq. 
“This time I will be smarter about 
how to do it.”

Muhaaraq said he hopes to per-
form umrah again during Rama-
dan. Umrah can be performed at 
any time of the year independently 
of haj, which is considered the ma-
jor pilgrimage.

With the exception of haj, per-
forming umrah during the last 
ten days of Ramadan is the most 
crowded period at the Grand 
Mosque in Mecca. Laylat al-Qadr 
— Night of Power — holds special 
meaning for the faithful because 
performing umrah on that night 
promises forgiveness of all their 
sins.

Millions of worshippers perform 
tawaf — circling the Kaaba seven 
times counter-clockwise. They 
then rapidly walk between the hills 
of Marwah and Safa seven times to 
re-enact Ibrahim’s wife’s desperate 
search for water. The shaving of 
men’s hair or clipping women’s hair 
at the end of umrah symbolises 
submission to Allah and concludes 
the rituals.

Even under the best weather 
conditions and smaller crowds, 
umrah can be a challenge for the el-
derly or for people with disabilities. 
Performing umrah while fasting, or 
even in the evening after breaking 
fast, presents its own challenges 
because worshippers often have 
difficulty balancing fasting, eating 
and the physical exertion of the 
rituals.

Although the exact day is un-
known, Islamic scholars say Laylat 

al-Qadr occurs on the 27th of 
Ramadan (expected on July 2nd 
this year). It is the time in which 
the first verses of the Quran were 
revealed by the angel Gabriel to 
the Prophet Muhammad. Many 
pilgrims stay up all night to offer 
prayers, blessings and ask forgive-
ness for their sins.

Most worshippers revel in the 
fact that they are fasting and simul-
taneously performing umrah.

“What’s hunger? It only brings 
me closer to Allah,” said Navi Hus-
sein, who plans to leave Jeddah for 
Mecca on June 22nd to spend the 
last ten days of Ramadan in the 

holy city. “The benefits are impor-
tant to me and to my wife. The best 
thing for Muslims is that by doing 
umrah on Laylat al-Qadr. It unifies 
us and strengthens our coopera-
tion among each other.”

According to the Quran, Allah 
said: “We have indeed revealed this 
(message) in the Night of Power. 
And what will explain to thee what 
the Night of Power is? The Night 
of Power is better than a thousand 
months (83 years). Therein come 
down the agents and the spirit of 
Allah’s permission, on every er-
rand: Peace! This until the rise of 
Morn.”

To Hussein, whatever discom-
fort he may endure by perform-
ing umrah during Ramadan will 
be washed away by the Prophet’s 
words: “Whosoever offers volun-
tary prayers during the Night of 
Power out of belief and expecting 
its reward from Allah will have his 
past sins forgiven.”

Irfan Mohammed said he often 
sees worshippers get the wrong 
idea about performing umrah on 
Laylat al-Qadr and having their 
sins eliminated to start anew.

“Sometimes I see or hear my 
co-workers or friends commit sins 
thinking that all is forgiven be-

cause they repented on that special 
night,” he said. “It doesn’t work 
that way. Yes, their failings in the 
past will be made good but it also 
leads them to disregard God in the 
future and that is forbidden.”

Mohammed, who performs um-
rah during the last ten days of Ram-
adan about every two years, said 
he almost weeps with joy when he 
walks shoulder to shoulder with 
his brothers and sisters to perform 
the rituals. “There is no feeling like 
it in the world,” he said.

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

Most worshippers 
revel in the fact that 
they are fasting and 
simultaneously 
performing umrah.

The first day of Ramadan in Washington

A merican Muslims 
express optimism 
despite reports of 
rising Islamophobia 
amid a tense political 
atmosphere in a 

presidential election year.
During a visit to the Islamic Center 
of Washington, I joined the 
congregation gathered to break fast 
on the first day of Ramadan. 
Volunteers served generous 
portions of dates, fruit and a variety 
of ethnic food.
The congregation represents a 
diverse segment of Muslim 
Americans who are statistically 
better educated and earn higher 
incomes than the average Ameri-
can. At the Washington mosque, 
they included immigrants and 
first-generation citizens, recent 
converts, young people and elderly 
men and women. The mood was 
upbeat even as some described 
incidents in which they were 
targeted for being Muslim.

“I experienced Islamophobia 
twice,” said 23-year-old Fatina 
Bangura, the daughter of an 
immigrant from Sierra Leone who 
said she plans to begin graduate 
studies in family science.
“One woman stopped her car as I 
walked to the bus stop and said: 
‘Ewww’ and continued on,” recalled 
Bangura, who wears the hijab. 
“Another time a woman rolled down 
her window and said: ‘This is our 
country’, then hurled insults at me 
that I won’t repeat because we’re in 
a mosque. Some of my friends 
experienced worse things.”
Jamila, a Moroccan immigrant and 
mother of two, drives a taxi for extra 
income. She said that sometimes 
her customers admit that they felt 
nervous entering her car and 
realising she was a Muslim when 
they saw her hijab. During one 
recent incident, Jamila, a slim 
woman who takes regular precau-
tions for personal safety as a taxi 
driver, was amused to learn that she 
was perceived as a threat by a larger 
male customer.
“A group of passengers entered my 
car, and when one of them realised 
I’m Muslim, he immediately said: 
‘Oh no! I forgot something. I have to 
get out of the car.’ But his friends 
said, ‘No, no. What’re you talking 
about?’” recounted Jamila.
“So then I started driving and my 
iPhone announced the Azan. I had 
forgotten to silence it. So the guy 

got so scared he jumped out of the 
car while I was driving! His friends 
ended up apologising to me and 
they got out of the car to go find 
him,” she said.
Jamila added that none of the 
incidents will dissuade her from 
living her life and expressing her 
faith with confidence.
“I am not afraid, even if Trump 
wins,” she said, echoing a common 
sentiment among congregants who 
shared similar stories of Islamopho-
bia but said they overall feel 
confident. Republican presidential 
candidate Donald Trump has been 
accused of inflaming xenophobic 
sentiments among his supporters 
with statements about Mexicans, 
Muslims and immigrants in general.
But for 17-year-old Ali Aruna, whose 
parents are from Côte d’Ivoire, a 
Trump presidency would be the 
worst possible outcome.
“I hope Trump is not elected,” he 
said, adding he experiences 
discrimination both for being black 
and being Muslim.
“When I wear the jalabiya and kufia, 
people who know me are surprised. 
Sometimes when I ride the bus 
dressed like that, I feel hostility 
from people,” he said. “It’s like they 
think all Muslims are bad, just like 
some people think that all black 
people are thieves.”
His friend Abdul Aziz, 21, con-
curred. “People can’t tell that I’m 
Muslim unless I tell them, so I end 

up hearing them talk about Muslims 
in a bad way,” he said.
None of this talk matters to Tristian 
Murphy, 24, who took her shahada 
and a few days later was observing 
her first Ramadan as a Muslim.
“It was my first day ever fasting 
from food and water and it was 
hard,” said Murphy, who was raised 
in what she described as a “loosely 
Christian tradition” and has now 
taken the Muslim name of Khadija. 
“But I’ve learned how to do tasbeeh 
[prayer beads], so I did that at work 
when I was feeling challenged.”
Murphy added that her boss at the 
pharmacy where she works is an 
observant Jew and an advocate for 
employees who practice their 
religion.
“She’s been very supportive of me 
when I needed a long break to pray 
and now, when I’m fasting, she 
encourages others to learn about 
how to be sensitive with me during 
Ramadan,” she said.
Asked about the rise of Islamopho-
bia in the United States, Murphy 
shrugged, insisting that this 
difficult period will pass.
“This country is really moving 
towards accepting Islam,” she said 
“That’s why there’s a big fuss with 
all the Islamophobic hooplah before 
it all dies out.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

Rasha Elass

View point
Jamila added 
that none of 
the incidents 
will dissuade 
her from 
living her 
life and 
expressing 
her faith with 
confidence.

 American Muslims 
express optimism 
despite reports of rising 
Islamophobia.

A worshipper takes a selfie as Muslims gather around the Kaaba inside the Grand Mosque during the holy month of Ramadan in Mecca, 
on June 6th.
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Child beggars, a sore sight during Ramadan
Shirin Al-Daydamouni

Cairo

I 

slam’s holy month of Ramadan 
is a time when the world’s Mus-
lims unite in fasting from dawn 
till dusk. This is a month when 
Muslims are to contemplate 

their lives and spiritual journey, 
moving closer to each other and 
God. It is also a time that has seen, 
especially across the Middle East, 
more beggars taking to the streets.

Ahmed Zaid, professor of soci-
ology at Cairo University, said the 
increasing number of beggars is the 
result of economic factors, not least 
high unemployment rates and a 
lack of government assistance pro-
grammes in many Arab countries.

“Social factors have also signifi-
cantly contributed to many people 
being forced to beg, particularly as 
family disintegration and rising di-
vorce rates mean that many women 
can find themselves in a difficult 

position,” he said.
Given the lack of employment op-

portunities in many Arab countries, 
Zaid said that many people simply 
have no other choice. However, 
begging, like any social phenom-
enon, goes through phases. In the 
past, a large proportion of beggars 
were elderly but there has been a 
rise in child beggars in recent years 
and they are particularly active dur-
ing Ramadan.

Arab countries have particularly 
seen the rise of the phenomenon 
of children selling tissues or news-
papers to passers-by, jobs seen as 
being but one step away from beg-
ging.

One child beggar, Samir Qassim, 
said people are reminded to be 
more generous to children — and 
particularly younger children — 
during the holy month. He said that 
he had been given new clothes and 
food during Ramadan and that peo-
ple in general are more friendly to 
beggars during the holy month.

“Ramadan has a special taste. I 
wish the whole year was like Rama-
dan,” Samir said.

Muslim countries follow a strict 
timetable during Ramadan, with 
people generally coming together 
for iftar — the evening meal when 
Muslims break their fast — and 
suhur — an early morning snack be-
fore day-break when fasting begins 

again.
“Many people have invited my 

brothers and me to have iftar and 
suhur with them and to ensure we 
have food to break our fast,” Samir 
added.

Amani Qandil, an Egyptian re-
searcher of social affairs, said that 
the more positive response to beg-

gars is due to the special relation-
ship that Muslims have with the 
holy month, which brings about a 
sense of spirituality and religious 
comradeship.

“This month also sees religious 
edicts urging almsgiving and zakat 
[in which Muslims must give away 
2.5% of one year’s cumulative 

wealth to the poor] and so ordinary 
people are inclined to be more char-
itable,” she said.

The act of fasting, according to 
Muslim scholars, also aims to create 
empathy among Muslims towards 
the poor and encourage a more 
charitable outlook.

“We find that people empathise 
with the poor more and are there-
fore more inclined to give to the 
beggars they see but this in turn 
attracts more beggars to the street 
during the holy month,” Qandil 
said.

Recent statistics issued by the 
Egyptian National Centre for Social 
and Criminological Research re-
vealed that there are approximately 
1 million beggars in Egypt, with at 
least 500,000 in Cairo.

In spite of the more positive re-
sponse to beggars during Rama-
dan, Qandil stressed that this was 
a “negative phenomenon” and 
expressed concerns about the in-
creasing number of beggars on Arab 
streets and the effect this will have 
on society.

With more children becoming 
beggars, they are deprived of edu-
cation and the hopes of a normal 
life and could fall prey to addiction 
and crime, she warned.

Shirin Al-Daydamouni is an 
Egyptian writer.

A Syrian beggar sits with children on a sidewalk along a street in 
Beirut.

Children beggars are 
deprived of education 
and the hopes of a 
normal life and could 
fall prey to addiction 
and crime.

Iraqis mark Ramadan with mix of concerns, woes
Muhanad al-Hussam

Baghdad

R 

amadan in Iraq resembles 
the Muslim holy month 
in any peaceful country. 
Lanterns light shops, 
houses and public offices. 

Free meals are offered to the poor 
and sweets adorn shop windows.

Nevertheless, bloody attacks by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) were pre-
dicted to increase during Ramadan 
because the jihadists say “martyr-
dom” in the holy month would gain 
them more divine rewards.

Ramadan is also a reminder of 
how tough life has become in Iraq 
where more than 6 million people 
are displaced by ISIS violence and 
sectarian strife, poverty is rising 
and a weak government is unable to 
hold the country together.

“Ramadan is the time for family,” 
said Mohammed Saad, a Baghdad 
banker. He said his brothers, sis-
ters and he meet daily at their par-
ents’ home. “Each of us brings food 
to share. The kids play with their 
cousins. Our parents love it to see 
their grandchildren,” Saad said.

“What to do and where to go, 
since explosions increase during 
Ramadan?” he asked.

Ramadan is the month in which 
the Quran was revealed to Prophet 
Mohammad. Fasting during Rama-
dan is one of the five pillars of Is-
lam. The month is usually spent by 
Muslims fasting from dawn until 
sunset and is considered a time for 
reflection, worship and showing 
charity to others.

Iraqis have received the holy 
month with worries since the US-
led invasion in 2003 and the chaos 
that followed. Ramadan in Iraq has 
since been often marred by vio-
lence mostly carried out by Sunni 
insurgent groups targeting security 
forces and members of the majority 
Shia sect that has dominated Iraq 
since the overthrow of Sunni dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein.

On the first day the majority Shias 
began to fast on June 7th, a day after 

Sunnis began to observe Ramadan, 
a car bomb exploded in the holy 
Shia city of Karbala, killing five peo-
ple and wounding 33 others. ISIS 
jihadists claimed responsibility for 
the attack. Bombings in Karbala are 
rare but the city, 60km south-west 
of Baghdad and which is the site 
of the mausoleums of revered Shia 
imams Hussein and Abbas, borders 
Anbar province where Iraqi forces 
are battling ISIS.

A series of attacks in 2015 tar-
geted public places and mosques in 
Shia neighbourhoods during Rama-
dan, killing hundreds of people. In 
one attack, a car bomb blast left at 
least 90 people dead. They were 
celebrating the end of Ramadan 
in the predominantly Shia town 
of Khan Bani Saad. The explosion 
inflicted a higher casualty since it 
took place with the marketplace 
filled with holiday shoppers on the 
eve of the Eid el-Fitr, which marks 
the end of fasting.

In May, ISIS spokesman Abu Mo-

hammed al-Adnani urged jihad-
ists to launch attacks against non-
believers everywhere in the world 
during Ramadan.

“Ramadan, the month of con-
quest and jihad. Get prepared, be 
ready to make it a month of ca-
lamity everywhere for the non-
believers,” Adnani said in an audio 
message distributed on militant 
websites.

The call appeared to have been 
answered in Jordan on the first day 
of fasting. A gunman stormed the of-
fices of Jordan’s intelligence agen-
cy in Ein Pasha, a city on the edge 
of a Palestinian refugee camp north 
of Amman. Five intelligence agents 
were killed in the June 6th attack 
quickly blamed on ISIS.

