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Performing Ramadan fast in sweltering summer heat

Beirut

A 

bstaining from eating 
and drinking for long 
hours is always a test 
of willpower and deter-
mination but it is even 

more arduous during excessively 
hot weather. Muslims in Arab 
countries face that challenge when 
the fasting month of Ramadan oc-
curs in summer.

Ramadan fasting is observed 
from dawn to dusk — an average of 
16 hours in the summer — and can 
take its toll on people, especially 
under the scorching sun and desert 
heat of the Middle East and North 
Africa.

The advent of Ramadan coin-
cided with a heatwave across Iraq, 
where temperatures were more 
than 50 degrees Celsius, prompting 
the government to reduce work-
ing hours in public administration. 
For war-weary Syrians deprived of 

electricity and struggling with food 
shortages and inflation, Ramadan-
related duties have been affected 
by temperatures topping 40 de-
grees Celsius.

“The same as last year, we have 
not been able to fast this Ramadan 
because of strong heat, scarcity of 
food and the high prices of avail-
able commodities which we cannot 

afford,” bemoaned Mohamad As-
saf, who was displaced from Raqqa.

Gulf countries, where tempera-
tures hit 50 degrees Celsius, saw 
governments adjust work sched-
ules. Saudi Arabia banned work un-
der the sun between noon and 3pm.

In Jordan, the Motor Vehicle De-
partment blamed an 80% jump in 
traffic accidents in Amman — 529 
crashes since Ramadan started on 
June 6th — on speed and careless 
driving often by motorists late for 
iftar, the sundown fast-breaking 
meal.

“Iftar time is a circus since the 
state loses its control over the 
streets and policemen are busy 

breaking their fast. Asking friends 
out for an iftar meal is like inviting 
them to a death trip,” said Inas el-
Sheikh, a teacher in Amman.

The 16-hour fast each day “is a 
difficult challenge to go through 
the workday fasting but you have 
to work to earn a living and do 
your duty as a Muslim,” said Fethi 
Omari, a bricklayer at a construc-
tion site in Tunis.

“Drinking two litres of water 
through the night helps beat thirst 
in the day. One should always start 
iftar with two glasses of water and 
keep away as much as possible 
from fried and salty food, as well 
as sweets to beat thirst,” Lebanese 
dietician Joya Farhat advises.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections editor 
in Beirut, Jamal J. Halaby, Levant 
editor in Amman, Mohammed 
Alkhreiji, Gulf editor in London 
and Lamine Ghanmi in Tunis 
contributed to this report.

Beirut

T 

he slaughter of 49 people 
in a Florida nightclub by 
a lone gunman vowing 
allegiance to the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the stab-

bing murders of a French police 
commander and his partner in their 
home near Paris by another killer 
with jihadist links appear to signal a 
new phase in ISIS’s terror campaign.

There have been “lone wolf” at-
tacks inspired by the terror group 
before but the savagery of the latest 
atrocities indicates that ISIS is seek-
ing to encourage and intensify such 
attacks by individuals as it steadily 
loses territory in its self-proclaimed 
caliphate spanning Iraq and Syria.

ISIS claimed both attacks but the 
exact jihadist loyalties of the two 
killers remain unclear. Both men, 
who claimed allegiance to ISIS, 
were shot dead by police.

The attacks appear to have been 
triggered by a May 21st call by Abu 
Mohammed al-Adnani, one of ISIS’s 
leaders, to “supporters of the Islam-
ic caliphate” to strike “in Europe 
and America” during Ramadan.

Jason Burke, a terrorism expert 
and author of The New Threat from 
Islamic Militancy, said the attacks in 
Florida June 12th and in France the 
next day indicate that “a new form 
of terrorism” is emerging that poses 
a “dramatic new threat… the result 
of a 20-year evolution of Islamic 
militancy towards a decentralised, 
anarchic but tragically effective 
type of violence”.

“ISIS is slowly transforming the 
way that lone wolves are used by 
jihadis,” observed analyst Hassan 
Hassan of the Tahrir Institute for 
Joint Middle East Policy in Wash-
ington and co-author of Inside the 
Army of Terror.

“It is mobilising sympathisers as 
active conscripts in its military cam-
paign, whereas al-Qaeda tends to 
view sympathisers as part of a long-

term effort to build legitimacy,” he 
said.

“ISIS and al-Qaeda also differ in 
the way they view civilian casu-
alties. Al-Qaeda… views civilians 
killed in the course of (its) attacks 
as collateral damage, justifiable in 

religious terms.
“For ISIS, civilians are the pre-

ferred target. They should be at-
tacked until such time as ‘every 
neighbour fears his neighbour’.

“In the future, lone wolf attacks 
will form a central plank of its devel-
oping foreign strategy and for this 
reason, they are likely to become 
more common, as ISIS encourages 
its sympathisers to join in global ji-
had,” Hassan concluded.

The Middle East also faces this 
threat. On June 26th, 2015, a lone 
jihadist armed with an automatic 
rifle strolled down a beach at the 

Tunisian resort of Sousse, killing 39 
foreign tourists, most of them Brit-
ish.

The effects of such terrorist at-
tacks in the West extend to Muslims 
themselves. They fear vigilante ret-
ribution against their communities 
if the atrocities continue, inflaming 
politics, as evidenced by Donald 
Trump’s increasingly blatant anti-
Muslim outbursts.

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

Samar Kadi

A Palestinian Muslim worshipper shields himself from the sun as 
he reads the Quran during Friday prayer at the al-Aqsa mosque 
compound in Jerusalem’s old city, on June 17th.
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Members of the Congressional Muslim Staff Association, the LGBT Congressional Staff Association 
and members of the US Congress assemble, in Washington on the steps of the US Capitol in solidarity 
with the Orlando shooting victims, on June 13th .
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Beirut 

T 

he real danger posed by 
the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
not its military capabili-
ties but rather its ability 
to disperse extremist ide-

ology across cyberspace, infecting 
the minds of people worldwide.

So long as ISIS is allowed to oc-
cupy physical space in failed coun-
tries and utilise the easy access to 
information and communication 
technology to preach its venomous 
ideology, no place will be fully safe, 
but that is especially true of coun-
tries fighting ISIS in Iraq and Syria.

As the group loses ground in bat-
tles in Syria, Iraq and Libya, it is 
widely expected to resort to terror-
ist attacks against states involved in 
the fighting.

Being able to hit deep in “enemy 
territory” is very important for the 
morale and image of the group. 
Such attacks help ISIS display its 
ability to inflict pain onto its en-
emies on their home front. It is also 
a means to spread fear and panic 
within civilian populations of those 
countries in a way that would in-
crease pressure on governments to 
pull out of the war on terrorism.

ISIS has used two approaches in 
targeting its enemies at home: Plant 

terror cells that will be activated 
when need be and use its power-
ful media machine to create “lone 
wolves”. This is done by reaching 
out to susceptible young people to 
drive them to take action against 
whatever they could see as a target 
in their towns and neighbourhoods.

In the first case we saw the Paris 
attacks and the recent Brussels 
attacks in which ISIS fighters re-
turned from the front lines in Syria 
and Iraq formed cells and struck 
when ordered. Tracking down such 
terrorists is becoming easier as the 
intelligence community is cooper-
ating in exchanging names and data 
on people known to have joined 
ISIS.

However, tracking down “lone 
wolves” is extremely difficult. 
Take, for example, the last two cas-
es in the United States.

The first was the attack in San 
Bernardino, California, in which 
Syed Rizwan Farook and Tashfeen 
Malik, a married couple, targeted 
a local public health facility, killing 
14 people and seriously wounding 
22 others. Farook was an American-
born US citizen of Pakistani de-
scent. Malik was a Pakistani-born 
US permanent resident.

According to FBI Director James 
Comey, the perpetrators were 
“homegrown violent extremists” 
and who were not directed by ISIS 
and were not part of any terrorist 
cell or network. They were simply 

radicalised over time, consuming 
“poison on the internet”.

The FBI concluded the same 
thing about the Orlando, Florida, 
nightclub gunman, Omar Mateen, 
who went on a shooting rampage, 
killing 49 people and wounding 53 
others. Comey said Mateen, a US-
born national of Afghani descent, 
operated on his own. “So far, we 
see no indication that this was part 
of a plot directed from outside the 

United States,” he said.
The lone-wolf phenomenon will 

possibly compel law enforcement 
agencies to be more intrusive on 
the privacy of people suspected of 
having extremist tendencies be-
cause it is a thin line that separates 
extremists from terrorists and that 
is deciding to resort to violence.

Finally, moderate Muslims, who 
make up the vast majority of Mus-
lims worldwide, must be supported 

and allowed to play a role in coun-
tering ISIS ideology and not be tar-
geted and branded as evil as some 
politicians are doing because de-
monising Islam is the best tool one 
can give to ISIS to breed terrorists.

Riad Kahwaji is founder and chief 
executive officer of the Institute 
for Near East and Gulf Military 
Analysis (INEGMA) based in Dubai 
and Beirut.

The lone wolves of ISIS: A global security predicament
Riad Kahwaji

A photo showing slain police commander Jean-Baptiste Salvaing and his companion Jessica 
Schneider is displayed next to French and European flags during a ceremony at the French Interior 
Ministry in Paris, on June 15th. 
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Orlando attack sparks debate among Muslim Americans

T
he United States’ worst 
mass shooting attack 
in modern times 
heated debates over 
the shooter’s alleged 
jihadist motivations, 

his apparent mental instability, 
Florida’s lax gun control laws and 
a potential hate crime against 
gays — or what some experts are 
calling a “self-hate” crime given 
reports that the shooter may have 
been a closeted homosexual.

The most unexpected result of 
the June 12th attack on a nightclub 
in Orlando, Florida, is an unfolding 
dialogue within American-Muslim 
communities over lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
issues.

“The number one thing that 
this tragedy has brought to the 
forefront is addressing the reality 
that there are queer Muslims, that 
they’re part of the LGBT commu-
nity,” Ali A. Olomi, a rights activist 
and Middle East historian, said by 
phone from his home in Orange 
County, California.

“So now the community is talk-
ing about how to rethink that and 
what it means to be Muslim and 
LGBT,” he said.

Reports about the sexual 
orientation of the shooter, Omar 
Mateen, who was born in New 
York to Afghan immigrants, have 
not been confirmed. The 29-year-
old apparently had an account on 
an online gay dating service and 
some patrons at Pulse, the gay 
club where the attack occurred, 
identified him as a repeat patron. 

Some said Mateen seemed “nice 
and comfortable” in the club; oth-
ers said he was prone to outbursts 
after drinking.

Omar Aziz is the founder of the 
Samovar Network, a social platform 
on which Afghan Americans debate 
issues. After the shootings, dozens 
of followers voiced support for 
LGBT members of their commu-
nity. Aziz said this was important 
particularly because of common 
ground between Muslims in Ameri-
ca and LGBT rights advocates.

“I think a lot of us are having the 
conversation of where do we stand 
when it comes to support of LGBT 
because it’s part of the Muslim 
community,” he said. “But also, 
let’s face it, some of the biggest 
supporters of Muslims in the face 
of Islamophobia are members of 
the LGBT community.”

During a private gathering of 
older members of one immigrant 
community, there was embarrass-
ment about some people’s candour 
on the tragedy.

“To be honest, I’m sad about the 
attack but because the victims were 
gay, I don’t feel the usual sympa-
thy,” said a 79-year-old woman who 

did not want her name published 
for fear of retribution. Her friends 
agreed.

“I know it’s wrong to say this 
but the truth is my generation was 
always told that gays are not good 
people. This sort of talk enters your 
head and stays there forever.”

Olomi said this generational 
gap reflects a schism within the 
American-Muslim community 
and is a classic example of how 
religious culture absorbs its current 
context.

“This is a historical moment. 
We’re seeing the American context 
[of Islam] developed in a certain 
way. All of this plays a factor of 
how Islam is being defined by 
American Muslims,” he said.

At the Muslim Friends of Florida-
Fort Pierce Islamic Center, where 
Mateen worshipped, shocked wor-
shippers gave conflicting reports of 
Mateen’s personality, ranging from 
“quiet and pleasant” to “aggres-
sive”.

The FBI interviewed Mateen in 
May 2013, when he worked as a se-
curity guard at a local courthouse, 
after he boasted to colleagues that 
he had connections to al-Qaeda, 

was a member of Hezbollah and 
that he hoped police would raid his 
apartment so that he could martyr 
himself.

The FBI recognised Mateen’s con-
tradictory claims of allegiance to 
both al-Qaeda and Hezbollah and 
dismissed him as a suspect after a 
10-month investigation.

Mateen was investigated again 
after a worshipper from the same 
mosque became the first American 
jihadist on a suicide mission with 
al-Qaeda in Syria but no evidence 
was shown of Mateen’s involve-
ment. Mateen acquired a gun 
licence and legally purchased the 
assault-style rifle that he used to 
kill dozens at the club.

Questions about Mateen’s mental 
state surfaced after his ex-wife 
described a short and troubled mar-
riage. She said Mateen was physi-
cally and psychologically abusive 
and suffered from bipolar disorder, 
though it remains unclear whether 
he was receiving treatment.

The New York-based Soufan 
Group, a security consultancy 
founded by Lebanese-American 
former FBI agent Ali Soufan, down-
played Mateen’s alleged ties to the 
Islamic State (ISIS) as possibly a 
desperate attempt to die a hero.

“By claiming Islamic State inspi-
ration, Mateen may have sought to 
catapult his reputation from that 
of a homophobic mass-murderer to 
a ‘soldier of the caliphate’ merely 
by parroting the group’s name,” 
Soufan said.

For members of the American-
Muslim community at large, some 
hope that the silver lining in this 
tragedy is a conversation that will 
continue.

“We can’t just talk about this 
when we’re in the spotlight,” said 
Aziz. “We have to make sure that 
we continue these debates in be-
tween the big events.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Rasha Elass

View point
“Let’s face 
it, some of 
the biggest 
supporters 
of Muslims 
in the face 
of Islamo-
phobia are 
members 
of the LGBT 
commu-
nity.”

Omar Aziz, 
founder of 

the Samovar 
Network

Some hope that the silver 
lining in this tragedy is 
a conversation that will 
continue. Raza Zaman (R), of Bethesda, Maryland, joins others in a prayer 

during a vigil in Washington hosted by the Muslim American 
Women’s Policy Forum, on June 13th, in memory of the victims of 
the Orlando mass shooting.
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British voters head to the polls for EU referendum
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

V 

oters head to the polls for 
a national referendum 
on British membership 
in the European Union 
but more than the United 

Kingdom’s future in Europe hangs 
in the balance, with the viability 
of Prime Minister David Cameron’s 
government also at stake.

The What UK Thinks poll of polls 
(which is based on the average share 
of the vote in the six most recent 
polls) had the vote split directly 50-
50 between Leave and Remain as 
the campaign moved into its final 
days.

The killing of Labour MP Jo Cox 
on June 16th cast a pall over the fi-
nal week of the campaign. It was 
reporting that she was killed by a 
man with ties to far-right groups.  
Cox was pro-Remain. Both sides 
suspended campaigning after the 
attack, with analysts differing on 
what impact her death would have 
on the vote.

The Remain campaign, which is 
being backed by Cameron and the 
opposition Labour Party, had been 
consistently ahead in the polls in 
the months leading up to the vote. 
However, the Leave campaign, 

which is being championed by the 
charismatic former London mayor 
Boris Johnson among other senior 
Conservative Party figures, gained 
momentum as the campaign pro-
gressed.

Should the Remain campaign fail, 
political analysts said they would 
expect Cameron to step down as 
prime minister in favour of a pro-
Leave rival, such as Johnson or 
Justice Secretary Michael Gove. Al-
though Cameron has said he would 
seek to continue as prime minister 
few expect him to hold onto the po-
sition in the event of Brexit.

Both campaigns increasingly fo-
cused on negative campaigning, 
with Vote Leave warning of the ef-
fects that unrestricted immigra-
tion would have on the country and 
Vote Remain warning of economic 
and security repercussions of leav-
ing the European Union. Both sides 
used contradictory statistics to back 
their messages, leaving the public 
confused.

“I totally accept that people are 
confused by having so many statis-
tics and there is a lot of frustration 
because of that but I think it’s actu-
ally my job as prime minister, when 
you’ve got these warnings coming 
from the governor of the Bank of 
England, from the International 
Monetary Fund, it’s my responsi-
bility to talk about them,” Cameron 
said June 12th on the BBC1 Andrew 
Marr Show.

The bitter contest between the 
Leave and Remain campaigns 
means that many British voters re-
main unsure how they would vote 
even in the week leading up to the 
referendum. Up to 30% of voters 
were said to be undecided or would 

change the way they would cast 
their ballot before the vote with 
half of those deciding which way 
they would vote on polling day it-
self, research by academics at the 
London School of Economics (LSE) 
revealed.

The Impact of Brexit on Consum-
er Behaviour, a report based on re-
search by LES Professor of Political 
Science Michael Bruter, said with 
polls so close, the results of the ref-
erendum would be decided in the 

final days of campaigning.
“This is the period when the 

campaign reaches its climax and 
most people not really interested 
in politics but still voting will only 
pay close attention to the vote at 
this very late time,” Bruter said in 
his report. “In the last week, emo-
tions run at their highest and when 
the vote starts feeling concrete and 
voters sense the atmosphere of 
the election… it is only in the final 
weeks that the vote feels less ab-

stract and more ‘real’ to them.
“It is the period when people sud-

denly declare being aware of a sense 
of responsibility on their shoulders 
as the solemnity of the vote makes 
them inhabit their ‘role’ as citizens. 
As a result, they become significant-
ly more sociotropic — interested in 
what is best for the country and not 
just for them,” he added.

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

The What UK Thinks 
poll of polls had the 
vote split directly 
50-50 between Leave 
and Remain as the 
campaign moved into 
its final days.

UK Independence Party leader Nigel Farage (L) campaigns for Brexit in Sittingbourne, on June 13th.

British Prime Minister David Cameron taking part in a BuzzFeed News and 
Facebook live EU referendum debate in London, on June 10th.

Brexit would affect the Middle East and the 
rest of the world negatively

T he Middle East hardly 
seems to figure as 
important in the 
increasingly ill-tem-
pered campaign that 
leads up to the 

referendum in which British 
voters will decide whether they 
wish their country to stay in or 
leave the European Union.

The debate swirls around loss 
of sovereignty, large flows of 
illegal immigration and refugees 
as well as the economic gains or 
losses that come with being in or 
out of the European Union, but 
increasingly resembles a civil war 
inside the ruling Conservative 
Party. As lies, more lies and 
personal insults are traded, the 
countries on the southern and 
eastern rim of the Mediterranean 
and beyond in the Gulf hardly get 
a mention.

To the extent that the wars 
ongoing in the Middle East fuel 
the flow of refugees, many of 
whom are desperately trying to 
get into the European Union, one 
could argue that the region offers 
ample fodder with which the 
Brexit leaders say Britain has lost 
its sovereignty, not least control 
over its own frontiers.

The bloody mayhem that has 
descended on the Middle East 
since Arab revolts began in 2011 
plays directly into the anti-estab-
lishment revolt that is becoming 
increasingly characteristic of 
countries across the European 
Union. This revolt in which 

right-wing parties in Austria, 
Germany, France and Britain play 
an important role, increasingly 
fears the Other, who if he is 
painted as a Muslim religious 
fanatic or a black drug criminal 
appeals to older, poorer and often 
unemployed whites.

Racist stereotypes work well at 
this level even though the recent 
election of a Muslim as mayor of 
London suggests that in areas of 
full employment, high standards 
of cosmopolitan living, racial and 
religious stereotypes carry less 
appeal.

The election of Sadiq Khan to 
run London points to the break-
down in traditional Right/Left 
political divides. Those who 
favour Brexit are raising legiti-
mate questions that deserve to be 
aired but those who are leading 
the campaign to get Britain out of 
the European Union play on every 
fear they can think of — fear of the 

elite, fear of wealthy people, fear 
of Muslims, fear of gay people — 
the list is endless.

Beyond such considerations, a 
British exit from the European 
Union would affect the Middle 
East and Turkey and, of course, 
Europe because it would encour-
age the euroscepticism, which is 
riding high in France, Holland 
and Austria. Pessimists think it 
might break up the union. At the 
very least, it will hugely increase 
uncertainty about the course of 
events in the world’s largest 
trading bloc, with which Middle 
East countries have multiple ties 
of trade and investment.

Uncertainty about Britain 
affects the value of the British 
pound and the multiple links 
London, by far Europe’s largest 
financial centre, has with bankers 
and insurers across the European 
Union and beyond, in the Middle 
East, the United States and Asia. 

Uncertainty could have serious 
economic repercussions in a 
world where growth remains frag-
ile.

Britain is, with France, the only 
nuclear power in Europe and 
home to an experienced army. 
Any EU intervention, if only to try 
to control the flood of illegal 
immigrants attempting to cross 
the Mediterranean from Libya, 
has to be coordinated with NATO. 
A vote for Brexit would compli-
cate an already very complex 
international situation. In no way 
would it stop the close coordina-
tion between security forces and 
the armies of countries that 
bestride the English Channel.  
Needless to say, a vote for Brexit 
would delight Vladimir Putin, 
who has successfully challenged 
EU and US power and influence to 
shape events in Syria and 
Ukraine.

International investors hate 
nothing more than uncertainty 
but so do policy planners, not 
least in the military. A Brexit vote, 
which is not binding on the prime 
minister in British law, would no 
doubt be followed by a major 
crisis in the Conservative Party, if 
not the resignation of Prime 
Minister David Cameron. In such 
circumstances, Scotland might 
decide it wanted to leave the 
union and an acrimonious 
negotiation with the European 
Union would further complicate 
international relations.

This would rebound on the 
Middle East as on Europe and 
Britain’s relations across the 
world, not only in the Middle 
East. The best that can be said is 
that an already ungovernable 
world would become even more 
difficult to manage. The Middle 
East could do without a Brexit.

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

Francis 
Ghilès

View point
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said is that an already 
ungovernable world 
would become even more 
difficult to manage.
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Saudi deputy crown prince promotes Vision 2030 in the US

Washington

O 

fficial meetings be-
tween Saudi Arabian 
and US leaders during 
the Obama administra-
tion have largely stuck to 

bureaucratic platforms. However, 
the visit of Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz has been different, as the 
young Saudi leader focused on a 
broad agenda during stops in Wash-
ington, California and New York.

It was the deputy crown prince’s 
third visit to Washington since 
January 2015. He led a high-ranking 
delegation of defence, economic 
and intelligence officials. The trip 
occurred at a delicate time in Saudi-
US relations.

The particular timing of the visit 
“has everything to do with Saudi’s 
new National Transformation Plan”, 
said Stephen Seche, executive vice-
president of the Arab Gulf States In-
stitute in Washington. The initiative 
is the deputy crown prince’s signa-
ture accomplishment and aims to 
transform the Saudi economy away 
from oil dependency.

To help achieve that goal, Saudi 
Arabia is looking to its strong-
est economic partner, the United 
States, and the Saudi delegation 
included ministers of Energy and 
Investment. The United States and 
Saudi Arabia already cooperate in 
more than 300 economic ventures 
and signed new agreements during 
King Salman bin Adulaziz Al Saud’s 
visit last September.

Aside from governmental stops 

in Washington, the deputy crown 
prince also headed to California’s 
Silicon Valley for meetings with 
leaders of Google and other high-
tech giants before heading to New 
York for more meetings.

After his meeting with US De-
fense Secretary Ashton Carter, he 
described the United States “as an 
ally to the kingdom” and his visit as 
coming “at a very sensitive time, in 
a kind of region with many threats 
surrounding us”.

The visit is evidence that “US-
Saudi relations are much better than 
often portrayed”, said Bruce Riedel, 
senior fellow at the Brookings In-
stitution, a Washington think-tank, 
and a former CIA official. Shrouded 
by disagreements over Yemen, Syr-
ia and legislation in Congress that 
would allow Saudi Arabia to be sued 
over the 9/11 attacks, the relation-
ship has been questioned in US and 
regional media.

Riedel, however, cautioned 
against overstating these differ-
ences. “Saudi Arabia is a very strong 
partner with us in fighting terrorism 
in Yemen, Syria and elsewhere,” he 
said, adding that “the Obama ad-
ministration has sold the kingdom 
more than $110 billion in arms in 
seven years and the president has 
travelled to Saudi Arabia more than 
to any other country in the Middle 
East”.

Seche, a former US ambassador 
to Yemen, said Prince Mohammed’s 
broad portfolio as deputy prime 
minister, Defence minister, head 
of the royal court and chairman of 
the Council for Economic and De-
velopment Affairs “puts him in the 
perfect position to drive the agen-
da and steer the relations with the 
United States”.

Seche sees tactical differences on 
priorities but converging interests 
in “bringing the war in Yemen to a 
close, reaching a settlement that 

looks to post-Assad Syria, and de-
feating ISIS”.

The White House statement after 
the deputy crown prince’s meet-
ing with Obama “expressed appre-
ciation for Saudi Arabia’s contribu-
tions to the campaign against ISIS”, 
called for more Gulf assistance for 
Iraq and reiterated the shared goal 
of “supporting the cessation of 
hostilities and a political transition 
away from Assad” in Syria.

On Yemen, Obama “welcomed 
Saudi Arabia’s commitment to con-
cluding a political settlement of the 
conflict and of GCC support to ad-
dress urgent humanitarian needs 
and rebuild the country”, the White 
House said. On Iran, the United 

States acknowledged Tehran’s 
“destabilising activities and agreed 
to explore avenues [with Saudi Ara-
bia] that could lead to a de-escala-
tion of tensions”.

Riedel said the visit was “a good 
opportunity to broaden the rela-
tionship into more cooperation on 
education, economic growth and 
development… without letting dif-
ferences of opinion obscure the 
strength of the partnership”.

A Saudi member of the delega-
tion said the deputy crown prince’s 
meetings with members of the 
Congress “were excellent and thor-
ough”. US Senator Tom Cotton, 
R-Arkansas, spoke of a “produc-
tive and open exchange of views… 

which reflects the close and long-
standing partnership between our 
two nations”.

