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A

lone armed attacker driving a large lorry ploughed
into crowds celebrating
French National Day in
the southern French city
of Nice, killing more than 80 people
and exposing the vulnerability of innocent civilians to terrorist attacks.
“Horror has come down on France
again,” French President François
Hollande said in a televised address
to the grieving country. “It is clear
we need to do everything we can to
fight against terrorism.”
His immediate actions included
calling up army reservists across
the country and extending the state
of emergency declared after attacks
last November in Paris in which 130
people died.
The attack in Nice began on the
seafront Promenade des Anglais
shortly after a fireworks show to
celebrate Bastille Day on July 14th.
The driver plunged the vehicle into
the boulevard crowded with up to
30,000 people for about 2km before
he stopped and was shot dead by
police. Grenades, guns and ammunition were found in the vehicle.
“An enormous white truck came
along at a crazy speed, turning the
wheel to mow down the maximum
number of people,” Damien Allemand, a journalist at local newspaper Nice Matin, who witnessed the
attack, posted online. “I saw bodies flying like bowling pins along its
route. Heard noises, cries that I will
never forget.”
There were children among the
dozens dead and more than 100
injured. Among those confirmed
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killed were French, German, US,
Russian, Armenian and Swiss citizens. About 50 people were seriously injured and “between life and
death”, Hollande said.
Local media identified the attacker as Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel,
31, originally from Msaken, Tunisia,
but who lived in Nice. Married with
three children, he had a police record for minor crimes but was not
suspected of involvement in terrorist activities. Neighbours told local
television he did not fully observe
Ramadan this year.

The profile of a
not-very-observant
Muslim and petty
criminal who turns
jihadist is consistent
with many previous
attackers.
The profile of a not-very-observant Muslim and petty criminal
who turns jihadist is consistent
with many previous attackers, including some involved in the attacks in France in 2015 and Brussels
in March this year. Many of those
travelling to Syria to fight for the Islamic State (ISIS) and other jihadist
groups have had criminal records
and shown scant knowledge of Islam.
With border security tightened
across Europe and better intelligence cooperation with Turkey it is
harder for would-be jihadists to join
the fight in Syria. ISIS has responded by calling on its followers and
sympathisers outside the territory it
controls in Syria and Iraq to use any

French police secure the area of the terror attack in Nice, on July 15th.
means to mount attacks wherever
they can.
“The choice of weapon — a truck
like tens of thousands of others on
French roads — underlines the constant evolution of the threat and,
above all, its unpredictability,” terrorism expert Jason Burke wrote in
the Guardian newspaper.
France is part of a US-led coalition of countries conducting air
strikes against ISIS in Syria and Iraq.
French soldiers are also helping
train Iraqi troops and Kurdish forces

who are battling ISIS militants on
the ground.
“We will further strengthen our
actions in Syria and Iraq,” Hollande said. But, he added, the battle against terrorism would be long
as France faced “an enemy who will
continue to hit countries that see
liberty as their essential value”.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Coup attempt against Erdogan in Turkey fails
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

urkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan survived
a deadly challenge to his
rule when loyal military
units and mass protests
on the streets turned back a coup
attempt by insurgent troops aiming
to overthrow him.
More than 160 people were killed
in clashes between rival army units
and bombings around the country,
which included attacks on the presidential palace and the parliament
building in Ankara.
More than 1,500 suspected coup
supporters in the armed forces were
arrested. Their leaders are expected to be tried for treason. Erdogan
blamed the coup on US-based Islamic scholar Fethullah Gulen, who
denied involvement.
“We will not leave from here until
things are back to normal,” Erdogan
told supporters after arriving at Istanbul airport early July 16th. “I will
not go away, either.”
The president was on holiday on

Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim (C) flanked by Chief of the
General Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces General Hulusi Akar (L)
and Turkish Interior Minister Efkan Ala (R) gives a press
conference outside the Cankaya Palace in Ankara, on July 16th.
the Aegean coast when the uprising
started late July 15th. Troops trying to oust the government blocked
bridges across the Bosporus in Istanbul and low-flying fighter jets

screamed over Istanbul and Ankara.
Military officers calling themselves The Council for Peace in the
Country, the name evoking a famous saying by Turkey’s founder

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, said it had
taken control. A coup declaration
was read out on state television as
soldiers deployed in Istanbul and
other cities and told people to stay
home.
It soon became apparent the coup
lacked the support of key military
units and the public. Opposition
leaders supported a call by Erdogan
that Turks take to the streets to stop
the coup.
Clashes continued, however, and
Erdogan’s office warned that “a
new move [by coup supporters] is
possible any minute”. There were
reports of atrocities by both sides,
including civilians crushed by
tanks and soldiers killed after they
surrendered.
Turkey has a history of military
takeovers. Generals pushed out
elected governments — either by
force or by political pressure — in
1960, 1971, 1980 and 1997. Erdogan
limited the military’s political influence following a power struggle in
2011 but there had been no recent
outward signs that another coup attempt was likely.
Observers expect Erdogan, who
has been accused of a growing au-

thoritarianism, to tighten his rule
further. Some critics even said the
uprising might have been staged by
the government.

More than

1,500

suspected coup
supporters in the armed
forces were arrested.

Other Erdogan opponents said
the coup attempt was undemocratic and had to be rejected despite shortcomings of the Erdogan
administration. “Even the worst
civilian government is better than
a coup,” columnist Ahmet Hakan
wrote in the Hurriyet newspaper.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor formerly based in
Istanbul.
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Carnage in Nice

Cover Story

Massacre in Nice is shape of terror to come
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he massacre in the French
Riviera city of Nice, in
which a French-Tunisian
petty criminal drove a 19ton truck into crowds of
people watching a Bastille Day fireworks display, killing more than 80,
demonstrates the immense difficulties that intelligence services face in
countering the deadly reach of the
Islamic State (ISIS).
In a statement released by its
Amaq news service, ISIS said “soldiers” were responsible for the carnage on Nice’s palm-fringed Mediterranean promenade “in response
to calls to target nations of coalition
states that are fighting” the group.
France has become a primary European target for ISIS because it has
been a staunch partner in the US-led
coalition fighting ISIS in Syria and
Iraq.
The day before the attack in Nice,
French President François Hollande
dispatched France’s aircraft carrier
— the nuclear-powered Charles de
Gaulle — to the eastern Mediterranean to bolster alliance air strikes
against ISIS. The French also have
1,200 troops in the Sahel region
fighting jihadists and special forces
in Syria and Libya.

The slaughter on
Nice’s Promenade des
Anglais was the third
major terrorist attack
in France in about 18
months.
“I take it the next 12 months are
going to be as bloody if not more so
than the past year because ISIS, as
it loses in Syria and Iraq… is trying
to divert attention from its losses,”
Fawaz Gerges of the London School
of Economics and author of ISIS: A
History told National Public Radio
(NPR).

The head of the UN CounterTerrorism Committee, Jean-Paul
Laborde warned on July 5th that
there are almost 30,000 foreign extremists, many from Western Europe, fighting with ISIS and al-Qaeda in Syria and Iraq and who pose
a long-term terrorist threat when
they return home.

France has become a
primary European
target for ISIS because
it has been a staunch
partner in the US-led
coalition fighting the
group in Syria and
Iraq.
And here France, with Europe’s
largest Muslim minority, is acutely
vulnerable. It has provided more
volunteers for ISIS than any other
European state and, with its open
EU borders, can do little to prevent
ISIS infiltration amid what Western
intelligence agencies say is a new
phase in the terror group’s offensive. Belgium, where ISIS networks
are based, is also a prime target.
The slaughter on Nice’s Promenade des Anglais was the third
major terrorist attack in France in
about 18 months. On January 7th,
2015, jihadist gunmen killed 17
people in a series of attacks that
began in Paris with the murder of
staff members of the Charlie Hebdo
satirical magazine, which had lampooned Islam.
On November 13th, 2015, 130 people were killed in a series of coordinated bombings and gun attacks after which Hollande imposed a state
of emergency that has now been
extended.
Both attacks involved ISIS or alQaeda activists. The carnage dramatically revealed multiple gaps in
France’s intelligence apparatus —
some of the Brussels-based November attackers were linked to those
behind the January bloodbath — and
brought demands for the establish-

A French gendarme surveys fans before a EURO 2016 final football match in Nice, France, on July 10th.
ment of a US-style counterterrorism
agency that would put France’s six
— often competing — separate intelligence agencies under one roof.
The tempo of ISIS attacks is accelerating with the group operating on
a score of fronts — from the United
States to Bangladesh — simultaneously to counter its steady loss of
territory in the Islamic caliphate it
proclaimed in parts of Syria and Iraq
in 2014 to unprecedented US-led
military pressure. That is expected
to intensify in the months ahead.
With attacks such as the massacre
in Nice, ISIS hopes to drive Western
countries into punitive crackdowns
on their Muslim populations, largely neglected and marginalised, that
will drive them into ISIS’s arms.

The recent attacks in Western Europe have provided major boosts for
far-right parties and the Nice massacre is only going to reinforce this
political shift.
The July 14th slaughter underlined how ISIS is constantly adapting its methods to counter the
ever-growing security net that covers Western Europe and taking authorities by surprise in an escalating
campaign of terror.
The use of a delivery truck as a
killing machine was likely the last
thing French authorities expected,
even though Palestinians have used
vehicles to ram Israelis and ISIS has
recommended such attacks.
In September 2014, Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, ISIS’s chief spokes-

man, called on sympathisers to attack the “crusaders” with anything
that came to hand and even singled
out “the spiteful and filthy French”.
Adnani’s blood-curdling speech
spelled out how to slaughter ISIS’s
enemies, including the use of vehicles — another demonstration of the
constantly changing terrorist threat.
“If you are not able to find a bomb
or a bullet, then smash his head
with a rock or slaughter him with
a knife or run him over with your
car or throw him down from a high
place or choke him or destroy his
crops,” Adnani said. “If you are unable to do so, then spit in his face.”
Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

French atrocity is a new sombre landmark

View poi nt

Claude
Salhani

T

he ignoble act that
marred Bastille Day
festivities in the southern French resort city
of Nice claimed more
than 80 lives when a
lorry was driven into a crowd of
people celebrating French
National Day. The driver was
identified as a 31-year-old FrenchTunisian resident of Nice. He was
shot and killed by police trying to
stop the carnage.
No group immediately claimed
responsibility for the attack. However, knee-jerk reaction would be
to suspect this could be the work
of jihadists who have carried out a
number of attacks in France as well
as in neighbouring Belgium.
France has been under a state
of emergency since the November
terrorist attacks in Paris and one of
the first questions raised following the attack in Nice is how was
a truck allowed near such a large
crowd? Crowds had gathered on the
seafront Promenade des Anglais to
watch fireworks celebrating Bastille
Day.
Understandably, tensions will
run high in this great city and
throughout France. Chances are
innocent Arab citizens of France, or
legal residents, who have absolutely no sympathy for the murderous

How does a young man
— whatever his motives —
end up losing his humanity
and all sense of the
humanity of others?

thug who carried out the attack,
could suffer harassment and abuse.
We owe that much to the memory
of the victims of the Bastille Day
massacre not to wrongfully accuse
people just because of their faith
or the colour of their skin. The
result of such behaviour would only
wedge a further gap between communities across the country. This
would grant terrorists a dividend
they do not deserve.
French police forces will be
stretched thin in the weeks to
come, making it easier for people
whose aim is to create chaos to
act out their intentions. France’s
political leadership must not lose
track of who the real enemy is and
not give further satisfaction to
those who wish to create mayhem
in Europe by allowing mob justice
to take place. As a first step, French
President François Hollande said he

would deploy units of the French
Army.
The attack in Nice, much like the
September 11, 2001, attacks in the
United States, establishes a sombre
landmark in the history of terrorism. As the terrible incidents played
out in southern France the night
of July 14th have shown, terrorists
no longer require aeroplanes to kill
people in large numbers, when this
can be done using a simple truck.
This is one of the most barbaric
modus operandi used by a terrorist.
Focus must be given at the highest levels on how to eradicate this
disease at the source. This means
concentrated efforts by intelligence
services — domestic and international — combined with tactical
military action when needed in
conjunction with international and
Arab leaders. Many of these leaders
had to deal with terrorism in their

French and European Union flags fly at half-staff in memory of
the Bastille Day truck attack in Nice, at the French embassy in
Vienna, on July 15th.

We owe that
much to the
memory of
the victims
of the
Bastille Day
massacre
not to
wrongfully
accuse
people just
because
of their
faith or the
colour of
their skin.

own countries and were unanimous
in condemning the attack.
A statement from al-Azhar, Sunni
Islam’s leading centre of learning,
said the “vile terrorist attack” contradicted Islam and called for “uniting efforts to defeat terrorism and
rid the world of its evil.” Tunisia
denounced the attacker, whom police said held joint French-Tunisian
citizenship, as having committed
an act of “extreme cowardice” and
expressed solidarity with France
against the “scourge of terrorism”.
Shawki Allam, a prominent
Egyptian Muslim cleric, vigorously
castigated the assailant, saying:
“People who commit such ugly
crimes are corrupt of the Earth and
follow in the footsteps of Satan…
and are cursed in this life and in the
hereafter.” The six Gulf Arab states
issued a joint statement “strongly”
condemning the “terrorist” act in
Nice.
Saudi Arabia denounced the
“heinous terrorist” act, adding that
it stands in “solidarity” with France
and would “cooperate with it in
confronting terrorist acts in all their
forms”.
UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh
Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan
said: “This heinous terrorist crime
makes it imperative for all to work
decisively and without hesitation
to counter terrorism in all its forms
and manifestations.”
Such cooperation could help the
world community answer a crucial
question: How does a young man
— whatever his motives — end up
losing his humanity and all sense of
the humanity of others?
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Erdogan survives
coup but unlikely
to draw lessons
Raziye Akkoc

Istanbul

H

e weathered anti-government protests that
lasted for months in
2013. He escaped the
flames that engulfed
some of his ministers in a corruption investigation. And now Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
has survived a military coup — a
boast many of his predecessors cannot share.
No one in Turkey predicted what
happened July 16th when soldiers
took control of Istanbul’s two main
bridges across the Bosporus and
flew F-16 fighter jets low over Ankara. Soldiers stormed into private
and state-run broadcasters taking
control with relative ease.
However, in a country that has
seen a series of military coups, there
have always been signs of fault lines
that could prompt such a move.

“The more likely
scenario is Erdogan
using it to drive his
personal ambitions
and create a
presidential system.”
Sinan Ulgen, director
of the Edam think-tank
In recent years, critics, foreign
governments and Turkish citizens
have expressed concerns about a
steady decline into authoritarianism under Erdogan. Although he
won much praise in the first few
years after becoming prime minister in 2003, since becoming Turkey’s first directly elected president
in August 2014 Erdogan has been
accused of dictatorial ambitions.

Erdogan wants to change Turkey’s
constitution — installed in 1980 following a military coup — to adopt an
American-style presidential system
that would give him greater power.
According to Aykan Erdemir, senior fellow at Foundation for Defense
of Democracies in Washington, the
latest coup was a result of many factors, including the military’s fear of
the new system.

There have always
been signs of fault
lines that could
prompt such a move.
He said the reasons for the coup
included “one of the latest developments (that) has been the bill redesigning the high courts as well as
Erdogan’s refusal to be impartial”.
For Sinan Ulgen, director of
the Edam think-tank and visiting
scholar at Carnegie Europe, this
was not a coup by the full army as
in previous cases but undertaken
by a clique that held the top general
hostage.
“This was beyond the chain of
command — a relatively small group
in the army, who even hijacked the
military top brass,” Ulgen said. “It
was not an operation designed by
the army and it showed. Without
the full support of the army, they
lacked the assets and capabilities.”
Erdemir said the era of successful
coups is over with the public largely
hostile to the prospect. This time
the country put on more of a show
of solidarity, with even the three
opposition parties in parliament
swiftly condemning the attempted
putsch.
Political parties do not have
“fond memories” of the previous
coups given their bitter experiences
under military rulers, said Erdemir.
Ulgen added: “When people realised it did not have backing of the

A policeman stands atop of a military armoured vehicle after troops involved in the coup surrendered
on the Bosporus Bridge in Istanbul, on July 16th.
army, it was easier to be against the
coup.”
Indeed, the sheer odds against
the coup spawned conspiracy theories with the hashtag #Darbedegiltiyatro — “It’s not a coup; it’s theatre”
— trending on Twitter.
Natalie Martin, politics and international relations lecturer at Nottingham Trent University in Britain,
said it appeared “almost meant to
fail”, something that created suspicions.
“It is entirely possible it’s a false
flag coup,” she said.

Erdogan, a consummate political
tactician, will sense the failed coup
has created opportunities to tighten
his control over Turkey but faces a
critical choice.
“He can build on the fact that all
parties got behind him and build an
era of consensus or he can use this
as an opportunity to consolidate his
one-man rule,” said Erdemir.
“It’s almost fully up to Erdogan —
the path he chooses will have enormous consequences. The optimist
in me goes for the democratic way
but the realist and pessimist says

Erdogan would never miss such an
opportunity and that would be a
shame.”
Erdogan will come out of this
stronger, Ulgen said, but “the question is whether he is willing to use
that to drive towards a more consensual politics.
“This is a unique opportunity to
advance a more ambitious democracy agenda but the more likely
scenario is Erdogan using it to drive
his personal ambitions and create a
presidential system.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Erdogan’s plan to naturalise Syrians proves divisive

View poi nt

Yavuz
Baydar

E

ach time Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan presents a
new project, it
becomes divisive,
leading to more tears
in the country’s frayed social
fabric.
A debate has been raging over
what is widely seen as a controversial promise to naturalise the
Syrians who, since the early days
of the war, have sought refuge in
Turkey. Official estimates are that
there are about 2.7 million such
refugees, mainly settled in border
provinces and Istanbul.
Erdogan dropped the political
bombshell as he addressed a
crowd in the border town of Kilis
on July 3rd, just before Eid al-Fitr.
“I’d like to give a piece of good
news to my [Syrian] siblings,” he
said. “There are those who desire
Turkish citizenship. We shall give
them the possibility.”
For Erdogan, a master of
political agenda setting, it may
have been an attempt to divert
attention from the rapprochement with Israel and his apology
to Russian President Vladimir
Putin for downing a Russian

If implemented,
Erdogan’s project could
end the Turkish hopes
for visa-free EU travel
because of enhanced
security concerns.

Syrian refugee Rua Sahalli, 12, from Idlib, Syria, weaves a carpet
at a workshop near the town of Kilis in south-eastern Turkey.
warplane. The debate the proposal unleashed, however,
created a bigger backlash than he
probably anticipated.
First, experts and independent
pundits agreed that the move
added to the pattern of what they
see as Erdogan’s unconstitutional
behaviour.
The issue is within the domain
of the government, run by a prime
minister, and demands a debate
and vote in parliament. Experts
also said that, because of the large
number of those pledged citizenship, the plan requires a referendum.
Second, the opposition said the
plan is part of Erdogan’s largescale political and demographic
engineering.
The more Erdogan detailed his
idea that those Syrians granted
citizenship would be settled in
newly built cluster housing

complexes in border provinces,
voices across the opposition,
topped by the Kurdish politicians,
said the aim was to manipulate
elections so that presumably
grateful Syrians would vote for
Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP).
The People’s Democracy Party
(HDP) dominance in the polls in
the mainly Kurdish region would
likely be weakened by the new
Sunni-Arab voters. Calculations
show, if the plan were followed,
by 2019 about 1.5 million naturalised Syrians would gain the right
to vote.
Erdogan’s critics see this as a
path to legitimise a fully empowered presidential system replacing the current one and realise his
autocratic ambitions in a referendum where the votes of those of
Syrian origin may play a key role.
The main opposition Republi-

The
opposition
said the
aim was to
manipulate
elections
so that
presumably
grateful
Syrians
would
vote for
Erdogan’s
AKP party.

can People’s Party (CHP), which
has many Alevis in its voter base,
raised other concerns.
A CHP deputy, Erdogan Toprak,
claimed the plan means an
“import of Salafist warfare into
Turkish soil”.
Non-governmental organisations questioned why the Syrians
were not granted refugee status
with work and residence permits,
a debate that sparked anti-Syrian
sentiments across Turkey as some
nationalist segments of the media
published xenophobic headlines.
In a week in two towns — Konya
and Beysehir — violence erupted
against Syrians. Two people were
killed.
Anger among ruling party
supporters has also come to the
surface. “‘They have their
homeland. Let them go and take it
back. We did not win back our
country easily. We had to fight for
it. I am annoyed by all this,” the
BBC quoted one person as saying.
The silence of the European
Union points to one thing:
Germany and others have reason
to be content, as Erdogan’s move
would ease the refugee exodus to
Europe. However, if implemented, Erdogan’s project could
end the Turkish hopes for
visa-free EU travel because of
enhanced security concerns.
One element leaves little doubt
for some observers: Erdogan’s
latest move, like many others,
reflects a growing gap between
his and the ruling AKP’s interests
and those of the country.
Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based
in Istanbul.

4

July 17, 2016

Lebanon

News & Analysis
Interview

Lebanese prime minister:
‘Only an agreement between Saudi Arabia and
Iran in Lebanon will produce a president’
Mohamad Kawas

L
Beirut

ebanon’s Tammam
Salam is a prime
minister without a
president. Salam, a
political independent, is Lebanon’s
most senior official
and works from the
midst of an unprecedented
political and constitutional
crisis, with the country’s
parliament unable to agree on a
new president since Michel
Suleiman left office in May
2014.
Salam is careful not to take
sides in the political manoeuvring over the selection of the
next president. He defended
Lebanon’s complex political
system in spite of the presidential vacuum, stressing that it
leads to compromise and
consensus.
“With the exception of the
1970 election that brought
Suleiman Frangieh to power by
just one [parliamentary] vote, all
other presidents were elected
following political compromise
and consensus, both at home
and abroad,” he said.
In spite of this, Lebanon’s
prime minister and acting
president admitted: “Yes, I am
frustrated by this presidential
vacuum.”
Salam, who became acting
prime minister after Najib
Mikati’s resignation in May 2013,
was himself a consensus figure,
being tasked with forming a new
government by a vote of 124 out
of 128 parliamentarians. He was

chosen by consensus from
within the country, as well as
support from abroad.
Salam was the right man at the
right time for Lebanon but his
tenure in office could be ending.
Many political analysts say any
deal between Lebanon’s rival
political forces to settle on a
consensus president must
include a new prime minister
and government.
Salam acknowledged the
Lebanese people’s frustration
towards the government, with
political action in the country
virtually at a standstill during
the last two years given the
entrenched divisions that
emerged in the presidential
crisis. With all sides — particularly the rival March 14 and
March 8 blocs that form the bulk
of Salam’s coalition government
— failing to engage on a variety
of issues, and no president to
break the deadlock, Salam’s
government is facing a situation
beyond difficult.
“If there was a president in
office, then the government’s
performance would not have
reached this level,” Salam said.
His government — formed in
February 2014 — operated for a
few months under Suleiman
before Lebanese politics became
overshadowed by attempts to
decide on a successor.
“When this same government
was operating under president
Michel Suleiman for more than
three months, we achieved a lot
and secured movement on a
number of issues,” Salam said.
As the political crisis continues in Lebanon, some observers
have called for the dissolution of
the Taif agreement, which put in

“Yes, I am
frustrated by
this presidential
vacuum.”
Lebanese Prime Minister
Tammam Salam

place a power-sharing agreement between Lebanon’s various
political forces and sectarian
communities, including that the
president must be a Maronite
Christian and elected by
parliament.
“Nothing stops us from
developing and improving the
constitution… but we cannot
accept abandoning the Taif
agreement for a leap into the
dark,” Salam said.
There is an international dimension
to the presidential crisis, given
that regional
powers Saudi
Arabia and
Iran are
backing
political rivals
in Lebanon.
The March 14
alliance,
which is led
by the
Future
Movement’s
Saad
Hariri, is
supported by
Riyadh, while the March 8
alliance, which includes the Free
Patriotic Movement and Hezbollah, is backed by Tehran.
“Only an agreement between
Saudi Arabia and Iran in Lebanon will produce a president,” he
said.
His comments come at a
difficult time in the Middle East,
including increasing tensions
between Arab Gulf states, led by
Saudi Arabia, and Iran and its
affiliates, including the Houthis

in Yemen and Hezbollah in
Lebanon.
The Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) formally designated
Hezbollah a terrorist group in
March, with Arab Gulf states
pushing through a similar motion
in the Arab League. Lebanon’s
Foreign Affairs Ministry —
headed by March 8 alliance’s
Gebran Bassil — failed to join
Arab condemnations against
attacks on Saudi diplomatic
missions in Iran in January.
Riyadh responded by suspending
a $3 billion aid package for the
Lebanese military, with Salam
acknowledging tensions between
Lebanon and the Arab Gulf.
Despite this, Salam was keen to
stress Lebanon’s ties to the Arab
world, addressing the Arab Gulf
in particular. “Do not give up on
Lebanon and the Lebanese
people,” he said.
“We are in an era in which the
security and stability of the Arab
Gulf is a supporter and incubator
for Lebanon. Hezbollah’s actions
are not representative of Lebanon.
Salam said any actions by Lebanese political parties or figures
deemed negative to the Arab Gulf
“do not express the position of
the majority of the Lebanese
people who are committed to the
best relationship with the Arab
Gulf”.
As for ongoing and future
challenges he faces — from the
presidential vacuum to diplomatic crises — Salam pledged: “I
will do everything I can to ensure
that Lebanon reaches a safe
shore.”
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.