Ahmed al-Azawi, a Baghdad civil 
servant, said that due to the dete-
riorating security situation in the 
capital, he had stopped some Ram-
adan practices that he was used to 
before 2003, such as performing 
night prayers at mosques or playing 

the game Mheibis with friends after 
the end of fasting.

Mheibis is a traditional Iraqi game 
played especially during Ramadan 
in which rival teams must find a 
ring hidden by the opposing group. 
The game used to be played across 
Baghdad and several other cit-
ies but the number of the matches 
dropped significantly, because of 
fear of attacks by jihadists.

“Our fears increase during Rama-
dan because Daesh is mounting its 
attacks. We think twice before go-
ing outside in crowded places. For 
us, Ramadan is a month of extra 
bloodshed,” Azawi said, using the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Contrary to most Muslim coun-
tries where people pour into the 
streets after iftar and spend eve-
nings in cafés or parks, Iraqi city 
streets are almost empty after sun-
set.

Economic hardships due to low 
oil prices and the cost ly war against 
ISIS have added to the country’s 

economic woes and markets see lit-
tle of the expected upturn in busi-
ness during Ramadan.

Abu Mustafa, a wholesale food 
trader, said that in past years he 
had to work hard to satisfy his cus-
tomers’ needs, starting even before 
Ramadan. This year, he said, busi-
ness was slow.

“The current economic crisis has 
negatively affected our business 
this Ramadan,” said Abu Mustafa 
as he stood in his store with no cus-
tomer in sight.

He said many people preferred to 
save their money rather than spend 
it on Ramadan food or activities.

“With the uncertainties embrac-
ing the country, Iraqis must save 
money for emergencies. Appar-
ently, Ramadan is not one of them,” 
Abu Mustafa said.

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

Iraqis shop for traditional Ramadan items at a market in Basra, 550km south-east of Baghdad, on June 6th.

Ramadan is also a 
reminder of how tough 
life has become in Iraq 
where more than 6 
million people have 
been displaced.
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Tunis

T 

unisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi urged poli-
ticians, trade union and 
business leaders to form a 
unity government to pull 

the country out of its paralysis and 
tackle overdue reforms.

Caid Essebi’s proposal, an-
nounced June 2nd, caused ripples 
in the divided political scene and re-
minded the country it is time to face 
its economic and social challenges.

Central Bank of Tunisia Governor 
Chedly Ayari warned the country 
could  be unable to pay the wages 
of its 650,000-person civil service 
by early next year. Since 2011, the 
government bureaucracy has un-
derpinned the stability of Tunisia, 
which has been hailed as the great-
est success of the “Arab spring”.

“It is time for a change and for 
audacity,” Caid Essebsi said in a tel-
evised interview. “We need a more 
courageous alternative that can 
apply the law and fight unemploy-
ment.”

Tunisia’s economy, affected by 
two terrorist attacks in 2015, suffers 
from a decline in tourism revenues 
and a slowdown in gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth, estimated at 
0.8% for 2015.

Caid Essebsi, however, lacks 
prerogatives to see his proposal 
through. The country’s constitution 
gives him no power to fire or name 
the prime minister. There needs be 
a resignation or incapacity of the 
latter or a parliamentary vote of no 
confidence to dismiss him. Should 
that happen, the head of the state 
picks a potential prime minister 
from the leading party in the parlia-
ment.

The secularist party Nidaa 
Tounes, which Caid Essebsi found-
ed in 2012, is the largest group in 
the legislature, winning 85 out of 
217 seats in October 2014 after cam-
paigning on a strongly secularist 
platform. Nidaa Tounes, however, 

has been beset by divisions in recent 
months with two factions vying for 
the loyalty of MPs.

Nidaa’s majority faction, under 
the control of Caid Essebsi’s son 
Hafedh following a June 6th meet-
ing, said the country “needs a unity 
government in as short a time as 
possible”. It added that the new 
government “should be led by a new 
person”.

The Tunisian General Labour Un-
ion (UGTT), which includes activists 
and figures of five leftist and Arab-
nationalist groups, said it supports 
the president’s proposal but will not 
participate in a unity government. 
It vowed to oppose any “offshore” 
prime minister, a rejection of any 
new reform-minded premier who 
would heed the advice of interna-
tional financial institutions.

The UGTT has been a main oppo-
nent of the government’s austerity 
programmes and recently threat-
ened to call for additional strikes. 
Leftist opposition parties say they 
are not interested in joining the uni-
ty government and feel vindicated 
by Caid Essebsi’s critical assessment 
of current economic situation.

The Islamist Ennahda party, 
which is a partner in the four-party 
government coalition, had repeat-
edly voiced support for Tunisian 
Prime Minister Habib Essid out of 

what it called eagerness for stability. 
More recently, however, it blamed 
the prime minister for Tunisia’s 
“economic quagmire”.

While Caid Essebsi seems inter-
ested in bringing more seats to the 
government table, Ennahda looks 
more eager instead to secure a larger 
share of cabinet posts.

“The obvious deficit of Tunisia’s 
bright democratic experiment is the 
lack of a strong leadership and good 
team work in the government. That 
is unlikely to come out of this ini-
tiative because of the political divi-
sions and lack of democracy inside 
most political groups,” said a senior 
European diplomat in Tunis.

The day he was expected to ten-
der his resignation, Essid walked 
from his office at the north edge of 
Tunis’s Kasbah through the narrow 

alleys of the old city to the head-
quarters of the Interior Ministry. His 
long walk, on the first day of Rama-
dan, meant to show that his policies 
were sound, that security prevails in 
the capital and that he felt person-
ally comfortable mingling with the 
population.

“Essid wanted to send more than 
one message to more than a party 
through his 4km walk. While some 
people believed that he will walk 
out of Carthage palace defeated, he 
sought to tell them: ‘The game is not 
over and the bets are still open’,” 
wrote Assabah, a private Arabic-lan-
guage newspaper.

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

Caid Essebsi’s unexpected move
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisian president Beji Caid Essebsi (R) during a TV interview in Tunis, on June 2nd.

The Tunisian 
president urged 
politicians, trade 
union and business 
leaders to form a unity 
government.

Caid Essebi’s proposal, 
announced on June 
2nd, caused ripples in 
the divided political 
scene.

News & Analysis Maghreb

Tunis

M 

ilitias aligned with 
Libya’s UN-backed 
unity government 
have advanced to 
the edge of the last 

redoubt of the Islamic State’s (ISIS) 
stronghold in Sirte, forces allied 
with the government said.

The militias’ progress stands to 
roll back gains made by ISIS since 
it occupied the central coastal city 
of Sirte in February 2014 and boost 
the standing of the Government of 
National Accord (GNA), headed by 
Faiez al-Sarraj. The GNA has yet to 
show advances in tackling Libya’s 
main challenges, which include 
restoring political unity, power 
outages, bank cash shortages and 
rebuilding state institutions.

Sarraj, however, may rue the day 
he gave government backing to mi-
litias fighting ISIS. Previous Libyan 
governments failed to check the 
chaos that emerged after the over-
throw of Libyan despot Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011, after having relied 
on alliances with militias whose 
leaders often ignored principles of 

the rule of law, national unity and 
political integrity.

In statements on Facebook, GNA-
allied forces made up of various 
militias led by groups from Misrata 
reported having to constantly deal 
with bombs and booby-trapped ve-
hicles left by retreating ISIS fight-
ers.

ISIS militants reportedly fled to 
central Sirte under heavy artillery 
fire and air strikes. About 150 mi-
litiamen have been reported killed 
since fighting began in May.

An AFP correspondent at the 
scene June 10th reported heavy 
street fighting about 2km from the 
Ouagadougou conference centre 
and Libyan forces said they were 
facing sniper fire in that area. The 
next day, forces allied with Libya’s 
unity government said they had 
taken the port in Sirte from ISIS 
fighters, who were reported to be 
surrounded inside the city.

Militias are carrying out a three-
pronged assault on ISIS. They in-
clude Misratan-led militias from 
the west and the Petroleum Fa-
cilities Guard (PFG), which a few 
months ago was fighting Misratan 
militias, from the east.

Libyan analysts said Sarraj and 
his colleagues on the Presidential 
Council should have built a na-
tional army to free Sirte from ISIS, 
a battle they said would help unify 
the country, reignite a national 
spirit among the population and 

sideline the militias.
Instead, the UN-sponsored au-

thority handed legitimacy to the 
militias, which could hinder its at-
tempts to achieve national unity.

“The unity government has re-

lied on a ragtag assortment of exist-
ing militias. The same strategy was 
pursued by the GNA’s predeces-
sors,” said political analyst Tarek 
Megerisi.

“It is destined to fail for the same 

reasons that these earlier attempts 
did. These militias are loyal only 
to themselves, not to any civilian 
administration, and they are cor-
respondingly useless as a fighting 
force,” added Megerisi, who has 
worked extensively with Libyan 
and international organisations on 
Libya’s transition since 2012.

The GNA is pushing for the en-
dorsement of the House of Rep-
resentatives, the internationally 
recognised parliament. The gov-
ernment has yet to show tangible 
achievements since it sailed into a 
navy base on the edge of Tripoli on 
March 30th.

Martin Kobler, the UN special en-
voy for Libya and the main power 
behind Sarraj’s GNA, recently told 
the UN Security Council: “Immedi-
ate steps are needed to ensure that 
shortages in cash availability, food 
and electricity are satisfactorily ad-
dressed without further delay.”

Libyans are hoping that Sarraj 
reaches out to all influential figures 
— whether civic or military — to 
forge a domestic consensus rather 
than strolling world stages to bol-
ster his international image.

“It is fair that Sarraj takes part as 
Libya’s president in international 
meetings and Arab conferences 
provided he extends his hand out-
side his base in Tripoli, the capital 
of his ‘state’, which is in the grips of 
thieves and assassins,” said Libyan 
political analyst Ahmed Fitouri.

Libyan militias said to corner ISIS in Sirte
Lamine Ghanmi

Militias are carrying 
out a three-pronged 
assault on ISIS.
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Barcelona

T 

he sacking of the gover-
nor of the central bank 
of Algeria did not make 
headlines outside Alge-
ria. However, the depar-

ture of Mohammed Laksaci and his 
replacement by Mohamed Loukal, 
the head of the Banque Extérieure 
d’Algérie, one of the pillars of what 
remains an ossified banking sys-
tem, spells trouble for the coun-
try’s economic management.

The new governor is neither a 
good macro-economist nor a savvy 
politician, which suggests he will 
be more willing than his prede-
cessor to follow the dictates of his 
political masters who balk at the 
need to engage in the wide-ranging 
structural reforms that the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) in-
sists “are needed to help support 
economic activity during the fiscal 
consolidation and to diversify the 
economy”.

The effect of the oil price decline 
on growth has been limited in Alge-
ria. In 2015, gross domestic product 
(GDP) grew 3.9% and inflation has 
held at 4.8%. However, the fiscal 
deficit doubled to 16% of GDP and 
the current account deficit has wid-
ened. Reserves stood at $143 billion 
in December and external debt is 
negligible. Exchange rate depre-
ciation helped the country cushion 
the shock and limited the external 
deficit but considerable fiscal ad-
justment is essential.

The sacking of Laksaci suggests 
this is not the direction the govern-
ment wants to take. It will sit the 
crisis out and do anything to avoid 

a repeat of the late 1990s when 
very bold economic reforms were 
launched in an attempt to modern-
ise a command economy.

Prime Minister Abdelmalek Sel-
lal is, however, no Mouloud Ham-
rouche, who ran the government 
from 1989-91. Hamrouche had a 
bold vision of a politically and eco-
nomically more liberal Algeria. He 
gave the Bank of Algeria autonomy 
and the then president appointed a 
governor who commanded wide-
spread respect.

Laksaci was sacked without a 
word of thanks from the govern-
ment after 15 years of loyal service 
to President Abdelaziz Bouteflika. 
The president’s closest advisers, 
who are in practice running Alge-
ria as the head of state is very sick, 
were keen to get rid of a man who, 
for all his loyalty and eagerness to 
cover up endless financial scan-
dals over the years — notably the 
collapse of Khalifa Airways and 
Khalifa Bank — had an intimate un-
derstanding of the inner workings 
of the Bank of Algeria and how tens 
of billions of dollars of ill-begotten 
money found their way to accounts 
abroad.

Laksaci joined the Bank of Alge-
ria in 1990, when he was in charge 
of the research department. He 
became governor after the central 
bank lost autonomy in 1999 and its 
governor, Abdelwahab Keramane, 
was dismissed. Keramane had 
made sure, after being appointed, 
that the Bank of Algeria kept its 
personnel, which was highly pro-
fessional. He was also politically 
nimble.

In sharp contrast, Laksaci evis-
cerated senior staff at the central 
bank. His unexpected appointment 
is explained by his membership in 
the main zaouia (religious frater-
nity) in his home town of Adrar and 
the protection of its leader, Cheikh 
Belkebir, whom Bouteflika has long 
consulted.

Laksaci came under sustained 
attack from many deputies of the 
main party in parliament, the Na-
tional Liberation Front for his 
warnings about the degraded state 
of the country’s public finances. 

He was intimating that a policy 
of priming the monetary pump 
should be avoided and that state 
spending should be held in check.

His mildly worded warnings in-
furiated deputies, who, alongside 
other members of the nomenklatu-
ra, had grown accustomed to shar-
ing the plentiful resources offered 
by high oil and gas prices for more 
than a decade.

The abuse heaped on Laksaci in 
parliament and in part of the media 
was the writing on the wall. Alge-
ria’s political leaders are refusing to 
face up to the major economic and 

financial crisis the country faces. 
No amount of warnings, by local 
economists, private sector busi-
nessmen and former ministers or 
central bank governors, let alone 
the IMF seem to have the slightest 
effect on the prime minister, who 
seems determined to bury his head 
in the sand.

Algeria’s population has more 
than doubled since 1970 when the 
country was led by Houari Boume-
diene: 30% of Algeria’s GDP was 
invested in the industrial sector, a 
figure that has fallen to 10% in the 
past decade. However misguided 
some of the projects initiated a 
generation ago were, they spoke 
of a noble ambition to educate and 
improve the living standards of Al-
gerians.

Nearly one-third of Algerians be-
tween the ages of 15 and 24 are un-
employed and poverty is growing. 
Since the turn of the century, over-

priced and badly built infrastruc-
ture projects and financial scandals 
have proliferated. The sacking of 
Chakib Khelil as minister of Energy 
in 2009 and corruption cases in-
volving state oil and gas company 
Sonatrach have dogged Algerian 
politics ever since.

It is only a matter of time before 
harsh reality intrudes but no doubt 
the new governor will oblige and 
resort to the printing press. Instead 
of calling in Algeria’s brightest and 
launching bold reforms, Algerian 
leaders are hunkering down and 
waiting for better days. None of Al-
geria’s neighbours, which are des-
perate for stability on the southern 
shores of the Mediterranean can 
relish the turn events have taken in 
Algiers.