Jeff Zients, director of the White 
House’s National Economic Coun-
cil, said the visit demonstrated 
“the United States’ desire to be a 
key partner in helping Saudi Arabia 
implement its ambitious economic 
reform programme… and the ben-
eficial role US companies could play 
in implementing Saudi reform ob-
jectives”.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington. 
Mark Habeeb, East-West editor of 
The Arab Weekly, contributed to 
this report.

London

D 

espite recent disputes 
between the long-stand-
ing allies, Saudi Deputy 
Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Ab-

dulaziz made a high-profile visit 
to the United States, including a 
meeting with US President Barack 
Obama, a trip characterised by po-
litical, security and economic di-
mensions.

Relations between Riyadh and 
Washington deteriorated in recent 
years, mainly over the US nuclear 
deal with Iran and the failure to 
agree on an endgame in Syria.

Given that Obama has less than 
seven months in office, the ques-
tion arises as to the timing of the 
prince’s visit but Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir described 
a closed-door meeting between 
the prince and Obama as “very 
positive”. Obama broke protocol 
by hosting the prince in the White 
House’s Oval Office, a site usually 
reserved for heads of state.

“The timing of the visit is impor-
tant. It obviously comes at a time 
when relations are under some 
strain due to pending legislation in 
the US Congress,” said Fahad Nazer, 
a political analyst with JTG Incor-
porated.

The US Congress is considering 
legislation that would allow rela-

tives of the victims of the 9/11 at-
tacks to sue Saudi Arabia and there 
is a simmering controversy over 
28 unreleased pages from the 9/11 
Committee investigation of the at-
tacks that has led some members of 
Congress to question Saudi Arabia’s 
commitment to countering terror-
ism.

“This is despite the fact that US 
counterterrorism officials give the 
Saudis high marks in this regard. 
There is also pending legislation 

that would restrict arms sales to 
Saudi Arabia,” Nazer added.

Saudi Arabia is a member of the 
US-led coalition conducting air 
strikes on ISIS targets in Syria. The 
Saudis have also pledged ground 
troops to that fight if necessary. 
The United States is providing the 
Saudi-led coalition battling Iran-
allied Houthi rebels in Yemen with 
logistical and intelligence support. 
The two countries have long been 
partners in the war on terror.

“The Syrian issue was undoubt-
edly central to Prince Mohammed’s 
talks with US officials, including 
President Obama, Secretary of 
State John Kerry and Secretary of 
Defense Ashton Carter,” said Sal-
man al-Ansari, president of the 
Washington-based Saudi American 
Public Relation Affairs Committee 
(SAPRAC).

Ansari, whose organisation 
works on bettering US-Saudi rela-
tions, pointed out that there are 
signs of a significant manoeuvring 
with regards to Syria, including 
Carter’s recent meeting with other 
NATO defence ministers in Brus-
sels, which may have been regard-
ing coordination of efforts in Syria.

Ansari’s assessment comes after 
52 US State Department officials pe-
titioned Obama about his strategy 
in Syria. They called for targeted 
military strikes on the Assad regime 
to stop truce violations.

Prince Mohammed, who is also 
the Saudi Defence minister, and 
Carter held talks, which covered a 
wide range of issues, described by 
US spokesmen as “very produc-
tive”.

An important component of the 
deputy crown prince’s US agenda 
is to promote his Vision 2030 eco-
nomic reform plan. Prince Moham-
med leads Saudi Arabia’s Council 
of Economic and Development 
Affairs and announced details of 
reforms in April. The programme 
is designed to wean the kingdom’s 
economy off its oil dependency, 

while creating jobs and stimulating 
the private sector.

“It is clear that increasing direct 
foreign investment is a major com-
ponent of this ambitious package of 
economic reforms and Saudi offi-
cials appear keen to include Ameri-
can companies in their plans going 
forward,” Nazer said.

The kingdom’s Public Investment 
Fund has announced a $3.5 bil-
lion investment in San Francisco’s 
Uber Technologies, one of the most 
widely used ride-hailing apps. Uber 
is expected to use $250 million to 
expand its Middle East presence.

A statement by the National Eco-
nomic Council after a meeting with 
Prince Mohammed, welcomed the 
kingdoms’ economic reform drive, 
adding: “Both sides agreed on the 
importance of economic diversi-
fication, expanding private sector 
employment opportunities, renew-
able and natural gas development, 
and the beneficial role US compa-
nies could play in implementing 
Saudi reform objectives.”

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

Saudi prince’s visit charts a broader 
path for US-Saudi relations
Joyce Karam

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (L) meets with US President Barack 
Obama in Washington, on June 17th.

It was the deputy 
crown prince’s third 
visit to Washington 
since January 2015.

The White House 
statement after the 
deputy crown prince’s 
meeting with Obama 
“expressed 
appreciation for Saudi 
Arabia’s contributions 
to the campaign 
against ISIS.”

News & Analysis

US Secretary of State John Kerry (C) welcomes Saudi Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz on June 13th, 
in Washington

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir 
described a closed-
door meeting between 
the prince and Obama 
as “very positive”.

Saudi deputy crown prince in Washington
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T 

he 28 pages omitted from 
the 9/11 Commission’s re-
port will soon be made 
public, according to CIA 
Director John Brennan 

who emphasised in an interview 
that there was no evidence of offi-
cial Saudi involvement in the 2001 
attacks that resulted in the death of 
nearly 3,000 people.

Brennan, in a June 11th interview 
with the Saudi-owned, Arabic-
language news channel al-Arabiya, 
described the yet-to-be-declassified 
parts of the report a “preliminary 
review” put together a year after 
the tragic events, with information 
that had not been vetted or corrobo-
rated.

It “was a very preliminary review, 
trying to pull together bits and piec-
es of information, reporting about 
who was responsible for 9/11″, Bren-
nan said.

“Subsequently the 9/11 Commis-
sion looked very thoroughly at these 
allegations of Saudi involvement, 
Saudi government involvement and 
their finding, their conclusion was 
that there was no evidence to indi-
cate that the Saudi government as 
an institution or Saudi senior offi-
cials individually had supported the 
9/11 attacks,” he added.

The assessment by the CIA chief 
comes at a time when not-yet-
released sections of the 9/11 Com-

mission’s report are central to a bill 
passed by the US Senate that would 
allow survivors and families of the 
victims of the terrorist attacks the 
right to sue the Saudi government 
for liability.

White House Press Secretary Josh 
Earnest said US President Barack 
Obama would likely veto the bill. 
“This legislation would change 
long-standing international law re-
garding sovereign immunity,” Ear-
nest said, “and the president of the 
United States continues to harbour 
serious concerns that this legisla-
tion would make the United States 
vulnerable in other court systems 
around the world.

“Given the concerns that we have 
expressed, it’s difficult to imagine 
the president signing this legisla-
tion.”

The Saudi government warned 
that, if the legislation was enacted, 
it would sell its US investments. A 
day before the Senate passed the 
bill, the US Treasury Department 
released a breakdown of the king-
dom’s holdings of US debt, which 
stood at $116.8 billion as of March.

Consequently, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir accused the 
US Congress of “stripping the prin-
ciple of sovereign immunity, which 
would turn the world for interna-
tional law into the law of the jun-
gle”.

Saudi officials on a number of oc-
casions have called for the 28 pages 
of the commission’s report to be de-
classified, with Saud al-Faisal, then 

Saudi Foreign minister, requesting 
the White House to do so in 2004.

“We have nothing to hide and we 
do not seek nor do we need to be 
shielded,” Faisal said at the time. 
“We believe that releasing the miss-
ing 28 pages will allow us to re-
spond to any allegations in a clear 
and credible manner and remove 
any doubts about the kingdom’s 
true role in the war against terror-
ism and its commitment to fight it.”

In light of the visit to the Unit-
ed States by Saudi Deputy Crown 

Prince and Defence Minister Mo-
hammad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
Brennan described cooperation be-
tween the two countries on security 
matters as “excellent”.

“Over the last 15 years, the Sau-
dis have become among our best 
counterterrorism partners and so 
with King Salman (bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud) and the Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammad bin Salman, we feel as 
though we have really strong part-
ners in this fight against terrorism,” 
he said.

With regards to the declassifica-
tion of the final 28 pages, the matter 
is in the hands of the office of the 
US Director of National Intelligence, 
to review the material for possible 
public release. According to former 
US senator Bob Graham, who served 
as chairman of the Senate Intelli-
gence Committee, the White House 
is likely to make a decision on the 
matter before the end of June.

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

CIA chief says declassified pages
of 9/11 report absolve Saudi Arabia
Mohammed Alkhereiji

A February 2016 file picture shows CIA Director John Brennan testifying in Washington before the US 
Senate Intelligence Committee hearing on worldwide threats to America and its allies.

Brennan described 
cooperation between 
the two countries on 
security matters as 
“excellent”.

Saudi officials on a 
number of occasions 
have called for the 28 
pages of the 
commission’s report to 
be declassified.

News & Analysis Gulf 

Beirut

K 

uwait recently signed 
a contract with the Eu-
rofighter consortium for 
28 advanced Typhoon 
strike jets worth $8.7 bil-

lion as part of a major drive to up-
grade the emirate’s air force, which 
for decades has almost exclusively 
used US-built aircraft.

The April 5th deal was a major 
setback for Boeing, which has failed 
to secure approval to deliver 40 F/A-
18E/F Super Hornet fighters under a 
2014 request by Kuwait aimed at re-
placing its older F-18 variants.

Increasingly, the six members 
of the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC), led by Saudi Arabia, fear the 
delay in providing them with re-
quested arms is a deliberate move 
by the United States as it disengages 
in the Middle East, despite repeated 
promises to sell the Gulf monar-
chies whatever weapons they need 
to maintain their defences in a re-
gion filled with conflicts.

US President Barack Obama 

promised GCC leaders at a meet-
ing at his Camp David retreat in 
May 2015 that he would be “fast-
tracking arms transfers”. However, 
that has not happened, which could 
partly account for the cold shoulder 
Obama received in Riyadh in April.

“There’s a sinking feeling we’ve 
been sold out to the Iranians and 
also that this is becoming a double 
whammy as the distrust is increas-
ing between Gulf leaders and the 
US,” said Abdullah al-Shayji, a po-
litical science professor at Kuwait 
University.

“I hope the Americans will wise 
up so as to raise this increasing 
trust deficit that’s been here over 
the last two years.”

The complaints about US foot-
dragging on arms sales were given 
weight by a May 28th report by For-
eign Policy, citing US officials, that 
the Obama administration has “qui-
etly placed” a block on sales of clus-
ter bombs to Saudi Arabia for use in 
its war in neighbouring Yemen. Hu-
man rights groups claim these and 
other US-supplied aerial weapons 
are causing mounting civilian casu-
alties.

“It’s the first concrete step the 
United States has taken to dem-
onstrate its unease with the Saudi 
bombing campaign” that Riyadh 
says is aimed at Iran-backed Houthi 
rebels, Foreign Policy observed.

There was no official US confir-
mation but there is growing unease 
in the United States and the US 
Congress with Saudi Arabia’s new 
aggressive foreign policy, largely in 
response to threatening moves by 
long-time regional rival Iran.

US Senators Chris Murphy, 
D-Connecticut, and Rand Paul, 
R-Kentucky, introduced an 
amendment June 8th to limit US 

bomb sales to Saudi Arabia.  Similar 
efforts are under way in the British 
parliament and, in late February, 
the European Parliament passed 
a non-binding arms embargo on 
Saudi Arabia to signal its alarm over 
the humanitarian crisis in Yemen.

The Yemen conflict, which erupt-
ed in March 2015, is one of several 
factors causing this alarm about the 
Gulf monarchies in Washington, 
deepening a Western rift with Ri-
yadh largely triggered by the US de-
cision to disengage militarily from 
a region where it has protected the 
Arabs.

Long-standing US-Saudi links, 
built on an exchange of US military 

support for a reliable flow of oil, 
have been strained as the United 
States built greater energy self-re-
liance. The turn to open Arab dis-
trust following the July 2015 nucle-
ar agreement between US-led world 
powers and Iran, Gulf states see as 
a dangerous shift towards Tehran.

Shayji said Kuwait’s decision to 
buy the European jets was a sharp 
message to Washington “that… Ku-
wait will not be waiting any more 
for US approvals while other alter-
natives are present”.

Qatar also is running out of pa-
tience over its 2014 request to buy 
73 Boeing F-15E/F Strike Eagle jets 
worth as much as $12 billion.

Like other GCC states, it is in-
creasingly infuriated by US red tape 
that is holding up major arms deals 
as Iran is engaged in a major mod-
ernisation of its armed forces with 
funds stemming from its nuclear 
deal that included releasing frozen 
assets worth $100 billion and lifting 
sanctions.

Left with a choice of alienating 
Israel or Qatar, which accommo-
dates the nerve centre of US air 
operations in Syria and Iraq at the 
sprawling Al-Udeid Airbase in the 
desert west of Doha, the US admin-
istration has been paralysed on the 
issue.

Qatar sees Israel as the primary 
problem. The hard-line govern-
ment of Israeli Prime Minister Bin-
yamin Netanyahu has expressed 
deep concern about the Strike Eagle 
deal because of the gas-rich emir-
ate’s dalliance with Islamic extrem-
ists.

Israel’s deepest concern is that 
its Qualitative Military Edge (QME) 
over its regional adversaries, which 
the United States has pledged to 
maintain, will be eroded if the 
Americans deliver advanced weap-
ons to the GCC states.

“The US balance-of-power strat-
egy in the Middle East is approach-
ing a potential pitfall,” the US-based 
global security consultancy Stratfor 
observed.  “A number of crucial 
arms contracts for the sale of US 
weaponry to several GCC states are 
at risk of falling through because of 
Israeli opposition.”

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

GCC countries wary about US arms deals 
James Bruce

Kuwaiti Foreign Minister Sheikh Sabah al-Khaled al-Sabah (C) and 
Information Minister Sheikh Salman al-Sabah (R) during a session 
at the National Assembly in Kuwait City.

“I hope the 
Americans will wise 
up so as to raise this 
increasing trust 
deficit that’s been 
here over the last two 
years.”

 Abdullah al-Shayji, a 
political science professor at 

Kuwait University



6 June 19, 2016

S
o-called lone wolves, solitary extremists inspired by 
jihadist propaganda, have struck in recent days in the 
United States and France.

At least 49 people were killed and 53 injured after a lone 
American gunman of Afghan descent attacked a nightclub 
in Orlando, Florida, on June 11th. Omar Mateen, 29, 
claimed he was acting on behalf of the Islamic State (ISIS).

Three days later, Larossi Abballa, a 25-year-old Frenchman of North 
African descent, bludgeoned to death a police commander and his 
companion in their home near Paris.

The two incidents reveal the multiple challenges posed by lone wolf 
attacks.

Such attacks remain very difficult to detect even though it was 
expected that jihadist groups would use the holy Muslim month of 
Ramadan to incite against Muslims and non-Muslims alike.

On May 21st, right before Ramadan, ISIS spokesman Abu Muham-
mad al-Adnani exhorted sympathisers to make the holy period “a 
month of hurt on the infidels everywhere”.

Self-radicalisation has been facilitated by global access to the 
internet.

There is evidence Mateen was attracted to the online speeches of 
al-Qaeda preacher Anwar al-Awlaqi, as was US Army Major Nidal 
Hasan, a lone shooter who killed 13 people in a Fort Hood, Texas, 
shooting in 2009.

There are however new challenges. The faster pace of self-radicali-
sation, referred to as “flash-radicalisation”, makes acts of terror even 
harder to predict. There is a shocking new twist in the abuse of social 
media by jihadists: Abballa posted video of his murderous act on 
Facebook Live.

Major technology companies such as Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube should develop a technological antidote to live broadcasts 
by terrorists.

The media, too, are struggling with how to do their legitimate work 
without providing publicity and encouragement to copy-cat terror-
ists. CNN’s Anderson Cooper took the initiative by refusing to men-
tion the name of the Orlando shooter or show his picture to deny him 
the post-mortem fame many lone wolves seek. However, there has 
been no consensus in the international media community in favour of 
Cooper’s move.

Politicians should not allow the acts of isolated lone wolves to 
stigmatise all nationals or recent migrants of Muslim faith and Arab 
extraction, the way presidential contender Donald Trump has used 
the Orlando incident to inspire fear and suspicion against Muslims, 
recent immigrants as well as those born in the United States. He did 
the same thing after the San Bernardino, California, attack last 
December.

US President Barack Obama urged Americans to resist the tempta-
tion of prejudice: “Where does this stop? The Orlando killer, one of 
the San Bernardino killers, the Fort Hood killer — they were all US 
citizens. Are we going to start treating all Muslim Americans differ-
ently? Are we going to start subjecting them to special surveillance?” 
he asked.

The United States is a particularly valued target for ISIS-inspired 
lone wolves and the country’s permissive gun laws make it easier for 
deranged minds of all kinds to obtain powerful weapons.

It is impossible to stop a lone disturbed individual from committing 
a terrible crime but countering the ISIS narrative and impeding access 
to weapons of mass death are two steps that clearly need to be taken. 
And politicians such as Trump should stop rewarding the wolves for 
their deeds.

The threat of lone wolves

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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Editorial

Opinion

Why Britons should 
vote to remain in the EU

B
ritish voters head to 
the polls June 23rd for 
an election to decide 
the country’s politi-
cal future in, or 
perhaps out of, the 

European Union. Newspapers 
and late-night television talk 
shows are filled with debate 
about the issues dominating the 
referendum from workers’ rights 
to the economy, from security to 
the environment and, of course, 
immigration.

According to the Office for 
National Statistics net migration 
to Britain rose to 330,000 in 2015, 
the second highest figure on 
record. British Prime Minister 
David Cameron has come under 
considerable flak, even from 
within his own party, for his 
inability to control immigration, 
with senior Conservative Party 
figures pledging support for the 
Leave campaign.

The government is officially 
backing the Remain campaign, 
as is the main opposition Labour 
Party, but many British voters 
remain unconvinced. It is this 
reactionary fear of immigration 
and the effects that this has 
on the National Health Service 
(NHS), job opportunities and the 
housing sector that appear to be 
gaining purchase.

But British voters must 
dare to ignore the short-
term considerations and the 
scaremongering tactics of 
the Leave campaign to vote 
in favour of remaining in the 
European Union. The benefits 
of immigration far outweigh 
potential disadvantages.

Politically, the United Kingdom 
is stronger as part of the European 
Union and must confront future 
crises — whether international 
terrorism or climate change or, 
yes, even immigration — as part of 
an EU-wide response.

As for the economy, 
immigration increased total 
employment and tax revenues 
in Britain during a very difficult 

post-recession 
period, softening 
what could have 
been a much more 
severe austerity.

Away from 
clear political and 
economic benefits 
of remaining in the 
union, a vote to 
leave is a vote for 
social division and 

marginalisation. Immigration, 
whether from within the 
European Union or beyond, has 

had a positive effect on all aspects 
of British society. Immigrants 
and their children have had an 
indelible effect on Britain. They 
are seen on television screens and 
their works are on bookshelves. 
They are serving in the armed 
forces and lining up in England’s 
national football team. They form 
the backbone of the NHS.

A vote to leave the European 
Union based on the idea that 
immigration is “dangerous” 
would be to repudiate every 
positive effect immigration has 
had on the United Kingdom. This 
would popularise the divisive 
discourse that Donald Trump is 
seeking to promote in the United 
States and make “immigrants” an 
easy scapegoat for all problems. 
A post-EU Britain would be a cold 
and unforgiving place.

As for the idea that Britain is 
“full”, this is simply not true. As 
of 2012, approximately 10% of the 
United Kingdom was classified as 
urban (a definition that includes 
roads and rural development, as 
well as towns and cities). There 
is plenty of room to build on, 
even within existing towns and 
cities where just more than half of 
land is made up of green spaces. 
Fears about the effects that 
unfettered immigration is having 
on public services are similarly 
exaggerated, particularly as 
this comes at a time of major 
government cuts.

The United Kingdom, like 
many other EU countries, has 
an ageing population. In 2007, 
the number of people in Britain 
older than 65 outnumbered the 
number of people younger than 
16 for the first time. Migrants, 
usually young and educated, 
pay for themselves. They come 
to Britain to work, to build a life, 
contributing to the economy and 
society in general.

It is all very well to blame 
“faceless” migrants for all the ills 
of society, from crime to poverty 
to unemployment, but what 
would British society look like 
without them?

Mahmud el-Shafey

 British voters must dare 
to ignore the short-term 
considerations and the 
scaremongering tactics 
of the Leave campaign.

It is all very well to 
blame “faceless” 
migrants for all 
the ills of society, 
but what would 
British society 
look like without 
them?
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T
he explosion that 
targeted Blom Bank 
in Beirut was clearly 
trying to send a 
message. That 
message is: Lebanon 

could be next. After all, what 
would happen to Lebanon 
without its vital banking sector?

It is clear who was responsible 
for this explosion, whatever 
official denials have been issued. 
This latest explosion cannot 
be isolated from previous 
attempts to target Lebanon and 
its vital institutions, from the 
assassination of prime minister 
Rafik Hariri in 2005 to the series 
of attacks that followed. This 
cannot be isolated from the 2006 
Lebanon war between Hezbollah 
and Israel and Hezbollah’s 2008 

takeover of the capital. 
All of this sought, in one 
way or another, to destroy 
the Lebanese state as we 
know it.

Speaking at the Beirut 
International Exhibition 
and Leisure Centre 
(BIEL) one day after the 
explosion, former prime 
minister and Future 

Movement leader Saad Hariri 
urged “solidarity” with Lebanon’s 
banking sector. Hariri has always 
sought to serve Lebanon to the 
best of his ability, even when this 

has cost him personally, such 
as when he made a landmark 
visit to Damascus as part of his 
duties as prime minister in 2009, 
even though he suspected that 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
was involved in his father’s 
assassination.

What Hariri did not say was that 
nothing happens by accident in 
Lebanon and that attacks against 
the country’s banking sector 
are part of a wider campaign 
orchestrated by Hezbollah that 
seeks to turn the country into an 
Iranian protectorate.

One year after his Damascus 
visit, Hariri went to Tehran 
where, according to sources, the 
Iranians made three demands, 
all of which Hariri refused. First, 
Tehran reportedly asked for 
Iranian citizens to be exempt 
from visa restrictions to visit 
Lebanon. Second, Tehran wanted 
a joint Iranian-Lebanese military 
defence pact — something that 
clearly failed to take Lebanon’s 
ties to the Arab world into 
account. Third, and most 
important, Iran wanted access 
to Lebanon’s banking sector, 
allowing Tehran to bypass the 
international sanctions that have 
been imposed against it.

Despite the Iran nuclear 
deal and ensuing sanctions 
relief, Tehran is still subject 

to some economic sanctions, 
particularly relating to the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC). Additional international 
sanctions have been placed on 
Hezbollah, including the United 
States’ Hezbollah International 
Financing Prevention Act, which 
sanctions any foreign institution 
that facilitates transactions on 
behalf of Lebanon or its agents, 
effectively cutting Hezbollah off 
from Lebanon’s banking system.

Lebanon cannot control the 
sanctions that have been issued 
against Hezbollah, whether 
by regional and international 
bodies designating it a “terrorist” 
organisation or the laws that seek 
to restrict any organisation from 
dealing with it. To preserve itself 
and its banking system, Lebanon 
has no choice but to impose this. 
It is the government’s duty to do 
this to protect the country as a 
whole.

Iran has been investing in 
Hezbollah for years and, through 
this, has been able to change the 
nature of the Shia community in 
Lebanon, including seeking to 
silence the Shia voices of dissent 
who oppose Iran, Hezbollah and 
the concept of velayat-e faqih.

As can be seen from recent 
municipal elections, Hezbollah 
is seeking to portray itself as 
the protector of Lebanon’s Shia 

community but the Blom Bank 
explosion shows that Hezbollah 
does not care about Lebanon. For 
Hezbollah, Lebanon is nothing 
more than a card in Iran’s deck.

It does not care that Blom Bank 
represents a unique Lebanese, 
Syrian and Arab success story. 
It does not matter that Blom 
Bank, like all other banks in 
the country, had no choice but 
to impose these international 
sanctions on it. No respectable 
bank can flout international law 
in the way that Hezbollah seems 
to want.

The Blom Bank explosion 
exposes the depths of the crisis 
that Hezbollah is facing. Does the 
group not realise that if Lebanon’s 
banks flout these international 
laws, this would be the end of 
Lebanon? Or does it simply not 
have the room to manoeuvre 
and do what serves Lebanon’s 
national interest and ensure the 
country’s survival when this 
conflicts with its own plans?

The banking sector is one of the 
few things that are working in 
Lebanon. A Hezbollah attack on 
the banking sector represents an 
attack on Lebanon itself.

Khairallah Khairallah 
is a Lebanese writer. The 
commentary was translated and 
adapted from the Arabic. 

The target is Lebanon

Khairallah Khairallah

S
ince the attack in 
Orlando, the deadliest 
mass shooting in US 
history, the process of 
making America more 
foreign and hostile for 

Americans and the world has 
continued apace.

The Islamic State (ISIS) 
claimed — gladly, greedily — that 
the US-born-and-bred shooter 
Omar Mateen was one of theirs. 
Republican presidential hopeful 
Donald Trump declared that 
Mateen, who like Trump was born 
in New York, was not. He was born 
“an Afghan”, Trump said, “of 
Afghan parents”. Trump went on to 
say that “the only reason the killer 
was in America in the first place 
was because we allowed his family 
to come here”.

The ISIS claim of kinship with 
Mateen and Trump’s disclaiming 
of it are perfectly in sync. Both 
are mortally wounding for the 
United States more than any 
mass shooting. For they seek to 
unmake America by rendering 
Americans fearful of their fellow 
citizens, hysterical and broken at 
the thought of impending death 
and bloodshed, and full of hate 
towards Muslims, immigrants and 
all foreign-looking people.

These are profoundly un-
American ideas and they seek 
to psychologically “obliterate 
America”, to use the words of 
Osama bin Laden. It was 20 years 
ago that al-Qaeda’s leader sketched 
out his grand strategy to defeat the 
United States. “We can,” he told his 
young son Omar, “destroy America 
from within.”