Decade after ‘divine victory’, Hezbollah’s in trouble
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

O

n the tenth anniversary
of Hezbollah’s “divine
victory” over Israel in
their war, critics of the
Party of God are complaining that the Shia movement is
alive and kicking. The way things
are going, however, the Syria war
might achieve what 2006 failed to
do — destroy Iran’s proxy in the Levant.
On July 12th, 2006, Hezbollah
abducted two Israeli soldiers, triggering a war. Israeli prime minister
Ehud Olmert vowed to rescue the
soldiers and destroy Hezbollah.

Ten years later,
Nasrallah’s popularity
has largely eroded due
to a cripplingly
unpopular decision in
2012 to send his
fighters into the Syrian
maelstrom.
He failed on both accounts and
Hezbollah fought Israel’s vaunted military to a standstill, something no non-state Arab group had
achieved. Hezbollah emerged from
the war stronger than ever, with
a whole new arsenal of missiles
thanks to non-stop supply from Iran
and Syria.
That war lasted for 34 days and
led to the killing of 250-500 Hezbollah fighters in addition to 121 Israeli
troops and approximately 2,000
Lebanese civilians.

The Lebanese economy, particularly the civilian infrastructure, was
virtually destroyed, yet Hezbollah
insisted that the July war was a “divine victory” for the Axis of Resistance.
Olmert stepped down in disgrace.
The two soldiers were eventually
returned to Israel — in coffins — in
a bodies-for-prisoners swap a few
years later.
The 2006 war did wonders for
Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah, who won the hearts
and minds of millions throughout
the Arab world with inflammatory
speeches during the conflict. He
marked his Kodak moment by giving a blow-by-blow account on live
television — from a secret hideout —
as Hezbollah gunners sank an Israeli
warship off Beirut.
It was Arab theatrics at its finest,
reminiscent of the moment in 1956
when Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser announced the nationalisation of the Suez Canal. As he
spoke, Egyptian officials seized the
canal administration from British
personnel, triggering the Suez war.
In 2006, many hailed Nasrallah
as the next Nasser. Ten years later,
Nasrallah’s popularity has largely
eroded due to a cripplingly unpopular decision in 2012 to send his fighters into the Syrian maelstrom to
protect Hezbollah’s all-important
supply from Iran through Syria.
Nasrallah defended a position
dictated to him by Iran’s mullahs, claiming the Syria war was
an absolute necessity for Hezbollah because, if the Syrian regime
collapsed, Saudi Arabia and Israel
would “devour” the “Lebanese resistance”.

An August 2006 file picture shows smoke billowing from the
burning Jiyeh power plant, south of the Lebanese capital,
that was hit by an Israeli air strike after the outbreak of the
Israel-Hezbollah conflict.
His mission was to secure the Syria-Lebanon border to prevent jihadists from infiltrating Lebanese territory and to safeguard Shia shrines
in Damascus and northern Syria.
The international community
has been trying, with little luck, to
disarm Hezbollah through a series
of UN resolutions starting in 2005.
When that failed, Israel tried to do
it by force, with the implicit backing
of Saudi Arabia and several Lebanese politicians in the US-backed
March 14 coalition of Lebanese political parties.
That never saw the light of day,

prompting the United States to attempt disarmament through Lebanese authorities, starting with
taking over Hezbollah’s telecommunications network at Beirut International Airport in May 2008.
That attempt backfired and led
to a mini-civil war on the streets of
mainly Muslim West Beirut, where
Hezbollah fighters overwhelmed
their opponents within hours and
were on the verge of overrunning
Beirut before a truce was struck.
The fourth attempt started in
2012, when Hezbollah’s enemies
hoped that the Shia movement, by

entangling itself in Syria, would be
signing its death warrant: It would
either be swallowed up in the savage war or provoke jihadis to come
after it on Lebanese soil.
Those enemies hope a long war
inflicts maximal losses on Hezbollah, crushes its power base and
leads to its demise.
In the final analysis, Hezbollah’s
adversaries say if the party does not
bleed to death in Syria, it would certainly distract the group from the
objective for which it was formed:
fighting Israel.
In the meantime, the Israelis
wait for one side to eliminate the
other in Syria, knowing that both
would emerge battered and weak
— just as the United States stood
by and watched Iran and Iraq savage each other in 1980-88, hoping
the war would either rid the world
of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini or
Saddam Hussein.
US president Ronald Reagan reportedly observed at the time: “It’s
a pity that one side has to win. It
would be great if both were defeated.”
That logic applies today to Hezbollah in the Syrian bloodbath. Inasmuch as the Syrian opposition is furious about Hezbollah’s support for
Damascus, the international community is doing nothing to stop it,
hoping that the conflict will achieve
what 2006 failed to do: consume
Hezbollah, topple its leadership and
eliminate its massive arsenal.
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.
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ISIS attacks could reignite sectarian strife in Iraq
Muhannad Ahmed

Baghdad

S

uffering recent defeats at
the hands of Iraqi security
forces and Shia militias,
the Islamic State (ISIS) unleashed bloody attacks on
Shia targets in and around Baghdad
in a possible attempt to reignite sectarian strife that could ultimately
divide Iraq.
Shia militias, some affiliated with
powerful clergy allied with nonArab Iran, are likely ready for violent retaliation against the Sunnis,
who ruled Iraq for a long time and
had oppressed the Shia majority.
Militias, especially those affiliated
with Iraq’s Interior Ministry, have
been vying to control security in the
capital city of 7 million people, a role
that has been traditionally limited to
the army.

ISIS would like to
revive the sectarian
war by luring Shia
militias to retaliate
against Sunni
civilians.
The attacks in and around Baghdad raised speculation that ISIS is
reverting from armed confrontations in battlefronts to specific attacks involving massive explosions
inflicting considerable harm on the
population and terrorising civilians.
“So far, they seem to be revenge
attacks to show the government
that ISIS is still strong and capable of
inflicting harm in Iraq,” said retired
army colonel Abbas al-Taif.
Taif pointed out that ISIS’s predecessor, al-Qaeda in Iraq, had favoured suicide attacks to maximise its gains. “Al-Qaeda used to hit
where it hurt most, like in populated marketplaces, residential neighbourhoods and mosques — all with
predominantly Shia populations,”
he said. “ISIS seems to be moving in
the same direction.”
ISIS used the tactics in a strike on
Karrada, a commercial centre on the
Tigris river. It is an affluent Baghdad district that is predominantly
Shia but is also home to Sunnis and
Christians. Home to many Iraqi Jews
in the 1950s, the area was spared
the sectarian violence that ripped
through Iraq in 2005-06.

Residents and Iraqi security forces gather at the site of a suicide bomb attack at a checkpoint in Rashidiya, a district north of Baghdad,
on July 13th.
A car bombing in the busy shopping district on July 3rd was the
deadliest in Iraq’s war-weary capital
since the start of the 2003 US-led
war that toppled Saddam Hussein.
The attack killed more than 290 people and wounded 200 others.
It sent shockwaves among Iraqis,
who barely had enough time to rejoice over the victory of the security
forces against ISIS in northern and
western Iraq.
A few days later, ISIS militants, using mortar shells and suicide bombers, attacked a revered Shia shrine
in Balad north of Baghdad, killing at
least 36 people.
The two assaults took place days
after Iraqi authorities announced
the recapture of the militant bastion
of Falluja, about 60km west of Baghdad, following a month of fighting.
Iraqi soldiers also achieved a significant victory in driving militants
out of an airbase near the northern
ISIS-held city of Mosul. Iraqi officials
boasted that Falluja’s seizure would

end the explosions in the capital and
that the days of ISIS jihadists were
numbered.
Baghdad resident Hilal Ahmed
said the Karrada and Balad attacks
show that the insurgents are, however, active and resilient.

The chances of a
renewed sectarian
strife are likely
increasing after
Karrada and Balad
attacks.
“The recent victories (over ISIS)
have little significance as long as the
terrorists are still capable of penetrating the security measures in and
near the capital and killing a lot of
people,” Ahmed said.
Mourners at the Karrada blast site
expressed anger over the situation
when Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi arrived to inspect the damage. People threw shoes and bricks

at Abadi’s convoy.
ISIS claimed responsibility for
both attacks, which analysts said
serves two purposes. The first was to
ease military pressure on ISIS fighters by forcing a lull in the government response as it calls for backup
to prevent future attacks.
The second is to revive the sectarian war by luring Shia militias to
retaliate against Sunni civilians and
repeat the scenario of 2005-06 civil
war.
One day after the Karrada attack,
Shia militiamen fired mortar shells
on a Baghdad camp for Sunni refugees from Anbar, killing three people and wounding several others.
Police reported they found several
bullet-riddled bodies — presumably
Sunnis — in different locations in
Baghdad.
Abadi warned that ISIS’s attacks
on Karrada and Balad were aimed at
“sowing sectarian strife among the
people of Iraq”.
“Our terrorist enemy, Daesh, is

trying to make up for its bitter defeat in Falluja,” Abadi said in a statement, referring to ISIS by its Arab
acronym.
“By attacking a sacred shrine and
innocent people, Daesh wants to
create a state of destabilisation and
security chaos in the country,” he
warned.
He accused ISIS of resorting to
“cowardly bombings” against civilians to try to show it is still powerful.
The chances of a renewed sectarian strife are likely increasing after
Karrada and Balad attacks.
“People are losing faith in the
state, which is failing to protect
them,” said Baghdad resident Qais
Mustafa. “This only serves the goals
of Shia militiamen and Sunni militants, who both believe that coexistence is not possible and that justice
should be served their way.”
Muhannad Ahmed is an Iraqi
journalist based in Baghdad.

Uneasy path ahead for Falluja’s Sunnis
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

Baghdad

A

s Falluja residents flee
the newly liberated city
seeking safety elsewhere,
they are weighed down
by poverty, fear, oppression and the despair of living under
Islamic State rule for two-and-a-half
years. For many, a better future anywhere in Iraq might be a long shot.
Iraqi forces said they were fully in
control of Falluja in late June after
a month-long battle. According to
the United Nations, 85,000 people
escaped from the city during the
fighting with many now stranded
in hastily formed camps with little
food or water.
Abu Mustafa, owner of a bedding store in Falluja, took shelter in
Baghdad a few months ago. He said
he wanted to avoid having his five
teenage sons exposed to the Islamic
State (ISIS). “They approached them
and begged them to join, so we all
sneaked out of Falluja, leaving everything behind,” Mustafa said.
Analysts predict that, even with
ISIS out of the way, trouble awaits
Falluja’s Sunni natives, who are especially loathed by the clergy of the
dominant rival Shia sect, its officials
and militias, many of them backed
by Iran.
“There’ll be settling scores and a

Displaced Iraqis who fled the city of Falluja wait in a camp in
Habbaniyah.
lot of blood spilled,” Baghdad lawyer Durgham Abed Zahra predicted.
“Even Fallujans will seek revenge
from each other.
“In the one tribe — or even the
one family — there were some who
worked for ISIS and may have either
killed a brother, a cousin or relative.
So family members will seek revenge from those individuals.”
Authorities in Anbar province and
human rights groups accused Shia
militias of human rights violations

against Sunnis fleeing Falluja. Local
officials said 49 civilians were killed
after being detained by Shia militias
and 643 others are missing.
Also, the UN human rights chief
said there were “credible reports”
that civilians faced physical abuse
as they escaped Falluja.
Many Falluja tribes fought a
bloody insurgency in the wake of
the 2003 US-led invasion that toppled Saddam Hussein. Some openly
sided with ISIS’s predecessor, al-

Qaeda in Iraq, and later with ISIS if
only to seek revenge from Iraqi governments which sidelined Sunnis.
Falluja fell to a mix of Sunni insurgent groups in January 2014 after
the Shia-led government in Baghdad
ordered the dismantling of a protest
camp near Anbar’s provincial capital
of Ramadi.
In an attempt to defuse the tension, security forces withdrew from
Ramadi and nearby Falluja, but that
allowed insurgents to take over. After the stunning blitz in which ISIS
seized large parts of Iraq, a long list
of Falluja’s tribal leaders pledged allegiance to ISIS leader Abu Bakr alBaghdadi.
It is unlikely that the Shia-dominated government will spend
much-needed funds from the cashstrapped treasury on a Sunni city
that has been in constant rebellion
against Baghdad.
Some Shia militia leaders openly
spoke about purging Falluja and
moving its people to another place.
An online video showed Shia militia leader Awas al-Khafaji telling
fighters that Falluja and its people
have been the “source of all terrorism” in the country and that the
“time has come to finish the problem of the city for good”.
Shia militias were reportedly
“punishing” Falluja residents and
making it difficult for them to return
home. The head of Anbar provincial
council, Sabah Karhout, accused

armed groups of burning and looting houses in Falluja.
“These groups are hindering efforts to restore normality in the
city. The government forces are doing nothing to stop such practices,”
Karhout said in a statement.

It is unlikely that
the Shia-dominated
government will
spend much-needed
funds from the cashstrapped treasury on a
Sunni city.
Baghdad-based political analyst
Bassem al-Sheikh said restoring order in Falluja would be more difficult for the central government than
recapturing it.
“The government should work
hard to win the minds and hearts of
Falluja residents. There should be
no collective or mass punishment.
Vengeance will only breed vengeance,” he said.
Because of the turmoil and uncertainty, Abu Mustafa said he was not
in a hurry to return to his city. He
said he fears being arrested by militias or government forces as many
of his relatives were ISIS operatives.
“I’m thinking of settling in Baghdad permanently,” he said.
Sameer Nouri Yacoub is an Iraqi
journalist.
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Attack in Nice is
a crime against
humanity but should
not fuel intolerance

T

he horrendous attack in Nice on Bastille Day is a crime
against humanity. The atrocity, which was overwhelmingly denounced around the world — as it should have
been — underlines the need for even more vigorous
action by Arab and Muslim leaders, in particular, to
combat radicalisation narratives and prevent jihadist
recruitment of vulnerable Muslim youth.
Europeans should not succumb to the temptation of fear and
suspicion. European nationals of Arab origin and the Muslim faith as
well as the newly arrived migrants from the Middle East and North
Africa are also victims, not just in the sense that some of them died in
the attack but because the terrorist slaughter could make their lives
more difficult through no fault of their own.
Even before the attack there had been indications of mounting
suspicion and intolerance in Europe. A Pew Research Center poll
released this month revealed that the presence of foreign migrants is
too often associated with terrorism and economic burden. The poll
also showed increasing reluctance among Europeans to accept ethnic,
national or cultural diversity.
In none of the European countries polled did a majority say that
increasing diversity “makes their country a better place to live”.
The highest percentage of respondents who said diversity had a
positive effect on the quality of life in their country was in Sweden
(36%), Britain (33%) and Spain (31%). The highest rates of resentment
of diversity were in Greece (63%), Italy (53%), Hungary (41%) and
Poland (40%).
Europe’s tendency towards cultural insularity could not raise its
head at a more inopportune time.
The security fears and economic worries over foreign migration are
not surprising considering the continued attempts by anti-migration
and anti-Muslim parties in Europe to paint migrants as a threat.
Barbaric acts such as the one perpetrated in Nice can only give
ammunition to xenophobic tendencies.
However, opposition to cultural diversity goes against both the
grain of history and the values that make Europe unique.
“It was not isolation but openness that made Europe such an
incredible place and project,” Federica Mogherini, vice-president of
the European Commission, told the Culture Forum in Brussels last
April. “Our culture inspired the world because it was always inspired
by the world.”
For Europe, addressing the problem requires a more responsible
discourse on the part of politicians, despite the horror in Nice.
Education and the media must also play roles. The Pew poll showed
that the higher the educational level, the less propensity there is to be
hostile to diversity.
The whole world, not just Europe, needs not only to fight terror but
also to oppose cultural uniformity and xenophobia.
Cultural, ethnic and sectarian diversity has been one of the key
targets of extremist and terrorist organisations, including the Islamic
State. The terrorist group’s totalitarian project has included ethnic,
sectarian and cultural cleansing, especially in Syria and Iraq.
Other regions of the world expect Europe to be an inspiration and
an example of tolerance and peaceful diversity, especially at a time
when peace and tolerance are under attack in much of the world.
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ISIS propaganda and
state-sponsored terrorism

T

he Islamic State (ISIS)
is known to rush to
claim responsibility
for any and all
terrorist attacks, even
those that turn out to
have nothing to do with the
Marwan Yasin al-Dulaimi
group directly, to spread its
propaganda and burnish its
fearsome reputation. At the
same time, ISIS is providing an
opportunity for governments to
clamp down on freedoms and
rights and strengthen their own
positions.
Much has been written about
ISIS’s slick propaganda, from its
daring use of social media to the
production values of its videos.
ISIS, more than any other terrorist
group, is keen to sow terror
and fear among its opponents
and does not care how it does
this. This explains the group’s
approach of focusing on “soft”
civilian targets, seeking to score
as high a civilian death toll as
possible.
This also explains the videos —
from executions to battle clips —
that are constantly being posted
online by the group and all of
which seek to spread the group’s
infamous brand of terrorism
no matter the cost to the image
of Islam. For ISIS, the most
important thing is to spread fear
and increase its infamy.
Images of death and
destruction are ISIS’s preferred
weapons, as much as the guns
and bombs it uses to create death
and destruction. ISIS is aware that
this is something that not only
helps radicalise misguided young
Muslims but also weakens and
divides its opponents, spreading
sectarianism and Islamophobia.
ISIS was keen to publicise how
it, with relatively few numbers,
sent the stronger and better
equipped Iraqi Army into a
desperate panic and retreat to
seize the city of Mosul in June
2014.
The irony is that ISIS’s
terrorism, and particularly its
propaganda success,
has given Arab
The Syrian regime’s
governments — which
continue to promise
violent response
their citizens freedom,
justice and dignity
resulted in civil war
— the opportunity to
that contributed to the restrict all this under
the guise of fighting
rise of ISIS.
terrorism. More than
this, it allows those
governments to clamp
down on political
rivals and democracy for the sake
of “national security”.
The war against terrorism is a

slogan that has been raised by
many governments and regimes
but rarely to actually combat
terrorism. The main aim is to
perpetrate state-sponsored
terrorism against the people,
serving as a justification for
clinging on to power whatever the
cost.
When the Syrian revolution
broke out more than five years
ago, it was a peaceful protest
against the transgressions of
President Bashar Assad’s regime,
demanding freedom, democracy
and dignity. It was the regime’s
violent response that resulted in
civil war that contributed to the
rise of ISIS.
Now that ISIS is present,
Assad says he does not dare step
down for fear of leaving a power
vacuum that ISIS could exploit.

The policies of the
Shia-dominated
government of
Iraqi former prime
minister Nuri
al-Maliki created
dangerous sectarian
tensions, which
served as the perfect
incubator for ISIS.
It is almost the same story in
Iraq. The policies of the Shiadominated government of former
prime minister Nuri al-Maliki
created dangerous sectarian
tensions across the country,
which served as the perfect
incubator for ISIS and its ilk.
Today, Baghdad is seeking to
“liberate” ISIS-held territory, such
as the city of Mosul, but is using
government-backed Shia militias
to do so. These are the same
militias that faced accusations of
war crimes and targeting of Sunni
civilians during the liberation
of Falluja. This has created
dangerous sectarian tensions that
help both the Iraqi government
and ISIS to endure.
ISIS propaganda is a dangerous
phenomenon, one that
simultaneously strengthens this
terrorist group and weakens
its opponents, while giving
certain Arab governments the
opportunity to commit similar
transgressions. As for Arab
citizens, they are being targeted
from both sides.
Marwan Yasin al-Dulaimi is an
Iraqi writer.
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Chilcot report lays bare US and British policy failures

O

n July 6th, the British
investigation into
the Iraq war, also
referred to as the
Chilcot inquiry, after
its chairman, Sir
John Chilcot, was released.
John C.K. Daly
Chilcot was empowered by the
British House of Commons in
2009 to investigate the decision
to use force in the 2003 invasion
and occupation of Iraq and the
consequences of that decision.
The 6,000-page, 12-volume
Chilcot report contains more than
2.6 million words — four times the
length of Leo Tolstoy’s War and
Peace.
Its restrained legal language
presents a devastating critique
of both the George W. Bush
administration’s determination to
pursue a military option against
the Iraqi government and the
British government’s willingness
under Tony Blair unequivocally
to support that decision, both
diplomatically and militarily.
The report confirms that the US
and British governments were well
aware that their casus belli — Iraqi
weapons of mass destruction —
was based on flimsy intelligence
that was promoted to validate
military operations rather than a
diplomatic option involving the
United Nations.
After the invasion, further
disaster loomed when Paul
Bremer, who administered the
Coalition Provisional Authority
(CPA), disbanded the Iraqi armed
forces and pursued a policy of
de-Ba’athification,
creating a military
The inescapable
and political vacuum
conclusion is that the in which extremism
subsequently
Iraq inquiry was
flourished.
Abolishing the Iraqi
essentially a public
Army put 400,000
relations exercise.
discontented former
soldiers on the streets.
The day of the Chilcot
report’s release the
Guardian newspaper published
a column by Bremer with the
headline I ran Iraq in 2003.