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

Casablanca

M 

oroccan Prime Min-
ister Abdelilah Ben-
kirane will continue 
to lead the Islamist 
Justice and Develop-

ment Party (PJD) after the bloc met 
in a special congress and reaffirmed 
his leadership position ahead of Oc-
tober 7th parliamentary elections 
and increasing pressure over pro-
posed pension reforms.

Local media give Benkirane, 
who has been prime minister since 
2011, credit for the Islamist party’s 
advance in the polls in 2015, espe-
cially after he took he took on the 
Authenticity and Modernity Party 
(PAM), which is backed by the royal 
palace and the political establish-
ment.

Under Benkirane’s leadership, 
the PJD won political control of the 

cities of Casablanca, Rabat and Fez. 
PAM was victorious in rural areas 
where incumbent government of-
ficials enjoy strong public support.

Benkirane had succeeded in rein-
ing in the party’s fundamentalist 
factions and the PJD remains the 
most conservative party in Moroc-
co, a stand that brings the backing 
of the majority of the middle class, 
including those with no leaning to-
wards the Islamists.

Saadeddine Othmani, a former 
Foreign Affairs minister and the 
chairman of PJD’s National Council, 
said: “The most important thing is 
to come first in the polls. The rest is 
accessory because the appointment 
of the future head of government 
comes from royal prerogatives, not 
the PJD.”

During the May 28th congress, 
Benkirane told party members: 
“Citizens feel that this government 
cares about their situations by tak-
ing steps such as activation of the 
Social Cohesion Fund, the payment 
of pensions to divorced women, the 
increase in student scholarships 
and lower medicine prices.

“The government has man-
aged to rebalance public finances 
through reforms such as the com-
pensation fund.”

However, major trade unions 

across Morocco called a 24-hour 
strike for June 7th in protest against 
“the government’s lack of social 
dialogue” over a draft bill to reform 
pensions that crippled parts of the 
country.

The proposed reforms include 
increasing the retirement age from 
60 to 63 years and raising indi-
vidual contributions to pension 
funds. Under the proposal, workers 

would contribute 14% of their sala-
ries by 2019 to the retirement fund. 
Government contributions would 
also rise. The government argues 
that, unless the fund is radically 
reformed, the pensions of about 
400,000 workers would be jeop-
ardised.

“We have been facing a stubborn 
government that does not believe 
in dialogue, but… in destroying 

people’s purchasing power,” Mil-
oudi Moukharik, secretary-general 
of the Moroccan Labour Union, told 
Reuters.

Unions control 20 of the 120 seats 
of the upper house of Morocco’s 
parliament.

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

Printing money will not cure Algeria’s ills

Moroccan Prime 
Minister Benkirane 
stays at the helm
of the PJD

Francis Ghilès

Algeria's Stock Exchange building in Algiers.                                                                               Laksaci had an 
intimate 
understanding of how 
tens of billions of 
dollars of ill-begotten 
money found their 
way to accounts 
abroad.

The sacking of the 
governor of the central 
bank of Algeria spells 
trouble for the 
country’s economic 
management.
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Saad Guerraoui

A 2015 file picture shows Secretary-General of the Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD) 
Abdelilah Benkirane giving a speech in the city of Sale, north of the Moroccan capital Rabat.

Under Benkirane’s 
leadership, the PJD 
won political control 
of the cities of 
Casablanca, Rabat and 
Fez.
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Ramallah

I 

sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu’s appointment of 
far-right politician Avigdor 
Lieberman as Defence minis-
ter is likely to scupper interna-

tional efforts to restart peace talks 
between Israel and the Palestinians.

The Defence Ministry is the most 
influential government department 
in Israel. It oversees the occupation 
of the West Bank and enforces the 
siege on the Gaza Strip. Until 1967, 
the general rule was that the prime 
minister was also the defence min-
ister.

Lieberman, born in 1958 in the 
Soviet Union, lives in an illegal Is-
raeli West Bank settlement and has 
frequently called for the overthrow 
of Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas, the beheading and drown-
ing of Palestinian prisoners, the 
destruction of the West Bank and a 
war against Gaza.

Netanyahu’s decision is seen as 
a blow to a French peace initiative, 
a clear message that Israel is more 
interested in settlement expansion 
and land confiscation and an indi-
cation of a possible broader govern-
ment swing to the right.

Political analyst Ismat Mansour 
said Netanyahu made his stance 
clear when he chose the right-wing 
nationalist Lieberman over the 
centre-left social democrat Isaac 
Herzog.

Palestinians and Israelis alike 
have described Netanyahu’s new 
coalition, which is largely made 
up of ultra-nationalist and ultra-
religious parties, as the most right-
wing in Israel’s history.

The agreement with Lieberman 
brought more stability to Netan-
yahu’s government, taking it from 
a razor-thin majority of 61 members 
in the 120-seat parliament, to 66 
seats.

Mansour said that with right-
wing Jewish Home party leader 
Naftali Bennett and Lieberman in 
the same coalition “there will never 
be a practical step towards peace or 
a chance that Israel makes any con-
cessions regarding the issue of Jeru-
salem or right of return”.

At a time when the Palestin-
ian leadership, along with around 
20 countries, including Arab na-
tions, has expressed support for 
the French peace initiative to begin 
multilateral negotiations, the ap-
pointment is a setback for peace ef-
forts.

While Mansour said Lieberman’s 
views would likely not influence an 
already far-right policy, Aida Tou-
ma, an Arab member of the Israeli 

parliament, said the appointment 
would have grave consequences on 
Arabs in Israel, who make up about 
20% of the population.

“Lieberman is joining an already 
fascist government and this addi-
tion shall only reinforce a general 
trend to pass more racist laws,” she 
said.

Palestinians, including officials, 
expressed dismay regarding Lieber-
man’s appointment, reading it as a 
message from Netanyahu against 
peace, negotiations, against end-
ing the occupation of the West Bank 
and the siege of Gaza and, most im-
portantly, against the French peace 
initiative.

But political analyst Adel 
Shadeed said Lieberman’s appoint-
ment would probably have more of 
an effect on the Israeli society than 
on the deteriorating situation in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip or on 
peace efforts.

Top military and security offic-
ers are likely to tame Lieberman’s 
views on policy towards the West 
Bank and Gaza, he said.

“Lieberman’s appointment is 
bound to deepen the gap between 
Palestinians in Israel and the Jew-
ish community. It will increase the 
targeting and oppression of Arabs 
as well as dampen the role of the 
left, which generally supports a 
two-state solution,” said Shadeed.

Lieberman recently described Is-
raeli human rights groups known 
for documenting abuse against 
Palestinians as “traitors”. “The left-
leaning groups were funded by the 
same people who finance Hamas,” 
he said.

“Being described as a leftist is in-

creasingly becoming an insult in Is-
rael and the army that once served 
Israel will now serve the settlers 
and Judea and Samaria instead,” 
said Shadeed, referring to the bib-
lical names of the West Bank and 
Gaza used by hard-line Israelis.

Despite predictions of a shift to-
wards a more radical discourse in 
Israel, many Palestinian and Israeli 
political experts say there is no need 
to worry over Lieberman’s presence 
in such a highly critical position.

Amos Harel, the military affairs 
analyst of the English-language 
newspaper Haaretz, said once 
Lieberman assumes duties, he will 
become more pragmatic and less 
polarising.

“When you sit in the chair and 
consider the consequences of your 
decisions, things look different,” 
the New York Times quoted him as 

saying.
However, concerns remain re-

garding Lieberman’s effect on the 
Israeli military’s conduct in the 
West Bank and what is considered 
ethical practice, such as an Israeli 
soldier’s killing of an unarmed and 
injured Palestinian man in Hebron.

Former Defence minister Moshe 
Ya’alon and top generals strongly 
condemned the Israeli sergeant’s 
conduct but Lieberman showed up 
at the court to express support.

Shadeed said the message Pales-
tinians need to read is that Netan-
yahu’s right-wing government has 
become stronger and Israeli society 
is supporting a shift towards the 
right.

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

Lieberman’s return
deepens gap between 
Palestinians and Israelis
Malak Hasan

Avigdor Lieberman, head of far-right Yisrael Beitenu party, arrives 
at his party’s meeting in the Knesset, the Israeli parliament, in 
Jerusalem, on May 23rd.

“Lieberman is 
joining an already 
fascist government.”

Aida Touma, an Arab member 
of the Israeli parliament
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Erekat: Peace and democracy, a recipe to defeat ISIS

Jericho

C
hief Palestinian 
negotiator Saeb 
Erekat said peace 
and democracy in 
the Arab world 
can defeat the 
cycle of violence 
sweeping across a 

region in turmoil, with Islamic 
State (ISIS) ruling parts of Syria 
and Iraq, which are suffering 
from a bloody civil war and 
sectarian violence.

Speaking to foreign journalists at 
his Jericho office, Erekat insisted 
that using war to end the region’s 
troubles may be futile.

“Some in the West have the 
impression that they can kill ideas 
with bullets. I do not think we can 
defeat ISIS with bullets,” Erekat 
said. “Bad ideas can be defeated by 
better ones, such as democracy in 
the Arab world and peace between 
Palestinians and Israelis.”

ISIS gained control over large 
areas of Iraq and Syria in 2014 and 
carried out high-profile attacks 
in other parts of the Arab world, 
Europe, North America and Asia.

The number of foreign fighters 
in Iraq and Syria has more than 
doubled since 2014 to at least 
27,000, according to a 2015 report 
by intelligence consultancy, the 
Soufan Group.

ISIS is an international threat, 
which has brought it into conflict 
with many governments, mili-
tias and other armed groups but 
Erekat said the only way to defeat 
ISIS is by nurturing democracy 
in the Arab world and reaching a 
final solution to the unresolved 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict, due 
to its significance to Arabs and 
Muslims.

The Arabs addressed the 1948 
Israeli annexation of the British-
mandate Palestine when Israel 
was proclaimed as a state and the 
takeover of the West Bank and 
the Gaza Strip in 1967 as a shared 
cause. The occupation of Palestine 
territories is increasingly driv-
ing young people to lose hope in 
peace.

Erekat noted that more than half 
of the Arab population is under the 
age of 24 and many of the young 
people are losing hope in a better 
reality and a solution to the long-
standing conflict.

“In the minds of Arabs and 
Muslims, the Palestinian cause is 
the number one issue. I cannot 
compete with Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi, who is promising desperate 
young Arabs 70 virgins and castles 
in heaven,” he said.

To reduce the extremist out-
reach in the region, Arabs must 
invest in youth and offer them bet-
ter educations and opportunities 
to prevent exploitation by extrem-
ist groups.

“As unemployment rises and the 
youths’ trust in state institutions 
erodes, they will seek security in 
sectarianism and the promises of 
thugs and murderers,” Erekat said.

He cautioned European coun-
tries that if the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict becomes a religious one, 
other countries and world capitals 
would soon be under curfew.

“What happened in Brussels 
and France is just the tip of the 
iceberg,” he said, referring to the 
November terror attacks in Paris 
and the March attacks in Brussels.

As the French peace initiative 
moves slowly to restart negotia-
tions, Erekat insisted that the solu-
tion is already available.

“It is a two-state solution based 
on the 1967 line,” he said. “The 
state of Palestine to live side by 
side with the state of Israel in 

peace and security.”
He said: “We have recognised 

Israel’s right to exist on 78% of his-
toric Palestine and accepted to es-
tablish our state on the remaining 
22% of the land. When we began 
negotiations, there were less than 
200,000 settlers in the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem. Today there 
are 600,000 settlers.”

Giving Israel more options, 
Erekat said: “Arabs have the Arab 
peace initiative of 2002 telling 
Israel once you withdraw from 
1967 occupied Palestinian territo-
ries, 57 Arab and Muslim countries 
will have relations with (Israel). 
So normalise and be in peace with 
them.”

The Palestinian Authority ex-
pressed support for the Arab peace 
initiative, which Erekat described 
as “the most important since 
1948”, but warned of attempts by 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu to reverse the initiative 
and secure normalisation first.

“He (Netanyahu) tells Arabs why 
won’t you normalise with me, then 
I withdraw. This will not happen,” 
Erekat said.

“Netanyahu is determined to 
undermine the two-state solution. 
In the upcoming months, I see 
more settlements, more dictations 
and I see him pushing Palestin-
ians and Israelis towards a circle 
of bloodshed and violence, unless 
the international community in 
Paris can stop him.”

Erekat insisted that the world 
community must stop treating 
Israel as a country above the law.

“Is there a difference between 
a thug and a murderer who cuts 
the throats of Western journal-
ists in Syria and Iraq in the name 
of ISIS and someone who burns 
an 18-month-old toddler named 
Ali Dawabsheh, his mother and 
father?” he asked.

Erekat was drawing similarities 
between jihadists and Israeli se-
curity forces, who are said to have 
witnessed, condoned and even fa-
cilitated torching the house of the 
toddler and his parents, who were 
asleep inside, in their village north 
of the West Bank in July 2015.

“I will not accept to be under the 
rule of an Islamic state or a Jewish 
state,” Erekat said.

Malak Hasan
“I cannot 
compete with 
Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi, 
who is promising 
desperate young 
Arabs 70 virgins 
and castles in 
heaven.”

“I will not accept 
to be under the 
rule of an Islamic 
state or a Jewish 
state.”

Palestinian chief negotiator Saeb Erekat speaks to reporters at a 
conference room in his government office in Jericho. (Firas Adasi) 

Netanyahu’s decision 
is seen as a blow to a 
French peace 
initiative.
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“I am the greatest fighter 
to ever live… I shook up 
the world. I shook up the 
world,” Muhammad Ali 
proclaimed after becoming 

heavyweight champion at the age 
of 22.

By the time he retired from box-
ing, he had been heavyweight 
champion of the world three times 
and fought some of boxing’s great-
est bouts. His first-round knockout 
of Sonny Liston; the “Thrilla in Ma-
nila”; the rope-a-dope during the 
“Rumble in the Jungle” were exam-
ples of how Muhammad Ali electri-
fied boxing.

Ali, however, was much more 
than a boxer. He was a figure who 
transcended sport, as can be seen in 
the global reaction to his death and 
the plaudits that he has received 
from across the Arab and Islamic 
worlds.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II said Ali 
was “the hero of a generation and a 
legend of our time”. Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim described 
Ali as a “symbol for people fighting 
injustice and unfairness”.

Muhammad Ali was arguably the 
world’s most famous Muslim. Born 

Cassius Clay in 1942, he announced 
he had joined the Nation of Islam, 
an African-American religious 
movement, and changed his name 
in 1964, shortly after becoming 
heavyweight champion for the first 
time. About ten years later, Ali con-
verted to mainstream Sunni Islam.

