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London

I 

mmigration fears played a big 
part in the British voters’ de-
cision to leave the European 
Union, with a large majority of 
those who voted in favour of 

Brexit saying control of borders was 
a primary factor in their decision.

The referendum was won by the 
Leave campaign with 51.9% of the 
vote, with the Remain campaign se-
curing 48.1%. Voter turnout stood 
at 72.2%.

Polls were evenly split in the run-
up to the referendum, which led 
to David Cameron announcing his 
resignation as prime minister. The 
Leave campaign received a signifi-
cant boost in May after government 
figures showed net migration to 
Britain reached 330,000 in 2015, up 
20,000 from 2014.

Cameron had promised to bring 
net migration down to less than 
100,000 but the May figures helped 
cement the view among many Brit-
ish voters that the country had to 
leave the European Union to con-
trol immigration.

“The British people have voted to 
leave the European Union and their 
will must be respected. The will of 
the British people is an instruction 
that must be delivered,” Cameron 
said in announcing he would leave 
the Conservative Party leadership 
in October.

Fears of more mass migration 
to Britain raised even further in 
the week of the referendum after 
the Leave campaign warned the 
prospect of Turkey joining the Eu-
ropean Union would mean tens of 
millions of Turkish workers seeking 
jobs across Europe.

Europe is facing a major refu-
gee crisis. The United Nations an-
nounced that the number of people 
— 65.3 million — displaced by con-
flict is at the highest level in his-
tory. While the millions of refugees 
from Iraq, Syria, Libya, Afghanistan 

and other conflict-ridden areas of 
the Middle East and North Africa 
seeking asylum in Europe are not 
formally covered by EU free-move-
ment rules, this influx raised fears 
about migration and led to an in-
crease of xenophobic sentiment in 
Britain and beyond.

A Leave campaign leaflet, which 
warned of the effects of Turkey’s 
EU membership, came under criti-
cism for prominently highlight-
ing Turkey’s proximity to Iraq and 
Syria. The leaflet was criticised 
as racist and Islamophobic by the 
Remain campaign, which called it 
“dog-whistle politics”, using coded 
language to implicitly raise specific 
issues.

The UK Independence Party 
(UKIP), led by high-profile Leave 
campaigner Nigel Farage, came un-
der criticism for a campaign poster 
that depicted a long line of refugees 
under the words “Breaking point” 
and called for Britain to “take back 
control of its borders”.

There are fears that Brexit could 

lead to other EU members having 
referendums and potentially end 
the EU project. Far-right Euroscep-
tic parties in France, the Nether-
lands and Austria have called for 
similar votes for their countries fol-
lowing the British referendum.

“The vote puts the EU in difficul-
ties. It must recognise its shortfalls. 
A jolt is necessary. Europe must 
reaffirm its values of freedom, 
solidarity, peace. The EU must be 
understood and controlled by its 
citizens,” French President Fran-
çois Hollande said after the vote.

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

Amman

A 

suicide bombing that 
killed seven Jordani-
an border guards and 
wounded 13 security of-
ficials, the second ter-

ror attack in three weeks, pushed 
Jordan closer to direct confronta-
tion with the Islamic State (ISIS).

Jordanian officials say the coun-
try is being targeted because of the 
important role it plays in the US-led 
coalition fighting the terror group 
in Iraq and Syria. Jordan’s pro-
Western rulers regularly denounce 
ISIS and militant Islam as they try 
to block the long-running wars 
from spilling over into the small, 
vulnerable kingdom.

The June 21st attack on the re-
mote border area of Rukban, where 
fleeing refugees are held for secu-
rity screening, came as ISIS strong-
holds in Syria and Iraq are under 
intense military pressure.

There has been no claim of re-
sponsibility for the suicide bomb-
ing but Jordanian security officials 

said it “bore ISIS’s hallmark”.
Analysts said for ISIS to chal-

lenge Jordan so directly signals 
that the group wants to drag Am-
man deeper into the savage con-
flict. “The message shouldn’t be 

taken lightly,” observed retired 
army general Asef al-Khalidi, now 
a military analyst.

“The terrorists want to engage. 
They came to our door and made a 
big bang. They killed our children. 

They spilled precious Jordanian 
blood,” he said.

It was significant that the June 
21st bombing, like a June 6th attack 
in which three Jordanian intelli-
gence personnel were killed, tar-
geted Jordan’s military.

The kingdom boasts that its se-
curity forces, trained by the British, 
French and the United States, and 
its US-funded intelligence service, 
make up the country’s “strongest 
shield”.

Rukban is near where the Iraqi, 
Syrian and Jordanian borders meet. 
There are more than 50,000 Syrian 
refugees stranded in a nearby hold-
ing camp just inside Syria as they 
await security screening. Jordan’s 
King Hussein warned in February 
that ISIS infiltrators are hidden 
among the refugees.

Jordan has resisted pressure to 
allow those refugees into its UN-
run camps before proper security 
vetting. The refugees often face 
steady sources of food and water 
in the camp and their only hope is 
Jordan.

The attack raised questions how 
a heavily secured military outpost, 
staffed by various security units 
and monitored by sophisticated 
movement-detecting radar, could 
have been infiltrated by a lone sui-
cide bomber speeding in a pick-up 
truck across the desert. The attack 
was the first on the northern Jorda-
nian-Syrian border since the Syrian 
civil war erupted in 2011.

Jordan’s anger over the border at-
tack and its outrage at ISIS recalls 
the February 1st, 2015, release of an 
ISIS video showing the gruesome 
murder of a Royal Jordanian Air 
Force pilot. That prompted Jordan 
to extend its air strikes against the 
group to Iraq as well.

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

A trader from BGC, a global brokerage company in London’s Canary Wharf financial centre, reacts 
during trading, on June 24th, after Britain voted to leave the European Union in the EU Brexit 
referendum.

Jordanians take part in candlelight vigil, in Amman, in solidarity 
with the Jordanian soldiers who were killed in an attack on a 
border military post near a camp for Syrian refugees, on June 21st.
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T 

he United Kingdom’s vote 
to leave the European 
Union sent political and 
economic shock waves 
throughout the country 

and the rest of Europe.
The decision transformed the po-

litical landscape in Britain, with Da-
vid Cameron announcing he would 
step down as prime minister. “The 
will of the British people is an in-
struction that must be delivered,” 
said Cameron, who backed the Re-
main campaign.

Speaking outside of 10 Downing 
Street, the prime minister said: “I 
will do everything I can as prime 
minister to steady the ship over the 
coming weeks and months but I do 
not think it would be right for me to 
try to be the captain that steers the 
country to its next destination.”

Britain’s second and third parties, 
which also backed the Remain cam-
paign, will also undergo significant 
changes. Scottish First Minister 
Nicola Sturgeon, head of the Scot-
tish National Party, announced she 
intends to keep Scotland in the Eu-
ropean Union, promising another 
referendum on Scottish independ-
ence from the United Kingdom.

A vote of no confidence was 
called against Labour Party leader 
Jeremy Corbyn, with many mem-
bers of parliament frustrated he 
did not campaign hard enough for a 
Remain victory. Traditional Labour 
strongholds in Wales and northern 
England ignored the party’s pleas to 
vote Remain.

The June 23rd referendum was 
won by the Leave campaign with 
17,410,742 votes (51.9%) with 
the Remain campaign securing 
16,141,241 votes (48.1%). Voter turn-
out was 72.2%, lower than expected 

but it was not thought to have sig-
nificantly affected the results.

Immigration was one of the main 
issues of the election. The Leave 
campaign was criticised for scare-
mongering tactics, raising fears 
about mass migration and its ef-
fects.

Brexit could boost the political 
fortunes of right-wing and anti-im-
migrant parties in Europe and cause 
concern for immigrants there. 

Leaders of such parties in the Neth-
erlands, Denmark, Sweden and 
France have demanded referen-
dums on EU membership. France’s 
National Front party leader Marine 
Le Pen celebrated the Brexit vote. 
“Victory for freedom!” she said.

With the European Union set to 
enter an uncertain period following 
the Brexit vote, questions are being 
asked as to how this will affect the 
union’s response to the issue of mi-
grants seeking to cross the Mediter-
ranean from North Africa, particu-
larly as British boats had played a 
major role in patrolling the area.

Arab countries expressed con-
cern that inter-EU turmoil could 
result in a lack of focus regarding 
vital development projects and 
diplomatic initiatives in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

The Brexit vote had a significant 
effect on the economy. The British 
pound plummeted to a 31-year-low 
and the FTSE 100 stock index in 
London was down more than 8% in 
the first minutes of trading on June 
24th — its biggest fall since the 2008 
global financial crisis.

More than $148 billion in share 
value was wiped off the index the 
first day of trading after the vote. 
The Bank of England intervened 
to stop the free fall, announcing it 
would make an extra $370 billion 
available to banks.

Speculation is rife about who will 
replace Cameron as head of the 
Conservative Party and prime min-
ister, with former London mayor 

Boris Johnson and Justice Secretary 
Michael Gove — both high-profile 
members of the Leave campaign 
— tipped as favourites. Home Sec-
retary Theresa May, who backed 
the Remain campaign, is also being 
mentioned as a leadership candi-
date.

It will be the task of the next 
prime minister to trigger Article 50 
of the Lisbon Treaty to leave the 
European Union and negotiate the 
terms after Cameron said he would 
leave that to his successor.

The article is triggered after the 
British prime minister officially 
notifies the union of Britain’s inten-
tion to leave, following which there 
is a two-year period during which 
the terms of Britain’s exit are ne-

gotiated. During this time, Britain 
would not take part in EU decision-
making.

In addition to negotiating Brit-
ain’s access to the single market and 
bilateral trade deals, issues such as 
security, intelligence-sharing and 
counterterrorism will be discussed. 
Europol Director Rob Wainwright 
warned of the effect that Brexit 
could have on British national se-
curity.

“[Brexit] has the potential to 
harm the UK’s ability to fight terror-
ism and crime because of the extent 
to which police cooperation infor-
mation systems and other capabili-
ties in the EU become embedded 
in the [British] police community 
and, to a lesser extent, the intelli-

gence community,” he told Britain’s 
Guardian newspaper ahead of the 
vote.

“There will be a negative impact, 
it is just a question of how big or 
small. It is really about damage 
limitation.”

British foreign policy in the Mid-
dle East could significantly change, 
depending on who takes over the 
Conservative Party. Johnson wrote 
a controversial article last Decem-
ber calling on Britain to work with 
Syrian President Bashar Assad and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria. That would represent a large 
shift in Britain’s stance on Syria, 
where it is part of a US-led, anti-ISIS 
coalition.

Brexit vote sends shock waves in Britain and beyond
Mahmud el-Shafey

British Prime Minister David Cameron speaks to the press in central London, on June 24th.
Brexit could boost
the political fortunes 
of right-wing and 
anti-immigrant parties 
in Europe and cause 
concern for 
immigrants there.

British foreign policy 
in the Middle East 
could significantly 
change, depending on 
who takes over the 
Conservative Party.
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The tabloid case for Brexit

T
he world changed 
dramatically with 
Britain voting to leave 
the European Union 
after 43 years as a 
member. The chief 

shock is not the international 
horror — like a long scream in 
slow motion — the falling stock 
markets, plummeting British 
pound and the fact that Brexit 
happened at all. It is this bald 
truth: The main trigger of this 
tragic and complex divorce was a 
deep fear of immigration.

Those who campaigned for Brit-
ain to leave the European Union 
stoked anxiety by falsely claiming 
that the country risked being for-
ever changed by floods of refu-
gees. They hinted at a dark EU plot 
to fast-track Turkey’s membership 
application and swamp Britain 
and other parts of Europe with 
70 million Turks. They suggested 
that British towns and villages 
would start to look like those in 
Romania and Syria. They warned 
that scarce jobs and government 

services would have to be shared 
with undeserving foreigners.

It worked. The emotional ap-
peal or what might be called the 
tabloid case for Brexit resulted 
in a decisive vote. The Leave 
campaign won by a margin of 
four percentage points, which 
can justifiably be said to be a 
plain instruction from the British 
people. It is important to be clear 
what they were saying and why. 
The British decision was not about 
square tomatoes or other absurd 
parodies of EU over-regulation. It 
was about fear of the other.

We should have seen this com-
ing.

On June 16th a British member 
of parliament was killed — the 
first such incident in more than a 
quarter century — allegedly by a 
man who shouted “Britain first” 
before and after the attack. It was 
a bloody illustration of the toxic 
consequences of a political cul-
ture of migrant and Muslim-bash-
ing. The political consequences 
would become apparent a week 
later with the Brexit vote.

Britain First is the name of a 
British political group. It opposes 
what it calls the Islamisation of 
the country and says that it is “a 
patriotic political party and street 
defence organisation”, with all the 
unsubtle and violent implications 
of such a self-description.

The group has denied links 
to Thomas Mair, who has been 
charged with killing MP Jo Cox. 
Britain First, however, is exactly 
the sort of sectarian outfit that 

is aggressively at work radicalis-
ing white people in the United 
Kingdom.

The group, which viciously 
rejects Muslim participation in 
British public life, responded to 
Sadiq Khan’s election as mayor of 
London by complaining that the 
result showed there are “far too 
many Muslims (and a) shrinking 
number of Britons”. During the 
mayoral vote count, Britain First’s 
leader conspicuously and humili-
atingly turned his back on Khan.

So, too, the EU referendum 
campaign. Britain First and the 
UK Independence Party (UKIP) 
turned it into a hate-filled plebi-
scite on immigration and Mus-
lims, while adopting a threatening 
tone towards those who advocate 
engagement.

Cox was an advocate of an in-
clusive and multicultural Britain. 
She was well known for her ad-
vocacy of refugees and migrants 
and, in particular, for her embrace 
of Syria’s harried children. She 
was campaigning for Britain to 
vote “remain” in the EU referen-
dum.

Both issues were cynically 
conflated by politicians peddling 
paranoia. Consider the public 
pronouncements of some of the 
Leave campaigners. Business-
woman Arabella Arkwright, who 
served on the “vote leave” board, 
promoted anti-Muslim mate-
rial on social media as the prime 
reason to decouple from the 

European Union. This included an 
image of a white girl in the middle 
of a group of people wearing bur-
qas with the stark tagline: “Britain 
2050: Why didn’t you stop them 
Grandad?”

Some advertisements for leaving 
the European Union borrowed 
from 1930s Nazi propaganda. Just 
days before Cox was killed, UKIP 
leader Nigel Farage put out posters 
showing a long line of impov-
erished, dark-skinned refugees 
shuffling to somewhere with the 
following headline: “Breaking 
point.”

Might that sort of dark insinu-
ation about a ceaseless tide of 
refugees possibly bound for Britain 
serve as a trigger for violence?

It was denounced as “a step too 
far” by Baroness Sayeeda Warsi, a 
prominent Muslim politician who 
once led the governing Conserva-
tive Party and defected from the 
Leave campaign saying she was 
appalled by the “lies… hate and 
xenophobia”.

That tactic proved dreadfully 
effective for all that there appears 
to be a thin dark connecting line 
between a political campaign of 
bigotry, Cox’s brutal death and the 
fear-ridden surprise decision to 
leave the European Union.

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.

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point
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The main trigger of 
this tragic and complex 
divorce was a deep fear of 
immigration.
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Amman

A 

suicide bomb attack at a 
heavily guarded military 
outpost in Jordan’s deso-
late north-eastern desert 
near the Syrian border 

underlined a security breach and 
sent Jordanian investigators ques-
tioning whether the border with 
Syria and Iraq was truly protected.

Jordanian officials had publicly 
boasted of border defences in the 
face of attacks by Islamic State (ISIS) 
or other militants.

Brigadier-General Saber Mahay-
rah in May insisted that Jordan’s 
border with Syria and Iraq — 375km 
with Syria in the north and 198km 
with Iraq on the east — was “well-
protected and tightly sealed with 
the Border Guard Units ready to 
deal with any security situation 
within a minute”.

To bolster defences when ISIS ji-
hadists moved close to its borders, 
Jordan installed high-tech secu-
rity systems with radar and cam-
eras across the wide desert frontier. 
Sand walls and trenches that ex-
isted to prevent drug and weapons 
smuggling were reconfigured to 
cope with the new challenges.

The monitoring system, bought 
through the American defence con-
tractor Raytheon, provides detec-
tion of movements along the border 
kilometres away. Jordan foiled 85 
infiltration attempts in 2015 involv-
ing 132 people and dozens of vehi-
cles. At least 38 people were killed 
in shootouts with Jordanian border 
guards. Hundreds of kilograms of 
narcotics and thousands of pills 
were confiscated.

The border attack on June 21st 
“points to a serious security breach 
on an area long thought to be se-
cured”, said Mohammed al-Adeeb, 
a commentator on Jordanian secu-

rity issues. “The attack was an eye-
opener and forced a revision of se-
curity plans in the area.”

No claim of responsibility was 
made for the 5.30am attack in Ruk-
ban, although Jordanian Foreign 
Minister Nasser Judeh pointed to 
ISIS. Rukban is in a remote desert 
area near an earthen berm, which 
is closest to the point at which the 
Iraq, Syria and Jordan borders meet.

The area has a refugee camp host-
ing 50,000 Syrians from Homs and 
others who fled from Raqqa, ISIS’s 
de facto capital in northern Syria. 
They have been stranded in the 
Rukban refugee camp inside Syria, 
surrounded by barbed wire to sepa-
rate them from a Jordanian military 
installation and the border area in 
the vicinity.

Jordanian security has been let-
ting in a daily average of 50-100 ref-
ugees, resisting pressure by West-
ern nations to let them all enter the 
country before stringent security 
vetting is carried out. Jordan says 
ISIS may have infiltrated the ranks 
of the refugees to carry out terror 
attacks in the country.

Thousands of Syrian refugees are 
stranded at another camp on the 
border at Hadalat, about 90km west 
of Rukban.

In December, the United Nations 
admitted that Jordan had legitimate 
security concerns but urged the 
country to allow all the refugees at 
the two camps to enter.

The Rukban attack, the first of its 
kind since the Syrian revolution be-
gan with peaceful demonstrations 
in 2011, saw an explosives-laden 
pickup truck drive at a high speed 
across the sand wall into the Jorda-
nian side of the border, according 
to a video of the incident taken by 
a security camera and shown to The 
Arab Weekly.

The truck crashed into a brick 
wall, continued at high speed until 
it exploded between prefabricated 

structures at the Jordanian outpost, 
comprising offices and dormitory, 
sending debris and a ball of black 
smoke into the air.

Seven Jordanian servicemen, po-
licemen and civil defence person-
nel were killed and 14 others were 
wounded. One of the wounded died 
the day after the attack, raising the 
death toll to seven.

ISIS’s footprints were evident in 
the latest attack in Jordan as it re-
sembled previous assaults on the 
eastern border with Iraq. ISIS in 
June 2014 spread its control of the 
vast desert in Iraq’s western Anbar 
province to near the frontier with 
Jordan.

At the time, ISIS launched several 
attacks on the Jordanian border, 
once with a great amount of explo-
sives packed in vehicles driven by 
suicide bombers, just as in the June 
21st attack. The earlier assault de-

stroyed buildings at the border post, 
which once handled traffic between 
the two countries.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II vowed 
to avenge the attack, saying the 
kingdom would “respond with an 
iron fist” against any group that 
sought to harm its borders or secu-
rity.

The Rukban incident followed a 
June 6th assault at Jordan’s intel-
ligence office in northern Amman 
when a gunman, said to have acted 
individually, killed three intelli-
gence officers and two aides before 
fleeing. He was captured hours later 
at a nearby mosque.

Following the attack on Ruk-
ban, Jordan declared its northern 
and north-eastern frontiers closed 
military zones. Jordan’s army chief 
General Mashal Mohammad al-Za-
ben said any movement in the area 
“without pre-coordination” with 

Jordan would be “firmly dealt with 
as hostile targets”.

ISIS has threatened in the past to 
“break down” Jordan’s borders.

Rukban is a rocky area, devoid 
of shade, water or vegetation and 
is far from any town. Aid workers 
say more than 50,000 refugees are 
stranded at the camp, living in de-
plorable conditions while awaiting 
entry into Jordan.

The London-based rights group 
Amnesty International said the 
Jordanian security moves must not 
descend into closing the border and 
denying humanitarian aid to Syrian 
refugees fleeing armed conflict.

Jordan is hosting 655,000 of the 
4.84 million Syrians registered as 
refugees with the United Nations. 
The government says another near-
ly 1 million Syrians are living there, 
including those who arrived before 
the war.

Jordan attack points to security breach
Jamal J. Halaby

A security member, who was injured during an attack at a camp for Syrian refugees in eastern Jordan 
near the borders of Iraq, Syria and Jordan, is transported from a military helicopter to al-Hussein 
Medical Centre in Amman, on June 21st.

Jordan says ISIS may 
have infiltrated the 
ranks of the refugees 
to carry out terror 
attacks in the country.

Seven Jordanian 
servicemen, 
policemen and civil 
defence personnel 
were killed and 14 
others were wounded.

Why the jihadist attack on Jordan is unprecedented

A suicide bomb attack 
that killed seven 
soldiers at a forward 
Jordanian military 
outpost at Rukban, 
where the borders 

of Syria, Jordan and Iraq meet, 
represents an unprecedented 
development in the series of 
assaults on Jordan.

Unlike three previous incidents 
in Jordan since November, on 
June 21st the attacker came from 
outside the country, pointing to a 
serious breach of the well-fortified 
Jordanian crossing with Syria. This 
by itself constitutes a qualitative 
development in the means used 
by the terrorist groups against 
Jordan.

The prevailing view in Amman 
is that the attack in Rukban, close 
to a Syrian refugee camp, was car-
ried out by the Islamic State (ISIS). 
However, it is noteworthy that the 
group did not claim responsibility. 
Security experts have been unable 
to explain the behaviour of ISIS, 
which rarely hesitates in taking 
responsibility for attacks by its 

fighters and supporters.
Military and security experts 

expressed concern that the Ruk-
ban camp, which houses 60,000 
Syrian refugees in the demilita-
rised zone between the two coun-
tries, could prove to be Jordan’s 
“soft underbelly”. Especially since 
the camp mainly houses refugees 
who have fled areas dominated by 

ISIS in north-eastern Syria.
While there had been calls for 

increased efforts to relieve the 
humanitarian suffering of those 
trapped at the border, the June 
21st attack led to Jordan shutting 
its frontier to the Syrian refugees.

The terrorists took advantage of 

the “sole humanitarian corridor” 
used by international humanitar-
ian organisations to send much-
needed assistance to refugees flee-
ing embattled areas to reach a post 
of the Jordanian Army, General 
Security and Civil Defence. The 
post is entrusted with supervising 
the delivery of aid and helping Syr-
ian families crossing the Jordanian 
border.

This crossing point had seen an 
increased flow of refugees, with a 
daily estimate of 50-100.

The attack shocked the Jorda-
nian public and provoked wide 
condemnation. It sparked a heated 
debate about what Jordan should 
do to confront the increased ter-
rorism threat.

While some called for a review 
of Jordan’s alliances and coop-
eration with the Syrian regime in 
southern Syria to chase away ISIS, 
others considered that Jordan was 
in “a state of war” that requires 
more than just closing the borders 
with Syria.

Some speculated that the attack 
would delay parliamentary elec-
tions set for September 20th.

It is unlikely, however, that the 
attack will lead to a drastic change 
in Jordan’s regional alliances or to 
its internal agenda, such as post-
poning parliamentary elections. 
That in itself would be a triumph 
for the terrorists.

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

Oraib 
al-Rantawi

View point
Security 
experts have 
expressed 
concern that 
the Rukban 
camp, which 
houses 
60,000 
Syrian 
refugees, 
may prove to 
be Jordan’s 
“soft 
underbelly”.

The Rukban camp mainly 
houses refugees who have 
fled areas dominated 
by ISIS in north-eastern 
Syria.

Syrian refugees gather for water at the Rukban refugee camp in 
Jordan’s north-east border with Syria, on June 23rd.
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Falluja

F 

or the first time in nearly 
two years, I was allowed to 
drive to Falluja. It took the 
usual one hour to make 
the 64km drive west from 

Baghdad.
On my journey June 19th, memo-

ries kept coming to me how, in my 
teens, my family and I used to pass 
through Falluja on our way to Hab-
baniyah lake, one of my favourite 
vacation spots, which was turned 
into a camp for displaced Iraqis, 
and a string of popular street res-
taurants that serve delicious kebab.

After a few checkpoints along 
the road, I reached the gate of the 
so-called Skeletons Area, 16km east 
of Falluja, where tens of unfinished 
concrete structures that are sup-
posed to be the Falluja University 
stand. Some of the buildings were 
partially demolished; others were 
intact and served as a makeshift 
base for Iraq’s Counter Terrorism 
Forces (CTF).

Inside one of the buildings, 
Lieutenant-General Abdul Wahab 
al-Saedi, commander of the Falluja 
operations, said Iraqis should be 
proud of the latest victory.

“At least 75% of Falluja is liberat-
ed but only 10% of it is destroyed,” 
Saedi said. “I laid out four priori-
ties on the day we began the battle: 
namely to protect civilians, to pro-
tect my forces, to try hard to spare 
damage to the infrastructure and to 
finish up [the Islamic State] ISIS.”

His office is an unfinished room 
with a table and many chairs. Com-
puter tablets, radios and blankets 
littered the floor behind piles of 

sandbags.
An explosion seemed close. “It’s 

our missiles being launched against 
ISIS,” Colonel Ali Jamil, a CTF offic-
er, said proudly.

Saedi answered a radio call in 
which he was informed there were 
four ISIS militants close to an Iraqi 
Army unit. He relayed the informa-
tion to officers in the field. Within 
minutes, there was a heavy explo-
sion. “A hellfire missile,” said Saedi. 
A little while later, it was confirmed 
that three ISIS militants were killed 
and a fourth wounded.

“Falluja is completely empty, 
with no civilians,” Saedi said. There 
were 3,000-4,000 ISIS militants in 
Falluja, he said, 90% of them were 
Iraqis. The CTF killed 1,500 and 
1,086 were arrested by Anbar po-
lice, he said. A manhunt was under 
way to locate the rest.

“The Americans said the Falluja 
battle would last six months,” Saedi 
said, “but we knew it would take 
much less and we wanted to show 
the Americans we are able to do it 
but with their support, of course.”

“Falluja is not only symbolic for 
the Iraqi forces but also for ISIS,” 
he said. “It was the first city that 
fought against the Americans and 
extremist Muslims have made it 
their shrine.”