An Iraqi civilian gesturing to British troops leaving Basra, in April 2003.
Washington hadn’t prepared for the
aftermath of war, tacitly agreeing
with many of the inquiry’s findings
even as spokesmen for Bush and
Blair vehemently disagreed with
the report’s findings.
The report was scathing in
its assessment of how military
operations affected Iraqis, finding
that civilian casualties were
deliberately downplayed, noting:
“The government’s consideration
of the issue of Iraqi civilian
casualties was driven by its
concern to rebut accusations that
coalition forces were responsible
for the deaths of large numbers of
civilians and to sustain domestic
support for operations in Iraq.”
The legal definition of war
crimes under the Geneva
Conventions includes unprovoked
aggression, attacking civilians and
subjecting prisoners to humiliating
treatment, unlawful confinement
and torture, all of which were
present during the West’s ill-fated
invasion of Iraq 14 years ago.
Legal action against the

architects of the Iraqi invasion
seems unlikely; all the Chilcot
report has done is tarnish the
reputations of high-ranking Bush
and Blair administration officials.
The report was released as Iraq
reeled from its deadliest attack
since the 2003 invasion. On July
3rd, terrorists exploded a truck
bomb in a Baghdad market, killing
more than 290 people. While
Britain and the United States have
drawn down operations in Iraq, the
continuing threat of the Islamic
State (ISIS) there and in Syria and
destabilisation throughout the
Middle East have meant some
British and US troops remain on
the ground, with the United States
planning to add more forces.
In the end, the Chilcot
report changes nothing, as the
findings do not carry any legal
weight or compel criminal
proceedings against Blair and his
administration. The inescapable
conclusion is that the Iraq inquiry
was essentially a public relations
exercise designed to give the

impression of thoroughness,
accountability and lessons learned
without actually punishing
those responsible for a profound
violation of international law.
While the Blair and Bush
administrations downplayed
casualty figures, the families of
the hundreds of thousands of
victims who died as a result of the
war may feel their calls for justice
remain unanswered, a situation
unchanged by the publication of
the voluminous Iraq inquiry.
As former Bush and Blair
administration officials
escape accountability for their
misbegotten military operations in
Iraq, the civilians there continue
to suffer from the consequences of
their actions, as they have every
day for the last 14 years, a reality
that no amount of media spin by
Washington and London is able to
conceal.
John C.K. Daly is a Washingtonbased specialist on Russian and
post-Soviet affairs.

Is there a hierarchy of grief over terror victims?

I

t happened after the Charlie
Hebdo attack in Paris in
January 2015. Then again in
November after a series of
explosions rocked various
venues in the French capital.
And in March when three coordiRashmee Roshan Lall
nated bomb blasts tore through
Brussels. The world — or at least
international news outlets and
social media networks —
responded with extensive
coverage, visible shock, cries of
solidarity and the tender promise
of heartfelt prayers for the
victims and their families.
However, when terrorist
attacks ripped through Turkey,
Bangladesh, Iraq and Saudi Arabia
during the last week of Ramadan,
the world seemed to mourn
differently. Some said it reacted
almost with indifference.
Were too many tears shed for
Paris and Brussels and too few for
Istanbul, Dhaka, Baghdad, Jeddah,
Medina and Qatif? Is there really
a hierarchy of grief? A different
calculus of loss for the West and
the rest?
That is certainly the way it is
perceived by some.
Anne Barnard, the
New York Times’
Bad news from Iraq
Beirut bureau chief,
seems a great deal less
recently reported
the outrage over
surprising than from the on
insufficient global
outrage about the
heart of mainland
deaths in Iraq,
Europe.
Turkey, Bangladesh
and Saudi Arabia.
Approximately 300
people died at the
hands of terrorists and yet the
carnage did not trigger a collective
planet-wide mourning. Some

people complained.
They meant that the modern
tech-enabled rituals of grief were
conspicuous by their absence.
Hashtags such as #PrayForIraq did
not trend after the bombs went
off July 3rd in Karrada and Shaab
in Baghdad. Facebook profiles
did not become stiff with the
sympathetic fluttering of Turkish,
Bangladeshi, Iraqi and Saudi flags
during that week of horror in the
Muslim world. The Eiffel Tower,
Brandenburg Gate and other iconic
European structures were not lit in
the colours of those countries. Are
they second-class triggers of global
grief then?
Yes, for all the pleasing fiction
that everyone everywhere can
aspire to care equally about
everyone else anywhere.
There are some valid reasons
for news editors and social media
junkies to pay a tad more attention
to a terrorist strike in Europe
rather than the Middle East and
South Asia.
First, France and Belgium are
not in the same state of conflictridden, long-term disarray as Iraq.
Consequently, bad news from Iraq
seems a great deal less surprising
than from the heart of mainland
Europe.
Second, Turkey does not prompt
the world to identify with it in the
way of many other countries. So,
too, Saudi Arabia.
For Turkey, this is largely
because of its increasingly erratic
president with his faux fatwas on
a range of controversial social and
cultural matters such as women’s
patriotic duty to procreate. Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
administration is also accused of

inhibiting free expression and a
baleful pattern of hostility and
human rights abuses towards the
Kurds.
As for Saudi culture, it may
seem unfathomable to many
beyond its borders. Remember
UCLA psychiatry Professor Marco
Iacoboni’s explanation of the
global outpouring of sympathy
for terror-hit Paris and the tearful
blooming of the #JeSuisCharlie
hashtag: “We tend to empathise
more with people who we feel are
more ‘like us’.”
Third, Bangladesh’s
impenetrable troubles. They fail
to provoke much sympathy largely
because the wider world is unable
to understand them. More than
40 people — secular bloggers, gay
activists, academics and members
of religious minorities — have
been killed in attacks blamed on
Islamist militants since February
2013.
As Ramadan came to a close
this year, the Islamic State (ISIS)
claimed responsibility for a highprofile attack on a hip café in
Dhaka but the government blamed
misguided local youths and
opposition parties.
This has had an unfortunate
effect. With each murderous
attack on a secular blogger or
thinker and each phlegmatic
response from the establishment,
the inaccurate impression grows
that the country’s gentle culture
of moderation is hardening into a
radically violent form of Islam and
that most Bangladeshis support
the change.
There is another, more general
reason that some countries
provoke less global sympathy than

others. Their own political leaders
do not seem to care enough, which
gives outsiders the excuse to take
their pain less seriously.
We have been here before. In
January 2015 to be precise. In the
same week as the Charlie Hebdo
attacks, hundreds of Nigerians
were reportedly killed by Boko
Haram militants. The world
focused on Paris, not Baga.
Was this solely because of the
double standard of measuring
grief? Or was it at least partly the
result of the manifest silence and
unconcern of African media and
political class?
Even Nigeria’s then president,
Goodluck Jonathan, took care to
express his condolences for the
victims in France but stayed silent
on the Boko Haram attacks. It may
have been politically expedient to
ignore a terrorist group that had
grown in prominence on his watch
but the Nigerian leader’s disregard
of his own people’s pain appeared
to devalue it.
All too often, the same sort of
callous calculation marks the
reaction to violence in parts of the
Muslim world. A sectarian filter is
applied to conflict and suffering,
especially when the lives lost
are local. This has made for an
angry realism on the Arab street
and other populous parts of the
developing world: life is cheap
here.
How then to reckon up the
calculus of loss?
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Yemen peace talks in limbo
Saleh Baidhani

Sana’a

U

N Special Envoy Ismail
Ould Cheikh Ahmed has
been shuttling around
the region to convince
the internationally recognised Yemeni government to return to peace talks in Kuwait.
The negotiations began April 21st
but have yielded few results, except
for a series of prisoner exchanges.
The talks are in limbo with the Yemeni government refusing to participate, although the United Nations
has yet to describe the situation as
a complete breakdown.
After a July 11th meeting in Riyadh with Ould Cheikh Ahmed,
Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi described the talks in Kuwait as a “mirage” and said, since
the onset of talks, the Yemeni government had met all its obligations.

Yemeni President Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi
described the talks in
Kuwait as a “mirage”.
“But we’ve received nothing in
return from the coup militia,” Hadi
said, referring to the Iran-allied
Houthi militia, which took over
Sana’a in late 2014.
The latest sticking point is the UN
proposal of a national unity government that would include the Houthi
rebels. That contradicts the initial
agreement for the talks in Kuwait,
which required the militia to surrender its arms and withdraw from
areas it had occupied, as outlined in

UN Resolution 2216.
“We will not return to the talks in
Kuwait if the United Nations tries to
impose the latest proposal by mediator Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed,”
Hadi said while visiting government
troops in Yemen’s Marib province
ahead of his meeting in Riyadh.
According to government sources
who spoke on the condition of anonymity, during his meeting with the
UN envoy, Hadi reaffirmed his rejection of the proposed unity government that would include the rebels.
Government sources ruled out a
compromise on the issue and Hadi’s rhetoric in Marib indicates a return to full military engagement to
liberate Sana’a.
The likelihood of talks resuming soon appears slim, according
to Yemeni political analyst Mohamed as-Salihi, especially in light
of the Yemeni government’s claim
that the United Nations has failed
to support the original talk framework.
Salihi said rumours of the talks
moving to Dhahran in Saudi Arabia
gained traction recently, particularly after repeated visits by the head
of the Houthi delegation to Riyadh
for meetings with officials. According to Salihi, the angry rhetoric
from former president’s Ali Abdullah Saleh’s General People’s Congress (GPC) party has exacerbated
problems.
“If true the new events might
herald the existence of separate
bilateral talks between the Yemeni
government and the Houthis with
the exclusion of the ex-president’s
party,” he added.
Stephane Dujarric, spokesman
for UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-

Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi during a visit to the country’s northern province of
Marib, on July 10th.
moon, said: “The special envoy remains committed and wants all the
parties to remain committed to the
political process and we very much
hope to see all the parties back in
Kuwait… when the talks resume.”
The United Arab Emirates, a main
player in the Saudi-led coalition at
war with the Houthis, reaffirmed its
commitment to the internationally
recognised Yemeni government
and the fight against al-Qaeda in

the Arabian Peninsula.
UAE Foreign Minister Abdullah
bin Zayed al-Nahyan on July 11th
said his country was “very much
committed” to pursuing al-Qaeda
in Yemen but did not elaborate
on whether the UAE intended on
scaling up its presence in the war
against the Houthis.
The war in Yemen began after the
Shia Houthis and their allies overran Sana’a in September 2014 and

seized most of the country. Hadi
fled to Saudi Arabia.
An Arab coalition, led by Saudi
Arabia and supported by the United States and Britain, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015. Arab coalition ground
troops later entered the fight.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab
Weekly contributor based in
Sana’a.
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Will the GCC go from alliance to union?
Mohammed Alkhereiji

T
London

he six Arab states
that founded the
Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) had
ambitious aspirations for their
alliance. They
envisioned a
partnership that would address
and guarantee security concerns
and strengthen socio-economic
ties among the neighbouring Gulf
countries.
According to one expert on the
region, more than 35 years since
the GCC’s inception, that dream is
closer than ever to being realised.
In From Alliance to Union,
Joseph Kechichian provides an
insightful and comprehensive look
into the GCC members’ military
institutions and capabilities; a
daunting undertaking in a region
notorious for secrecy and the
difficulty of obtaining reliable
data.
The book, three years in the
making, involved Kechichian
relying on an extensive network
of contacts cultivated over three
decades in the Gulf, resulting in
unprecedented access and keen
insight.
Regarding the timing and the
motivations behind his latest
study, Kechichian said he saw the
beginnings of a paradigm shift
about eight years ago.
“Something dramatic changed
in the Gulf. There was final
realisation at the very top levels
of the most senior officials in the
GCC that, in fact, the alliance
they had created needed to
be strengthened, needed to
be transformed into a union,”
Kechichian said.
Among the points highlighted
in From Alliance to Union is Iran’s
aggression towards the Arab
world, which, according to the

author, shelved any reticence
decision-makers had and sparked
a belief in the need for selfreliance.
Another important factor,
Kechichian said, was the 2003
US-led invasion and occupation of
Iraq. An eye-opener for the region
that sparked the belief that even
though Western powers, led by the
United States, are reliable allies,
it was paramount for Gulf Arab
countries to rely on themselves.
“We can have alliances with
foreign powers when that serves
our interests but we must assume
the burden of responsibility and
power if we want to protect our
house,” Kechichian said.
Capping matters is the GCC’s
ability to finally achieve this. For
three decades Gulf Arab states
have invested in military affairs,
starting from scratch, resulting
in establishing the needed
infrastructure, military bases,
equipment and trained soldiers.
“It takes a generation for all
these ingredients to fit into the
correct spots and after three
decades there was a nucleus that
was now available,” Kechichian
said.
The book explores GCC civilmilitary relations, drawing
comparisons with the European
Union. “In the EU you had the
duopoly. Germany and France
created the kind of dual leadership
that moved the EU ahead,”
Kechichian said.
He went on to say that, in the
GCC’s case, the assumption has
always been that this was an
organisation of “five plus one”,
with Saudi Arabia being the one
and smaller Gulf countries
being the others.
“My argument is
that in order for the
GCC to really be
successful, you also
need a duopoly
between Saudi
Arabia and Oman,”
Kechichian said.
“The two largest

“You have two
major powers
that can push
the car together,
instead of one
pushing and the
other pulling.”
Joseph Kechichian

Author Joseph Kechichian

countries in the GCC that need
to really form the core of the
organisation around which the
other four gel. Perhaps, down
the line, others will join as well,
whether it is Yemen or Jordan.”
With regards to Oman, the book
highlights two main variables:
It has the size and leadership
qualities required to lead and it
acts as a balancing agent vis-à-vis
Saudi Arabia. Here the comparison
between Germany and France is
apt.
“You have two major powers
that can push the car together,
instead of one pushing and the
other pulling,” the author said.
Adding to the complexity of the
situation, Oman and Saudi Arabia
have differing views with regards
to Iran.
“The Omanis say that we want
to have very correct relations
with Iran, ‘we don’t want to burn
bridges because we are neighbours
and we have to co-exist’, while
other GCC states are saying, ‘Yes,
we also want these things but we
don’t want Iran to interfere in our
internal affairs,’” Kechichian said,
adding that an opportunity exists
for the GCC to use Oman’s political
position with Iran to benefit Arab
countries.
“At the end of the day, Sultan
Qaboos and the Omanis know
very well that they are first and
foremost Arabs, they are in the
Arabian peninsula and they have
Arab interests at heart,” Kechichian
said, emphasising differences
with Saudi Arabia and the other
Gulf countries are temporary
phenomena.
Kechichian offered both a
historical account and a
modern reference to one
of the most speculated
on and misreported
aspects of the GCC — a
detailed breakdown of
its military.
In From Alliance to
Union, each chapter
looks at an individual
GCC country, its

From Alliance to Union:
Challenges Facing Gulf
Cooperation Council States in
the Twenty-First Century.
armed forces, military institutions
and academies and the military
campaigns in which they have
fought. The book details training
issues, strategic concerns and
challenges of each GCC member, as
well as how the 2011 “Arab spring”
uprisings affected each country.
“We’ve been habituated
into believing that Arab Gulf
monarchies have always kept their
militaries at a safe distance for
fear that perhaps they would do
a military coup, like there used to
be in Egypt and Iraq,” Kechichian
said.
However, Kechichian said he
was surprised at the emphasis
on preparing a new generation
of capable young officers in
countries such as the United Arab
Emirates and Kuwait in particular,
where there is an unmistakable
reliance on indigenous manpower
to assume their share of
responsibilities.
“The academies that we have
here in the Gulf may not be on
the same level as West Point or
Sandhurst in England but who
knows what they will produce in
the next generation or two.” he
said.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Declassified 28 pages:
No ‘smoking gun’ tying Saudi to 9/11 attacks
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he US government has
released the missing 28
pages of the 9/11 Commission Report. The documents show no evidence
of Saudi complicity in the attacks
that resulted in the deaths of nearly
3,000 people in New York, Pennsylvania and at the Pentagon in the
Washington area, the biggest terrorist attack in US history.
“The conclusion of the 9/11 Commission is — or was, as they wrote
— they found ‘no evidence that the
Saudi government as an institution
or senior Saudi officials individually funded al-Qaeda’,” White House
Spokesman Josh Earnest said July
16th upon the documents’ release.

The just-released 28
pages of the 9/11
Commission Report
show no evidence of
Saudi complicity in the
attacks
“The other thing that I would
point you to is, in 2014, the FBI
conducted some work as a part of
the 9/11 Review Commission and
they concluded that there was no
new evidence that would change
the 9/11 Commission’s findings regarding responsibility for the 9/11
attacks.”
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir said questions about Saudi
Arabia’s involvement in the terrorist attacks would be put to rest.
“That matter is now finished,”
Jubeir said. “The surprise in the 28
pages is that there is no surprise.”
He went on to say that since September 11th, 2001, Saudi officials
had undertaken a series of major
steps in confronting terrorism.
“We have put in place financial
control mechanisms that are unprecedented for any other country,”
Jubeir said. “We have shut down
institutions that use fundraising in
order to support extremist causes

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir holds a press conference in Washington, on July 15th, following the release of 28 pages of the 9/11
Commission Report.
and terrorism. We have put in place
laws to criminalise terror financing.
We have detained a large number of
people. We have prosecuted a large
number of people. We have jailed
a large number of people. We have
put in place better systems in terms
of looking at cash couriers.
“Saudi Arabia is in the forefront
of countries when it comes to fighting terrorism.”
Chairman of the US Senate Select
Committee on Intelligence Richard
Burr, R-North Carolina, and Vice-

Chairwoman Dianne Feinstein, DCalifornia, urged the public to read
the results of follow-up investigations by the CIA and the FBI as it
debunks many conspiracy theories
and allegations.
Heads of the commission and of
the intelligence committees in Congress stood by the commission’s
conclusion of no funding for alQaeda from the Saudi government
or senior officials; however, plans
by some families of 9/11 victims to
sue the Saudi government for liabil-

ity seem undeterred even after the
28 pages’ release.
Legislation — called the Justice
Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act,
which would limit sovereign immunity of countries — has been
introduced in the US Congress. It
would allow victims and surviving
relatives to sue Saudi Arabia regarding alleged complicity in the 9/11 attacks.
The Saudi government warned
that, if the legislation was enacted,
it would sell its US investments.

Jubeir accused the US Congress of
“stripping the principle of sovereign immunity, which would turn
the world for international law into
the law of the jungle”. The White
House has pledged to veto the
measure.
“The president of the United
States continues to harbour serious
concerns that this legislation would
make the United States vulnerable
in other court systems around the
world,” Earnest said in May after
the US Senate passed the bill.

Labour reform a challenge for Saudi Arabia
Agence France-Presse

T

heir heads bowed, young
Saudi men concentrate
on exam papers in a workshop filled with industrial
machines that will help
them earn a living. The students
at the Higher Institute for Plastics
Fabrication (HIPF) learn to manufacture plastic bags, pipes, bottles
and other products, skills they immediately put to work in what the
government says is a unique model.
Reducing the kingdom’s unemployment rate is a foundation — and
major challenge — of the government’s wide-ranging Vision 2030
reform plan. It aims not only to
have more Saudis in the workforce
but also to give them vocational
skills needed for a diversified private sector.

The jobless rate for
Saudi women rose
slightly last year to
33.8%.
HIPF and similar institutes are a
focus of the effort to transform the
Saudi labour force, ending decades
of over-reliance on oil exports to
strengthen the Gulf kingdom’s industrial base.
The National Transformation
Programme (NTP), which sets
five-year targets for implementing
Vision 2030, calls for Saudi unemployment to be cut from 11.6% to
9% by 2020.
More than half of Saudis are

younger than 25. The International
Monetary Fund last year noted
“very high and rising” youth unemployment, which it said must be
tackled urgently.
Experts say doing so will be a
major challenge, with Saudis long
accustomed to a bloated public sector, a heavily subsidised economy
and a lack of incentive to work.
It is an attitude reflected in Saudis
such as Hadi al-Harbi, an 18-yearold former security guard in Mecca
who never finished middle school
but would like to work again — as
long as the job “is comfortable and
with a good salary”.
More than 6.5 million foreigners were employed last year in the
kingdom, whose Saudi population
is about 21 million, according to
data cited by Riyadh-based Jadwa
Investment. Expatriates do everything from management to cleaning the streets and waiting on tables, in a society where many locals
are reluctant to take jobs they consider menial.
Almost twice as many Saudis
are employed in the public sector,
where hours are shorter and leave
longer, than in private firms.
By 2020 the government aims to
cut its payroll to 40% of the budget
from 45%, while seeking to foster
“a culture of high performance”
among all workers in the country.
Even in the private sector, some
Saudis have jobs only on paper, recruited to help companies win incentives — such as a greater ability
to renew visas — or avoid sanctions
established by the government to
get more nationals employed.

Khaled al-Ghefaili, executive director of the Higher Institute for
Plastics Fabrication, in Riyadh.
Another goal of the NTP is to expand the workforce’s number of
women, whose job opportunities
were traditionally restricted in a
male-dominated, conservative Islamic society. The jobless rate for
Saudi women rose slightly last year
to 33.8% and the figure was nearly
twice as high for women in their
20s, Jadwa said.
“In our culture it was hard for us
to go to work or try to find our own
way. It was not allowed,” said Saleema Shaker al-Malki, 30, a Riyadh
mother of three who has never had
a job.
Completely covered except for
her eyes, according to the practice
of many Saudi women, she said she

hopes the NTP can help her find
suitable work “so that I can escape
from the routine life… and achieve
my dreams”.
Improved education is a focus of
the Vision 2030 plan, which calls
for expanded vocational training
and “rigorous standards” in basic
learning.
A foreign education expert in
Saudi Arabia said reforms would
take years. Saudi Arabia’s wellequipped training institutes may
“talk the talk” but standards still
lag, the expert said.
HIPF is among the most advanced of about 240 schools run
by the government’s Technical and
Vocational Training Corporation

(TVTC). Some, such as the HIPF,
are partnerships between the TVTC
and the businesses that run them.
The TVTC said the approach is
unique because students receive a
job as well as training, which is conducted in English.
“From day one of training” the
newly arrived students, HIPF is fulfilling Vision 2030’s goal of employment, said Khaled al-Ghefaili, the
school’s executive director.
Each day starts with calisthenics and an inspection of students’
uniforms, which helps instil “discipline” and a strong work ethic,
Ghefaili said at the school in an industrial district in Riyadh.
The course concludes with a job
placement before graduates continue to full-time employment.
Abdullah al-Aameri, 23, who is to
graduate this year, said that aside
from working in the industry many
students also hope to open their
own plastic businesses.
“So they will start their own jobs
and give jobs to others,” Aameri
says.
Established in 2007, HIPF has
graduated more than 1,000 young
men, about 70% of whom are employed in the private sector. Ghefaili said he is satisfied “to some
extent” with that record, given that
Saudi Arabia’s plastics sector has
for decades relied on low-paid expatriates.
To succeed further, he said, the
industry must evolve from a focus
on consumer goods to more complex “higher-value” production,
which would broaden job opportunities.
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Egypt and Israel discuss common agenda in rare visit
Khaled Osama

Cairo

S

talled
Palestinian-Israeli
peacemaking
featured
highly in talks between
Egyptian Foreign Minister
Sameh Shoukry and Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu in Jerusalem but equally pressing issues figured in the conversation, analysts said.
“The fact is that Israel and Egypt
had other things to discuss, which,
at the end, underscores close coordination between the two countries,” political analyst AbdelMonem Halawa said.
Shoukry became the first Egyptian foreign minister to visit Israel
in nine years when he met with Netanyahu July 10th. Atop the list of
issues discussed, analysts in Cairo
said, was the course both Egypt
and Israel would take regarding regional challenges.