“For Muslim American kids of the 
1970s, Ali was the only megastar 
we saw representing us. But we 
couldn’t have had a better lone 
champion,” Arab-American writer 
Saladin Ahmed said.

Paying tribute to Ali’s unique role 
in US history, Dawud Walid from 
the Council on American-Islamic 
Relations said: “As a child, the first 
action figure my parents got me 
was of Muhammad Ali. For my gen-
eration, he was perhaps the largest 
and most influential pop culture 
icon for African-Americans and 
Muslims.”

“In the civil rights era, he stood 
against the discrimination we’ve all 
faced in the US. He crystallised the 
mindset of resistance and a feeling 
among many Muslims not to submit 
to stereotypes, that being Muslim is 
just as American as being Christian 
or Jewish,” he added.

Ali was a symbol, playing an un-
compromising role in America’s 
civil rights movement and popular 
culture with his unparalleled wit 
and charisma. His opposition to the 
Vietnam war and his decision to re-
fuse induction into the US armed 
services, saw him stripped of his 
world boxing title. He spent three 
years of his prime barred from the 
sport, before returning to wow the 
world with his exploits, inside and 
outside the ring.

Even after his boxing career was 
over, the “Louisville Lip” would not 

be silenced. In a post-9/11 world, Ali 
was a strong voice of reason. Speak-
ing with Readers Digest magazine 
on the day of those attacks, the 
former champion gave a strong de-
fence of Islam while condemning 
the terrorists who were responsi-
ble.

“Killing like that can never be jus-
tified… Islam is a religion of peace,” 
Ali said. “It does not promote ter-
rorism or killing people. I am angry 
that the world sees a certain group 
of Islam followers who caused this 
destruction but they are not real 
Muslims. They are racist fanatics 
who call themselves Muslims.”

Ali sought to confront the rise of 
Islamophobia in the United States, 
as represented by Donald Trump 
and his call to ban Muslims from 

entering the country, calling on 
political leaders to help bring un-
derstanding about the religion of 
Islam, not promote hatred and divi-
sion.

“I am a Muslim and there is noth-
ing Islamic about killing innocent 
people in Paris, San Bernardino or 
anywhere else in the world. True 
Muslims know that the ruthless 
violence of so-called Islamist jihad-
ists goes against the very tenets of 
our religion,” Ali said in December 
in one of his last statements to the 
media.

“We as Muslims have to stand up 
to those who use Islam to advance 
their own personal agenda. They 
have alienated many from learning 
about Islam,” he added.

Asked how he would like to be re-

membered, Ali once said: “I would 
like to be remembered as a man 
who won the heavyweight title 
three times, who was humorous 
and who treated everyone right. As 
a man who never looked down on 
those who looked up to him and 
who helped as many people as he 
could. As a man who stood up for 
his beliefs no matter what. As a 
man who tried to unite humankind 
through faith and love.

“And if all that’s too much, then 
I guess I’d settle for being remem-
bered only as a great boxer who be-
came a leader and champion of his 
people. And I wouldn’t even mind 
if people forgot how pretty I was.”

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

Istanbul

A 

s the world mourns Mu-
hammad Ali, the former 
heavyweight boxing 
champion and iconic 
figure of 20th-century 

sports, many Muslims revere him 
as the “Fist of Islam”. For them, Ali 
was a hero who proudly chose Islam 
as his religion and became a fighter 
against injustice and discrimina-
tion.

Ali, who changed his name from 
Cassius Clay when he converted to 
Islam in the 1960s, was a role model 
for millions of people from Egypt 
to Pakistan to Malaysia. The former 
champion, who suffered from Par-
kinson’s disease, died June 4th at 
the age of 74.

“Muhammad Ali was a legend 
of my childhood and my youth,” 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, 62, said before travelling to 
Louisville, Kentucky, in the United 
States to attend Ali’s funeral ser-
vice.

“There was a black-and-white 
television set in my cousin’s house 
and we would go there at 4 in the 
morning to watch Muhammad Ali 
fight. People gathered in every 
place where they could find a televi-

sion set,” Erdogan added, recalling 
the poor Istanbul neighbourhood 
where he grew up.

“Do you know why those people 
came together even though they 
had no connection to boxing what-
soever?” Erdogan asked his audi-
ence, answering the question him-
self: “Because Muhammad Ali was 
fighting for them.”

It was Mustafa Armagan, a writer 
for the pro-government Turkish 
newspaper Yeni Safak, who first 
called Ali the “Fist of Islam”.

Erdogan, a religious conserva-
tive who has overseen the rise of 
a new class of observant Muslims 
in Turkey, stressed the importance 
of Ali as a role model in the Islamic 
world. He said the boxer was “fear-
lessly talking about himself being 
a Muslim in a difficult country like 
the USA”.

The Turkish president said Ali 
had been “a freedom fighter who 
swung his fists for all downtrodden 
and all oppressed people”.

Ali’s life and struggle strongly 
resonate with Erdogan and his sup-
porters in Turkey, who spent years 
fighting secularist elites in Turkey’s 
judiciary, state institutions and 
the military. Aydin Unal, a former 
speechwriter for Erdogan, wrote in 
Yeni Safak that there were strong 
similarities between the boxing 
champion and Turkey’s combative 
president.

“What is turning Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan into a legend in the hearts 
of the oppressed, not only in Tur-
key and the Islamic world but in the 
whole world, is that he stands up for 
justice,” Unal wrote. “Make a stand, 
Tayyip Erdogan, make a stand for 
the oppressed, for the poor, for the 
outcasts.”

Muslims in the United States have 
similar views of Ali. The boxer con-
verted to Islam “because he was 
seeking freedom and equality for 
all people irrespective of their col-
our, creed or status,” Nihad Awad, 
executive director of the Council on 
American-Islamic Relations, wrote 
on Twitter.

“We thank God for him,” Talib 
Shareef, president and imam of 
the Masjid Muhammad mosque 
in Washington, told a gathering of 
Muslim leaders who honored Ali in 
Washington, according to the Reu-
ters news agency.

“Muslims wanted a hero to rep-
resent them and Clay was the only 

Muslim champion… No other Mus-
lim athlete managed to achieve 
what Clay did… Thus, he was a 
symbol for Muslims,” Mohammed 
Omari, an Islamic law professor in 
northern Jordan’s Al al-Bayt Univer-
sity, told the Associated Press.

Erdogan and King Abdullah II of 
Jordan were the two highest-rank-
ing guests from the Muslim world 
at the memorial service for Ali. For-
mer US president Bill Clinton deliv-
ered a eulogy.

“Muslims wanted a hero to rep-
resent them and Clay was the only 
Muslim champion… No other Mus-
lim athlete managed to achieve 
what Clay did… Thus, he was a 

symbol for Muslims,” Mohammed 
Omari, an Islamic law professor in 
northern Jordan’s Al al-Bayt Univer-
sity, told the Associated Press.

In Jordan, King Abdullah called 
Ali “a great unifying champion 
whose punches transcended bor-
ders and nations”, according to The 
Jordan Times. “[Muhammad] Ali 
Clay was the hero of a generation 
and a legend of our time. He fought 
hard, not only in the ring, but in life 
for his fellow citizens and for civil 
rights,” the King said.

Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz 
Sharif said Ali had been a “great 
asset to humanity”, while Omar 
Musa, a rapper, poet and novelist 
from Australia, wrote in The Guard-
ian that the African-American box-
ing champion was a role model for 
him. “Ali taught me to be brave, to 
stand up for myself, to fight for the 
underdog and that, even if society 
was against you, your conviction for 
what was right would be vindicated 
by history.” Malaysia’s Prime Min-
ister Najib Razak called Ali  simply 
“the greatest of all time”.

Erdogan said he hoped the trip to 
Louisville would provide him with a 
chance to sharpen his profile as an 
aspiring leader of Muslims around 
the world. Erdogan and King Abdul-
lah II of Jordan were the two high-
est-profile guests from the Muslim 
world at the memorial service for 
Ali.

Erdogan, however, cut short his 
visit amid reports that organisers in 
Louisville rejected the president’s 
wish to put a piece of cloth from the 
Kaaba in Mecca on Ali’s coffin and 
to recite verses from the Quran. Or-
ganisers had earlier removed Erdog-
an and King Abdullah from the list 
of speakers at the memorial service.

Muhammad Ali: 
The boxer 
who shook up
the world

Muslim world mourns Muhammad Ali

Mahmud el-Shafey

Thomas Seibert

Heavyweight champion Muhammad Ali connects with a right against challenger Joe Frazier in the 
ninth round of their title fight in Manila, Philippines, in October 1975.

News & Analysis Muhammad Ali’s legacy

“Killing like that 
can never be 
justified… Islam is 
a religion of 
peace.”

Muhammad Ali

A November 1988 file photo shows former world heavyweight 
boxing champ Muhammad Ali praying with a class of Muslim boys 
at Dafaalah el Sa’em Mosque in Khartoum, Sudan.

The Turkish 
president said Ali
had been “a freedom 
fighter who swung 
his fists for all 
downtrodden and all 
oppressed people”.
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The Muslim factor in US elections

C 
ommunity relations 
were already in a 
ferment in the United 
States even before 
Republican presiden-
tial hopeful Donald 

Trump’s outrageous assertion 
that he doubted a Muslim judge 
could ever be fair to him.
Never mind that trying to disqual-
ify judges based on heritage — 
ethnicity, religion, (may be 
ginger-hair even?) — is anathema 
to the foundational principles of 
the US judicial system.

What effect might a potential 
US president’s bigotry have on, 
say, Americans who come up in 
the New York civil court of 
Carolyn Walker-Diallo? She placed 
her hand on the Quran as she took 
oath as a judge in December. What 
about those whose case is heard 
by Halim Dhanidina, California’s 
first Muslim judge? Will the 
plaintiffs and defendants who 
come up before Sohail Moham-
med and Hani Mawla, Muslim 
judges in New Jersey, be satisfied 
they were guided by the US 
Constitution rather than anything 
else?

Will Americans henceforth 
believe that justice is done no 
matter the creed of the judge? Or 
will Trump have thrown a 
Molotov cocktail at the American 
way?

Judge from the stories that 
follow but, just for the record, 
when a video of Walker-Diallo’s 
swearing-in was posted online, 
some of Trump’s most virulently 
anti-Muslim supporters said that 
those who “liked” it should be 
deported after their man gets into 
the Oval Office.

The brutal truth is that Trump is 
having a subliminal effect on 
America’s attitude to and the 
response from the country’s 
Muslims. There is a bad Trump 
effect and, hard though it may be 
to believe, an unwittingly good 
one, too.

Two stories from two different 
parts of the United States seem to 
underline this.

In Lubbock, Texas, residents 
protested against their weather 
service’s description of a dust 
storm as haboob, a particular 
natural phenomenon in which a 
collapsing thunderstorm exhales 
a burst of wind that collects dust 
and can grow into a dark cloud. To 
some Lubbock locals, the term 
was a Middle Eastern imposition 
that signalled an Arab takeover of 
the skies. “In Texas, nimrod (sic), 
this is called a sandstorm,” wrote 
one irate Lubbock resident. 
“We’ve had them for years! If you 
would like to move to the Middle 
East you can call this a haboob. 
While you reside here, call it a 
sandstorm.”

In Chicago, Muslim Americans 
have come together in a project 
called Forward Humanity that 
provides food deliveries to the 
hungry and homeless of all faiths 
or none. The effort was to escalate 
throughout Ramadan and its 
founder, Sanah Khan, describes it 
as a way of broadening Muslim 
charity and redefining Muslims 
within the wider community.

Launched in 2015 right after 
Trump’s initial attacks on Mus-
lims, Khan said she took the 
Republican presidential hopeful’s 
bigotry “in a very positive way”. 
“I am actually very thankful,” she 
told the Chicago Tribune, 
“because he gave us reasons to 
stand up and say we can do 
better… People need to see the 
normal Muslims.”

Do Lubbock and Chicago speak 
to the push-me-pull-you forces 
currently at work in a famously 
diverse country that constitution-
ally enshrines religious liberty but 
is in the throes of an ugly election 
campaign dominated by an 
outspoken Islamophobe?

Yes. As the San Diego Union-
Tribune, a conservative California 
newspaper, editorialised: “Trump 
is the great excommunicator. He 
wants Muslims banned from the 
country; a wall built around our 
southern border, global deals 
ripped up.”

The divisive and insular forces 
described by the publication will 
only intensify in the next five 
months as Trump seeks to solidify 
his support by playing on ordinary 
Americans’ fear and ignorance of 
Muslims and Arabs.

Make no mistake, the ignorance 
is simply world-class. This 
column has previously covered 
the more ludicrous recent 
examples of the spreading 
paranoia about the Arabic 
language and its perceived link to 
imaginary terrorist threats. In 
April, there was Iraqi University of 
California, Berkeley student 
Khairuldeen Makhzoomi’s 
humiliation by a domestic US 
airline for the offence of speaking 
Arabic on the phone. In May, 
olive-skinned Italian economist 
Guido Menzio was questioned for 

writing mathematical equations 
as he waited for his flight to leave 
Philadelphia. A fellow passenger 
reported the academic’s scrib-
blings as suspiciously foreign, 
perhaps even Arabic.

In Lubbock, the paranoia 
escalated into utter lunacy. To 
those who know these things or 
have read Michael Ondaatje’s 
wonderful novel The English 
Patient, a haboob is a very particu-
lar kind of dust storm. It is more 
localised and is common in Ameri-
ca’s desert south-west and in the 
Middle East, where the term 
originated. Weathermen use it as 
they refer to the aajej, southern 
Morocco’s whirlwind, the hot, dry 
ghibli from Tunis, the datoo out of 
Gibraltar, the nafliat out of Arabia 
— to denote the specificity of 
natural conditions. To see a 
haboob warning as a threat 
mendaciously and dangerously 
imported into America is idiocy.

But there will be more Lubbocks 
and Makhzoomis in the run up to 
the November 8th US election. 
And there may be more examples 
like Chicago’s Forward Humanity 
as well. Philosophers have often 
spoken of the greater good that 
can come from the bad. So, too, 
Trump’s anti-Muslim stance. It 
may force Muslim Americans to 
stand up and more deliberately 
ask to be counted — as ordinary 
Americans who just happen to 
espouse the Islamic faith. This 
American election year of great 
divides may become one of 
greater unity.

One can but hope.

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.
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View point
Make no 
mistake, the 
ignorance 
is simply 
world-class.

Trump’s anti-Muslim 
stance may force Muslim 
Americans to stand up 
and more deliberately ask 
to be counted.

Muslim Americans running for office
Amal Mudallali

Washington

T 

he 2016 election campaign 
has been one of the most 
negative in US history and 
it is also the most anti-
Muslim.