He said Falluja residents had little 
to do with the extremists, adding: 
“They sympathise with the Iraqi 
forces.”

Jamil conducted a tour of liber-
ated areas in Falluja. The most vi-
tal neighbourhood for ISIS was the 
“industrial area”, where car bombs, 
mortars and improvised explosive 
devices were manufactured.

In the town centre, ISIS burned 
the general hospital, part of which 
had served as the group’s head-
quarters. Black smoke stained win-
dows and debris littered the ground 
around the hospital.

“ISIS’s command office was on 
the second floor,” Saedi said. He 
said he insisted his troops not at-
tack the hospital while patients 
were inside. “I told them that 
would be a war crime but look what 
ISIS did.”

In Shuhadaa neighbourhood, 
Jamil said his troops found a fam-
ily trapped. Now in hospital, Khalil 
Ibrahim said he was trapped at 
home with his wounded wife, 
three daughters and 10-year-old 
son while ISIS and the Iraqi Army 
fought nearby.

“My wife, three daughters and 
son were wounded seriously,” 
Ibrahim said. He said he took the 
wounded to the general hospital 
but nobody was there. He said his 
wife and three daughters died and 
he buried them in the hospital gar-

den. Jamil’s troops found Ibrahim 
and his son and took them to a field 
hospital.

Anbar police Colonel Abdul Aziz 
Hamad said local police control ar-
eas liberated by the army. Hamad 
and his forces are from Falluja.

“Everyone has had painful in-
cidents with al-Qaeda before and 
ISIS now,” he said. Hamad’s house 
was attacked five times. His mother 
and wife were wounded and his 
20-year-old son suffers from post-
traumatic stress disorder.

“We will never allow the politi-
cians, tribal sheikhs and religious 
men who misled the Falluja people 
many times back again,” he said.

Going by the general hospital, 
there were columns of smoke on 
the skyline and heavy explosions 
in the distance. “There are confron-

tations in Golan neighbourhood,” 
said Jamil. “It is one of four neigh-
bourhoods not liberated yet.”

According to Iraqi military strat-
egist Hisham al-Hashimi, 15,000 
men from Falluja were released af-
ter being questioned on suspicion 
of links to ISIS; 1,100 were detained. 
He explained that Falluja residents 
gave police information and evi-
dence implicating some with links 
to ISIS.

Falluja needs at least six months 
to be cleared of bombs and ord-
nance in homes, mosques and 
streets, Jamil said as I wondered 
whether Falluja would one day be-
come again a destination for Bagh-
dad residents on an outing.

Nermeen Mufti is a journalist 
based in Baghdad.

Iraqi troops holding liberated Falluja
Nermeen Mufti

A member of the Iraqi Counter-Terrorism Forces drives an armed vehicle flying the national f lag near 
a mosque in Falluja, on June 23rd.

According to Iraqi 
military strategist 
Hisham al-Hashimi, 
15,000 men from 
Falluja were released 
after being questioned 
on suspicion of links to 
ISIS.

For the first time in 
nearly two years, I was 
allowed to drive to 
Falluja.
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Iraq’s Abadi at crossroads: Win or leave

Utica, Michigan 

I 

raqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi’s capture of Falluja 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
a master stroke that shows the 
militants he means business 

and his political adversaries, espe-
cially among Shia clerics, that he is 
a strongman capable of protecting 
their interests, influence and gains.

However, the triumph will be 
quickly forgotten if not followed by 
steps to root out ISIS from across 
Iraq and pursue a vigorous reform 
agenda to end state corruption and 
improve public services.

Abadi must address several other 
significant sticking points, such as 
the political rift among Shias, the 
growing power of pro-Iranian mi-
litias, a flood of refugees displaced 
from domestic conflict zones, Kurd-
ish defiance of his rule and public 
outrage over the pace of reform.

“Liberating Falluja is a good first 
step in the right direction,” said 
Jawad al-Tae, a retired Baghdad 
university professor. “This should 
be an incentive for the prime min-
ister to press ahead with his prom-
ised reforms, to emerge as a man of 
his word who can deliver.”

The government has begun a 
campaign to improve Abadi’s pub-
lic image after accusations by op-
ponents among Shia clerics that he 
was a hesitant leader incapable of 
effectively ruling Iraq.

Since the first days of the assault 
on Falluja, government-run media 
outlets have portrayed Abadi as 
an audacious leader, showing him 

in black military uniform, rubbing 
shoulders with soldiers and mili-
tary commanders on the front lines.

The prime minister rushed to 
announce the liberation of Falluja 
to capitalise on the victory against 
ISIS, although the jihadists still 
controlled several areas in the Sun-
ni city, 60km west of Baghdad.

Iraqis, especially the country’s 
marginalised Sunni minority, argue 
that the prime minister’s first steps 
should focus on curbing the power 
of Shia militias that are accused of 
atrocities against civilians fleeing 
Falluja.

Seeking revenge for the massacre 
of 1,700 Shia military trainees at 
the hands of ISIS fighters in 2014, 
Shia militiamen allegedly harassed, 
tortured and killed refugees from 
Ameiriyat, Falluja, Karma and Saq-

lawiyah.
Shia militias detained at least 

640 men fleeing Falluja. They were 
questioned about suspected ties 
with the jihadists and 49 of them 
were killed and the rest are missing, 
according to Iraqi media reports.

UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein 
urged the Iraqi government to take 
immediate measures to ensure that 
all people fleeing Falluja are treated 
in accordance with international 
humanitarian laws.

Baghdad-based political analyst 
Bassem al-Sheikh said Abadi had 
gained some public support after 
recapturing Falluja, “yet he has to 
reassure the people of recaptured 
Sunni areas that they are safe from 
sectarian armed groups. It is an 
urgent task in order to ensure the 

complete defeat of Daesh,” he said, 
using an Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Abadi’s other moves should be 
to “push for real political and eco-
nomic reforms to calm public an-
ger over widespread corruption”, 
Sheikh pointed out.

Responding to massive street 
protests last summer, Abadi prom-
ised political and economic reforms 
but his endeavour was bogged 
down by resistance from some of 
his key partners in power, anxious 
they may lose their traditional 
clout.

“Abadi achieved military success 
but that was stained by his constant 
political failure. He let down the 
protesters before. He should end 
corruption without fearing the Shia 
politicians,” said Hazem Saeed, a 
Baghdad resident.

Iraqi lawmaker Ali al-Alaq, an 
Abadi confidant, blamed the prime 
minister’s problems on Shia leaders 
who accuse him of inability to lead 
the executive authority and com-
mand the armed forces.

Abadi has shown little willing-
ness to confront Shia officials who 
mock him. His confidants describe 
him as a bashful and polite politi-
cian who hates to make enemies or 
blunt public statements.

Sceptics, including pro-Iranian 
politicians and militias, are led by 
former prime minister Nuri al-Ma-
liki, who is widely held responsible 
for the corruption and misman-
agement that left the state almost 
bankrupt.

“With some credibility after the 
Falluja battle, the premier should 
act against corrupt officials without 
fearing the red lines. More people 
are now ready to support him as he 

is trying to fix the mistakes of Ma-
liki,” said Sheikh.

Another pressing issue that must 
be addressed soon is soured rela-
tions between Baghdad and the au-
tonomous Kurdish region. In mid-
2015, the Kurds turned their backs 
on a deal that allowed Baghdad to 
receive 17% of oil revenues gener-
ated from sales in Iraqi Kurdish ar-
eas. In return, Baghdad cut funds 
allocated in its federal budget to 
punish Kurdish leaders.

Mending fences between Bagh-
dad and the Kurds would be vital 
for the success of Abadi’s long-
anticipated operation to drive ISIS 
fighters out of Mosul, Iraq’s second 
largest city.

Kurdish security forces, known 
as peshmerga, have achieved vic-
tories against ISIS near Kirkuk and 
Mosul in the past. Kurdish leaders 
are aware that peshmerga partici-
pation is essential to any attempt to 
drive ISIS from Mosul.

Thus, the president of the Kurd-
ish region, Masoud Barzani, an-
nounced that before the start of 
Mosul battle “everybody should 
know his obligations and rights”, 
echoing Kurdish territorial de-
mands to annex some areas from 
Nineveh province to Kurdistan in 
return for peshmerga help to recap-
ture Mosul.

Sameer Nouri Yacoub is an Iraqi 
journalist in Michigan.

Sameer Nouri Yacoub

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

The triumph will be 
quickly forgotten if 
not followed by steps 
to root out ISIS from 
across Iraq.
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Iran calls for overthrow of Bahraini government

London

T 

he war against al-Qaeda 
in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) is entering a new 
phase with the revelation 
that US special operations 

units would extend their presence 
in Yemen and step up the joint ef-
fort with the United Arab Emir-
ates and other Gulf troops against 
the terrorist group’s most lethal 
branch.

US forces are planning on re-es-
tablishing an on-the-ground coun-
terterrorism presence in Yemen as 
the war between the Houthi rebels 
and the internationally recognised 
Yemeni government continues, ac-
cording to a report by the Washing-
ton Post. US officials said a team of 
a dozen men would assist troops 
from Gulf countries in tracking 
down AQAP.

UAE Ambassador to Washington 
Yousef al-Otaiba said forces of Emi-
rati, Saudi and Yemeni troops were 
a part of a drive to attack AQAP 
fighters throughout Yemen. He said 
efforts to tackle al-Qaeda in Yemen 
would be lengthy, adding that “mil-
itary priorities have shifted from 
fighting the Iranian-backed Houthis 
to being more focused on AQAP”.

With much of the world’s atten-
tion focused on fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria and Iraq, often 
overlooked is that Yemen has be-
come a base for terror groups, par-
ticularly AQAP, for about ten years.

According to a report by the US 
Department of Defense, in 2015 
“AQAP expanded its safe haven by 
seizing several towns, including the 
port city of Mukalla, which has giv-
en it access to increased financial 
resources”. The report said that, 
despite losing a number of senior 
leaders, AQAP increased recruit-
ing and expanded its safe haven in 
Yemen.

Yemeni forces backed by Gulf 

Arab coalition air strikes drove 
AQAP out of of Mukalla after the 
terror group went almost a year 
unchecked, a side effect of the 
on-going war. The UAE adjusted 
its strategy to include training of 
thousands of Yemeni tribal fighters 
to face AQAP in addition to Houthi 
rebels.

In April, as talks to end the war 
in Yemen were about to begin in 
Kuwait, the UAE requested US sup-
port in retaking Mukalla. The Wash-
ington Post reported that the USS 
Boxer Amphibious Ready Group 

ships sent aircraft and commandos 
to Mukalla, where they provided 
intelligence support, which helped 
identify militant targets.

The retaking of Mukalla was a 
major blow to AQAP as the port city 
was a strong financial source for the 
group. Staff Brigadier Musallam al-
Rashidi, commander of UAE forces 
in Hadramawt, said AQAP looted up 
to $100 million a day while in con-
trol of Mukalla.

The UAE military is considered 
the most polished of all Gulf Coop-
eration Council members and has 

played a central role in the fight 
against AQAP. US military officials 
were so impressed that they nick-
named the UAE “Little Sparta” after 
the ancient Greek city-state known 
for its military training and excel-
lence.

The US Central Command re-
vealed that it conducted three 
counterterrorism air strikes in early 
June, killing six AQAP operatives. 
The US drone programme has elim-
inated a number of key al-Qaeda 
figures, including spiritual leader 
Anwar al-Awlaki, a US citizen, in 

2011. However, the programme has 
come under criticism from human 
rights groups due to civilian causal-
ities and issues of sovereignty.

The Yemeni branch of al-Qaeda 
has been linked to a number of 
high-profile international terrorist 
operations, including the Novem-
ber 2009 Fort Hood, Texas, shoot-
ing and the January 2015 attack on 
the offices of satirical magazine 
Charlie Hebdo in Paris.

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

Manama

I 

ran and its Lebanon-based af-
filiate Hezbollah have called 
for the overthrow of the Bah-
raini government, a move that 
is bound to inflame regional 

sectarian tensions.
The threats by Tehran and its 

proxy came in response to the Ma-
nama government’s decision to 
strip a hard-line Shia cleric of Bah-
raini citizenship due to what is de-
scribed as his continued promotion 
of “sectarianism and violence”.

Ayatollah Isa Qassim had his Bah-
raini citizenship taken away on June 
20th because, the Interior Ministry 
said in a statement, of continued ef-
forts “to divide the society in order 
to clone regional models based on 
sectarian foundations”, a reference 
to Iran and its regional proxies, such 
as Hezbollah and Iraq.

“Surely they know that the ag-
gression against Ayatollah Sheikh 
Isa Qassim is a red line that will 
leave no option for the people but to 
resort to armed resistance,” Qassem 
Soleimani, the leader of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
said through Iranian state media.

In a statement carried by the 

Fars news agency, Soleimani said 
Bahrain’s rulers “will pay the price 
and it will have no result but the 
destruction of this bloodthirsty re-
gime”.

Not to be outdone, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah issued a statement call-
ing for an uprising, demanding Bah-
rainis to “express their outrage over 
the attack against their prominent 
symbol”.

Government-friendly local media 
applauded the Interior Ministry’s 
decision. In the Bahraini daily Al-
Watan, columnist Faisal al-Shaikh 
described Qassim as an “Iranian 
agent” who “hated Bahrain”. He 
added that revoking his citizenship 
was “good and joyous news”.

Another daily Akhbar al-Khaleej 
quoted Bahraini Prime Minister 
Khalifa al-Khalifa as saying the 

government “will not allow any ac-
tivities and actions that could cause 
damage to the supreme interests of 
Bahrain” and that “there is no place 
for those who incite against the rule 
of law or threaten the safety of the 
country”.

The stripping of Qassim’s citizen-
ship came after weeks of escalating 
tensions, including the suspension 
of Bahrain’s largest Shia opposition 
group, Al-Wefaq, on charges of “ter-
rorism, extremism and violence”.

“Any organisations that adopt 
extremism and divert from the con-
stitution and the law in Bahrain, 
an Arab and Muslim constitutional 
monarchy state that believes in tol-
erance, coexistence and pluralism 
as a firm basis to rule, are illegal and 
their presence and continued op-
erations are contrary to public order 
in the kingdom,” a statement by the 
Bahraini Ministry of Justice said.

Tensions between Bahrain and 
Iran have a long history. However, 
things took a turn for the worst in 
2007, when an adviser to Iranian 
Supreme Leader Grand Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei, Hossein Shariatma-
dari called Bahrain a province of the 
Islamic republic that should be re-
turned to Iran, causing a diplomatic 
uproar.

During the 2011 “Arab spring” 
protests, the government in Mana-

ma accused Iran of hijacking dem-
onstrations to further its sectarian 
agenda. Since then, Bahrain and 
other Gulf Arab states have, on a 
number of occasions, intercepted 
weapons and explosives allegedly 
destined for groups sympathetic to 
Tehran’s goals.

Bahrain and other Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) members view 
Iran, Hezbollah’s main backer, as a 
cause of regional instability. Ten-
sions heightened in January when 
Riyadh severed diplomatic ties with 
Iran following the storming of its 
Tehran embassy by protesters an-
gered at Saudi Arabia’s execution 
of a radical Shia cleric convicted of 
involvement in killing police.

Consequently, GCC members 
have deported hundreds of foreign 
nationals for alleged affiliation with 
or spying for the Lebanese militia. 
The GCC as a whole designated Hez-
bollah as a terrorist organisation 
and has reached out to countries 
outside the union to do the same.

UAE troops, US special operations forces step 
up fight against al-Qaeda in Yemen
Mohammed Alkhereiji

A 2015 file picture shows an Emirati gunner aboard a Chinook military helicopter scanning the desert over Yemen.

The UAE military is 
considered the most 
polished of all Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
members and has 
played a central role in 
the fight against AQAP.

News & Analysis  Gulf

Supporters hold a poster of Bahraini Shia cleric Isa Qassim in the 
village of Diraz west of Manama, on June 21st.
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Qassem Soleimani, the 
leader of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards 
Corps, said Bahrain’s 
rulers “will pay the 
price.”
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I
n most Arab countries these are the last days of the school year, 
the days when students rejoice while their families, as well as 
governments and educational organisations, assess the results 
of the school year.

Because of war and conflict, about 13 million children in the 
Middle East and North Africa region did not attend school, 
according to the United Nations. Even when not faced by war, 

educational systems in the Arab world face many challenges.
The main challenge is the debilitating inability of educational 

systems to meet the aspirations of young people and particularly to 
prepare university students for quality jobs.

For decades in many parts of the Arab world schools have ceased 
being guarantors of success and social mobility they were promised 
to be after independence. According to the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO), 46% of young Arab women and 24% of young 
Arab men are unemployed.

The social implications of this trend are huge. Millions of young 
Arabs are stuck in what US scholar Diane Singerman calls 
“waithood”: A prolonged limbo stage during which young people 
are unemployed and unable to move on with their lives. Widespread 
“waithood” has been one of the causes of unrest in the region.

And the “youth bulge” continues: 33% of the Arab world was 
under age 15 in 2015.

According to the UN Development Programme, the region needs 
to create 56 million jobs by 2020 to reach full employment and 
guarantee a high ratio of employment for women.

The lack of adequate jobs is pushing young Arabs to migrate, 
depriving the Arab world of its best-trained elites: 35% of university 
graduates in Lebanon and 17% in Morocco leave their homelands.

It is more crucial than ever to close the gap between educational 
systems and the job market. Schools must provide young Arabs with 
the skills and creativeness that modern life requires and not just 
with diplomas.

The crisis of unemployed university graduates is particularly 
acute for young women. Although young women outperform young 
men in rates of access to university and performance in maths and 
science exams, their rate of employment is half that of young men.

Deficiencies in educational systems are creating two-tier systems: 
Because budget pressures limit the ability of public education to 
deliver results, private schools are favoured among those who can 
afford them. Expensive private tutoring is another alternative for 
families who want to overcome the deficiencies of school education.

According to some estimates, Egyptians spend $1 billion a year on 
private tutoring to make up for the shortcomings of public educa-
tion.

Private initiatives are providing promising sources of support and 
trying to take advantage of the potential offered by the internet to 
overcome the problem of overcrowded classes and onerous tutor-
ing.

Egypt’s private online educational platform Nafham, for example, 
provides tutorial videos that attract 60 million views on a monthly 
basis. With a $ 1.14 billion education fund, the Abdulla al-Ghurair 
Foundation aims to provide scholarships to top universities for 
15,000 students from across the region over the next ten years.

There is considerable private wealth and a great potential for 
non-government initiatives in the Middle East and North Africa. 
More of these resources need to be mobilised for education, and not 
just for elites but for all Arab youth.

Moving Arab 
educational systems 
beyond diplomas

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly
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Editorial

Opinion

The only certainty
in Yemen

I
t is hard to imagine the 
UN-led inter-Yemeni talks 
leading to any political 
breakthrough, particularly 
as the negotiators on both 
sides are unable to take 

any major decisions them-
selves.

The negotiations in Kuwait 
have reached a dead end and the 
military situation on the ground, 
following the intervention of 
the Gulf coalition, has similarly 
reached an impasse, even if the 
Iranian project for Yemen has 
been dealt a a fatal blow.

Iranian-backed Houthi rebels 
took control of large parts of 
Yemeni territory in late 2014, 
seeking to apply Hezbollah’s 
experiences in Lebanon in the 
southern Arabian peninsula. 
After taking control of Sana’a 
in September, Ansar Allah — as 
the Houthis call themselves — 
seemed to believe that the entire 
country was within their grasp, 
particularly after they imposed 
the Peace and Partnership 
power-sharing agreement on the 
government of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi.

After allying with former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh and 
military units under his control, 
they sought to take control 
of the rest of Yemen, taking 
over the vital port of Hodeidah 
and moving to encircle Bab el 
Mandeb and Aden. It seemed 
that soon all of Yemen would be 
under their control.

However, the Houthis bit off 
more than they could chew. 
Even backed by Saleh loyalists, 
they could not expand and take 
control of southern Yemen while 
leaving enough assets in the field 
to administer and keep control of 
areas they had already taken.

To put it simply, the Houthis 
did not know how to run a 
country. They specialised in 
utilising empty revolutionary 
slogans, such as those used by 
Hezbollah, to attract and incite 

supporters but this does 
not help in running a 
country.

After the takeover 
of Sana’a, Houthi 
leader Abdelmalik 
al-Houthi spoke 
about “revolutionary 
legitimacy” and the 
establishment of a “new 
system” to take the 

place of the old. Al-Houthi 
seemed to think himself another 
Lenin or Mao Zedong or Castro, 
forgetting that he is someone 
who had never even left Yemen 

before and knows nothing 
about political or revolutionary 
philosophy.

There is a new reality on the 
ground in Yemen. What the 
Saudi-led Operation Decisive 
Storm has achieved in the 
country confirms that Arab 
countries are able to take action 
on this scale and achieve their 
objectives. This was confirmed 
by Emirati Foreign Minister 
Anwar Gargash, who praised 
UAE forces for carrying out 
their duties as part of Operation 
Decisive Storm with “courage 
and professionalism”. “We 
will continue our role with our 
ally Saudi Arabia until the Gulf 
alliance announces an end to the 
war,” he added.

So the war will continue, as 
will the search for a political 
solution. This cannot happen 
until both sides can reach a 
political formula that establishes 
a new Yemen that has nothing to 
do with the previous system — 
based on a central government 
— but which also does not seek 
to re-establish the previous two-
state system either.

At present, neither the 
government nor the Houthis are 
able to secure complete victory. 
While the Houthis must not 
be allowed to turn Sana’a and 
its environs into another Gaza 
Strip, the Houthis must also stop 
putting forward terms that they 
know will be instantly rejected 
and the government must also 
be prepared to make some 
concessions.

The only certainty left in 
Yemen is that even if no political 
solution can take place in the 
required timeframe at the 
Kuwait talks, the Saudi-Emirati 
military alliance has confirmed 
that it is capable of defending 
and safeguarding the Gulf from 
Iran’s regional project, which 
was based on the idea that the 
Arab Gulf states were asleep at 
the switch. Operation Decisive 
Storm has confirmed that the 
Arab Gulf is wide awake.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

It is hard to imagine 
the UN-led 
inter-Yemeni 
talks leading 
to any political 
breakthrough.

Khairallah Khairallah

The war will 
continue, as will the 
search for a political 
solution.
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F rom time to time, 
pundits in and outside 
the Arab world take on 
momentous themes 
and begin the process 
of analysing, synthe-

sising and opining so thoroughly 
that readers may begin to believe 
that these issues resonate with 
Arab masses. Such is the recent 
imbroglio about the legacy of the 
Sykes-Picot agreement.

I am in Jordan, having just 
passed through National 
Independence Day, the 100th 
Anniversary of the Great Arab 
Revolt, the anniversary of King 
Abdullah’s coronation, the 
dissolution of the lower house of 
Parliament and upcoming elections 
and several notable birthdays.

There is little or no public interest 
in discussing Sykes-Picot, even 
though it is in many ways directly 
linked to Sharif Hussein bin Ali’s 
move to overthrow Ottoman rule.

What is on 
people’s minds is the 
same agenda since 
the Arab uprisings 
emerged in late 
2010 — economic 
opportunity, 
personal dignity 
enshrined in 
human and civil 
rights protections, 
government and 

private sector accountability 
and derivatives from these core 
issues.

As my friend Rami Khouri has 

argued, there is plenty of blame 
to go around as to why the Arab 
world, which once had one of the 
highest education rates in the 
developing world, has gone astray 
in terms of its human, social, and 
economic development.

He writes: “So by all means 
let us recall Sykes-Picot and its 
consequent tumultuous century 
but let us also summon honesty 
and integrity in analysing all the 
regional and global factors that 
have led to today’s horror shows of 
stunted, staggered and shattered 
Arab statehood. We did this to 
ourselves, to be sure, but not only 
by ourselves; we had considerable 
assistance from many others in 
the region and the world. This 
was one of the world’s first global 
joint ventures in deviant political 
behaviour.”

I talked to dozens of people in 
Lebanon about “who to blame” 
for the current state of disarray. 
Beyond half-hearted references 
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
respondents mentioned economic 
issues, transparency in public 
and private sector transactions 
and political accountability as the 
common obstacles that eroding 
Arab countries face today, themes 
consistent with the Arab uprisings.

Regardless of their positions on 
Syrian refugees, a very complex 
topic in Jordan, the bottom line is 
that Arabs I spoke with from Egypt, 
Morocco, Lebanon and Jordan 
look at the governance in their 
countries and the region as sources 

of the most significant obstacles to 
development.

Their responses varied from 
a country’s inability to stand up 
to external pressures, inability 
to agree on internal priorities 
in a consistent programme, 
weak institutions, meddling by 
neighbouring troublemakers 
that siphons off needed domestic 
investments, weak and corrupt 
government institutions that 
should protect citizens to the 
deeply held feelings that nothing 
can be done anyway.

Jordan is a test case worth 
assessing. With its access to its 
Syrian and Iraqi markets greatly 
diminished by road closures caused 
by the Islamic State (ISIS), Jordan 
is suffering mightily. Saudi Arabia 
has negotiated a new investment 
agreement and there are ongoing 
negotiations with the European 
Union that could boost exports 
but months are passing, refugee 
numbers are increasing, personal 
savings are dwindling, and costs 
are building across the board.

Citizens are troubled by the 
opaqueness of their futures as 
the economic situation continues 
to decline and political solutions 
seem like more words on paper. 
International donors are pouring 
hundreds of millions of dollars 
into Jordan but the lower and 
middle socio-economic classes do 
not have a sense that prosperity is 
any  nearer. Much of the funding 
is directed towards increasing 
employment for Jordanians and 

Syrian refugees but significant 
change within the next year is 
elusive.

Without open borders and greater 
market access, significant direct 
foreign and national investments in 
Jordan will not find opportunities 
for projects to generate the 
hundreds of thousands of jobs 
needed in the coming years.

Looking across the region, a 
similar profile emerges — lack 
of stability in Lebanon, reduced 
growth expectations in Gulf 
Cooperation Council countries 
and Algeria, continuing security 
pressures on Tunisia and Morocco 
and Egypt’s reluctance to open 
public space to competition in 
business and ideas, as well as the 
chaos in Syria, Iraq and Yemen, 
make the glimmer of a silver lining 
even more remote.

None of these conditions can 
be attributed either directly or 
indirectly to the false legacy of 
Sykes-Picot. Without a new social 
contract among a country’s citizens 
and with their governments, one 
based on mutual respect and 
shared commitments to resolve 
common challenges, prospects will 
remain difficult to divine even as 
pundits continue to blame others 
for the Arab present.