It was no coincidence
also that Shoukry’s
visit to Jerusalem
came only days after
Israel signed a
reconciliation
agreement with
Turkey.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi was, as Israeli Ambassador
in Cairo Haim Koren put it in an interview with the Associated Press,
quick to realise that his country
and Israel are “in the same boat”.
The countries face similar
threats, analysts said, from battling Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists in
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula, very close
to the Israeli border, to countering
Iran’s influence in Arab countries
and the Horn of Africa.
“Egypt and Israel are forming their own alliance in the fight
against ISIS-linked jihadist groups
in Sinai,” international relations
specialist Hassan Wageh said. “ISIS
poses serious threats to Israel’s security as it does to Egypt’s security.”
The Egyptian Army has been battling an ISIS-linked insurgency in
Sinai for almost three years.
Israel, which in its landmark 1979
peace treaty with Egypt insisted on
the demilitarisation of vast parts of

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (R) meets Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry in Jerusalem, on July 10th.
the Sinai peninsula, allowed Egypt
to deploy heavy military equipment there to fight ISIS. Israeli
drones were reported to be actively
hunting ISIS militants in Sinai’s deserts at Egypt’s request.
Wageh said Israel is not immune
to the fallout from battles in Sinai
due to coordination between Sinai
jihadists and Hamas, the Palestinian faction controlling the Gaza
Strip, despite the ideological differences between the two groups.
Egypt has several times accused
Hamas of supporting militants in
Sinai.
It was no coincidence also that
Shoukry’s visit to Jerusalem came
only days after Israel signed a rec-

onciliation agreement with Turkey
after six years of strained relations,
analysts said. The deal opened the
door for the delivery of Turkish aid
to Hamas-controlled Gaza.

Shoukry became the
first Egyptian foreign
minister to visit Israel
in nine years when he
met with Netanyahu
July 10th.
The move, experts said, puts
Egypt on the spot and subverts
Egyptian efforts to coerce Hamas
into reconciling with Fatah, the rival Palestinian faction in the occupied West Bank.

According to Tarek Fahmi, the
head of the Israel unit at the National Centre for Middle East Studies, an Egyptian think-tank, Israel
sent Egypt a copy of its reconciliation deal with Turkey for review
ten days before the deal was signed
on June 28th.
“This was made to assure Cairo
that the deal will not come at its
own expense,” Fahmi said.
Talks between Shoukry and Netanyahu in Jerusalem also involved
the Syrian civil war, especially Turkey’s sudden shift from total animosity to Syrian President Bashar
Assad to its efforts to contain
him.
A delegation of Turkish intelli-

gence officials was reported to have
recently been sent to Damascus to
meet with Assad’s intelligence officials.
A rapprochement between Ankara and Damascus may allow détente between Turkey on one hand
and Iran and Hezbollah on the other.
“This alarms everybody in the
region because it will turn potential
regional alliances upside down,”
Halawa said. “It can tip the scales
in favour of Iran’s camp, which is
why Israel and Egypt are deeply
concerned.”
Khaled Osama is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Interest in Hebrew growing in Egypt
Khaled Osama

Cairo

W

hen she enrolled in
classes at the Hebrew language department at Cairo
University,
Eman
Mohamed said she was swimming
against the tide.
“Everybody was astonished that I
particularly picked this language to
study,” Mohamed said. “My speciality raised some eyebrows because
some people couldn’t differentiate between Israel, a country with
which Egypt has some issues, and
its language and its culture, things
that we need to understand and
master.”
Mahmoud is part of a new drive
as more Egyptians elect to study
Hebrew, the language of a country with which Egypt has fought
four wars. There are many reasons
for the trend, including the “know
your enemy” theory.
Studying Hebrew is a popular
option for thousands of Egyptian
university students. Mastering the
language is an important job-finding asset, especially when it comes
to some state institutions and the
military.
Nine of Egypt’s 23 state-run universities have Hebrew language
departments. About 2,000 students

Mounir Mahmoud, (in black), founder of Afaaq International
Academy, during a discussion with students.
enroll in their classes each year and
the number is rising. Some other
institutions, including military
academies, offer Hebrew language
courses. Every year, army recruiters look for graduates who have
studied Hebrew.
Numerous
private
language
schools offering Hebrew lessons
have sprouted up and their owners
said they have noticed a growing
interest in the language.

“I have seen interest in this language growing over the years,” said
Mounir Mahmoud, the founder and
head of Afaaq International Academy, which specialises in teaching
Hebrew. “Studying this language
will help us understand Israel
more.”
Since he founded his academy in
Cairo in 2001, Mahmoud said he has
seen all types of Egyptians demonstrating interest in the language

and for all types of reasons. Some
people, he said, study Hebrew to
do business with Israel; others to
secure a job at one of Egypt’s security agencies. A third group plans
to emigrate to Israel. About 40,000
Egyptians live in Israel, according
to national estimates.
This interest marks a considerable shift in attitude towards the
Jewish state. Three years ago a lawyer was accused of espionage for
Israel for chatting in Hebrew with
an online friend at an internet café.
A few months ago, a legislator was
kicked out of parliament for meeting the Israeli ambassador in Cairo.
Egypt in 1979 became the first
Arab country to sign a peace treaty
with Israel but interest in the Hebrew language dates to the early
1930s. Interest increased after the
1967 war with Israel, in which the
Egyptian army sustained a humiliating defeat.
Over all those years, Egypt’s public sentiment towards Israel was
generally negative because of the
wars and Israeli practices in the occupied Palestinian territories.
“This hatred was — sorry to say
— coupled with neglect of Israeli
culture for the vast majority of
the people,” said Mona Nazem, a
Hebrew language professor at the
state-run Ain Shams University.
“This is very dangerous.”
There is no reliable estimate
of the number of Hebrew books

translated into Arabic but Nazem
said the number is very small. She
added that, in 2015, there were 300
Egyptian books translated into Hebrew.
Mahmoud tells people that, if
they want to hate Israel, they need
to do that based on knowledge.
A new generation of Egyptians,
however, seems to be beyond the
emotional issue and views Hebrew
in a more pragmatic manner.

Mastering the
language is an
important job-finding
asset, especially when
it comes to some state
institutions and the
military.
Mohamed defied her family
members, friends and neighbours
in studying Hebrew because she
knows, she said, that she will have
a good chance in the labour market
by mastering the language.
She says after graduation she will
pursue further language studies
and then seek a diplomatic career
by applying for a Foreign Ministry
job.
“It is very important to study
this language for all sorts of reasons,” Mohamed said. “At the very
least, we cannot protect ourselves
against a country without knowing
its language.”

July 17, 2016

11

Maghreb

News & Analysis

Libyan oil authority consolidates operations

A view of pipelines and a loading berth of the Marsa al Hariga oil port in the city of Tobruk, east of Tripoli, Libya.

Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he deal reached by Libya’s National Oil Company (NOC) to merge
operations in the eastern
and western parts of the
country came almost 100 days after
the arrival in Tripoli of the internationally backed unity government
to rebuild Libya’s state institutions
after five years of chaos.
The agreement was a victory for
the Government of National Accord
led by Fayez al-Sarraj on the scale
of his decision to move from a naval base on the edge of Tripoli to
the official prime minister’s headquarters more than three months
after his arrival in the Libyan capital.
The oil move will help Libya increase exports and the government
expand revenues to restore public
services, end bank cash shortages

and gain the confidence of Libystrong signal to the Libyan people
ans and the trust of foreign backers
and to the international commushould the government win back
nity that the Presidential Council is
control over oil and gas facilities
able to deliver consensus and recfrom rival militias.
onciliation.”
The NOC said on July 2nd that
The NOC in Tripoli, recognised
rival boards in the west and east
by the international community,
agreed to merge operations. The
and the eastern oil company opNOC head will lead the merged
erated in parallel as rival governcompany with the chief of the eastments struggled for control. The
ern company to become a board
announced deal means that the
member.
UN-backed government will superAdditionally, the merged comsede those administrations but it
pany
has to clear militia hurdles
The NOC said on July
would
and conflicting claims to oil
2nd that rival boards in wealth.
relocate
the west and east
to BengThe NOC has an ambihazi, in
tious plan to restore Libyan
agreed to merge
the eastoil production to 2010 levoperations.
ern part
els of 1.6 million barrels
of the country.
per day (bpd) from the current
“We made a strategic choice to
400,000 bpd. Damage to pipelines
put our divisions behind us and to
and ports from fighting since 2011
unify and integrate NOC,” its chairmay take years to repair.
man, Mustafa Sanalla, said in the
Libyan militias aligned with the
statement.
government in Tripoli on July 13th
“This agreement will send a very
said they were “within a few days”

of clearing Sirte of Islamic State
(ISIS) fighters but it was not clear
whether such an expected victory
would consolidate the oil deal and
allow Sarraj’s government to take
over oil facilities in the Sirte basin.
Analysts said they expected Sarraj’s main rival in the east, Khalifa
Haftar, the general who commands
the rump of the Libyan national
army, to try to take control of Sirte
and its oil facilities as he did when
ISIS was chased from Derna and
Benghazi.
Haftar’s allies in the Tobrukbased eastern government headed
by Abdullah al-Thani said they rejected the oil agreement until conditions were met. Thani requested
that 40% of net oil revenues be allocated to the eastern region and
the remaining 60% shared by western and southern regions.
He demanded that salaries and
subsidies on fuel, food, electricity
and medicine for the eastern region should not be taken from net

gains but from the 60% allocated to
western and southern regions.
“We never accept dictates from
the Tripoli group. We will not comply with any agreement that violates our sovereignty,” he said in an
interview with Libyan television.
Analysts said Thani’s government has little influence beyond its
rhetoric and optimistic statements
about oil wealth.
“Both sides of the government
divide have no genuine force on the
ground. Real power is in the hands
of the militias. The control of oil
revenues means having the control
of political and security decisions,”
said Mohamed al-Harj, Libyan analyst at the Atlantic Council.
Analysts said the oil merger was
announced because none of the
sides, even powerful militias, can
sell oil and gas abroad without
state legitimacy.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

One less contender to succeed Algeria’s Bouteflika
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

proposed election law
rules out the possibility that Algeria’s former
Energy minister Chakib
Khelil could succeed ailing Abdelaziz Bouteflika as president of the North African country.
Khelil’s return to Algeria in
March, after years of self-imposed
exile abroad following accusations
of corruption, prompted speculation that he planned to seek the
presidency.
Members of the opposition interpreted the submission to the parliament of a proposed election law as
indication that the establishment
was stepping up work on the succession to Bouteflika and signalling
the president probably would not
step down before the end of his
term in 2019.

Khelil fanned
speculation about his
presidential ambitions
by declaring he was
willing to assume any
official position “to
serve Algeria”.
Khelil fanned speculation about
his presidential ambitions by declaring he was willing to assume
any official position “to serve Algeria”. His stated ambitions were
backed by the fact that he enjoys
the trust of Bouteflika and the circle
of influential people around him.

Khelil’s return and his subsequent activities throughout the
country were reminiscent of Bouteflika’s return to Algeria in 1998.
Bouteflika also went into exile because of corruption allegations.
When he returned, his backers
among the ruling elite encouraged
the traditional religious establishment to support him.
Observers in Algeria noted how
Khelil had visited several Islamic
shrines upon his return.
It is widely believed that Bouteflika’s health is a concern for top officials, known in Algeria as Le Pouvoir. Members of the ruling class
would like a smooth transition of
power into the hands of a faithful
successor.
Amar Saadani, a former speaker
of parliament and the National Liberation Front leader, who is one of
the closest aides to Bouteflika, has
strongly defended Khelil against
graft allegations.
More
significantly,
Saadani
clashed openly with the powerful
military intelligence service and its
former head Mohamed Mediene,
defending Khelil as one of “Algeria’s brightest cadres”. This position was echoed by several political
groups loyal to the president.
Many pundits said it was necessary to wait for a change in the
presidential law to see whether
there was a consensus among the
ruling establishment about Khelil
as a future president.
The draft law text stipulates,
among other conditions for eligibility for the presidency, that any candidate must have resided in Algeria

A 2008 file picture of Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika (R)
shaking hands with then-Algerian oil minister and OPEC president
Chakib Khelil in the western city of Oran, Algeria.
for ten consecutive years before he
submits his candidacy. A presidential hopeful’s wife must also be of
Algerian nationality and origin.
Khelil, 77, is married to Palestinian-American Najat Arafat, who
was involved in Palestinian-Israeli
peace negotiations through the
American Taskforce on Palestine.
She has links to the family of late
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat.
The most prominent potential
candidates who meet the draft law
conditions are former prime minister and ex-FLN chief Ali Benflis,

who heads opposition group Talaia
El Houriat (Freedoms Vanguards);
and Ahmed Benbitour, a former
prime minister who distanced himself from ruling circles to rally independents and civic groups around
a common opposition candidate.
Current Prime Minister Abdelmalek Sellal could be the establishment candidate if the ruling elites
were to fail to forge a consensus
around another aspirant, political watchers said. Sellal has been
prominently criss-crossing the
country in a series of high-profile

trips to inaugurate government
projects.
His Kabyle Berber origin could
be an asset for Sellal as authorities
showed an eagerness to neutralise
the growing support of the Movement for Berber Autonomy, led by
rights activist Ferhat Mehenni.
The bid to revise the conditions
of eligibility to presidential elections was part of a package of draft
laws, including one banning retired
military top officers from commenting on political issues, that
were rushed to the parliament for
approval.
Another of the draft laws would
force out 14 political parties from
2017’s legislative elections as it
would impose a 4% threshold of
voter support for parties wishing to
field candidates.
“If you put together the moves
of the Pouvoir in a short period of
time, you can only conclude they
are driven by its obsession to prepare for the replacement of Bouteflika,” said Mokrane Ait Larbi, a
prominent lawyer and a expert
about Algeria’s domestic politics.
“Only God knows when he
(Bouteflika) dies but the circles
in power do not want to take any
chances with that matter and they
are moving in earnest to prepare
for his replacement,” he told El
Khabar daily.
With the exception of former
army general Liamine Zeroual,
who stepped down before the end
of his mandate in 1998, all of Algeria’s presidents have either died
in office or been forced out by
a coup.
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Why Russia remains crucial to Turkey’s future
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

I

n late June, Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan had
his first telephone conversation with Russian President
Vladimir Putin in almost seven
months. Months of turmoil in Turkish-Russian relations following the
downing of a Russian warplane by
the Turkish Air Force in November
2015 should be turning a corner as
Erdogan tendered an apology.
Erdogan had taken the stance
that the downing of the plane was
a regrettable incident but fell short
of an apology. Moscow could not
be totally absolved of blame for the
incident and the Turkish leadership
assumed geopolitical necessities
would override challenges arising
from what was genuinely a one-off
incident.
Putin, like much of Russia, interpreted the saga as a “stab in the
back” and Turkish-Russian relations deteriorated to their lowest
point in decades. Having won his
apology, Putin swiftly moved to
normalise relations between the
two countries.

To lose all influence
with the Kremlin
would be a foreign
policy disaster for
Ankara.
The Kremlin understood the importance of Russia to Turkey’s future as a resurgent transregional
power. The self-harm Turkish policy was inflicting was irrational according to Moscow’s calculations
and the Russians expected greater
wisdom to eventually prevail in Ankara.
Whether Russian jets had violated
Turkish airspace as Ankara charged
and whether this was part of a Russian tactic were less relevant than
the fact that the Turkish government had miscalculated the costs of
its political relationship with Russia.

For Turkey, Russia remains crucial for key economic and security
interests (with Syria the most prominent but by no means only security
dimension) and for geostrategic balancing as Turkey carves out an enhanced international role for itself.
More than five years ago, Turkey
and Russia signed a number of important bilateral agreements, including one for visa-free travel, and
set a target to grow trade from about
$40 billion to $100 billion. Indeed,
the potential for trade growth remains substantial considering that
only 4% of Turkish exports (mainly
textiles and food) were to Russia in
2014.

In 2014, 4.4 million
Russians visited
Turkey.
Turkey has been hugely popular
for Russian tourists, representing
the second-largest number of tourist arrivals to the country. In 2014,
4.4 million Russians visited Turkey.
Prior to the November incident,
tour operators had been expecting
Russian tourist flows to increase after Moscow halted flights to Egypt
following the downing of a civilian
airliner in the Sinai. Instead, Russia
banned chartered flights to Turkey.
Russia is Turkey’s largest natural
gas supplier, accounting for an estimated 60% of its annual natural gas
requirements, as well as being a major supplier of oil and oil products.
Turkey has ambitious plans to transport Russian gas to Europe — with
the flagship TurkStream Pipeline
project, which is a leading alternative to the proposed South Stream
pipeline that would bypass Ukraine
to transport Russian gas to Europe
but which was recently dropped following European opposition.
Even as Russian energy firm
Gazprom
reportedly
halved
planned capacity for TurkStream
to 32 billion cubic metres per year,
Turkey views the project as crucial
for it to become a major gateway for
Russian, Central Asian and Middle
Eastern energy resources heading to

The Russian Navy’s transport ship Yauza sets sail in the Bosphorus, on its way to the Mediterranean
Sea.
Europe, which promises billions in
revenue and strategic prominence.
In 2013, Turkey also commissioned Russian company Atomstroyexport to build four 1,200-megawatt nuclear reactors in a deal
worth $20 billion. The Akkuyu facility would be the first Russian-built
and -owned nuclear power plant
abroad. The agreement represented
a watershed moment for Turkey,
Russia and, indeed, bilateral ties between them.
Turkish-Russian trade, however,
has fallen sharply in recent months
and was expected to slide further,
according to Andrey Karlov, the
Russian ambassador to Turkey.
“In January, the volume of
Turkish exports to Russia fell by
two-thirds and there are also the
so-called invisible exports — construction, tourism, transport — that
amounted to $15 billion annually,
including about $4.5 billion in tour-

ism… Turkey will miss millions of
Russian tourists,” Karlov said.
Developments in Syria have been
largely unfavourable to Turkey. It
is facing increasing fallout from
the actions of the Islamic State and
from Kurdish separatists. Russia
is a key stakeholder in Syria and to
lose all influence with the Kremlin
would be a foreign policy disaster
for Ankara.
As the United States continues to
court Kurdish militias in northern
Syria — providing support in terms
of training and equipment and joint
operations against the protests of
the Turkish government — so Turkey needs to keep Russia on-side
more than ever.
Despite its NATO membership,
Turkey is a dialogue partner in the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, led by Russia and China, and
the bloc could offer interesting opportunities for a Turkey increas-

ingly shunned by the West. In any
event, Turkey is unlikely to choose
investing all of its policy attention
only with Western partners.
Erdogan has become an increasingly detested figure in Western
capitals, many of which see his style
as dictatorial and his policies — especially in Syria — as dangerous.
Turkey is struggling to move its case
forward for full membership of the
European Union after almost two
decades of negotiations, so safeguarding and developing ties with
non-Western partners is crucial and
Russia remains perhaps the most
important in that strategic context.
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.

Obama’s approach allows Russia to determine events in Syria
View poi nt

Abdulrahman
al-Masri

W

ith the increase
in Russia’s
military and
political
capabilities in
Syria, the
United States seems to be fated for
cooperation, as US President
Barack Obama has appealed to
Moscow for a military partnership
to enhance anti-terrorism operations in Syria.
By doing so, however, Washington is again demonstrating how
short-sighted its Syria policy is.
The United States is overlooking
potential serious, long-term
consequences and disregarding
the Syrian people’s struggles and
aspirations.
The agreement includes a
deepening of air power collaboration between Washington and
Moscow to conduct attacks on
al-Qaeda-affiliated groups in
Syria, namely al-Nusra Front. In
exchange. Moscow would pressure the regime of Syrian President Bashar Assad to stop targeting US-backed rebels.
The Kremlin stated that Obama
and Russian President Vladimir
Putin confirmed their readiness to
increase coordination in Syria.
Putin reportedly insisted that the
definition of “moderate forces”
be changed so the United

Washington is again
demonstrating how shortsighted its Syria policy is.

States and Russia can attack
al-Nusra Front and other “extremist groups”.
The Syrian opposition is
concerned that, since the conflict
erupted in 2011, the Assad regime
and Russia have been using the
term “terrorism” very broadly,
continuously attacking rebels,
including those backed by the
United States. In many cases,
especially during times of USRussia-brokered ceasefires, the
Assad regime justified attacks on
rebels by labelling them “terrorists” or by claiming that the
Islamic State (ISIS) or al-Nusra
elements were present among
them.
Further complicating matters is
the fact that al-Nusra Front
members are entrenched with
some rebel groups. In Idlib and
Aleppo governorates, it is nearly
impossible to distinguish between
non-terrorist, rebel-held areas and
al-Nusra-held areas. Such places

would be ideal targets for Russia
and the Assad regime, which can
claim they are attacking al-Qaeda
and thus aiding pro-government
forces.
Apparently, the White House’s
aim is not actually to protect all
US-backed factions from al-Nusra
or from air strikes from the Assad
regime but only those that agreed
to solely fight ISIS, such as the
Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces
and the New Syrian Army. The
White House continues with plans
that only address its war on terror
in the region, without considering
the broader Syrian conflict and the
causes of chaos in that war-torn
country.
If the United States wants to
genuinely counter al-Qaeda’s
expansion in Syria, then different
measures have to be taken. Unlike
ISIS, al-Nusra has, to some extent,
integrated itself among rebel
groups. It cannot be defeated by
air strikes, which would no doubt

Russian President Vladimir Putin (R), accompanied by Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (2ndR), meets with US Secretary
of State John Kerry at the Kremlin in Moscow, last March.

The White
House
continues
with plans
that only
address its
war on terror
in the region,
without
considering
the broader
Syrian
conflict.

weaken other rebels operating in
the same areas, thus benefiting the
Assad regime.
A US partnership with Moscow
to fight al-Nusra is a recipe for
mass radicalisation as it would
feed into al-Nusra’s propaganda
and increase public support for
such terrorist groups. Al-Nusra has
adopted a strategy to interact with
the public and gain its support.
The United States needs to strip
al-Nusra of this ability. It also
needs to increase its support for
the anti-Assad rebels, so it can
present the Syrian public with a
powerful alternative that can
defend them from regime attacks
and is capable of governing
responsibly.
The White House has to adopt a
policy in Syria that looks at the
country with a broader view and
addresses counterterrorism within
the context of the greater Syrian
conflict. With American elections
on the horizon, perhaps a more
robust Syria policy is not achievable for the Obama administration
but rather is something for the
next president to consider.
Obama’s shaky position on Syria
has allowed Putin to direct the
flow of events and sway strategies
in a way that best serves his
interests. Moscow’s confident
position would not have been
achievable if not for America’s
downgraded presence in the
region.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle East
and Syria in particular. He can be
followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

July 17, 2016

13

Russia in the Middle East

Special Focus

Russia, Iran race for influence in Syria
Younis Ahmed

Latakia

R

ussia and Iran are publicly
united in their support for
Syrian President Bashar
Assad but, behind the
scenes, differences have
grown and developed into a power
struggle that became more obvious
following Moscow’s direct military
intervention in Syria.
Many observers say Moscow and
Tehran are caught in a tight race for
control of Syrian decision-making
on political and economic matters,
in addition to the conduct of hostilities.
Both countries have engaged
forces on the ground to prevent
the collapse of the Syrian Army but
their forces are allocated in separate
zones of operations, averting interaction between them. The Russians
have been active in the central Palmyra region and Latakia in the west
and the Iranians and their allied
Lebanese Hezbollah fighters have
been mainly deployed in Aleppo
and rural Damascus.
Retired Syrian General Turki alHassan downplayed reports about
Russian-Iranian rivalry, arguing that
having separate zones of operations
for their forces is part of their coordinated support of Assad’s regime.