Violence in the Middle East, the 
rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
the San Bernardino, California, ter-
rorist attack brought the issue home 
to many Americans but nobody and 
nothing propelled it to the forefront 
of US politics more than presump-
tive Republican Party nominee Don-
ald Trump. His call to ban Muslims 
from entering the United States and 
his general anti-Muslim rhetoric are 
having a huge effect on the Muslim-
American community.

According to FBI’s most recent an-
nual Hate Crime Statistics Report, 
anti-Muslim hate crimes increased 
in the United States in 2014, while 
overall reports of such crimes de-
creased and that was before Trump’s 
campaign. Muslim Americans are 
not taking the new wave of hostility 
lying down.

US Representative Keith Ellison, 
D-Minnesota, and the first Mus-
lim American elected to Congress, 
spoke recently about the state of 
Islamophobia in the United States. 
He was joined by Congressman An-
dre Carson, D-Indiana, who was the 
second Muslim elected to Congress. 
Carson is a member of the House of 
Representatives’ Intelligence Com-
mittee.

Ellison said anti-Muslim rheto-

ric in US presidential campaigns 
precedes Trump and “spikes with 
election cycles”. He said the best re-
sponse is to “adhere to our constitu-
tional values”.

The good news is that Muslim 
Americans are not running scared 
— they are running for office. Elli-
son noted that large percentages of 
the Muslim-American community 
vote and so it is becoming an impor-
tant voting bloc. More importantly, 
he said, Muslim Americans are re-
sponding to rhetorical attacks by 
running for office and taking part 
in the political process. Ellison said 
that anti-Muslim rhetoric is “awak-
ening Americans who appreciate 
their democracy”.

Carson pointed to the involve-
ment of Muslim Americans in the 
campaigns of Democrats Hillary 
Clinton and Bernie Sanders and said 
the question is “How do we lever-
age this [involvement] to influence 
change?” Carson predicted that 
“when Clinton becomes president 
you will see Muslims in important 
positions in her cabinet”.

The real story is the Muslim Amer-
icans who feel empowered and chal-
lenged because of the anti-Muslim 
rhetoric and are running for political 
office at local and national levels.

Sarah Cochran, director for the 
Virginia Chapter of Emerge USA, 
a group that, according to its web-
site, “seeks to engage, educate and 
empower” Muslim Americans, said 
Muslims have been running for po-
litical office for a long time but that 
this year more are running than ever 
before. “Muslims are feeling the 
challenge to have their voices heard 
among other voices,” she said.

She pointed to a dilemma faced 
by Muslim Americans: They feel 
unwelcome in the Republican Party 
because of the rhetoric of Trump 
and others. This has left many con-
servative Muslim Americans feeling 
politically homeless.

Cochran said: “One of the big-
gest problems is that the conserva-
tive movement alienated Muslims 
and Arabs. Some people feel if they 
don’t like the Democrats they have 
no choice left. They are stuck. This 
is the most important identity issue. 
Where do they belong? The right has 
alienated them. It is no longer a par-
ty that is inclusive.”

She mentioned that a number 
of Muslim Americans are running 
for office in Maryland and Virginia. 
Atif Qarni, for example, is running 
for the Virginia State Senate, where 
he would join Sam Rasoul, the first 
Muslim elected to the Virginia legis-
lature.

Yasmine Taeb is running to rep-
resent Virginia on the Democratic 
National Committee, the party’s 
governing body. Taeb said she has 
been an activist all her life but “af-

ter 9/11, as a result of the backlash 
against Muslim Americans, I feel it 
is my responsibility to stand up for 
my religion”.

“The demonisation of Muslims 
has certainly escalated my con-
sciousness,” she said.

She said there is a new wave of 
Muslim involvement in politics. 
“I’ve certainly noticed a significant 
increase in involvement by Muslim 
Americans and that’s in part due to 
the hateful rhetoric Muslim Ameri-
cans are seeing from Republican 
presidential candidates,” she said. 
She praised the Democratic presi-
dential candidates for “reaching out 
to the Muslim-American commu-
nity”.

A survey by the Pew Research 
Foundation found that 70% of Mus-
lim Americans identify as Demo-
crats and 11% as Republicans. While 

this result may be explained in large 
part by anti-Muslim rhetoric from 
Republicans, the poll also found 
that 68% of Muslim Americans sup-
port a stronger role for government 
in providing services to society, a 
position more associated with the 
Democratic Party.

A survey of Muslim Americans 
voters conducted in February by the 
Council on American Islamic Rela-
tions (CAIR), an advocacy group, 
found that 7.5% of respondents said 
they support Trump, while 52% sup-
port Clinton and 22% support Sand-
ers. Although the CAIR survey was 
not a scientific poll, it does suggest 
that the Republicans will have a 
hard time winning Muslim votes in 
2016.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Yasmine Taeb being interviewed on Virginia television.

The 2016 election 
campaign has been 
one of the most 
negative in US history 
and it is also the most 
anti-Muslim.
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Britain to beef up counter-extremism legislation
The Arab Weekly staff

London

M 

any questions remain 
about recently in-
troduced legislation 
aimed at preventing 
radicalisation and 

tackling extremism in the United 
Kingdom.

The legislation, which is meant 
to complement Britain’s Prevent 
counter-extremism policy, draws 
parallels between non-violent ex-
tremism and terrorism. Prevent 
worked with 2,790 institutions and 
engaged with nearly 50,000 indi-
viduals in 2015 but has been criti-
cised for clamping down on non-
violent discourse.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron praised the country as 
“one of the most successful multi-
racial, multifaith democracies any-
where on Earth”, in a written intro-
duction to the queen’s speech that 
opened the new parliament.

“But we must also recognise 
that extremists, both violent and 
non-violent, are trying to drive our 

country apart,” Cameron said, ex-
plaining the new legislation.

The bill would give the govern-
ment power to close premises, 
including mosques, used for ex-
tremist purposes and silence those 
— from individual preachers to 
media outlets — spreading hate 
speech. The measure would also 
allow the government to intervene 
in the running of unregulated re-
ligious schools thought to be pro-
moting hate.

The announcement of the coun-
ter-extremism legislation was pur-
posefully vaguely worded. Much 
will depend on details of the bill, 
including how easily it will be 
passed by parliament. Cameron 
said he hoped the measure would 
receive support from across parlia-
ment, although the main opposi-
tion Labour Party immediately cast 
doubt about whether it would sup-
port the bill.

“Everybody in this house under-
stands the risk posed by terrorism,” 
Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn told 
parliament. “This city, London, 
has experienced it before, as have 
other cities here and around the 
world. We will, of course, support 
strong measures to give the police 
and security services the resources 
they need but we will also support 
checks and balances to ensure that 
powers are used appropriately.

“We would welcome any propos-
als from the government to reform 
the Prevent strategy and instead to 

emphasise the value of communi-
ty-led work to prevent young peo-
ple from being drawn into extrem-
ism in any form.”

Analysts warned that the pro-
posed legislation could be used to 
silence opposition voices under the 
guise of fighting extremism, partic-
ularly given that the term “extrem-
ism” has yet to be clearly defined 
by the government.

Hate speech and promoting ter-
rorism are illegal under the 2006 
Terrorism Act but the government’s 
new legislation would see the crim-
inalisation of the intent to spread 
hate speech or promote terrorism, 
an important legal distinction and 
one that is being scrutinised even 
by close allies of the government in 
the fight against extremism.

More than two dozen leading 

religious figures and multifaith or-
ganisations in Britain, including the 
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), 
signed a statement expressing con-
cern about the proposed bill.

“As a nation, we not only toler-
ate diversity but celebrate it. And 
when we differ, our values of lib-
erty and respect underpin how we 
respond: Through discussion and 
disagreement, not prohibition and 
exclusion,” the statement said.

“The fact that such a diverse 
range of groups have come together 
should tell us that there are wide-
spread concerns about the propos-
als in the government’s counter-ex-
tremism bill. The terrorists would 
like nothing better than provoking 
ill-thought through policies that 
undermine all our freedoms,” MCB 
Secretary-General Shuja Shafi said.

Even senior police officers at-
tached to the Prevent programme 
cast doubt on the beefed-up ex-
tremism bill, warning that this risks 
creating a “thought police” in Brit-
ain.

“Unless you can define what ex-
tremism is very clearly then it’s 
going to be really challenging to 
enforce. We don’t want to be the 
thought police,” Chief Constable Si-
mon Cole told the Guardian news-
paper.

“Within society as a whole we 
have to… have some limits about 
what you can say but they have to 
be as broad as they possibly can 
be.”

Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron (R) and opposition 
Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn return at the House of 
Commons in London, on May 18th.

The new legislation 
draws parallels 
between non-violent 
extremism and 
terrorism.

British Muslims divided on Brexit
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W 

ith a referendum on 
Britain’s EU mem-
bership set for June 
23rd, the country’s 
Muslim community 

remains divided on the issue.
The decision on whether Britain 

should remain in the European Un-
ion is tied to a number of economic 
and political factors, although the 
pivotal issue — on both sides of the 
divide — appears to be immigration, 
with Europe facing its biggest mi-
grant crisis since the second world 
war.

A recent survey by the Opinium 
Research polling company indicat-
ed that immigration was the most 
likely issue to affect how Britons 
will vote, with 49% of respondents 
saying it would influence their de-
cision. Among those who said they 
would vote to leave the European 
Union, 72% cited immigration as 
the primary factor.

According to the Office of Nation-
al Statistics, net migration to the 
United Kingdom was up 330,000 in 
2015, a 20,000 increase from 2014. 
The figures, released May 26th, 
showed that 270,000 EU citizens 
moved to Britain for at least a year 
in 2015, up from 264,000 in 2014, 
while 277,000 non-EU citizens 
moved to the country, down from 
287,000 in 2014.

For British Muslims, many of 
whom are naturalised citizens, mi-
gration is a main concern on the 
EU issue. They find themselves 
torn between a desire for increased 
openness and integration, repelled 
by the get-out-of-the-EU cam-
paign’s divisive discourse but wary 
of unfettered inter-EU migration, 
particularly from Eastern Europe.

Equality campaigners have 
warned that British Asian voters in 
particular view unfettered migra-
tion from within the European Un-
ion as having a detrimental effect 
on other forms of migration, partic-
ularly from Commonwealth coun-
tries that they originally hail from.

“South Asian immigrants have 
ancestors who have fought in the 
world wars. They sacrificed a lot. 
They speak the language. They 
have the skills. They are well-edu-

cated. But they find it hard to come 
in compared to other individuals 
from Europe who may not speak 
the language, understand the cul-
ture or have the skills,” Saqib Bhatti, 
a board member for the Vote Leave 
campaign group, told the Financial 
Times.

A new leave-the-EU lobbying 
group, Muslims for Britain, is seek-
ing to convince Muslims to vote 
to leave the bloc. “I am proud to 
be British and I am proud to be 
Muslim. It’s not about faith, this is 
about identity… Ethnic minorities 
have not participated enough in 
this debate and now all of a sudden 
British Muslims up and down the 
country are standing up and asking 
what value does the EU deliver for 
us,” Bhatti said.

However, many British Muslims 
say that exiting the European Union 
would be a disaster, strengthening 

the poisonous right-wing discourse 
that is based on a fear of immigra-
tion.

Until recently, Pakistani-born Bir-
mingham MP Khalid Mahmood said 
he had firmly been in the leave-the-
EU campaign but he changed sides 
over alleged racism and fearmon-
gering. “I have been pushed away 
by the leave campaign because of 
the issues around migration and 
racism,” he said.

“If we choose to leave the EU, 
generations to come will not for-
give us for staying silent on issues 
that matter both to Muslims and 
wider society — on the economy, 
on human rights and on our place 
in the world,” said Miqdaad Versi an 
assistant secretary-general of the 
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB).

London Mayor Sadiq Khan, a 
Muslim, announced support for 
remaining in the European Union 

and campaigned for doing so with 
Conservative Prime Minister David 
Cameron, actions for which he was 
criticised by his Labour Party col-
leagues even though Labour sup-
ports the pro-remain position.

In addition to the economic rea-
sons for staying in the European 
Union, Khan highlighted European 
security and intelligence-sharing. 
“The horrific terrorist attacks on 
Paris in November showed that no 
country can tackle the threat of ter-
rorism alone. It takes coordinated 
international effort, working across 

borders, just like the terrorists,” he 
said.

While the positions of individual 
British Muslims may vary, British 
Muslim organisations have been 
careful not to pick a side. Even if 
Versi, the MCB assistant secretary-
general, is adamantly pro-remain-
ing in the European Union, the 
MCB itself — which represents more 
than 500 national, regional and lo-
cal Muslim organisations, mosques, 
charities and schools — is non-par-
tisan.

“How British Muslims choose to 
vote is up to each individual voter. 
The MCB will not be adopting a 
position on the referendum… We 
recognise there are different views 
on this and all we ask for is an in-
formed debate that does not scape-
goat minorities,” said an MCB state-
ment, which also encouraged all 
British Muslims to vote.

Among those who said 
they would vote to 
leave the European 
Union, 72% cited 
immigration as the 
primary factor.

British Justice Secretary Michael Gove (L) during a televised event in London, on June 3rd.



20 June 12, 2016

Economy

OPEC’s new strategy: Contain differences and calm markets
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T 

he Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC), during its 
June ministerial meeting 
in Vienna, soothed mar-

kets and has crude oil prices contin-
uing to hover around $50 per barrel.

The organisation achieved these 
goals despite not resolving the dis-
pute between Saudi Arabia, which 
wants producing states to maintain 
a similar production level to that of 
January, and Iran, which refuses to 
restrain production expansion.

Tehran plans to increase produc-
tion to 4 million barrels per day 
(bpd), a level achieved before in-
ternational sanctions were levied 
against it because of the nuclear 
dispute. Iran was producing 3.2 
million bpd under sanctions. It has 
raised production levels since to 
3.6 million bpd and is projected to 
reach its 4 million bpd target within 
weeks. Tehran aims to increasing 
production to 4.6 million bpd by 
2020.

OPEC suspended its production 
ceiling in December 2015. Several 
OPEC members failed to adhere to 
the ceiling and most produced at 
capacity, hoping fruitlessly to make 

up the difference to compensate for 
low oil prices. Others ignored pro-
duction ceilings or quotas and were 
building new production capacities 
for their countries.

Differences between Riyadh and 
Tehran paralysed OPEC. Markets 
expected the disagreements to con-
tinue during the June 2nd meeting. 
What transpired is that the dispute 
continued but has been contained. 
Markets reacted positively. Oil pric-
es have remained at about $50 per 
barrel.

The organisation’s harmony oc-
curred despite the different major 
goals of Saudi Arabia and Iran be-
cause of the changing global supply 
and demand and the outlook for 
the 2016 market conditions.