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

Arab world needs new social contract

Jean AbiNader

The Arabs I spoke with 
look at governance as 
sources of the most 
significant obstacles to 
development.

A dissent memo signed 
by 51 US State 
Department officials 
who disagree with 
President Barack 
Obama’s policy on 

Syria raised eyebrows in Washing-
ton after it was revealed by the 
New York Times.

The memo argues that the United 
States has sufficient moral and 
strategic reason to attack Syrian 
government forces with stand-off 
weapons with the goal of getting 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
to abide by the internationally 
mandated cessation of hostilities 
and initiate serious negotiations on 
a political transition, as required 
by the Geneva I communiqué and 
numerous subsequent international 
decisions.

The dissent memo admits 
downsides, including a 
deterioration of relations with 
Russia and possible “second-order” 
effects.

Those downsides require 
consideration. There is no 
international mandate to attack 
Syrian government forces. 
Intervention in this case would 
have even less multilateral sanction 
than the NATO 2011 attack on 
Muammar Qaddafi’s forces in Libya, 
where there was a UN Security 
Council mandate, albeit one that 
authorised “all necessary means” to 
save civilians rather than to change 
the regime.

Assad has not directly attacked 
the United States, even if his 
reaction to Syria’s internal 
rebellion has created conditions 
that are inimical to US interests 
by attracting extremists and 
undermining stability in 

neighbouring 
countries.

The Russia angle 
is also daunting. 
Moscow may well 
react to any US attacks 
on Assad’s forces by 
intensifying its attacks 
on the opposition 
forces the US supports. 
Unilateral US 
intervention against 
Syrian government 

forces would help Moscow argue it 
is doing no worse in Ukraine, where 
it supports opposition forces behind 

a thin veil of denials that its troops 
are directly involved.

The United States is not ready 
to respond in kind to Russian 
escalation in Ukraine, if only 
because the European allies would 
not want it. Kiev might be the 
unintended victim of US escalation 
in Syria.

Second-order effects could 
include loss of European, Turkish 
and Jordanian support because of 
increased refugee flow out of Syria, 
as well as increased Iranian support 
for the Houthi rebellion in Yemen, 
destabilisation of Bahrain and Shia 
militias in Iraq. Greater chaos in 
Syria could help the Islamic State 
(ISIS) revive its flagging fortunes 
and al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nusra 
Front to pursue its fight against the 
Syrian government.

These downsides are all too real 
but so is the current situation: 
Russia, the Syrian government, 
Iran and Hezbollah are making 
mincemeat of the US-supported 
Syrian opposition while more 
extremist forces are gaining 
momentum.

US President Barack Obama 
is reluctant to attack sovereign 
states that have not attacked the 
United States directly without an 

international mandate of some 
sort. That is understandable but 
doing nothing militarily to respond 
to a deteriorating situation is a 
decision, too, and one with real and 
unfortunately burgeoning negative 
consequences for US interests.

Hezbollah offers a way out of this 
quandary. It is not a state. It is a 
designated terrorist group that has 
killed hundreds of Americans and 
many others as well. The Americans 
say they are fighting terrorist 
groups in Syria. Why not Hezbollah?

Hezbollah ground forces have 
become increasingly important 
to the Syrian government’s cause. 
Getting Hezbollah out of the fight 
would arguably have as much 
impact on the military balance as 
strikes on the Syrian Army, which is 
a declining and demoralised force.

Washington need not start with 
military action, it could lead with 
diplomacy, telling Moscow and 
Tehran that it wants Hezbollah 
to leave Syria tout de suite. If it 
fails to leave by a certain date, 
the United States could strip it of 
its immunity and treat it like the 
other terrorist groups in Syria. 
Moscow might welcome such a 
move, since Hezbollah’s presence 
in Syria strengthens Iran’s hold, not 

Russia’s.
Tehran would be furious, 

claiming Hezbollah is in Syria 
at the request of its legitimate 
government. Hezbollah would 
likely try to strike US, Israeli or 
even Jewish targets in the region or 
beyond. It has managed to murder 
Jews as far away as Argentina. 
Doing so would confirm the thesis 
that Hezbollah is a terrorist group 
and redouble the need to act 
decisively against it.

No suggestions for what to do 
or not do in Syria are simple. The 
situation has become so fraught 
that any proposition will have 
complicated and unpredictable 
consequences but the State 
Department dissenters missed 
an opportunity to duck some of 
the president’s objections and 
strengthen their own argument by 
focusing on a terrorist group, rather 
than the regime’s own forces. Do 
not forget Hezbollah.

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

Daniel Serwer

Washington could lead 
with diplomacy, telling 
Moscow and Tehran that 
it wants Hezbollah to 
leave Syria tout de suite.

Don’t forget Hezbollah

A May 2015 file picture shows a Hezbollah fighter firing towards Syrian rebel areas on the Syrian side 
of the Qalamun hills close to the Lebanese border.
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Russia’s multiple messages to Assad

Damascus

T 

he unexpected visit by 
Russian Defence Minister 
Sergei Shoygu to Damas-
cus not only surprised 
analysts but also Syrian 

President Bashar Assad, who said 
while greeting his guest: “I did not 
know you are coming yourself.”

Russian and Syrian officials said 
very little about discussions be-
tween the two men. During the 
first few seconds of video aired on 
Russian television about the visit, 
Shoygu was heard telling Assad that 
he had reviewed issues discussed in 
Tehran among Defence ministers of 
Russia, Syria and Iran and briefed 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
about them.

What the Russian media failed 
to disclose was that the practical 
purpose of the visit was to pressure 
Assad to maintain the truce and 
enforce a permanent ceasefire that 
would permit humanitarian aid to 
reach besieged areas. The Russians 
want Assad to ensure that his of-
ficers in the field do not challenge 
Moscow’s wishes and the “political 
decisions” they seem dissatisfied 
with.

Syrian sources, who requested 
anonymity, said Russia was dealing 
with Syria based on its “consensus-
es and differences” with the United 
States. “This conflicts with the in-
terests of the Syrian government, 
which seeks a solution of the crisis 
along its own vision, meaning form-
ing a national unity government in 
which the opposition has a share 
while leaving the position of the 

president intact,” one source said. 
“In that, it is mainly relying on its 
ally Iran, which has been providing 
lots of money and combatants.”

The sources put the main rea-
son for the visit in a wider context. 
“The visit cannot be disassociated 
from Russia’s troubled relations 
with NATO and especially with the 
renewed calls in the West to revive 
the question of the Crimea and its 
annexation by Russia,” another 
source said, also referring to US 
President Barack Obama’s recent 
declaration that considered Russia 
a threat to American security “on 
equal footing” as the Islamic State 
(ISIS), the German white paper that 
moved Russia from the list of allies 
to that of adversaries and the call 
by 51 US diplomats to bomb forces 
loyal to Assad.

“All these points represent an im-
portant aspect of Shoygu’s visit and 
his inspection of the S-400 anti-
aircraft missile base in the country,” 
the source said. “Russia wanted to 
deliver a message to the West that 
it has a significant military pres-
ence outside its borders and that its 
senior officials routinely tour such 
remote bases.”

Sources noted the “bitter criti-
cism” of Russia on pro-Assad social 
media that accused Moscow of an-
nouncing a ceasefire “in collabora-
tion with the Americans every time 
the Assad troops make progress on 
the field.” Some claimed Russian 
bombers knowingly attacked Ira-
nian troops and their militias on the 
outskirts of Aleppo.

This, the sources argue, indicates 
that the response Shoygu carried 
to Damascus on the Tehran meet-
ing was not favourable to Syria and 
Iran, especially with regard to their 

wish that Russia intensify its mili-
tary operations around Aleppo and 
coordinate with and support Irani-
an forces and their militia allies.

Taha Abdul Wahid, a Moscow-
based Syrian analyst, said Putin 
does not want to be involved in the 
military schemes of Assad and Iran.

“Moscow does not want the Alep-
po battle nor any other. It wants to 
continue its air strikes against ISIS 
and al-Nusra, while maintaining its 
peace efforts with the Americans 
and keep on trying to attract oppo-
sition forces to engage in the peace 
process,” Abdul Wahid said.

“What Russia wants now is to 
stabilise the situation along the 
confrontation lines and it does not 
care whether Assad stays or leaves, 
while Iran wants to fight to the end 
and insists on Assad to remain in 
power.”

He, however, noted that “the real 
problem is that Damascus and Teh-
ran consider a political settlement a 
declaration of defeat”.

The Shoygu visit was meant to 
deliver a warning to Assad. It was to 
remind the Syrian president about 
Russian parliamentarians saying 
Moscow is not at the service of the 

Syrian regime and its allies and does 
not support or provide air cover for 
any non-coordinated action, ac-
cording to opposition spokesman 
Brigadier Ahmad Rahhal.

Rahhal referred as proof to what 
happened recently in Raqqa when 
Syrian and Iranian troops were 
forced — after Russia halted air cov-
er — to retreat 70km from ground 
they had earlier gained, allowing 
ISIS back into the area.

Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based 
journalist and regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly.

In Syria, all eyes are
on the battle for Aleppo
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

U 

S Secretary of State John 
Kerry in mid-June ac-
cused Syrian govern-
ment forces and their 
Russian backers of 

breaking the shaky truce in north-
ern Syria by targeting the shattered 
strategic city of Aleppo.

The Russians averted a diplomatic 
row with the United States by calling 
for a 48-hour truce in Aleppo. Mean-
while, battles raged in other parts of 
the country, underlining that Mos-
cow believes it has to subdue those 
areas before making an all-out push 
for Aleppo.

Despite the rhetoric from all sides, 
Aleppo will be the final battle in 
Syria because, at this stage, it is too 
tough a nut to crack. It is Syria’s larg-
est city and the third largest in the 
Middle East. It has been divided 
since 2012 between rebels holding 
the east of the city and the regime 
controlling the western sector.

Aleppo’s proximity to the Turkish 
border has been a boon for Syrian 
rebels, who receive arms and funds 
from Ankara, and the wild country-
side around it has been a breeding 
ground for jihadists, ranging from 
the Islamic State (ISIS) to al-Nusra 
Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian arm.

The Russians and Syrians wanted 
to retake Aleppo earlier in 2016 but 
came to realise that battle would be 
too costly and difficult — the ancient 
city would have to be levelled before 
a military victory could be achieved.

Aerial bombardment alone 
would not be enough to crush the 
rebels and street-to-street fighting 
would exact a prohibitively high 

casualty toll.
Instead, they pretended to march 

on Aleppo, mobilising troops for 
what seemed to be a major assault 
and stepping up air strikes.

But suddenly, Russian warplanes 
struck elsewhere, Deir ez-Zor on the 
Euphrates river and around Damas-
cus, while the United States and its 
Syrian proxies headed for ISIS-held 
Manbij, 30km west of the Euphra-
tes, pledging to liberate it from the 
jihadists.

The Russian diversion caught Syr-
ian rebels off-guard in Deir ez-Zor 
as well as in the orchards around 
Damascus and Hama. They were 
pushed back significantly and gov-
ernment troops advanced with Rus-
sian air cover.

This is where the Americans and 
Russians seemed to agree; the Unit-
ed States has been relatively silent 
about the Syrian Army’s march on 
Raqqa and Russia has quietly en-
dorsed the US push on the Manbij 
pocket.

However, they did not agree on 
what to do about Aleppo and decid-
ed to simultaneously back off and 
postpone the battle — an agreement 
that was breached by the Russian 
Air Force. It had no choice because 
it needed to fight off an al-Nusra of-
fensive on Aleppo.

The Americans were unhappy, 
forcing Moscow to call for a cease-
fire in Aleppo on June 16th. Moscow 
insists Aleppo has become al-Nusra 
Front’s headquarters and needs to 
fall within the US-Russian under-
standing before jihadist groups be-
siege the city.

Tehran sees eye to eye with Mos-
cow, particularly as Iranian forces 
have suffered heavy losses in north-
ern Syria. They are mainly deployed 

around Aleppo and have suffered 
heavily from al-Nusra Front.

At a high-profile June 9th meeting 
of the Iranian, Russian and Syrian 
defence ministers, it was decided 
to coordinate military strategy in 
northern Syria.

In other words, the three coun-
tries were announcing that the 
UN-mandated peace talks, which 
began in Geneva in January, were 
dead. Those negotiations had been 
expected to lead to a transitional 
government by August, with a new 
constitution and power-sharing 
government between the Syrian re-
gime and the Saudi-backed opposi-
tion.

The Tehran meeting clearly 
showed that neither Damascus, 
Tehran nor Moscow were in a hurry 
for more talks in Switzerland. They 

first want to see the military balance 
on the ground shift decisively in 
their favour.

The Defence ministers agreed to 
give Iran, which had been Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s key mili-
tary supporter until the Russians 
intervened in September 2015, a 
more prominent role on the battle-
field that the Russians have come to 
dominate.

This involves increasing the num-
ber of Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps and Hezbollah fighters in the 
Aleppo area, helping to minimise 
opposition gains in the Syrian north. 
Russia insists that it will not send 
troops but will let Syrians, Iranians 
and Hezbollah do the fighting on its 
behalf.

Iran was also promised a greater 
role in liberating Raqqa, the de facto 

capital of ISIS’s self-proclaimed ca-
liphate — until now a Russian-led 
operation.

To demonstrate their seriousness, 
Damascus and Moscow appointed 
Ali Shamkhani, a former admiral 
and Defence minister who currently 
heads Iran’s Supreme National Se-
curity Council, as senior battlefield 
coordinator for the tripartite alli-
ance.

For now, communications will go 
through him, so will arms and funds 
to war-torn Aleppo. The battle will 
come later, when the Russians think 
the time is right.

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.

Despite the rhetoric 
from all sides, Aleppo 
will be the final battle 
in Syria.

The battle will come 
later, when the 
Russians think the 
time is right.

Syrian President Bashar Assad (R) shakes hands with Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoygu in 
Damascus, on June 18th.

Khalil Hamlo

A Syria Democratic Forces fighter takes a position as he awaits US-led air strikes on Manbij’s mills 
where ISIS militants are positioned, in Aleppo governorate, on June 16th.
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Cairo

A 

n Egyptian court ruling 
overturning a govern-
ment agreement to hand 
back control of two Red 
Sea islands to Saudi Ara-

bia could raise diplomatic tensions 
between the countries and threat-
en Saudi economic aid to cash-
strapped Cairo, experts said.

“The ruling will just mean that 
the two islands will continue to re-
main under Egyptian sovereignty,” 
legal expert Shawqi al-Sayed said. 
“It will also halt border demarca-
tion understandings reached in the 
agreement.”

The maritime border demarca-
tion agreement in which Egypt 
was to transfer control of Tiran and 
Sanafir islands to Saudi Arabia was 
signed in April in Cairo during a visit 
by Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud.

Egypt occupied the islands in 
1950 at a time of tension with Israel 
at the request of Saudi authorities. 
The agreement is important for 
Egypt to obtain minerals in its Red 
Sea territorial waters, according to 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi.

The ruling on June 21st by Egypt’s 
State Council, an administrative 

court, revokes the agreement and 
states the two islands must remain 
under Egyptian sovereignty.

The deal between Cairo and Ri-
yadh triggered protests in Egypt. 
Scores of political activists were 
put in jail for protesting against the 
deal.

The court decision embarrasses 
Sisi, puts Saudi economic aid in 
jeopardy and could lead to diplo-
matic tensions if it is approved by 
the Higher Administrative Court 
and becomes legally binding, ob-
servers said.

“Relations between the two states 
will inevitably be negatively affect-
ed in case of a final ruling in the 
case,” said Alia al-Mahdi, a political 
science professor at Cairo Univer-
sity. “Saudi economic aid to Egypt 
will be unimaginable in this case.”

When he visited Egypt in April, 
Salman threw a lifeboat to Sisi, 
whose country is in a serious eco-
nomic crisis, by pledging billions 
of dollars in aid, encouraging Saudi 
investors to pour money into Egypt 
and donating $1.5 billion for the de-
velopment of the Sinai peninsula.

The countries also agreed to build 
a bridge to link the two countries 
and ease trade and the movement 
of people between them. The bridge 
is expected to revolutionise eco-
nomic ties between the two states, 
economic experts said.

All this could be brought to a halt 
by the court ruling, Mahdi said.

Advocates of the agreement, in-
cluding lawmaker Mustafa Bakri, 
are angry. Bakri, who wrote a book 
about Sanafir and Tiran in an at-
tempt to prove they are Saudi, not 
Egyptian, said the ruling goes be-
yond the constitutional jurisdiction 
of the Higher Administrative Court.

“Article 151 of the constitution 
gives the president the right to sign 

agreements and decide the coun-
try’s foreign relations,” Bakri said. 
“The other thing is that this court 
has no jurisdiction over high state 
issues.”

However, it was Egyptian Prime 
Minister Sherif Ismail, not Sisi, who 
signed the agreement with the Sau-
dis. This, legal experts said, is the 
main reason the Higher Adminis-
trative Court has jurisdiction in the 

case.
The State Lawsuits Authority, a 

judicial body that represents the 
government in legal disputes, ap-
pealed the verdict only hours after 
it was announced.

Sayed said he expects Sisi to sign 
the agreement, enclose a copy with 
the appeal and request the ruling be 
overturned.

“I fault the president’s legal ad-

visers in this,” Sayed said. “They 
should have alerted the president 
that he should have signed the 
agreement from the beginning.”

If the ruling is overturned, the 
agreement will be referred to parlia-
ment — which has a pro-Sisi major-
ity — for approval, Bakri said.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Court ruling puts Egypt-Saudi ties on the line
Khaled Osama

Next stage? The Cairo building of the State Council, Egypt’s highest administrative court.

News & Analysis  Egypt

“The ruling will just 
mean that the two 
islands will 
continue to remain 
under Egyptian 
sovereignty.” 

Legal expert Shawqi al-Sayed

Cairo

L 

ibya is at the centre of ten-
sions between Europe and 
Egypt that threaten to turn 
into a conflict of wills over 
the future of the restive 

North African state, political ana-
lysts said.

Conflicting political and mili-
tary visions for stabilising Libya 
have formed and are on a collision 
course, the analysts added.

“Egypt can only offer its backing 
to the national Libyan army,” said 
Hossam Sweilam, a retired Egyp-
tian Army general. “By doing this, 
it wants to help the army defend 
Libyan territories against terrorist 
groups and also prevent the smug-
gling of arms across the border.”

The Islamic State (ISIS), which 
has been gaining ground in Libya, is 
one of those groups. The “National 
Libyan army” refers to forces led 
by General Khalifa Haftar, which 
controls parts of eastern Libya. It 
fought Islamist militias in the east-
ern city of Benghazi throughout 
2015 and is trying to recapture ter-
ritories from ISIS, especially in and 
around the northern coastal city of 
Sirte.

The army includes thousands of 
fighters who were part of the mili-
tary of former Libyan leader Muam-
mar Qaddafi, according to Ahmed 
Qaddaf al-Dam, Qaddafi’s former 

emissary to Cairo.
It does not, however, enjoy back-

ing from Western governments, 
which view it as a destabilising 
force in the new Libya, especially 
after the formation of the UN-
backed Faiez al-Sarraj government.

This is at variance with how Cai-
ro, along with other Arab capitals, 
views the Libyan army and it is not 
alone in sharing this view.

Haftar, 73, was one of Qaddafi’s 
commanders. He is also a sworn 
enemy of Libya’s Islamists. In 2015, 
he launched a heavy-handed crack-
down on Islamist militias that con-
trolled parts of eastern Libya.

This is similar to actions by Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
who clamped down on Egyptian Is-
lamists in 2013.

“Nevertheless, the lesson West-
ern governments are learning is that 
Libya needs an inclusive govern-
ment that contains all political and 
military forces in the country,” said 
Samir Badawi, a lecturer at Egypt’s 
Nasser Military Academy, “but an 
inclusive government means that 
Islamists can be part of this govern-
ment, which will not be acceptable 
to Cairo.”

The Sarraj cabinet includes Is-
lamist figures, which is why Cairo 
is at unease, Badawi said. He called 
this a “red line” for Cairo.

“Libya’s armed organisations 
pose serious threats to Egypt’s na-
tional security,” he said. “This is 
why our government views the 
presence of these organisations or 
their backers in the government 
with scepticism.”

Europe is reportedly trying to 
convince Egypt to change its ap-
proach to Libya, even as Cairo 
states its support for the Sarraj gov-
ernment.

During a recent meeting in Vi-
enna on the ISIS threat, European 
diplomats reportedly tried to con-
vince Egypt to follow their line on 
Libya. However, Egyptian Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shoukry said on 
the sidelines of the conference that 
Cairo had a “clear vision” for stabi-
lising both Syria and Libya.

During a visit to Cairo in April, 
French President François Hol-

lande said Egypt should be the 
one country most concerned about 
what happens in Libya.

Analysts said the stalemate over 
Libya could lead to more tensions. 
They added that a number of fac-
tors, including European economic 
interests in Egypt and Europe’s 
need for Cairo’s cooperation in Lib-
ya, complicate the situation.

Sisi has allowed European com-

panies, especially from Italy, France 
and Germany, to undertake projects 
in Egypt worth billions of dollars.

Analysts said Egypt is aware of its 
strengths when it comes to Libya.

“European governments know 
very well that they cannot solve the 
Libyan crisis without Egypt’s coop-
eration,” Sweilam said. “Egypt, on 
the other hand, is aware of Europe-
an fears on the situation in Libya.”

Libya drives wedge between Egypt, Europe
Khaled Osama

A  January 2016 file picture shows General Khalifa Haftar (R) shaking hands with the head of Libya’s 
UN-backed unity government, Faiez al-Sarraj, in Marj, about 80km east of Benghazi.

“National Libyan 
army” refers to forces 
led by General Khalifa 
Haftar.

“An inclusive 
government means 
that Islamists can be 
part of this 
government, which 
will not be 
acceptable to Cairo.”

Samir Badawi, a lecturer at 
Nasser Military Academy
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Tunis

M 

ilitias aligned with 
forces of Libya’s in-
ternationally sup-
ported government 
have rolled back gains 

made by the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
the central Sirte region but it has 
come at a price with 150 fighters 
killed and more than 600 wounded.

The Government of National Ac-
cord (GNA) praised the fighters for 
their sacrifices in Sirte and urged 
Libyans to fight terrorism across the 
country. It pledged better treatment 
for the wounded after relatives of 

some fighters staged protests over 
the lack of medicine and hospital 
staff shortages.

Infighting and rivalries among 
various militias and officials are 
said to threaten progress on the 
battlefield despite GNA spokesman 
Mohamed al-Ghassri optimistically 
saying: “The operation to clear Sirte 
from Daesh will not last much long-
er.” Daesh is an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

The Libyan National Army head-
ed by General Khalifa Haftar is in 
open conflict with Islamist militias 
from western Libya. This could lead 
to broader strife because of tribal 
and regional structures involving 
the army and Petroleum Facilities 
Guard (PFG), secular militias tem-

porarily allied with the Misrata mi-
litia

PFG commander Ibrahim Jadhran 
is reported to be manipulating the 
shutting of oil ports under the con-
trol of his forces, though he had 
pledged allegiance to the GNA.

Conflict over control of the oil 
wealth was exacerbated by House 
of Representatives Speaker Ageela 
Saleh appointing army chief of staff 
Abderrazak Nadhouri as military 

head of the oil-rich region stretch-
ing from Derna to Bin Jawad.

Adding to the discord was influ-
ential Grand Mufti Sheikh Sadiq al-
Ghariani telling Islamist militias to 
fight Haftar and his forces.

“I call for attacking the oppres-
sors, I urged the revolutionaries to 
head to Benghazi after Sirte… to 
fight Haftar and his soldiers only. 
[Muammar] Qaddafi’s former bri-
gades have joined Haftar’s forces to 
practise oppression, tyranny and in-
justice on people,” he said, referring 
to the country’s dictator who was 
deposed and killed in 2011.

As the war of words and on the 
battlefield continues so do econom-
ic troubles for ordinary Libyans.

Most banks in the country have 

lacked cash for months and food 
prices have skyrocketed due to the 
soaring currency value of the Liby-
an dinar on the black market.

Power cuts have hit most of the 
capital Tripoli and parts of southern 
Libya have endured total blackouts. 
People in several parts of the coun-
try have become accustomed to the 
sound of generators running day 
and night, a far cry from when Lib-
yan exported electricity to neigh-
bouring countries.

The government has vowed to 
tackle the power outages, acknowl-
edging the influence of militias in 
control of the electricity grid.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunis

M 

aghreb societies 
share belief in the 
Sunni Malikite strain 
of Islam in which 
Ramadan figures 

prominently. A 2013 Pew Research 
Center survey indicated that 93% 
of Muslim respondents around the 
world say they fast during Rama-
dan.

In Tunisia and Morocco, the 
percentages are higher — 98% and 
96%, respectively.

Even if opinion polls on reli-
gious issues in the Muslim world 
are deemed unreliable by some 
experts, the percentages of people 
observing the fast in Ramadan in 
predominantly Muslim nations, 
including the Maghreb, are high, 
even on hot, summer days.

Muslims, with the exception of 
those who are sick or travelling, are 
required to abstain from food and 
drink from sunrise to sunset.

In Maghreb countries, including 
Tunisia, where the constitution 
enshrines “freedom of religious 
conscience”, authorities try to ac-
commodate non-observance of 
the Ramadan fast with the overall 
trend of compliance with the re-

quirements of the faith.
“It was decided that cafés and 

shops inside residential and work-
ing-class neighbourhoods are not 
allowed to open during the days 
of Ramadan,” said the Tunisian 
Interior Ministry in a statement on 
the first day of the holy month this 
year. “As for touristic coffee shops, 
these are authorised to open on the 
condition to cover outside view of 
the premises.”

Dozens of cafés and small res-
taurants remained open in Tunis 
and other towns. Patrons were con-
cealed behind newspaper-covered 
windows in businesses satirically 
described as “newspaper cafés”.

Despite the clarity of the funda-
mental law on matters of religious 
freedom and pluralism, such moves 
have given leeway to fundamental-
ist Islamists and other conserva-
tives trying to push back.

Protesters burned tyres and 
closed a main road in Tozeur in 
south-western Tunisia in a dem-

onstration against the opening of 
a restaurant for tourists at a time 
when such visitors are rare in the 
country’s south. That was as vio-
lent as resistance to non-obser-
vance of fasting got this Ramadan 
in Tunisia.