He meant destroy its economy 
and obliterate its sense of self and 
self-knowledge. Send it to the dark 
ages of doubt, fear and rage, render 
it uncertain of whom to believe, 
what to trust, where to seek relief 
and how.

It is profoundly 
demoralising when 
a brutal terrorist 
group eagerly co-opts 
an American-born 
free-lance killer like 
Mateen. It is even more 
devastating when an 
American politician 
seeking high office 
cynically trumpets 
extreme hate-filled 
ideas that amplify his 

people’s anxieties.
This, despite an undeniable 

truth: The United States offers easy 

access to guns. Mass shootings 
have sadly become a very 
American news story. An Orlando-
style massacre could happen 
anywhere in the United States 
and the shooter could be Muslim, 
Jewish, Christian, Catholic, 
Hindu or atheist, motivated by 
intolerance, religious zealotry, 
mental illness, homophobia or 
blind rage.

More than ISIS, it is Trump 
who is frightening Americans, 
encouraging paranoia by trying to 
divide them from each other and 
seeking to wall them off from the 

world. Consider his three main 
pronouncements after Orlando:

He returned to his old US 
President Barack Obama-as-
Muslim-traitor conspiracy theory, 
smearing the US president for 
supposedly being sympathetic to 
the radical jihadist agenda.

He claimed that “thousands” 
of America’s 3.3 million Muslims, 
protected and hidden by their 
co-religionists, were prepared 
to commit greater carnage than 
Mateen because they are “sick with 
hate” for the United States.

He revived his proposal to 

ban Muslims from entering the 
United States, this time cunningly 
seizing on a legally viable fig 
leaf of geographical rather than 
religious exclusion. If elected 
president, said Trump, he would 
use sweeping executive powers to 
“suspend immigration from areas 
of the world where there’s a proven 
history of terrorism against the 
United States, Europe or our allies 
until we fully understand how to 
end these threats”.

Presumably that means the 
Middle East, the Maghreb, 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia 
and pretty much all of the 57 
members of the Organisation of 
Islamic Cooperation.

Where does this loose talk leave 
America and the world?

Trump is doing the jihadists’ job 
better than they could themselves, 
making it easier to recruit young 
people angry with America’s 
perceived Islamophobia.

As David Rothkopf, editor 
of Foreign Policy, lamented: 
“Donald Trump is the presidential 
candidate Osama bin Laden made… 
what a great victory that is for 
Osama bin Laden. What a victory it 
is for all extremists. It weakens the 
most powerful nation in the world 
in the only way it can really be 
done — from within. That was bin 
Laden’s greatest insight, of course. 
He knew no terror group or foreign 
power could defeat the United 
States; it could only be done by us 
to ourselves.”

Sometimes it is social media 
that provide the right response to 
a public event marked by blood, 
sorrow and fear. So it was within 
hours of Orlando. The tweet read as 
follows: “What do the vast majority 
of mass shootings in the US have 
in common? Not Islam. Angry men 
with easy access to guns.”

Despite Mateen’s confused, last-
minute pledging of allegiance to 
ISIS while he was shooting up the 
nightclub, his reported clubbing, 
alcohol and use of gay chat apps 
suggest he neither lived like ISIS 
chief Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi nor 
aspired to do so.

That may be the reality of the 
Orlando massacre: Both the fearful 
and the fearmonger are flourishing.

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.

Making America more hostile to Americans and the world

Rashmee Roshan Lall

The ISIS claim of 
kinship with Mateen 
and Trump’s 
disclaiming of it are 
perfectly in sync.

The Blom Bank 
explosion shows that 
Hezbollah does not 
care about Lebanon.

Uzma Ali of Richardson, Texas, holds a protest sign outside a rally 
for Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump, on June 
16th, in Dallas, Texas.
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Russia and the Syrian Kurds: A complex interaction
Mark N. Katz

London

A 

long with supporting the 
Assad regime, Moscow 
also backs the powerful 
Syrian Kurdish Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD) 

opposition group, one of the most 
effective forces in combating the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Russian support 
bolsters Moscow’s claims that it is 
fighting against ISIS in Syria and not 
just the non-ISIS opposition to the 
Assad regime.

The United States also supports 
the Kurdish opposition in Syria — 
something its NATO ally Turkey 
is not happy about. Ankara claims 
the Syrian Kurds are linked to the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
the authoritarian Kurdish national-
ist movement that has long sought 
secession from Turkey.

While Washington has sought 
to assuage Turkish fears about the 
Syrian Kurds, Moscow has had no 
such concern since the sharp dete-
rioration in Russo-Turkish relations 
following Turkey’s shooting down 
of a Russian military aircraft near 
the Turkish-Syrian border last No-
vember. Indeed, the desire to pun-
ish Turkish President Recep Tay-
ipp Erdogan for this incident may 
have encouraged Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to support the PYD.

One of the few successes for US 
foreign policy resulting from the in-
tervention in Iraq in 2003 is the rise 
of Kurdish forces in northern Iraq 
that have been willing — indeed, 

eager — to cooperate with Wash-
ington. While Ankara has never 
been happy about this, Washington 
worked to promote rapprochement 
between Turkey and what became 
the Kurdish Regional Government 
(KRG).

The rise of ISIS in Syria and Iraq 
led to further cooperation between 
the United States and Iraqi Kurds. 
Washington saw Syrian Kurds as al-
lies against ISIS and gave them sup-
port as well. While not supportive 
of outright Kurdish independence, 
the United States became the most 
significant outside power aiding the 
Kurds.

Kurdish nationalists are willing 
to accept support from other pow-

ers as well. Somewhat supportive 
of them prior to the sharp deterio-
ration in Russo-Turkish relations, 
Putin has been much more willing 
to help the Syrian Kurds since No-
vember. In addition to discomfit-
ing Ankara, Putin’s support for the 
Syrian Kurds poses a problem for 
Washington.

If the United States reduces sup-
port for the Syrian Kurds because 
they are cooperating with Moscow, 
it risks losing influence with the 
PYD and Kurdish nationalists in 
general — to the benefit of Russia. 
Yet, if Washington continues to sup-
port the Syrian Kurds, this will fur-
ther Putin’s goal of isolating Turkey. 
Either way, Moscow gains.

Still, Moscow’s support for the 
Syrian Kurds complicates Russian 
relations with certain other gov-
ernments. Moscow has responded 
favourably to the PYD call for a 
federalised Syria with an autono-
mous Kurdish region that Damas-
cus would not control (much like 
the Iraqi Kurds have done). Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, though, 
has indicated that he intends to re-
establish his rule over all of Syria. If 
and when ISIS is driven out of Syria 
or becomes a much weaker force 
there, the Assad regime and the Syr-
ian Kurds appear destined to clash.

Russian support for Syrian Kurds 
is as likely to complicate Moscow’s 
ties with Iran, which also faces a 
Kurdish nationalist opposition. Just 
this month, Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) an-
nounced its fighters had killed five 
Kurdish rebels near the Iranian 
border with Iraq and that they be-
longed to a group with the PKK in 
Turkey. Tehran worries that Mos-
cow’s and Washington’s support for 
Kurdish separatist forces in Syria 
could inflame Kurdish nationalism 
elsewhere.

Is this really a problem for Mos-
cow? If Russia was the only exter-
nal power that the Assad regime 
depended upon, it might not be. If 
ISIS’s position in Syria became un-
tenable, Moscow could either sup-
port Assad in moving against the 
Kurds, force Assad not to do so or 
cynically help them both against 
each other. However, because Iran 
— with its deep commitment to the 
Assad regime, large IRGC presence 
and alliance with Hezbollah force 

— is such a strong player in Syria, 
Moscow’s room for manoeuvre is 
constrained.

Even if Russia will not, Iran can be 
expected to support Assad regime 
efforts to crush the Syrian Kurds. 
Moscow may then have to choose 
between acquiescing to this or try-
ing to stop it. Either way, it could 
lose what influence it has with As-
sad to Tehran.

Is this likely? Russian media have 
commented on how Moscow’s and 
Tehran’s interests in and policies 
towards Syria are not in tune with 
each other. As neither the Russian 
nor the Iranian governments are 
known for being especially coop-
erative, it is doubtful that they can 
avoid differing over Syria — some-
thing the Assad regime will un-
doubtedly exploit fully.

While Russian support for the 
Syrian Kurds is causing problems 
for Washington’s Middle East poli-
cy, it is likely to cause problems for 
Moscow as well.

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

Kurdish fighters of the People’s Protection Units (YPG) flash 
victory signs as they sit on their pickup on their way to battle 
against the Islamic State, near Kezwan mountain, north-east Syria.

While Russian support 
for the Syrian Kurds is 
causing problems for 
Washington’s Middle 
East policy, it is likely 
to cause problems for 
Moscow as well.

Damascus

F 

rench and German forces 
are reported to be the lat-
est newcomers to step 
into the Syrian quagmire, 
joining an array of foreign 

troops and mercenaries fighting 
with different parties in the raging 
conflict.

Reports that dozens of German 
and French special forces had en-
tered northern Syria to participate 
in the battle to evict the Islamic 
State (ISIS) drew the ire of the Syr-
ian government but the US-backed 
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) 
view the new allies’ presence as 
part of the international effort to 
defeat the terror group.

An official source at the Syrian 
Foreign Ministry blasted the alleged 
French and German deployment 
near Kobane and Manbij in Aleppo 
province, considering it a flagrant 
violation of the principles of the 
United Nations’ charter and “overt 
unjustified aggression” against the 
sovereignty and independence of 
the country.

“No one can dupe us by saying 
they are part of the drive to com-
bat terrorism. Combating terrorism 
in a legitimate and effective way 
requires collaboration with the le-
gitimate Syrian government whose 
army and people are fighting ter-
rorism on every inch of Syrian ter-
ritory,” the source said in a public 
statement.

The SDF, a coalition of Kurdish, 
Arab, Assyrian and Turkmen mi-
litias, considers the latest foreign 
ground involvement as a natural es-
calation of the global battle against 
ISIS.

“The participation of foreign 
troops on the side of Manbij mili-
tary council falls within the frame-

work of the international effort to 
combat the terrorists. Their task ba-
sically consists of providing logisti-
cal support to the local forces, train 
them and assist them in devising 
military plans and fighting strate-
gies,” a highly placed SDF source 
said.

“These foreign military experts 
also play a key role in identifying 
and detecting the outposts and con-
centration centres of ISIS fighters, 
which are then hit and destroyed 
from the air.”

The source acknowledged the 
presence of “friendly forces” from 
France, the United States and Brit-
ain in northern Syria, stressing that 
“these do not take part in direct 
fighting”.

“They mainly read the pictures 
provided by surveillance planes, 
overlook the implementation of 
military plans and lead small units 
whose mission is to pave the way 
for raids by unleashing heavy fire-
power,” the source said. “In ad-
dition to that they are part of the 
general command and work on 
dismantling the many mines and 
booby traps that are left behind by 
ISIS.”

Foreign experts are also based 
near Tishreen dam in eastern Alep-
po, where the operations command 
room is located. “They coordinate 
the battles with foreign units de-
ployed on the front lines but these 
are present at a distance from ISIS 
booby traps, which mainly hit ad-
vanced (local) forces,” the source 
added.

There is no official confirmation 
of the number of foreign ground 
forces operating in northern Syria, 
except for about 250 US special 
forces who took part in the fighting 
in rural Raqqa in mid-May and later 
diverted towards Manbij.

Media sources imbedded with 
the SDF estimated the number of 

French forces at 150 and the Brit-
ish at 100. There are strict SDF in-
structions to avoid taking pictures 
of these forces after photos of US 
special forces wearing badges of the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) triggered an uproar.

French and British forces remain 
under media blackout despite ac-
knowledgement by their govern-
ments of their presence in Syria in 
parallel with air forces operating 
with the US-led international coali-
tion. French Defence Minister Jean-
Yves Le Drian said France has been 
providing air cover, weapons and 
military advice to the SDF in the ef-
fort to defeat ISIS.

Kurdish official Idriss Naasan 

brushed aside reports that French 
forces chose Mashta Nour Hill 
south of Kobane to set up a mili-
tary base. “I doubt very much that 
a base would be built in that loca-
tion. I have information confirming 
French presence in other locations 
in southern rural Kobane and in 
Tishreen dam,” Naasan said.

The Americans are reportedly 
planning to establish a logistics sta-
tion south-west of Kobane, accord-
ing to an official in the Kurdish city. 
“They have identified an Arab vil-
lage in the area near Sarin in east-
ern rural Aleppo to set up a logistics 
centre for their experts in the area, 
which might eventually develop 
into a military base or airstrip,” said 

the official, who asked not to be 
named.

It would be the third US station 
after the ones at Rmeilan airport 
east of Qamishli and the former 
headquarters of Brigade 93 of the 
Syrian Army in rural Raqqa. As 
such, the Americans would be de-
ployed in strategic points along the 
border with Turkey.

The reported involvement of Ger-
man forces was denied by the Ger-
man Defence Ministry.

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

French forces on the ground in Syria
Khalil Hamlo

French soldiers at an army base in Jordan.

Media sources 
imbedded with the 
SDF estimated the 
number of French 
forces at 150 and the 
British at 100.

French and German 
forces are reported to 
be the latest 
newcomers to step 
into the Syrian 
quagmire.
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Friendly enemies on Syria’s front lines
Ahmad Ramadan

Northern Syria

D 

ona died because of 
“friendly” fire although 
the shelling that killed 
him was unleashed by 
the enemy. Militant re-

bels in the Damascus suburb of 
Daraya suspended fighting for two 
days to mourn the death of the Syr-
ian Army private.

On the numerous front lines of 
the Syrian conflict, contacts and 
occasional friendships have devel-
oped between antagonists battling 
on opposite sides of the war. Dona 
had become friends with gunmen 
from the Martyrs of Islam Bri-
gade group on the opposite side of 
Daraya’s front line.

Mohamad Fadel, a former col-
league of Dona who asked to be 
identified by this name, served 
for five years in the army, includ-
ing two in Daraya, before deserting 
at the beginning of the year. “The 
front line separating us from the 
fighters of the Martyrs of Islam was 
not wider than 50 metres. Some-
times it was just a building that 
separated us. Despite apprehen-
sions, especially from sniper fire, 
a relationship developed between 
us which in certain cases became a 
friendship,” Fadel said.

Dona, whose real name was Ali 
Ahmad, was a “close friend of the 
gunmen”, Fadel said. “The rela-
tionship started when rebels re-
frained from sniping him. Dona 
said he was surprised and asked 
why they did not shoot him. He 
was told: ‘We know that you are 
forced to be in that place (with the 
army).’”

“In the beginning, he (Dona) 
used to smuggle bread, tea and 
vegetables to the gunmen. The re-

lationship developed and direct 
contact was established in which 
we used to stay up all night chat-
ting, of course secretly without the 
knowledge of the officers. One day, 
a gunman asked me to deliver $800 
to his family in Damascus and I did 
so more than once,” Fadel added.

While Syrian fighters tried to 
spare their compatriots in the 
army, it was not the case with for-
eign fighters backing the regime, 
including Iranians, Iraqis and Leb-
anon’s Hezbollah, who constituted 
a main target for Daraya’s snipers.

“When we became very close 
with the fighters of the Martyrs of 
Islam Brigade they told us that al-
though they spotted us they did 
not open fire because they believe 
the soldiers were helpless and 
compelled to serve in the army,” 
Fadel said.

“More than once, they told the 
officers through radio communica-
tions: ‘Remove your soldiers from 
the battleground. Our problem 
is not with them. These are our 
brethren… Our enemies are the 
mercenaries from Iran, Iraq and 
Hezbollah.’”

The Damascus neighbourhood 
of Jobar has some of Syria’s most 
overlapping fronts, with a single 
wall separating the enemies in 
some places.

A former soldier who was re-
leased from the army after being 
seriously injured described how 
contact is established, usually at 
the closest points of engagement.

“It often starts with exchange 
of insults such as ‘You are (Syrian 
President Bashar) Assad’s dogs’ or 
‘Iran’s bastards’. To which soldiers 
retort: ‘You are the hounds of Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar and (Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip) Erdogan,’” said 
the ex-soldier who spoke on condi-
tion of anonymity.

“After the first hostile verbal ex-
changes, the antagonists exchange 
phone numbers. It is usually the 

gunmen who initiate the contact 
and start communicating with the 
soldiers through social media and 
WhatsApp.”

In one instance, soldiers were 
captured in a rebel ambush and 
the gunman who caught them hap-
pened to be a friend of one of the 
new prisoners.

“When he recognised his ‘soldier 
friend’, the gunman showed them 
the way out to regain their post,” 
the ex-soldier said. “Since then a 
strong friendship developed be-
tween the gunman and all the three 
soldiers. Even during battles they 
would alert each other about im-
minent shelling. They would say: 
‘Don’t go in that direction because 
there is a plan to attack that side.’”

In Aleppo, rebels have been tap-
ping army radio and connecting 
with soldiers to encourage them to 
desert.

“We infiltrated their radio com-

munications and talked to them di-
rectly but the soldiers were afraid 
that the frequencies could be under 
surveillance. Some soldiers agreed 
to desert and we would then stage 
a battle to help them move to the 
other side, while many refuse to 
leave fearing for their families liv-
ing in regime-controlled territory,” 
said an opposition fighter in Alep-
po who declined to be identified.

“We became friends with many 
soldiers,” he said. “In one instance 
a gunman offered $300 to a friend 
of his in the armed forces to help 
the soldier’s family, which is dis-
placed in Hama, to pay rent.”

In many besieged areas in Syr-
ia, where blockades have been in 
place for more than a year, friend-
ships have developed between 
the besiegers and the besieged. In 
some cases, deserters keep their 
friendship with former comrades 
and extend those links to their 

“new comrades” in rebel ranks.
Mohamad Issa, a fighter from 

Jaysh al-Fatah in the northern 
province of Idlib, had a comrade 
who had deserted from the army 
but maintained relations with a 
friend in the besieged military 
camp of Armid.

“Before my comrade died in the 
fighting, he asked me to keep con-
tact with his soldier friend and look 
after him,” Issa said. “We then be-
came buddies and when the soldier 
was imprisoned by our brethren in 
Ahrar al-Sham, I asked the com-
mander to let him go for the sake of 
our martyred comrade. He agreed 
and then I transported the soldier 
to the closest point under army 
control.”

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.

Syrian men sit next to a damaged building in the town of Daraya, south-west of central Damascus, on 
May 23rd.

On the numerous front 
lines of the Syrian 
conflict, contacts and 
occasional friendships 
have developed 
between antagonists.

While Syrian fighters 
tried to spare their 
compatriots in the 
army, it was not the 
case with foreign 
fighters backing the 
regime.

Syria’s ‘democracy’ charter hits regime roadblocks
Sami Moubayed

Beirut 

A 

draft of a new constitu-
tion for Syria has been 
drawn up by the Rus-
sians, much to the dis-
pleasure of Damascus, 

and is due to see the light of day in 
August. The preliminary date was 
pencilled in by US Secretary of State 
John Kerry after receiving a copy of 
the new charter.

Syrian officials strongly objected 
to several major clauses of what 
many view as a “Russian-authored 
constitution” and insisted it would 
never pass unless voted upon by the 
Syrian people.

If it is enacted, the new constitu-
tion would be Syria’s seventh since 
Ottoman rule ended in 1918. The 
first was a royalist one for the Syrian 
kingdom (1918-20) and the most re-
cent was adopted in 2012, 11 months 
after the start of the Syria war.

The new constitution proposes 
changing the name of the coun-
try from the Syrian Arab Republic 
to the Syrian Republic. The word 
“Arab” was inserted in 1961 shortly 
after the break-up of the short-lived 
Syrian-Egyptian Union. Syrian of-
ficials wanted to prove that they 
were committed Arab nationalists, 
defending themselves against Egyp-
tian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
who accused them of treason.

The ruling Ba’ath Party refuses 
to delete “Arab”, although the sug-
gested change is music to the ears 

of non-Arab Syrian Kurds, Turkmen 
and Armenians.

The new charter also dilutes presi-
dential powers, taking away execu-
tive authority that has been vested 
in the presidency since the early 
1970s. The president would remain 
commander-in-chief of the armed 
forces and control military and se-
curity affairs, the major components 
of rule in contemporary Syria.

However, he would lose the right 
to appoint prime ministers and their 
deputies, who, according to the new 
charter, would be chosen along eth-
nic and sectarian lines, as in Iraq and 
Lebanon. If the prime minister is a 
Sunni Muslim, his deputies would 
be Kurdish, Alawite, Druze and 

Christian.
This also has been strongly de-

cried by Syrians from both camps 
— the regime objecting to a sectarian 
division of power; the opposition 
refusing to allow military powers 
to remain in the hands of the presi-
dency.

The new charter creates a central 
parliament in Damascus with “local 
councils” to run day-to-day affairs 
in the provinces. This is based on a 
Russian belief that Syria cannot be 
ruled by the centralised authority in 
force.

Decentralisation is a must, they 
argue, claiming that Syrian provinc-
es should elect their own governors 
rather than have them appointed by 

Damascus, use their own language 
(especially among Kurds) and share 
in their regions’ natural resources.

The people of oil-rich Deir ez-Zor, 
for example, have argued that they 
live in the richest part of Syria yet re-
main the country’s poorest because 
all oil revenue goes to Damascus.

The new charter would give the 
two parliamentary chambers, in 
joint session, the power to declare 
war and martial law and appoint or 
dismiss a prime minister. This, too, 
is strongly vetoed by Damascus.

The new constitution bravely 
omits Article 3, which says that Syr-
ian presidents have to be Muslim. 
This stipulation, in place since 1920, 
aroused controversy among Syrian 
Christians who argue they cannot be 
considered first-class citizens unless 
entitled to run for presidential office 
in a country that is overwhelmingly 
Muslim.

Syrian politicians tried to remove 
the clause in 1950 as did president 
Hafez Assad in 1973 in a piece of 
political chicanery. Officials in Da-
mascus, which is promoting itself as 
a champion of minority rights, secu-
larism and women’s rights, want to 
see Article 3 removed so they can 
present an image that would coun-
ter Islamists and the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

In June, they chose Ba’ath Party 
member Hadiyeh al-Abbas to be the 
new parliament speaker, the first 
woman to hold the post and, by 
eliminating Article 3, they are trying 
to win the hearts of Syrian Chris-
tians and come across as a modern 
secular government.

Finally, the new charter keeps the 
presidential term at seven years, 
enabling an incumbent to remain in 
power for 14 years from the date of 
implementation of a new constitu-
tion.

That means if Bashar Assad re-
mains in power and runs in new 
elections, the first 16 years of his 
rule would not count and he could 
get an additional two terms, starting 
anywhere between 2018-21. This is 
what the Russians have been push-
ing for politically since 2011 and mil-
itarily since 2015.

Presidential elections, which have 
been by direct popular vote, would 
be limited to the Chamber of Depu-
ties.

This would automatically dis-
qualify 5 million Syrian refugees in 
the Middle East and Europe — most 
of them from the anti-regime camp 
— from having a say in choosing the 
head of state, because by law expa-
triates can only vote in direct presi-
dential polls and not in parliamen-
tary elections.

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

Hadiya Abbas (2nd R) the first woman to be elected parliament 
speaker, at the Syrian parliament in Damascus, on June 6th.

A draft of a new 
constitution for Syria 
has been drawn up by 
the Russians, much to 
the displeasure of 
Damascus.
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Washington

A 

study by the Atlantic 
Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Centre for the Middle 
East calls on the United 
States and European Un-

ion to “develop a joint transatlantic 
strategy that recognises Tunisia 
as a priority for Western engage-
ment with the Arab world” because 
“democratic Tunisia is critical to 
advancing the West’s goal of a more 
stable and moderate Middle East”.

The report stressed urgency, 
warning if there is no action soon, 
Tunisia may succumb to the many 
challenges it faces.

The report, A Transatlantic Strat-
egy for a Democratic Tunisia, said 
that “five years after the revolution, 
democratic reform in Tunisia is 
shaky and the public mood is dark-
ening”.

The challenges for Tunisia are, 
according to the report, in three 
key areas: economic development, 
security and democratic develop-
ment. In each area, the report iden-
tifies “clear steps” the United States 
and European Union can take to im-
prove the situation.

The first step is to “increase sup-
port by pledging a joint package in 
aid, investment and trade benefits 
worth at least $2 billion a year for 

the next five years”, a substantial 
increase in assistance the West cur-
rently provides Tunisia.

The second step is measuring 
the direct effects of all initiatives 
on “youth unemployment and re-
gional economic disparities”. The 
report proposes a “high-profile 
conference on economic develop-
ment” convened in one of Tunisia’s 
impoverished governorates.

It also calls for linking “signifi-
cant budget support to the imple-
mentation of reforms” and working 
with the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and other multilateral 
financial institutions to strengthen 
Tunisia’s social safety net. Impor-
tantly, the report calls for increas-
ing EU and US market access for 
Tunisian goods and services.

The final step urges greater con-
solidation and coordination of eco-
nomic assistance among Western 
donors.

Paige Alexander, assistant ad-
ministrator of the US Agency for 
International Development, said 
the focus should be on economic 
growth and economic disparity. She 
emphasised the importance of im-
plementing broad-based economic 
reform. “Tunisia made impressive 
strides in the last five years,” she 
said, “but it has a long way to go”.

Alexander noted the $500 million 
loan guarantee the United States 
signed with Tunisia on June 3rd, 
the third such guarantee since 2011, 
and said the US government had 
provided Tunisia with more than $1 
billion of support since the revolu-
tion.

Nicholas Westcott, managing 
director for the Middle East and 
North Africa at the European Exter-
nal Action Service, said the Europe-
an Union has provided Tunisia with 
more than $3.3 billion in economic 
and political support since 2011.

IMF economist Andrea Gamba 

said the fund was working with the 
Tunisian government on imple-
menting structural reforms in the 
financial sector and civil service.

Amy Hawthorne, of the Project 
on Middle East Democracy, called 
on the United States and the Euro-
pean Union to make Tunisia a high 
priority.

She said that in addition to eco-
nomic support, Tunisia needs as-
sistance to address security and 
in dealing with counterterrorism 
“without building a police state”. 
The overarching goal, Hawthorne 
said, should be to help Tunisia de-
velop as a democracy. “If we lose 
sight of that we lose,” she said.