Energy ministers observed that 
non-OPEC supply, in response to 
market conditions, has declined 
by 740,000 bpd in 2016. Among 
the reasons for the production de-
cline are the wildfires in western 
Canada that shut down about 1.3 
million bpd of tar sand oil. Some 
OPEC members have suffered low-
er production because of political 
instability. Nigeria’s production 
reduced about 1.2 million bpd be-
cause of force majeure declared in 
the Niger delta after attacks on oil 
installations. Libya’s oil production 
has been reduced to 300,000 bpd 
because of the country’s civil war.

Projections indicate that 2016 
demand will increase more than 
1 million bpd from peak levels at 
the beginning of 2015. The healthy 
demand increase is expected to 
be sustained throughout this year 

despite recent negative economic 
concerns in some of the major in-
dustrial countries.

Saudi Arabia’s new Energy min-
ister, Khalid al-Falih, assured col-
leagues that Saudi policy did not 
aim to flood markets. Falih ex-
plained in an interview with Argus 
Global Markets prior to the OPEC 
meeting: “In the long term, our 
stance reflects our principles and 
interests. For decades, we have said 
that we want to balance the inter-
ests of producers and consumers 
and that we seek a balanced market 
so that it grows and remains healthy 
because that serves our long-term 

interests and that of consumers.”
Saudi Arabia produces about 

10.2 million bpd. Saudi Aramco has 
been building capacity to eventu-
ally reach 12.5 million bpd.

Iran, while expected to approach 
its target of 4 million bpd this sum-
mer, could face a problem sustain-
ing that level. International oil 
companies (IOCs) have been ne-
gotiating for months trying to gain 
a foothold again in the Iranian oil 
industry, after leaving it because of 
the sanctions. Iranian oil authori-
ties have been negotiating with Eu-
ropean and Asian IOCs to enhance 
production of developed fields, dis-

cover new fields or produce from 
deep-water fields.

No upstream accord has been 
signed. Iran announced five times 
that it would have symposiums to 
announce the details of its model 
upstream agreement with the IOCs. 
All five conferences were cancelled. 
No formal announcement of the 
details of the model agreement has 
been made although information 
about contracts has been leaked to 
the media.

The Saudi ministry in charge of 
oil is encountering pressures from 
conservative forces to amend draft 
contracts. The ministry has been 
asked to add to the contracts a 
clause obliging the IOCs to continue 
working in Iran even if new sanc-
tions are imposed.

IOCs are under pressure to reduce 
upstream investments because of 
low oil prices. The IOCs are also 
worried about a clause that Tehran 
has added to the model contract 
giving the national oil company 
the right to nominate a local firm to 
partner with the IOCs.

The IOCs are worried that Iran’s 
national oil company would pro-
pose the local partner be Khatam 
al-Anbiya — a company affiliated to 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps. Khatam al-Anbiya remains 
on the United States’ black list. It 
is expected that much hard bar-
gaining and time-consuming nego-
tiations would take place, delaying 
Iran’s production capacity plans.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Khalid al-Falih, Saudi minister of Energy, Industry and Mineral 
Resources, at the start of the meeting of the Organisation of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) in Vienna, Austria, on June 
2nd.

OPEC, during its June 
ministerial meeting in 
Vienna, soothed 
markets.

Oil & Gas

Oman hikes taxes on petrochemical companies
The Arab Weekly staff

Muscat

O 

man will significantly 
increase taxes on petro-
chemical companies to 
tackle its budget deficit, 
the latest Gulf Coop-

eration Council (GCC) country to 
adjust to harsher economic condi-
tions brought on by low oil prices.

Both the sultanate’s Consultative 
Assembly and the Council of State 
endorsed a proposal that would 
result in a significant tax hike on 
the petrochemical industry, non-
oil natural resources and liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) companies. The 
legislation, which needs to be ap-
proved by Sultan Qaboos bin Said 
Al Said, will lead to petrochemical 
industry and non-oil natural re-
sources export taxes rise from 12% 
to 35%. Taxes on LNG firms will see 
a spike from 15% to 55%.

Additionally, a corporate tax 
increase will increase rates from 
12% to 15%, which, according to as-
sembly member Tawfiq al-Lawati, 
could bring in as much as $650 mil-
lion annually.

Oman’s oil resources are not as 
big as other GCC members, such as 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates. According to financial 
intelligence firm FocusEconomic, 
Oman has reached its oil produc-
tion capacity, while the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) continues to 
struggle to agree on production 
level.

Oman in 2015 established a re-
cord, producing 1 million barrels 
per day, which, along with an in-
vigorated tourism sector, helped 
boost the economy. However, the 
sharp fall in oil prices severely af-
fected government revenue.

“Against this backdrop, the gov-
ernment announced spending cuts 
at the beginning of the year and is 
expected to tap international bond 

markets and issue its first inter-
national bond in two decades as a 
necessary step towards shoring up 
its finances,” FocusEconomic said 
in a report.

The International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), after an official visit 
to the sultanate, said “authorities 
have taken bold measures to limit 
the impact of the fall in oil prices 
on the fiscal deficit, including cut-
ting spending on wages and ben-
efits, subsidies, defence, and capi-
tal investment by civil ministries. 
These measures are projected to 
reduce expenditures in 2016 by 
$4.5 billion; however, these sav-
ings will be largely offset by the 

projected drop in hydrocarbon rev-
enues, resulting in a deficit broadly 
unchanged at 17.1% of (gross do-
mestic product).”

The sustained effects of these 
measures, the IMF said, combined 
with the planned increase in cor-
porate income tax from 2017 and 
the introduction of a value-added 
tax in 2018, would narrow the fis-
cal deficit over the medium term.

The IMF said the state of oil 
prices had underscored the need 
to accelerate economic diversifi-
cation and increase the role of the 
private sector. Enhancing the busi-
ness environment, improving gov-
ernment efficiency and passage of 

the Foreign Investment Law would 
facilitate increased private sector 
investment, it said.

Raising the quality of education 
would enhance Omanis’ employ-
ment opportunities in the private 
sector and progress in developing 
the small and medium-sized en-
terprise sector could help generate 
jobs and increase non-hydrocar-
bon exports.

Oman’s ninth five-year develop-
ment plan (2016 -20) set a goal of 
diversifying the sultanate’s econ-
omy, according to Intisar Bint Ab-
dullah al- Wahibiah, director-gen-
eral of developmental planning at 
the Supreme Council for Planning.

“The national development plan, 
taking stock of the achievements 
of previous plans, aimed to lay the 
ground for a strategy for economic 
diversification through maximis-
ing benefit from the five promising 
sectors of manufacturing industry, 
transport, logistic services, tour-
ism, fishing and mining,” she said.

All members of the GCC are in-
troducing economic reforms, with 
diversification as their main goal. 
As a consequence, Gulf Arab states 
have curtailed spending on con-
struction projects and some have 
reduced energy subsidies to limit 
budget deficits caused by low oil 
prices.

Mohammed bin Hamad al-Rumhy, Oman’s minister of Oil and Gas, arrives at an oil producers’ meeting  in Doha, last April.

A corporate tax 
increase could bring in 
as much as $650 
million annually.
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Saudi Aramco 
listing lures banks

Fuel, water 
shortages hit 
Sudanese capital

Iran recovery a 
long way off

Investment banks are jostling to 
take part in the listing of a portion 
of Saudi Arabia’s state-owned oil gi-
ant Aramco as a portal to the lucra-
tive deals they expect to flow from 
the kingdom’s plan to revamp its 
economy.

“For banks, being on this (Ara-
mco) deal is a game changer for the 
league tables,” said a senior execu-
tive at a European bank, declining 
to be named due to the sensitivity of 
doing business in Saudi Arabia.

Generally, government work 
across the world is poorly paid but 
banks vie for the contracts to build 
relationships with the state in the 
hope of getting future business.

“The Aramco IPO of itself is not 
that interesting to us in terms of 
business,” said a senior source at a 
big investment bank, speaking on 
condition of anonymity. “The fees 
won’t be great but it’s about what 
other business will result.”
(Reuters)

Water and fuel shortages hit the 
Sudanese capital, with residents 
queuing outside petrol stations and 
waiting for water tankers in several 
neighbourhoods of Khartoum.

“I have been waiting for three 
hours now,” said government em-
ployee Essam Youssef, sitting in his 
car outside a petrol station in north-
ern Khartoum. “It’s hot and I’m fast-
ing for Ramadan. This has been go-
ing on for a week.”

Several residential districts were 
left without water.

“For six days now, we’ve had no 
water. This has increased our suffer-
ing during Ramadan,” said Siham 
Mohamed, a resident of a working-
class area of Khartoum.

Khalid Ali, manager of a water 
pumping station said a main pump-
ing station was undergoing mainte-
nance work and that affected water 
supplies in Khartoum and Omdur-
man.

An Oil Ministry official said there 
was no shortage of fuel but that ve-
hicle owners were stocking up on 
fuel more than usual.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran’s economy faces tough years 
ahead despite a nuclear deal with 
world powers that the government 
had hoped would spur investment 
and revive stagnant growth, minis-
ters warned.

Speaking to parliament, indus-
try and interior ministers painted 
a bleak picture of chronic underin-
vestment, surging inflation and un-
employment in the Islamic Repub-
lic.

Interior Minister Abdolreza Rahm-
ani Fazli warned that the country 
may achieve growth of only 1.5-3% 
per year. “With that sort of growth, 
unemployment and inflation will 
double in the short term. We need 
foreign investment,” he said.

His predictions fall far short of the 
growth target of 8% Iranian Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani set in January 
to tackle double-figure inflation and 
high unemployment.

“Gradually increasing in the in-
dustrial and mining sector between 
2000 and 2011, investment has fall-
en since 2012,” Industry Minister 
Mohammad Reza Nematzadeh said, 
adding that the lack of investment 
had created “a catastrophe in the in-
dustrial sector”.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Fears mount in Egypt as foreign debt keeps rising
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

A 

Russian loan for the con-
struction of Egypt’s first 
nuclear power plant will 
increase Cairo’s foreign 
debt by 50%, cripple the 

state budget and leave future gen-
erations with debts they may be un-
able to pay off, economists said.

“Despite all rosy statements about 
this loan, it will do nothing but add 
more pressure on our economy and 
budget,” said Sherin al-Shawarbi, a 
professor of economics at Cairo Uni-
versity. “This is easy money com-
ing to us today but it will only be 
returned by our children who will 
inherit this heavy burden from us.”

The loan, whose details were dis-
closed to the public on May 19th, 
was agreed between Egypt and Rus-
sia in November 2015. It amounts to 
$25 billion. Before this loan, Egypt’s 
total debts amounted to $47.7 bil-
lion.

The nuclear power plant is to be 
built by Russia in El Dabaa in north-
western Egypt. It will include four 
reactors, each of which will produce 
1,200 megawatts of electrical power 
a year. This is energy badly needed 
by Egypt, which has been working 
to increase electrical power genera-

tion capacity to end power cuts and 
fuel the operation of thousands of 
factories.

The $25 billion will cover 85% of 
the costs of establishing the power 
plant. The Egyptian government will 
contribute the remaining 15%. It will 
pay an interest rate of 3% annually, 
according to loan details published 
in local media. The loan will be used 
by Egypt for a period of 13 years as 
of this year. Egypt will pay back the 
loan over 33 years. The first instal-
ment will be paid in October 2029.

This is a low-interest loan but 
Shawarbi said cash-strapped Egypt, 
which is facing tough economic 
challenges, may find it difficult to 
repay both the loan and the interest.

“Our government prefers such 
loans to real economic reform, 
which at the end cripples the na-
tional budget and leaves future gen-
erations with a burden too heavy for 
them to bear,” she said.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi has repeatedly complained 
that foreign debt interest eats up 
almost one-third of Cairo’s budget 
every year.

Despite this, Sisi has been build-

ing the country’s future on credit, 
as one economist put it. Since he 
became president in June 2014, Sisi 
has signed huge deals dependent on 
lavish loans from other countries, 
apart from the more than $20 billion 
in loans and aid from Gulf allies.

The deals include one with Ger-
many for the construction of an 
electrical power plant in Beni Suef 
in central Egypt, another for the 
purchase of 24 Rafale fighter jets 
from France and a third for the pur-
chase of two helicopter carriers with 
France. On June 1st, Hungary said it 
would finance its $1 billion sale to 
Egypt of 700 train carriages.

This is too much for Egypt to 
pay back, economists said, given 
that forecasts for economic growth 
might not be accurate. Whether the 
predicted growth materialises also 
depends on regional and interna-
tional economic conditions, they 
add.

A senior Finance Ministry official 
refused to comment on whether the 
Russian loan would be an extra bur-
den on Egypt’s budget but Ashraf 
al-Arabi, a member of parliament’s 
Economic Affairs’ Committee, said 
the loan would not cripple the econ-
omy.

“On the contrary, the nuclear 
power project will generate money 
when it starts operation,” Arabi said. 
“This means that revenues from the 

sale of electricity generated by the 
plant will pay back the loan and its 
interests.”

The nuclear power plant is ex-
pected to be completed in 2022 and 
start producing power in 2024. The 
project is indispensable if Egypt is to 
meet the energy needs of its people 
and development, experts said.

Egypt has an electricity genera-
tion deficit of almost 30%, according 
to the Electricity Ministry. Special-
ists say this gap must be bridged — 
apart from reducing consumption 
— by diversifying energy sources 
and also establishing more electrical 
power projects.

Economists, meanwhile, said Sisi 
can do nothing but keep on borrow-
ing while Egypt’s economy contin-
ues to slow down and foreign cur-
rency reserves drop. Egypt had $36 
billion in foreign currency reserves 
in 2011 but $17.5 billion now, accord-
ing to the Central Bank of Egypt.

“The Russian loan should not be 
cause for worry because it will be 
used in launching a project that will 
generate income when it becomes 
operational,” economist Rashad 
Abdo said. “I think such loans are 
the only thing we can get under the 
current economic conditions.”

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

Sisi has been building 
the country’s future 
on credit, as one 
economist put it.

Egypt’s ‘white gold’ cotton crop suffers
Mohamed Zain

Monufia, Egypt

L 

ack of government support, 
an invasion of cheaper sta-
ples from other countries, 
huge losses incurred by 
farmers and price fluctua-

tions in international markets scare 
Egyptian farmers away from grow-
ing cotton and into planting more 
profitable crops, agriculture experts 
and farmers said.

“All these factors make the disap-
pearance of Egypt’s celebrated long 
staple cotton very possible in the fu-
ture,” said Gamal Siam, a professor 
of agricultural economics at Cairo 
University. “This will be a major eco-
nomic loss for the country.”

The area used to cultivate Egyp-
tian long staple cotton is shrinking 
each year. Cotton production is ex-
pected to drop in 2016 to 315,000 
bales (each bale weighs 180 kg). In 
2015, Egypt produced 525,000 bales 
of cotton, the Ministry of Agricul-
ture said.