Russia’s overture to
the Kurds in Syria has
raised Tehran’s
concerns over its own
Kurdish community.
“It is exaggerated to talk about a
Russian-Iranian struggle in Syria,”
he said. “The existence of different
viewpoints on certain aspects of the
conflict does not mean that there is
a heated competition between them
as circulated by certain partisan media claiming that Russian planes targeted Iranian forces in Aleppo.”
However, another high-ranking
Syrian officer still in service, argued
that the rivalry has reached unprecedented levels, growing with time
as the conflict became more complicated.
“This competition has been

detrimental to efforts for resolving the conflict,” said the general,
who asked to be identified by his
first name, Mohamad. “It has been
building up for months but intensified after the Russians stepped in
directly in the conflict last September 30th.”

Many observers say
Moscow and Tehran
are caught in a tight
race for control of
Syrian decisionmaking.
He said that while Russia’s partial
withdrawal from Syria in March defused tensions with Washington, it
affected Tehran’s military conduct,
with Iran dispatching hundreds
of additional fighters to the front
lines in an attempt to fill the gaps.
Iran then said that it had sent fresh
fighters to rural Aleppo to back
Hezbollah and Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps combatants.
Mohamad said he wondered why
Russian planes failed to provide air
cover for Iranian fighters and asked
whether the two countries supporting Assad’s regime have partitioned
Syria into “spheres of influence”.
He argued that all indicators
point to disagreement on the ceasefire, among other differences.
“While Iran is against any cessation of hostilities, preferring military options to put pressure on negotiations with Washington and its
allies, Russia is in favour of easing
the scale of military operations and
this is exactly what it has been trying to do since recapturing Palmyra
from the Islamic State,” the general
said.
Moscow’s open and direct coordination with Israel on the Syrian conflict is another point of
contention, which was countered
by Iran’s invitation of the Turkish
prime minister to visit Tehran at a
time tensions between Moscow and
Ankara were highest. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu has
visited the Kremlin twice since the
Russian military intervention in
Syria and might be planning a third
visit.
Downplaying the significance of
the visits, Hassan said: “It is wrong

Iran’s Defence Minister Hossein Dehqan (C), along with two other Iranian officers, during talks with
his Syrian and Russian counterparts in Tehran, last June.
to place the Turks’ visit to Tehran
within the context of an IranianRussian power struggle because
such exchanges could help narrow
differences between the main players in the Syrian conflict. Whereas,
it is no secret that Russia and Israel
have established close relations
and exchanges between them is a
routine matter.”
But for Mohamad, it is “totally
illogical” not to look at mutual
exchanges between Russians and
Israelis on one hand and Turks
and Iranians on the other hand as
closely related to their differences
in Syria.
“In Tehran, for instance, the
Turks discussed an open-door
strategy whereby Iran would replace Russia in Ankara’s economic
strategies and supply Turkey with
its needs of liquefied gas,” the officer said. Moscow imposed stringent
economic sanctions on Ankara after it shot down a Russian warplane
that Turkish officials said violated

Turkish airspace last November.
The Kurdish issue is yet another
controversial subject. Although
Russia’s overture to the Kurds in
Syria is primarily meant to “punish” the Turks, it has raised Tehran’s
concerns regarding its own Kurdish
community. Iran is adamantly opposed to any independent Kurdish
entity in northern Syria and has
repeatedly stressed its unyielding
support of Syria’s unity and territorial integrity.
The killing of five senior Hezbollah commanders in Syria within the
past six months raised suspicion
about Russia’s interest in providing
intelligence information and protection to the Lebanese party and
the Iranians.
“What angered the Iranians most
is Israel’s capability to assassinate
(Hezbollah militant leader) Samir
Kantar in a suburb of Damascus
despite the deployment of Russia’s
most sophisticated air defences
system in Syria… Moscow could

not convince Tehran that it was not
aware of the Israeli scheme, unless
the S400 anti-aircraft missiles system is meant to protect the Russian
forces only,” Mohamad said.
A June 9th meeting that included
defence ministers from Iran, Russia
and Syria was seen by military analysts as a serious attempt to overcome “heated disputes” between
Moscow and Tehran over mechanisms for dealing with the Syrian
crisis.
One analyst, who noted that Assad denied such disputes in a June
7th speech before parliament, argued that the defence ministers’
meeting was a “message” to emphasise that the alliance supporting him “will not break up” and the
“existing differences can be contained in one way or another”.
Younis Ahmed, a pseudonym
used for safety reasons, is an Arab
Weekly correspondent based in
western Syria.

Russia arming Kurds as well as Syrian and Iraqi governments

View poi nt
John C.K.
Daly

T

he Syrian war has
concluded its fifth
year with few signs of
ending. On one side is
Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s
embattled regime. On the other,
an armed opposition ranging
from the Free Syrian Army to
Islamic State jihadists.
What is most notable over the
past year is that Russia has
intervened militarily to support
Assad. Western governments
regard Russia’s intervention as
spoiling plans for regime change
in Syria, even as their policy of
arming the opposition is proving
to be a two-edged sword, arming
extremists who have no love of
Western political values beyond
receiving funding and weapons.
Russia’s support of the Syrian
government stands in stark
contrast to Western patrons of
the Syrian opposition, which
have shifted their focus from
driving Assad from power as they
view with increasing alarm the
rising militancy of the Islamic
State (ISIS), as evidenced by the

Russia’s view of Middle
East conflict is simple:
Armed insurrection
against governments
constitutes terrorism.

attacks in Brussels and Paris.
Consequently, Russia is
expanding its military assistance
beyond Syria to include more
arms shipments to both Iraq’s
government and the Kurdistan
Regional Government (KRG).
While Western governments
ascribe dark Kremlin motives to
Russia’s regional re-emergence,
Russia’s Middle East policy is
relatively transparent. First and
foremost, the Kremlin views the
chaos enveloping the Middle East
as emanating directly from the
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq and
concluded that authoritarian
Middle Eastern governments are
preferable to the political
vacuum produced by their
overthrow, where terrorism can
fester and grow, as it has in Iraq,
Libya and Yemen.
Accordingly, Russia’s view of
Middle East conflict is simple:
Armed insurrections against
governments constitute terrorism and administrations facing
armed uprisings deserve Moscow’s support.
A second Russian concern is
that the country has been
combating Islamic extremism
since the 1979 Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in places and after
the 1991 collapse of the Soviet
Union in its Caucasus regions.
Despite 25 years of military
intervention, the region remains
restive. Russian intelligence
estimates that thousands of
Russian citizens are fighting in

Syria and Iraq; accordingly,
assisting the Iraqi and Syrian
governments in resisting extremism allows the Kremlin to
neutralise their radicalised
citizens at the point of their
training and gaining battle
experience before they are able to
return home and utilise their
combat skills in Russia itself.
These policies remain a point of
divergence between Washington,
Moscow and Damascus, with the
Assad regime is squarely opposed
to Kurdish self-rule.
In Iraq, where Russia began
arms shipments following the
ISIS capture of Mosul in 2014,
Moscow will soon supply 20 Mil
Mi-28NE “Night Hunter” helicopters and has delivered three
Sukhoi Su-25 strike fighters,
capable of providing around-theclock support to ground troops.
Russia is also supplying the
KRG with weaponry to battle ISIS
despite Baghdad’s worries that
the KRG’s autonomy may eventually transform into an outright
bid for independence.
Further complicating the
Middle East political map, a
by-product of the Russian arms
shipments is not only weakening
US influence but strengthening
Kurdish groups, all of which
Turkey regards as terrorists.
Russia’s increasingly overt
support of the Kurds can only
worsen Russian-Turkish relations.
In an ominous new develop-

Russian
intelligence
estimates
that
thousands
of Russian
citizens are
fighting in
Syria and
Iraq.

ment, early on May 13th a Turkish
AH-1W Super Cobra helicopter
was shot down by Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) guerrillas in
Hakkari province, with the PKK’s
People’s Protection Forces (HPG)
claiming responsibility. Gerilla
TV, which has links to the PKK,
posted a video of a PKK fighter
firing a Russian-made 9K38 Igla
— a man-portable air-defence
system (MANPAD) — at the
helicopter, which then crashed.
The Kurdish Rudaw website
noted: “This is believed to be the
first time the PKK has successfully used such a weapon.”
The Turkish military initially
claimed mechanical failure
caused the crash. While Ankara
has not accused Moscow of
supplying the MANPADs, their
appearance is more fuel on the
volatile Russian-Turkish fire.
Washington has also belatedly
discovered the Kurds; on May 21st
US Centcom commander US Army
General Joseph Votel made a
secret visit to Syria where he met
Arab fighters battling the Assad
regime and commanders of the
Syrian Kurdish armed group, the
People’s Protection Units (YPG),
which Turkey considers terrorists.
A complex political and
military crisis has become more
intricate, with all sides increasingly seeing the Kurds as a
decisive element. What price the
KRG will extract for their support
remains to be seen.
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Low expectations for Arab summit in Nouakchott
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

he failure of Arab leaders
to reach common ground
on problems facing their
countries,
uncertainty
over the outcome of the
meetings and the lack of a clear
plan of action made it difficult for
officials to decide the time and
place of the next Arab summit, observers say.
“The Arabs are divided on almost
everything in the region,” said
Barakat al-Fara, a retired Palestinian diplomat. “Arab leaders cannot
reach any agreement on any of the
problems facing their countries.”
The Arab League summit, the
apex of regional political and economic coordination, was to convene in April in Morocco. Rabat
apologised for not hosting the
event, expressing fears that it
would be a copy of previous meetings: purposeless Arab gatherings
at the highest level.

“Will the Arabs wake
up and rise up to the
enormity of the
challenges facing
their countries?”
Rakha Ahmed Hassan,
a member of independent
think-tank Egyptian
Foreign Affairs Council
Mauritania then said it would
host the summit, inviting Arab
leaders to meet July 25th-26th.
Nevertheless,
those
following
news of the potential summit
seems to have low expectations for
the outcome of the event. Some are
even pessimistic.
This, observers like Fara say,
stands in stark contrast with the
enormity of the challenges facing

Arabs as a nation.
Whether it is in Syria, Iraq, Yemen or Libya, Arab countries need
to reach agreement, they say. The
spectre of federalism, if not utter
partition, looms over some Arab
countries. Terrorism poses unprecedented threats to Arabs and
interference by foreign powers in
Arab states had never been more
blatant, the observers added.
“The situation in these countries
is tearing the Arab world apart,”
Fara said. “Every Arab country has
its own different stance on how the
conflict in each of these countries
should be resolved.”
These conflicts are at least what
Arab leaders who attend the summit agree they need to discuss at
the meetings in Nouakchott, Mauritania.
The conflict in Syria has entered
a decisive stage, with the Syrian
Army advancing towards Islamist strongholds in Aleppo and Islamic State-held Raqqa. Millions
of Syrians have been displaced
and hundreds of thousands have
been killed or injured. Arabs are
divided on whether a settlement
to the conflict should start with the
removal of Syrian President Bashar
Assad from power.
Libya is falling prey to Arab inaction, having previously been victim to a rush action by an international coalition bent on deposing
of autocrat Muammar Qaddafi in
2011. Libya has turned into a battleground for Libyan and foreign
forces acting not only to stem the
ISIS tide but also to impose their
influence.
Since 2011, Libya has been a battleground between rival Libyan
militias. Here, too, Arabs are divided on which group to support
or whether to stay away from the
conflict altogether.
Yemen, where a Saudi-led coalition is trying to prevent an Iranbacked insurgency from controlling the country, is probably the

Politicians, experts
stress need to reinvent
the Arab League
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

C

hanging conditions in
the region, the failure of
the Arab League to solve
problems and the threats
faced by its member
states have created an urgent need
for a new regional system away
from the Arab League, analysts and
politicians say.
The Arab world is not what it was
20 years ago, the nature of the challenges faced are not the same and
some Arab states are about to be
wiped off the map, the analysts and
politicians add.

“This is about time
the Arabs thought
of creating their
own new regional
system.”
Saad al-Zunt, head of the
Cairo Centre for Political
Studies
“This is about time the Arabs
thought of creating their own new
regional system, one that is more
capable of dealing with the nature
of changing conditions in this region,” said Saad al-Zunt, head of the
Cairo think-tank Centre for Political
Studies. “The Arab League does not
play an effective role in holding the
Arabs together or even solving their
problems anymore.”
When it was founded in 1944, the

Arab League aimed to strengthen
relations among its member states
— nine at the time — and coordinate
policies to safeguard their independence. The league also sought
to bolster economic, cultural and
social cooperation among its members.
However, 72 years after its emergence, the league, which now has
22 members, has achieved none of
these objectives, analysts say. It is
turning into a pot of Arab contradictions and differences, they add.
The league had no functional
mechanism to prevent the US occupation of Iraq in 2003. Some Arab
states helped occupy the country to
get rid of Saddam Hussein, the Sunni-Arab ruler who, after the occupation of Kuwait in 1990, was seen as
a problem for Arab sheikhdoms in
the Gulf.
The occupation of Iraq opened a
regional inferno, one fuelled by sectarian differences in a region needing only a minor spark to explode.
When they left Iraq in 2011, US
and allied troops had turned the
country into a number of sectarian
and ethnic cantons, which contributed to the emergence of radical
organisations such as the Islamic
State (ISIS), analysts claimed.
The sectarian and ethnic malaise
inflamed conflicts in other Arab
countries, including Syria and Yemen, where the crisis initially took
on a political and economic nature.
Here, too, the Arab League does not
sway the course of events or have
a mechanism through which it can
end the bloodshed.
The Arab League sanctioned an
international coalition to strike the

only conflict in which the majority
of Arabs agree. The same Arabs,
however, disagree on the means
of ending the conflict and bringing
national unity back on track.
“These are all differences that
threaten to turn the Arab summit
into yet another opportunity for
Arab leaders to just air their disagreements,” said Rekha Ahmed
Hassan, a member of independent think-tank Egyptian Council
for Foreign Affairs. “Will the Arabs
wake up, cast these differences
aside and rise up to the enormity
of the challenges facing their countries?”

“This is about time
Arabs thought of their
interests as a nation,
not as individual
countries.”
Saad al-Farargi, Egypt’s
former assistant foreign
minister
Despite this, some see a glimmer
of hope in efforts by Saudi Arabia
to unite Arabs around a common
agenda. In March, Saudi Arabia
succeeded in bringing troops from
several Arab armies closer together
in military drills. In April, Saudi
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
said in Cairo that his country would
move ahead with an Egyptian proposal for forming a unified Arab
military force.
Some who closely follow regional
developments say the Saudi efforts
are crucial, given the need to stem
fallout from conflicts in Syria, Libya, Yemen and Iraq but also to face
up to the danger posed by Iran’s designs for Arab national security.
Iran, which has managed to get
rid of West-imposed economic
sanctions, has been jockeying for
influence in a number of Arab capitals, including Beirut, Baghdad,
Damascus and Sana’a. Iranian at-

Former Egyptian Foreign minister Ahmed Aboul Gheit, elected in
February as Arab League secretary-general.
tempts are seen as a direct threat to
Sunni Arabs, with Saudi Arabia at
the forefront.
Optimists say dangers surrounding the Arab world will force participants at the Arab League summit.
“This is about time Arabs thought
of their interests as a nation, not as

individual countries” said Saad alFarargi, Egypt’s former assistant
foreign minister. “Otherwise, none
of the Arabs will be immune from
the dangers besieging the region.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas (C-L) and Palestinian chief negotiator, Secretary-General of
the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) Saeb Erekat (2-L), and Arab League Secretary-General
Nabil al-Arabi (2-R) speak during a meeting of Arab foreign ministers to discuss a French peace
initiative in the Egyptian capital Cairo, on May 28th.
Libyan Army in March 2011. Five
years later, Libya faces an uncertain
future with the country divided,
having two governments, parliaments and two armies and ISIS expanding its influence in the country. In March, Libya had its third
government with the formation of
the UN-backed Fayez al-Sarraj government.
Perhaps aware of the waning
power of the league, Morocco in
February said it would not host, as
scheduled, the next Arab summit.
Moroccan Ambassador in Cairo
Saad al-Alami said the decision
should encourage Arabs to create
new realities.
“The Arab world needs reawakening,” Alami told the private CBC
TV in March. “This reawakening
should be brought about by the collective will of the Arabs.”
He said his country decided to

not host the summit, usually the
peak of Arab political, economic
and military cooperation, after analysing realities of the situation.
“Morocco was obliged to ring the
alarm and it did this publicly and in
a transparent manner,” he said.
Observers and politicians familiar with inter-Arab relations agreed
with Alami. Omar Metwali, a former
Egyptian assistant foreign minister,
said Morocco was confident that
nothing valuable would come out
of the summit.
“Smaller organisations, such as
the Gulf Cooperation Council, are
proving more effective than the
Arab League,” Metwali said. “These
organisations are effective because they include states that have
shared security, economic, political
and strategic interests.”
This is probably why Zunt called
for discarding the league and creat-

ing a number of smaller organisations, ones that could strengthen
the collective security and economies of states within the same geographic zones.
“North African Arab states,
for example, can have their own
grouping, which will
integrate
them at the political, economic and
military levels,” he said. “Countries
within the Arab Peninsula can do
the same.”
Other observers warn against
this, saying replacing the league
with smaller organisations will
fragment Arabs even more and do
away with their aspired unity.
“The strength of the league primarily depends on the strength of
its chief,” politician Gamal Bayoumi
said. “Against all odds, the league
plays a role in integrating the Arabs
economically and coordinates their
anti-terrorism efforts.”
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Key shake-ups in Iran could
mean strategic shifts
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A

major shake-up in the
highest levels of Iran’s
military and diplomatic
establishments in recent
weeks at a critical time
in the turbulent Middle East triggered speculation about how this
will affect the Islamic Republic’s
foreign policy and in particular its
strategy in Syria and Iraq.
The wars in the two countries,
where the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) is deeply involved and having to absorb increasingly heavy casualties, dominate Tehran’s overall strategy,
which is aimed at making Iran the
region’s paramount power.
The command shuffles in Tehran
between IRGC-led hardliners and
supporters of reformist President
Hassan Rohani emphasise the competing strategies of military dominance and diplomacy at play within
the corridors of power in Tehran.
On June 28th, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, Iran’s supreme leader,
without warning dismissed MajorGeneral Hassan Firouzabadi as
chief of the Armed Forces General
Staff, after he had held the post for
27 years, and replaced him with his
deputy, Major-General Mohammad Hossein Bagheri, a senior IRGC
commander with an intelligence
background.
There was no official explanation
but Bagheri’s promotion made him
the first IRGC commander to hold
the post that oversees Iran’s complex military establishment.
That was a major gain for the
Guards over the regular army, which
has been distrusted and sidelined
since the Islamic revolution. On the
face of it, Bagheri’s appointment
was a significant endorsement of
the IRGC’s dominance of the military and thus its campaigns in Syria
and Iraq.
Bagheri, like most IRGC chiefs,
opposed Rohani’s controversial

July 2015 agreement with US-led
global powers to curtail Iran’s nuclear programme in return for lifting crippling international sanctions.
Firouzabadi supported that landmark deal. Although he held little
power himself, his departure was
seen as weakening Rohani’s policy
of diplomatic engagement rather
than the use of military forces.
Both camps in Iran have secured
powerful posts. Rohani appeared
to make gains in the manoeuvring
with the June 10th appointment of
Rear-Admiral Ali Shamkhani, the
head of the Supreme National Security Council who reportedly favours
diplomatic solutions, to a new post,
senior coordinator for political, military and security affairs with Russia and Syria.

The command shuffles
in Tehran emphasise
the competing
strategies of military
dominance and
diplomacy at play.
This was seen a setback for Major-General Qassem Soleimani,
the high-profile commander of the
IRGC’s foreign operations wing, the
elite al-Quds Force, which is heavily engaged in Syria and Iraq and
who has been seen as the master
strategist running Iran’s wars of expansion.
On June 15th, Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif,
a close Rohani ally who negotiated
the 2015 nuclear agreement, dismissed his pro-IRGC deputy minister for Arab and African affairs,
veteran diplomat Hossein Amir
Abdollahian, linked to the hardliners and replaced him with a Rohani
supporter, Hossein Jaberi Ansari.
This move, like the other changes, could not have been made without Khamenei’s approval, underlining the supreme leader’s strategy of
playing both sides against each other to avoid an open rupture within
the Tehran leadership.

But it seemed to give Shamkhani
unprecedented powers that pit him
against the powerful Soleimani that
could impede the operational supremacy in Syria, Iraq and Yemen
that al-Quds Force commander has
held for several years.
Shamkhani’s elevation came
amid signs of friction between Iranian, Syrian and Russian forces in
Syria, where the Iranian contingent
included al-Quds Force troops and
Hezbollah fighters from Lebanon.
They suffered serious losses
in heavy fighting near the city of
Aleppo in northern Syria in May,
with allegations by Hezbollah that
the Russians failed to provide sufficient air cover and left the Lebanese fighters in the lurch. There
are also signs of serious differences
over strategy and objectives.
Shamkhani is an oddity in the
Tehran line-up: an ethnic Arab
from the south-eastern province
of Khuzestan and a fluent Arabic
speaker. However, he could prove
to be a pivotal figure in the months
ahead. He has been a driving force
in the emergence of a stronger prodiplomacy group within the broader Iranian leadership.
In July 2014, for instance, Shamkhani played an important role in
Tehran throwing his support behind Shia politician Haider al-Abadi
taking over the Baghdad government from the widely discredited
and corrupt Nuri al-Maliki, whose
dictatorial policies drove Iraq’s
Sunni minority to despair and gave
impetus to the emergence of the Islamic State (ISIS).
Farzin Nadimi, a Washingtonbased Iranian analyst, has observed
that Shamkhani’s “ascendance may
have come at the expense of… Qassem Soleimani, who is believed to
have strongly backed another term
for Maliki”.
Just how deep the differences are
between these two important regime figures is not clear. However,
Iranian analyst Ali Alfoneh, author
of Iran Unveiled: How the Revolutionary Guard Is Transforming Iran,
said Shamkhani’s new appointment

General Mohammad Hossein Bagheri, chosen as chief of staff of
the armed forces, sits in a meeting in Tehran, last June.
“indicates Rohani’s attempting to
establish greater political control
over strategic coordination with the
Russians.
“This is, I’m sure, a nuisance to
Soleimani, who prefers to personally conduct tactical coordination
with the Russians in Syria and talk
strategy to [Russian President]
Vladimir Putin in Moscow,” he said.
Shamkhani, whom the Americans, Europeans and regional
statesmen have long seen as a rising figure in Iranian policymaking,
is likely to buttress Rohani’s diplomacy-centric strategy.
David Ignatius of the Washington
Post, a long-time observer of the
Middle East, noted in October 2014,
as the nuclear negotiations between Iran and global powers were
going into high gear, that Shamkhani was “an intriguing figure… gaining prominence in the Iranian government just as regional conflicts in

Iraq and Syria intensify…
“Shamkhani’s rise is noteworthy
because he appears to bridge the
radical and moderate camps at a
time when opinion in Iran is divided about a nuclear deal.”
An IRGC commander during
Iran’s 1980-88 war with Iraq, like
Soleimani and other veterans now
politically prominent, Shamkhani
has clout in IRGC circles, too.
That is an edge that allows him
“to challenge his former comrades,”
observed Karim Sadjadpour, a
leading Iran expert with the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace.
With access to both Rohani and
Khamenei, “Shamkhani can play
an influential role in managing the
crisis in the Arab world,” in part because he’s an Arab and speaks the
language, says Hossein Mousavian,
a former regime official who now
teaches at Princeton University.