Karim Mezran of the Hariri Cen-
tre advised people to “look at the 
political dynamics in Tunisia.” He 
said the fragmentation of the politi-
cal parties that is taking place, such 
as the split in Nidaa Tounes, “weak-
ens the parliament, the govern-
ment and it weakens the possibility 
of reform”.

Tunisian Ambassador to the Unit-
ed States Fayçal Gouia proposed 
a committee be established so the 
United States and the European 
Union can better “coordinate and 
cooperate with Tunisia”.

He said the Tunisian business 
community has asked the Ameri-
cans to start negotiations over a 
free trade agreement (FTA) with 
Tunisia. He said an FTA would 
“give a positive signal to the inter-
national community that Tunisia is 
a reliable partner for business and 

investment”.
Hawthorne said an FTA “would 

send a strong signal of confidence 
in the Tunisian economy” but not-
ed that the Obama administration 
has not prioritised bilateral free 

trade agreements. “This is a real 
missed opportunity,” she said.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Study sees Tunisia as ‘priority for Western engagement’
Amal Mudallali

Cover of the Atlantic Council report

The challenges for 
Tunisia are, according 
to the report, in three 
key areas: economic 
development, security 
and democratic 
development.
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“An FTA would send a 
strong signal of 
confidence in the 
Tunisian economy.”

Amy Hawthorne, of the 
Project on Middle East 

Democracy

Economic troubles 
hinder Tunisia’s 
recovery
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

H 

ailed by international 
financial institutions as 
the “success story” of 
reforms in North Africa, 
Tunisia’s economic at-

tractiveness and resilience over the 
last two decades are being threat-
ened by security fears, social unrest 
and weak government leadership.

Tunisia had an average growth 
rate of 4.5% in the decade before 
the ouster of former president Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011 but has 
faltered since. The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) said Tunisia’s 
gross domestic product (GDP) is 
predicted to grow 2% in 2016 after 
increasing 0.8% last year.

The slow pace of growth has 
worsened an unemployment crisis, 
particularly for the country’s young 
people. Overall joblessness was 15% 
in 2015, according to the IMF, but it 
was twice that for university gradu-
ates and 35% for Tunisian youth in 
general.

Tunisia was hit by three deadly 
jihadist attacks in a 13-month span 

that hurt its key tourism industry 
and frightened away investors, 
causing growth to shrink, state 
revenues to dry up and the govern-
ment to increase debt.

The government would have 
failed to pay wages to state workers 
if it had not been rescued by foreign 
loans. With economic conditions as 
they are, Tunisia will find it hard to 
repay a Qatari loan of $500 million, 
officials said.

“The government’s direct and in-
direct tax revenues are not enough 
to pay the salaries of more than 
670,000 employees, which are 
worth 1 billion dinars ($470 million) 
each month,” said Tunisian Central 
Bank Governor Chedly Ayari.

“We need to borrow from abroad 
as the economic crisis is worsening 
because of faltering key sectors of 
tourism and mining, which are the 
main foreign-currency earners.”

Ayari warned that 2017 would 
be more challenging as “financing 
the budget for that year would be 
more difficult because of lack of the 
state’s resources to meet current 
spending to pay salaries and plug 
the deficits of state-owned firms 
and safety net and health-care 
funds.”

“It is exceptional. A country that 
was hit by three terrorist attacks 
and achieves a growth rate of 0.8%. 
Look at what is happening in other 
countries,” said Tunisian Prime 
Minister Habib Essid.

Secularist party Nidaa Tounes, 
founded by President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi, and the Islamist Ennahda 
party called on Essid to step down 
and be replaced by a unity govern-
ment. They blamed him for the fail-
ure to address the country’s mas-

sive unemployment, rising poverty 
and economic stagnation.

Essid was chosen in 2015 to lead 
the government largely because of 
his management skills and work 
ethic. Replacing him would likely 
take time because of political wran-
gling over positions in the next gov-
ernment and the country’s priori-
ties. Caid Essebsi has tried to lure 
the powerful UGTT trade union into 
the next cabinet to create a better 
climate for the implementation of 
reforms needed to energise growth.

The African Development Bank 
cited social unrest and security as 
the main hurdles to Tunisia’s econ-
omy expanding. Its chief econo-
mist, Audrey Verdier-Chouchane, 
told a gathering of experts in Tunis 
on June 4th that Tunisia needed to 
change its economic development 
model, restructure its financial sec-
tor, trim regional disparities and 

cut debt.
Tunisia had a 47.5% government-

debt-to-GDP ratio in 2015, com-
pared to 40.2% in 2010, according 
to official data.

The IMF has approved a 
48-month arrangement under an 
extended fund facility with Tunisia 
for about $2.9 billion to support the 
country’s economic and financial 
reform programme.

“The programme aims to pro-
mote stronger and more inclusive 
growth by consolidating macroeco-
nomic stability, reforming public 
institutions, including the civil ser-
vice, facilitating financial interme-
diation and improving the business 
climate,” the IMF said in a report.

The IMF move frees up about 
$319.5 million for immediate dis-
bursement. The remaining amount 
would be phased in over the dura-
tion of the programme, subject to 

regular review.
It followed the World Bank’s 

endorsement of a five-year plan 
to lend Tunisia up to $5 billion to 
support reforms aimed at reviving 
growth and creating jobs.

After the IMF decision on Tuni-
sia, Mitsuhiro Furusawa, the fund’s 
deputy managing director and act-
ing chairman, said: “A prudent fis-
cal policy that puts public debt on a 
downward path will ease financing 
constraints, reduce external imbal-
ances and ensure sustainability.”

Financial experts argue the pro-
posed arrangement faces risks 
stemming from security and social 
tensions, political instability and 
opposition by vested interests.

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

According to the 
African Development 
Bank, Tunisia needs to 
change its  
development model, 
restructure its 
financial sector, trim 
regional disparities 
and cut debt.

The Central Bank building in Tunis.
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Behind the Blom Bank explosion

T he explosion outside 
of Lebanese Blom 
Bank headquarters in 
Beirut represents the 
culmination of a crisis 
caused by the latest 

US sanctions on Hezbollah. These 
are international sanctions that 
Lebanon’s banking system had no 
choice but to enforce, arousing 
Hezbollah anger.
Although the group denied 
responsibility, the explosion 
comes in line with previous 
actions by Hezbollah, including 
explicit threats on social media 
with ties to Hezbollah towards 
Blom Bank. Ultimately, there can 
be little doubt of Hezbollah 
culpability.
The United States introduced a 
law in 2014 requiring interna-
tional banks to take steps to 
target anybody financing Hezbol-
lah. Known as the Hezbollah 
International Financing Preven-
tion Act, there had been limited 

consultation with Lebanese 
authorities before regulations 

governing the law were 
announced in April.
Lebanon sent Finance Minister 
Ali Hassan Khalil to Washington 
to discuss the law and its implica-
tions but this was too late for any 
amendments to be made, particu-
larly given the United States’ clear 
determination to prevent Hezbol-
lah, which it classifies as a 
terrorist group, from participating 
in the international banking 
sector.
No one died in the explosion and 
security authorities said the aim 
was likely not to cause civilian 
casualties but to send a message 
to Blom Bank and Lebanon’s 
banking system. There was major 
damage to the outside of the 
bank, including its lavish glass 
façade.
Lebanon Central Bank Governor 
Riad Salameh and Blom Bank 
Chairman Saad Azhari pleaded 
against a rush to judgment 
regarding Hezbollah’s involve-
ment and for the authorities’ 
investigation to be allowed to run 
its course.
Media outlets with ties to Hezbol-
lah issued reports claiming that 
Azhari, a Syrian national, was 
seeking to carry out a foreign 
agenda against Hezbollah for 
personal gain. These claims were 
repeated by figures close to 
Hezbollah even after the explo-
sion, along with allegations that it 

was enemies of the “resistance” 
— code for Hezbollah in Lebanon 
— that were responsible for the 
explosion.
Lebanese media also reported 
that head of Lebanon’s General 
Directorate of General Security 
Abbas Ibrahim warned the US 
Treasury Department during his 
recent visit to Washington of the 
potential consequences of 
targeting Hezbollah in this 
manner.
A few days after the explosion, 
Salameh announced, in an 
interview with CNBC, that 100 
bank accounts with ties to 
Hezbollah had been frozen and 
that as many as 3,000 more 
accounts could be frozen in the 
future. Salameh said Lebanon 
intended to fully comply with the 
US sanctions, no doubt drawing 
the ire of Hezbollah.
Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah initially sought 
to play down the effects of the US 
sanctions, claiming that Hezbol-
lah did not keep money in bank 
accounts and that its financial 
operations were not tied to 
Lebanon’s banking system. 
However, news that 100 bank 
accounts had been frozen and 
that thousands more could 
follow, along with the Blom Bank 
explosion, reveals the extent to 
which Hezbollah has been hurt by 
these sanctions.

The group has subsequently 
sought to try to use Lebanon’s 
Shia community to push back, 
claiming that the sanctions are 
specifically targeting Shia money. 
Some Lebanese newspapers 
asserted that the country’s Shia 
community could withdraw their 
funds — totalling billions of 
dollars — from the banking sector 
in protest.
The Blom Bank explosion will be 
pivotal in the forthcoming 
confrontation between Washing-
ton and Hezbollah, diplomatic 
sources said. This attack was an 
attack on US decision-making as 
much as Lebanon’s banking 
system and came just days after a 
visit to Beirut by US Assistant 
Treasury Secretary Daniel Glaser. 
It represents an invitation for the 
United States to amend its 
sanctions policy towards Hezbol-
lah and as a warning about what 
could happen if it does not.
But at a time when the United 
States is working in synchronisa-
tion with the Gulf Cooperation 
Council, the Arab League and the 
Organisation of Islamic Coopera-
tion to target Hezbollah and deal 
with it as a terrorist group, few 
observers say Washington will 
change its course. The question 
is: What will Hezbollah do next?

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Mohamed 
Kawas

View point
The 
question is: 
What will 
Hezbollah 
do next?

This attack was an attack 
on US decision-making as 
much as Lebanon’s 
banking system.

Beirut

L 

ebanon’s problems are 
dangerously exacerbat-
ing with the implemen-
tation of a US law impos-
ing banking sanctions on 

Iran-backed Hezbollah and pitting 
the country’s two most powerful 
entities — the militant group and 
the banking sector — against each 
other.

A powerful explosion that tar-
geted one of Lebanon’s top banks, 
Blom, on June 12th sounded the 
alarm about the country’s financial 
stability, weak economy and the 
very existence of the Shia militant 
group Hezbollah. No one claimed 
responsibility for the Beirut explo-
sion, which caused considerable 
damage to the bank’s headquar-
ters, but Hezbollah was quickly 
blamed.

Whether it was a message from 
Hezbollah to warn banks against 
proceeding with the implementa-
tion of the US sanctions or a “fifth 
column” seizing the opportunity 
to tarnish Hezbollah’s image, Leba-
non is in a crisis situation.

“Obviously this new US law is go-
ing to cause a lot of headaches for 
the Lebanese economy… It is hard 
to implement it and it is harder not 
to implement it,” said Kamel Wa-
zni, a political and economic ana-
lyst.

Lebanon’s Central Bank in May 
started to enforce the Hezbollah 

International Financing Prevention 
Act (HIFPA), which the US Con-
gress passed in December to forbid 
banks from dealing with the Shia 
militant group. Any organisation 
or individual providing significant 
finances to Hezbollah, listed as ter-
rorist group by the United States, is 
to be punished.

With Lebanese banks fearing in-
ternational isolation, 100 accounts 
were closed — as confirmed by Cen-
tral Bank Governor Riad Salame — 
in compliance with a list provided 
by the United States.

Hezbollah has downplayed the 
impact of HIFPA, saying it was not 
using the official financial system 
for its dealings. However, it com-
plained of “over-zealousness” by 
some banks in including accounts 
that need not to be closed — a 
clear reference to its large number 
of supporters, sympathisers and, 
most importantly, its social, medi-
cal, cultural and charity institu-
tions that provide services to im-
poverished areas and the reasons 
for the group’s popularity.

If the sanctions were expanded 
to include Hezbollah’s non-military 
institutions or other organisations 
and individuals Washington says 
are associated with Hezbollah, Wa-
zni said the group “will most prob-
ably be fighting it back. It will be 
harmful for the financial system.”

According to economic analyst 
Adnan Hajj, sanctions are likely 
to expand and be implemented 
gradually. “One hundred accounts 
have been closed but this does not 
mean there will be no other lists 
(by Washington to close more ac-
counts),” he said.

Hajj said Hezbollah was trying to 
put pressure on the Central Bank to 
not abide by HIFPA “but it cannot. 
There is no way out.”

Hezbollah thus turned to focus 
on preventing the expansion of the 
US law and the scope of its imple-
mentation.

A senior banking source, who 
asked not to be identified, said 
HIFPA is not “a positive thing for 
Lebanon” but the situation “is 
manageable if all parties agree and 
work together. Things are clear to 
Hezbollah.”

“There is a well-structured and 
well-defined mechanism (by the 
Central Bank to implement the 
sanctions). It is not easy but with 
time, it could become a natural 
(process),” the source said.

He explained that any bank has 
to provide justification to close an 
account or refuse to open one for 
people or institutions it believes vi-
olates the HIFPA. The Central Bank 
is to study any such case within 30 
days.

The Central Bank is also to make 
sure that no “specific group of Leb-
anese” are targeted, according to 
the source.

However, such efforts might not 
be sufficient to appease growing 
fears.

Wazni expressed concerns that 
the US sanctions “will go beyond 
Hezbollah” to target Shias in Leba-
non “who control a large sum of 
money in the banking sector”. With 
no accurate figure available about 
such deposits, he said “the ru-
mours put them at around $50 bil-

lion, probably one-third of the total 
deposits”.

“As if you are telling one-third 
of the population to go and create 
their own financial system, this will 
encourage an underground econo-
my that nobody wants in Lebanon 
and that is very dangerous,” he 
said, warning that the weak Leba-
nese economy cannot “take any 
additional shock unless they want 
us to be like Cuba, a failing country 
financially”.

With Hezbollah resorting to “cash 
money” distributed heavily after 
the 2006 Israel war on Lebanon, 
Wazni said the “US is encouraging 
an underground economy whose 
consequences actually work oppo-
site to what the law intended to.”

“The dangers are great. All the 
sectors will be affected (by the 
sanctions),” acknowledged Hajj. 

“What will happen if they are ex-
tended to expatriate remittances to 
Lebanon estimated at $8.7 billion a 
year? Lebanese exports will be af-
fected too.”

The banking source, however, 
was more reassuring about the 
currency stability because of large 
liquidity reserves and about the 
banking sector, which “is doing 
well.”

“The banking system proved to 
be resilient. It is not the first time it 
faces such a strong shock,” he said.

Feeling the heat of the US sanc-
tions, many have decided to keep 
away from Hezbollah even if this 
means losing business. For ex-
ample, a journalist, an occasional 
guest of Hezbollah-run Al Manar 
TV’s political programmes, is evad-
ing such appearances.

Although money will likely keep 
being funnelled to the Shia militant 
group directly from Iran’s ayatol-
lahs and religious institutions, at-
tention is being shifted to how an 
alienated Hezbollah will express its 
dismay politically.

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

Lebanon feeling 
the heat of US 
banking sanctions 
on Hezbollah
Dalal Saoud

A Lebanese policeman walks outside the headquarters of Blom Bank in Beirut.

“This new US law is 
going to cause a lot of 
headaches for the 
Lebanese economy.”

Kamel Wazni, a political and 
economic analyst

 “One hundred 
accounts have been 
closed but this does 
not mean there will 
be no other lists.”

Economic analyst 
Adnan Hajj
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M 

oroccan King Mo-
hammed VI is quite 
taciturn in com-
parison to his late 
father Hassan II, an 

eloquent and keen public speaker 
who was happy giving interviews 
to foreign media. The son, unlike 
the father, apparently believes 
more in deeds than words and, 
since his accession to the throne, 
he has hardly given any interviews 
to the media, be they local or for-
eign.

The Moroccan monarchy, dating 
to the Idrisid dynasty (788-974), 
is one of the oldest in the world. 
It has striven to strike a balance 
between religious currents, social 
tendencies and economic interests 
and achieve equilibrium for the 
sake of stability. The task has been 
difficult, if not impossible, but this 
political system has been success-
ful in keeping the country united 
and inclusive.

The monarch in Morocco is the 
head of the state but, more impor-
tantly, he is “Commander of the 
Faithful” — Amir al-Mu’minin — a 
religious office that gives him a qua-
si-sacrosanct status. People would 
often criticise his political actions 
or his decisions in running the af-
fairs of the country but rarely his 
religious clout or actions.

In the 19th century, Morocco 
was divided into two political ter-
ritories but it was one country. 
There was Bled al-Makhzen, land 
under control of the central gov-
ernment, and Bled as-Siba — land 
of dissidence — made up generally 
of mountains inhabited by Ber-
bers, who recognised the religious 
authority of the sultan but not his 
temporal one and they often re-
fused to pay taxes to him.

Despite this quiet and muted re-
bellion of the Berbers against the 
sultan and his power, his religious 
clout remained intact. Inhabitants 
of the mountains made Friday 
prayers and the ensuing sermon 
in his name, as well as all other 
prayers.

King Hassan II, ruling from 1961-
99, was a very conservative mon-
arch. He made it a rule to start and 
end his numerous speeches with 
verses of the Quran and intersperse 
them with sayings of the Prophet 
Mohammad. That gave his words 
a sacredness and his message ut-
most importance, even though 
most people did not understand 
such speeches because they were 
delivered in classical Arabic, not in 
the local Arabic dialect.

Following the Iranian revolution 
in 1979 and the subsequent rise of 
political Islam, Islamists began to 
take a greater role in religious mat-
ters in many Muslim countries be-
cause the local political leadership 
had either secular inclinations or 
did not consider religion an impor-
tant issue of daily life.

In Morocco, the Islamists were 
frustrated by the predominant role 
of the conservative monarchy in 
religious affairs. They took their 
frustrations out in May 2003, with 
bombings in Casablanca that killed 
47 people. This served as a wake-
up call to King Mohammed VI to 
review his management of the re-
ligious faith in Morocco.

In May 2005, he launched the 
National Human Development Ini-
tiative, a solidarity project aimed 
at empowering the needy and al-
leviating poverty.

This was followed by a rigorous 
programme for training imams in 
the moderate Malikite doctrine 
and school of thought. For the 
first time women were included 
as clergy and were trained to teach 
other women moderate Islam. 
They were called Morchidate and 

achieved success in counselling 
women in religious affairs.

However, the most important 
achievement in the present mon-
arch’s progressive management of 
the faith was the opening in March 
2015 of the Mohammed VI Institute 
for the Training of Imams, Morchi-
dine and Morchidate, slated to play 
a leading role in fighting religious 
radicalism and violence related to 
extremist interpretations of Islam.

The imam academy is probably 
the first organised reaction in reli-
gious preaching and education to 
the wave of Islamism sweeping the 
region. Until now, radical Islam has 
had the upper hand in religious ed-
ucation, or, rather, religious indoc-
trination, brainwashing the young 
people to hate anyone stand-
ing against their philosophy and 
teachings and especially the West 

for its secularism and democracy.
This institute is training Mo-

roccan students as well as clergy 
from Nigeria, Chad, Guinea, Côte 
d’Ivoire and France. Soon students 
from Tunisia and the Russian Fed-
eration will be enrolled.

The institute provides courses 
in Quranic interpretation, exege-
sis, the deeds and sayings of the 
Prophet, in addition to Islamic law. 
It also offers education in the hu-
manities, such as history, geogra-
phy, philosophy, psychology and 
sociology, lessons despised by the 
Islamists because they teach criti-
cal thinking.

The duration of the training is 
one year for Moroccan students 
and two years for most others. 
French students will be granted a 
degree to become official imams 
in their country after completing a 

three-year course.
King Mohammed VI has not only 

succeeded in keeping Morocco safe 
from the Islamist tsunami and the 
ill-fated “Arab spring” and its dire 
consequences but he has success-
fully initiated a strategy to combat 
radical religious indoctrination 
that for the moment is available in 
Morocco but can be easily copied 
in other countries.

Not only has Morocco survived 
the Islamist undertow but it is 
leading the way towards a more 
moderate Islam, accepting of other 
faiths and cultures and respectful 
of their differences. It is about time 
Muslim moderates stood up to ex-
tremism in an orderly manner.

Mohamed Chtatou is a professor 
at the University of Mohammed V 
in Rabat.

The imam academy success story in Morocco
Mohamed Chtatou

Moroccan King Mohammed VI (R) attending the inauguration ceremony of the Mohammed VI 
Institute for the Training of Imams in Rabat, on March 27, 2015.

The imam academy is 
probably the first 
organised reaction in 
religious preaching 
and education to the 
wave of Islamism 
sweeping the region.

For the first time 
women were included 
as clergy and were 
trained to teach other 
women moderate 
Islam.

Interpreting Islam

Can Sufism curb Salafism?

I
n the Muslim world, there 
are two diametrically 
opposed schools of 
thought: Salafism and 
Sufism.

The radical form of 
Salafism, which receives a lot 
of attention, emerged about 
ten years ago. It is referred to 
as jihadist Salafism. It claims to 
combat apostasy and advocates 
change by force even if that 
means killing others.

This form of Salafism aims at 
political rule and not spiritual 
attainment. It espouses a literal 
and selective interpretation of 
the sacred texts in total disregard 
to their context. This school of 
thought is espoused by al-Qaeda 
and its offshoots, such as Ansar 
al-Sharia in the Maghreb.

Radical Salafists committed 
more than 40 attacks against Sufi 
shrines in Tunisia between 2011 
and 2014. The most prominent 
among them were the arson fires 
at the highly symbolic shrines of 

Saida Manoubia and Sidi Bou 

Said near Tunis.
Attacks on Sufi shrines aim 

at undermining the bases of 
Sufi Islam, which are deeply 
anchored in the daily practices 
and traditions of the Tunisian 
population. Through acts of 
destruction, Salafist extremists 
want to spread fear and impose 
their interpretation of the faith.

Violence is ingrained in 
many strains of Salafism as 
this ideology bills itself as a 
reaction to outside aggression 
even though its violence is now 
exerted against fellow Muslims 
and innocent foreigners alike.

Salafism highlights the threat 
of colonisation and Western 
hegemony to the Muslim world. 
It invokes the spectre of external 
threat and calls for a return to a 
strict and literal application of 
the sacred texts.

That particular narrative 
attracted followers drawn to the 
concept of war against invaders. 
The bellicose ideology eventually 
shifted from battling “outside 
invaders” to fellow Muslims, 
declaring the latter apostates 
and legitimising their murder. 
Through all means they seek to 
impose their will through a reign 
of terror.

Sufism at the opposite shuns 
violence as it tries to convince 
through good words. In Sufism, 
there is no punishment and no 
forced form of behaviour.

The secret behind the 
development and wide 
dissemination of Sufism among 
all classes of Muslim society is 
also its accessibility; it is in no 
way an elitist school of thought.

Sufism peacefully advocates 
the purification of the soul and 
an intimate relationship between 
man and God.

It boasts a rich literature based 
on the works of Sufi philosophers, 
including many treatises on love. 
Landmark works on the subject 
include Ibn Arabi’s Treatise of 
Love and Imam al-Ghazali’s The 

Book of Love.
Among Sufis, rites are held to 

glorify the love of God. Poems, 
songs and literature contribute 
to spreading the message 
among followers. It is from 
this perspective that Sufism 
advocates individual fulfilment, 
seeks love and not hatred of 
others.

The marabout, or the saint, 
is central. He is the devout, the 
symbol of the symbiosis between 
man and God, not only in the 
speech but also, and especially, 
through exemplary behaviour.

True jihad, for Sufis, prompts 
the love of God and of others and 
in this regard it is the opposite of 
Salafism.

This explains why the message 
of Islam has so easily spread to 
many parts of Asia and sub-
Saharan Africa. Today, Sufism is 
deeply anchored in the customs 
and practices of Maghrebi and 
African populations.

It is time today Sufism, as the 
best rampart against Salafism, 
held its rightful place and gave 
life again to the culture of 
peaceful co-existence between 
believers.

Fayçal Cherif is a researcher at 
the Tunis-based Higher Institute 
for Tunisian Contemporary 
History. He is an expert in 
international, military and 
security issues.

Fayçal 
Cherif

View point
It is time 
today Sufism 
held its 
rightful place 
and gave 
life again to 
the culture 
of peaceful 
co-existence 
between 
believers.

In Sufism, there is no 
punishment and no 
forced form of
behaviour. A 2012 file picture shows a man looking at 

damage to the burned-out Saida Manoubia 
shrine in the western La Manouba suburb of 
Tunis.
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Baghdad

“I
t is the life that we long 
for… Everything looks so 
different in Baghdad after 
sunset prayers during the 
holy month of Ramadan.” 

With this statement, Abdallah Nas-
sir, 25, summed up the festive spirit 
of Ramadan, which can still be seen 
and felt across the Iraqi capital de-
spite rampant violence that grips 
the war-torn country.

Every day, following the evening 
fast-breaking meal, iftar, Nassir has 
a ritual that he observes. “I make it 

a point to come to the café to meet 
my friends, whom I hardly see on 
regular days [outside Ramadan] be-
cause of their many occupations,” 
he said. He talks while smoking a 
shisha in one of the coffee shops 
in Baghdad’s Azamiya quarter, the 
target of several terror attacks in re-
cent months.

The streets, almost deserted in 
the last hour before iftar, suddenly 
become congested after evening 
prayers.

“I cannot describe my feeling 
when I see families with kids stroll-
ing around after iftar having fun 
and enjoying themselves, basically 
forgetting for a while the difficult 
conditions in which we are living,” 

Nassir added.
Residents of the capital turn out 

in droves to shop at Baghdad’s 
Azamiya market. Cafés are bustling 
with customers from iftar until 
suhur, the pre-dawn meal Muslims 
often take before the dawn-to-dusk 
fast. “They spend the whole night 
playing billiards, backgammon and 
dominos or watch special Ramadan 
TV series,” coffee shop owner Mo-
hamad Samir said.