Egyptian farmers have 103,000 
planted hectares of cotton in 2016. 
In 2015, 155,000 hectares of farm-
land were cultivated with cotton. 
The government expects the area 
cultivated with cotton to continue 
to drop over the next four years at 
least.

Cotton exports are predicted to 
total 130,000 bales this year. In 2015, 
Egypt exported 150,000 bales, with 
India, China, Italy, Turkey, Bangla-
desh and Pakistan the top export 
destinations in 2015. They are ex-
pected to remain so in 2016.

Such a sad reality signals the end 
of the country’s cotton cultivation 
success story. In the 1960s, Egypt 
cultivated almost one-third of its 
farmland of 2 million hectares with 
cotton, an important source of na-
tional income.

For three centuries, Egyptian cot-
ton marked one of the country’s 
biggest competitive advantages. 
Having established a reputation of 
being the “best” cotton in the world, 
its softness, strength and superior 
characteristics positioned Egypt’s 
cotton-made products as highly 

sought around the world.
Standing behind the demise of 

this once-flourishing business is a 
government policy of halting sub-
sidies to cotton farmers, according 
to Farag al-Mashad, a farmer in his 
mid-40s.

“Those who grow cotton have 
nothing to reap but loss,” Mashad 
said. “Cotton was good in the past 
but, with no support from the gov-
ernment whatsoever, it brings farm-
ers nothing in terms of financial 
value.”

The government used to subsi-
dise cotton but in 2014 stopped pay-
ments to farmers and spinners and 
required farmers to have contracts 
with third parties to qualify for sub-
sidised fertiliser and seed. It asked 
spinning and weaving companies to 
sign contracts with farmers at gov-
ernment fixed prices.

Thousands of farmers, such as 
Mashad, were unable to sign con-
tracts with spinning and weaving 
companies.

“This was why I decided to stay 
away from this hassle altogether,” 
he said.

Thousands of farmers did the 
same. Mashad’s farmland and fields 
around it in Monufia province in the 

Nile delta used to glow under the 
sun with white cotton flowers. This 
view is now becoming a rarity with 
farmers turning to more profitable 
and easier-to-market crops, includ-
ing vegetables, fruits and wheat.

The migration from cotton culti-
vation was accompanied by an in-
vasion of cheap ready-made textile 
products from China, India and Pa-
kistan, which forced the closure of 
Egypt’s sprawling textile factories 
and eliminated thousands of jobs.

There is no solid estimate of the 
number of textile factories that shut 
down in al-Mahalla al-Kobra and 
Kafr al-Dawar, Egypt’s textile indus-
try hubs in the delta, but Mohamed 
Ghazal, the owner of a spinning 
company in Mahalla, attributes the 
losses to the collapse of Egypt’s cot-
ton farming.

“The presence of our quality long 
staple cotton used to make textile 
factory machines run, not only here, 
but across the world,” said Ghazal, 
55. “Now, however, spinning and 
weaving factories have to depend on 
imported short staple cotton from 
other countries.”

Apart from quality, products 
made with imported cotton cannot 
compete with imported ready-made 

goods in price, which was why a 
large number of the factories around 
Ghazal’s have closed.

The government faults farm-
ers for being “only after money” in 
scrapping cotton for other crops. It 
adds that Egyptian cotton is losing 
its competitive edge in international 
markets for several reasons, includ-
ing that some farmers mix long 
staple seeds with short staple ones 
when they plant.

“Nonetheless, we will bring cot-
ton back to its past glories by offer-
ing long staple seeds to farmers,” 
said Eid Hawash, spokesman of the 
Ministry of Agriculture. “The Agri-
culture Minister has already issued a 
decision to bar farmers from mixing 
seeds, a practice that ushers in low-
quality cotton.”

Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egyptian farmers collect the cotton harvest at a farm in the Egyptian Nile delta province of Monufia, 
north of Cairo.

“Those who grow 
cotton have nothing 
to reap but loss.”

Farag al-Mashad, a 
cotton farmer

Cotton production is 
expected to drop in 
2016 to 315,000 bales. 
In 2015, Egypt 
produced 525,000 
bales.
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Commemoration of iconic journalist, an occasion 
to decry Lebanese media
Samar Kadi

Beirut

J 

ournalists in the Arab world 
have long been targeted 
and killed for speaking 
their minds and criticis-
ing regimes. Kamel Mrowa, 

founder of al-Hayat, the first pan-
Arab newspaper, is among iconic 
figures of Arab journalism who was 
silenced by the gun 50 years ago 
when Lebanon was the hub of free 
media in the region.

A Life in Pictures a commemora-
tive exhibition, which was shown 
in May in Beirut’s downtown souks, 
recalled Mrowa’s life through im-
ages and memorabilia but also told 
the stories that shaped Lebanon 
and the Arab world in the post-co-
lonial era between 1946 — the year 
Mrowa founded al-Hayat — and 
1966 when he was assassinated.

Mrowa’s slogan — “Have your say 
and move on” — cost him his life. 
He was killed by a gunman while in 
his office as he was checking final 
proofs of his newspaper’s next edi-
tion. The shooting was linked to al-
Hayat’s vocal criticism of the Arab 
nationalist movement, then led by 
president Gamal Abdel Nasser of 
Egypt.

“Iconic pioneers of Arab journal-
ism like Kamel Mrowa should be 
remembered, after having fallen 
into oblivion because of the civil 
war in Lebanon,” his youngest son, 
Malek Mrowa, said of the reasons 
for marking the 50th anniversary of 
his father’s death.

“In those days, you had giants in 
Arab journalism, such as Ghassan 
Tueni, Kamel Mrowa, Rushdi Maal-
ouf, Said Freiha, Georges Naccache 

and Michel Chiha. Even Syria had a 
very vibrant press at that time,” he 
said.

Lebanese media, which were re-
nowned as being the freest in the 
Middle East, lost much of their 
credibility and standing during and 
after the 1975-90 civil war with the 
rise of partisan publications relying 
largely on funding by governments 
and political parties.

“The media today are part of a 
‘cold civil war’ taking place in Leba-
non. They have become a weapon 
used by political parties because 
they are not independent in the fi-
nancial term,” Malek Mrowa said, 
noting that it is a sharp slide from 
what media were at the time of his 
father, though newspapers also re-
ceived outside funding then.

“They used to pay (newspapers) 
not to criticise them (too harshly) 
or because they were good newspa-
pers,” he said. “Until the mid-‘80s, 
you had no free media anywhere in 
the Arab world, except in Lebanon. 
Today, the Kuwaiti media, for in-
stance, are freer than Lebanon’s on 
an international scale.”

He complained that Lebanese 
media cover too much local news, 
and “shifting positions right, left 
and centre, which made it lose 
credibility”.

“By playing our local Lebanese 
politics all the time we are not at-
tractive anymore. We are not inter-
esting, not even for the Lebanese 
themselves,” Mrowa noted.

In addition to losing much 
ground to audiovisual media and 
the internet, print media have suf-
fered from lack of professionalism, 
Mrowa said, adding: “Publishers 
nowadays are mainly people with 
big money who decide to start a 
newspaper and get employees to 
run it. In the past the papers were 
directly managed by the owners 

who were dedicated journalists. 
Journalism is no longer a vocation; 
it is just a job.”

Within a span of 20 years, Kamel 
Mrowa’s al-Hayat newspaper be-
came the number one publication 
not only in Lebanon but across the 
Arab world. It is still among the 
leading Arab newspapers 70 years 
after its creation, though it has 
changed hands and is owned by 
Saudi Arabia.

“It was the first pan-Arab news-
paper. If you look at old editions of 
al-Hayat, the front pages were not 
about Lebanon unless there was a 
very important story worth appear-
ing on the first page,” Malek Mrowa 
explained.

“Kamel Mrowa always thought 
that Lebanon was too small. He 
always looked at the region. One 
man told me one day that coverage 
of events in Jordan, Palestine and 

Iraq only existed in al-Hayat at the 
time. Issues of the Arab world were 
covered in al-Hayat as if they were 
internal issues.”

A man with a broad vision, Kamel 
Mrowa planned to print editions in 
other Arab countries before he was 
assassinated. “He thought Arab 
audience needed to get the news-
paper in the morning on the same 
day, instead of waiting for it to be 
shipped,” Malek Mrowa said.

Kamel Mrowa was considered 
the father of modern Arab journal-
ism. In the 1940s and ‘50s, he de-
vised new layout designs, had the 
first newspaper ad campaign, cre-
ated the trend of front-page editori-
als and introduced colour printing.

However, his main achievement 
was the creation of an Arabic font, 
the “forefather” of simplified Ara-
bic used on computers. “It was a 
revolutionary thing,” Malek Mrowa 

said. “He created a system in which 
the Arabic alphabet, which is com-
posed of about 3,000 shapes, was 
reduced to something like 50 that 
made it possible to use on normal 
keys of a typewriter with one shift.”

An outspoken critic of post-colo-
nial revolutions that toppled Arab 
monarchies, bringing to power 
military people such as Nasser in 
Egypt, Muammar Qaddafi in Libya 
and Hafez Assad in Syria, Kamel 
Mrowa supported the development 
of constitutional monarchies.

“He believed that these were 
military coups d’état and the people 
they brought to power were going 
to ruin economies and tighten their 
grip on politics,” Malek Mrowa 
said. “The ‘Arab spring’ proved him 
right.”

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

The inauguration of the exhibition marking the 50th anniversary of the assassination of iconic 
Lebanese journalist and publisher Kamel Mrowa, in downtown Beirut.

“The media today 
are part of a ‘cold 
civil war’ taking 
place in Lebanon.”

Malek Mrowa, son of 
Kamel Mrowa

Kamel Mrowa, founder 
of al-Hayat, was 
silenced by the gun 50 
years ago.

Maghreb print media imperiled
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

W 

hen Tunisia’s pri-
vately owned daily 
newspaper Et-
tounissia stopped 
printing on May 

15th, it highlighted the perils facing 
print media in the country and the 
Maghreb region.

The problems confronting news-
papers in North Africa are not 
much different from those of other 
regional and international print 
media. Such problems were best 
illustrated by the decision of Brit-
ain’s the Independent newspaper 
in March to keep only its online 
edition going.

Print newspapers in the Maghreb 
have been struggling to survive 
during the last five years as po-
litical and economic liberalisation 
loosened state grip on media but 
left print publications without ade-
quate resources to adapt to compe-
tition from other media, especially 
online offerings.

Algeria’s independent daily el 
Khabar embodies the trend and 
predicament of print newspapers 
in the region.

In the 1980s, reform-minded 
Algerian prime minister Mouloud 
Hamrouche saw independent me-
dia as a way to help Algeria move 
from a rigid single party rule to a 
vibrant multiparty system.

Under his watch, newspapers 
such as el Khabar received state 
subsidies. El Khabar printed 1 mil-
lion copies in the 1990s. However, 
it fell on hard times in the last five 
years and circulation shrank.

Algerian tycoon Issad Rebrab 
once approached its owners — in-
dependent journalists — in an at-
tempt to acquire the newspaper 
for about $2.2 million. He ended 
up buying it in May for less than 
one-third of that initial offer as the 
newspaper faced the thorny choice 
of falling to private ownership or 
folding as advertising shrank and 
online offerings squeezed its read-
ership.

El Khabar was thrown into a po-
litical and judicial limbo as the gov-
ernment chose to fight Rebrab in 
court to scrap the sale, arguing it 
was a threat to media freedom and 
diversity of opinion because the 
tycoon already owned newspaper 
Liberté.

Rebrab said he bought el Khabar 
to save it from bankruptcy and sup-
port press freedom out of concern 
for the future of democracy and 
pluralism in Algeria.

In Morocco, which was a pioneer 
in media pluralism in the region, 
about ten newspapers, includ-
ing Nichane and L’Hebdomadaire, 
folded or fell to the ownership of 
businessmen eager to enhance 
their influence in the kingdom.

Their founders — mostly inde-
pendent journalists — turned to 
online publications or went abroad 
for work.

Commenting on the shift in the 
print landscape in Morocco, jour-
nalist Abdelkarim Saoura said: 
“At a time when the grip of the 
government is loosening to face 
feisty and ferociously independent 
newspapers, the genius of the state 
discovered a tool to kill off these 
independent outlets: Opening that 
market for anyone willing to pub-
lish gutter press.

“That provided a great service 
to the state when it was too weak 

to fight back against independent 
newspapers,” he added.

Rachid Afif, another independ-
ent journalist, said: “The number 
of print newspapers was higher in 
the past than now for several rea-
sons; one of which is the current 
competition of online outlets.”

He cited other factors hobbling 
the growth of independent print 
newspapers, including a crisis of 
readership — Moroccan publica-
tions in French and Arabic share 
about 300,000 daily readers in a 
population of about 40 million; 
lack of sound business models; 
limited pool of advertising as well 

as a lack of ethics of competition 
among newspapers.

In Tunisia, the difficulties facing 
print newspapers intensified after 
the ouster of former president Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali, the journalists’ 
union and a publishers’ group said.

The General Union of the Media 
in Tunisia, an affiliate of the coun-
try’s powerful trade union UGTT, 
called on the government to rescue 
newspapers before other print dai-
lies shut down.

Under Ben Ali, the government 
handed out public advertising and 
bought copies of newspapers in 
a veiled system of subsidies that 
shored up certain outlets but not 
others. The government scrapped 
those practices after 2011 to steer 
the media from government con-
trol. However, it has hesitated to 
introduce an alternative subsidy 
system.

The union described the situa-
tion of the print media as “cata-
strophic”, blaming the government 
for the “chaos” of the newspaper 
landscape, including lack of regu-
lation of advertising.

Taieb Zahar, a businessman who 
shut down the print edition of his 
Horizons weekly and replaced it 
with an online edition, is chair-
man of the Newspapers Publishers 
Group.

“The government is deliberately 
willing to let this chaos continue 
unchecked in the aim of bringing 
the newspapers to their knees as 
they have refused to be domes-
ticated anew by the authorities,” 
he said after Ettounissia stopped 
printing.

A front page of an el Khabar newspaper lies on the table in the 
company’s publishing room in Algiers, on May 6th. The front page 
reads in Arabic: “We are not going down”.

Moroccan publications 
in French and Arabic 
share about 300,000 
daily readers in a 
population of about 40 
million.



23June 12, 2016

Culture

London fair showcases Arab art 
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

S 

ix art galleries based in the 
Middle East participated 
in the Art16 fair present-
ing paintings, sculpture, 
photography and visual 

art that reflected Arab society and 
culture. It was a major exposure for 
Arab art in an event that brought 
together 100 galleries from more 
than 30 countries displaying more 
than 1,000 artworks in London on 
May 20th-22nd.

Doha-based Anima Gallery 
showcased Qatari artist Ali Has-
san, who presented a series about 
the desert and the palm tree. Com-
menting on his work, the gallery’s 
art expert, Ghada Showley, said the 
artist uses calligraphy and Arabic 
letters to represent Arabic culture 
and society.