As vote looms, Rohani gets tough with big bankers
Gareth Smyth

London

T

he sacking of four chief
executives of Iranian
state banks in June came
on the eve of the first anniversary of the nuclear
deal with world powers and as
Iran’s economy falls short of popular expectations in the run-up to
the 2017 presidential election.
“Four like this in one industry is
unprecedented,” a leading Iranian
business journalist said. “Last year
[the Iranian year ending in March],
all of us expected the economy
would grow by 3-5% and we could,
like Frank Sinatra, sing: ‘It was
a very good year’. But, at best,
growth was 0.9%.”
The government predicted 3.9%
growth in the current year. The
improvement results partly from
eased sanctions and a doubling of
oil exports, though it also reflects
the government loosening monetary and fiscal discipline, even at
the risk of stoking inflation.
However, will that be enough to
overcome disappointment at the
limited benefits of the July 14th,
2015, nuclear agreement, especially among poorer Iranians? They
have felt little positive effect, and,
in March, the Statistical Centre of
Iran reported increasing inequality
and poverty over the previous 12
months.
The culling of the bank executives — carried out at the request of
Iranian President Hassan Rohani,

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (L), with Iranian
President Hasan Rohani, Iran’s Parliament Speaker Ali Larijani,
and former judiciary chief Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi
attending a meeting in Tehran, last June.
according to the official IRNA news
agency, followed weeks of executives’ pay details being leaked
through social media.
The sackings came after Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei told the cabinet that “astronomical salaries” were “an attack on our values” and demanded
the matter be “seriously followed
up and the people informed of the
results”.
Many in Tehran say Rohani’s
critics are behind the “pay cheque
scandal” and using it to feed popular resentment of the rewards enjoyed by technocrats but the scandal also points to shift in political
factions.
February’s elections for parlia-

ment and the Experts Assembly,
which chooses the supreme leader,
culminated months of jockeying
between supporters and opponents
of the nuclear deal. Now the deal
is accepted — Khamenei has said
Iran will not renege if Washington
does not — a wider fissure is opening that strains the relationship between Khamenei and Rohani.
“Categories of ‘reformist’ and
‘hardliner’ don’t work. This isn’t
about democratisation,” said Saeid
Golkar, a lecturer at Northwestern
University in the United States and
senior fellow at Chicago Council on
Global Affairs.
“There are those who want to interact in foreign relations — Rohani
has spoken of the nuclear deal as a

model for regional problems — and
against them are ‘confrontationists’. They have different discourses on both the economy and international relations. The competition
for the next presidential election
and the next supreme leader will
be between ‘interactionists’ and
‘confrontationists’.”
The confrontationists are a large
segment of the principlists, who
yearn for a return to the egalitarian
ideals of the 1979 revolution and
who despise the technocrats associated with Rohani and his longtime ally, former president Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani.
The confrontationists are looking for a candidate for the presidential election, probably in June
2017. Some back former president
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad while others look to Qassem Soleimani, commander of al-Quds, the overseas
arm of the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC), who has enjoyed a strong public profile since
2014. Ahmadinejad, however, in
his second term fell out publicly
with Khamenei and would probably be banned by the watchdog
Guardian Council.
Golkar said a more suitable
choice could be Parviz Fattah, head
of the Imam Khomeini Relief Committee, former director of Bonyad
Taavon Sepah, an IRGC charitable
foundation, and also former deputy head of Khatam-al Anbia, the
Guards’ construction arm.
“Like Ahmadinejad, he leads a
simple life and showed this by recently publishing his pay cheque,”
said Golkar. “Fattah has good

IRGC connections while the Imam
Khomeini committee supports
around 5 million Iranian families.”
While Fattah is hardly as well
known as Rohani, Ahmadinejad’s
2005 landslide showed the power
of an egalitarian message. “There
are strong feelings against what is
seen as corruption,” said Golkar.
“The head of Refah Bank got 240
million tomans [$78,000] a month
in salary and bonuses, whereas
the poverty level for workers is
850,000 [$276] per month. That’s
why Fattah put his pay cheque
online, to show he is the people’s
man and receiving a monthly net
income of 7.34 million tomans
[$2,380], far less than many senior
managers.”
This highlights Rohani’s vulnerability, Golkar said. “His focus is
on the middle class and big cities.
Poorer people and those in rural
areas are saying, ‘Why should I
vote for Rohani? He’s a technocrat.
These people are getting 240 million tomans a month and I’m on
just 850,000,’” Golkar said.
Unearthing and publicising pay
cheques show the ruthless sophistication of Rohani’s opponents.
Their election campaign has started far earlier than Ahmadinejad’s
in 2005. And something else will
irk Rohani: Khamenei’s reaction
suggests his natural sympathy lies
with those upholding the egalitarianism of the 1979 revolution rather
than with technocrats.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent for the Financial
Times in Iran from 2003-07.
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Jack Lang: The Arab world is not just about war and terrorism
Mona Es Said

T
Paris

he Arab world can
seem from afar
simply a bloody
spot where wars
are fought and the
Islamic State (ISIS)
is spreading terror
and destroying
the region’s rich heritage. Wars in
four Arab countries — Syria, Iraq,
Yemen and Libya — have accentuated the gloomy picture, with
death, destruction, poverty and
tragedies engulfing the parts of
the region.
However, there is another reality. The Arab world remains “rich
and passionate”, according to Jack
Lang, president of the L’institut du
Monde Arabe in Paris.
Lang, who acknowledged the
tragic developments in the Arab
region, stressed the need for joint
efforts and initiatives to help
reverse the course of events and
promote peace and tolerance — a
mission embraced by his institute.
“Culture in the Arab world is the
best weapon against ignorance,
despair and terrorism and it is the
best form of resistance to fight
violence,” he said.
L’institut du Monde Arabe,
known internationally for its role
in promoting culture, acts as a
bridge between the West and the
East. One of its main objectives is
to spread the image of contemporary Arab world and the ArabIslamic civilisation.
This French-Arab venture has
proven to be a success since its
creation in 1987. Its magnificent
location in the heart of Paris and
its building, which was designed
by famous French architects, are
attractions in themselves.
It faces, however, the tough
challenge of reminding others of
the true face of the Arab world.
“I know we cannot close our
eyes to what is happening in the
Arab world, specifically in Iraq
and Syria… It is terrible but, at
the same time, it is wrong to

believe that all of the Arab world
is plunged in flames and blood because this is not true,” Lang said.
“The approach we are adopting today is one of peace, respect,
tolerance and openness and this is
being translated into actions and
concrete initiatives by organising
events, be it in art exhibitions or
conferences.”
Lang said these events are
meant to show how much of the
Arab world is “rich, dense and
passionate” and more importantly
“how very far it is from the clichés
that are being spread and published in the media in the West
and elsewhere”.
Another bright side of the
institute’s efforts are its forums,
which represent an opportunity
for intellectuals, writers and poets
to express the evolution of Arab
thinking in history and at present,
Lang said.
Teaching Arabic is another
important task the institute is
fervently assuming by offering
classes in Classical Arabic and
spoken Arabic in three dialects
— Maghreb, Middle East and the
Gulf.
“I know how important the
Arabic language is and how valuable Arab culture is,” Lang said.
“Actually, when I look at what
is happening today, I don’t even
think that the murderers who
are committing horrible acts are
familiar with the Arabic language
or practice it.”
He said he believes the best way
to face present challenges remains
in promoting culture and knowledge.
“In my opinion, there is no form
of resistance to face terrorism
other than culture, knowledge
and science. Only through those,
we can put an end to clichés, lies,
confusions and fanatism,” Lang
explained
Another subject that deserves
attention, according to Lang, is
the role of the Arab youth. “One
should give them the chance to
change, fight the social inequalities and to open new perspectives,” he said.
Lang, however, said his institution alone cannot change realities.

“I know how
important the
Arabic language
is and how
valuable Arab
culture is.”
Jack Lang,
director of
L’institut du
Monde Arabe

“We are a unique institution but
at the same time we must work
with so many others: universities, governments, think-tanks
and civil societies of different
countries to be able to create real
change,” he noted.
Despite the gloom and despair
engulfing the region, Lang emphasised that some Arab countries
“are scoring progress and
growth”.
“Another good example to what I am saying
is Lebanon,” he said.
“This country is surrounded by the troops
of Syrian President
(Bashar) Assad and
murderers from Daesh
(Islamic State) but the

Lebanese people have shown
through their civic spirit, patriotism and energy that they do not
allow violence to prevail and win.”
He explained that the Lebanese
have succeeded in preserving their
unity and have demonstrated “a
will to live” despite the burden of
hosting 1.2 million Syrian refugees.
Lang visited Beirut last June to
mark France’s attachment to its
long-time protégé. He attended
celebrations of La fête de la Musique, an event that is marked in
more than 120 countries.
Music, he said, “is stronger than
violence” and represents a “common denominator to different
cultures”.
The activities of L’Institut du
Monde Arabe in art, music, theatre, cinema, photography have
been numerous and have been
growing at a quick pace since Lang
took over in 2013.
It is now hosting a beautiful
garden exhibition, From Alhambra
to Taj Mahal, in which 300 pieces,
brought from international museums, tell the history of gardens in
the Orient.
In May, it sponsored an exhibition for Palestinian artists and a
film festival featuring the works of
Palestinian filmmakers. The situation in Gaza was highlighted during a special event that gathered
prominent Palestinian and French
experts.
The peak was an agreement
signed between Lang and Palestinian Ambassador to UNESCO Elias
Sanbar, in which the institute was
to host the Palestinian “museum
in exile” that Sanbar created. Valuable pieces that have been collected were to be displayed at the
institute until it is possible for the
museum to settle in the Palestinian territories.
Lebanon will have a share at
L’Institut du Monde Arabe next
year, with a huge international
exhibition on The Christians of the
Orient and another on the creation
of contemporary Lebanon, which
will host artists from Lebanon.
Mona Es Said is a Lebanese
journalist based in Paris.

Theresa May at the British helm
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

F

ollowing the fallout from
the Brexit vote, Britain
bade farewell to David
Cameron and welcomed
his successor as prime
minister, Theresa May.
Within 24 hours of her appointment on July 13th, May made a
slew of cabinet appointments, including naming pro-Brexit Boris
Johnson as Foreign Affairs secretary.
May had billed herself as the
continuity candidate in the race for
the Conservative Party leadership
but was quick to make bold cabinet
appointments with many wondering how Johnson’s appointment
will affect Britain’s foreign policy
towards the Middle East.
May, who served as Home Department secretary for six years, is
expected to continue the approach
towards the Middle East as pursued during the Cameron premiership. She voted in favour of military action in Iraq, Libya and Syria,
as well as in favour of the continued deployment of British troops
in Afghanistan in 2010.
The appointment of Johnson as
Foreign Affairs secretary — with
predecessor Philip Hammond becoming chancellor of the Exchequer — raised questions of whether
there will be a change in policy.
Johnson’s appointment is being

viewed as a boon to the pro-Brexit
camp of the Conservative Party
from May, who supported “Remain”, but it could have repercussions in the Middle East.
Writing in Britain’s Daily Telegraph newspaper in December
2015, Johnson suggested that Britain should work with the Russians

and Syrian President Bashar Assad
in Syria against the Islamic State
(ISIS), a switch that would mark a
significant change to Britain’s foreign policy.
“At the moment, we are in danger of treating our engagement [in
Syria] as if it were some complicated three-sided chess game in

Britain’s new Prime Minister Theresa May with her husband
Philip May outside 10 Downing Street in central London,
on July 13th.

which we are trying to neutralise
the Islamists while simultaneously preventing (Russian President
Vladimir) Putin from getting too
big for his boots. If we try to be too
clever, we will end up achieving
nothing,” Johnson said.
It is unclear whether Johnson
will seek to change British foreign
policy in Syria, which includes
backing anti-Assad moderate Syrian rebels. Many analysts said
Johnson’s focus will be on postBrexit Europe.
“Given the scale of the challenges that May faces over negotiating
Britain’s exit from the EU, safeguarding the economy and unifying her party, a major shift in UK
foreign policy towards Syria seems
unlikely. Yet, her selection of
Johnson will raise questions in the
Middle East over her true position
and her judgment,” said Tim Eaton, project manager for Chatham
House’s Middle East and North
Africa Programme’s Syria and Its
Neighbours Policy Initiative.
May, who was the longest-serving Home secretary in 60 years, is
more known for her domestic policies although these are concerns
for many British Muslims who criticised the government’s Prevent
counter-extremism
programme
and the draconian Counter Terrorism and Security Act 2015.
Dr Shuja Shafi, secretary-general
of the Muslim Council of Britain
(MCB), an organisation with more
than 500 affiliated national, regional and local groups, mosques

and schools, sought to strike a note
of caution.
“Our new prime minister takes
on onerous responsibilities at an
extremely challenging time for all
of us,” he said in a release. “We
look forward to Mrs May delivering the leadership our country desperately needs. She must not only
navigate tough negotiations with
Europe after the Brexit vote, the
prime minister must also deal with
the fallout from the European referendum campaign where reports
of hate incidents against Muslims
and others have increased exponentially.

The appointment of
Johnson as Foreign
Affairs secretary
raised questions of
whether there will be a
change in policy.
“We look forward to Mrs May not
only introducing tough new measures to challenge this problem
but also healing the divisions that
have been revealed in the past few
months.”
The
statement
continued:
“Many Muslims are also crying out
for a fresh new approach towards
Muslim communities. There cannot be business-as-usual when it
comes to Muslims who have principally been dealt with through
the prism of security. We hope Mrs
May’s government reaches out to
the full spectrum of the Muslim
community.”
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Chilcot report draws lessons of Iraq war
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

S

even years and 2.6 million
words later, the Iraq war inquiry known as the Chilcot
report reaches damning
conclusions but does not
go as far as anti-war activists had
hoped in terms of indicting the
Tony Blair government.
According to the report, Blair,
then the prime minister, rushed to
war in Iraq before peaceful options
had been exhausted, deliberately
exaggerating the threat posed by
Saddam Hussein based on “flawed
intelligence”.
Planning and preparation for
post-Saddam Iraq were “wholly
inadequate” and the legal basis for
military action was “far from satisfactory”.

The genesis of much of
the violence and
unrest can be traced to
Iraq and particular
decisions made in the
post-conflict period.
While the report enumerates
many mistakes, it did not say Blair
had outright lied to the country
or issue pronouncements of guilt.
Blair expressed “sorrow, regret and
apology” for mistakes made in the
planning of the conflict but said that
he believes it was right to invade
Iraq.
“I did not mislead this country. I
made the decision in good faith and
I believe it is better we took that decision. I acknowledge the mistakes
and accept responsibility for them.
What I cannot and will not do is say
we took the wrong decision… As
this report makes clear, there were
no lies, there was no deceit,” an
emotional Blair said in a speech following the report’s release.

“The Chilcot report is a damning
indictment of Tony Blair and those
around him who took us to war in
Iraq,” said a statement from the
Stop The War coalition, which was
established following 9/11.
Thirteen years on, Iraq is in the
grip of sectarian violence, plagued
by the Islamic State (ISIS), a group
that represents both a territorial
and ideological threat to the region
and beyond. The Middle East overall is facing numerous multidimensional conflicts amid a cold war between regional powers Saudi Arabia
and Iran.
The genesis of much of the violence and unrest can be traced to
Iraq and particular decisions made
in the post-conflict period.
Giving evidence to the parliament’s Foreign Affairs Committee following the issuance of the
report, British Foreign Secretary
Philip Hammond acknowledged
that “many of the problems we see
in Iraq today stem from that disastrous decision to dismantle the Iraqi
army and embark on a programme
of de-Ba’athification”.
“That was the big mistake of
post-war planning. If we had gone
a different way afterward, we might
have been able to see a different
outcome,” he said.
De-Ba’athification, a policy that
sought to remove the influence
of Saddam’s Ba’athist Party from
the new Iraqi government, created
more divisions and arguably led to
the sectarian divide that grips the
country. Even US administrator
Paul Bremer, who headed the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq,
admitted the policy failed.
“I mistakenly gave Iraqi politicians responsibility to implement
this narrowly drawn programme.
They greatly expanded its scope
to settle political quarrels,” he acknowledged in an article written for
Britain’s Guardian newspaper after
publication of the Chilcot report.
Dismantling the army introduced

A British Iraqi protester holds up an Iraqi flag, during a protest, in London, after the publication of
the Chilcot report into the Iraq war, on July 6th.
thousands of trained and armed
former Iraqi soldiers into the insurgency. Many former Ba’athists, including senior army officers, joined
ISIS. It is their military expertise
that is credited with the group’s
rapid growth.
Wholesale changes had already
been made in the way the British
government makes decisions on
going to war following the 2003
Iraq invasion, with more expected
following the publication of the
Chilcot report.
“We cannot turn the clock back
but we can ensure that lessons are
learnt and acted on,” British Prime
Minister David Cameron told parliament.
One of the criticisms in the Chilcot

report was the lack of joined-up
thinking between various government departments before the war
and the dangerous politicisation of
the intelligence services.
Cameron acknowledged that
“there needs to be a proper separation between the process of assessing intelligence and the policy making which flows from it”, adding
that this is something that has been
in place since the 2010 Butler report
on intelligence on weapons of mass
destruction in Iraq.
“The machinery of government
does matter. That is why, on my
first day in office, I established the
National Security Council (NSC),
to ensure proper coordinated decision-making across the whole

of government, including those
responsible for our domestic security,” Cameron said.
The NSC brings together security,
military and intelligence experts
with ministers, fixing blind spots
that allowed Blair to rush to war.
Cameron, who called for military
intervention in Libya and Syria, also
said that the one lesson that must
not be learnt from the Chilcot report
is that intervention is always wrong.
Yes, Britain has and will continue
to learn the lessons of this report
but, as with our intervention against
[ISIS] in Iraq and Syria today, Britain
must not and will not shrink from
its role on the world stage or fail to
protect its people,” the prime minister concluded.

The devastating verdict of Britain’s Iraq inquiry

View poi nt

Francis
Ghilès

T

he inquiry led by Sir
John Chilcot on
Britain’s role in
entering the war in
Iraq offers a perfect
lesson in the force of
British understatement. Many
feared the report, seven years in
the making, would be a whitewash. What we have instead is a
forensic document and a devastating critique of the righteous
certainty and deceit with which
the United Kingdom rushed into a
ruinous war.
The report delivered the most
devastating verdict on any
modern prime minister — an editorial in the Guardian summed up in
its headline what many people
think: A country ruined, trust
shattered, a reputation trashed.
If the observer of modern
Britain was to look at the reasons
why trust was broken between the
government of Britain and its
people — be it on Europe, the
economy or other issues — one
need look no further than the war
of choice, unleashed before the
peaceful options for disarmament
had been exhausted by Tony Blair,
who hitched himself and the
British government to the unabashed objective of the White
House — regime change — with no

The report delivered the
most devastating verdict
on any modern prime
minister.

get-out clause. “I will be with you,
whatever,” wrote the prime
minister to US president George
Bush in July 2002.
There are few heroes in this
story. One was Robin Cook, the
foreign secretary who resigned
because he saw evidence of
supposed weapons of mass
destruction and concluded it did
not justify war. Another was the
Liberal Democrat Party opposition
and the millions of people who
opposed the war in the streets of
Britain.
The speech Cook gave in March
2003 foreshadowed many of the
conclusions reached a dozen years
later by Chilcot and echoed those
expressed by senior French
officials to their British counterparts in the run-up to the war.
As he tried to justify himself
after the report was published,
Blair looked like a broken man.
Whether the lessons of this sorry
tale have been learnt matters little.
Defeats in Afghanistan and Iraq,
the sorry messes in Syria and Libya
extinguished any future such
military interventions and
austerity has deprived the armed
forces of the capacity to do so.
Brexit simply confirmed Britain is
in full retreat from any serious
international role.
Many people warned of the
likely consequences of regime
change in Iraq and top-secret
reports from the joint intelligence
committee make clear security
services’ concern about the
increasing power in Iraq of jihadi
groups, some of which were linked
directly to al-Qaeda.
These reports challenge a claim
made by Blair that the Islamic
State (ISIS) was largely born in

Syria rather than Iraq. In early July
2006, one such report states: “The
label ‘jihadist’ is becoming
increasingly difficult to define: in
many cases distinctions between
nationalists and jihadists are
blurred. They increasingly share
common cause being drawn
together in the face of Shia
sectarian violence.”
The report goes on: “We judge
al-Qaeda in Iraq is the largest
single insurgent network and
although its leadership retains a
strong foreign element, a large
majority of its fighters are Iraqi.
Their motivation is mixed: Some
are Islamist extremists inspired by
the [al-Qaeda]) agenda, others are
simply hired hands attracted by
the money. Some are drawn in by
the opportunity to take on Shia
militias: The jihadists’ media
effort stresses their role as the
defenders of Sunnis.”
Blair was given ample warning
that removing Saddam Hussein
would unleash sectarian tensions
suppressed by the dictator’s brutal
rule. Eliza Manningham-Buller,
the head of MI5 from 2002-07 told
the inquiry: “By 2003-04 we were
receiving an increasing number of
leads to terrorist activity from
within the UK… Our involvement
in Iraq radicalised, for want of a
better word… a few among a
generation… (who) saw our
involvement in Iraq, on top of our
involvement in Afghanistan, as
being an attack on Islam.”
Her attitude contrasts sharply
with that of the head of MI6 from
1999-2004, Sir Richard Dearlove,
who rushed raw, untested intelligence to Downing Street to
bolster the case for war. He
seemed to be at least as much in

Sadly,
thousands of
miles away
in a broken
country,
Iraq, all is
blood and
gore.

thrall of CIA director George Tenet
as Blair was of Bush. Intelligence
officers faced pressure to “market”
what fragments of information
they received rather than to test
their veracity.
Blair protested before the
invasion of Iraq that he was
pursuing a “diplomatic solution”.
The very word “diplomacy” was
emptied of its meaning when its
only aim was to licence war.
The bitter war of words against
the French president Jacques
Chirac, who strongly opposed war
made Blair’s erstwhile credentials
as a progressive internationalist
look ridiculous. The man who
claimed to be upholding the
authority of the United Nations did
all he could to undermine it.
The mistrust between what the
public sees of its leaders and
widespread perception, by the
same public, of deceit has badly
damaged the capacity to rule of
the British establishment. The
conduct of politics was demeaned
and the highest price was paid on
the left.
It was striking to listen to British
Prime Minister David Cameron
and Labour Party leader Jeremy
Corbyn in the House of Commons.
The first had voted to back Blair’s
war of choice in Iraq and presented
a rather complacent assessment of
the conclusions of the Iraq
inquiry. The leader of the opposition always opposed the war and
spoke with cold fury. Sadly,
thousands of miles away in a
broken country, Iraq, all is blood
and gore.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Tunisian military doctor
died trying to extricate
his son from ISIS
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian Army doctor
Fathi Bayoudh fought,
until his last breath, to
free his son from the grips
of the Islamic State (ISIS).
Bayoudh, a lieutenant-general,
who was head of paediatrics at the
Tunis military hospital, was at Istanbul Ataturk Airport on June 28th
waiting for his wife, Saida, who was
flying from Tunis to join him in reuniting with their only son. They
expected he would be extradited to
Tunisia after being detained in Turkey upon suspicion of assisting ISIS
in Syria.