Overall, the country seemed to 
be at ease with its religious iden-
tity during the holy month. Fear of 
hard-line Salafists seems to have 
subsided, compared to previous 
years.

There were attempts by ultracon-
servative activist Adel Almi to take 
pictures of non-fasting patrons sit-
ting at a café in the affluent Marsa 
district of Tunis to shame those 
who do not fast. Almi ended up 
having a peaceful discussion with 
the café owner before  delivering a 
self-serving piece to the camera.

In Algeria, activists in the Berber-
speaking Kabylia region continued 
a practice that started in 2013 when 
about 300 men gathered in Tizi 
Ouzou to openly eat sandwiches 
and drink water during Ramadan. 
While many Algerians do not fast 
during Ramadan, the action in Ka-
bylia was deliberately public and 
relatively large.

The move was abetted by mili-
tants of the Kabylia’s Autonomy 
Movement to underline differences 
with other regions of Algeria. It was 
helped by the large Christian mi-

nority in Kabylia and feelings that a 
central government dominated by 
pro-Arab nationalists has margin-
alised Berber language and culture.

In Morocco, six young people 
began a dissident movement in 
Ramadan in September 2009 by 
announcing they would eat sand-
wiches at a forest in Mohammedia 
between Casablanca and Rabat. Po-
lice later arrested them and seized 
the sandwiches as evidence.

Almost all political groups, even 
the secularist USFP socialist party, 
denounced the move as “staining 
the image of Islam”.

The six-person group, known as 
the Alternative Movement for Indi-

vidual Freedoms, claimed this year 
that it has the support of 600 peo-
ple — another indication it is a small 
minority opposing a Moroccan law 
that jails for up to six months any 
Muslim who eats or drinks in public 
during Ramadan fasting hours.

“The logic of modernity and 
globalisation makes respect of di-
versity and pluralism in societies a 
necessity. Can we see our society 
accept differences of opinion, re-
ligion and thought in the future?” 
asked Moroccan sociology re-
searcher Abdallah Abdallah.

“Our society is still a minor. It has 
not reached the required maturity 
culturally and legally.”

Libya makes gains against ISIS but
internal discord threatens progress

Minority in Maghreb claims right not 
to fast despite ambient conformism

Lamine Ghanmi

Lamine Ghanmi

A fighter from forces aligned with Libya’s new unity government monitors Islamic State locations at Algharbiyat area in Sirte, on June 21st.

Infighting and 
rivalries among 
various militias and 
officials are said to 
threaten progress on 
the battlefield.

News & Analysis Maghreb

Authorities try to 
accommodate
non-observance 
of the Ramadan fast 
with the overall trend 
of compliance with the 
requirements of the 
faith.

A 2013 file picture shows Algerian demonstrators drinking water 
during Ramadan  in the city of Tizi Ouzou, Algeria.
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Lebanon is vulnerable and Washington should help

T
he writer and wit Toby 
Young, famed for the 
book How to Lose 
Friends and Alienate 
People, recently 
mulled the idea of 

what friendship meant to him 
after most of this chums failed to 
even turn up at his stag party in 
Spain a week before he married.

I wonder what the Spectator 
associate editor would make of the 
United States’ so-called friend-
ship with Lebanon. What do you 
call such a friendship when the 
powerful rich partner stands by 
and does almost nothing when ter-
rorists come to your doorstep and 
threaten your family?

The recent explosion on the 
Syrian-Jordanian border of a car 
bomb must have resonated in the 
ears of Lebanese Army chief Jean 
Kahwaji — a Christian trained in 
the United States who regularly 
complains about Saudi Arabia 
pulling the plug on $3 billion worth 
of largely French arms. In March, 
Saudi Arabia announced it would 
take the military hardware from 
the French following Lebanon’s 
refusal to support Riyadh’s state-
ments against Iran.

Last year, the United States sent 
a cargo ship’s worth of weapons 
and ammunition and it recently 
gave Lebanon three helicopters 

but the Lebanese Army is des-

perately under-resourced to fight 
any battles on the north-eastern 
border. Is it perhaps the intention 
of both Iran and Saudi Arabia — 
maybe even Washington — that it 
shouldn’t?

According to a recent report, 
Washington is still interested in 
helping Lebanon maintain its peace 
as it continues to arm the Leba-
nese Army and assist it in its fight 
against terrorism.

“Lebanon’s stability is a priority 
for us,” a US diplomat recently told 
Agence France-Presse. “Washing-
ton has expressed this position 
to accelerate the programme of 
arming the Lebanese Army so that 
it could maintain this stability and 
confront and win over in the war 
being waged against terrorism.”

“We look with satisfaction at 

the security situation in Lebanon 
and we do not believe that there is 
a reason to fear for its safety and 
stability. We are certain that the 
Lebanese want to preserve their 
country because they can see the 
destruction in the neighbouring 
countries and they do not want to 
move this war to their own,” added 
the diplomat.

According to a Lebanese daily 
newspaper of some repute, the 
United States has asserted the “ne-
cessity to protect Lebanon and pre-
vent its collapse in light of what is 
happening in the region mainly the 
war in Syria”. A deterioration in the 
security situation will have danger-
ous repercussions on regional and 
international levels, it added.

In other words, Lebanon’s 
extraordinary resilience at home 

— poor security, dysfunctional 
utilities and no real economy to 
speak of — combined with Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces 
along with those of Hezbollah 
recapturing towns in Syria from 
the Islamic State (ISIS) has led US 
policy initiatives to be placed on 
the back burner.

There are considerable argu-
ments to assert that the United 
States, now more than ever, needs 
to ramp up its military aid to 
Lebanon. The shifting plates of the 
Syrian war indicate Lebanon might 
be a sitting duck for reprisals as we 
have seen with the bombing on the 
Jordanian-Syrian border.

The more extremist groups lose 
ground; the more Lebanon appears 
an attractive location for revenge 
attacks. Low-hanging fruit, yes, but 
a reality that the Americans need 
to factor, particularly given that 
Kurdish fighters are recipients of 
US military aid.

No one imagines that al-Nusra 
Front and ISIS will not wreak havoc 
in Lebanon if they continue to lose 
battles not only in Syria but also in 
neighbouring Iraq.

When this happens, Lebanon 
needs to prepare itself for both 
attacks on Hezbollah-held areas 
and its border areas. To secure the 
frontier, a well-equipped army 
is essential as depleted stocks of 
ordnance will soon prove to be the 
Achilles heel of Kahwaji, who is 
not planning on any party soon, 
regardless of whether his American 
friends pay their own air fares.

Martin Jay is the Beirut 
correspondent for the Daily 
Mail and the founding editor 
of An-Nahar English (Lebanon) 
newspaper. Follow him on Twitter: 
@MartinRJay.

Martin Jay

View point
The recent 
explosion on 
the Syrian-
Jordanian 
border 
must have 
resonated 
in the ears 
of Lebanese 
Army 
chief Jean 
Kahwaji.

Lebanon’s extraordinary 
resilience at home has 
led US policy initiatives 
to be placed on the back 
burner.

Beirut
 

T 

he leader of Lebanon’s Ka-
taeb Party, Sami Gemayel, 
recently announced that 
Labour Minister Sejaan 
Qazzi and Economy Min-

ister Alain Hakim would resign from 
the Tammam Salam government. 
Qazzi subsequently said he would 
not fulfil these directives and was 
suspended by the Kataeb Party.

Gemayel sought to portray the 
decision as based on what was best 
for Lebanon, saying the party could 
not remain part of a weak, suspect 
government. These are precisely 
the points raised by Salam, who 
acknowledged that his government 
was unable to accomplish anything 
and criticised the country’s political 
elite for prioritising partisan issues 
over national ones.

The only logical explanation for 
Kataeb’s withdrawal from the gov-
ernment is that Gemayel is gam-
bling that this will result in a shock 
that generates support for the party 
among Christians. There is no risk 
that the move would torpedo the 
government, given that Lebanon 
has been without a president for 
more than two years.

Qazzi justified his rebellion 
against the Kataeb move by saying 
this was a “political decision” and 
calling for the party to be realistic, 
warning against a walkout at a time 
when Lebanon is without a presi-
dent.

“I cannot resign at a time when 
our country is facing such challeng-
es,” he said, adding that, instead of 
seeking to walk out, Kataeb should 
reinforce its position in the govern-
ment and defend party issues.

Gemayel is the son of former pres-
ident Amine Gemayel and grandson 
of Kataeb Party founder Pierre Ge-
mayel. The party has always played 
a major role within Lebanon’s Chris-
tian community but the results 
of the recent municipal elections 
demonstrated that the party is able 
to match the ambitions, if not the 
actual strength, of the political alli-
ance between Samir Geagea (Leba-
nese Forces) and Michel Aoun (Free 
Patriotic Movement).

By withdrawing from govern-
ment, Gemayel is trying to restore 
the party to past glories from be-
fore the civil war when it occupied 
a key place in the Christian con-
sciousness. Today, the party has 
been supplanted by Geagea-Aoun 
partnership. Observers said its role 
in government overestimates its ac-
tual strength and is based on the ab-
sence of Lebanese Forces from the 
government coalition.

Gemayel’s decision to withdraw 
Kataeb from the government was 
likely not taken with his father’s 
consent. Amine Gemayel, in his 70s 
and retired from politics, has not 
issued a public statement confirm-
ing this but anybody who knows 
his policies and decision-making 
knows that he would not endorse 
a withdrawal from government 
when there is no prospect of a new 
government due to the absence of a 
president. This withdrawal will only 
further halt government action.

Those who know Sami Gemayel, 
who took over the country’s old-
est independent Christian party in 
2015, say he could be seeking to re-

move old-guard Kataeb figures, who 
arrived during the era of his father 
or even his grandfather. The Kataeb 
Party’s complicated and divisive 
history means that many members 
of the party arrived under previous 
incarnations. This is something that 
perhaps explains the quick decision 
to expel Qazzi from the party.

Qazzi, 64, had been involved 
in Kataeb since he was in his 20s 
and said that he was disinclined to 
simply follow unilateral orders, all 
these years later, when he is a min-

ister. He has a storied history within 
Lebanese Christian politics and ties 
with other Lebanese Christian par-
ties, including Geagea’s Lebanese 
Forces. Given the political realities 
in Lebanon, Lebanese Forces is a 
major rival to Kataeb, which could 
have partly motivated his decision 
to expel Qazzi.

Gemayel has been quoted as say-
ing that this withdrawal is not the 
last action that will be taken by Ka-
taeb and that Lebanon should ex-
pect new “surprises” from his party.

However, nothing has been 
leaked from Kataeb about its plans, 
either because there is no specific 
strategy in mind or because the par-
ty’s decision to withdraw from gov-
ernment was reactive, rather than 
pre-emptive.

Ultimately, the only thing that has 
changed is this: The Kataeb Party 
rid itself of a figure it has long want-
ed out: Sejaan Qazzi.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

What is behind the Kataeb Party’s 
withdrawal from government?
Mohamad Kawas

Former Lebanese prime minister Saad al-Hariri (R) meets with Sami Gemayel, head of the Kataeb 
Christian party, in Beirut, last February.

Today, the party has 
been supplanted by 
Geagea-Aoun 
partnership.

US Charge d’Affaires Richard H. Jones (C) sits inside a helicopter while Lebanon’s 
Deputy Chief of Staff General Manuel Kerjian (R) stands next to him during a 
ceremony at the Rafik Hariri International Airport in Beirut, last March.
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Special Focus Fighting ISIS

Dubai

T 

he rise of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) has spawned vexing 
questions about its origins 
and the circumstances 
from which it was born. 

Despite ISIS’s global notoriety, how 
exactly it emerged remains unclear. 
Was ISIS an inevitability of violent 
sectarian conflicts in Iraq and Syria 
or is it part of an elaborate plan by 
covert international forces?

Various explanations on ISIS’s 
origins exist but the most perva-
sive theory is that behind the rise of 
ISIS is a ploy by an American-Israeli 
nexus to destabilise Arab states 
and remove any remaining military 
challenges to Israel. Eventually, 
this line of thought goes, Israel will 
expand its borders by taking di-
rect control of new Arab territories 
as states on its periphery, such as 
Syria, disintegrate into weakly con-
trolled tribal enclaves.

Israeli complicity with ISIS is said 
to be proven by its soft line towards 
the group — ISIS has never faced the 
Israeli fire Hezbollah is accustomed 
to. On the contrary, ISIS fight-
ers, like al-Qaeda’s, have received 
emergency treatment from Israeli 
medics, which do not vet their pa-
tients, on both sides of the Israeli-
Syrian border.

The United States, on the other 
hand, allegedly hopes to deepen 
its regional influence and domina-
tion as ISIS produces social fissures 
in Arab societies and engineers an 
environment of persistent conflict. 
The United States will prolong the 
conflicts to consolidate its control 
of Middle Eastern resources and 
geostrategic dominance, perhaps 
muddy the march of China to su-

perpower status.
American complicity is said to 

be similarly subtle and understat-
ed. US leaders are yet to task their 
drones with taking out Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi — the leader of ISIS, kept 
in US military detention for years 
in Iraq — in the way it has hunted 
down al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and 
Yemen. American resistance to take 
the fight to ISIS on the ground also 
puzzles. Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Turkey and indeed 
many voices in NATO are convinced 
ground forces are the only way to 
defeat ISIS.

Many regional states have made 
public their willingness to deploy 
with US forces for an anti-ISIS mis-
sion. Instead, the United States 
seems to remain keener on fighting 
ISIS through arming and training 
an alliance of anti-Turkish Kurdish 
militias hoping to establish an inde-
pendent Kurdish state. The Turks, 
of course, have long suspected the 
United States of cooking up Kurdish 
separatism.

A survey on religion and politics 
in North Africa by Konrad Ade-
nauer Stiftung and Sigma Conseil 
released in May showed that half of 
all respondents from Egypt, Moroc-
co, Tunisia, Algeria and Libya say 
that the United States is behind the 
establishment of ISIS — and almost 
one-in-five say Israel is the main fi-
nancier alongside them.

In short, ambiguous US Middle 
East policy has had the danger-
ous unintended consequences of 
fuelling suspicions among Arab 
societies and implicated them by 
aligning ISIS to the needs of their 
perceived agenda.

Great powers — whether British, 
French or the Americans — have 
shaped regional political discourses 
and trajectories extraordinarily for 

centuries. T.E. Lawrence described 
the Arab revolt a century ago as “a 
side-show of a side-show”. 
The rise of 
ISIS and 
the Syrian 
civil war 
today ap-
pears to 
be little dif-
ferent.

ISIS has 
violated 
the politi-
cal aspi-
rations, 
social co-
hesion and 
religious 
beliefs of 
Arabs to the extent it can only be 
comprehended by them as a crea-
tion of non-Arab enemies, tradi-
tionally represented by Israelis and 
American friends of Israel.

In reality, however, ISIS is not so 
alien to the Arab world — in its ori-
gins and in the elements that con-
tinue to drive its existence.

First, ISIS aims to derive its legiti-
macy from religious validations. Its 
puritan fundamentalism has roots 
in the same Salafi school of reli-
gious thought that is followed by 
large numbers of Muslims around 
the world but brings new meaning 
to the interpretation of religious 
texts with their extreme takfiri 
nature with fanatical emphasis on 
jihad.

From a sociological perspective, 
ISIS is perhaps a predictable conse-
quence of the sectarian conflict ig-
nited by the US-led invasion of Iraq 
and exasperated when the “Arab 
spring” arrived in Syria to open a 
new front in Sunni-Shia conflict. 
ISIS is not easily categorised — it is 
a ruthless insurgency that adopted 
the most accommodating ideology 
it could retrieve, a hard-line trans-
regional religious movement and 
terrorist group all at once.

As such, depending on the level 
of analysis applied, ISIS can have 
different meanings and those 
meanings can be traced to different 
starting points at macro-, micro- 

and meso-levels.
At the broadest level, the Syrian 

war that provides ISIS its core op-
erational theatre and global head-
quarters is a ground for superpower 
competition between the United 
States and Russia. Both desperately 
need ISIS to frame their regional 
policy and serve their agendas for 
the moment.

Similarly, without ISIS the re-
gime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and Iran would have run out 
of cards to play — both have ben-
efited from the effect ISIS has had 
on international concerns of a post-
Assad Syria.

At the micro-level, regional Sun-
ni states, the Americans and even 
the Israelis have supported the 
arming of Sunni tribes or militias in 
Syria and Iraq. Even if it has never 
received direct support from Sunni 
states and other international play-
ers, ISIS is part of the spectrum of 

Syrian rebel groups that continues 
to evoke sympathy in Sunni com-
munities outside Syria and it has 
arguably developed a stronger in-
ternational brand following among 
those rebel groups.

The meso-level reveals another 
set of uncomfortable realities. Put-
ting aside the competitive roles and 
agendas of regional and extra-re-
gional forces, the foot soldiers, exe-
cutioners and ISIS suicide bombers 
are undeniably products of differ-
ent Arab societies — and their con-
victions that associating with ISIS 
will lead them to paradise were not 
put there by Americans or Israelis.

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.

Why the war on terrorism has failed
Barcelona

I 

n less than 100 days in the 
summer of 2014, the Islamic 
State (ISIS) launched its 
blitzkrieg in Iraq, Libya’s 
government collapsed, civil 
war engulfed Yemen, Israeli 

bombing of Gaza left more than 
2,200 Palestinians dead, Russia 
reignited the Cold War and Iran 
became a de facto ally of the 
United States in Iraq as Tehran 
and Washington sought, each for 
different reasons, to bolster the 
Baghdad government.

Since January 2015, ISIS has 
sponsored massive terrorist at-
tacks in Paris and Brussels, giving 
the lie to the argument that it is 
focused exclusively on fighting 
Shia Muslims in the Middle East.

“Thirteen years, thousands of 
lives and billions of dollars after 
9/11, any progress in the War on 
Terrorism had seemingly been 
swept away in a matter of weeks,” 
David Kilcullen wrote in Blood 
Year: The Unraveling of Western 
Counterterrorism.

Kilcullen was an Australian army 
officer who served in Afghani-
stan and Iraq and was seconded 
to become chief strategist in the 
US State Department’s Bureau of 
Counterterrorism. He is steeped 
in counter-insurgency theory and 
kept notes as “this enormous slow-
motion train wreck took place”.

He wears his erudition lightly 
and tells an utterly chilling story. 

His prose is spare given the deprav-
ity of ISIS but, as a good soldier, he 
does do gore. In his view, George 
W. Bush’s 2003 invasion of Iraq 
amounts to “the greatest strategic 
screw-up since Hitler’s invasion of 
Russia”.

Fifteen years after 9/11 we are 
nowhere close to the end of the 
War on Terror. Repeated attacks 
in the Middle East, Asia, Europe, 
Africa and Europe underline the 
“need for an honest conversa-
tion about the risks of massive 
immigration (especially illegal 
immigration) from war zones, and 
the dangers posed by marginal-
ised, non-integrated communities 
within Western democracies,” 
Kilcullen wrote.

The threat of “remote radi-
calisation” — a process by which 
terrorists exploit electronic means 
to project violence into societies by 
mobilising vulnerable individuals 
—  has wrong-footed many intel-
ligence services; we underestimate 
the extent to which organised 
crime networks, street gangs and 
drugs traffickers in Europe and 
the United States are importing 
techniques and technologies, such 
as urban ambush techniques, from 
Iraq and Afghanistan, “creating an 
increasing convergence between 
crime and war, something special 
operations analysts call a grey 
zone”.

Kilcullen argues that we should 
never have gone into Iraq with the 
job unfinished in Afghanistan.

When he was seconded to US 
Army General David Petraeus 
during the 2007-08 “surge” in 
Iraq that succeeded in restoring 
security to a society broken by 
the US-led occupation after 2003, 
Kilcullen witnessed the defeat of 
al-Qaeda thanks to the co-opting 
of Sunni tribal fighters. Unfortu-
nately, Nuri al-Maliki, the Shia 
prime minister of Iraq, a joint 
protégé of Iran and the United 
States, pursued a relentlessly 
sectarian anti-Sunni policy allow-
ing the remnants of al-Qaeda and 
former Iraqi officers to be reborn as 
an even deadlier threat in the form 
of ISIS.

Although he was elected on a 
pledge to extract the United States 
from the Middle East, US President 
Barack Obama left Iraq irrespon-
sibly early, Kilcullen wrote. The 
“reckless” Bush had been replaced 
by the “feckless” Obama and the 
latter’s failure to respect his own 
red line and punish Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad after Syrian 
troops attacked rebel enclaves 
with nerve gas in 2013 diminished 
America’s role in the region and al-
lowed ISIS to storm back into Iraq, 
he argues in the book. It offered 
huge leverage to a reinvigorated 
Russia.

Fawaz Gerges, writing ISIS: A 
History, offers a more political 
canvas that explains how ISIS 
emerged from the chaos of Iraq 
and, greatly strengthened by the 
failure of the “Arab spring”, seized 

the leadership of the jihadist 
movement from al-Qaeda.

The success of ISIS is the 
symptom of a severe, organic 
crisis of Arab governance and, at 
another level, a manifestation of 
decades of development failure in 
the Middle East and North Africa 
that has resulted in the social and 
economic pauperisation of those 
societies. It is also the result of 
constant Western intervention in 
the internal affairs of the region for 
two centuries, Gerges said.

ISIS is a long-term threat to the 
region and the outside world 
— it controls a large area in Iraq 
and Syria with a population of 5 
million people, boasts an army 
numbering more than 30,000 and 
has attracted thousands of recruits 
from 90 countries.

Its extreme totalitarianism, even 
with its allies, its extraordinary 
punishment of religious minorities 
and its modern sex trade including 
sales contracts notarised by its Is-
lamic courts, all point to an attempt 
to rebuild a Sunni identity, which 
can only result in further violence, 
Gerges wrote. The movement’s 
ideology, struggle and strategy are 
well explained within the context 
of the complexities of militant 
jihadist policies.

Neither book makes for comfort-
able reading.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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Ghilès
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Fifteen 
years after 
9/11 we are 
nowhere 
close to 
the end of 
the War on 
Terror.

Blood Year, 
Islamic State and 
the Failures of the 
War on Terror, 
David Kilcullen, 
Hurst and Com-
pany, 2016; ISIS, 
a History, Fawaz 
A. Gerges, Prince-
ton University 
Press, 2016.

Questions about ISIS’s origins 
spark conspiracy theories
Sabahat Khan

Without ISIS, the 
regime of Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad and Iran would 
have run out of cards 
to play.

From a sociological 
perspective, ISIS is 
perhaps a predictable 
consequence of the 
sectarian conflict 
ignited by the US-led 
invasion of Iraq.

Iraqi fighters hold an image of the Islamic State flag after clashes 
with ISIS militants in Saqlawiya, north of Falluja, Iraq, on June 4th.
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O 

mar Mateen stormed a 
nightclub in Orlando, 
Florida, killing 49 peo-
ple and wounding 53 
others and declared 

his allegiance to the Islamic State 
(ISIS). The group proclaimed the 
shooter “one of the soldiers of the 
caliphate in America”.

US officials cautioned that, even 
if Mateen was inspired by ISIS to 
undertake the worst mass shoot-
ing in modern US history, there was 
no evidence he had a direct link to 
the group. Rather, Mateen might 
have heeded a call by ISIS leaders to 
carry out “lone wolf” attacks in the 
West, especially during Ramadan.

ISIS has in many ways overshad-
owed al-Qaeda as the world’s most 
serious terrorist threat. Western 
and Middle Eastern security of-
ficials view ISIS as the greater 
danger to domestic security, es-
pecially because of ISIS’s mastery 
of social media and its ability to 
recruit thousands of disenchanted 
young Muslims into its ranks.

After ISIS seized territory in Syria 
and Iraq in 2014, the group pro-
claimed a caliphate and named its 
leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, as ca-
liph and “leader of Muslims every-
where”. ISIS has governed territory, 
trained thousands of fighters and 
generated income from illicit trade 
in oil and other resources — all on a 
scale larger than anything al-Qaeda 
achieved. ISIS also established a 
larger recruitment effort and more 
sophisticated social media pres-
ence than al-Qaeda.

ISIS controls more resources 
and generates more income than 

al-Qaeda. The group sells oil and 
wheat, imposes taxes on residents 
of the territory it controls and col-
lects money paid through extor-
tion. In 2014, ISIS raked in about $2 
billion, according to the US Treas-
ury Department. Al-Qaeda has his-
torically relied on donations from 
wealthy individuals, especially 
from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the 
United Arab Emirates.

Even in its weakened state, al-
Qaeda poses a danger. In recent 
years, al-Qaeda has become more 
active in Yemen and has estab-
lished a strong affiliate in Syria, al-
Nusra Front, which is a dominant 
force among the jihadists fight-
ing the regime of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

ISIS and al-Qaeda differ in impor-
tant ways: Al-Qaeda wants to over-
throw what it views as the corrupt 
and “apostate” regimes of the Mid-
dle East — the “near enemy”. To do 
so, al-Qaeda’s leaders focused on 
the “far enemy” — the United States 
and the West.

That focus was motivated by US 
support for regimes in countries 
such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, 
which spawned al-Qaeda’s top 
leaders. Both Osama bin Laden, a 
Saudi, and his top lieutenant and 
successor, Ayman al-Zawahiri, an 
Egyptian, at first turned against the 
leadership at home.

Realising that the United States 
was helping prop up those regimes, 
they targeted the “far enemy”. In 
taking on the United States, al-
Qaeda apparently believes it will 
force Washington to withdraw its 
support for autocratic Arab regimes 
and abandon the Middle East.

ISIS does not subscribe to al-Qae-
da’s vision and instead focuses on 

the “near enemy” — the so-called 
apostate regimes in Syria, Iraq and 
other parts of the Arab world. ISIS 
has been more successful in strat-
egy, which relies on capturing and 
holding territory.

It was Zawahiri who convinced 
bin Laden to shift attention to the 
“far enemy”, helping inspire the 
9/11 terrorist attacks. Zawahiri fled 
Egypt in the early 1980s, after serv-
ing three years in prison for belong-
ing to an outlawed militant group. 
He spent time in Sudan, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan, where he met 
bin Laden in 1987.

Zawahiri established an office 
in Peshawar, a Pakistani city near 
the Afghan border that served as a 

training ground and supply conduit 
for the Afghan resistance. It was in 
Peshawar that Zawahiri began to 
reshape bin Laden’s thinking about 
militant Islam. Zawahiri helped 
turn bin Laden from a financial 
backer of the Afghan resistance into 
a strong believer in the ideology of 
jihad, fighting against the perceived 
enemies of Islam.