Hassan’s pieces Face One and 
Face Two show vague facial fea-
tures that could represent anyone 
in the Arab world. “There is no 
facial expression as they repre-
sent everyone. So many Arabs are 
expressionless but yet we have so 
much to say,” Showley said.

Berlin-based Lebanese artist Mo-
hamad Baalbaki’s Beekeeper series 
represents an autocrat who col-
lects the masses illustrated by the 
bees. “He takes honey from them 
but he knows if they are all togeth-
er they can attack him so his head 
and hands are covered with gloves. 
He is protecting himself against the 
masses he is oppressing,” Showley 
commented.

A native of southern Lebanon, 
Baalbaki moved to Beirut when 
the south was bombed and then 
to Berlin to flee bombing in Beirut. 
His Heap series represents the suit-
cases people leave behind.

“People in the Arab world don’t 
have a place anymore. They just 
keep moving. All the memories and 
souvenirs are left behind,” Showley 
said.

Lahd Gallery in Saudi Arabia pre-
sented Patrick Altes’s painting The 
Hanging Gardens of Babylon, which 

is part of a triptych.
“Babylon does not exist anymore 

except in the memories of people. 
However, we can create our Garden 
of Eden wherever we are through 
the accumulation of all the places 
and the people we have met. It is 
a dynamic process. I have tried to 
create a place of contemplation and 
inner harmony,” Altes said.

Referring to the French conquest 
of Algeria, Altes uses the idea of the 
peaceful Garden of Eden to help 
bridge gaps between countries.

“Post-colonialism manifests it-
self in so many forms,” he said. “I 
like to make links between people. 
I belong to a group of people that 
have a hard time viewing Algeria 
as a free country. My blood is half 
French, half Spanish but I consider 
myself Algerian.”

Mark Hachem, owner of Mark 
Hachem Gallery in New York, 
Paris and Beirut, presented works 
of photographer Yves Hayat, who 
wants to find political links be-
tween luxury and violence, psy-
chological problems and war. Les 
Icônes sont fatiguées shows musi-
cal icons with their eyes closed to 
show they are tired. Parfums de Ré-
volte uses a Chanel bag as a symbol 
of luxury and consumerism.

“Most wars are fought for ideol-
ogy but Hayat reminds us that it is 
for finance, business and power, 
too,” Hachem said.

Tamara Chalabi, co-founder of 
the Ruya Foundation in Iraq, spoke 
of introverted Iraqi artist Ahmad 
Abdul Razzaq, who conducts “a 
permanent dialogue with himself”. 
Influenced by ancient Mesopota-
mia, he talks about his own inner 
violence. The “Stop” sign in his 
work is meant to tell his inner voic-
es to stop hounding him. He uses 
mystical and mythical creatures in 
his imagination.

Nadine Hatton, an Iraqi-Austral-
ian visual artist living in Berlin, 
looked at images of Iraq taken by 
US soldiers but she could not find 
any pictures without soldiers or 
violence so she kept the shadows 
of the soldiers and focused on the 

landscape.
Jamal Penjweny’s photography 

Saddam is Here shows a photocopy 
of Saddam Hussein held by Ira-
qis. Penjweny said he was curious 
about the responses it triggered 
and found some were afraid, some 
were upset and some were proud. 
The message he delivers is that 
Saddam is omnipresent; he may be 
gone but the destruction of Iraq re-
mains.

Iraqi photojournalist Julia Ad-
nan’s multimedia project You May 
Go imagines a world without bor-

ders and passports. Her father im-
migrated to Switzerland and she 
has never been able to get a visa to 
visit him. She asks people in Iraq 
where they dream to go and has 
a picture of their dream place en-
larged.

Palestinian visual artist Walid 
al-Wawi from Maraya Art Centre 
in the United Arab Emirates talks 
about displacement and hybridised 
identity in the Middle East.

“There is a cultural enforcement 
of identities. We get a sense of na-
tionalism in a place we don’t actu-

ally belong to in a practical sense. 
I try to tie the string of vague be-
longing and actual belonging,” said 
Wawi, who grew up in the UAE.

“Today, art works are like the 
news. There is a lot of sensational-
ism and a need that things should 
talk to you emotionally before logi-
cally,” he said. “I think that is de-
ceiving. I want to strip any emotion 
out of my work. I want to strip it to 
just a problem and a solution.”

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

Dreamers- 105 x 110 cm- Acrylic on canvas- 2015 by Anas Homsi

“Today, art works 
are like the news.”

Palestinian visual artist 
Walid al-Wawi

The event brought 
together 100 galleries 
from more than 30 
countries displaying 
more than 1,000 
artworks at Olympia, 
London.

Egypt’s publishers fear their industry is dying
Ayman Saad

Cairo

F 

or Islam Abdel Mo’ety the 
last five years have been 
about uncertainty and fi-
nancial loss. The 53-year-
old former civil engineer 

went from being a successful pub-
lisher to someone who does not 
know which way to turn.

“Publishing, as an industry, is go-
ing through the toughest crisis in 
its history in this country,” Abdel 
Mo’ety said. “Apart from the chal-
lenges facing it at the external lev-
el, there is no support whatsoever 
from the state.”

Abdel Mo’ety has seen declining 
demand for printed books, forc-
ing his Rwafeed publishing house 
to turn down requests by authors, 
playwrights, novelists and poets, 
some of them among the most well-
known in Egypt. He publishes few 
books now and expects to close 
shop — like many other publishers — 
soon.

This is less about a drop in de-
mand for printed books and more 
about the devastating toll political, 
economic, social and technological 
changes affecting the Arab region 
and the book industry. Egyptian 
publishers said the industry is a 
prime victim of the political changes 

in the region since the “Arab spring” 
erupted.

“As civil wars and terrorism 
tear several Arab countries apart, 
the same countries get out of the 
printed book market for publishers 
here,” said Adel al-Masry, the head 
of the Egyptian Publishers’ Federa-
tion. “This means this market is no 
longer as it was in the past, which 
also means less demand for printed 
books.”

For years, Egypt was the cultural 
powerhouse of the Arab region. 
With scores of writers in the coun-

try, Egyptian publishers had valu-
able cultural material to offer read-
ers.

Egypt’s book industry had its 
heyday in the 1990s with the emer-
gence of the Reading for All pro-
gramme, which was sponsored by 
the wife of former president Hosni 
Mubarak to promote printing liter-
ary and scientific books. Hundreds 
of public libraries were established 
throughout the country to encour-
age people to read. The programme 
created an unprecedented demand 
for books.

This was when Abdel Mo’ety was 
drawn to the publishing business. 
Like many other publishers, Abdel 
Mo’ety’s publishing house has its 
flagship store in the centre of Cairo. 
The store is, however, a shadow of 
its former self and often appears 
empty of book buyers.

“Those who think of joining the 
publishing business should think 
twice,” he said. “It is now full of fi-
nancial risks.”

His publishing house is one of 
about 200 that remain in Egypt, 
which used to boast about 600 pub-
lishers.

Losing markets in war-torn Arab 
countries is only the latest factor 
affecting Egypt’s book industry. Be-
fore the fighting erupted, the inter-
net took its toll on book publishing. 
Apart from offering readers alterna-
tives to printed books, the internet 
gave millions of Egyptians access 
to pirated copies of books, which is 
why few clients show up at Abdel 
Mo’ety’s store.

Masry said internet piracy has 
dealt a huge blow to publishing.

“The absence of strict anti-piracy 
laws just increases this phenome-
non and contributes to the destruc-
tion of the book industry,” he said.

A person found guilty of pirating 
a copy of a book is fined about $100.

There is no data on the number of 
books sold in Egypt but Abdel Mo’ety 
says book sales are decreasing.

Mohamed Rashad, the head of the 
Arab Publishers’ Association, said 
for Abdel Mo’ety and others in the 
industry to survive the downturn, 
they have to turn to e-publishing.

“Arab publishers need to take 
stock of the rising popularity of the 
internet,” Rashad said. “The book 
industry in its present form may 
disappear for the sake of digital 
publishing.”

Abdel Mo’ety said he knows that 
he will have to ditch printing and 
turn to e-books but he is not pre-
pared to make the change.

“I am sure that developments on 
the ground here and in other Arab 
countries will make the book indus-
try shrivel up and die very soon,” he 
said. “This will mean that people 
like me will be losing everything.”

An Egyptian man browses in a bookshop in downtown Cairo.

“Arab publishers 
need to take stock of 
the rising popularity 
of the internet. The 
book industry in its 
present form may 
disappear for the 
sake of digital 
publishing.”

Mohamed Rashad, 
the head of the Arab 

Publishers’ Association
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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

Amman: 
Through June 30th

Amman is welcoming visitors 
from all over the world to cel-
ebrate traditional Arab culture 
in the Citadel Nights Festival. 
As the city comes to life each 
night during Ramadan, guests 
enjoy traditional Arab dishes, 
authentic souks and classical 
Arab music.

Marrakech:
Through June 30th

One of the oldest festivals in 
Morocco, the Marrakech Festi-
val of Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases Moroccan tradition-
al, music, dance and costumes. 
Visitors are invited to attend 
concerts, exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Tunis: 
June 10th-July 2nd

The Festival of the Medina of 
Tunis will take place at the 
Tunis Convention Centre 
(Palais des Congrès) and the 
more traditional setting of Dar 
Lasram. The event includes a 
number of cultural happenings, 
including presentations by Sala-
tine al-Tarab from Syria and the 
Afincao band from Cuba. Tu-
nisian singers Lotfi Bouchnak 
and Sofia Sadek are to perform 
at the opening and closing eve-
nings 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

The Beiteddine Art Festival, in 
picturesque Beiteddine in the 
Chouf mountains, features a va-
riety of performances, includ-
ing opera, concerts, 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.

Zouk Mikail:
July 12th-21st

Set in a renovated old souk 
in Lebanon, the annual Zouk 
Mikail International Summer 
Festival features Arab and 
international artists. All types 
of music — from classical and 
opera to blues and jazz — can be 
heard at the 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 per-
formers to Tunisia over a period 
of several weeks. It takes place 
at the Carthage amphitheatre.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival 
takes place in Edde Sands 
with more than 90 artists from 
around the world. Dance work-
shops will be given in Salsa, 
Bachata, Kizomba, cha cha cha, 
hip-hop, Samba, Lambada, 
Oriental, Dabke and Afro-
Cubano. Performances are also 
scheduled.

Wadi el-Rayan showing depths 
of Egypt’s natural beauty

A man sits near the waterfall at Wadi el-Rayan in the Fayoum governorate, south-west of Cairo.

Haitham Salah

Cairo

W 

hile it is less fa-
mous than many of 
Egypt’s tourist sites, 
Wadi el-Rayan qual-
ifies as a top desti-

nation. The area, a two-hour drive 
from Cairo,  in Fayoum governorate, 
is a must visit for researchers of the 
history of mammals but also nature 
lovers and fun-seekers.

“This is a site that has every-
thing tourists will want to see,” said 
Ahmed Nazir, a tour organiser in the 
area. “Only when they come here 
do foreign tourists get to know that 
they would have missed a lot if they 
had not visited this area.”

The area is a treasure of Egyptian 
nature. It is named after pre-his-

toric whale fossils discovered in it, 
the earliest whale fossils found on 
Earth, and it is on United Nation’s 
cultural agency’s list of protected 
World Heritage Sites.

“Whale Valley” contains invalua-
ble fossil remains of the earliest, and 
now extinct, suborder of whales, 
Archaeoceti. The fossils represent a 
major story of evolution: the emer-
gence of the whale as an ocean-go-
ing mammal from a land-based spe-
cies. According to UNESCO, this is 
the most important site in the world 
for the demonstration of this stage 
of evolution. It says the site vividly 
portrays the form and life of the 
whales during transition.

The number, concentration and 
quality of such fossils are unique, as 
is their accessibility and setting in 
the stages of losing their hind limbs, 
UNESCO says.

The journey to Whale Valley is an 

experience in itself. The visitors’ 
centre in the area is a Bedouin-style 
building. By venturing into the val-
ley, visitors take a journey deep into 
history as every turn in the path re-
veals another set of fossils belong-
ing to pre-historic mammals of the 
sea.

Additional beauty can be seen in 
this area away from the whale fos-
sils. Mohamed al-Shehi, who has 
been offering guided tours to Wadi 
el-Rayan for more than a decade, 
describes the area as a treasure 
trove for photographers.

“The area has a large number of 
charming sites,” Shehi said. “Once 
visitors arrive, they are taken by the 
natural beauty of the place as well 
as the diversity of its scenery.”

In the 1960s, the government cre-
ated three lakes in Wadi el-Rayan 
depression to hold water from agri-
cultural drainage. The lakes turned 
the area into a huge colony of birds. 
The depression is now administered 
as a national park.

The Wadi el-Rayan waterfalls are 
also a top wonder. They are 20km 
west of the reserve. The waterfalls, 
where one lake drains into anoth-
er, are popular, especially among 
Egyptian visitors.

There are large wooden rowing 
boats that take visitors to the mid-
dle of the lake and then close to the 
falls in a trip that never fails to fill 
visitors with awe.

There is the stunning Jabal al-
Modawara only 5km away. The 
mountain is easy to climb but it is an 
exact synonym of the word “beau-
ty”. On top of the mountain, visitors 
are treated to breathtaking scenes. 
The mountain top is a wonderful 
bird-watching spot, especially to 

see eagles and falcons, which are in 
abundance.

The growing popularity of the 
area has drawn a large number of 
investors who have opened restau-
rants, guest houses and hotels that 
cater to the needs of visitors. Some 
hotels and guest houses offer visi-
tors an insight into the food, cos-
tumes and furniture of the Egyptian 
countryside.

Nazir said a visit to Wadi el-Rayan 
costs $30-$50, depending on the 
package.

“It is fairly cheap compared with 
anything else in Egypt,” Nazir said. 
“This is one of the places that leave 
a very good impression inside visi-
tors and do not exhaust their budg-
ets.”

Mahmoud Abu Zeid, a medical 
student who recently visited Wadi 
el-Rayan as part of a college tour, 
says he fell in love with the area the 
first minute he set foot in it.

“It was a memorable visit because 
the place is very beautiful,” Abu Zeid 
said. “Wadi el-Rayan just taught me 
that some of the unknown places 
in our country are just a thousand 
times more beautiful than some of 
the very famous sites.”

Haitham Salah is an Egyptian travel 
journalist. Natural sand formations in the desert of Wadi el-Rayan.

Visitors on the banks of a waterfall in Wadi el-Rayan.Extinct fossils in “Whale Valley”. A dinghy in Wadi el-Rayan.

The area is a must 
visit for researchers 
of the history of 
mammals but also 
nature lovers and 
fun-seekers.