The Bayoudh case has
shown not only that
ISIS recruits from all
sectors of society but
also shed light on the
plight of returning
jihadists.
Bayoudh was among the 44 people killed by ISIS assailants at Istanbul’s main airport on June 28th.
He had taken non-paid leave
from his job to find his son. “I will
sacrifice my life to save you, son,”
Bayoudh wrote to his son Anouar,
26, in an e-mail exchange during
the more than two months that he
spent working to rescue his son
from ISIS.
Anouar Bayoudh joined ISIS in

2015 before changing his mind.
“They are savage, monsters. Please
bring me out of here,” he once told
his father, who made contacts with
smugglers and Syria rebel leaders
in attempts to get his son to Turkey.
Details of his struggle were recounted by his wife to friends and
relatives who gathered at the Bayoudhs’ home in Tunis before his
burial on July 1st.
“Fathi did all he could for his
son,” said Saida Bayoudh, as she
showed messages Fathi exchanged
with Anouar.
An estimated 5,000 Tunisians
have joined ISIS and other radical
Islamist groups in Syria and Iraq.
About 800 are believed to have returned to Tunisia and are under the
watch of authorities. Dozens have
been killed in battle.
While attention has focused on
poorer young Tunisians being lured
by ISIS in an effort to escape poverty, the Bayoudh family epitomised
the successful urban upper-middle
class with good jobs and a comfortable villa in the Ennasr district of
Tunis.
That was before ISIS ripped the
family apart.
The trouble began at al-Salam
mosque in Tunis where Anouar
Bayoudh, a medical student, was
recruited by ISIS.
“For the past five years, this
mosque was a hotbed of extremism as it was out of state control,”
said Ali Ghorbal, who leads Friday
prayers at the mosque. “As a result,
up to 15 young people from Ennasr
district, including students and

engineers, were recruited to join
Daesh in Syria,” he said using an
Arabic acronym for ISIS.
“[Anouar] was a good boy, very
polite but not very religious. He
did not even pray all the time,” his
mother said.
Anouar Bayoudh told his family
last October that he was going to
Switzerland for a training session.
Less than a month later he telephoned to announce he was in Iraq
where he had joined ISIS.

Bayoudh was among
the 44 people killed by
ISIS assailants at
Istanbul’s main airport
on June 28th.
But his enthusiasm for the extremist group seemed to fizzle after
he was sent to Raqqa in Syria, the
de facto capital of ISIS’s self-proclaimed caliphate.
“He asked his father to rescue
him… He was very afraid of these
people,” Saida Bayoudh said. “In
the messages he sent his father,
Anouar described them as monsters and would say that Daesh was
a sham.”
The Bayoudh case has shown not
only that ISIS recruits from all sectors of society but also shed light
on the plight of returning jihadists.
Upon his eventual return to Tunisia from Turkey, Anouar Bayoudh
was admitted to the psychiatric
ward of the Tunis military hospital.
He is reported to have reacted hysterically to the news of his father’s

Members of the Tunisian Army carry the coffin of Tunisian doctor
Fathi Bayoudh, who was killed at Istanbul airport, on June 28th.
death. However, after public outcry
over the medical attention he was
given, an arrest warrant was issued
charging him with joining a terrorist organisation abroad.
Issam Dardouri, head of the civic
Security and Citizenship Association, took issue with people who
showed sympathy towards Anouar
Bayoudh.
“He is like the other armed mili-

tants in Syria. They are criminals.
The hospitalisation and the sympathy are a form of normalisation of
Daesh,” he said.
“The case of the fighters in conflict zones abroad is a booby trap for
the government here. They are not
coming back from holiday-making.
They are returning home from killing fields armed with a hate-anddeath mindset.”

US officials frustrated over lone-wolf attacks
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

U

S officials expressed
frustration over the inability to stop “lonewolf” terrorist attacks
such as that in Orlando,
Florida, that took the lives of 49
people in June. While such attacks
may continue, authorities hope
that more effective counterterrorism narratives on the internet and
better outreach to Muslim-American communities will stem the violence over time.
After meeting victims’ families
in Orlando, US Attorney General
Loretta Lynch described the killings as “clearly” an act of terror
and hate but then remarked that no
one has found “the magic bullet”
to prevent people from becoming
radicalised over the internet.

On the broader
question of countering
radicalisation on the
internet, the US
government has
acknowledged its
failures.
Her comments were followed by
US State Department official Brett
McGurk, the US envoy to the antiISIS coalition, who told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
there was no evidence of a direct
link between the Orlando killer and
the Islamic State (ISIS). He added
that such attacks were not only extraordinarily difficult to predict but
likely to persist.
US intelligence officials publicly
voiced concern about the lone-wolf
phenomenon. CIA Director John
Brennan told a congressional committee that lone-wolf attackers —
inspired by ISIS but not under the

Several activists taking part in a 49-hour sit-in in Orlando, Florida,
on july 11th, to honour the 49 victims of the Pulse Nightclub
shooting.
group’s direct control — represent
“an exceptionally challenging issue for the intelligence community” because “inspiration can lead
someone to embark on this path of
destruction”.
As many observers have noted,
while ISIS has lost ground in both
Syria and Iraq, it has stepped up
its campaign for its operatives and
followers to attack targets in other

countries, particularly in the West.
Earlier this year, an ISIS spokesman
said: “The smallest action you do
in the heart of their land is dearer
to us than the largest action by us
and [will be] more effective and
more damaging to them.”
While security agencies of Western nations can sometimes foil an
attack by tracking ISIS operatives
returning to their home countries,

it is much more difficult to identify
the lone wolf — someone with no
direct connection to ISIS and no
criminal or terrorist background.
Bruce Riedel, a former CIA analyst now with the Brookings Institution, a Washington think-tank,
has noted that ISIS leader Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi “understands that if
he calls for terror, it will come”.
Baghdadi, Riedel said, “doesn’t
need any direct human connection
or even a web connection. His message is so pervasive in the media
and so simple, it is certain to inspire the angry.”
So how do authorities identify
and prevent “the angry” from becoming radicalised and carrying
out a terrorist attack?
Many lone-wolf terrorists fit a
particular profile. According to terrorism expert Peter Bergen of the
New America think-tank in Washington, such attackers in the United States are on average in their
late 20s, tend to be educated and
not have a criminal background or
mental illness. They are inspired
by ISIS and like-minded groups but
are not directly affiliated with such
groups.
In addition, it appears that some
event or series of events affected
their lives in a negative way, causing them to become inspired by
radical groups. They often change
the way they speak and their behaviour and speech seem radical to
their peers after the event.
This leads to the question of cooperation with Muslim-American
communities. It is these communities that can identify (and have
identified) potential radicals in
their midst. However, these communities must be assured that cooperation with authorities leads to
helping the angry individual, as opposed to mistreating him or, worse,
stigmatising the entire congregation or community.
Unfortunately, the anti-Muslim

rhetoric of presumptive Republican Party presidential nominee
Donald Trump has not helped the
situation. Small progress has been
made, however, particularly at the
local level. The Washington Post
on July 5th carried a story about
a Muslim-American police officer
in Orlando who has gone to local
mosques to speak about the dangers of extremism and has assisted
the angry in seeking help. These
types of programmes, led by individuals whom Muslim communities can trust, need to be supported
and enhanced.

US intelligence
officials publicly
voiced concern about
the lone-wolf
phenomenon.
On the broader question of
countering radicalisation on the
internet, the US government has
acknowledged its failures and is
trying a smarter approach. Its previous effort, led by the Center for
Strategic Counterterrorism Communications, produced government-branded videos that were
dismissed by the disaffected as
mere propaganda. It has now created a Global Engagement Center,
housed at the State Department
and made up of experts from inside
and outside government, and is using networks in the Muslim world
to disseminate its messages, particularly of ISIS defectors telling their
stories in their own words.
Such efforts are a start in the effort to stem the lone-wolf phenomenon but, as the US attorney
general suggested, there is no magic bullet.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
is a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.
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Sufis today
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Iraqi Sufi Kurds pray in the Kurdish town of Akre, 500km north of Baghdad, during a ritual ceremony to commemorate the birth of the Prophet Mohammad.

Iraq’s Sufis targeted by radicals
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

Baghdad

V

iewed by Sunni insurgents and Shia militias
as “heretical”, Iraq’s
Sufi Muslims say they
are caught between the
hammer and the anvil as they and
their shrines are attacked by armed
groups in a lawless country.
Sufism, which is a mystical approach to Islam, has existed in Iraq
for several centuries. Followers of
Sufi orders stress prayer, meditation and the recitation of the 99
names of God in Islam to create a
communion between themselves
and Allah.
Sufi Sheikh Omar Abdul-Aziz
said there are two main Sufi orders

in Iraq: Qadiriyya and the Naqshbandi. The followers of Naqshbandi
were involved in violence and attacks against government security
forces after the 2003 US-led invasion, despite the common perception that Sufism is a non-violent
form of Sunni Islam.
“We are peaceful people who
meet only to show love to Allah and
the Prophet Mohammad but we are
being harmed by some people who
link us to heresy,” Abdul-Aziz said,
acknowledging that some Sufis are
involved in violence in Iraq.
Some Sufi Muslims acted as a jihadist branch of the more extremist and sometimes violent Salafists,
a group advocating the overthrow
of local governments and replacing
them with a caliphate-style rule.
Generally, relations between
Salafists and Sufis are hostile.

Salafists view Sufi practices, including singing, dancing and building and visiting shrines, as “polytheistic”.
The Men of the Army of al-Naqshbandi Order is the largest Sufi insurgent group in Iraq. It formed in
2006 after the execution of dictator
Saddam Hussein. The group’s cells
north of Baghdad are led by his former top aide, Izzat al-Douri, who
replaced Saddam as leader of the
banned Ba’ath party.
The Sufi insurgent group helped
eject government forces from Iraq’s
second largest city of Mosul mid2014. Naqshbandi fighters attacked
police in the city as Islamic State
(ISIS) jihadists advanced towards
it.
ISIS extremists later waged a
bloody purge against Sufis who refused to surrender their weapons

and pledge allegiance to ISIS leader
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.
ISIS militants demolished several
ancient Sufi shrines and mosques
in and around Mosul and Sufi
sheikhs were executed for alleged
“sorcery” and “heresy”.
Followers of Sufi orders in Iraq
have been frequently criticised by
Sunni Salafists for practices they
deem as non-Islamic such as worshipping their sheikhs and making
the burial places of revered sheikhs
pilgrimage sites.
Some Sufi rites, such as a sheikh
feeding his followers broken glass
or pounding metal bolts into them,
are considered repulsive to many
people.
“We had to close our tikyas (places where Sufi rituals are held) in
Shia areas after we received threats,
while in Sunni areas, we hold our

rituals in private houses for only a
short time,” said Abdul-Aziz.
Hameed al-Azami, a professor
of comparative jurisprudence at
Imam al-Adham College, which is
supervised by the Sunni Endowment, said Sufism was founded as
a reaction to corruption and opulence. He insisted that Sufism is
part of the Islamic culture and that
its followers believe that their piety and rituals bring them closer to
God.
Iraqi Sufis are concentrated in
Baghdad, the northern city of
Kirkuk and its surrounding autonomous region of Kurdistan.
“Sufis in Iraq are not spared any
of the problems in the country.
What is even worse, they are often
dragged into the problems of the
radical Sunnis and the radical Shias,” Azami said.

Saida Manoubia, Tunisia’s only female Sufi saint, attracts followers
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

few kilometres from the
old city of Tunis, the
shrine of Saida Manoubia rests on a hill
overlooking the western part of the Tunisian capital.
The shrine is the home of Tunisia’s
only female Sufi saint, Saida Manoubia or Lella Manoubia.
The Shrine of Saida Manoubia
has special significance for Tunisian women, who constitute the
majority of the hundreds of visitors
seeking blessings and the soothing
peace of the shrine.
In 2012, the shrine was burned by
radical Salafists sparking outrage
among the many Tunisians who
venerate the place. The shrine,
which dates to the 13th century, is
open again to visitors.

Poor and homeless
women find refuge in
the chambers of the
shrine.
“The shrine is of a unique importance for many Tunisians who consider Saida Manoubia, a mother
figure to her followers, to be one
of the four saints believed to be
overseeing and guarding the city of
Tunis,” said Lotfi Aissa, a Tunisian
historian.
Many women go to the shrine

An October 2012 file picture shows Tunisians gathering outside
the Saida Manoubia shrine after hard-line Salafists torched the
important Sufi shrine.
to participate in religious chanting circles and to write their names
on the walls asking for Saida Manoubia’s blessing. Poor and homeless women find refuge in the
chambers of the shrine, which are
always open to the public. Sufi
dance and rituals are performed
there by the shrine’s female Sufi
order on Mondays.
“Lella Manoubia was a saint who
paid special attention to women in
her community. She was known for
being generous by lending them a
helping hand. She would provide
poor women with jobs, help wid-

ows financially,” said Saida Belrayen, a member of the quranic association of Saida Manoubia.
A number of Tunisians consider
Saida Manoubia a revolutionary
woman who defied tradition to become a leading religious figure of
her community in the 12th century.
Born in 1180 to a conservative rural family, Saida Manoubia, whose
real name was Aisha Manoubia,
was given a religious education by
her father. She showed exceptional
competence in learning and an
unusual interest in spirituality for
which she was treated with suspi-

cion among villagers.
She attended the circles of Abul
Hassan al-Chadli, an influential
Sufi who became her spiritual
mentor.
“The father of Saida Manoubia
is an important character as he adheres to the profile of a religious
man steeped in theology. Was he
conservative or not? We are not to
judge. We can say his relationship
with his daughter is quite interesting as he encouraged her to pursue
education at the time when patriarchy prohibited women from getting such an education,” Aissa explained.
Saida Manoubia’s education was
controversial, especially that it involved a field of study — religion
and Sufism — restricted to men.
She left her hometown seeking a
sanctuary to devote her time to
meditation and settled in Tunis.
Saida Manoubia taught Islamic
studies and Sufism in the circles of
her mentor Abul Hassan al-Chadli.
She was the first woman to have
access to such religious circles and
she brought in women from urban
and rural areas. She died in 1267.
After her death, her house in the
western suburbs of Tunis became
a mausoleum displaying unique
architecture of the Andalusian era.
The Shrine of Saida Manoubia was
venerated by influential families of
Tunis. The Beys of Tunis visited it
on religious occasions.
Aissa noted that Saida Manoubia
“introduced the Sufi notions of a
loving God and of faith as a source

of spiritual pleasure. She was
known for believing that she has a
spiritual relationship with God and
that she saw God with her heart.”
Aissa said the shrine reminds
people of the exceptional life of the
woman saint who chose the place
as her home.
“The shrine emphasised the
sanctity of the space. The neighbourhood is marginalised as it is in
the popular neighbourhood of the
old city of Tunis,” Aissa said. “Yet,
the shrine adds to it sacredness.
The whole path is sacred as it is a
reflection for the expansion of city
and a reminder to people of the
sanctity of worship.”

The Shrine of Saida
Manoubia has special
significance for
Tunisian women, who
constitute the
majority of the
hundreds of visitors.
He added: “She often thought of
the community as a ship for faithseekers. Her teachings emphasised
faith as liberation from guilt. The
conservative society accepted her
preaching for freedom and respect.
She even had male companions,
which was unusual, but she managed to set a relationship based on
respect with her followers.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Lebanese speculate about oil and gas riches
but politics remains the same
Mohamad Kawas

London

N

othing explains the increasing importance of
energy resources than
the curious intersection
of ties between Turkey,
Russia and Israel due to oil and gas
discoveries in the Mediterranean
and speculation of a new pipeline
that would export gas from Israel
via Turkey into Europe.
This is an issue that is also becoming increasingly important for
Beirut, following new movement
on Lebanon’s offshore gas and oil
discoveries.
This was confirmed at the headquarters of Lebanese parliamentary Speaker Nabih Berri during a
meeting with Finance Minister Ali
Hassan Khalil and Foreign Minister Gebran Bassil. The meeting of
Lebanese political heavyweights —
and rivals — sought to reach a quick
decision on technical and tax issues
related to Lebanon’s energy sector
at a time when the country remains
without a president and is mired in
political deadlock.

A green light from the
international
community would
allow Lebanon to
benefit from this great
wealth.
Geology
Professor
Marcelle
BouDagher-Fadel of University College London professor said there
was a report published more than
a decade ago confirming significant
undiscovered oil and gas reserves
in Lebanese waters. She said the
Lebanese government at the time
decided to bury the report and not
seek to extract this resource while
the country was under Syrian tutelage.
With Syrian troops forced to
leave Lebanon in 2005, movement
on the issue is overdue, but none
has come.

Lebanon’s political factions were
divided on how to move forward
on offshore gas exploration, something that has begun in neighbouring Israeli and Cypriot waters. This
is not just due to the technicalities
of the issue but also due to the absence of a green light from the international community.
It had been thought that nothing could be done until the political
future of Lebanon, which has been
without a president since May 2014,
became more certain. Lebanon is
still facing an uncertain political
future but perhaps not in terms of
energy.

“Lebanon’s expected
oil and gas revenues
can be estimated at
between $150
billion-$200 billion.”

Energy expert Nicolas Sarkis
US Assistant Secretary of State
Daniel Glaser visited Lebanon in
May to discuss American sanctions
on Hezbollah. US Assistant Secretary of State for Energy Amos Hochstein was visiting Lebanon at the
same time and Beirut newspapers
speculated that he was discussing
the extent of US influence on Lebanon, not just in politics, but also in
energy.
Hochstein met with a number of
senior Lebanese figures and spoke
publicly about Washington supporting Beirut to activate its energy
sector. He said the United States
was keen to see an end to Lebanese-Israeli disputes over maritime
zones. Hochstein completed his
visit without announcing any official breakthrough.
It now seems there was one,
with Lebanon’s offshore oil and gas
exploration moving forward significantly following an agreement
among Lebanon’s divided political
factions. Lebanon is set to offer all
of its offshore oil blocks for international bidding, according to local
media.

Workers conduct an onshore gas and oil inspection in Batroun, northern Lebanon.
Popular Lebanese Forces MP Antoine Zahra has demanded to know
the “secret” behind this new movement and precise details of any
agreement between the country’s
various political parties, particularly Berri’s Amal Movement and the
Free Patriotic Movement, which
is led by presidential contender
Michel Aoun.
There are questions whether the
previous lack of movement can
be traced to Bassil — a former Energy minister and Aoun’s son-inlaw. This is a demand that is being
backed by the Lebanese street.
Whatever issue was holding
things up has been resolved and
the Lebanese people can only be
shocked by the political paralysis
that gripped this issue given the po-

tential oil and gas reserves in question and what this could mean for
the country’s economy. That only
leaves the international dimension,
and the various agreements, or differences, between Israel, Russia,
and Turkey.
Energy expert Nicolas Sarkis said
there could be as much as 800 million barrels of oil and 25 trillion-30
trillion cubic feet of gas beneath
Lebanon’s territorial waters. Other
estimates are much higher.
“Lebanon can expect gas production worth approximately $400 billion-$500 billion based on the global prices that prevailed before the
2014 market collapse. As for Lebanon’s expected revenues… this can
be estimated at between $150 billion-$200 billion,” Sarkis said.

To demonstrate the significance
of these figures for Lebanon, this
would be four times the domestic
national product and allow Lebanon to pay off its public debt twice
over. Lebanon’s current exports
stand at $3 billion-$4 billion.
A green light from the international community would allow
Lebanon to benefit from this great
wealth. Paradoxically, Lebanese
citizens do not seem to be overjoyed by this news and instead are
concerned about scandal and corruption and wondering why it took
so long for Lebanon to exploit this
wealth.
Lebanon’s energy sector may
be in the process of transformation but its politics remains the
same.

Boeing finds opportunity in regional tensions
Jareer Elass

Washington

O

ne of the biggest beneficiaries of the tension
in the Persian Gulf over
the past few years is an
American company that
has profited from the drive by Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) allies to strengthen
their air defence capabilities and is
in a position to profit from the lifting of Western sanctions on Iran.
US aircraft manufacturer Boeing announced in June that it had
signed an agreement with Iranian
state airline Iran Air “expressing
the airline’s intent” to purchase civilian aircraft. If the deal — which is
backed by the administration of US
President Barack Obama — survives
US congressional scrutiny and
passes muster with the US Treasury Department, it would be the
largest deal between an American
manufacturer and Tehran since the
1979 Iranian revolution.
Though Boeing has not released
specifics about the agreement, it
is said to be worth as much as $25
billion and could include about
100 aircraft, including Boeing 737s.
One report suggests that Iran Air
would buy 80 planes from Boeing
and lease another 29 with Boeing’s
help. Deliveries would begin in
2017 and continue through 2025.
Iran is desperate to modernise
its ageing civilian aircraft. Wasting
no time after sanctions were eased,

A January 2013 file picture shows an Iran Air Boeing 747 passenger
plane sitting on the tarmac of the domestic Mehrabad airport in
Tehran.
Iran Air in January signed a $25 billion pact to purchase 118 aircraft
from Airbus, the European aircraft
conglomerate.
US congressional Republicans
are trying to derail the agreement
between Boeing and Iran Air and
there is bipartisan concern that
the Boeing sale is tantamount to
aiding state-sponsored terrorism,
given reports that Iran Air has used
its aircraft to supply and support
Hezbollah and President Bashar
Assad’s regime in Syria.
When the Treasury Department
slapped sanctions on Iran Air five
years ago, it cited the airline’s air-

craft being used by Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps and
its Ministry of Defence to transport military-related equipment,
including missile or rocket components, to Syria.
During a House of Representatives subcommittee hearing on
July 7th to examine the BoeingIran Air deal, some Republicans
advocated the deal be shot down
and recommended legislation that
would prevent the Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign Assets
Control (OFAC) from licensing the
agreement and blocking the Treasury from allowing transactions by

US financial institutions connected
to the export of the aircraft.
Democrats, on the other hand,
would prefer that provisions be
tightened in OFAC licensing to
ensure that Iran cannot use the
aircraft for illicit purposes. Even
if a compromise is reached in the
House, Senate approval of the sale
may be hard to achieve.
While Boeing lobbies on behalf
of its proposed deal with Iran Air, it
has also taken full advantage of the
fears of Tehran’s Arab neighbours
about the growing regional military threat that they are convinced
Iran poses to them, particularly in
the aftermath of the easing of sanctions.
In June, Boeing started preparing
for delivery of the first seven of 24
AH-6i light attack/reconnaissance
helicopters built for the Saudi National Guard (SNG). The sale of the
helicopters is part of a substantial
weapons deal negotiated between
Saudi Arabia and the Obama administration in 2010 that included
Boeing F-15 jet fighters. The US
Army in August 2014 awarded
Boeing a $234 million contract to
supply the SNG with the AH-6i
helicopters. As part of that larger
package, Boeing is to build F-15s for
Saudi Arabia through 2019.
Boeing in June learned that the
US Army had awarded it a $667 million contract to supply 24 AH-64E
Apache helicopters to Qatar, with
work on the contract to be completed by spring of 2020.
It is two larger foreign military
deals on which Boeing, Qatar and

Kuwait are pinning their hopes,
as the Obama administration has
dragged its feet over the sale of
fighter jets to the two Gulf countries, in part over Israeli fears that
such military weaponry could
fall into the wrong hands and be
used against it. The Qatari sale has
sparked more controversy due to
Doha’s strong criticism of Israel,
its support of Hamas and tepid involvement in air strikes against the
Islamic State.