Most customers, he said, buy cool 
drinks to help them make it through 
Baghdad’s hot summer evenings. 
“I try to offer the widest variety of 
Ramadan specialties, especially 
qamar el din (apricot-based paste), 
juice and lemon sorbets, in addition 

to the hookah pipe that comes with 
different flavours of tobacco.”

Azamiya market, near the mau-
soleums of two revered Muslim 
scholars, is a popular spot at night 
and in the morning as well, when 
stalls of fresh vegetables and fruit 
are swarmed by people stocking up 
for iftar.

Oum Mohamad is a regular cus-
tomer of Al-Arish restaurant during 
Ramadan. “This place reminds me 
of the good old days,” she said. “It 
is a blessed area… On one side, you 
have the tomb of Imam al-Kazim 
and just in front is the tomb of Abu 
Hanifa al-Numan.”

“Despite the sufferings and the 
calamities, Ramadan provides a 
respite. It is an opportunity for 
families to gather around the iftar 
table. It is true that many things 
have changed and people have ac-
quired habits that are strange to 
our oriental society but I am keen 
on perpetuating our customs and 
traditions such as sharing special 
Ramadan dishes every day with 
my neighbours,” said the nostalgic 
60-year-old woman.

The month-long Islamic obser-
vance is a test of willpower and 
especially faith. It is also meant to 
be a reminder for Muslims of the 
importance of family and what life 
is like for the less fortunate and the 
poor.

At night, many people flock to 
mosques across Baghdad to per-
form tarawih, the special Ramadan 
evening prayers.

Although it is a time for contem-
plation and showing solidarity with 
others, Ramadan is in a way “cus-
tomised” as well. For civil society 
activist Asmaa Kamel, 30, “the joy 
of Ramadan” is best expressed and 
shared in assisting those in need, 
especially the displaced families 
fleeing Islamic State (ISIS) militants 
and the continuing fighting by Iraq’s 
security forces to defeat the group.

Kamel said she has spent “a most 

enjoyable and inspiring day” at a 
southern Baghdad camp where she 
shared iftar with the refugees. “De-
spite all the difficulties and trauma, 
most families are trying to live the 
Ramadan spirit hoping to go back to 
their homes and villages soon after 
liberation from ISIS,” she said.

Iraq has suffered from a devas-
tating security vacuum since 2014, 
when ISIS captured the northern 
city of Mosul and overran large 
reaches of the northern and west-
ern parts of the country. According 
to the United Nations, more than 
3.2 million people are displaced in 
Iraq and more than 10 million are 
in desperate need of humanitarian 
assistance.

Ramadan in Iraq is also about 
food — especially the wide variety 
of sweets, juices and pastries. “De-
mand for sweets shoots up during 
that month,” noted Kassi Ghalib, 
who works at a sweets shop. “Not 
a single home across Iraq does not 
have at least one kind of sweets, 
which are mostly appreciated dur-
ing family gatherings held after 
tarawih evening prayers, when all 
members of the family get together 
to play games and watch Ramadan 
programmes.”

The sounds and smells of Rama-
dan fill the alleys and streets of 
Azamiya where the noise of the 
street is mixed with the echoes of 
prayers emitting from mosques, 
calling for peace, security and bet-
ter days for Iraq.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Baghdad residents enjoy Ramadan against all odds

Jeddah

Y 

usef Ashri did not seem to 
mind the sweltering heat 
late one night recently as 
he sipped tea. His eyes 
were focused on children 

running through the streets with 
their mothers chasing them at the 
Ramadan festival in the historic Al-
Balad section of Jeddah.

Ashri, 61, was among a handful of 
men at a booth that provided infor-
mation on Hejazi customs and tra-
ditions. There was no printed litera-
ture and only one mural-size photo 
erected behind them of a building 
depicting Hejazi architecture with 
decidedly Jordanian and Syrian in-
fluences.

Ashri and his companions were 
there to provide an oral history of 
sorts of Jeddah, which more than a 
century ago teemed with Egyptians, 
Jordanian and Syrians who flowed 
into Jeddah on their way to perform 
haj or umrah in Mecca.

“The Hejazis were way ahead of 
the Nadjis and other cultures in how 
they lived their lives,” Ashri said in 
a voice barely audible above the din 
of street sellers hawking traditional 
dishes under festive lights. “There 
was no formal education back then 
but the Hejazis set a standard to 
educate women that others would 
soon follow.”

Ahmed al-Saggaf, 35, the young-
est member of the team provid-
ing history lessons to the curious, 
said Jeddah, being a port city from 

its earliest days and drawing Mus-
lims from throughout North Africa, 
the Levant and neighbouring Arab 
countries, made the region liberal 
by Arab standards.

“There is no place, not even 
Egypt during its best years, that was 
as cosmopolitan as the western re-
gion of the Arabian peninsula,” Sag-
gaf said.

While the region is a mixture of 
cultures, it was historically set apart 
from the Najdis to the east and the 
Asir area to the south. In 1916, Sharif 
Hussein bin Ali declared the Hejaz 
independent of the rest of the pen-
insula. Tensions during the early 
formation of the present-day Saudi 
Arabia were significant between 
the Hejazis and Najdis but over the 
decades the relationship has trans-
formed into a friendly rivalry.

Today, the Ramadan festival mix-
es history, culture and tradition into 
one massive celebration. The fes-
tival is one of Jeddah’s biggest an-
nual attractions with a main focus 
on food, food and more food. Shop 
owners open their doors and spread 
their goods on the ground in front 
of century-old buildings with crum-
bling lattice-panelling over unseen 
windows. Merchants are more than 
willing to bargain to move their in-
ventory.

From one food booth to another, 
festival-goers sample Egyptian-
style fowl or ruz bukhari, a rice 
dish, and Indo-Iranian fried pastries 
stuffed with vegetables, cheese or 
minced meat. Mediterranean and 
Turkish dishes, often cooked with 

spiced tomatoes, peppers and zuc-
chini, are in abundance.

Dina, 21, a native of Medina who 
did not want her surname pub-
lished, said she found it appropriate 
that Jeddah would want to celebrate 
Hejazi culture during Ramadan.

“What better way to break fast 
than to first have some Medina 
dates then break off a piece of date 
bread as the first part of the meal?” 
Dina asked.

Perhaps the most important part 
of the festival, she said, was how 
it brought the Jeddah community 

together. “The festival brings men, 
women and children together in the 
same place where they mix and so-
cialise and learn about their past,” 
she said. “The artificial red lines are 
gone when people come here.”

Huwaida al-Yousef, 26, a universi-
ty student who is leaving in August 
to study child psychology abroad, 
said the Hejazi customs and tradi-
tions are infused with Islamic her-
itage. “Jeddah is so close to Mecca, 
just 20 minutes by car. It’s been part 
of our family’s habit to celebrate our 
culture here at the festival and then 

drive down to Mecca to perform 
umrah,” he said.

For Ashri, who as a child made 
regular trips to Al-Balad with his 
father, the red, Islamic-designed 
banners with brightly lighted lan-
terns hanging from trees and the 
easy conversation among strangers 
made him nostalgic.

“This,” he said as he swept his 
gaze around the crowded street, 
“was the way it used to be.”

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

Traditions come alive in Jeddah’s Ramadan festival
Rob L. Wagner

A woman tries on a mask at a shop during a festival to celebrate Ramadan in the Saudi coastal city of 
Jeddah.

Today, the Ramadan 
festival mixes history, 
culture and tradition 
into one massive 
celebration.

The festival is one of 
Jeddah’s biggest 
annual attractions 
with a main focus on 
food, food and more 
food.

Religion Celebrating Ramadan

Oumayma Omar

Iraqi women shop at Shorja market in central Baghdad, on June 5th.

The streets, almost 
deserted in the last 
hour before iftar, 
suddenly become 
congested after 
evening prayers.
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More problems ahead for Abadi
despite progress recapturing Falluja

Iraqi security forces celebrate as they hold an ISIS flag they captured in central Falluja, on June 17th.

The battle for Falluja is between US and Iran proxies

I
f you thought that the 
nuclear agreement between 
the United States and Iran 
meant that relations would 
improve in other areas 
between the two countries, 

what is happening in Iraq should 
disabuse you of that notion.

US-trained and -backed Iraqi 
troops and the Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces (known as the PMF and 
made up of Shia militias supported 
by Iran) are in the midst of a battle 
to free the Iraqi city of Falluja from 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

And therein lies the problem.
The Obama administration and 

US military leaders are extremely 
suspicious of the PMF because 

some of the militias fought against 
the United States a decade ago. The 
feeling of distrust is mutual. Nei-
ther side would trust each other for 
a moment but are thrown together 
by the circumstances of the battle 
against ISIS.

Caught in the middle is the Iraqi 
government of Haider al-Abadi. It 
cannot afford to alienate the United 
States, which provides financial 
and military aid, but it also cannot 
alienate the main power in the 
region and a significant player in 
Iraq — Iran.

PMF fighters are situated on the 
northern border of the city and 
US-backed forces are approaching 
from the south. This situation has 
been made worse by allegations 
of torture, summary executions, 
beatings and kidnapping against 
the PMF.

A report from Human Rights 
Watch illustrated in graphic detail 
how some of the Sunni residents 
fleeing Falluja had been mistreated 
or killed by militias. It was so bad 
that Abadi condemned the killings 
and called for an investigation, say-

ing he would punish those found 
responsible.

Also, after reports of brutality 
and torture by the PMF leaked, 
Iran’s highest Shia religious author-
ity Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani 
called for “restraint” — but not 
actually for the acts of revenge to 
stop.

The steps to curtail the PMF and 
refocus on the battle have done 
little to improve the relationship 
between the two forces. The US 
administration is worried that 
acts of revenge by Shia militias 
against Sunni citizens will lead to 
civil war. Many of the US-trained 
Iraqi troops, in particular the elite 
counterterrorism service, tend to 
see the PMF as an opposing force — 
perhaps a force that one day they 
will have to face themselves.

It is not that the PMF is particu-
larly interested in running Sunni-
dominated cities in the central and 
northern Iraq but Iran does not 
want to let the US forces control 
everything that is happening in 
the fight against ISIS and is also 
interested in using the struggle in 

Falluja and the one to come in Mo-
sul as propaganda tools to enhance 
its support in the country.

The Obama administration is 
determined not to hand Iran any 
easy victories that can be used to 
undermine its support in Iraq. This 
sentiment will probably intensify in 
the next administration.

After a slow start created by 
fleeing refugees, hundreds of hid-
den bombs and poor planning, the 
combined Iraqi forces have made 
steady progress.

In the end, however, the conflict 
between proxies of the United 
States and Iran will prolong the bat-
tle to defeat ISIS. Neither side will 
be willing to allow the other side 
to get too far ahead, which means 
it will probably be a very long time 
before their mutual enemy can be 
totally defeated.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation.

Tom Regan

View point
After reports 
of the 
brutality 
and torture 
by the 
Popular 
Mobilisation 
Forces 
leaked out, 
Iranian 
Grand 
Ayatollah 
Ali al-Sistani 
called for 
“restraint”.

This conflict between 
proxies of the United 
States and Iran will only 
prolong the battle to 
defeat the Islamic State.

Amman

T 

he victory over Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants in 
Falluja provides a window 
of opportunity for embat-
tled Iraqi Prime Minister 

Haider al-Abadi to mend fences 
with powerful Shia clerics who have 
grown increasingly disgruntled 
with the premier dragging his feet 
on long overdue reforms.

Abadi is generally seen as a bash-
ful politician hesitant to pursue seri-
ous reforms, anxious that he would 
hit a wall if he digs deep into state 
corruption that allegedly involves 
top serving and ex-government offi-
cials, including some affiliated with 
the Shia clergy.

In the wake of angry street pro-
tests, Abadi took shaky steps to 

tackle corruption, enraging the 
clergy who publicly cast doubt on 
his ability to run the country. They 
were specifically irked by his hesi-
tation to press ahead with tangible 
reforms to ease street rage and ul-
timately protect the interests and 
continued survival of the clerics in 
the political hierarchy.

In an impromptu address June 
17th on state television, Abadi 
rushed to announce victory in Fal-
luja.

“We promised you the liberation 
of Falluja and we retook it. Our se-
curity forces control the city except 
for small pockets that need to be 
cleared within the coming hours,” 
Abadi said, surrounded by four se-
curity officials.

“Falluja has returned to the na-
tion and Mosul is the next battle,” 
Abadi later said in a tweet that went 
viral. He was referring to Iraq’s sec-
ond largest city in the north, which 

remains under ISIS control.
“Daesh will be defeated,” he add-

ed, using the jihadists’ Arabic acro-
nym.

Political scientist Jawad al-Tae 
said Abadi “wants to capitalise on 
the victory in Falluja to prove he’s 
tough enough and a hero liberating 
Iraqi land of the enemy”.

“The gains will soon be forgotten 
if he fails to address other hot issues 

awaiting him,” observed Tae, a re-
tired University of Baghdad profes-
sor

The stakes are high for Abadi.
Oil revenues are off because of 

receding oil prices, depriving a 
country that sits atop the world’s 
second largest known oil reserves 
of desperately needed cash. It is ru-
moured that corrupt officials have 
squandered billions in oil revenues.

With a record deficit and high 
borrowing, capital expenditure is 
squeezed. Therefore, infrastructur-
al projects are expected to remain 
on hold, contrary to Abadi’s prom-
ises to protesters that electricity 
blackouts will stop, streets will be 
paved and maintained and the qual-
ity of water, health care and educa-
tion will improve.

Falluja, one of the first Iraqi cities 
that the jihadists captured in Janu-
ary 2014, is especially important. It 
lies 60km west of Baghdad, Abadi’s 

seat of power.
The area, part of the vast western 

Anbar province, is a bastion for in-
surgents among Iraq’s rival Sunni 
minority, which accuses successive 
Shia-dominated cabinets of ostra-
cising it since the collapse of the re-
gime of Saddam Hussein in the US-
led invasion of Iraq in 2003.

Some of Falluja’s tribal leaders 
sided with ISIS due to previous mis-
treatment by the government. Pre-
viously, the area was a hotbed for 
ISIS’s predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq. 
The city, which had a population of 
300,000 before ISIS captured it, is 
called the “City of Mosques” for the 
200 places of worship in the area. 
Falluja’s Sunni Muslim scholars are 
highly influential but known for 
their tendency for a more hard-line 
interpretation of Islamic doctrine.

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

Jamal J. Halaby

“Abadi wants to 
capitalise on the 
victory in Falluja to 
prove he’s tough 
enough and a hero 
liberating Iraqi land 
from the enemy.”

Political scientist
 Jawad al-Tae
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gyptians are deeply di-
vided on evaluating the 
performance of Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi. His backers say he 

has honoured pledges of preserv-
ing Egypt’s security and stability. 
His opponents say they are worried 
about the future of freedoms and 
human rights.

Sisi says he has done for his coun-
try in two years as president what 
his predecessors failed to do in 20, 
especially when it comes to secu-
rity and stability. His detractors say 
conditions have become far worse.

When he campaigned for presi-
dent in May 2014, Sisi promised 
that Egyptians’ conditions would 
improve in the first two years of 
his leadership. Two years on, some 
economic, social and political 
promises are yet to be fulfilled.

His focus on infrastructure pro-
jects can explain why pledges have 
taken time to materialise. These 
projects are long-term and their 
returns need a long time to be felt.

Since taking office in 2014, Sisi 
has launched a number of na-
tional projects, including housing 
projects for slum dwellers, imple-
mentation of Egypt’s long-awaited 
nuclear power project and mod-
ernisation of the army.

Still, he is sometimes blamed for 
failing to assure the people. The 
number of national projects, they 
say, has impugned morale since 
citizens see prices for basic com-
modities at record highs.

“Political weaknesses in the past 
period affect the whole scene and 
outweigh the achievements made,” 
said Abdel-Aziz el-Husseini, depu-
ty head of the leftist Karama (Dig-
nity) Party. “Successive crises neg-

atively affected people’s trust in 
the value of these achievements.”

He noted that Sisi’s latest ad-
dresses showed that he lacks the 
political vision to achieve specific 
goals. “He is convinced that his 
projects can make up for his fail-
ings,” Husseini added.

Some observers fault Sisi in that 
he fails to acknowledge problems 
in his general performance. He is 
intolerant to criticism and does not 
have a clear plan for reforming state 
institutions, the observers say.

Sociologists attribute this to 
his military background, which is 
manifest in how he runs the coun-
try.

The issue of the Red Sea islands 
of Tiran and Sanafir, the killing of 
Italian researcher Giulio Regeni 
and the Russian plane bombing 
were cases in point, the sociolo-
gists said, adding that mismanage-
ment made these crises spin out of 
control as state institutions sought 
to hide facts and acted in a con-
fused manner.

The islands’ crisis, for example, 
altered Sisi’s relation with the peo-
ple, even as the president was quick 
to realise this. He expressed fear 
that pressures can change Egyp-
tians’ attitudes.

The case of the islands widened 
rifts between Sisi and Egyptian 
young people. These rifts started 
before he became president, when 
the protest law was passed, caus-
ing scores of youths to be jailed for 
staging protests without govern-
ment permission. Later policies 
widened the gap.

Sisi knows he needs to reconsider 
his relations with young people; 
however, he does not seem to have 
formulated a vision in this regard. 
He downplays the problem, always 
saying that youths stand by him. 

He even called 2016 the “Year of 
Youths”, apparently in an attempt 
to turn his rhetoric into tangible 
facts.

“He faces problems in running 
the state,” said Mohamed al-Saada-
ni, an Alexandria University law 
professor. “This is true after he met 
challenges he did not anticipate, 
including a slowing economy, com-
plicated social issues, and the ef-
fects of political and security prob-
lems on Egypt both internally and 
externally.”

Sisi always tries to appear calm. 
He chose to appear in a televised in-
terview on June 3rd — just short of 
his second anniversary as president 
— to talk about his record, raise his 
popularity rating and assure Egyp-
tians about the future.

Political sociology Professor Said 

Sadek said it is normal for gov-
ernment officials to detail their 
achievements after some time in 
office and noted that Sisi promised 
to present a record of his work after 
two years.

Sisi’s popularity holds and his 
backers are confident about it since 
there is no obvious alternative who 
can lead. They know Egypt’s politi-
cal forces are weak and do not have 
leadership experience.

In his interview, Saadani said, 
Sisi did not mention failings and 
when he came near them, he attrib-
uted them to what he called “evil 
forces”, even as he did not say what 
these forces were.

“He did not come up with solu-
tions to problems,” Saadani said. 
“He also failed to mention the 
measures he takes to restructure 

state institutions, some of them in 
complete paralysis.”

Some state institutions appear to 
be out of service. Sisi did not men-
tion a date for stability to return to 
Sinai, where battles with extremists 
rage.

Sadek, meanwhile, says the pres-
ident focused in the interview on 
the positives, avoiding thorny is-
sues, such as the dam Ethiopia is 
building on the Nile and the lack of 
a national counterterrorism strat-
egy.

“I understand why he focused on 
some issues and avoided others,” 
Sadek said, “but I hope that in the 
next interview he will talk about 
the things people do not know.”

Ahmed Gamal is an Egyptian 
writer.

Uncertainty about where Sisi’s Egypt is headed 
Ahmed Gamal

An Egyptian protester clashes with a President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi supporter during a demonstration 
protesting the government’s decision to transfer two Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia, in front of the 
Press Syndicate in Cairo, last April.
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relations with young 
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does not seem to have 
formulated a vision in 
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gyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi’s latest 
peace push, coordinated 
with Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas, is at 

least likely to bring the Palestinians 
and the Israelis back to the negotiat-
ing table, sources and analysts say.

“Abbas was in Cairo only days 
before President Sisi called on the 
Palestinians and the Israelis to work 
together to achieve peace,” Pales-
tinian Ambassador to Egypt Jamal 
al-Shoubaki said. “Both presidents 
discussed their visions for coordi-
nating their political moves; ending 
the Israeli occupation of Palestinian 
territories and ending inter-Pales-
tinian rifts.”

Sisi put the stalled Palestinian-
Israeli peace process back on the 
agenda on May 17th by calling for 
the two sides to work together to 
make peace.

Sisi said peacemaking would give 
the Palestinians hope, give the Is-
raelis security and open a new chap-
ter in Israeli-Arab relations.

His speech did not, however, 
come by chance or without calcu-
lation, experts said. He must have 
taken his cue from, apart from Ab-
bas, several parties, including Israe-
li Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu, the leaders of the Palestinian 
movement Hamas, which controls 

the Gaza Strip, and international 
players, including the United States.

Soon after Sisi made his call for 
peace, it was picked up by Netan-
yahu, who lauded the Egyptian 
president’s leadership and said he 
planned to visit Egypt with oppo-
sition leader Isaac Herzog to meet 
Sisi and discuss means of bringing 
Palestinian-Israeli peacemaking 
back on track, according to Israeli 
media. A short time later the Egyp-
tian government denied plans for 
any meetings between Sisi and 
Israeli leaders after after that, 
US Secretary of State John 
Kerry flew to Cairo to discuss, 
among other things, Sisi’s 
peace push.

On June 13th, a delegation 
from Fatah, Abbas’ move-
ment, arrived in Cairo for meet-
ings with Egyptian officials be-
fore heading to Doha to meet 
Hamas representatives, accord-
ing to Mohammad Shtayyeh, a 
member of Fatah’s Central Com-
mittee. He was quoted by Turkey’s 
Anadolu Agency as saying that 
meetings with the Egyptian officials 
would focus on inter-Palestinian 
reconciliation.

Palestinian-Israeli peacemaking 
came to a halt in April 2014 after 
Fatah and Hamas reached a unity 
agreement after years of tension. 
The deal came about because of the 
open door for inter-Palestinian rec-
onciliation.

Nevertheless, the agreement an-
gered Netanyahu, who said Abbas 
had preferred reconciliation with 
Hamas to peace with Israel even 
as Tel Aviv made a continuation of 
peace talks with the Palestinians 

conditional on Palestinian unity.
Palestinian unity featured highly 

in Sisi’s May 17th address. He called 
on Palestinian factions to get over 
their differences and solve their 
disagreements.

Analysts in Cairo say Egypt is 
more capable than ever before of 
bringing Palestinian factions closer 
together because it enjoys strong 
ties with all factions.

“Egypt talks to Hamas, talks to Fa-
tah and talks to all other minor Pal-
estinian factions,” Saad al-Zunt, the 
head of local think-tank Centre for 
Political Studies, said. “It also has 
strong ties with Israel.”

On June 5th, Hamas deputy head 
Ismail Haniyeh said the move-
ment was open to Egyptian ef-
forts to bring Palestinian fac-

tions together.  “We have taken 
the decision to build Palestin-
ian national unity on solid 
foundations,” Haniyeh said at 

a rally in Gaza. “We welcome 
any Arab and Egyptian efforts for 

resuming inter-Palestinian talks.”
Egypt has been tightening pres-

sure around Gaza, especially 
since Sisi came to power in 2013, 
to, among other things, convince 

Hamas to mend fences with Fatah, 
observers say.

After two years of an almost full 
closure of the Rafah crossing, Gaza’s 
only gate into the outside world, 
Hamas seems to be more ready to 
listen to Cairo. Several Hamas lead-
ers were in Cairo in March and met 
Egyptian intelligence officials. Ab-
bas is also a frequent guest in Cairo.

Egypt in 1979 became the first 
Arab country to sign a peace treaty 
with Israel. This peace was always 
described as “cold” but, according 
to Israeli officials, this peace is far 
warmer now than ever before. The 
two countries have strong security 
coordination, especially in the Sinai 
peninsula, where Egypt is fighting a 

branch of the Islamic State (ISIS).
Whether Cairo will succeed in 

helping the Palestinians and the Is-
raelis reach a deal is uncertain and 
depends on whether both sides 
want a deal, observers say.

Egypt does not have a specific 
peace initiative to offer the Palestin-
ians and the Israelis, according to a 
senior Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
source who requested anonymity.

Despite this, the same source said 
that Cairo can work out an initiative 
when it makes sure that the Pales-
tinians and the Israelis want to go 
back to the negotiating table.

Regardless of whether this will 
happen, Sisi has received what 
he wanted from offering an olive 
branch to the Palestinians and the 
Israelis, some people say.

Sisi wants to project the image of a 
man of peace. He told a US newspa-
per two years ago that he expects to 
be killed by Islamic radicals exactly 
as Egypt’s president Anwar Sadat 
was in 1981, after making peace with 
Israel.

Some analysts are not ready to 
buy into Sisi’s peace efforts. One of 
them is Fouad Allam, a veteran se-
curity expert, who says the presi-
dent’s push will continue to be a 
mere dream.

“The Palestinians will always be 
divided. They have always been so 
in the past and will continue to be 
so forever,” Allam said. “Israel will 
never cede land to the Palestinians 
either. The experiences of the past 
teach us many lessons in this re-
gard.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt tries to restart Palestinian, Israel peace talks
Khaled Osama

Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas (L), 
talks to Egyptian president 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in Cairo, 
on May 9th.

Sisi wants to project 
the image of a man of 
peace.



16 June 19, 2016

Amman

J 

ordan’s beleaguered opposi-
tion Islamists are trying to 
resurrect their political vig-
our and call a truce with the 
state by announcing plans to 

contest parliamentary elections in 
September.

Traditionally loyal to Jordan’s 
ruling Hashe mite dynasty and tol-
erated in the country for decades, 
the Muslim Brotherhood (MB) has 
been ruptured by infighting, suffer-
ing a steep erosion in popularity, 
and smothered by the government 
to prevent a repeat of the Broth-
erhood’s moves in neighbouring 
Egypt.

The Brotherhood’s relations 
with the government have become 
strained since the 2011 uprisings. 
Recently, the movement was de-
clared illegal and its headquarters 
was sealed.

The Brotherhood’s political arm, 
the Islamic Action Front (IAF), is 
Jordan’s most organised and largest 
opposition party. It still operates le-
gally, despite the ban. Recently, the 
IAF announced it was fielding can-
didates to contest the September 
20th elections.

“We call for preserving the integ-
rity of the electoral process as well 
as independent observers to moni-
tor the election,” said Mohammed 
al-Zyoud, IAF secretary-general.