As al-Qaeda’s influence waned, 
ISIS tried to fill the vacuum by 
expanding. In November 2014, 
Baghdadi announced he was cre-
ating new “provinces” of his self-
declared caliphate in Saudi Ara-
bia, Yemen, Libya, Algeria and 
Egypt. While ISIS sympathisers had 
pledged allegiance to Baghdadi in 

other regions, he singled out coun-
tries where the movement had 
a strong support base and could 
mount sustained attacks.

Baghdadi also called on support-
ers to carry out “lone wolf” attacks 
wherever possible. “Oh soldiers of 
the Islamic State, erupt volcanoes 
of jihad everywhere,” he declared. 
“Light the Earth with fire against 
all dictators.” And for more than a 
year, ISIS militants have been heed-
ing the self-proclaimed caliph’s 
call.

Mohamad Bazzi is a journalism 
professor at New York University.
His commentary was distributed 
by Reuters.

How ISIS overtook al-Qaeda
Mohamad Bazzi

This poster, distributed by an Islamic State militant supporter to advertise a new propaganda video, 
shows Omar Mateen, who killed 49 people at the Pulse nightclub in Orlando, Florida, with ‘Islamic 
State’ blazoned behind him.In 2014, ISIS raked in 

about $2 billion, 
according to the US 
Treasury Department.

ISIS has governed 
territory, trained 
thousands of fighters 
and generated income 
from illicit trade in oil 
and other resources.
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ISIS faces losing its ‘heaven on Earth’ — then what?

I
t may turn out to have been a 
public relations error for IS, 
ISIL, ISIS, Daesh or whatever 
else we choose to call the 
Islamic State to have 
incorporated “State” into its 

title. After all, statehood implies 
territory.

The recapture of the centre of 
Falluja by Iraqi security forces 
was further confirmation that the 
movement is on the retreat, territo-
rially at least, with little prospect of 
holding its remaining Iraqi strong-
hold of Mosul, a more emblematic 
prize, in the long term.

The picture in Syria is more 
mixed. ISIS is accused of holding 
the civilian population hostage in 
its heavily bombarded stronghold 
of Raqqa.

Winning a battle does not mean 
winning the war and what happens 
once Falluja is liberated will be 
important.

That said, the eventual recovery 
of all Iraqi territory held by the 
jihadists at their high point of mid-
2014, when ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi declared his Islamic 
caliphate, may be a question of 
when, not if.

In the build-up to any Mosul 
offensive, the focus is on how Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi will 
be able to bring the liberated popu-

lation of the Sunni heartland back 
into what he called “the embrace of 
the nation”.

That is no easy task. Civilians 
who fled the Falluja battlefront 
may not regret the departure of ISIS 
but neither will they want to swap 
one oppressor for another. Sunni 
hostility to the sectarian policies of 
Abadi’s predecessor, Nuri al-Maliki, 
in part facilitated the ISIS takeover.

Warnings that the participation 
of Iranian-backed Shia militias 
in retaking Falluja could lead to 
violence against Sunnis were to a 
degree borne out.

Human rights agencies accused 
some militias of widespread abuse, 
including murder and torture, of 
fleeing Sunnis. The Iraqi authorities 
arrested four militiamen accused 
of having “executed” 49 Sunni men 
who surrendered to them. A gov-
ernment spokesman said all forces 
were under strict orders to protect 
civilians.

Amid reports of abuses against 
civilians fleeing the battle through 

militia-held territory north of the 
city, regular forces encouraged oth-
ers to take a safer southern route.

The question yet to be resolved 
is whether the stated good inten-
tions of Abadi, government officials 
and the army will be sufficient to 
control such abuses by militias that 
regard Falluja and its people as the 
very embodiment of a hostile Sunni 
community. A victory over ISIS 
would be hollow if the aftermath 
were to be renewed sectarian war.

This potential threat aside, ISIS 
now looks more vulnerable than it 
did six months or even a week ago. 
At the peak of its fortunes in mid-
2014, Baghdadi not only declared a 
caliphate, he struck the words “Iraq 
and al-Sham” from its name. It was 
a propaganda gesture to indicate 
that the movement’s ambitions 
were global rather just regional.

From then until now, ISIS has 
claimed to have fulfilled the func-
tions of a state on behalf of those 
living within its shifting borders. 
It could be argued that what the 

regime of murder, torture and 
extortion inflicted on the unwill-
ing citizenry has been barely worse 
than that of the worst dictatorships 
that have governed in the region.

But ISIS can make no claims to 
statehood if it no longer has terri-
tory.

However glossy the journals, 
however professional the videos 
and however nimble the social me-
dia expertise, ISIS cannot function 
as a virtual state. At best, it would 
have to morph into something 
resembling its past and present 
rivals.

Some of these, such as al-Nusra 
Front, al-Qaeda’s branch in Syria, 
have controlled and continue to 
control territory and aspire to come 
to power in their respective states 
but they are not self-declared 
states.

The unique ISIS selling point 
among its disaffected and some-
times naïve audience abroad has 
been its ability to offer a physical 
haven, even if some of those who 
risk it find that the “caliphate” is 
not the heaven on Earth that was 
promised.

Recruits have included not just 
fighters but also young people, 
such as the three teenage British 
girls who travelled to ISIS territory 
early in 2015. One, now willingly 
married to an Australian ISIS vol-
unteer, is accused of trying to lure 
other girls to join her.

If ISIS is eventually deprived 
of its territory, how long will her 
fantasy last?

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds published in 1993.
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View point
The 
recapture of 
the centre 
of Falluja by 
Iraqi security 
forces was 
further 
confirmation 
that the 
movement 
is on the 
retreat.

However nimble the 
social media expertise, 
ISIS cannot function as a 
virtual state.

Iraqi soldiers gather at the main gate of the hospital in Falluja, on June 19th, after 
Iraqi security forces retook the city centre after two years of ISIS control.
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N 

ot one, but two peace in-
itiatives are being circu-
lated in hopes of finding 
a negotiated settlement 
to the Palestinian-Israeli 

conflict.
One is 14 years old and the other 

was proposed by France in 2015 to 
get the world involved in multilat-
eral negotiations to facilitate the 
resumption of talks between Pales-
tinians and Israelis.

The first proposal, the Arab Peace 
Initiative, offered Israel “full diplo-
matic and normal relations” with 
57 Arab and Muslim countries in 
exchange for a “comprehensive” 
Israeli peace agreement with the 
Palestinians. Iran was among coun-
tries that endorsed the initiative 
proposed by Saudi Arabia in 2002.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu gave reserved approv-
al to the Arab initiative, saying it 
consists of the pillars of peace but 
must be “updated” to reflect more 
current times, specifically after the 
“Arab spring” revolutions.

The French initiative, which Ne-
tanyahu rejected outright, aims 

at breaking the Israeli-Palestinian 
deadlock before the expected show-
down at the UN General Assembly 
in September. It seeks to revive 
the talks based on the 1967 borders 
with agreed land swaps, negotiated 
security arrangements for Israel and 
a Palestinian state. Talks on thorny 
issues, such as the right of return of 
Palestinian refugees and the fate of 
the traditionally Arab sector of east 
Jerusalem, would be put off to a 
later date.

The two initiatives aim at facili-
tating the creation of a state for the 
Palestinians to live side-by-side in 
peace and security with Israel.

The Palestinian Authority (PA) 
expressed complete support for the 
Arab Peace Initiative, also known as 
the Saudi plan, describing it as “the 
most important since 1948”. It also 
endorsed the French plan, which 
calls for an international peace con-
ference.

The EU’s Foreign Affairs Council, 
comprising the 28 foreign ministers 
of the EU members, also adopted 
a resolution backing the French 
peace effort and calling for an in-
ternational peace conference before 
the end of the year.

Nevertheless, Israel took steps 
that left some analysts certain that 
Netanyahu is little interested in 
peace initiatives, whether European 
or Arab, and is using international ef-
forts to buy time to create a reality 
that would render the two-state so-
lution impossible.

Khaldoun Barghouti, a journal-
ist and expert on Israeli political 
affairs, said Netanyahu is simply 
buying time and maintaining the 
same policies to reach a point where 

it is no longer possible to create a 
Palestinian state.

“Netanyahu is against a two-state 
solution and has made that clear on 
several occasions. He aims to take 
over Area C, which constitutes 60% 
of the West Bank and is under Israe-
li control, to become part of Israel, 
rendering the idea of a Palestinian 
state simply unviable,” Barghouti 
said.

Only days after the Paris peace 
summit, Israeli authorities an-
nounced plans to construct 82 units 
in the illegal settlement of Ramat 
Shlomo, north-east of Jerusalem, 
and the construction of an illegal 
settlement outpost of 15,000 units 
in the Qalandia Airport area, north 
of Jerusalem.

Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO) Secretary-General Saeb 
Erekat said this is “Israel’s response 
to the summit as it continues to 
boycott the will of the world with 
its insistence on the illegal colonial 
settlement expansion in occupied 
Palestine”.

Barghouti said it was evident 
from Netanyahu’s actions that he 
was not interested in peace or a 
two-state solution, which became 
even clearer after appointing a far-
right politician and Jewish settler, 
Avigdor Lieberman, as Defence 
minister.

However, some see Netanyahu’s 
reserved approval of the Arab peace 
initiative as merely a public rela-
tions stunt to stifle international 
efforts, kill the French peace initia-
tive and the international boycott, 
divestment and sanctions move-
ment against Israel, which is in-
creasingly receiving world support.

Barghouti says the Arab peace ini-
tiative, like many before, is doomed 
to failure because Israel will not 
agree to its terms and Arabs do not 
have the capacity to offer any more 
concessions.

“Israel will not agree to return to 
the 1967 lines and Arabs will not 
normalise with Israel before achiev-
ing a two-state solution,” he said.

Israeli Foreign Ministry Director-

General Dore Gold told the Times of 
Israel that Netanyahu’s main goal is 
to normalise relations with the Arab 
and Islamic world before he solves 
the Palestinian issue.

“This is Netanyahu’s approach. 
Twenty, 30 years ago everyone 
said solve the Palestinian issue and 
you’ll have peace with the Arab 
world and, increasingly we are be-
coming convinced it’s the exact op-
posite. It’s a different order we have 
to create. And that’s what we’re go-
ing to do,” Gore said.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir rejected Netanyahu’s de-
mand to have the Arab Peace Initia-
tive “updated”.

“We and the rest of the world be-
lieve that the Arab Peace Initiative is 
the best option to resolve the con-
flict and we hope that this wisdom 
prevails in Israel too and that the Is-
raelis would accept this initiative,” 
Jubeir said.

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.

Netanyahu’s 
vision of peace: 
Killing Palestinian 
statehood
Malak Hasan

An Israeli border police officer checks documents of a Palestinian woman, at the Qalandia checkpoint 
between the West Bank city of Ramallah and Jerusalem, on June 24th.

Israeli 
Foreign Ministry 
Director-General Dore 
Gold said Netanyahu’s 
main goal is to 
normalise relations 
with the Arab and 
Islamic world.

Putin the peacemaker: The shape of things to come?

I 

n the mid-1990s, seven 
Israeli members of parlia-
ment wrote to Iraq’s 
ambassador to the United 
States Nizar Hamdoun 
suggesting a high-profile 

visit to Baghdad, officially as a 
humanitarian delegation to get 
around UN sanctions.

This would be marketed as 
“normalising” bilateral relations, 
with Israel using its influence to 
help Iraq get crippling interna-
tional sanctions lifted.

Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein 
said ‘no’ and the idea never saw 
the light of day. In the early 1950s, 
the Israelis made a similar “swap 
offer” to Gamal Abdel Nasser, then 
the president of Egypt, promis-
ing to help him regain control of 
the Suez Canal in return for his 
pledge to stop the Arab media war 
on Israel and prevent Palestinian 
infiltration from the West Bank 
and Gaza.

Today, a similar proposal may 
be in the air, this time between 
Damascus and Tel Aviv, brokered 
by Russian President Vladimir 
Putin.

By all accounts, Putin is a good 
friend of Israel. For years he has 
surrounded himself with powerful 
Jewish friends such as Rabbi Berel 

Lazar, diamond king Lev Leviev 
and Moshe Kantor, president of 
the European Jewish Congress.

Through them he has sup-
ported world Jewry on several 
occasions, including funding the 
Jewish Museum in Moscow, and 
secured firm support from Russian 
Jewish oligarchs. Over the last six 
months, he has received Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu four times — certainly more 
than US President Barack Obama 
— and in early June Putin hinted 
he was willing to jump-start the 
2002 Arab peace initiative.

That proposal, supported by 
all members of the Arab League, 
was the brainchild of then-
Saudi crown prince Abdullah bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud. It called for 
collective restoration of occupied 
land in exchange for full peace and 
normalisation.

This was a remarkable develop-
ment for countries such as Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait, which had 
refused to recognise Israel’s right 
to exist, and those ideologically 
committed to destroying it, such 
as Libya, Iraq and Syria.

Putin has minimal influence 
in the Gulf and there is no sense 
in jump-starting anything with 
Libya and Iraq but he would have 
a huge interest in sponsoring a 
fresh round of Syrian-Israeli talks, 
mainly because, unlike previous 
negotiations, these might have a 
chance of success.

The last time the two countries 
got together, albeit indirectly, was 
in 2008, mediated of Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, then the Turkish prime 
minister. Russia’s influence on 
Damascus, thanks to nine months 
of military operations supporting 

Syrian President Bashar Assad, is 
far stronger than that of Turkey 
at the apex of the Syrian-Turkish 
honeymoon.

Putin can tell Netanyahu “I can 
deliver peace with the Syrians” 
because of the absence of asser-
tive US leadership in the region, 
thanks to Obama. Additionally, 
resistance to such talks and any 
deal they may produce is minimal, 
and possibly non-existent, on the 
Syrian street.

Syrians are exhausted after five 
years of war and are prepared to 
accept what they would not in 
the past, especially if it involves 
concessions on normalisation with 
Israel such as tourism and trade.

Any peace deal, of course, 
would have to be between Israel 
and what many now call “Useful 
Syria”, which includes Damascus, 
Homs and Hama in the central 
region and Syria’s Mediterranean 
coast.

This is the territory where Rus-
sian military power is centred and 
it represents Syrian officialdom 
at the United Nations. War-torn 
Aleppo in the north or Islamic 
State-held Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor 
on the Euphrates are not part of 
Russia’s sphere of influence — and 
Israel could not care less who 
rules them.

What does matter to the Israelis 
is who controls Syria’s borders 
with Israel and Jordan, Israel’s 
peace partner. They want an inter-
nationally recognised government 
with which they can make a deal 
and hold accountable for imple-
mentation.

A weak government in Damas-
cus is music to Israeli ears. It 
is one that theoretically would 

accept what was turned down in 
1999-2000. In previous peacemak-
ing in the region, Egypt’s presi-
dent, Anwar Sadat, only started 
thinking seriously about peace 
after his Third Army was encircled 
and trapped in the 1973 war.

The Israelis only agreed to 
the Oslo process after Palestin-
ian leader Yasser Arafat’s revo-
lutionaries had been sidelined 
geographically by long-distance 
exile in Tunis, and politically by 
the teenagers throwing stones at 
Israeli tanks in the first intifada, 
which began in 1987.

Israel only signed a peace agree-
ment with Jordan in 1994 after 
the Hashemite kingdom lost the 
steady revenue it had received 
from Saddam and its international 
support for refusing to join the 
coalition that expelled the Iraqi 
army from Kuwait in 1991. Israel 
only started talking to the Syrians 
after the Soviet Union began to 
collapse in the late 1980s.

Netanyahu realises that a new 
Middle East is emerging, where 
Russia is gaining the upper hand, 
sometimes in silent agreement 
with the United States.

Days after Putin addressed the 
United Nations in September 
2015, Netanyahu flew to Moscow 
and met with the Russian leader. 
Putin was remarkably silent about 
the controversial UN speech and 
Netanyahu said nothing about 
Russia’s involvement in the Syria 
war, giving his silent blessing.

Behind closed doors, Syrians 
feel that Russia has inherited the 
sponsorship of peace talks from 
the United States, provided it pro-
tects Israeli interests, which Putin 
would gladly guarantee.

Sami
Moubayed

View point
Over the last 
six months, 
Putin has 
received 
Israeli 
Prime 
Minister 
Binyamin 
Netanyahu 
four times.

Putin would have a huge 
interest in sponsoring a 
fresh round of 
Syrian-Israeli talks.
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“H
e was alone when 
he was 12, only his 
thoughts, which he 
kept to himself, but 
he had a wish that 

one day he’d fly over the wall up 
through the sky,” Yusuf Islam sings 
in his latest single, about a Syrian 
refugee making the desperate jour-
ney to Europe.

Islam, once known as Cat Ste-
vens, has launched the You Are Not 
Alone campaign to raise money for 
Syrian child refugees after return-
ing to Britain from a refugee camp 
on the Turkish-Syrian border in Ga-
ziantep.

“People there have lost their 
homes and are waiting for peace to 
return but the children still remain 
bright and hopeful. The visit was 
much appreciated and they sang 
for me, a beautiful human experi-
ence,” Islam said in a posting about 
the song.

Islam, 67, famously converted 
to Islam in 1977 after having a reli-
gious experience following an inci-
dent in which he almost drowned. 
He withdrew from the music indus-
try for almost 30 years before re-
turning with a focus on Islamic and 
humanitarian themes.

The You Are Not Alone campaign 
is based on a statement made by 
Pope Francis during a visit to a 
refugee camp on the Greek island 
of Lesbos in April. The message 
of unity and openness is one that 
Islam is trying to spread at a time 
when the European immigration 
crisis is worsening and the public 
response to migrants and refugees 
in some countries is becoming in-
creasingly unfriendly.

“My hope is to open people’s 

hearts to the sadness experienced 
by thousands of young souls whose 
voices are not heard in the clam-
our created by the politicians and 
the media in the midst of the refu-
gee crisis, generated by the wars 
and conflicts blazing through their 
homelands,” he added in a state-
ment that accompanied the launch 
of the campaign.

His new single, He Was Alone, fea-
tures a video that follows a young 
Syrian refugee who loses his family 
before dying on the road. His grave-
stone bears a single word — walad 
— Arabic for “boy”.

Through its haunting lyrics and 
stark imagery, He Was Alone tells 
the tragic story of one child refu-
gee and through this seeks to tell 
the story of all refugees. “While 
the world faces incomprehensible 
numbers and statistics created by 
the refugee crisis, the tragedy and 
story of a single soul gets missed,” 
Islam said.

Islam’s charity, Small Kindness, is 
working with the Save the Children 
and Penny Appeal UK to raise funds 
for child refugees who have made 
the perilous journey to Europe. 
Save the Children estimates that 
95,000 refugees and migrant chil-
dren travelled to Europe on their 
own or lost their families on the 
journey in 2015.

Proceeds from the single and an 
intimate charity event June 14th 
in London will be combined with 
an online campaign to assist child 
refugees.

“It was difficult to stand by just 
watching this tragedy without try-
ing to do something,” Islam said. “I 
simply decided to help humanise 
the narrative and lend my voice 
to the call for keeping hearts and 
doors open to every refugee, es-
pecially youngsters, who have lost 
what future they might have once 
hoped for.”

The charity event saw Islam, 
wearing a white shirt, strumming 
an acoustic guitar and backed with 
a five-piece band, serenade the au-
dience with classics such as Father 
and Son, Moon Shadow and Peace 
Train, as well as his newer offer-
ings, including He Was Alone.

The tone of the concert was re-
strained, with representatives from 

Save the Children and Penny Ap-
peal UK addressing the audience 
about the plight of displaced chil-
dren.

Islam also delivered a soulful 
cover of Curtis Mayfield’s anthem 
for change People Get Ready, which 
resonates with the refugee crisis 
gripping Europe. “People get ready, 
there’s a-train a-coming. You don’t 

need no baggage. You just get on 
board,” Islam sang.

Given that the concert took place 
during Ramadan, proceedings end-
ed at 8.30pm, about an hour before 
iftar.

“A beautiful converging of hearts. 
Thanks to all that came out tonight 
in aid of refugee children,” Islam 
tweeted after the concert.

Yusuf Islam raises plight of child refugees
Mahmud el-Shafey

A 2015 file picture of British singer Yusuf Islam in concert.

“A beautiful 
converging of hearts. 
Thanks to all that 
came out tonight in aid 
of refugee children,” 
Islam tweeted after 
the concert.

The singer’s new 
single, He Was Alone, 
features a video that 
follows a young Syrian 
refugee who loses his 
family before dying on 
the road.
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Europe’s camp of shame

T
he camp of squatters at 
the edge of the north-
ern French port city of 
Calais is often referred 
to as “the Jungle”. 
Indeed, this “jungle” is 

not only an eyesore — a small city 
built haphazardly with bits of 
cardboard, tin and anything else 
migrants could get their hands on 
— but it is an eyesore at one of 
France’s ports of entry. Not what 
Paris wants to be the first site seen 
by visitors to France

The Jungle is also a political 
failure; it is a humanitarian shame 
and it is a sin on the collective con-
science of every political leader in 
France and Great Britain.

The Jungle exists in a sort of 
geopolitical purgatory. It is a place 
where thousands of refugees from 
conflicted countries found their 
drive to a safe haven blocked by red 
tape and immigration laws.

Inside the camp, there are no laws 
on the books. Heck, there aren’t 
even books there. If there were, 
chances are they would be used 
keep fires going to give refugees 

some warmth for a minute or two 
longer.

By some fluke — or perhaps 
lack of luck — these immigrants 

find themselves so close yet so far 
from what they hoped would be 
their final destination, England. 
Why England? Perhaps because they 
speak English. Also, once inside the 
United Kingdom, the migrants hope 
to benefit from Britain’s immigra-
tion policies. The difficulty is get-
ting there in the first place.

The occupants of the Jungle 
are, for the most part, economic 
refugees but as conflicts across the 
Middle East and North Africa gather 
momentum, the camp houses 
mostly political refugees, many of 
them with simply nowhere to go.

There are also Kurds fleeing 
Turkey, Somalis, Ethiopians and 
many others. However, it is not their 
nationality that is important in this 
context. What is alarming is that 
such conditions are permitted to 
exist in Europe.

The refugees are in the Jungle be-
cause it is the closest jumping point 
to Great Britain. In the interim they 
squat, waiting with an uncertain 
future, rampant crime that includes 
forcing women — even young girls 
— into prostitution, and, of course, 
drugs. Not to mention the opportu-
nities that such camps offer jihadist 
recruiters.

These abominable crimes are tak-
ing place in the heart of Europe and 
in the country where human rights 
were first launched. By any means 
what is taking place in the Jungle is 
a crime and those responsible are 
criminals.

What is happening in the Jungle is 
a crime all the more so because, by 

French law, it is a crime if one fails 
to provide assistance to someone in 
danger. The thousands of residents, 
especially the younger ones, of the 
Jungle are definitely in danger.

Migrants living in the Jungle try 
almost on a daily basis to sneak into 
Britain. They hide in lorries, cars, 
ferries or trains travelling through 

Calais in the Eurotunnel. French 
authorities send out regular patrol 
of riot police, which often end up 
clashing with migrants.

Police patrol the perimeter of the 
camp but leave the interior to its 
own fate, meaning mostly that it 
ends up being controlled by some 
sort of organised crime group.

Frustrated by their situation, the 
continued uncertainty of the future 
and being so close yet so far from 
England, the migrants periodically 
storm the highway leading to the 
port of Calais, blocking traffic for 
hours, as they try to sneak aboard 
any vehicle headed to Britain. 
French police typically fire tear gas 
and even deploy bulldozers to tear 
down parts of the shantytown-like 
areas of the Jungle.

The Jungle has attracted pimps 
and people traffickers who focus on 
the large number of orphan children 
who wind up in the Jungle. Accord-
ing to multiple reports, there are 
hundreds of children in the camp 
living on their own and who become 
easy prey. Many are from countries 
where war has torn them from their 
land and family.

This situation should not be al-
lowed to exist in a country such as 
France.

The immediate task should be 
finding a way to resettle all refugees 
and to close this despicable place of 
shame.

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

Claude
Salhani

View point
The Jungle 
exists in 
a sort of 
geopolitical 
purgatory.

This situation should not 
be allowed to exist in a 
country such as France. An unaccompanied Muslim minor heads to 

Friday prayers at the makeshift tent mosque in 
the Calais migrant camp.
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Istanbul

T 

urkey and Israel are set to 
put their deepest diplo-
matic crisis behind them 
and normalise relations.

Reports in both coun-
tries said negotiators from Turkey 
and Israel would soon announce a 
deal, with a formal signing of the 
agreement likely in July. The re-
ports came after Turkish Prime Min-
ister Binali Yildirim said a solution 
in the long-lasting row with Israel 
was not far off.

Close allies in the 1990s, Tur-
key and Israel fell out in May 2010 
over the Israeli seizure of the Mavi 
Marmara, a ship owned by a Turk-
ish charity that was approaching 
the blockaded Gaza Strip with sup-
plies. Israeli commandoes stormed 
the ship and killed ten activists on 
board. Turkey expelled the Israeli 
ambassador and reduced contacts 
with the Jewish state to a minimum.

Under pressure from the United 
States, which was concerned about 
the row between two of its closest 
partners in the Middle East, Israel 
apologised to Turkey in 2013 and 
said it would pay compensation to 
the families of the victims, meet-
ing two of three conditions set by 
Ankara for a return to normal rela-
tions. Turkish media say Israel will 
pay $20 million.

Turkey’s third demand — lifting 
of the Israeli blockade of the Gaza 
Strip — proved the hardest obstacle. 
Diplomats from both countries have 
met several times over the past year 
to hammer out a deal and differenc-
es over Gaza appear to have been 
overcome.

Turkey’s Hurriyet newspaper re-
ported that Israel was allowing Tur-
key to complete, staff and supply a 
hospital in Gaza. Israel would grant 
permission for a Turkish-German 
project to build a power plant in 
Gaza to ease chronic energy short-
ages. Turkey would build a seawater 
desalination plant to boost potable 
water supplies for Gaza, the news-
paper said.

With these arrangements, Tur-
key’s government can argue that 
the Israeli blockade is lifted enough 
to improve the daily lives of Gazans 
and Israel is still keeping a close eye 
on what is going into and out of the 
territory. Israel’s Haaretz newspa-
per reported that Turkey agreed to 
send aid to Gaza via the Israeli port 
of Ashdod rather than directly to 
Gaza.