“The executive office of the IAF 
will determine aspects of partici-
pation and take appropriate deci-
sions at any stage if the authorities 

interfere in elections or if they are 
rigged.”

The IAF boycotted elections in 
2010 and 2013 over alleged fraud 
and to protest a controversial one-
person, one-vote electoral system 
that undermined political parties in 
favour of tribal and other pro-gov-
ernment candidates.

Jordan reformed the election law 
in March, enabling political par-
ties to submit lists and dividing the 
country into 23 electoral districts.

Following the election announce-
ment, and in a bid to make peace 
with the state, the MB formed an 
“interim committee” led by re-
putedly moderate Abdul Hameed 
Thneibat, replacing hawkish Ham-
mam Said.

The formation of the committee, 
which groups Islamist centrists and 
unionists, is unlikely to change the 
fact that the MB is illegal and has 
limited options to deal with the cri-
sis.

“They had two choices to contin-
ue their work legally: Operate under 
their political arm, the IAF, or form 
a new society or association with a 
national agenda. There are no other 
legal ways,” said Musa Shteiwi, di-
rector of the Centre for Strategic 
Studies at the University of Jordan.

Exploiting the Islamist rift, the 
government licenced the breaka-
way Muslim Brotherhood Society, 
led by Abdul Majeed Thneibat, and 
transferred the original group’s as-
sets to the new fac tion, indirectly 
declaring it the country’s author-
ised Brotherhood. Two other fac-
tions also splintered and plan to 
establish political parties.

Earlier, the government had 
banned the MB’s internal election 
to pick an overall leader, saying the 
group was unlicenced. The Islam-
ists re-elected Said anyway, enrag-
ing the state.

The state seems to loathe Said, 
a hardliner suspected of ties with 
radical clerics outside Jordan. Said 

called for toppling the king at the 
height of the “Arab spring”; other 
MB leaders rejected the call.

Restrictions imposed by the gov-
ernment on the MB have “brought 
us back to the days of martial law, 
which obstructs justice,”  the group 
said in a statement on its website.

“We reserve the right to take all 
legal and political measures to face 
these illegal pressures.”

The group was haunted by its 
close ties with the Palestinian Ha-
mas, outlawed in Jordan in 1999 
over unspecified “illicit” activities 
in the kingdom.

Experts said the government 
measures seek to empower the new 
faction to take part in general elec-
tions and could lead to proscribing 
the MB.

A senior government official said 
that was not the case.

“It is a legal dispute between the 
licenced Muslim Brotherhood So-
ciety and that unlicenced group. 
The first licenced party is taking le-
gal action, seeking to legally obtain 
the headquarters, offices and pos-
sessions of the second unlicenced 
party,” the official said.

Most of those targeted by the gov-
ernment’s crackdown are hawkish 
members of the original MB, a fun-
damentalist group that calls for im-
posing sharia law, rejects Jordan’s 
peace treaty with Israel and close 
ties with the United States and ad-
vocates Israel’s annihilation.

Jordan’s pro-US government has 
been on the lookout for the fallout 
from the Brotherhood’s gradual dis-
integration, such as some younger 
members form ing militant under-
ground cells or joining the Islamic 
State.

Hassan Abu Hanieh, a Jordan-
based expert on Islamist groups, 
said it was hard to transform the 
MB or divide it into hard-line and 
moderate camps. “We all know the 
Brotherhood’s moderates and hard-
liners,” he said. “The hardliners can 
become more radical but not terror-
ists.

“If the movement loses this legal 
battle, it will become outlawed but 
the state will not blacklist it as a ter-
rorist group. The Jordanian policy 
on dealing with the Muslim Broth-
erhood is focused on lawfully sepa-
rating moderates from the hardlin-
ers.”

Ahmad Khatib, a Jordan-based 
journalist, has written for 
Western media outlets on the 
Middle East and North Africa for 
two decades.

Amman

S 

purned by the United 
States, Pakistan has turned 
to Jordan to buy used F-16 
fighter jets that are part of 
a fleet donated by Wash-

ington under a military drawdown 
programme to bolster Jordanian de-
fences.

Jordan has played a major part in 
the US-led global war on terrorism. 
The kingdom, whose army, police 
and special forces are British- and 
US-trained and -equipped, also 
takes part in aerial strikes against 
Islamic State (ISIS) strongholds in 
Syria and Iraq.

Some Pakistani F-16 jets are 
scheduled to be decommissioned in 
the next few years and the govern-
ment says it needs the aircraft to 
fight Islamist militants in mountain-
ous areas near Afghanistan.

The military also sees the aircraft 
as vital in case of war against India. 
The nuclear-armed neighbours have 
fought three wars since they gained 
independence from Britain in 1947.

“We are now going for a third-
party transfer of F-16s and have an 
offer from Jordan,” Pakistani De-
fence Secretary Alam Khattak told a 
joint hearing of the Senate defence 
and foreign affairs committees, Pa-
kistani newspapers reported.

An air force spokesman declined 
to say how many F-16s Pakistan has 
but the number of the aircraft in ser-
vice is believed to be about 70.

Jordan had offered to sell Pakistan 
16 used F-16s of the Block 30 variant, 

an older version than the Block 52s 
that Pakistan would have obtained 
from the United States, the Dawn 
newspaper reported.

The US deal, valued at $699 mil-
lion, unravelled after the US Con-
gress refused to authorise the use 
of government funds to pay for the 
aircraft under the Foreign Military 
Financing programme.

Members of the US Congress, led 

by the Chairman of the Senate For-
eign Relations Committee Bob Cork-
er, R-Tennessee, demanded that 
Pakistan stop harbouring militant 
groups such as the Afghan Taliban 
and Haqqani Network, which are 
leading an insurgency against a US-
backed government in Afghanistan.

Pakistan says it is acting against 
the militants, citing military opera-
tions in ethnic Pashtun lands that 

border Afghanistan. Pakistan says 
the F-16s, with their precision strike 
ability and night-flying capability, 
are essential for that fight.

The difficulty over the F-16 deal 
was another sign of fraying ties 
between Pakistan and the United 
States. In May, a US drone attack 
killed Mullah Akhtar Mansour, then 
chief of the Afghan Taliban, on Pa-
kistani soil. Pakistan condemned 

the strike as a violation of its sover-
eignty and as not being conducive 
towards encouraging the Taliban to 
enter talks with the Afghan govern-
ment.

Pakistan has bought Jordanian 
F-16s before, procuring 13 in 2014, 
Dawn reported. The current batch 
on offer were manufactured be-
tween 1988 and 1990 and were up-
graded in 2001-02, Dawn said.

Jordan’s Islamists to compete in September polls
Ahmad Khatib

Murad Adaileh, spokesman for the Islamic Action Front, speaks to journalists following a police raid, 
last April.

The Brotherhood’s 
relations with the 
government have 
become strained since 
2011.
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“The Jordanian 
policy on dealing 
with the Muslim 
Brotherhood is 
focused on lawfully 
separating moderates 
from the hardliners.”

Hassan Abu Hanieh, a 
Jordan-based expert on 

Islamist groups

Snubbed by US, Pakistan turns to Jordanian F-16s
The Arab Weekly staff

A May 2014 file photo shows members of the Royal Jordanian Air Force rushing to launch an F-16 Fighting Falcon at an air base in 
northern Jordan.
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Beirut

T 

his month marks the 
100th anniversary of the 
self-proclaimed Great 
Arab Revolt of 1916, 
launched against Otto-

man rule from the Arabian desert 
by Sharif Hussein, emir of Mecca. 
Thanks to a systematic decade-long 
campaign orchestrated by Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
the event will pass almost unno-
ticed in most Arab cities and media 
outlets. 

The revolt, once a cornerstone of 
Arab nationalism, lasted from the 
summer of 1916 until autumn 1918 
and, with Britain’s military sup-
port, ended 400 years of Ottoman 
rule in the Arab world.

Generations grew up eulogis-
ing Hussein’s Arab rebels. Movies 
were made in their honour. Books 
and poems showered them with 
praise. The subject was mandatory 
in state-run schools from Cairo and 
Baghdad to Damascus, Amman and 
Beirut.

That began to change when Er-
dogan became Turkey’s prime min-
ister in 2003, positioning himself as 
a friend of the Arabs and a “Muslim 
hero”. People were encouraged to 
remember Ottoman influence on 
the Arabic language, heritage, mu-
sic and cuisine.

From 2003-11, works celebrat-
ing the Great Arab Revolt were 
shunned on Arab television, just as 
critics of the Turkish leader were 
muzzled.

Erdogan was proud of Turkey’s 
Ottoman past and insisted on re-
branding and reinventing Ottoman 
rule in the Arab world, politically, 
culturally, intellectually and eco-
nomically.

He knew that for decades after 
the collapse of the empire, espe-
cially when Arab republics were in 
their infancy, the Ottomans were 
blamed for most of the difficulties 
that crippled Arab provinces of the 
empire, especially Ottoman Syria.

He insisted on telling the world 
that Ottoman-Arab relations were 
never as bad or as autocratic as 
Arab history books depicted them 
to be after the first world war.

Pro-Erdogan intellectuals 
cheered this public relations strat-
egy and contributed abundantly 
to it in Turkey and the Arab world. 
Syria’s state-run television went 
so far as to cut an interview with a 
Syrian historian who noted that the 
Ottomans had executed 21 Arab na-
tionalists in Beirut and Damascus 
in 1916.

The reference to the executions — 
a well-documented fact celebrated 
officially as “Martyrs’ Day” in Syria 
and Lebanon — was too much for 
the show’s host to tolerate. He cut 
that part of the programme, saying: 
“We don’t want to upset Erdogan. 
Let’s just say they were killed, with-
out mentioning who killed them.”

A systematic effort was launched 
to shed light on Sultan Abdul Ha-
mid II’s refusal to sell land to the 
Zionists in Palestine and his refusal 

to meet Mizray Qrasow, the Jewish 
banker who had offered to pay off 
the empire’s debts and build a navy 
in exchange for the right to buy 
land in Palestine.

Once seen as the source of all 
things evil, the Ottoman sultans 
were suddenly revamped as far-
sighted rulers who invested time, 
money and education in the Arab 
world.

Shortly before the outbreak of the 
“Arab spring”, Syria, Iraq and Egypt 
produced a TV mega-drama about 
the life of Abdul Hamid II, one of 
Erdogan’s Ottoman icons — a far 
cry from an Arab show of the 1990s 
that focused on the hardships, fam-
ine, torture and executions blamed 
on the Ottoman Turks.

Abdul Hamid was now seen by 

millions of Arabs as a warm, firm, 
charming and dedicated Muslim 
nationalist who cared tremendous-
ly for his subjects, be they Turks 
or Arabs. Turkish soap operas, all 
dubbed into Arabic, started invad-
ing Arabic television networks, 
shattering decades-old Arab stereo-
types of their Turkish neighbours.

Turkey championed the Palestin-
ian cause, so dear to the heart of the 
Arabs, and severed ties with Israel 
in 2010. Erdogan invested heavily 
in economic cooperation and trade, 
lifting visa requirements with six 
Arab countries: Libya, Morocco, 
Tunisia, Jordan, Lebanon and Syr-
ia.

If history tells us anything, it is 
that powerful empires are usually 
unhappy about being unceremoni-
ously ejected from their far-flung 
provinces, which is what the Great 
Arab Revolt did to the Ottomans in 
1916.

It seems that when an opportu-
nity arises, empires almost always 
try to return — one way or another. 

Witness Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, who still feeds off Soviet am-
bitions that crystallised in Ukraine, 
especially Crimea, two years ago.

The same applies to Erdogan, 
who, despite stirring huge contro-
versy in the Arab world, still has 
some support among Arabs be-
cause of his embrace of the Syrian 
opposition and for the Islamic char-
acter he has revealed since 2011.

He has marketed himself as pa-
tron of the Muslim Brotherhood 
and as a “Sunni leader” for the Ar-
abs and Muslims. For lack of a bet-
ter alternative, many have turned 
to him since 2011.

With the exception of Damas-
cus and Baghdad, which have an 
ax to grind with him, and Amman, 
whose king is the great-grandson of 
Sharif Hussein, all major Arab cit-
ies have been mute about the Great 
Arab Revolt on its 100th anniversa-
ry — testimony to the fact that, like 
it or not, Erdogan has succeeded 
in changing Turkey’s image in the 
Arab world.

How Erdogan rewrote the history of the Great Arab Revolt
Sami Moubayed

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, accompanied by his wife Emine Erdogan, greets supporters during a rally to mark the 563rd 
anniversary of the conquest of the city by Ottoman Turks, in Istanbul, on May 29th.

From 2003-11, works 
celebrating the Great 
Arab Revolt were 
shunned on Arab 
television, just as 
critics of the Turkish 
leader were muzzled.

All major Arab cities 
have been mute about 
the Great Arab Revolt 
on its 100th 
anniversary.
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Turkey’s foreign policy setbacks

R
ecent signs indicate 
that, at least on 
regional level, 
Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
is trying to reset 

Turkish foreign policy.
Increasingly alienated on the 

world stage, Erdogan seems to 
have returned to search mode, 
testing the ground to mend fences 
with two countries with which 
he has long waged a diplomatic 
cold war: Israel, to which he has 
extended an olive branch, and 
Russia.

What raised eyebrows was a let-
ter he sent to his Russian counter-
part, Vladimir Putin, congratulat-
ing him on the Russian national 
holiday on June 12th.

“Dear Mr President, I express my 
wish that relations between Russia 
and Turkey would reach a distin-

guished level in the near future,” 
the message said.

It was known that Ankara 
was seeking to restore rela-

tions with Moscow but the surprise 
element was, as opposed to the 
discreet steps taken towards Israel 
in recent months, the letter came 
as an unsubtle move, with the 
Turkish leader set for a U-turn 
from a confrontational policy with 
his northern neighbour.

Erdogan is apparently aware that 
the downing of the Russian Su-24 
bomber jet on Turkey’s southern 
tip last November, triggering an 
unprecedented crisis between the 
two countries, caused immense 
damage to his country’s economic 
and strategic interests.

Russia reacted with rage, impos-
ing trade sanctions, terminating its 
tourist flow to Turkey and using 
the crisis as a pretext to advance its 
presence in Syria.

Rebuffing earlier moves by 
Erdogan to discuss the issue, Putin 
stiffly demanded that Turkey 
apologise publicly for the incident, 
compensate for damages and bring 
to justice those responsible for the 
death of the Russian pilot.

The letter falls short of meeting 
any of those demands. In a follow-
up comment, Turkish Economy 
Minister Nihat Zeybekci said that 
“though the incident was grievous, 
Turkey is not in a position to offer 
an apology”.

Asked whether there would 

be compensation, he responded  
bluntly: “No.”

The Russian side responded to 
Erdogan’s gesture with a shrug, 
emboldened to have been handed 
the upper hand. According to 
Russian news agency Interfax, a 
Kremlin spokesman indicated that 
“it is a protocol letter” for which no 
response is called for, adding that 
the message contained “no other 
significant points”.

The Turkish overtures will 
continue. It is clear that both sides 
suffered as a result of the crisis but, 
given the overall series of failures 
and backlashes in its regional 
policy, Ankara seems to have come 
to the realisation that the impasse 
in the relations is unsustainable.

Turkey is to a great deal depend-
ent on Russian oil and gas. The 
crisis brought the trade, which was 
heading towards $101 billion by the 
end of the decade, to a standstill, 
leaving Turkish agriculture and 
food exports in convulsions.

Anti-Turkish sentiments among 
the Russians and the official 
“discouragement” for holidays 
in Turkey led to a boycott. About 
4 million tourists chose other 
destinations, bringing the Turkish 
tourism industry, damaged by per-
sistent acts of terror in the country, 
to its knees.

The setbacks for Ankara on the 
diplomatic front appear to have 
reached the level of despair. The 
downing of the Russian jet led to 
Russian military advances in Syria, 
cut off sharply Turkish ones from 
the theatre, brought Moscow and 
Washington closer in battling the 
Islamic State, emboldened Kurd-
ish aspirations for self-rule and, in 
the big picture, took Turkey almost 
entirely out of the political chess 
game on the future of the region.

Bogged down in one setback 
after another, Turkey’s “zero-
problem neighbourhood” doctrine, 
once launched assertively by 
Ahmet Davutoglu, who was forced 
to resign by Erdogan as prime 
minister, has collapsed. Earlier 
fallouts with Israel and Egypt that 
led to the ejection of Ankara as a 
key player on the Palestinian issue 
and the rising self-esteem of Iran 
all help explain Erdogan’s strategic 
despair on a wider scale.

Yet, it is unclear whether Er-
dogan has realised the value of the 
wisdom in any diplomacy, hidden 
in the expression “go farther and 
fare worse”.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul. He has been reporting 
on Turkey and journalism issues 
since 1980.

Yavuz 
Baydar

View point
The 
setbacks 
for Ankara 
on the 
diplomatic 
front 
appear 
to have 
reached 
the level of 
despair.

Turkey’s ‘zero-problem 
neighbourhood’ doctrine 
has now collapsed.
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The case for focusing on development of special
operations forces in the Middle East

Dubai

A 

s state fragmentation be-
gins around the Middle 
East, a growing range of 
non-traditional and non-
state threats is being in-

troduced. Armed non-state actors 
represent a complex and uncertain 
future military challenge.

Consider the spectrum and effec-
tiveness of armed non-state actors, 
from Hezbollah, Hamas, Houthis 
and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) to the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda at the other end, with doz-
ens of groups in between operating 
across North Africa, the Levant and 
the Arab Gulf.

The security challenge created 
by armed non-state actors will be 
profound and conventional forces, 
which are trained and equipped to 
fight a war of ends, will likely strug-
gle to take on this new breed of op-
ponents, which is fighting a war of 
wills.

Armed non-state actors often 
embrace asymmetric warfare as the 
heart of their strategy, seeking to 
lure opponents into a war of attrition 
with tactics designed to exploit the 
weaknesses of conventional forces 
while minimising retribution. They 
seek to sustain a conflict as long as 
possible since it makes them appear 
more resilient and robust.

Armed non-state actors have con-
trived a “damned if you do; damned 
if you don’t” contest to their oppo-
nents: Go to war and the outcome 

could be like Israel’s following its 
2006 war with Hezbollah or the 
decade-long NATO fight against the 
Taliban in Afghanistan. Alternative-
ly, stay away from the battlefield 
and the enemy becomes stronger, 
more dangerous and more confi-
dent, compounding the threat and 
making any future confrontation 
more challenging and costly.

Conventional military forces re-
flect the historical legacy of coun-
tering state-centric adversaries and 
typically have neither the training 
and doctrine nor the systems and 
equipment to address the complex, 
non-traditional threats arising to-
day. The Soviet Union learned this 
in its ill-fated occupation of Af-
ghanistan. Russia is applying those 
lessons in Syria by staying clear of 
counter-insurgency.

The cost, however, is that the 
Russian intervention can only go 
so far. Even if the Assad regime can 
initiate a political process with the 
moderate opposition, asymmetric 
threats will persist far into the fu-
ture, creating problems for not only 
the future Syrian leadership but 
much further afield.

Militaries, which are typically 
conservative institutions resistant 
to change, have tended to view 
the development joint operational 
proficiencies as a substitute for de-
veloping special operations forces 
(SOF) capabilities. SOF have his-
torically been small, elite units that 
were rarely called upon and over-
shadowed by traditional ground 
and air forces.

However, as the United States 
learned in April 1980 with an 

aborted mission to rescue its em-
bassy staff held hostage in Iran, 
only a unified mission command 
for SOF can provision the appropri-
ately trained and equipped force re-
quired for special missions.

The United States also realises 
that combating asymmetric threats 
is best done with an effects-based 
operational approach rather than 
through traditional methods of at-
trition and annihilation. The United 
States is dispatching SOF contin-
gents to Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria 
and even Cameroon — destinations 
where the United States is not tech-
nically “at war” and where Ameri-
cans are more disinclined than ever 
before to deploy troops in the tradi-
tional sense.

Aside from the United States, 
however, the general response 
from the international commu-
nity to asymmetric threats in 
places such as Libya, Iraq, Yem-
en and Syria has been to rely on 
air power, which, although use-
ful for suppressing threats such 

as the Islamic State (ISIS), 
al-Qaeda and the Houthis, 

cannot eliminate them.
The Saudi-led coali-

tion in Yemen and the 
Russian-Iranian-Hezbollah 

intervention in Syria were 
expected to meet their mili-

tary ends. Now nascent po-
litical processes will deter-
mine timetables for drawing 

down forces but the next asymmet-
ric threat is already incubating.

The paradigm of war has evolved 
and asymmetric threats ultimately 
need to be tackled with SOF that 

can deploy rapidly with a low logis-
tical footprint for missions such as 
night raids, hostage rescue, sabo-
tage operations, destroying weap-
ons and logistics hubs and captur-
ing high-value targets in high-risk 
environments.

Like much of the rest of the 
world, the strategic and operational 
enablers of special missions are in 
short supply across the Middle East, 
which has not confronted such a set 
of complex asymmetric threats pre-
viously. Militaries across the Mid-
dle East are enhancing their joint 
operational proficiencies, which is 
timely and positive, but SOF capa-
bility lacks the attention it needs, 
barring exceptions such as Jordan.

Middle East militaries have been 
pitted into an extraordinary posi-
tion because, while they must con-
tinue maintaining capability and 
readiness against threats from con-
ventional, state-based threats, they 
need to address the overwhelming 
asymmetric threat that has emerged 
across the region.

SOF around the Middle East re-
quire significant capacity-building 
at both the personnel and equip-
ment level to the extent that they 
can be repositioned much further 
to the front of the coming 15-, 20-
year fight against the asymmetric 
threats.

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

Sabahat Khan

Members of the Jordanian 
women’s police special 
operations team at the King 
Abdullah Special Operations 
Training Centre (KASOTC) in 
Amman.

Washington

A 

rab countries and Tur-
key are unlikely to de-
velop atomic weapons 
options despite threats 
to counter the Iran nu-

clear deal with matching capabili-
ties and regional tensions between 
Sunni Arab countries and the Is-
lamic Republic, US policy analysts 
said.

“None currently have the in-
frastructure or the material and if 
there’s nothing you can use as ex-
pertise or material, then it’s very 
difficult to turn it into weapons,” 
said Elena Sokova, deputy direc-
tor for the Centre of Nonprolifera-
tion Studies at the Monterey Mid-
dlebury Institute in California. She 
added that the lack of capabilities 
means that such countries could 
not pursue the nuclear option for at 
least ten years.

“If one of these countries wanted 
to jump-start a nuclear programme 
now, there would be a time lag be-
tween making a decision and put-
ting down the infrastructure and it 
would be very difficult to conceal 
such a plan, even in a clandestine 
operation.”

Sokova’s assertions are similar to 
those of a recent study published by 
the Brookings Institution, a Wash-
ington think-tank. It examined in 
detail whether potential capabili-
ties and a political will currently 
exist among Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) countries, specifi-
cally Sunni Muslim governments, 

in reaction to the Iran nuclear deal.
“We conclude that none are in a 

position to pursue nuclear weapon 
capabilities in the foreseeable fu-
ture,” said Robert Einhorn of the 
Arms Control and Non-Prolifera-
tion Initiative at Brookings, refer-
ring to the Gulf states, Egypt and 
Turkey. Einhorn was a top adviser 
to US President Barack Obama on 
the Iran agreement.

Einhorn dismissed rumours that 
Saudi Arabia had been seeking help 
from Pakistan to enrich uranium.

“Saudi Arabia knows they have 
no choice but to rely on the US for 
their security and that pursuing a 
nuclear option will jeopardise their 
relationship with the US,” he said, 
adding that the same applies to the 
United Arab Emirates.

One of the main objections raised 
by the Sunni Arab states against 
the nuclear deal was that, even if 
Iran complies with the agreement, 
Tehran might emerge stronger eco-
nomically and politically when the 
agreement expires in 15 years. Iran 
could then pursue the nuclear op-
tion from a stronger position.

Some US defence experts say any 
hint of Iran’s deviation from the 
agreement should be met with a 
swift response by the United States, 
including a military option.

Richard Nephew, a scholar at 
the Center on Global Energy Policy 
at Columbia University who is af-
filiated with the Arms Control and 
Non-Proliferation Initiative, said 
the United States must maintain a 
strong military presence in the re-
gion as a constant deterrent and it 
must be better prepared than it was 
when Obama took office in 2009.

“The US military was not in tip-
top shape. It had atrophied and 
we cannot let that atrophy happen 
again,” Nephew said.

UAE Ambassador to the United 
States Yousef al-Otaiba said, short 
of a military option, policies to-
wards Iran must “reward good 
behaviour and punish bad behav-
iour”.

“We need to see a combination 
of carrots and sticks,” he said at 
a Brookings’ event. “I have two 
young kids, and if one of them does 
something wrong and I don’t pun-
ish them, guess what? They’re go-
ing to keep doing it.”

The Iran deal, or the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action, allows 

Iran to participate in international 
research and in efforts to develop 
nuclear energy for peaceful objec-
tives, such as the ongoing Interna-
tional Thermonuclear Experimen-
tal Reactor (ITER) in France.

Iran is eager to participate in the 
multibillion-dollar initiative, which 
aims to replicate the nuclear fusion 
that powers the sun, an ambitious 
endeavour shown to work on paper 
but that has never worked in a reac-
tor because no facility exists with 
the appropriate size and resilience 
to heat.

A source close to the programme 
said some US lawmakers were try-
ing to prevent Iran from becoming 
a partner in ITER.

“Some members of Congress do 
not want Iran to become a member 
of ITER and some are threatening 
to cut funding to ITER all together 
to appease the oil and fossil fuel 
lobby,” said the source on condition 
of anonymity.

Proponents of the Iran deal see 
its participation in ITER as a posi-
tive step. Iran’s nuclear scientists 
have much to offer towards build-
ing the reactor because they have 
fresh and recent experience doing 
just that. Participation would also 
engage Iran’s existing nuclear ex-
pertise and capabilities in devel-
oping nuclear energy for peaceful 
means and away from efforts that 
might subvert the nuclear deal.