According to Haaretz, another 
obstacle to a comprehensive set-
tlement was Israel’s demand that 
Turkey close an office of Hamas, the 
Islamist group that governs Gaza, in 
its territory. The newspaper said a 
“formula” had been reached on the 
issue.

Signs of a rapprochement be-
tween the two countries multiplied 
in recent months. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said in Janu-
ary the Turks had to accept “that we 
need Israel”. Israeli Energy Minister 
Yuval Steinitz told the Reuters news 
agency that he met with Erdogan at 
a nuclear security summit in Wash-
ington in March “in a very good at-
mosphere”. The Erdogan-Steinitz 
meeting was the highest level face-
to-face contact between the two 
countries since May 2010 ship inci-
dent.

One reason Turkey and Israel 

are working to overcome the cri-
sis is that both sides are interested 
in energy cooperation. Natural gas 
resources under Israeli and Cypriot 
waters in the Mediterranean could 
be exploited and exported to world 
markets with Turkey’s help.

On the political front, Turkey has 
become increasingly isolated in the 
Middle East. Ties with Egypt, Syria, 
Iraq and Iran have soured, while the 
downing of a Russian military plane 
by Turkish fighter jets on the Syrian 
border in November developed into 
another crisis.

Analysts in Turkey say Erdogan 
and his new prime minister are 
seeking a more conciliatory ap-
proach in foreign policy after the 
departure of Yildirim’s predeces-
sor, Ahmet Davutoglu. According to 
news reports, Yildirim told a group 
of journalists during a closed-door 
meeting that Ankara was looking to 

repair relations with its neighbours. 
“Israel, Syria, Russia, Egypt — there 
is no eternal enmity between these 
countries bordering the Mediter-
ranean and the Black Sea,” Yildirim 
was quoted as saying.

While trying to normalise ties 
with Israel, Erdogan has been 
reaching out to Russia. In a letter to 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
Erdogan said he hoped for a return 
to the good relations with Moscow 
that Ankara enjoyed before the 
downing of the Russian plane.

Political columnist Murat Yet-
kin said it looks as though a major 
policy shift was under way and that 
the era of Turkey’s isolation is com-
ing to an end. Yetkin referred to the 
term “precious loneliness”, coined 
by Ibrahim Kalin, Erdogan’s presi-
dential spokesman, during Davuto-
glu’s tenure. Kalin used “precious 
loneliness” to argue that Turkey had 

problems with some neighbours 
because it was following a foreign 
policy based on moral values.

Now things are changing, Yetkin 
wrote in the Hurriyet Daily News. 
“It now looks like Erdogan has seen 
that the foreign policy line he fol-
lowed with Davutoglu is not taking 
Turkey anywhere better,” he said.

While Erdogan is trying to put out 
fires damaging Turkey’s foreign re-
lations in the region, the president 
is meeting criticism domestically. 
Harsh rhetoric used by Erdogan and 
his aides against Israel, Russia and 
other powers in the past makes it 
harder now to sell compromises to 
the Turkish public. “Why does Tur-
key need Israel all of a sudden?” op-
position leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu 
asked.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.

Turkey and Israel ready to normalise ties
Thomas Seibert

A 2014 file picture shows members of the Freedom Flotilla Coalition at a news conference in Istanbul.
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lifting the Israeli 
blockade of the Gaza 
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hardest obstacle.

Israel apologised to 
Turkey in 2013 and 
said it was ready to pay 
compensation to the 
families of the Mavi 
Marmara victims.

News & Analysis Turkey

Dark days in Turkey

T
he strains facing two 
key professions in 
Turkey — journalists 
and judges — are 
becoming unbearable. 
The increased pres-

sure on the system of checks and 
balances exposes a deepening 
systemic crisis brewing on 
Europe’s south-eastern flank.

It is an undisputed fact that 
journalism has become the riskiest 
profession in Turkey. The number 
of jailed reporters and editors is 
rising and the case of the pro-
Kurdish daily Ozgur Gundem sig-
nals a new crackdown on freedom 
of speech.

The detention of three civil 
society figures in June created an 
international uproar. A court in Is-
tanbul ruled that journalist Ahmet 
Nesin, the son of humorist Aziz 
Nesin; Professor Sebnem Korur 
Fincanci, director of the Turkish 
Human Rights Foundation (TIHV); 
and Erol Onderoglu, the repre-
sentative of Reporters Without 
Borders (RSF) in Istanbul, could 
face long prison terms on charges 
of terrorist propaganda. At least 
one of them, Fincanci, is in solitary 
confinement.

The reason is astounding: All 
three stood in as editor for a day at 
Ozgur Gundem.

They were not alone. Forty-

four people, mainly journalists and 
non-governmental organisation 
(NGO) figures, took part in the act 
of solidarity and 35 of them are 
now being investigated on the 
same charges. This raises concerns 
they may also end up in prison.

In a related development, a 
liberal TV network, Can Erzincan, 
was notified that it will, in a matter 
of weeks, be taken off the TurkSat 
satellite, again due to terrorist 
propaganda charges. This will 
leave the Turkish public with only 
two or three independent channels 
— a near blackout.

With conditions in some ways 
resembling those in Egypt, Russia 

or Azerbaijan, Turkish media are 
walking with crutches. For the 
small number of brave journalists 
remaining, pursuing the truth or 
speaking out is like taking a stroll 
in a minefield.

Because free reporting is essen-
tial to any democracy, its demise 
will mean, simply, democracy’s 
end as well.

The judiciary is also feeling 
threatened.

Most recently, one-quarter of the 
judiciary was subjected to a wave 
of removals of judges and prosecu-
tors. Almost 4,000 were trans-
ferred to new positions.

According to independent 

professional organisations rep-
resenting them, such as YARSAV, 
what they call an unprecedented 
move amounts to a purge, in which 
loyalty to Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and his ruling 
party counts as the sole merit for 
promotion or demotion.

What really threatens the judici-
ary, the backbone of Turkey’s al-
ready fragile democracy, however, 
goes beyond this.

In a dramatic move that raised 
concerns in international judicial 
circles, such as the Geneva-based 
International Commission of Ju-
rists (ICJ), the government is push-
ing through a bill that would enable 
the political executive to shape and 
command all high courts of appeal, 
such as the Court of Cassation and 
the Supreme Administrative Court.

According to Minister of Justice 
Bekir Bozdag, known to be the 
closest politician to Erdogan, the 
law will be passed by the end of 
July. If the government is success-
ful, many law experts agree, it will 
mark an end to the separation of 
powers in Turkey.

“We have not witnessed any 
period in the past 50 years during 
which the judiciary was put upon 
so badly,” wrote Sami Selcuk, a 
“grand old man” of the law and for-
mer chairman of the High Court of 
Appeals, in the Cumhuriyet daily.

“This is so painful. These are the 
days, for me as a retired judge, of 
profound mourning and shame. 
There is nobody out there who 
hears the cries for help. The majori-
tarian government has now pre-
pared the coffin of the judiciary… I 
am left without hope.”

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.

Yavuz Baydar

View point

One-quarter 
of the 
judiciary 
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judges and 
prosecutors.

For the small number 
of brave journalists 
remaining, pursuing the 
truth is like taking a stroll 
in a minefield.

Demonstrators protest against the arrest of three prominent press freedom 
activists in central Istanbul, on June 21st.
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How Khomeini deceived ‘the Great Satan’
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

I 

ran’s propaganda machinery 
consistently depicts Grand Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini as an 
uncompromising revolution-
ary who devoted his life to the 

fight against “the Great Satan” — the 
United States — and the shah of Iran.

Newly declassified US govern-
ment documents, including dip-
lomatic cables, policy memos and 
the minutes of top-level meetings, 
however, depict Khomeini as an 
able chess player who masterfully 
deceived the United States to secure 
a bloodless transfer of power from 
the shah’s regime to Iran’s Islamic 
revolutionaries.

The documents also disclose the 
unbelievable naiveté of the Carter 
administration.

Khomeini’s first overture to the 
United States was a letter written 
in November 1963 during his house 
arrest to president John F. Kennedy. 
In it, the ayatollah condemned the 
shah’s “white revolution”, which, 
among other things, distributed the 
land of religious charities among 
landless peasants and granted Ira-
nian women the vote.

Both initiatives were anathema 
to the Shia clergy, who incited the 
mobs in the holy city of Qom to re-

bel against the authorities. While at-
tacking the shah, the ayatollah care-
fully explained he was not opposed 
to American interests in Iran and 
considered a US presence necessary 
to “counter the Soviet and British 
influence”.

Khomeini did not receive a re-
sponse to his letter. Iranian prime 
minister Asadollah Alam success-
fully crushed the Khomeini-led 
uprising in 1963 and Kennedy was 
assassinated a few weeks after the 
letter was delivered to the US State 
Department.

Towards the end of 1979, the situ-

ation had changed: Cancer was de-
vouring the shah and his regime was 
crumbling. Khomeini’s star was in 
the ascendant and only the imperial 
army stood between the ayatollah 
and control of Iran.

The Carter administration did not 
care too much for the shah and had 
its eyes fixed on its Cold War enemy 
in Moscow. As long as Iran did not 
go red and the Iranian military was 
preserved as a bulwark against So-
viet expansionism, it did not matter 
much to the Carter administration 
whether the ayatollah or the shah 
was in power.

Khomeini’s representative, Ebra-
him Yazdi, was more than happy 
to reassure American diplomats in 
Paris and a deal was struck between 
Washington and the revolutionar-
ies: Washington would not object 
to the abolishment of the monarchy 
and would prevent a military coup 
in Iran.

In return, Khomeini pledged 
not to destroy the Iranian military, 
promised an Iran free of Soviet 
domination, neutral, if not friendly 
to the United States, one that would 
not export its revolution abroad nor 
cut the flow of oil to the West.

The Carter administration lived 
up to its part of the bargain: It per-
suaded Nasser Moghadam, head of 
the SAVAK, the shah’s notorious US- 
and Israeli-trained intelligence and 
security service, and Abbas Ghara-
baghi, the army chief of staff, to en-
gage in negotiations with Ayatollah 
Mohammad Beheshti, another of 
Khomeini’s representatives.

US president Jimmy Carter tasked 
US Air Force General Robert E. Huys-
er with dissuading the shah’s gener-
als from staging a last-minute coup.

On February 11, 1979, the Supreme 
Military Council indeed declared it-
self “neutral in the current politi-
cal disputes” but Khomeini did not 
show the same degree of fidelity.

Early cadres of what later became 
known as the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), armed with 

weapons seized from military gar-
risons and police stations, rounded 
up the top generals, who were later 
executed by firing squad.

Moghadam, who was a key wit-
ness to Khomeini’s “deal” with 
Washington, was among them.

The United States was too good an 
enemy for Khomeini to lose and, as 
soon as he used Washington to neu-
tralise the threat of a military coup, 
he sang the usual anti-American 
hymn.

As the BBC’s Persian Services 
broadcast the latest declassified 
US government reports, Iranian 
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei ac-
cused Washington of “fabricating” 
evidence of the liaisons between 
Khomeini and the Carter adminis-
tration.

But Khamenei, himself a master 
of deceiving Washington, knows 
better than that and is emulating his 
predecessor. It is Washington that 
has not learnt from its previous en-
counters with the Islamic Republic.

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

Iranian hard-line students hold portraits of Ayatollah Khomeini in 
Tehran, in April 2006.

It is Washington that 
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Islamic Republic.

Iran’s hardliners 
boosted by 
let-down over
nuclear deal
Gareth Smyth

London

N 

early six months after 
the lifting of draconian 
international sanctions 
against Iran, there is a 
sense inside the country 

that little has changed.
True, oil exports have risen from 

1.4 million barrels per day (bpd) to 
more than 2 million bpd but plans 
for billions of dollars in trade and 
investment are on hold because 
Washington is restricting access to 
the dollar and continues to sanc-
tion about 200 Iranian entities and 
individuals for links to terrorism or 
abuse of human rights.

Critics of the July 14th, 2015, nu-
clear agreement are regrouping. 
Despite their disappointing show-
ing in February’s elections for par-
liament and the Experts’ Assembly, 
the body that chooses the supreme 
leader, principlists were encour-
aged in May by Ayatollah Ahmad 
Jannati’s election as assembly chair-
man and now look for a candidate 
to beat incumbent Hassan Rohani in 
the presidential election expected 
in June 2017.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, presi-
dent from 2005-13, has caught the 
public eye in recent months with 
speeches contrasting the sacrifices 
of the 1980-88 war against Iraq with 
inequality and selfishness today. 
Websites supporting him have put 
forward statistics illustrating the 
“successes” of his presidency com-
pared to Rohani’s record on matters 
such as paving rural roads.

Ahmadinejad remains popular 
with many Iranians — an August 
2015 poll gave him a 67% approval 
rating — but his prospects are ham-
pered by memories of the battles 

during his second term with Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei and other senior clerics.

There is a good chance the watch-
dog Council of Guardians, of which 
Jannati is chairman, would bar Ah-
madinejad from the presidential 
election, as it did his first vice-pres-
ident, Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, in 
2013.

“I don’t think Ayatollah Khame-
nei will let Ahmadinejad come 
back, unless Rohani has made the 
situation very unhappy for him,” 
said Saeid Golkar, consulting senior 
fellow at the International Institute 
for Strategic Studies and lecturer 
at Northwestern University in the 
United States.

“There is a possibility but they 
have other candidates in their 
mind. In social media, they’re talk-
ing about someone from the Rev-
olutionary Guards, like Qassem 
Soleimani, who’s very popular. 
They’ve made him into a superstar. 
He’s loyal to Ayatollah Khamenei,” 
Golkar said.

Soleimani, commander of al-
Quds Force, the foreign operations 
arm of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), emerged into 
the glare of publicity in 2014 with 
pictures of him organising resist-
ance to the Islamic State (ISIS), in 
Iraq and Syria. By 2015, the once-
furtive Soleimani was profiled in 
the Iranian media and has often 
appeared as a fatherly figure at the 
funerals of officers killed in Iraq.

Where Soleimani figures in Iran’s 
factional mosaic, however, is far 
from clear. In February’s parlia-
mentary election, he endorsed Ali 
Larijani, the parliamentary speaker 
running in the holy city of Qom.

A consummate insider, Larijani 
skilfully managed opposition to the 
nuclear agreement within parlia-
ment and, if he remains as speaker, 
may well support Rohani’s plans 

for economic reform. This suggests 
that, while Soleimani as president 
might do more to protect IRGC in-
terests, including its business em-
pire, he might not be poles apart 
from Rohani as chief executive.

So far, Rohani looks favoured to 
win a second term. As president 
he has delivered the nuclear deal 
while maintaining good relations 
with parliament. He has presided 
over an economic recovery, with 
the International Monetary Fund 
projecting 4% growth in 2016 after 
the economy shrank the year Ah-
madinejad left office.

Expectations, however, are high 
and this is where Rohani may be 
vulnerable. On a visit to Washing-
ton in April, Central Bank of Iran 
Governor Valiollah Seif said Tehran 
received “almost nothing” in sanc-
tions relief, while Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif warned the 

agreement could falter.
According to US Secretary of 

State John Kerry, Iran has been 
able to access $3 billion of the $100 
billion in frozen assets freed by the 
nuclear deal.

Matters were hardly helped by 
a US Supreme Court decision in 
April that could allow the transfer 
of $2 billion of Iran’s frozen assets 
to families of US servicemen killed 
in Lebanon in 1983 by militants al-
legedly linked to Iran.

While Khamenei publicly sup-
ported the nuclear deal, he has 
recently accused the United States 
of “obstruction and treachery” in 
blocking Iran’s trade.

Some principlists in Iran have 
argued that Donald Trump, the 
presumptive Republican Party 
nominee for November’s US presi-
dential election, shows America’s 
true face: arrogant, bombastic and, 

as shown by his plan to bar Mus-
lims from the United States, big-
oted.

Trump has openly criticised 
the nuclear agreement but even 
Hillary Clinton, the Democratic 
contender, is unlikely to be as keen 
on engaging Iran as current US 
President Barack Obama has been.

All of which encourages critics of 
the deal in Iran.

The Rohani government is look-
ing to a revived private sector to 
boost the economy and improve 
job prospects and living standards 
but, in a sign things are not going 
as well as had been hoped, the gov-
ernment recently allocated $4.6 
billion to help small and medium-
sized enterprises.

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent for the Financial 
Times in Iran from 2003-07.

Ahmad Jannati (L) the head of Iran’s new Assembly of Experts, attends the Assembly meeting in 
Tehran, on May 24th.

Critics of the July
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There is a sense inside 
the country that little 
has changed.
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Lebanese Agriculture minister bans Syrian imports

Market factors starting to support OPEC’s policies
Jareer Elass

Washington
 

T 

he failure of the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum Ex-
porting Countries (OPEC) 
to agree a production 
“freeze”, or a production 

ceiling prompted some energy ana-
lysts to sound the death knell for 
the cartel.

The group, which soon turns 
56 years old, has just increased its 
membership to 14, welcoming back 
Indonesia and Gabon, which had 
suspended their involvement.

It is not the first time that OPEC 
has been declared as at death’s door 
for not meeting oil markets’ expec-
tations, nor will it be the last. It is 
also not the first time that OPEC 
heavyweights and regional rivals 
Saudi Arabia and Iran have been at 
loggerheads over production strate-
gies but the current chasm between 
the two OPEC powers is influenced 
largely by external politics.

That the group’s June 2nd meet-
ing was the OPEC debut of newly 
appointed Saudi Oil Minister Khalid 
al-Falih created more hype for the 
event.

Falih appeared determined to as-
suage fears that Saudi Arabia’s in-
terest in the organisation it helped 
found in September 1960 had di-
minished with the dramatic de-
parture of veteran Oil minister Ali 
al-Naimi and the ambitious and far-
reaching changes in Saudi oil policy 
masterminded by Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 

Abdulaziz and his proactive role in 
all oil-related matters.

Falih arrived in Vienna several 
days in advance to be briefed by 
OPEC secretariat officials and to 
meet separately with other oil 
ministers before formal delibera-
tions. There was no doubt he was 
in damage-control mode, hoping to 
mollify members who felt blindsid-
ed when Riyadh at the last minute 
vetoed a production freeze deal be-
tween OPEC and independent pro-

ducers that was being negotiated in 
Doha in April.

Falih also provided soothing 
public statements likely intended 
to counter recent comments by 
Mohammed that the Saudi govern-
ment was unconcerned about the 
state of oil prices. Falih said that 
“Saudi Arabia realises that price is 
a key part of the oil market formula 
— it balances supply and demand… 
We realise that a long time under 
lower prices does not bring enough 

supply to meet the rise in demand.”
That may have provided some 

encouragement to high-cost pro-
ducers within the organisation that 
feel Riyadh is indifferent to their 
economic plight as a result of low 
oil prices.

Tehran made it clear in advance 
of the Vienna meeting that it was 
determined to surpass its pre-sanc-
tions crude output of 4.2 million 
barrels per day (bpd) and would not 
participate in any OPEC agreement 
that would impede it hitting that 
target.

Iran has seemingly made good 
on its pledge to rapidly restore its 
oil production, with reports that 
it boosted its output to 3.6 million 
bpd in April, its highest level since 
November 2011. The question over 
Iran is of sustainability and wheth-
er its oil fields can continue to in-
crease output and maintain those 
levels.

OPEC ministers debated reinsti-
tuting a production ceiling at their 
latest meeting after agreeing in 
December to abandon their 30 mil-
lion bpd ceiling, a production target 
that was routinely ignored. While 
Saudi Arabia purportedly wanted 
a ceiling of 32 million-32.5 million 
bpd to be adopted to reflect current 
production levels from the group, 
Iran squashed that proposal and in-
stead argued for individual quotas.

Saudi Arabia ramped up its pro-
duction to 10.2 million bpd ear-
lier this year and was comfortable 
freezing at that level, anticipating 
routine higher domestic demand 
for its crude that is needed to 
meet power needs during summer 

months. In Vienna, Falih dismissed 
the notion that his country would 
further boost production to pun-
ish other producers and gain more 
market share.

“We will be very gentle in our 
approach and make sure we don’t 
shock the market in any way,” he 
said. “There is no reason to expect 
that Saudi Arabia is going to go on a 
flooding campaign.”

OPEC may be banking on the fact 
that not much needs to be tinkered 
with for the second half of 2016. 
There is the promise of improv-
ing energy demand and ongoing 
decreased output from several of 
OPEC’s own members — such as 
Nigeria and Venezuela — as well as 
falling volumes from independent 
producers, including US shale pro-
ducers, that could continue to shore 
up prices, which have rebounded to 
about $50 a barrel.

The International Energy Agency 
suggested in its May Oil Market Re-
port that, with global oil stocks ex-
pected to shrink dramatically from 
the first to the second half of 2016, 
there is reason to believe that “the 
direction of travel of the oil market 
[is] towards balance”.

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

In Vienna, Falih 
dismissed the notion 
that his country would 
further boost 
production.

Beirut

T
he trade balance 
between Lebanon 
and its stronger 
neighbour, Syria 
has historically 
been tipped in 
favour of Damas-
cus. The Syrian 

government has closed the vital 
overland route, which used to 
transport more than 60% of 
Lebanese agricultural produce to 
Jordan, Iraq and Arab Gulf 
markets, on several occasions to 
pressure Lebanon.

Lebanese Agriculture Minister 
Akram Chehayeb reversed the 
norm in June by imposing a ban on 
the import of Syrian agricultural 
products that have been flooding 
Lebanese markets and harming 
local farmers.

“The losses in the agriculture 
sector are humongous. I am trying 
as much as possible to protect 
Lebanese interest. It is a techni-
cal, economic decision and not a 
political one, despite our position 
regarding the Syrian regime,” said 
Chehayeb, a member of the Pro-
gressive Socialist Party (PSP) led by 
MP Walid Jumblat, who is opposed 
to the Damascus regime.

“There was an utter necessity 
to take such a move to safeguard 
our agriculture and protect our 
farmers,” Chehayeb explained in an 
interview with The Arab Weekly.

Prior to the abrupt import ban, 
the ministry had taken a number of 
escalatory measures to streamline 
and control imports from Syria.

“Lebanese importers of fruit, 
vegetables and dairy products from 
Syria were requested to obtain 
a pre-import licence, which was 
granted on the basis of market 
needs and the availability of the 
produce locally. The aim was to 
have a balance between local and 
imported products and the market 
prices,” said Chehayeb.

There are realistic concerns over 
the implementation and outcome 
of the ministry’s measure because 
of the porous Lebanese-Syrian bor-
der, raising fears smuggling would 
increase.

“The problem is definitely in 
smuggling,” Chehayeb acknowl-
edged.

“In the (north-eastern) region of 
Hermel alone, there are 50 illegal 
crossings used for smuggling Syrian 
goods. Syrian produce has been 
entering Lebanon clandestinely 
through both the legal and illegal 
crossings, flooding the market and 
competing with national products,” 
he said, stressing that “the Syr-
ian authorities are responsible for 
putting a stop to the smuggling the 
same way we are responsible for 
acting here (in Lebanon)”.

Accusing authorities in Damascus 
of facilitating the work of smug-
glers, Chehayeb said: “I know that 
they can take action against those 
people. They know them very well 
and they are actually helping them 
because they bring in badly needed 
foreign currency under the current 
(war) circumstances in Syria.”

“I want to protect Lebanon’s 
economic borders. When the 
smuggling stops, we will then be 
ready to regulate imports between 
the two countries and reconsider 
our decisions. They are doing their 
interest and it is my duty to ensure 
the interests of Lebanon,” Che-
hayeb said. “Lebanon is no longer a 
playground for Syria.”

Syria was a main power broker 
in Lebanon until 2005 when it 
was forced to pull out its army 
from Lebanon in the wake of the 
assassination of former Lebanese 
prime minister Rafik Hariri, ending 
three decades of military presence. 
Damascus was suspected of having 
a role in Hariri’s death.

Lebanese agriculture was hit 
hard by the raging war in Syria, 
which closed the overland route for 
Lebanese produce to Jordan, Iraq 
and Gulf countries. According to 
the customs authorities, Leba-
nese exports to Gulf Cooperation 

Council (GCC) members in 2014 
amounted to $920 million. Another 
$256 million worth was exported 
to Iraq.

After the closure of the overland 
route more than a year ago, alterna-
tive routes by sea and by air proved 
to be costlier, resulting in a reduc-
tion of Lebanese exports.

In 2015, Lebanon exported to Syr-
ia around 35,000 tonnes of citrus 
and bananas, whereas it imported 
about 95,000 tonnes of vegetables 
and fruit, according to the presi-
dent of the Farmers’ Association in 
Lebanon.

Chehayeb’s surprise import ban 
triggered condemnation by Syrian 
authorities, who warned that Leba-
nese trade activities would also be 
affected.

The Farmers’ Association in 
Lebanon applauded the decision, 
saying it would produce a posi-
tive outcome in the early stages of 
its implementation. However, it 
warned that the issue could take a 

negative turn on the economy in 
the long term if Damascus applies 
the principle of reciprocity by clos-
ing the crossing between Syria and 
Iraq, which despite the high risks, 
is still used by Lebanese farmers to 
channel their products.

Chehayeb warned that any Syrian 
decision that harms Lebanese inter-
ests would be treated similarly. “At 
present, they need us as much as 
we need them,” he said, downplay-
ing fears of a Syrian backlash. “If 
they close the land border with us, 
we can also retort by blocking the 
transit of Syrian exports through 
our ports and airport.”

“However, we hope that we could 
reach an agreement whereby they 
would stop smuggling their mer-
chandise into Lebanon and then 
we can organise trade between us 
according to our needs and theirs,” 
he added.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi

“The losses in 
the agriculture 
sector are 
humongous. I am 
trying as much 
as possible to 
protect Lebanese 
interest.”

Lebanese 
agriculture was 
hit hard by the 
raging war in 
Syria.

Lebanese Agriculture 
Minister Akram 

Chehayeb

Lebanese Agriculture Minister Akram Chehayeb
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Qatar warns of 
cost overruns, 
infrastructure 
delays

Oman raises $2.5 
billion in bonds to 
meet deficit

Egypt’s Suez Canal 
charging VLCCs 
coming from 
the Arabian Gulf 
$155,000

A $200 billion infrastructure pro-
gramme launched by Qatar could 
see higher costs and delays because 
of the slump in oil prices, the gov-
ernment warned.

A study from the Ministry of De-
velopment Planning and Statistics 
(MDPS) said “continued volatility” 
in the oil market would likely have 
consequences for vast construction 
projects, including those associated 
with the 2022 FIFA World Cup.

The MDPS predicted that Doha 
will run budget deficits for at least 
three years as it adjusts its energy-
reliant economy to the fall in oil 
prices. It confirmed that Qatar will 
introduce a 5% value-added tax on 
certain goods on 2018.

Among major infrastructure pro-
jects being built are Doha New Port, 
a Metro system and regeneration of 
parts of the capital. The World Cup 
is expected to cost about $30 billion, 
with stadiums accounting for $10 
billion of that, organisers have said.
(Agence France Presse)

Oman has raised $2.5 billion in 
a bond sale to help meet a budget 
deficit resulting from low oil prices, 
the Finance Ministry said.

The ministry, quoted by the Oman 
News Agency, said the sultanate’s 
first international bond issue in two 
decades was oversubscribed by al-
most three times. The Gulf state sold 
$1 billion in bonds to mature in five 
years at an interest rate of 3.625% 
and a 10-year issue worth $1.5 billion 
at 4.75%.

Oman is projecting a budget defi-
cit of $8.6 billion in 2016 after post-
ing a shortfall of $11.7 billion in 2015.

Oil-dependent Gulf states have 
been hit hard by a cash crunch due 
to a 60% drop in oil prices in the past 
two years. 

Many, including Oman, have in-
troduced austerity measures, such 
as reducing subsidies on fuel and 
electricity, and turned to the bond 
market to raise finances.
(Agence France Presse)

Egypt’s Suez Canal Authority 
set new toll rates for oil tankers as 
part of a six-month experiment that 
went into effect on June 23rd.

Very large crude carriers (VLCCs) 
transiting the canal from the Ara-
bian Gulf after discharging at the 
SUMED oil pipeline will be charged 
$155,000 if they are carrying more 
than 250,000 in dead-weight ton-
nage. VLCCs are to pay $230,000 on 
their return ballast trip.

The canal is one of Egypt’s main 
sources of foreign currency. Egypt 
has been struggling to revive its 
economy since a 2011 uprising 
scared away tourists and foreign in-
vestors, other main sources of hard 
currency.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi inaugurated an $8 billion 
expansion of the canal that aims to 
double daily traffic and increase an-
nual revenue to more than $13 bil-
lion by 2023.
(Reuters)

BriefsSaudi tax aims to 
address housing shortage
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

S 

audi Arabia has introduced 
a 2.5% tax on undeveloped 
property in an effort to 
jump-start residential con-
struction but the key to its 

success will be how quickly the Min-
istry of Housing can issue building 
permits and guarantee that water 
and utilities are available for devel-
opments.

Large tracts, particularly in Ri-
yadh, remain undeveloped as many 
people buy land as investment in-
stead of building on it. As a result 
of this speculation, as much as 30% 
of land in urban areas is vacant and 
the city, as well as Jeddah and the 
Eastern province, are experiencing a 
severe housing shortage.

The Ministry of Housing hopes 
that imposing a tax will encourage 
landowners to build homes. The 
kingdom suffers from an estimat-
ed housing shortfall of 1.5 million 
units. The ministry is betting that 
by encouraging residential hous-
ing development, the percentage of 
Saudis owning their own homes will 
increase from about 47% to 51%. In 
2015, the average cost of a home was 
about ten times the gross salary of a 
typical Saudi wage earner.

Jamil Ghaznawi, head of the Ri-
yadh office of Jones Lang Lasalle, 
which specialises in commercial real 
estate, said the success of prodding 
landowners to develop their land 
rests with how effective the Housing 
Ministry runs its permit-processing 
programme.

Ghaznawi said landowners worry 
about lack of services, such as water 
and utilities, and delays in issuing 

permits if they develop their prop-
erty. The ministry has promised to 
smooth the paperwork.

“The Ministry of Housing has cre-
ated a new gateway or platform to 
expedite the permits and make it 
easier for development,” Ghaznawi 
said.

Property owners could, however, 
choose to shoulder the cost of the 
tax and hold onto their undevel-
oped land, he said.

“The tax could be a cost justifying 
holding the land but the fundamen-
tal structure of holding land in ur-
ban areas has changed. It’s not nec-
essarily a means of storing wealth 
like it once was but should be held 
for development. The upper hand 
today in urban areas is to develop 
the land,” Ghaznawi said.

By implementing the plan, the 
Saudi government hopes to see the 
property sector’s annual growth rate 
increase from 4% to 7% over four 
years. The government also hopes to 
spread land ownership and encour-
age competition.

Housing Minister Majid al-Huqail 
said in a statement that vacant land 
in urban centres has been “monopo-
lised by investors in the real estate 
sector”, becoming an acute prob-
lem. The tax is expected to “stimu-
late the creation of appropriate 
housing at appropriate prices for all 
citizens”, he said.

The programme is expected to 
be applied in five stages with plots 
500,000 sq. metres or more to be 
taxed first and plots of 10,000 sq. 
metres by the last stage. The Hous-
ing Ministry is further encouraging 
residential development by striking 
partnerships with foreign residen-
tial and commercial developers.

Not all property owners may be 
hit with the tax, Ghaznawi said.

“We have to be very clear the tax 
is meant to be an incentive to land 
owners,” he said. “Once they close 
the gap and supply and demand are 
met, the government may hold the 
tax on other owners when the short-

age is no longer a problem.”
The cabinet also approved a meas-

ure to allow foreign investors to own 
up to 100% of retail businesses, up 
from the previous permissible own-
ership of 75%. There is a caveat: For-
eign companies must invest a mini-
mum of $53 million in the first five 
years of ownership to be eligible to 
obtain a licence giving 100% owner-
ship.

Ehsan Ahrari, an independent 
foreign affairs consultant and chief 
execu tive officer of Strategic Para-
digms in Alexandria, Virginia, said 
attracting private investors, at least 
from the United States, to assume 
100% ownership in retail and whole-
sale operations may be difficult.

Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz recently 
visited the United States and lob-
bied officials, including US Presi-
dent Barack Obama.

“But how much of that will filter 
into lucrative business deals? I can-
not say that I am very hopeful,” he 
said. “The fear of (the Islamic State) 
ISIS is so pervasive in official circles 
and the business community here. 

“That feeling, at least in my judg-
ment, trumps Americans’ notorious 
love for money.”

The announcement of the new 
tax follows the launch of Prince Mo-
hammed’s Vision 2030 plan to wean 
the kingdom off oil revenue and en-
courage other types of investment. 
Saudi Arabia has a $98 billion budg-
et deficit for the 2016 fiscal year.

Taxes, long an anathema to the 
Saudi government, which offers 
subsidies to its citizens, are expect-
ed to spur the economy. The govern-
ment is also expected to implement 
a “sin tax” on soft drinks and ciga-
rettes and privatise some govern-
ment entities, including hospitals.

The cabinet said in a statement: 
“The decision is in line with Vision 
2030 to ease restrictions on owner-
ship and foreign investment in the 
retail sector to attract regional and 
international brands and contribute 
to the creation of job opportunities 
for citizens in this sector.”

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

A tower under construction in 
Riyadh, last April.

The kingdom suffers 
from an estimated 
housing shortfall of 1.5 
million units.

Saudi Arabia has 
introduced a 2.5% tax 
on undeveloped 
property.

In Egypt, an exorbitant Ramadan bill
Khaled Osama

Cairo

A 

growing consumer-
ist culture, media that 
encourage people to 
spend all their money 
and misguided religious 

discourse contribute to Egypt’s 
overspending on food, especially 
during Ramadan.

“Sorry to say all this drives our 
country over the edge economi-
cally,” said Souad el-Deeb, deputy 
head of the Arab Federation for 
Consumer Protection, which acts 
to protect the consumers’ rights in 
Arab countries. “If our consump-
tion level continues as is, we are 
surely heading full sail towards a 
financial crisis.”

Ramadan should be a month of 
fasting for Egypt’s predominantly 
Muslim population but Egyptians 
buy far more food during Ramadan 
than in other months, according to 
a new government study.

The study, conducted by the gov-
ernment-run Central Agency for 
Public Mobilisation and Statistics 
(CAPMAS), said Egyptians spend 
$4.5 billion on food and drinks dur-
ing Ramadan. It said $675 million is 
spent on tea during the month and 
72,000 tonnes of poultry, including 
36 million chickens, are consumed 
in the same period.

This is almost 30% more than 
other months of the year, the study 
said. Economists say the figures are 
not consistent with tough econom-
ic conditions in Egypt.

Since the 2011 popular uprising, 
Egypt has used most of its foreign 
currency reserves, lost foreign cur-
rency earners to political unrest or 
terrorism and has waded deeper 
into debt. Egypt’s foreign cur-
rency reserves fell to $17.5 billion, 
from $36 billion a month before 
the uprising, and its foreign debts 
reached $78.4 billion, from $53.4 
billion a few months ago.

In the past six months, Egypt’s 
national currency lost almost 30% 
of its value against the US dollar, 
resulting in higher prices across the 
board. Egypt’s core inflation rate 
was 12.75% in May, the highest in 
seven years.

This is one reason economists 

were surprised at the reported 
Ramadan consumption levels. 
They said Egyptians are finding 
ways to get around price hikes and 
deteriorating economic conditions 
to keep their consumerist attitudes 
intact.

“Some people even borrow mon-
ey to keep their living standard as 
is,” said Nadia Radwan, a sociology 
professor from Port Said Univer-
sity. “Egyptians need a real change 
of attitude or the results can be 
catastrophic.”

This, however, is less about peo-
ple keeping afloat while the eco-
nomic conditions deteriorate and 
commodity prices rise and more 
about Egypt’s growing consumerist 
culture, which runs counter to the 
tough economic conditions.

Radwan and her students con-
ducted a study that included doz-
ens of interviews on consumption 

attitudes that concluded that most 
of the interviewees wanted to buy 
things far more expensive than 
they could afford in actual terms.

“This showed us that people 
have demands far larger than their 
financial conditions,” Radwan said. 
“At the national level, this is recipe 
for disaster.”

She blamed Egypt’s private me-
dia for nourishing what she calls 
“consumerist” attitudes and called 
on the religious establishment 
to work to convince people that 
squandering has nothing to do with 
faith, especially when it comes to a 
month that should be dedicated to 
worship, not eating.

Squandering, though, seems to 
be what Egyptians do during Ram-
adan, according to the Food Bank, 
a local organisation that works to 
end hunger. The group said almost 
60% of food during Ramadan is 
thrown away.

“This exhausts the state budget 
because most of the food we eat 
is imported from other countries,” 
said Wafaa Tulan, a representative 
of the group. “Food thrown away 
can feed millions of poor people.”

The Food Bank tries to feed mil-
lions of poor people with food 
surpluses from hotels, donors 
and homes. Food Bank volunteers 
get the leftovers, repackage them 
and then give them to millions of 
poor people throughout Egypt. 
They distribute 17 million meals a 
month.

“People need to know that at the 
time they throw a crust of bread 
away, somebody is there in bad 
need for this crust of bread,” Tulan 
said. “We are not so rich as a people 
to spend all this money on food and 
then throw it away.”

An Egyptian vendor arranges his goods at a market in the 
neighbourhood of Sayeda Zeinab, in Cairo, on June 14th.

According to an 
official study, 
Egyptians spend $4.5 
billion on food and 
drinks during 
Ramadan.
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Ramadan’s particular charm in medieval Tripoli
Omar Ibrahim

Tripoli, Lebanon

“Y 

ou sleepers rise to 
the Glory of God… 
You fasting, Rama-
dan is visiting… 
Wake up Abou Mo-

hamad… Wake up Abou Ahmad,” 
shouts Radwan Othman with his 
remarkable strong voice as he 
beats his drums in the alleys of 
Tripoli’s old city.

Every night, Othman roams the 
streets and ancient alleyways to 
awaken people in time for suhur, 
the meal eaten before the sun rises 
when Muslims begin their daily fast 
during Ramadan.

The Musaharati, a tradition-
al figure who is also referred 
to as “dawn awakener”, is a 
common sight in the Arab 
world during Ramadan, 
especially in Lebanon’s 
northern city of Tripoli.

“The profession of 
Musaharati has its own 
rules, customs and tra-
ditions. The Musaha-
rati should be a devoted 
Muslim. We have inher-
ited this vocation from 
our fathers and forefathers 
who were apprenticed at the 
hands of leading Sufi clerics,” 
Othman said.

The function was part of the 
social life in the Islamic eras, 
particularly during Mamluk and 
Ottoman times. The Musahara-
tis were officially appointed to 
do the job under Ottoman rule. 
“Even today, many Musaharatis 
still possess Ottoman decrees 
bestowed on their ancestors al-
lowing them to carry out the 
job,” Othman pointed out.

“We still practice the tradition 
of the ‘farewell’, which is more 
than three centuries old. It is 
when the ‘farewell teams’ of Mu-
saharatis go around the city on the 
last days of Ramadan, knocking on 
doors and singing religious chants 

to collect money for the work they 
have done throughout the month.”

In Tripoli, a mainly Sunni Mus-
lim city, Ramadan spirit is the most 
prominent. Ramadan traditions 
dating to the Mamluk and Otto-
man times are quite vivid, includ-
ing religious chants and festivities 
that every year kick off a day be-

fore Ramadan starts with a parade 
of Turkish drummers, singers and 
whirling dervishes roaming the 
streets.

The city comes alive with Rama-
dan rituals in which groups from 

Turkey participate, demonstrating 
the historical links between Trip-
oli and the Ottoman empire, said 
historian Khaled Tadmori. Among 
the rituals is “al-Athar al-Sharif” 
in which a relic from the Prophet 
Mohammad, namely a hair from his 
barb, kept in the city’s old Mansouri 
mosque is on display.

“The relic was offered by Ot-
toman Sultan Abdel Hamid II to 
Tripoli in recognition for the city’s 
allegiance. It is preciously kept in a 
locked room in Mansouri Mosque 
and displayed publicly once a year 
— in the last week of Ramadan — in 
a ceremony attended by the mufti 
(highest Sunni religious authority) 
and senior clerics,” Tadmori said.

Competitions in recitals of 
Quranic verses are another Rama-
dan tradition in vogue in Tripoli. 
Contestants prepare with the help 
of clerics for the contest at the end 
of Ramadan in a ceremony featur-
ing Sufi singing.

Fasting being at the core of Ram-
adan, special dishes and desserts 
are cooked for iftar, sunset fast-

breaking meal, and exchanged 
between neighbours and fami-

lies in what is known as al-
Sakba.

“I have been living for 
decades in the old part 

of Tripoli where Rama-
dan traditions have 
not changed a bit,” 
said Khadija Rifai, 65. 
“While men are busy 
cleaning the mosques 
and decorating the 
streets, women pre-
pare typical dishes 
which we give away or 

exchange with neigh-
bours and friends. That 

way we would please 
God Almighty and at the 

same time reinforce affa-
bility and friendliness be-

tween people,
“I have inherited this ritual 

from my mother and I passed it 
on to my children. We all share our 
food now.”

The city’s souks are exception-

ally busy at this time of the year 
with food and agricultural prod-
ucts overflowing on carts and stalls. 
“Prices here are cheaper than up-
town supermarkets and you can 
find anything you need,” said Mo-
hamad Aloush. “One can even bar-
gain the price shortly before sunset 
because vendors are keen to sell 
what remains of their merchandise 
and want to go home for iftar. This 
is very convenient for us poor peo-
ple.”

One particular drink — carob syr-
up — is a must on the iftar menu. 
The drink, made of a long, dark, ed-
ible pod that contains sweet-tasting 
pulp, is most popular and largely 
available during Ramadan because 
its nutritive and hydration qualities 
are appreciated by those who are 
fasting.

“I only drink carob in Ramadan. 
It is a habit I acquired since I was a 
child in my parents’ house. Today, 
my wife serves it for iftar and my 
children too. It helps you overcome 
thirst during the day,” said Khaled 
Abed.

The Hakawati, such as the Musa-
harati, is another seasonal Rama-
dan job that was revived in Tripoli 
five years ago. A storyteller clad in 
traditional attire goes around cafés 
in the evening, recounting epics 
and deeds from Arab and Islamic 
history.

“Our aim is to keep this heritage 
alive,” said storyteller Barrak Sabih. 
“We are becoming quite popular. 
People like our stories. In the past, 
the Hakawati was the alternative to 
present day television. In addition 
to informing people about past ep-
ics, our stories carry a dictum about 
loving, charity and honesty.”

Omar Ibrahim is a reporter based 
in northern Lebanon.

Ramadan traditions 
dating to the Mamluk 
and Ottoman times are 
quite vivid, including 
religious chants and 
festivities.

Market makes Ramadan special in Israel’s Taybeh
Noreen Sadik

Taybeh, Israel

T 

he call to prayer ech-
oed from surrounding 
mosques in Taybeh, in 
central Israel, as the sun 
set on nearby mountains, 

signalling the end of the fast in 
Ramadan.

Aside from the occasional clink 
of silverware on plates, silence cov-
ered the city, which had been bus-
tling with people buying food and 
other supplies. It was not long be-
fore excited voices broke the tran-
quillity in anticipation of what lay 
ahead.

Ramadan has a special taste in 
Taybeh this year: It kicked off with 
celebrations marking the inaugura-
tion of Taybeh market in the city 
centre, the first such opening spe-
cifically for Ramadan in the Arab 
sector of Israel.

Following iftar, the meal to 
break the daily fast, approximately 
10,000 people gathered at the mu-
nicipal building to participate in a 
parade through the city to the mar-
ketplace in al-Omari. Excitement 
was evident as holiday greetings 
and contagious laughter filled the 
air.

Following Nazareth, Taybeh, 
with a population of 50,000, is the 
second largest Arab city in Israel. 

It is in central Israel, a few kilome-
tres from the border with the West 
Bank.

Once a magnet for culture, Tay-
beh has suffered from drugs and 
crime, alleged municipal corrup-
tion and high debt. Residents have 
been denied the right to vote for a 
mayor for nine years while the Is-
raeli government dealt with messes 
created by previous administra-
tions, some of which had been ap-
pointed by the Israelis.

Now, the city is trying to live up 
to its original title, Tayyibat al-Ism, 
meaning “good name”.

Municipal leader Shuaa Mansour 
Masarweh, who was elected in Oc-
tober 2015, promised to rehabilitate 
the city and restore its hope, faith 
and pride.

“I hope that Taybeh market will 
bring people together and will be 
the beginning of lifting Taybeh to 
the standards that it was once at,” 
Masarweh said on the sideline of 
the celebrations.

Taybeh, which is more than 1,000 
years old, is rich with the history 
and tradition of ancient Palestine, 
visible in its Mediterranean Arab 
architecture.

On every street is a men-only 
coffee shop, opening after iftar, 
and filled with scents of shishas 
and, true to Ramadan tradition, on 
every street the smoke from barbe-
cued meat rises from grills offering 
a snack following the feast.

And as the call to prayer is heard, 
the faithful attend Taraweeh 
prayers, unique to Ramadan.

Al-Omari, in the old part of the 
city, is made up of ancient homes, 
some long-deserted, and narrow, 
dimly lit, brick pathways. Al-‘Illiyyi 
al-Tawili, a castle built in 1706, 

stands undisturbed but nearby 
buildings have broken doors and 
windows and weeds grow between 
the stones.

A plaza in the area has been 
named Martyr’s Square in honour 
of Rafat al-Zuheiri, who was killed 
in Taybeh by Israeli police in 1976 
while protesting the confiscation of 
Arab land in northern Israel.

During Ramadan, Al-Omari is 
transformed into a magical place, 
a place that residents barely rec-
ognise. There are wooden kiosks 
standing against stone walls, signs 
pointing visitors towards various 
activities around the site and col-
ourful blinking lanterns that light 
up the sky.

It was to the backdrop of these 
historic sites that the Taybeh mar-
ket received its visitors.

Faleh Habib, spokesman for Tay-
beh municipality, said: “Taybeh 
had little entertainment to offer its 
people in the past few years, espe-
cially for the children. Now Taybeh 
is different.

“This is a good occasion for the 
city to welcome people from all 
over the country, Muslims and Jews 
alike.”

This goal is being reached. Each 
day, Masarweh said, people from 
around Israel are visiting Taybeh. 
Hundreds of Israeli Jews from 
neighbouring cities, who once 
feared to go to Taybeh, have been 
arriving, as have thousands of Ar-
abs from around the country. Early 
estimates were that the number of 
visitors was almost double what 
was predicted.

The market is not lacking in en-

tertainment. Palestinian music is 
played by local musicians; there are 
clowns and face painting; a cooking 
workshop; traditional Arabic story 
telling; and games for children. The 
busiest vendors are those selling 
cold drinks.

Habib said about 30 kiosks, with 
goods ranging from ceramics to 
flowers to clothing to jewellery and 
toys have opened. “I expect many 
more to follow when they see how 
successful business is in the mar-
ketplace,” he said.

Amena said she plans to sell her 
handmade items of traditional 
Palestinian embroidery. Wanting 
to keep the art alive, “I took six 
months of embroidery lessons from 
a Palestinian lady from Jenin in the 
West Bank,” she explained.

Now, Amena designs her own 
products and will have her own 
shop.

Shehab, who sells ice cream, 
drinks, popcorn and cotton candy, 
and opened his kiosk the first day of 
the bazaar, can hardly keep up with 
orders.

“It is much more than what I had 
expected,” he said. “The company 
and generosity of fellow vendors 
is awesome. People I did not know 
before have become my friends.”

“If the market succeeds,” Habib 
said, “we might open it on spe-
cial occasions, on holidays and on 
weekends.”

“It is hard to predict but the mar-
ket is expected to attract between 
1,500 and 1,800 people from around 
the country each day of Ramadan.”

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.

Arab Israelis gather at a marketplace in Taybeh to celebrate the 
opening of the first megastore on the first day of Ramadan.
(Photo by Sassy Haj Yahia)

On every street is a 
men-only coffee shop, 
opening after iftar, 
and filled with scents 
of shishas and, true to 
Ramadan tradition.

Celebrating Ramadan

A parade by a Turkish group a day before Ramadan kicked off in 
Tripoli, north Lebanon.
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A 

strategy by al-Azhar, 
Sunni Islam’s most in-
fluential institute of 
learning, to counter ex-
tremism is doomed if it 

does not reform itself, change its 
curricula and the nature of its dis-
course, experts said.

“You cannot talk about al-Azhar 
effectively fighting terrorism with-
out internal reform in this institu-
tion,” said Nabil Naeem, a former 
jihadist leader turned expert on 
terrorism and terrorist groups. “Al-
Azhar itself is a fertile soil for ex-
tremist thinking.”

The strategy, announced in June 
by al-Azhar Grand Imam Sheikh 
Ahmed al-Tayeb, seeks to counter 
radical groups by educating peo-
ple inside and outside Egypt about 
moderate Islam.

Al-Azhar, which has been a 

guardian of the Sunni Islamic faith 
for more than 1,000 years, plans to 
use cyberspace and the airwaves to 
offer a host of programmes present-
ed by young clerics who will seek to 
reason youths out of radical ideas. 
The institute also plans to publish 
new books on moderate Islam.

Al-Azhar, which runs schools 
throughout Egypt and has its own 
university, is adopting the initia-
tives in response to repeated calls 
for a renewal of Islamic religious 
discourse. Reform was demanded 
after an international surge of ex-
tremism and the emergence of 
terror groups, such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS), al-Nusra Front, Boko 
Haram and al-Shabaab.

Nevertheless, those with knowl-
edge of these groups and al-Azhar 
say to attract youths away from ex-
tremism, the religious institution 
must put itself in order first.

“Look at the history of most of 
those who staged terrorist attacks 
in Egypt, for example,” Naeem 
said. “They either studied at al-
Azhar or read the books of some of 
its clerics.”

Members of the Muslim Brother-
hood who staged attacks on Egyp-
tian police and state institutions or 
killed judges were former students 
of al-Azhar. In 2015, students set 
classrooms at the al-Azhar’s Cairo 
campus on fire. They also torched 
the campus car park.

Observers said al-Azhar leaders 
are not fully aware of the changes 
taking place around them.

“Al-Azhar is not the only voice 
in the field anymore,” said Nageh 
Ibrahim, one of the founders of 
Jamaat Islamiya, an Islamist organ-
isation behind the assassination of 
Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 
1981. “There are other voices that 
are equally influential.”

Those other voices, however, 
are far from moderate, said Islam 
Beheiri, a researcher jailed this 
year after being accused of offend-
ing Islam and spreading extremist 
ideas on TV. Al-Azhar recently filed 
a legal petition demanding the re-
moval of videos in which Beheiri 
appears on YouTube.

“While it works to silence mod-
erate voices, al-Azhar leaves ex-
tremists to appear on TV and do 
whatever they want,” Beheiri wrote 
from his jail cell to the judge look-
ing into the request, local media 
reported.

Beheiri was one of several Egyp-
tians jailed in recent months for “of-
fending Islam”.

Al-Azhar said it would enlist help 
from hundreds of young clerics to 
renew its discourse, engage with 
young people, talk to people on the 
street and pursue dialogue with 
Muslims outside Egypt in their na-
tive languages.

Al-Azhar has upgraded its web-
site and provided it with content 
in different languages to reach a 

larger number of people.
It said it will organise an inter-

national conference on peace and 
invite representatives from various 
religions, including Roman Cathol-
icism, to dispel misconceptions 
about Islam.

“Our strategy includes a large 
number of measures that will be 
taken as of now to put light on the 
true nature and message of the Is-
lamic religion,” said Abbas Shou-
man, a senior al-Azhar official. 
“We will launch our own cyberwar 
— among other things — to defend 
Islam against those who pretend to 
speak for it.”

Ayman Saad is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Scepticism as 
al-Azhar launches 
anti-extremism 
strategy
Ayman Saad

Muslim students and scholars of different nationalities attend a lecture at the al-Azhar mosque in Cairo.

News & Analysis Al-Azhar’s message

“Al-Azhar itself is a 
fertile soil for 
extremist thinking.”

Nabil Naeem, a former 
jihadist leader turned 

expert on terrorism and 
terrorist groups

Renewing religious discourse:
Between silence and clamour

D
espite problems in 
Arab countries 
caused by extremist 
Islamist groups, 
intellectuals and 
clerics, let alone 

governments, have not created a 
new religious discourse that is 
more in line with the require-
ments of the modern world and 
capable of filling the vacuum 
exploited by extremists.

There have been many calls 
about the need to “renew” 
religious discourse but this has 
not resulted in anything on the 
ground.