The Middle East nuclear arms race may not happen
Rasha Elass

A 2015 file picture shows the construction site of the International Thermonuclear Experimental 
Reactor (ITER) in Saint-Paul-lès-Durance, southern France.

Robert Einhorn of the 
Arms Control and 
Non-Proliferation 
Initiative at Brookings 
dismissed rumours 
that Saudi Arabia had 
been seeking help 
from Pakistan to 
enrich uranium.
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“None currently have 
the infrastructure or 
the material.”

Elena Sokova, deputy 
director for the Centre of 

Nonproliferation Studies at 
the Monterey-Middlebury 

Institute in California
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Trump’s bigotry leading to drop in the polls
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

A 

lthough presumptive 
Republican presidential 
nominee Donald Trump 
scored points with a sub-
stantial element of the 

party’s primary electorate by saying 
outrageous and offensive things, his 
recent diatribes against a highly re-
spected judge over his ethnicity has 
cost Trump points in polls among 
the general electorate.

Trump won the delegates’ tally 
in Republican primaries by suppos-
edly “telling it like it is”. This means 
he not only took pride in being 
politically incorrect but he played 
to some people’s worst fears and 
prejudices by going after Muslims, 
Hispanics and other so-called unde-
sirables.

Although Trump was denounced 
by Democrats and some establish-
ment Republicans for such com-
ments, he weathered the political 
storm because all that counted at 
the time was winning a plurality of 
votes in Republican primaries.

Trump indicated that, having se-
cured the nomination, he would act 
more “presidential”, suggesting he 
would drop such language and con-
centrate on policy issues.

That did not happen.
In a Wall Street Journal interview 

in late May, Trump lambasted US 
District Court Judge Gonzalo Curiel, 
who is presiding over a civil case on 
allegations of fraud against the now 
defunct Trump university. Trump 
referred to him as a “Mexican” and 
said the judge could not be impar-
tial in the case because Trump plans 
to build a wall on the Mexican bor-
der.

In a subsequent interview with 
CNN’s Jake Tapper, who reminded 
Trump that the judge is a US citizen 
born in Indiana, Trump dismissed 
that fact. Pressed by Tapper, Trump 
said he probably could not get a fair 
hearing from a Muslim-American 
judge either.

These comments went too far for 
the political establishment, Demo-
crats and Republicans alike. Speak-
er of the House of Representatives 
Paul Ryan, R-Wisconsin, who had 
endorsed Trump a day earlier, said 
“claiming a person can’t do their job 
because of their race is… the text-
book definition of racism”.

Senate Majority Leader Mitch 

McConnell, R-Kentucky, said it was 
time for Trump to “quit attack-
ing various minority groups in the 
country”. US Senator Mark Kirk, 
R-Illinois, who is in a tight race for 
re-election, said Trump’s comments 
“make it certain that I cannot and 
will not support” him for president.

So why did these latest com-
ments elicit much more of a harsh 
response than previous outrageous 
Trumpisms?

Aside from political calculations 
— Republicans undoubtedly feared 
Trump’s comments would do fur-
ther damage to relations with the 
Hispanic community — the com-
ments touched a raw nerve about 
what it means to be an American.

To state that one cannot be im-
partial because of one’s ethnicity 
or religion flies in the face of what 
the United States is all about. After 
all, most Americans have ancestors 
from someplace else only a few gen-

erations ago. If Trump is saying that 
one’s ethnicity precludes one from 
doing one’s job, then the essence of 
the US political system is in jeop-
ardy.

Moreover, to ascribe attitudes and 
positions simply based on ethnicity 
is ethnic-profiling at its worst. Even 
Americans whose families have 
been in the United States for several 
generations understand the dangers 
of such comments.

The Washington Post carried a 
story June 12th about Americans’ 
reaction to Trump’s comments.  One 
90-year-old retiree, who said he had 

been leaning towards Trump, said 
Trump’s comments about the judge 
were “clearly racist” and said he 
“has to apologise”.

Trump did not do so. All he said in 
reaction to the criticism was that his 
comments about the judge “were 
misconstrued” by the media.

However, Trump’s comments 
seem to have hurt him in the polls 
against presumptive Democratic 
nominee Hillary Clinton. Before 
news about the comments on the 
judge went public, Trump and Clin-
ton were virtually tied in the polls. 
Since then, Clinton has taken a lead 
of between 4-11  percentage points, 
depending on the particular poll.

Of course, there is a long way to go 
until the November election and the 
recent attack in Orlando, Florida, by 
a Muslim-American who claimed 
admiration for the Islamic State may 
work in Trump’s favour.  Right after 
the Orlando attack, Trump called for 

prohibiting immigrants from areas 
of the world with a history of ter-
rorism as an addendum to his ear-
lier proposal of temporarily banning 
Muslims from entering the United 
States.  He also stated that the “only 
reason the killer was in America in 
the first place was because we al-
lowed his family to come here”.

However, the episode about the 
judge seems to be a turning point. 
Polls indicate Americans have come 
to see Trump’s bigotry as unaccep-
table. Although he will continue to 
receive support from a portion of 
the Republican party base no matter 
what outrageous things he says, his 
standing with the general electorate 
is another matter altogether.

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.

Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks at Saint Anselm College, on June 13th, in Manchester, New Hampshire.

The recent attack in 
Orlando, Florida, by a 
Muslim-American who 
claimed admiration for 
the Islamic State may 
work in Trump’s 
favour.

Polls indicate 
Americans have come 
to see Trump’s bigotry 
as unacceptable.

A tribute to religious tolerance

A
s the world prepared 
for more conflict, 
war and other 
associated acts of 
madness, an 
unusual event 

recently took place in the United 
States. This was a peaceful 
event, quite appropriate for a 
man who led a turbulent life but 
inwardly never stopped looking 
for peace.

In what way was it unusual? It 
was a gathering to say goodbye 
to one of the legends of our time, 
Muhammad Ali, the great boxing 
champion. Ali, of course, was 
much more than a boxer and I 
leave it to others who knew him 

far better to eulogise him. 
However, I want to point out 
one manner in which Ali’s 

spirit reaches out.
To begin with, one of the 

keynote speakers at the funeral 
of a prominent member of 
the Muslim community was a 
member of the Jewish community 
and then there were the contents 
of his discourse.

Wait a minute! A rabbi speaking 
at the memorial service for a 
Muslim?

Yes, and not just any rabbi but 
Rabbi Michael Lerner, a liberal 
rabbi from Berkeley, California.

Lerner used his platform, where 
a slew of dignitaries had gathered, 
to call for peace between 
communities and for greater 
equality between those who have 
and those who have not. He asked 
the powers that be to introduce a 
plethora of social changes.

What is the world coming to 
when traditional bigotry and 
hatred are interrupted by the likes 
of Rabbi Lerner, who promote 
interfaith dialogue and respect of 
each other? When an American 
Jew calls for an ending of drone 
warfare and the ending of Israeli 
West Bank occupation? What kind 

of world is this when the leader 
of a Jewish community calls on 
Israel to respect Palestinians? And 
calls on the Turks to respect the 
Kurds and on the United States to 
become the most loved country 
on Earth, not just the most 
powerful?

What you get is the opposite of 
Donald Trump’s narrow-minded 
views and limited scope of life 
and politics. What you get is 
the opposite of what fanatical 
Islamists such as members of the 
Islamic State want. What you get 
is hope that there exists some 
sanity among us.

Regretfully, the likes of 
Muhammad Ali and Michael 
Lerner are rare. What Lerner 
called for is almost utopic, only 
a dream, a political reverie, a 
minute oasis of sanity among 
vast oceans of madness, violence 
growing political, social and 
economic instability.

With people like these you get a 
chance for a better world.

The rabbi began his unusual 
diatribe by saying he was 
representing the Jewish 

community in the United States 
but does he really? Certainly he 
can count on many supporters 
but, then again, so can Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, who stands at the 
other end of Lerner’s political 
spectrum.

Lerner is no doubt a very 
learned man who understands the 
complexities of politics far better 
than some of the candidates 
running for the US presidency.

Alas, his talk is destined to 
be a good, provocative speech 
delivered in front of an impressive 
audience but that, regrettably, will 
soon be forgotten. Many people 
listened to the words of wisdom, 
applauded the man who delivered 
them, as well as the man in whose 
honour those words of wisdom 
were delivered.

Yet how many will have the 
courage to follow in his footsteps? 
Those were very big shoes 
Muhammad Ali left behind.

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

Claude
Salhani

View point
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keynote 
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funeral of a 
prominent 
member of 
the Muslim 
community 
was a 
member of 
the Jewish 
community.

Regretfully, the likes 
of Muhammad Ali and 
Michael Lerner are rare.
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Domestic politics slow 
Kuwait’s oil production 
expansion plans
Jareer Elass

Washington

K 

uwait is once again 
pledging to increase its 
oil production capacity. 
A senior executive with 
the state-owned Kuwait 

Petroleum Corporation (KPC) said 
that the emirate would spend as 
much as $115 billion over the next 
five years, including $76 billion on 
exploration and production, with 
the goal of increasing production 
by 1 million barrels per day (bpd) to 
4 million bpd by 2020.

Kuwait’s track record on hitting 
production capacity targets has 
been far off the mark and the fields 
it hopes to develop require foreign 
expertise, an ongoing sticking point 
with the country’s National Assem-
bly.

About 25 years ago, KPC fore-
cast in its 15-year crude expansion 
programme covering the period of 
1990-2005 that crude production 
capacity would increase to 3 million 
bpd by 2000 and 3.5 million bpd by 
2005.

In 1998, as part of Project Ku-
wait, the Kuwaiti government 
announced the emirate’s goal of 
reaching 4 million bpd of capacity 
by 2020 and sustaining that level 

until 2030. It was hoped that this 
more ambitious objective would 
lure international oil firms to help 
develop the challenging northern 
oil and gas fields that require tech-
nology and expertise beyond Ku-
wait’s ability.

However, over the years the Ku-
waiti legislature has resisted moves 
to bring foreign participation into 
the emirate’s oil and natural gas up-
stream business, declaring various 
proposals for foreign involvement 
“unconstitutional”.

Therein lies the crux of Kuwait’s 
problem. The Kuwait constitution 
excludes foreign firms from own-
ership of the country’s natural re-
sources, thereby preventing the 
common product-sharing agree-
ments that international oil firms 
prefer when making major invest-
ments to explore and develop oil 
and gas resources.

As an accommodation, KPC cre-
ated an “incentivised buy-back 
contract” (IBBC) arrangement that 
avoided production sharing and oil 
concession ownership for foreign 
companies. The ruling Al Sabah 
family agreed that the legislature 
would have the power to approve 
all IBBC contracts.

That structure was opposed by 
the National Assembly, which has 
assumed the role of protector of the 
country’s most important natural 
resources, arguing that it is in the 
interests of Kuwaiti citizens and 
future generations that foreign oil 
firms gain no control over or shares 
in the emirate’s oil and gas assets.

Flash forward to 2016: Kuwait’s 
crude production capacity is about 
3.15 million bpd, just above its tar-

get for 2000 and below its goal for 
2005. In an effort to come up with 
a mechanism to tap into foreign ex-
pertise without raising the hackles 
of the National Assembly, KPC’s 
exploration and production sub-
sidiary, Kuwait Oil Company (KOC), 
tested the waters in 2010 by signing 
an $800 million enhanced tech-
nical services agreement (ETSA) 
with Royal Dutch Shell to provide 
contract services to assist in de-
veloping the giant Jurassic natural 
gas reserves discovered in 2006 in 
northern Kuwait.

Not surprisingly, the Shell deal 
ran afoul of the legislature, which 
in 2011 launched an investigation 
into the awarding of the contract 
amidst allegations that it had been 
granted without competition. That 
investigation is ongoing and has put 
a damper on investments by other 
international firms eyeing Kuwait’s 
oil and gas upstream activities.

In 2014, KOC invited five inter-
national powerhouses — Shell, BP, 

Total, Chevron and ExxonMobil — to 
bid on an ETSA for the Ratqa heavy 
oil field development near the Iraqi 
border in northern Kuwait. The ob-
jective was to have an initial 60,000 
bpd pumping from the field by 
2018 and increase that volume to 
180,000 bpd by 2025 with an ulti-
mate target of 270,000 bpd by 2030. 
The plan stalled due to political op-
position to the ETSA.

KOC signed a less-controversial 
technical service agreement with 
BP in September 2014 in which the 
British oil major would provide en-
hanced oil recovery expertise to en-
sure that the production capacity of 
Kuwait’s giant and mature Burgan 
oil field in the south is maintained 

at 1.7 million bpd after boosting 
recovery rates through water injec-
tion.

Because the bulk of Kuwaiti 
crude production derives from ma-
ture fields, KPC and KOC have little 
recourse but to develop the emir-
ate’s northern heavy oil fields if the 
Kuwaiti government wants to sub-
stantially boost its crude output.

It is not as if the emirate does 
not have the financial resources 
to move forward with such plans. 
According to the Sovereign Wealth 
Fund Institute, as of April the Ku-
wait Investment Authority had as-
sets exceeding $592 billion.

It is doubtful, however, that Ku-
wait will hit its 4 million bpd oil 
production capacity target by 2020 
as the biggest obstacle hindering 
the Gulf state’s oil development 
progress remains domestic politics.

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

The Shuaiba oil refinery south of Kuwait City.

The Kuwait 
constitution excludes 
foreign firms from 
ownership of the 
country’s natural 
resources.

It is doubtful that 
Kuwait will hit its 4 
million bpd oil 
production capacity 
target by 2020.

Uber’s ambitious designs for the Middle East
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S 

audi Arabia’s decision to 
invest sovereign wealth 
funds in Uber raised the 
upstart taxi service compa-
ny’s profile from a just an-

other success story to a contender 
for global domination in the trans-
portation business.

San Francisco-based Uber Tech-
nologies Incorporated on June 1st 
announced that Saudis’ Public In-
vestment Fund (PIF) had invested 
$3.5 billion, making it the largest 
single investor in the firm and one 
of the biggest investments in a pri-
vately owned start-up. Uber is val-
ued at $62.5 billion, making it Sili-
con Valley’s richest company not 
publicly traded.

As a part of the deal, PIF Man-
aging Director Yasir al-Rumayya 
was given a seat on the Uber board 
of directors, along with company 
founders Travis Kalanick and Gar-
rett Camp, among others.

“We’ve seen first-hand how this 
company has improved urban mo-
bility around the world and we’re 
looking forward to being part of 
that progress,” Rumayya said in a 
statement.

Bringing its unique business 
model to areas searching for eco-
nomic opportunities and providing 
a cost-effective method of trans-
port, Uber operates in 15 locations 
across the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA), with plans for sig-
nificant expansion.

“In October, we committed $250 
million to the region and part of 
that was expanding into more cit-
ies in Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Paki-
stan,” Uber Middle East spokesman 
Shaden Abdellatif said.

According to Uber, Cairo is its 
largest and fastest growing mar-
ket in the MENA region, having 
expanded more than 200% in the 
last year. The technology platform 
creates more than 3,000 work op-
portunities a month, with 10% of 
the drivers in Cairo being female, a 
figure that is growing steadily.

The MENA region does come 
with challenges. For example, op-
erating in Egypt, where harassment 
of women is a widespread problem, 
prompted Uber to work with Har-
assMap, a mobile application that 
helps women report and avoid ar-
eas of high concentrations of har-
assment incidents.

“In Pakistan, we also partnered 
with Rabbt, a social [non-govern-
mental organisation] NGO, to train 
drivers against sexual harassment 
and we continue to explore ways 
with which we can develop social 
initiatives,” Abdellatif said, adding 
that Uber is working with a number 
of NGOs in training drivers to rec-
ognise and prevent sexual harass-
ment.

Uber has been operating in Saudi 
Arabia since early 2014 and, in a 
society where women are banned 
from driving, it is no surprise that 
80% of Uber’s customers in the 
kingdom are female. However, with 
the announcement of the huge 

Saudi investment in the company, 
a number of female activists called 
for a boycott of Uber to bring the 
driving debate into the spotlight.

Although the Saudi government 
did not comment on the uproar, an 
Uber spokesman told the New York 
Times: “Of course, we think women 
should be allowed to drive… In the 
absence of that, we have been able 
to provide extraordinary mobility 
that didn’t exist before — and we’re 
incredibly proud of that.”

Princess Reema Bint Bandar Al 
Saud, a businesswoman and pro-

ponent of women’s rights who re-
cently joined Uber’s international 
policy advisory board, worked to 
bring the service to Saudi Arabia. 
She said the investment by the 
kingdom is an indicator of positive 
change.

Two-income households in Sau-
di Arabia are becoming the norm, 
with a service like Uber lessening 
the burden on Saudi males, while 
giving Saudi women additional mo-
bility options.

The investment by Saudi Arabia 
is in line with its Vision 2030 eco-

nomic and social plan, which in-
cludes goals to empower women in 
the work place.

“Our experience in Saudi Arabia 
is a great example of how Uber can 
benefit riders, drivers and cities 
and we look forward to partner-
ing to support their economic and 
social reforms.” Kalanick said in a 
statement.

Uber head of operations in Sau-
di Arabia, Majed Abukhater, said 
the company hopes to increase its 
monthly number of trips 60% in 
2016.

An Egyptian driver working for Uber Transportation Company waits for customers in Cairo.

Uber Technologies Inc.  
announced on June 1st 
that Saudis’ Public 
Investment Fund (PIF) 
invested $3.5 billion in 
the company.

80%
of Uber’s customers 
in Saudi Arabia are 
female.
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Algeria plans to 
launch Islamic 
finance

Tunisia’s dinar 
at record lows

Turkish economy 
grows 4.8% in first 
quarter

Algeria is preparing to launch Is-
lamic financial services as it seeks 
new ways to raise money after a 
sharp fall in energy earnings, a sen-
ior financial official said.

Boualem Djebbar, head of the 
state-run Banks and Financial In-
stitutions Association, said plans to 
offer Islamic finance products are 
part of reforms aimed at modernis-
ing the banking sector.

Algeria’s outdated financial sys-
tem has been a barrier to investment 
as the government seeks to diversify 
its economy away from oil and gas, 
which account for 60% of the state 
budget and 95% of the country’s 
revenue from exports.

Mohamed Boudjelal, an Islamic fi-
nance expert and university profes-
sor in Algiers, said introducing sha-
ria-compliant systems would help, 
because “part of the population re-
fuses to deal with the conventional 
banking system”.

“Opting for Islamic finance is 
strongly recommended during this 
period of crisis,” he said.
(Reuters)

Tunisia’s dinar has fallen to re-
cord lows versus the euro and the 
US dollar as weaker exports, lower 
investment and a plunge in tourism 
revenues eroded the country’s for-
eign reserves.

The government is expected to 
announce measures aimed at stabi-
lising the currency.

The North African state’s tour-
ism industry was shattered by two 
major Islamist militant attacks on 
foreign visitors in 2015. Tourism 
comprises 8% of Tunisia’s gross do-
mestic product.

Exports fell 2.6% and foreign di-
rect investment dropped 5% mil-
lion during the first five months of 
2016, according to government sta-
tistics.

Central Bank of Tunisia Governor 
Chedly Ayari said the  bank would 
not interfere to halt the slide in the 
dinar because “the level of reserves 
is still average... and reflects the re-
ality of the Tunisian economy”.
(Reuters)

The Turkish economy grew a ro-
bust 4.8% in the first quarter of this 
year, the statistics office said. The 
growth rate was helped by a 6.9% 
increase in household consump-
tion, which has been the main driver 
of the country’s growth for several 
months.

The 4.8% growth in the first quar-
ter from the same period last year 
was down slightly on the very strong 
figure of 5.7% in the fourth quarter. 
The economy grew 4% in 2015.

“The big picture is still that the 
economy should continue to grow 
at a decent pace this year,” London-
based consultancy Capital Econom-
ics said in a note to clients.

To further help the economy, Tur-
key increased the subsidy paid to 
charter flight operators. Tourist ar-
rivals showed their biggest drop in 
17 years in April and hotel vacancy 
rates are down about 70% nation-
ally. 

The government, through the end 
of August, is offering a 30% increase 
on the $6,000 subsidy for charter 
flights carrying at least 150 passen-
gers.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Regional rifts smother east Mediterranean gas bonanza 
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T 

he US Geological Survey 
says the eastern Medi-
terranean Basin holds 
natural gas reserves of 
at least 122 trillion cubic 

feet (tcf), plus 1.7 billion barrels of 
oil, enough to provide immense 
economic benefits to the countries 
that ring the coast — Cyprus, Tur-
key, Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, the 
Palestinian territories and Syria.

However, efforts to develop this 
bonanza have been plagued by the 
region’s multitude of interlocking 
conflicts and political squabbles, 
including the 5-year-old war in 
Syria, whose sector of the Mediter-
ranean probably contains major 
gas reserves that have yet to be ex-
plored.

Development efforts were for 
several years led by Israel, which 
discovered at least 35 tcf of gas, but 
energy has become a political foot-
ball over whether private compa-
nies should hold exclusive control 
over developing gas and oil fields.

This has threatened Israel’s sub-
stantial export potential and its 
ability to attract foreign invest-
ment, not easy with the plunge in 
oil and gas prices that has affected 
regional expectations of an energy 
boom.

The Jewish state’s conflict with 
the Palestinians has blocked devel-
opment of a gas field off the Gaza 
Strip that would provide a major 
economic boost to a putative inde-
pendent Palestinian state, a pros-
pect the Israelis seem determined 
to prevent.

War-divided Cyprus probably 
has substantial gas reserves off 
its southern coast, the section of 
the island controlled by the larger 
Greek Cypriot community. It does 
not, however, have the finances 
to develop it and Turkey, which 

invaded in 1974 and occupied the 
northern third of the island, insists 
the breakaway Turkish Cypriot 
statelet it supports must have a 
share of the bonanza.

Economic woes and some US 
nudging have pushed the two sides 
towards a settlement that would 
open gas exploration and eventual 
production.

Israel and Turkey, strategic al-
lies until a rift in 2010, are seeking 
to end their rupture because both 
see gas-related benefits, primarily 
a proposed seabed pipeline from 
Israel’s offshore fields to Turkey, 
which is linked to a Europe that is 
struggling to rid itself of depend-
ence on Russian gas supplies that 
Moscow periodically turns off.

Lebanon is supposedly sitting on 
96 tcf and 850 million barrels of oil 
in its sector of the eastern Mediter-
ranean but the country’s sectarian 
rivalries, exacerbated by the com-
plex, multisided war in neighbour-
ing Syria, along with a 2-year-old 
constitutional crisis, has led to a 
paralysed parliament, which has 
blocked legislation required to get 
exploration by about 45 interna-
tional companies under way. The 
prospects for progress are bleak.

Syria, presumably, has gas re-
serves under the eastern Mediter-
ranean but there is little chance 
of exploring them while the war 
rages. Those reserves, once deter-
mined and exploited, could play a 
vital role in post-war reconstruc-
tion — if Syria is not dismembered 
into sectarian cantons that could 
squabble over the undersea treas-
ure trove.

Egypt seems to be the only re-
gional country likely to derive ma-
jor benefits from the gas bonanza, 
providing it can secure foreign in-
vestment. Egypt controls the Zohr 
field, the biggest gas field yet dis-
covered in the eastern Mediterra-
nean. It has the potential to meet 
much of the country’s domestic 
energy needs, currently addressed 
through imports, and leave a sur-
plus for export.

Despite the regional turmoil, the 
gas boom could yet encourage co-
existence, if only because of hard 
economic imperatives.

“The discovery of Zohr reaf-
firms… that the East Mediterra-
nean is the new frontier of oil and 
gas production and we can expect 
more such product to come on-

line with further exploration and 
hence more competition for the 
incumbents,” observed Gal Luft, 
co-director of the Institute for the 
Analysis of Global Security and 
senior adviser to the US Energy Se-
curity Council.

Zohr was discovered 190km off 
Egypt’s coast by Italian oil major 
ENI in August 2015. The company 
described it as a “supergiant” field 
containing 30 tcf of natural gas — 
equivalent to 5.5 billion barrels of 
oil — making it one of the largest 
finds ever. It is 30% larger than 
Israel’s Leviathan field with 22 tcf 
and constitutes 40% of Egypt’s gas 
reserves.

Analysts said it could prove to be 
much larger, a boon for a country 
that in 2015 switched from being a 
gas exporter to a gas importer.

ENI is fast-tracking develop-
ment, although that could be en-
dangered by regional politics and 
a deepening rift between Italy and 
Egypt over the murder of an Ital-
ian student, allegedly by the secret 
police.

Zohr lies more than 3,950 metres 
below the seabed in water nearly 
1,500 metres deep. Egypt expects 
its first gas from Zohr in late 2017. 
In May, the country’s average gas 
production was 3.8 billion cubic 
feet (bcf) per day against esti-
mated demand of 5.3 bcf. Zohr is 
expected to have a daily peak pro-
duction level of 2.9 bcf by 2019.

Egypt, which had 65 tcf of prov-
en reserves before Zohr, seeks to 
become an export hub for the re-
gion’s gas-producing states, us-
ing facilities for producing lique-
fied natural gas (LNG), currently 
standing idle since exports by sea 
stopped in 2010.

Mohamed Shoeib, former head 
of Egypt’s state gas company 
EGAS, said in April this could 
happen within five years. “Egypt 
already has a large gas infrastruc-
ture, so it represents an exit for gas 
from Cyprus and Israel,” he said.

This is an ambitious undertak-
ing but Simon Henderson, an en-

ergy expert with the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, said, 
“The uncertainty of the Middle 
East, especially the future of Syria, 
whose own waters may also con-
tain viable gas deposits, may prove 
at least a partial insurmountable 
barrier.”

With Leviathan’s development 
stymied by legal and political 
problems, Zohr, which lies in shal-
lower waters and thus can be more 
easily exploited, is likely to be the 
key in opening the Eastern Medi-
terranean’s energy boom.

The discovery of the giant field 
dramatically undermined plans 
by Israel and Cyprus to jointly de-
velop their gas fields and lead the 
pack. It broke the virtual monop-
oly of Israel’s Delek Drilling and 
Noble Energy of Houston, Texas, 
partners that owned all the discov-
eries so far made in Israel’s exclu-
sive economic zone (EEZ) and the 
5 tcf Aphrodite field off southern 
Cyprus.