Egypt has seen the most calls 
for a renewal and redevelopment 
of religious discourse, due to 
the negative actions by religious 
extremists and the repercussions 
of the failed Muslim Brotherhood 
rule. In 2015, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi called for a 
“renewal” of religious dialogue 
and specifically tasked al-Azhar 
with carrying it out.

Although more than one year 
has passed, there have been no 
real steps to achieve this from 
al-Azhar. Why is that? Is this 
due to laziness on the part of the 
country’s main religious authority 
or because al-Azhar is incapable 
or unwilling of making these 
changes?

Although a conference on 
renewing religious discourse, 
sponsored by Egypt’s Ministry 

of Religious Endowments 
— and attended by al-Azhar 
representatives — took place last 
November, it did not result in any 
effective action.

This lack of action is cause for 
concern and one must wonder 
why Egypt’s elite have not done 
more to heed the president’s call. 
Although action on the issue has 
been lacking, there has been a lot 
of talk about renewing religious 
discourse, with diverging views 
about what this could or should 
look like.

Some people want to see 
a change in how religious 
issues are discussed; others 
say that a renewal of religious 
discourse must, by necessity, 
be accompanied by a renewal 
of religious thought. Whatever 
the case, religious 
authorities have 
been unable to 
rally around a 
specific agenda 
and the issue 
has become 
politicised 

and lost all momentum.
Ultimately, it seems that most 

of those who should have been 
leading this issue prefer the status 
quo, albeit for a variety of reasons.

A broad section of mainstream 
cultural figures seems overly 
concerned with using this 
issue to beat their opponents 
over the head, whether official 
bodies, such as the presidency 
or the government or religious 
authorities, including al-Azhar 
or the Ministry of Religious 
Endowments. These figures prefer 
to criticise opponents for failing 
to adequately develop religious 
discourse and combat extremism 
rather than putting this behind 
them and working together to 

deal with this vital 
concern.

There are 
also those 
who have 
preferred 

not to take 
action and 

keep silent, 
particularly 

senior sheikhs and religious 
figures. They simply do not have 
the capability or the desire to push 
for renewal, because this might put 
them in a difficult position among 
their peers and supporters. Instead 
of rocking the boat, they prefer to 
keep silent and endure, even if this 
means living with extremism.

Many Salafists and their 
supporters are among this group, 
preferring silence and avoiding 
confrontation by focusing on 
secondary issues. They do not 
want to acknowledge that religious 
discourse has reached a crossroads 
and requires emergency action to 
set things on the right tract.

At the same time, this lack of 
action has allowed extremists to 
take the initiative to guard against 
any renewal of religious discourse, 
drowning out all rational voices 
and playing on people’s emotions 
that the idea of “renewing” 
religious discourse represents an 
attack on Islam.

As a result, the issue has become 
a political and social hot potato. 
Nobody wants to deal with it.

If we want to see movement 
on renewing religious discourse, 
everybody — and particularly 
those from official bodies — must 
deal with it seriously and the 
Egyptian government and its 
institutions must confirm that 
this will be an issue of constant 
attention for them.

Cultural and religious figures 
must understand the broad 
outlines of this new discourse 
and the objective of promoting 
it, particularly as the status quo 
will not only lead to the survival 
of the extremists but also create 
an environment that allows them 
to gain strength and spread their 
misguided views.

Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an 
Egyptian writer.

Mohamed 
Abu al-Fadl

View point
There are 
also those 
who have 
preferred 
not to take 
action and 
keep silent, 
particularly 
senior 
sheikhs and 
religious 
figures.

Religious authorities 
have been unable to rally 
around a specific agenda 
and the issue has lost all 
momentum.

Pope Francis greets Sheikh Ahmed Mohamed el-Tayeb (R), 
Egyptian Imam of al-Azhar Mosque at the Vatican, last May.
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Cheating mars graduation exams in the Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

F 

amilies across the 
Maghreb enthusiastically 
celebrated the success 
of students in university 
entrance examinations 

known in French as Le baccalau-
réat and or the Arabised El Bac.

Failure in the exam was consid-
ered a major setback by students 
and their parents. Success in the 
secondary school graduation exam 
determines which university stu-
dents attend and what major they 
may select. Students’ futures are 
perceived as hanging in the balance 
of how well they perform in bacca-
laureate exams.

The numbers of unemployed 
university graduates have swollen 
to become a concern for families 
and a challenge for regional stabil-
ity. Still, the exam has not lost its 
aura nor have parents relented in 
their pressure on their children to 
do well.

This is pushing some students to 
look for shortcuts, including cheat-
ing, which takes on new twists 
every year.

Cheating comes in old-fashioned 
ways: Looking at someone else’s 
exam answers, using cheat sheets 
or having someone else sit in for 
the test. Education officials also 
suspect exams have been leaked to 

curry favour or receive gain from 
powerful and rich parents.

With the advent of new technol-
ogies there have been more novel 
ways of cheating, including texting 
answers on a cell phone or posting 
exams on social media.

A girl underwent surgery to have 
a listening device implanted in her 
ear to receive help from relatives 
when taking the exam. Tunisian 
students were reported to have 
sought medical attention after 
small devices became stuck in their 
ears.

In Morocco, a French language 
teacher on the central region of 
Settat was arrested after he dictat-
ed the answers to the exam to his 
sister over a mobile phone.

Algeria was the first Maghreb 
country to give the tests this year, 
with more than 800,000 students 
sitting for baccalaureate exams. 
Authorities warned of the dire 
consequences of cheating and in-
stalled equipment in exam rooms 
to jam telecommunications.

The issue of cheating has turned  
secondary school graduation ex-
ams into a nightmare for authori-
ties in Algiers this year. Authorities 
scrapped the exams for thousands 
of candidates when education of-
ficials were caught on surveillance 
cameras copying exams to leak 
them. Police arrested dozens of 
suspects, including four education 
officials allegedly involved in pre-
paring the exams.

About 30 opposition MPs urged 

Algerian Prime Minister Abdel-
malek Sellal to “clarify the situa-
tion of the educational system and 
the measures to fight the massive 
cheating in the exams”.

Algerian authorities blocked ac-
cess to social media sites on June 
19th to prevent cheaters from post-
ing exam answers during a reme-
dial baccalaureate session.

“This is to protect students from 
the publication of false papers for 
these exams,” an official source 
told the Algeria Press Service, the 
state news agency.

The problem was a major embar-

rassment for authorities. Activists 
opened ExamLeaks pages on social 
media to publicise leaks and shame 
authorities for failing to prevent 
cheating.

Authorities in Morocco obliged 
exam-entrants to sign documents 
which warned that anyone caught 
cheating ran the risk of a one-year 
prison sentence. Education author-
ities in Tunisia said cheaters would 
be expelled from school.

In Morocco, where the cases of 
cheating jumped from 1,009 in 
2008 to 10,956 in 2015, more than 
430,000 candidates took the exam 

this year. Dozens of people were 
arrested for cheating across Mo-
rocco. A young man was arrested 
for stabbing a teacher who caught 
him cheating.

In Tunisia, the government has 
so far been spared major embar-
rassment from exam scandals this 
year, which may be bolstering the 
political fortunes of Education 
Minister Neji Jalloul.

Jalloul, a leading figure in the 
secularist Nidaa Tounes party, is 
thought to be among likely candi-
dates to replace Prime Minister Ha-
bib Essid if he steps down.

A 2014 file picture shows Tunisian students taking the secondary school graduation exam.

The exam has not lost 
its aura nor have 
parents relented in 
their pressure on their 
children to do well.

 The issue of cheating 
has turned the exam 
into a nightmare for 
authorities in Algiers 
this year.

Failed education systems lead to Arab states’ failures

W
hen university 
exams in at 
least three Arab 
countries 
— Egypt, 
Algeria and 

Syria — are leaked and students 
respond with scorn and ridicule, 
it confirms the notion that a 
failing education system leads to 
a failed state.

For Arab countries that are 
blighted by corruption and 
bribery, nepotism and double-
dealing, it is only natural that this 
would also affect the education 
system. This, however, is some-
thing that goes beyond educa-
tion, undermining development 
and potentially crippling the 
state.

It is clear that the education 
system in the Arab world lacks a 
clear vision and approach. The 
Middle East is ignoring technical 
advances and developments in 
the international arena to help 
schools and universities produce 
well-rounded and knowledgeable 
graduates who can meet the 
needs of the local, regional and 
international job market.

Instead, Middle Eastern 
educational institutes are mere 
incubators for millions and 
millions of diploma holders but 
these university degrees do not 
qualify the graduates for any-
thing. These are students who 
learn by rote without reaching 
any true understanding. They 
may possess nuggets of technical 
information but not true knowl-

edge.
The higher education system in 

the Arab world is unduly influ-
enced by the job market. There is 
less and less concern about 
producing curious and versatile 
graduates and more focus on the 
nebulous idea of employability.

Many higher education sylla-
buses today are akin to fast food, 
rather than a truly nutritional 
meal, based on what is quick and 
easy, not what benefits long-term 
development. Students are 
looking for the quickest and 
easiest route to employment, and 
university professors are moving 
away from trying to impart a love 
of learning to simply imparting 
dry technical information.

Ironically, the pragmatic 
outlook of the employment sector 

has reached a dead end as, the 
more graduates there are, the 
more competition there is for jobs 
and, ultimately, the more unem-
ployed graduates there will be. 
This situation is a time bomb that 
will explode, sooner or later, in 
the face of the state.

The biggest irony is that these 
failing states have failed to 
produce a well-educated, self-
aware and well-rounded genera-
tion capable of overcoming the 
challenges of the future and 
succeeding in moving their 
countries towards a new horizon 
of hope. The idea was that the 
state would help produce a new 
generation of graduates who 
would go on to have fulfilling 
careers but they have only 
created a new generation of 

automatons who are waiting 
around for whatever job they can 
get.

For many autocratic Arab 
countries, the education sector 
served as an opportunity to 
express national pride and make 
claims that the state had raised 
literacy rates and provided 
necessary services to the people. 
Arab universities in most coun-
tries were once scenes of deep 
ideological, political and cultural 
discussions and were places to 
produce a generation of intellec-
tuals and professionals who were 
at the same level, if not higher, 
than their European peers. Today, 
these same universities are 
factories for technical degrees.

The Arab world has also seen 
the rise of private education 
institutes and universities that 
provide balanced and well-
rounded education but naturally 
can only cater to those who can 
afford their fees. This is a state of 
affairs that will have a dangerous 
effect on social integration and 
justice. Members of the same 
generation are being divided 
between those who can afford to 
attend a private school or 
university, obtaining a good 
education and therefore later 
securing a good job, and those 
who cannot.

In the past, public schools and 
universities were an important 
melting pot for all people, 
regardless of class differences, 
regional background and political 
or ideological outlook. This 
served as an important lesson in 
highlighting the idea of citizen-
ship.

It is clear that the state has 
failed its education exam but 
what is the solution for Arab 
students who are seeking, and 
failing, to escape poverty through 
education?

Amine Ben Massoud is a 
Tunisian writer.

Amine Ben 
Massoud

View point
There 
is less 
and less 
concern 
about pro-
ducing 
curious and 
versatile 
graduates 
and more 
focus on 
the nebu-
lous idea of 
employabi-
lity.

It is clear that the 
education system in the 
Arab world lacks a clear 
vision and approach.

Students attend a lesson as part of the “University for everyone” programme at 
the Diocesan Centre for Studies in Algiers, last March.
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Bahrain’s varied contemporary art showcased in London
Karen Dabrowska

London

H 

aving art transcend the 
borders of the small 
Gulf island state of Bah-
rain was the aim of an 
exhibition that show-

cased a collection of more than 50 
pieces from Bahraini artists at Lon-
don’s Gallery 8.

The artwork selected under the 
umbrella of Bahrain Art Across Bor-
ders (BAAB) greeted visitors with 
a magnificent explosion of colour, 
showing a well-developed art that 
features figurative, abstract, real-
istic, decorative, spiritual and reli-
gious creations, exhibition curator 
Janet Rady said.

“The theme of the BAAB London 
2016 exhibition was Bahraini identi-
ty in all its forms. Many of the artists 
reflect on their childhood and there 
is a lot of blue in their work because 
Bahrain is an island surrounded by 
the sea,” Rady said.

BAAB is a new arts venture de-
signed to expose Bahrain’s rich 
creative talents to an international 
audience and promote cross-cultur-
al dialogue, broaden the artists’ ho-
rizons and introduce art collectors 
and enthusiasts across the world to 
the vision of Bahraini artists.

The project is steered by Art Se-
lect, an international art investing 
consultancy firm, in partnership 
with Tamkeen, a Bahraini semi-gov-
ernment organisation that assists 
the private sector by providing fi-
nancial, advisory and training sup-

port to enterprises and individuals.
The 17 artists whose work was ex-

hibited ranged from veterans of the 
Bahraini art scene to early career 
artists who ventured into interna-
tional events for the first time. They 
specialise in many areas of the vis-
ual arts, from painting to sculpture 
and photography, and their London 
portfolios reflected the influence of 
Bahraini identity on their work.

Kaneka Subberwal, founder of 
Art Select, said in a release: “The 
opportunities and exposure that 
the BAAB initiative offers is instru-
mental in stimulating the local arts 
scene and turning the spotlight on 
to the multitude of talent we have 
in the kingdom of Bahrain.

“Bahrain is one of the richest in 
the region in terms of history, cul-
ture and heritage and this is mani-
fested through creative minds who 
have done a tremendous job in pro-
filing their country with the highest 
respect and admiration.”

The most unusual art works, in 
black wooden sculptured frames, 
were Ghada Khunji’s photo mon-
tages on canvas with wood, lace 
and incense. Born in Bahrain in 
1967, Khunji attended a pre-school 
associated with the Sacred Heart 
church, an experience that explains 
the iconography in most of her 
work.

She said she traces her fascina-
tion with photography to the mo-
ment she found an old suitcase that 
belonged to her mother stuffed with 
portraits of many generations of her 
family. Besides the surviving prints, 
she discovered stacks of negatives. 
She has since used some of those 

images in her work, to “revisit fam-
ily moments that I was not around 
for”, she explained.

In her mixed media, sculptural 
artworks, Noor Ahmed Alrafaei 
makes references to old Bahrain, 
particularly the historic former cap-
ital, Muharraq. One key piece of her 
Bicycle Bench installation is made 
of recycled wood, an old-fashioned 

bicycle and mixed media images of 
Muharraq — from its buildings to its 
road signs.

“This art piece strives to capture 
the identity of Muharraq as a place 
in which many artists have found a 
home. With technology everything 
changes, so my bicycle would take 
me through Muharraq — old and 
modern,” Alrafaei said.

Ghassan Muhsin’s brilliantly col-
oured abstract works capture land-
scapes, birds and trees. After living 
and painting in various cities in the 
United States and Asia, the former 
diplomat settled in Bahrain. He said 
his artwork had been influenced by 
the ancient city of Babylon in Iraq 
and the mysterious country of Dil-
mun, often mentioned in historic 
records as one of the Middle East’s 
most ancient civilisations, which 
included Bahrain.

Muhsin said art is more success-
ful than diplomacy at bridging gaps 
between cultures. “Diplomacy is 
the kind of tool which may be sin-
ister some of the time and good at 
other times. But I believe art always 
meant to reflect bridges between dif-
ferent people and different cultures 
and can bridge the gap between na-
tions,” he said.

Tabia Faraj’s work with calligra-
phy showed that it is an evolving 
and developing art form. She said 
she immersed herself in calligraphy 
at the age of 12 and is familiar with 
seven styles of Arabic and Persian 
script.

She has moved from traditional 
calligraphy, in which she used bam-
boo pens and Indian ink on paper, 
to working on canvas with brushes 
and sponges. Using liquid paint, she 
has striven to create backgrounds 
on canvas that evoke the effect of 
marbled paper. Her ambition is to 
develop a new script.

BAAB London 2016 showed that 
Bahrain’s art scene is both unique 
and promising. “We are influenced 
by so many different communities 
in Bahrain,” Khunji points out. “The 
art scene is getting better and bet-
ter.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Untitled oil on canvas painting by Ebrahim Busaad.

The exhibition 
showcased a collection 
of more than 50 pieces 
from Bahraini artists 
at London’s Gallery 8.

BAAB London 2016 
showed that Bahrain’s 
art scene is both 
unique and promising.

Egypt TV drama reflects artistic decline
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

R 

amadan is drawing to a 
close and with it scores 
of soap operas on Egyp-
tian television are wrap-
ping up but critics said 

what they have seen in those works 
suggests the programmes have not 
been worth the money spent on 
them.

“I have seen nothing so far but 
mediocre serial dramas that do lit-
tle to represent Egyptians as a peo-
ple,” said Nader Khalifa, a critic and 
scriptwriter. “The artistic qualities 
of the works I have seen fill me with 
certainty that the age of Egyptian 
drama is over.”

More than 30 serials are being 
shown in Egypt during Ramadan, a 
traditional time for airing new pro-
grammes.

Soap operas aired this year range 
from the comic to the poignant. 
One of the serials dramatises the 
life story of Egyptian pop singer 
Mohamed Mounir. Another — star-
ring comedian Adel Emam — tells 
the story of a man who hates spend-
ing money and, in a humorous way, 
is a pain to all around him. There is 
also a comedy about the adventures 
of three friends who go from job to 
job, leading to one failure after an-
other.

According to media reports, $281 
million was spent on the produc-
tion of these works. Emam was said 
to have been paid $4.5 million to ap-
pear in Maamoun and His Partners.

Ghada Gabara, the former dean 
of the Egyptian Film Institute, said 
she closely watched early episodes 
of most of this year’s dramas and 
that she concluded Egyptians are 
not capable of producing quality 
any more.

“We are losing our competitive 
edge, not only inside our country, 
but all through the Arab world,” 
Gabara said. “There were days when 
viewers in other Arab countries had 
their eyes glued to the screens for 
hours to watch Egyptian works.”

Egypt was once considered the 

Hollywood of the East and the 
cultural powerhouse of the Arab 
world. Part of the country’s cultural 
strength emanated for the quality 
of its soap operas, films and songs.

Now, works coming from Turkey 
and Syria are attracting attention, 
with their stars becoming house-
hold names in Egypt.

Khalifa attributes the decline in 
Egyptian TV drama to what he de-
scribes as the “withdrawal” of the 
government from TV production.

“The government is leaving the 
job of TV drama production to 

producers and private production 
companies that care only about the 
financial, not the artistic, returns of 
the works they produce,” Khalifa 
said. “This is very dangerous.”

The government used to have 
production companies that pro-
duced quality soap operas. About 15 
years ago, those companies stopped 
production as part of an economic 
liberalisation drive that put more 
operations into private hands in 
most sectors of the economy.

Works produced now bring a lot 
of money to producers, Gabara said.

“You can see this in the unend-
ing commercial breaks that inter-
rupt the action several times during 
broadcast,” Gabara said. “Advertis-
ers pay huge money to have their 
ads viewed by the largest number 
of people but I was hoping that they 
would pay attention to the quality 
of the works as they do the names 
of the stars who appear in these 
works.”

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

Billboards of Ramadan TV dramas on the 6 October Bridge in downtown Cairo.

Critics said what they 
have seen on TV 
suggests the 
programmes have not 
been worth the money 
spent on them.



24 June 26, 2016

Travel
w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

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 dur-
ing Ramadan, guests enjoy tra-
ditional 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 traditional 
music, dance and costumes. 
Visitors are invited to attend 
concerts, exhibitions and street 
troupe performances.

Tunis:
June 10th-July 2nd

The Festival of the Medina of 
Tunis takes place at the Tunis 
Convention Centre (Palais des 
Congrès) and the more tradi-
tional setting of Dar Lasram. The 
event includes cultural events, 
presentations 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 performances 
will take place in the streets of 
the Old Medina and downtown 
Tunis.

Beirut:
June 27th-July 3rd

Biennale de Paris in Beirut, cre-
ated in 1959, is a global project 
of the Institut des hautes études 
en arts plastiques (Iheap) along 
with Lebanese partners and 
affiliates. Nearly three dozen art 
projects are to be exhibited and 
27 artists from 12 countries will 
participate.

Zouk Mikael:
July and August

Set in a renovated old souk in 
Zouk Mikael, Lebanon, the an-
nual Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features Arab 
and international artists. All 
styles of music from classical and 
opera to blues and jazz can be 
heard at the 2,500-seat Roman-
style amphitheatre.

Carthage:
July and August  

The Carthage International Festi-
val is one of the most compelling 
arts and cultural events in North 
Africa, drawing a mix of local 
and international performers to 
Tunisia over a period of sev-
eral weeks. It takes place at the 
Carthage amphitheatre.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the TV 
series Game of Thrones in Es-
saouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, digital 
video installations and other 
events.

The Zitouna mosque, a landmark 
of Tunisia and Islamic history
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

W 

hen walking in the 
Medina of Tunis 
during the prayer 
time, a visitor 
might get caught up 

not only in the maze of the alleys 
making up the old city but also in 
echoes of the simultaneous prayer 
calls resonating from the nearby 
mosques.

Distinct from all the rest is the 
sound of the prayer call from the 
Great Mosque of Zitouna. Silence 
falls outside as loud merchants, 
noisy visitors and even children 
playing in the alleys turn to the se-
renity of prayer. During Ramadan, 
the mosque welcomes hundreds of 
Muslims in the evening as believers 
seek spiritual growth and a place to 
worship.

At the heart of the Medina lies 
the second oldest mosque in Africa, 
expanding over an area of 5,000 sq. 
metres. Most historians agree that 
the mosque was founded in 689AD 
under the direction of Hassan ibn-
Nouaman, who was the leader of 
the Islamic conquest of Tunis and 
Carthage.

The minaret of the mosque 
guides visitors to the centre of 
Medina as the mosque oversees the 
landscape of shops and quiet old 
Tunisian houses serving as cafés or 
cultural centres. Built in 1894, the 
minaret rises 43 metres from the 
north-west corner of the courtyard.

The original mosque is believed 
to be built on the site of a Christian 
basilica.

“Tunis was conquered in 689 by 
Hassan ibn Nouaman,” said Tuni-
sian historian Abdelaziz Daoulatli. 
“He built the mosque on an old 
site that used to exist here. This 
contributed to the myth that the 
mosque was built on the shrine of 
St Olivia, contributing to the sa-
credness of the place.

Stretching over hundreds of 
years, the construction of the 
mosque continued as each ruling 
caliph of Tunis attempted to leave 
his mark by renovating and recon-
structing the mosque. The mosque 
in its present form was refurbished 
in 864 under the direction of the 
Abbasid caliph al-Musta’in Billah.

“At the base of the mihrab, there 

is an inscription that states that 
Fathallah, the builder of the Ab-
basid caliph, Musta’in Billah, built 
the mosque,” Daoulatli said.

“The importance of the history 
of the mosque,” according to Daou-
latli, “is reflected by the number of 
caliphs and princes who were asso-
ciated with the building of Zitouna, 
ranging from the Abbasid to the Fa-
timid and Hafsid dynasties.

“There are 53 names of states-
men inscribed on the stones. No 
prince ever passed by Tunis and 
did not try to leave their trace in 
their mosque.”

In addition to its rich history, the 
mosque of Zitouna is an architec-
tural masterpiece that displays the 
diverse influences of Islamic art of 
several centuries. The mosque’s 
architecture resembles that of the 
mosque of Kairouan, with a vast 
courtyard leading to a hall made up 
of stone pillars and wood beams. It 
has 160 columns brought from the 
ruins of the old city of Carthage. 
The roof covers an area of 1,344 sq. 
metres.

The dome is visible as the most 
important feature of the mosque. 
Adorned with fine details, the 
dome testifies to the art of Umayy-
ad era. The mosque has nine doors 
that connect the quiet courtyard to 
busy traditional markets outside.

“Zitouna mosque is a master-
piece of architecture. It is the ulti-
mate expression of Tunisian archi-
tecture of ten centuries. The stones 
of the mosque serve as record of 
the history of architectural art in 
Tunisia,” Daoulatli said.

He added: “The mosque had the 
imprints of pre-Islamic art like Ro-
man scriptures and Christian art in 
addition to Islamic art. There was 
no rupture between the two eras. 
There was an artistic continuity 
which can be seen in the stones. 
The mosque shows the history of 
ten centuries of architecture in 
Tunisia from the ninth to the 19th 
century.”

The mosque is also the first uni-
versity in the history of Islam play-
ing a prominent scholarly role 
hosting students of religious 
sciences. Many renowned Mus-
lim scholars studied in Zitouna, 
including Imam Sahnoun, 
Imam Mohammed ibn Ara-
fa and Ibn Khaldoun.

“Many leading reli-
gious figures taught 
at the University of 
Zitouna too like Ma-
liki scholar Ibn Abi 
Zied and physician 
Ibn Nafiss. Also, ju-
rist and theologian 
Asad ibn al-Furat 
pursued his studies 
in Zitouna,” Daou-
latli said.

The mosque edu-
cated leaders of 

religious reformism such as Imam 
Tahar ibn Achour and played a 
pivotal role in the struggle against 
French colonisation.

“The mosque of Zitouna promot-
ed an open system of education. 
Tunisian society was open thanks 
to that reform movement, which 
started at Zitouna,” Daoulatli said.

He added: “Graduates of Zitou-
na were leaders of the national 
movement to fight off the colo-

nisation along with others. 
After the independence, 
the Zitouna graduates 
worked on implementing 
Arabic language.”

Not only was the 
mosque a host of Mus-
lim scholars but it also 
opened one of the first 
branches for female stu-
dents. Ikbal Gharbi, an 
anthropologist and uni-
versity professor, points 
out that Zitouna encour-

aged women’s education.
“The first female Zitouna school 

opened in 1949. A group of women 
went to Fadhel ben Achour, the 
great imam of Zitouna mosque, 
and asked that women study in Zi-
touna, too, as well as men,” Gharbi 
said.

“What is amazing is that when 
you look at the photos of that first 
class, you will see that the female 
students of Zitouna did not even 
wear a veil while taking classes 
with the greatest religious scholars 
of the mosque.”

She concluded: “One of the first 
female students is Ismat Eddine 
Karkar, who was the first woman 
from Zitouna to pursue her studies 
and get her PhD in Tunisia.”

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

A man feeds pigeons in the Zitouna mosque during the month of 
Ramadan in Tunis.

At the heart of 
the Medina lies 
the second oldest 
mosque in Africa, 
expanding over 
an area of 5,000 
sq. metres.

The courtyard of the Zitouna mosque.

The shadow of the minaret of the Zitouna Mosque in the Old City 
of Tunis.