Zohr became a direct competitor 
to the Israeli fields, from which Is-
rael had sought to develop export 
routes to Europe and Asia, possibly 
together with Turkey and Cyprus.

Israel and Turkey have been ne-
gotiating a rapprochement, in large 
part because of the potential bene-
fits of exporting Israeli gas through 
Turkey — though Moscow opposes 
that because its feud with Ankara 
over the Syrian war.

Ankara would like to see Israeli 
gas flowing under the Mediterra-
nean by 2020 but Russia’s rift with 
Turkey poses a significant chal-
lenge to an export pipeline.

An Israeli-Turkish reconciliation 
may happen despite Turkey being 
dragged into the Syrian war. The 
Zohr discovery opens an entirely 
new option for Israel and Egypt to 
jointly export to Turkey or Europe.

Even here regional politics act as 
a brake. “Ankara likely has its own 
issue with the Egyptian discovery 
because it lies close to Cyprus’s 
maritime borders, which Turkey 
does not recognise,” Henderson 
noted. “If the field is found to 
stretch into the island’s EEZ, An-
kara may decide to intervene.

“Additionally, Turkey is a region-
al rival of Egypt… Indeed, the in-
ternational and domestic political 
challenges of eastern Mediterrane-
an gas almost make the technical 
problems look simple.”

An Israeli gas platform in the Mediterranean sea, some 24km west of Israel’s port city of Ashdod.

Despite the regional 
turmoil, the gas boom 
could yet encourage 
coexistence, if only 
because of hard 
economic imperatives.

The US Geological 
Survey says the 
eastern Mediterranean 
Basin holds natural 
gas reserves of at least 
122 trillion cubic feet 
(tcf), plus 1.7 billion 
barrels of oil.
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Egypt’s trial by fire

Cairo

I 

n a small Egyptian village, two 
brothers wait to have their 
tongues burned. Having been 
accused of stealing 15,000 
Egyptian pounds — about 

$1,700 — from their eldest brother 
and have volunteered to participate 
in an ordeal by fire to prove their in-
nocence.

A trial by fire, or basha’a al-nar 
— malice of fire — is an ancient 
Bedouin rite that has all but died 
out in the rest of the Arab world. 
The small village of Sarabiyum in 
Egypt’s north-eastern governorate 
of Ismailia is one of the few places 
where it is still practiced openly.

Trial by fire has been taking place 
in Sarabiyum for at least 120 years, 
officiated by the scions of the same 
family. The procedure is carried 
out by Sheikh Mohamed Suleiman 
al-Ayyad, 44, a local Bedouin tribal 
chieftain who has overseen similar 
trials for more than 12 years after 
inheriting the position from his fa-
ther.

Barking dogs surround the small 
building where the trial by fire is 
held. “Trial by fire here” graffiti is 
written in red outside the shack. 
The building appears much bigger 
on the inside and can easily accom-
modate about 60 people.

Before the start of the session, 

Ayyad asks the two brothers if they 
would like to confess. Both refuse, 
adamant that they are not guilty 
and determined to prove their in-
nocence.

Everyone is sitting on the floor. 
Ayyad asks all three brothers to sign 
a document affirming that they ac-
cept the results of the trial by fire 
and that the plaintiff cannot be 
held responsible for whatever harm 
might come to his brothers if they 
are found guilty.

Ayyad carefully places a long iron 
bar on the ground. He sets fire to a 
small round metal bowl, about 25 
centimetres in length, and places 
it on the bar. When the bowl is red 
hot, he calls the two brothers for-
ward and reads the charges against 
them. He eyes them sternly and 
warns of the pain they will feel if 
they lie. The bowl sizzles audibly in 
the centre of the room.

According to Mohamed Hamed, 
an Egyptian professor of psychol-

ogy, the science behind trial by fire 
is based on the idea that someone 
who is guilty and expecting to be 
burned is more likely to be dry-
mouthed.

Ayyad asks the brothers to wash 
their mouths out with water three 
times and to display their tongues 
to prove they are unmarred before 
the ordeal begins.

Ayyad picks up the metal bowl 
with pliers, slaps his hand on the 
bowl quickly to prove that fire does 
not burn the innocent and asks the 
first brother to stick out his tongue. 
Muttering unintelligibly under his 
breath, he places the burning bowl 
briefly on the first defendant’s 
tongue before removing it; he re-
peats this three times and then or-
ders him to close his mouth.

“I was muttering a special charm 
that was taught to me by my father. 
This is the secret of the trial by fire. 
My father revealed this to me on his 
deathbed so the secret remains in 
the family,” Ayyad said.

“Some people think that they can 
take drugs before appearing before 
the court to numb them but the fire 
will always reveal the truth,” he 
added.

He repeats the procedure with 
the second brother. Despite the 
heat coming off the bowl, neither 
brother was burned. Ayyad calls 
for a short break and re-examines 
the brothers’ tongues to confirm 
that neither were burned. When he 
finds that neither were burned, he 

proclaims in a loud voice: “They are 
both innocent.”

Mohamed Said, a teacher in Sara-
biyum and a local historian, said 
this small Ismailia village is the 
only place in Egypt where basha’a 
al-nar is practiced in this way.

“This practice can be traced back 
to the Arabian peninsula. The Ayad-
di method was originally confined 
to the Ayaddi tribe in the Sinai, al-
though its centre is now in Sarabi-
yum, here in Ismailia,” he said.

Similar trial-by-fire practices in 
Saudi Arabia and Jordan have died 
out, he added.

Trial by fire is a controversial is-
sue in Egypt, officially banned and 
prohibited by the country’s reli-
gious authorities. Although basha’a 
al-nar is undoubtedly practiced in 
other Egyptian rural communities, 
it is always in secret. Sarabiyum is 
the only place where the practice 
continues openly, even under the 
gaze of the media.

“People come from all over to 
take part in trial by fire here, rich 
and poor alike,” Ayyad said.

Shirin al-Didamouni is an Egyptian 
writer.

Shirin al-Didamouni

Trial by fire is a 
controversial issue in 
Egypt, officially 
banned and prohibited 
by the country’s 
religious authorities.

Sheikh Mohamed Suleiman al-Ayyad readies to carry out basha’a 
al-nar procedure.

Controversial
domestic labour 
bill adopted
in Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

T 

he Moroccan parliament 
adopted a controversial 
bill regulating domestic 
work. The measure has 
been strongly criticised 

by civil society organisations.
The government was forced to 

add an amendment that made the 
legal work minimum age 18 years 
rather than 16 during a transitional 
period of five years following pres-
sure from civil society and interna-
tional organisations, which have 
been lobbying the government for 
years for regulations regarding do-
mestic workers, especially minors.

Moroccan non-governmental 
organisation Insaf denounced the 
bill, which it said would allow the 
exploitation of child domestic 
workers for five years.

“For unexplained and inexplica-
ble reasons, upon the proposal of 
the minister of Employment, law-
makers voted in Article 6 of the law 
a five-year period during which the 
exploitation of minors is permit-
ted,” said Insaf in a statement pub-
lished online.

The Moroccan association said 
the government proposal is not ac-
companied by concrete action to 
reinsert minor domestic workers 
into society.

“The voted text includes no in-
dication of the practical arrange-

ments and does not refer to any text 
that legally pulls out minors from 
exploitation in households and ac-
company them in the long process 
of extraction from exploitation, re-
habilitation and reintegration into 
families and schools, which is our 
main demand, after limiting the 
minimum age to 18 years,” added 
the statement.

Moroccan Minister of Employ-
ment and Social Affairs Abdeslam 
Seddiki said: “We have responded 
to the call of associations concern-
ing the minimum age to be 18 in a 
few years.”

The amendment may have not 
satisfied many in civil society but 
the new legal framework for do-
mestic workers, who were previ-
ously ignored by law, is a major 
social progress for thousands of 
people.

According to figures published by 
civil society organisations involved 
in the fight against child labour, 
there are 66,000-88,000 “little 
maids” in Morocco, 60% of whom 
are younger than 12 years. The ma-
jority of them are from poor, rural 
areas. Poverty, low household in-
come and lack of education are the 
main factors that drive parents to 
allow their children to be domestic 
workers.

Minors are forced to work as “lit-
tle maids” to provide for their fami-
lies who cannot make ends meet, 
especially in times of drought. They 
represent steady income for their 
parents, whose crop remains at the 
mercy of good rainfall.

The rising cost of living in big cit-
ies also drives parents with low in-

come to force their children to work 
for upper-middle class households 
where women are looking for do-
mestic help as they are entering the 
traditional labour market.

Many minor girls find themselves 
without an education because of 
the gender discrimination in ru-
ral areas and the lack of schools. 
Others drop out of school because 
they cannot afford to continue their 
studies.

Some child domestic workers, 
who are overwhelmingly girls, 
work 12 hours a day, seven days a 
week for as little as $11 a month, 
according to a report Lonely Servi-
tude: Child Domestic Labour in Mo-

rocco, released by Human Rights 
Watch in 2012.

“Working in private homes, many 
of these girls endure terrible condi-
tions but have no idea where to turn 
for help,” said Jo Becker, children’s 
rights advocacy director at Human 
Rights Watch.

A minimum monthly salary of 
$160 for a maximum 48-hour work 
week is required by the proposed 
measure, which will be submitted 
to a vote in the lower house and 
then be published in the official 
bulletin before effectively becom-
ing law.

The bill requires employers to es-
tablish a contract with the worker 

regarding social security and holi-
day periods. It provides for protec-
tive measures against hazardous 
work and establishes repressive 
penalties that can lead to imprison-
ment for violations of the law.

It remains to be seen if the law 
will be enacted before parliamenta-
ry elections October 7th and wheth-
er it will be respected. However, the 
law sends a strong signal to Mo-
roccan households that domestic 
workers have rights, including the 
right to dignity.

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

The new legal 
framework for 
domestic workers, 
who were previously 
ignored by law, is a 
major social progress 
for thousands of 
people.

A young Moroccan girl performs during a play organised by the not-for-profit association Insaf in the 
western town of Chichaoua during World Day Against Child Labour.

There are 
66,000-88,000 “little 
maids” in Morocco, 
60% of whom are 
younger than 12 years.



23June 19, 2016

Culture

Marwan Shakarchi’s clouds light up public art in UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

I 

raq-born Marwan Shakarchi 
recently drew significant at-
tention and caught the pub-
lic’s imagination through 
street art and murals, con-

cepts that are fairly new in the UAE 
art scene.

Shakarchi, who was raised in 
London, is also relatively new to 
the Emirates’ art scene, having 
moved there two years ago but he 
has made an impact after execut-
ing two major works — Jedariya, a 
mural initiative in Sharjah by the 
Maraya Art Centre and at the Ger-
man International School in Dubai.

“For me, anything that has the 
power to make you think twice, 
take a step back, question or un-
expectedly shock you is powerful,” 
Shakarchi said of public art. “Aside 
from public art beautifying an 
overinflated media environment 
and giving life to a surface in the 
midst of the selfishness it shocks 
you into thinking.”

The United Arab Emirates, he 
said, has begun to invest in pub-
lic art. “It takes time. It takes per-
suasion and it doesn’t come with-
out restriction but it is definitely 
prevalent, more so now than ever 
before,” Shakarchi said.

Before he moved to Dubai to pur-
sue a full-time career in the arts, 
Shakarchi made artistic forays in 
other parts of the world, including 
Japan, Tunisia, Spain, New York, 
Lisbon and Portsmouth.

While pursuing a corporate ca-
reer in London he experimented 
with art in his spare time. This is 
when he came up with the im-
age of a cloud caricature with ‘x’s 
for eyes and forged his identity as 
Myneandyours.

When asked about the “cloud” 
image that he had made his perma-
nent signature, he said he found 
that “repetition has an inherent 
power to be memorable and with 
a symbol comes something an au-
dience can begin to identify with. 
The cloud provides this identity 
and attempts to open a dialogue.”

On whether he can make it rel-
evant in all contexts, Shakarchi 
argued: “Its current relevance is 
amplified through its placement 
and narrative and I think persever-
ance gives an audience who might 
not have paid attention at first a 
reminder to pay attention this time 
around.”

“The positive reactions of the 
audience have been heart-warm-
ing and rewarding for us. Mynean-
dyours has specifically attracted 
with high interest the youth be-
coming a landmark in the neigh-
bourhood,” said Maraya Art Cen-
tre Director Giuseppe Moscatello, 
who commissioned Shakarchi for 
the work titled There’s an Angle to 
Everything, which takes up an en-
tire side of a building in Al Khan, a 
suburb of Sharjah.

The recent mural at the German 
International School, titled The 
Girl Who Changed It All, was the 
result of a collaboration between 
Shakarchi and the students who 
made creative suggestions for the 
final work.

“The wall in Sharjah felt like a 
bit of a triumph,” Shakarchi said. 
“A lot of work went into making it 
happen and in a place like Sharjah, 
where murals have never existed, 
to show someone something new 

is a privilege. It became a bit of a 
guessing game as to what was hap-
pening. Curiosity is crucial and 
without it we remain controlled.”

The wall at the German school in 
Dubai is more private but equally 
as effective. Viewers are mainly 
eager young minds. “Maybe, I 
can help them understand from a 
young age that you don’t have to 
follow the status quo,” he said.

Shakarchi’s projects are intended 
to bring people together. He said if 
he can integrate that into involving 
people who can help expand the 
project, this seems like a natural 
progression. “Building a commu-
nity of people around your work is 

just as important as the substance 
of what you create,” he said.

Shakarchi recalled the moment 
when he decided to change from 
corporate life to being a full-time 
artist: “I made the switch at my 
lowest point. It was either I made 
a change or I signed up for therapy 
and hoped to find a place for the 
corporate world in my bones.”

The risks involved and managing 
the transition summed up his char-
acteristic candour.

“The fear of the unknown has 
the power to trap us,” Shakarchi 
said. “In fact, fear has the power 
to prevent us from ever doing any-
thing. I still haven’t overcome that 

fear — I probably never will — but 
I have learnt to embrace and enjoy 
it. I welcome feeling uncomfort-
able as it reminds me that I am 
pushing myself rather than just ac-
cepting.”

In the case of the commercial 
work that Shakarchi has done, the 
artist has been lucky to work with 
clients who have a similar vision 
and given him the freedom to work 
on what he feels makes artistic 
sense and learn something along 
the way.

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

There’s An Angle to Everything, the mural commissioned as part of the Jedariya initiative by Al Maraya 
Art Centre, which takes up an entire side façade of building in Al Khan in Sharjah.     (Photo by Jo Askew)

“For me, anything 
that has the power to 
make you think 
twice, take a step 
back, question or 
unexpectedly shock 
you is powerful.”

Iraqi-born artist 
Marwan Shakarchi

Shakarchi’s projects 
are intended to bring 
people together.

Dheisheh refugee camp youth archive life in colours on grey walls
Malak Hasan

Bethlehem

R 

efugee camps worldwide 
serve as a stark reminder 
of loss and longing. They 
are usually grey, cramped 
and dismal. Palestinian 

refugee camps are no different.
Shabby, drab concrete buildings 

are separated by narrow alley-
ways that lack basic infrastructure 
but are the main playgrounds for 
schoolchildren. The walls are gen-
erally long and dull.

In Dheisheh, a refugee camp on 
the edge of Bethlehem — a Pales-
tinian town south of Jerusalem — 
however, the grey walls have been 
turned into a splendid colourful ar-
chive of life, a symbol of resistance 
and sacrifice.

Malik Shaheen, 19-year-old from 
Dheisheh, had his days split be-
tween school, home and the sur-
rounding streets. A rusted staircase 
was the favourite meeting place for 
Shaheen and his friends until De-
cember 2015. Israeli military forces 
killed him during a street pro-
test. Now, an adjacent wall bears 
Shaheen’s portrait to honour his 
memory.

The painting of Shaheen at-
tracted thousands of visitors. His 
name was spray-painted on almost 
every wall in the camp to preserve 

the memory of a youth whose life 
ended with a bullet.

Since 1967, Palestinians have 
used street art — mostly graffiti and 
murals — to defy Israeli military 
rule. The Israeli occupation denied 
the population the rights of free-
dom of expression and opinion.

Hafez Omar, a Palestinian re-
searcher in art and politics, said 
refugee camps in general have been 
at the forefront in a long journey of 
struggle against the Israeli occupa-
tion.

Following Israel’s seizure of the 
West Bank, including Jerusalem, 
and the Gaza Strip in 1967, Palestin-
ians were banned from engaging in 
politics. “They used graffiti to an-
nounce a general strike or spread 
an important message,” Omar said.

Israel censored newspapers and 
magazines and frequently sus-
pended publications from being 
printed and distributed. However, 
Israel could not censor or destroy 
all the walls.

It was deemed as a patriotic and 
a courageous act when a masked 
Palestinian sprayed political mes-
sages because, once caught, jail 
time could be four years under the 
pretext of inciting the population 
against local authorities.

Even after the Israeli military 
withdrew from Dheisheh, the tra-
dition continued and the camp has 
turned into a colourful archive of 
Palestinians’ aspirations, dreams, 
losses and hopes for a brighter fu-
ture.

Ayid Arafeh, 33, is an artist from 
Dheisheh and one of thousands of 
internally displaced Palestinians 
who grew up reading and learning 
Palestine’s history while playing in 
the streets of the shantytown.

“My first drawing was a tree 
and a bird,” he said. “My school-
teacher asked my classmates and 
me to draw what we want and we 
all chose to paint nature maybe be-
cause this is what we longed to see 
in the camp.”

Arafeh is one of the most fa-
mous graffiti and mural artists in 
Dheisheh. Men, women and chil-
dren rush to greet him in the camp. 
His name is clearly visible under 
some very remarkable murals in 
the camp.

“When Malik died, his friends ap-
proached me to draw a portrait for 
him on the wall where they used 
to spend most nights,” Arafeh said. 
“The staircase was known to be his 
place and it will continue to be.”

The faces of martyrs, leaders, 
poets and writers make up the big-
gest percentage of drawings on 
Dheisheh’s walls. To Palestinians 
in the camp, which is made up of 
displaced people from 46 Palestin-
ian villages, the walls have become 
part of their collective memory.

Mohammad Salameh, 16, said 
the portraits, the messages and 
the memories on the camp’s walls 
are the way children came to know 
about the individuals who sacri-
ficed their lives for the Palestinian 

cause.
“I lived in the streets and grew 

used to them. If I had lived in a 
home, I would have drawn on a pa-
per but the street is where we grew 
up and the walls have become our 
paper,” he said.

When Salameh moved from Sau-
di Arabia with his family, he hated 
how the camp looked. “At first, I 
was disgusted by all these ‘writ-
ings’ but when I looked closer I 
came to know my country better,” 
he said.

Graffiti and murals in Dheisheh 
have evolved from being short po-
litical messages and temporary slo-
gans to become an extension of the 
past, an act of resistance and sur-
vival and an affirmation that Pales-
tinians have not lost hope.

Arafeh said: “I have written the 
names of our 46 villages and towns 
and I have drawn the faces of our 
martyrs. Despite how important 
this is, I aspire to see diversity and 
add more colours in the murals and 
graffiti.”

After he travelled abroad, Arafeh 
said he realised it is imperative 
to instil hope in the hearts of the 
camp’s children. He now tries to 
incorporate more colour into his 
murals and portraits. The change is 
evident. While martyrs were usu-
ally drawn in black and white with 
serious faces, they now have wide 
smiles and lively stares.

“Our aim is not to make the refu-
gee camp beautiful or a permanent 
place, because this is not our home 
but we must advocate for life and 
hope in a better future,” Arafeh 
said.

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

Palestinian refugee Mariam Hamash, 86, sits in front of a mural on 
the 68th anniversary of Nakba, at Dheisheh refugee camp near the 
West Bank city of Bethlehem, last May.Graffiti and murals in 

Dheisheh have evolved 
from being short 
political messages to 
become an extension 
of the past.

The grey walls have 
been turned into a 
splendid colourful 
archive of life.
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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 
at 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:
Through July 2nd

The Festival of the Medina of 
Tunis takes place at the Tunis 
Convention Centre (Palais des 
Congrès) and the more tradi-
tional setting of Dar Lasram. 
The event includes a number of 
cultural events, including pres-
entations by Salatine al-Tarab 
from Syria and the Afincao 
band from Cuba. Tunisian sing-
ers Lotfi Bouchnak and Sofia 
Sadek are to perform. More 
than a dozen artistic perfor-
mances 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, has a variety 
of performances, including 
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.

Carthage:
July and August  

The Carthage International Fes-
tival is one of the most compel-
ling arts and cultural events in 
North Africa, drawing a mix of 
local and international perform-
ers to Tunisia over a period of 
several weeks. It takes place at 
the Carthage amphitheatre.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival 
takes place in Edde Sands 
with more than 90 artists from 
around the world. Dance work-
shops will be given in Salsa, 
Bachata, Kizomba, cha cha cha, 
hip-hop, Samba, Lambada, 
Oriental, Dabke and Afro-
Cubano. Performances are also 
scheduled.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the 
TV series Game of Thrones in 
Essaouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, digi-
tal video installations and other 
events.

Anjar, the 
Umayyad city
in the heart 
of Lebanon
Daniele Khayat

Anjar

S 

ituated in the middle of 
Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa 
valley, the breadbasket of 
the Roman empire in the 
Levant, the ancient city of 

Anjar bears outstanding witness to 
the Umayyad civilisation.

With its archaeological sites, 
green fields, restaurants and hotels 
along the riverside, Anjar is a fa-
vourite destination for tourists and 
residents alike, competing with its 
larger neighbour, Zahle, which is 
dubbed the “bride of the Bekaa”.

Founded during the Umayyad 
period under Caliph Walid ibn Abd 
Al-Malik, Anjar is a unique example 
of eighth-century town planning 
and an inland commercial centre at 
the crossroads between Beirut and 
Damascus.

The archaeological site discov-
ered in the 1940s includes a forti-
fied ancient city surrounded by a 
370-metre wall flanked by 40 tow-
ers. A north-south axis and a lesser 
east-west axis, above the main col-
lectors for sewers, divide the city 
into equal quadrants.

Public and private buildings are 
laid out according to a strict plan. 
The great palace of the caliph and 
the mosque in the south-east quar-
ter occupy the highest part of the 
site, while the small palaces (har-
ems) and the baths are in the north-
east quarter to facilitate the evacu-
ation of waste. Secondary functions 
and living quarters are distributed 
in the north-west and south-west 
quadrants.

Like Lebanon’s tourist sites, An-

jar was adversely affected by the 
war in Syria. At the entrance of the 
ancient city a number of guides 
wait for visitors, who have become 
rare after the closure of the inland 
road through Syria that Arab Gulf 
tourists used to travel to Lebanon 
by car.

“Anjar was on the itinerary of or-
ganised package tours for foreign 
tourists, which also comprised Syr-
ia and Jordan. Syria was not only a 
connecting place between Lebanon 
and Jordan but a favourite destina-
tion. When it was no longer avail-
able because of the war, Lebanon 
also lost this category of tourists,” 
said one of the guides who identi-
fied himself as Peter.

“On top of that, we lost Arab 
visitors, including the Syrians, Jor-
danians and the Gulf families who 
preferred the less costly travel by 
road via Syria. Unstable security 
in Lebanon also deprived us of the 
visitors who could afford air travel,” 
the guide added.

There is no official figure about 
the number of visitors to Anjar but 
the ruins are popular among the 
Lebanese, including students on 
school excursions.

Anjar’s newly elected munici-
pal council is devising plans to at-
tract more visitors and improve 
the economy in the city of 2,500, 
almost exclusively from the Arme-
nian community.

“We have plans to revive the In-
ternational Festivals of Anjar with 
high-standard programmes to at-
tract the largest possible audience,” 
Anjar Mayor Vartax Khochian said.

The festivals have been post-
poned for two years due to insecu-
rity because of the conflict in Syria 
and the influx of hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees who have settled 
in random camps across the Bekaa 
valley.

“The municipality is still recover-
ing from the losses incurred by the 
failure of previous festivals, which 
was mainly caused by instability in 
the country,” Khochian noted.

In addition to its archaeologi-
cal site, the modern city of Anjar, 

which was designed by French co-
lonialists in the shape of an eagle 
with its wings spread, is famous 
for its fruit groves and sweet water 
ponds where trout are farmed.

Tourist complexes and restau-
rants spread along the Anjar river, 
a tributary of the Litani river, city’s 
river are famous for special dishes 
blending Lebanese and Armenian 
cuisines. Despite the drop in for-
eign and Arab visitors, the city is 
active, especially on weekends, at-
tracting large numbers of people 
from across Lebanon.

Many people come to Anjar spe-
cifically to dine at the restaurants. 
An estimated 5,000-6,000 vehicles 
enter the city over the weekend, ac-
cording to Khochian.

“Once, while flying back to Leba-
non, I started chatting with the pas-
senger sitting next to me. When 
I told him I am from Anjar, it did 
not ring a bell until I mentioned 
the name of one of the famous res-
taurants, he then recognised the 
place,” Khochian said.

The new municipal council will 
be building on the reputation of the 
city’s restaurants to attract visitors, 
the mayor said.

“We have been having regular 
consultation meetings with the 
owners of touristic facilities and 
restaurants to check on their needs, 
as part of the plan to improve ac-
cess, including rehabilitation of 
roads,” he said. “It is a priority for 
the municipality, not only to beau-
tify the city, but also to create job 
opportunities for the youth and the 
families of Anjar.”

The municipality plans to set up 
a special food market to support ag-
riculture.

“In addition to being famous for 
its ruins, Anjar is rich with agricul-
tural products, notably organic fruit 
and vegetables irrigated with clear, 
unpolluted water. It has become a 
food shopping centre for the whole 
Bekaa region,” Khochian said.

Daniele Khayat is a reporter based 
in eastern Lebanon.

The ruins of the ancient Umayyad city of Anjar in Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa valley.

In addition to its 
archaeological site, 
the modern city of 
Anjar,  is famous for 
its fruit groves and 
sweet water ponds.

Farmers walk back home from their fields through Anjar’s historic 
Umayyad ruins, dating back to the eighth century, in the Bekaa 
Valley, 60kms east of Beirut.