The Boeing agreement
with Iran is said to be
worth as much as
$25 billion and could
include about 100
aircraft.
The delayed deals involve the $4
billion sale of 36 Boeing F-15 jets to
Qatar — an agreement stalled for
three years — and the $3 billion sale
of 24 Boeing F/A-18E/F Super Hornet jets to Kuwait. Congressional
critics argued that, by holding up
the sales, the Obama administration has been ignoring the strategic
needs of Gulf allies, particularly
after it pledged to strengthen their
defence capabilities in the wake of
Tehran’s sanctions relief.
The US State Department and
Pentagon have both approved the
deals, with the National Security
Council and White House also expected to sign off on them.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

July 17, 2016

21

Economy

Iraqi oil exports at record levels
despite country’s woes
Beirut

I

The government’s
coffers are empty due
to the oil price crash
and massive
corruption during
prime minister Nuri
al-Maliki’s rule.
The Kurds maintained that they
have the authority and the right
to appoint Kurdish ministers in
the federal government. Very few
substantive issues were seriously
discussed between the parties
and several disputes remain unresolved.
In the oil-rich northern province
of Kirkuk, the stand-off remains
over Baghdad’s March decision to
suspend crude oil exports through
Turkey, depriving the KRG of sell-

A worker checks valves at Al-Sheiba oil refinery in the southern Iraqi city of Basra.
ing approximately 150,000 bpd of
Kirkuk crude.
The KRG peshmerga militia has
been in control of Kirkuk, defending the province against the threat
of the Islamic State (ISIS). Baghdad’s move to suspend Kirkuk
crude oil exports was in response
to reports that the KRG was considering replacing senior National
Oil Company staff with Kurds and
to change the name of the firm to
Kirkuk Oil Company. Baghdad was
concerned the moves could be
part of the KRG effort to annex the
province.
The KRG remains in dire financial straits. The federal government
has ceased paying the allotted 17%
of the country’s oil revenue to it.
The financial crisis persists despite
the KRG exporting about 350,000
bpd of its own crude oil through its
dedicated pipeline to Ceyhan and
rising oil prices.
According to the KRG Ministry
of Natural Resources May export
report, the KRG allocated four cargoes of crude oil totalling 3.8 million barrels against existing May
debts.
The KRG incurred much debt,
paying salaries to its inflated civil
service, the expenses of the peshmerga and commitments to inter-

national companies operating in
the Iraqi Kurdistan region.
Iraq’s major concern is its offensive against ISIS. The Iraqi Army,
along with US air support and the
pro-Iranian al-Hashid al-Shabi, as
well as local tribes are involved in
the campaign.

Iraq exported 3.175
million barrels per day
(bpd) in May and June.
In the past few months, the campaign drove ISIS forces from most
of the western province of Anbar.
A majority of the buildings in liberated cities have been destroyed.
Thousands of people are homeless
and in need of refuge within the
country.
The government’s coffers are
empty due to the oil price crash
and massive corruption that took
place during prime minister Nuri
al-Maliki’s rule. It will take a long
time and much money to rebuild
the destroyed cities and take care
of the refugees.
Abadi’s most important challenge is the military campaign to
defeat ISIS in the northern Nineveh
province, which has Iraq’s secondlargest city of Mosul as its capital.

A defeat of ISIS in Nineveh would
deal a major blow to the jihadists’
presence in Iraq.
The problem is that ISIS continues to carry out suicide missions in
major cities. Baghdad was hit by a
suicide operation on July 4th, killing nearly 300 people.
How is Iraq able to sustain increasing oil exports? The country’s
major producing oil fields are in
the Shia-dominated south. ISIS has
not been able to extend its influence south of Baghdad.
There have been anti-government demonstrations in the south,
because of poor public services,
corruption and lack of development but that discontent is local in
nature and has not spilled into the
oil industry.
International oil companies operating in the giant southern fields
provided incremental production increases. Iraqi authorities
increased export capacities from
southern facilities. Basra crude has
been segregated into Basra Light
and Basra Heavy crudes, attracting
more buyers and providing more
incentive for the purchase of Iraqi
crude.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Chinese group will build multibillion-dollar city in Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

C

hina’s Haite group and
Moroccan officials have
signed an agreement to
build a multibillion-dollar
industrial and residential
park of 300,000 inhabitants that
will create thousands of jobs near
Tangier in northern Morocco.
The deal, signed by Haite Group
President Li Biao and President of
Tangier Tetouan-Al Hoceima region
Ilyas el-Omari along with Moroccan Trade and Industry Minister
Moulay Hafid Elalamy, is part of the
strategic partnership agreement
concluded in May following Moroccan King Mohammed VI’s visit to
China.
Haite Group operates civil and
military aviation, aerospace components, energy, mining, insurance
and real estate.
The project, which is estimated at
$10 billion, will be built in Ain Dalia,
which is close to existing industrial
areas and Tanger-Med port, one of

Gaza crossing
opening for goods
A major crossing between Gaza
and Israel reopened July 14th for the
first time in nine years, the Israeli
government announced.
“The Erez crossing point will again
be open to goods entering Gaza,”
said a spokesman for COGAT, the
Defence Ministry body responsible
for implementing government policies in the Palestinian territories.
Since 2007 Erez has been restricted to individuals, with goods going
through Kerem Shalom in southern
Gaza. Located in the northern Gaza
Strip, Erez is nearer to major Israeli
cities than Kerem Shalom and could
make moving goods from Israeli
port cities such as Ashdod easier.
Israel has imposed a blockade on
Gaza for a decade. It says the action
is necessary to prevent the Islamist
movement Hamas, which runs the
strip, from rebuilding its military
forces and positions.
According to the World Bank, the
blockade has killed virtually all exports from Gaza and brought the
economy of the small enclave to the
brink.
(Agence France-Presse)

Walid Khadduri

raq has maintained record
crude oil export levels, registering 3.175 million barrels per
day (bpd) in May and June, despite no crude oil exports from
Kirkuk through the Turkish port of
Ceyhan due to renewed political
problems between the federal Iraqi
government and the Kurdish Regional Government (KRG).
Iraqi crude oil exports averaged
1.895 million bpd in 2010, 2.167
million bpd in 2011, 2.426 million
bpd in 2012, 2.402 million bpd in
2013 and 2.525 million bpd in 2014.
There have been no shortages
of political challenges facing the
Iraqi government of Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi. In April, he tried
to push through a cabinet reshuffle. The move led to a parliamentary rebellion and protesters taking
over the parliament building in the
fortified Green Zone.
House Speaker Salim al-Jabouri
was voted out but the Constitutional Court ruled the move illegal
and reinstated him in his post. Oil
Minister Adil Abul Mahdi submitted his resignation.
Abadi’s second challenge involved efforts to arrange a political
détente with the KRG. The purpose
of the reconciliation was to provide focus on his fights in Baghdad. There was no attempt to reach
a new modus vivendi with the KRG
on a broad reconciliation on oil exports or other disputed issues, including the amount of federal payments to the KRG.

Briefs

the largest ports on the Mediterranean and in Africa.
Elalamy said textile, automotive
and aerospace industries were the
strategic vectors of the industrial
city, which will cover 2,000 hectares over two phases. The first
1,000-hectare phase is under development and the land is available
for exploitation, said Omari, who
accompanied Chinese government
officials to the site.
“Through its new business model, which aims to support domestic
demand through salary increases,
China is losing its economic appeal
and is thus obliged to strengthen its
competitiveness with other countries, particularly emerging ones,”
said Elalamy.
“This is a truly integrated industrial city that is planned.”
The park will allow Chinese companies to maintain a competitive
advantage and export products to
Europe and Africa while benefiting
from a young and skilled Moroccan
workforce. It will create thousands
of direct and indirect jobs in the region and the transfer of expertise
and technologies.

Li said: “We hope to establish in
Morocco the ‘industrial city’ concept combining residential and industry in a bid to help develop the
economy and reduce unemployment in the country.”
The strategic shift to doing business eastward spearheaded by King
Mohammed VI is bearing fruit.

The lifting of visas for
Chinese nationals
wishing to visit
Morocco went into
effect June 1st.
“This is the first project whose
Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU) was signed before his Majesty the King in Beijing that will
materialise,” Mohamed Agoumi,
director international of Morocco’s
BMCE Bank, Haite Group’s partner
in the project, told L’Economiste,
a French-language newspaper in
Casablanca.
Haite Group, Morocco-China International and BMCE Bank of Africa recently signed an MoU on the
creation of a Sino-Moroccan invest-

ment fund of $1 billion dedicated
to financial services, aerospace,
industrial parks and infrastructure.
More than a dozen other MoUs
were signed in China.
Morocco is also eyeing the Chinese tourist trade, although there
are no direct flights between the
countries. Moroccan carrier Royal
Air Maroc announced in December
2014 a Casablanca-Beijing liaison,
which has not been launched.
However, Moroccan Tourism
Minister Lahcen Haddad said he is
upbeat about the Chinese market.
He seeks to increase the number of
Chinese tourists from 10,515 in 2015
to 16,000 in 2016 and set a target
of 100,000 visitors from China in
2020.
The lifting of visas for Chinese
nationals wishing to visit Morocco
went into effect June 1st. The decision will help Morocco benefit from
a market of 120 million Chinese
who travelled abroad in 2015 and
spent a total of $104.5 billion.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

OPEC sees oil glut
continuing to ease
in 2016-17
The Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) said
it expected the global supply glut to
ease further in 2016 and 2017, thanks
to reductions in oil output from producers outside the cartel.
The International Energy Agency (IEA) said higher-than-forecast
demand should bolster oil prices
throughout 2016. Global demand
for oil will grow 1.4 million barrels
per day (bpd) this year to 96.1 million bpd, the IEA said in its monthly
oil market report, revising up June’s
forecasts of a 1.3 million bpd rise.
OPEC predicted a drop in nonOPEC output to 56 million bpd in
2016 from 57 million bpd in 2015. In
2017, a further drop to 55.9 million
bpd is expected, OPEC said, due in
part to further falls in production by
US shale oil producers, who need a
higher oil price than the current $45$50 to survive.
OPEC production in June was 33
million bpd, according to secondary sources. Demand for crude produced by OPEC’s members should
average 33 million bpd in 2017, up
1.1 million bpd from 2016, OPEC predicted.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar Airways
profit jumps
threefold
Qatar Airways said its net profit
for the year ending March 31 rose
sharply because of low oil prices and
a cut in expenditures.
The Gulf state’s national carrier
posted a net profit of $442 million
for the year 2015-16 compared with
$102 million in the previous year,
a 335% rise, the company said in a
statement.
Qatar Airways Group Chief Executive Officer Akbar al-Baker said this
was the best year yet for the airline.
The state-owned carrier’s operating
revenue rose from $9.4 billion in the
2014-15 fiscal year to $9.8 billion last
year, it said.
The airline, which operates to 150
destinations in 75 countries after
adding 13 routes last year, plans 17
new destinations in the current fiscal year.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Iraqi-American playwright examines complex journeys
Rasha Elass

Washington

H

eather Raffo came of age
when the only country she had ever called
home went to war with
the nation of her forefathers. It was the first Iraq war in
1991 and she was a 20-year-old literature student at the University of
Michigan.
“Everything before I was 20 was
reading about war in textbooks.
Then, suddenly, war was on CNN
and people in Michigan around
me were watching it in a bar, some
cheering and some protesting. It
was startling to me,” Raffo said.
She recently participated in an
annual event in Washington that
aims “to humanise” global politics by harnessing the power of
performance. It is co-sponsored
by Georgetown University and the
Theater Communications Group, a
New York-based organisation.
Raffo said that in the 1990s she
could not have imagined that two
decades later, after she had made
a name for herself as a playwright,
she would be asked by the City Opera of Vancouver to write an opera
about a US Marine and his experiences while fighting in Iraq.
“I said: ‘This is not the story I
want to write.’ I spent a good portion of my life not humanising the
military,” she said. “My belief system and bias at the time was that
people who go to war choose what
they’re doing. If you signed up for
it, then it’s what you wanted to do.”

Heather Raffo came of
age when the only
country she had ever
called home went to
war with the nation of
her forefathers.
Raffo credits the birth of her son,
her second child now 5 years old, as
the moment a switch was triggered
in her mind: The birth of a boy made
her realise that “this one could
serve” in combat.
Raffo had established herself as
a playwright after her one-woman
show 9 Parts of Desire, which she
started working on shortly before
the attacks of September 11, 2001.
In the play, Raffo animates nine different Iraqi women, each with a
unique struggle and perspective on
the war in Iraq.
The characters include a die-hard
artist who vows never to leave, a
Bedouin who laments matters of
the heart and a doctor who attends

to babies with birth defects after the
US invasion. There is also Raffo’s alter ego, an Iraqi-American who becomes glued to the television, sick
with worry about family in Iraq.
So when Raffo decided to get to
know Christian Ellis, the US Marine and trained opera singer whose
life is the premise for the opera she
would write, she began a similar investigation into the human psyche.
She ventured into the other side of
her story, the “heart and minds of
people who had served in combat”.

Raffo is working on
another play, Noura,
about a Christian Iraqi
couple from Mosul
who have settled in
the United States.
What she found shocked and enlightened her, a human complexity
that shatters the simplistic narrative
of good guy versus bad guy, an alltoo-common viewpoint.
“Many who serve in the military
feel they’re in a grey area. No wrong
or right. It’s complicated and it’s difficult for a lot of them to be in the
position they’re in,” she said. “It’s in
the way that a person could deeply
humanise an Iraqi, and deeply demonise an Iraqi. That a person could
fantasise about killing and equally
fantasise about humanising. When
you’re actually in a war, it’s not a
fantasy, it’s doing both.”
Perhaps this is why post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is really
about moral injury, Raffo concluded. Perhaps nothing brings opposing sides together better than the
recognition of mutual pain, a realisation that hit Raffo hard when her
opera, titled Fallujah, had its debut
in March at Long Beach Opera in
California.
“First, I started crying as an American and, I thought, ‘Oh, I hadn’t
given myself an inch to grieve as an
American.’ I had been grieving as an
Iraqi,” she said.
She said she was also aware of
the irony that, as a blonde child
born and raised in Michigan, she
had never felt anything other than
American, even as she wondered
what lay beyond her white suburban community.
Fallujah, which begins touring in
November in New York, opens with
a scene inside a veterans’ hospital,
where the Marine protagonist is on
suicide watch. He refuses to let his
mother into his room but allows
his fellow Marines into his private
world.
“In dealing with his demons, it
prepares him to face his mother
and you wait the whole opera for
this duet,” said Raffo. “The opera is

A scene from 9 Parts of Desire. (Photo credit: http://www.hayatshahi.com/)
about what can’t be said.”
Fallujah is about the experiences
of a US Marine as written by an Iraqi
woman who opposed the war but
captures the dynamics of other dialogues that may be unfolding today.
As Raffo sees it, Brexit, Donald
Trump and the Syrian refugee crisis all raise a common question:
“Can the arts crack people open to
connect with each other and talk

truths,” she said.
Raffo is working on another play,
Noura, about a Christian Iraqi couple from Mosul who have settled
in the United States, their struggles
resembling those of so many before
them and of millions of their Arab
compatriots today. After initially
believing that their displacement
is only temporary, they come to the
realisation that their home in Iraq is

forever lost.
“But they survive because America is about survival,” said Raffo.
“Yet, with survival no longer an
everyday question for them, it’s
now their internal survival that’s at
stake.”
Rasha Elass is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.

A taste of Sudanese literature in a London salon
Valentina Viene

London

S

udanese
literature
is
flourishing and Sudanese
writers have been crowding onto the Arab literary
scene, winning prizes and
acclaim with new voices and perspectives. However, this is happening against a backdrop of repressed
publishing houses, tight government control on publications and
censored internet access in Sudan,
forcing many of the country’s authors to live in Europe to be able
to freely express thoughts without
fear of persecution.

Most of the work of
Sudanese authors that
sees the light of the
day, Malik and Eltayeb
said, is printed abroad,
often in Egypt.
Recently, Banipal Magazine of
Modern Arab Literature, in coordination with Waterstones book

retailers, dedicated an issue to the
work of 15 Sudanese authors, while
hosting writers Ahmad al-Malik
and Tarek Eltayeb for an evening
in a London bookshop. Malik read excerpts from Lovers Don’t Steal and Eltayeb
read from Helmy Abu Ragileh.
Sudan boasts centuries of oral literary tradition, kaleidoscopic
and rich as the population that composes it.
Contemporary productions echo this
diversity and this
is what defines Sudanese literature
today, Malik said.
Since
Al
Tayyeb Saleh’s
work was recognised as pioneering in the
1960s, Sudan’s political and cultural landscape
has changed noticeably and so has
the readership. In recent years,
people in the country have read
more fiction, as opposed to news or

commentary about political pieces,
a genre most popular previously.
Thanks in part to the establishment of literary competitions that
award money to authors and translators, the country has seen
the emergence
of a young
generation
of
writers
whose work
has also been
translated into
French,
German and Italian.
The developments of the literary scene do not
go hand in hand
with the Sudanese
government’s agenda, which seems to
be hampering and
combating the circulation of literature, Malik
said.
“To start with, a literary piece is subject to
taxes and customs, whereas
a religious book is not. This makes
publishing creative pieces a failing

business from its very inception,”
he said.
Malik said that in the past few
years, book fairs and cultural centres, such as the Sudanese Studies
Centre and the Sudanese Writers
Union, have been shut down.
“Imprisoning people in Sudan
does not require laws. Banning or
confiscating a book is… a lesser evil
than imprisoning an author,” said
Nur al-Huda, head of Sudan’s Azza
Publishing House, in an interview
released for Banipal.
Most of the work of Sudanese authors that sees the light of the day,
Malik and Eltayeb said, is printed
abroad, often in Egypt. A copy is
then smuggled into Sudan and photocopied — with the tacit approval
of the author — to reach the most
Sudanese readers. Otherwise, the
book would be too expensive for
the average Sudanese to buy it.
Azza seems to be one of the few
book publishing companies able to
stay afloat, managing to distribute
books in every city in Sudan and
South Sudan.
According to Eltayeb, Sudanese
authors have a moral responsibility

to keep writing and talking about
the truth, directly or indirectly, according to their circumstances.
“Politicians will always look for
a political interpretation of a book,
even if it’s a piece of scientific research. That should not stop writers from doing their job,” Eltayeb
said.

Sudan boasts
centuries of oral
literary tradition,
kaleidoscopic and rich
as the population that
composes it.
Eltayeb encouraged young Sudanese writers to persist in their quest
to publish and to not be discouraged by obstacles. He stressed the
importance of the role of translation in the spread of Sudanese literature abroad.
Valentina Viene writes about
Arabic literature and the Middle
East. Her work has been published
in academic journals, anthologies
and blogs.
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Forbidden Colors
Mary Sebold

Washington

F

orbidden Colors, on view
at the Gallery Al-Quds in
Washington, is a free-forall in the best of ways.
Through 49 works in all
media, 30 artists address artistic
suppression, particularly the former
Israeli ban on the use of red, green,
black and white — the pan-Arab colours of the Palestinian flag.
Every hue, topic and technique;
every symbol, from poppies to keys,
finds a place in the show. “I forbid
you nothing,” Dagmar Painter, curator of the gallery, told artists in her
invitation.
She was referring to the 1967 Israel Defence Forces Order No. 101
Regarding Prohibition of Incitement
and Hostile Propaganda Actions,
which forbade Palestinians to use
the word “Palestine”, depict or raise
their flag and make art that combined red, green, black and white.

Egyptians, Iraqis,
Lebanese,
Palestinians, Syrians
— some born in the
United States — and
several non-Arabs sent
paintings and small
sculptures.
A Palestinian might have painted
green lettuce and black olives in a
red bowl, only to wind up in prison
and heavily fined. Often, artists deliberately subverted the law to express their displeasure with the restrictions and occupation. The order
was rescinded in 1993 with the Oslo
accords.
Some artists in the show are too
young to remember the peace negotiations, let alone the ban. Others
are in their 80s. An equal number of
men and women answered Painter’s
call. She asked artists from elsewhere in the region and the West,
among them Christians, Jews and
Muslims, to address censorship and
artistic freedom worldwide, not just
in the Palestinian territories.

Egyptians, Iraqis, Lebanese, Palestinians, Syrians — some born in
the United States — and several
non-Arabs sent paintings and small
sculptures. Painter contributed a
90-second video of red and white
rose petals falling on green leaves
set on a black cloth. Nearly all of the
pieces were created for the exhibition.
Painter said the idea for the programme came from conversations
two years ago with Rajie Cook, a
Palestinian-American graphic designer, photographer and artist who
was born in New Jersey. Winner of
the Presidential Award for Design
Excellence in 1984, Cook has never
forgotten his heritage or the effect
the law had on artists he knew. His
piece, Four Bidden Colors — squares
of cat-food cans painted red, green,
black and white — sums up the show.
“My vision as an artist during the
past two decades has been driven by
my Palestinian roots, and I strive to
present new ideas for understanding any peace process in the Middle
East through that,” Cook said. “I believe that exhibits like this one allow
for the understanding and compassion for peace to grow.”.
At the entrance of the gallery,
visitors are greeted by Untitled, an
abstract painting by Shaun Rabah,
a self-taught Palestinian-American
artist. Part of a kufiyah emerges from
the canvas.
“I don’t paint to express a message
usually but, in this case, it would be
that suppression and fear are a contagious disease and not unique to
the Palestinian cause or identity,”
Rabah said. “On some levels, the
style of Untitled is a tribute to one of
my favourite German painters, Gerhard Richter, and a reminder of the
horrific events that unfolded there
in the past and how they tie into the
current state of affairs.”
Najat el-Khairy has a less abstract,
more folk-art style than Cook and
Rabah. She combines porcelain art
with embroidery traditions of her
native Palestinian territories. Wielding pens and tiny brushes, she paints
on off-white tile to immortalise village scenes of faceless Palestinian
women in red-black embroidered
dresses surrounded by green olive

Four Bidden Colors
trees. Every stitch of every pattern
is perfect in its enamel detail. Every
tree reveals the shape of Palestine in
its leaves.
“The purpose of my participation
as a Palestinian artist was to highlight the aggression and oppression
imposed on the Palestinian artists
when the use of the four colours of
their flag was forbidden,” Khairy
said.
Reflecting the dislocation and resilience of refugees is The Journey
of Death by Lukman Ahmad, a Syrian-Kurdish artist. Iraqi artist Qais

al-Sindy’s The Old Sailor evokes a
similar mood.
One of the most appealing pieces
in the show is by Annemarie Feld,
a Swiss-American. She constructed
a small box emblazoned with Arabic letters. On the outside it reads
“forbidden;” on the inside, “prison.”
Every colour imaginable is locked
within.
“Colours are important for the
pride of any region and people. You
cannot ban colours. They are a necessary part of our lives and will always reappear, even through bars,”

Feld said.
Painter said: “You cannot silence
thought, artistic freedom, art, what
artists want to say. No matter how
draconian the law or repression, artists will find a way. They hold power. The whole concept of art is the
concept of freedom and the ability
to express yourself. The whole show
is an homage to that idea.”
The exhibit runs through August
12th.
Mary Sebold is a Washington-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Beyond mystifying Orientalism
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

W

hirling dervishes,
belly dancers, oriental music and
mysticism are images that created
fascination with the Orient in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries.
An insight into that period was offered at Beirut’s Sursock Museum
in the Listening Through the Lens
exhibition, displaying archival
documents, including postcards,
photographs and travellers’ accounts from the Fouad Debbas private collection.
The hobby of collecting is a casual accumulation of what piques interests, perhaps drawn to preserving objects that trigger sentiments
and memories. It can also be a dedication aimed at producing archival databases and catalogues that
reveal valuable historic insights.

Debbas had acquired
an extensive collection
of more than 30,000
images from Lebanon,
Syria, Palestine, Egypt
and Turkey.
Debbas, who died in 2001, belonged to the latter category. He
had acquired an extensive collection of more than 30,000 images
from Lebanon, Syria, Palestine,
Egypt and Turkey.
At the outbreak of the Lebanese

civil war in 1975, Debbas fled to
Paris and had a chance encounter
with an album of 50 postcards featuring Lebanese landscapes from
the 19th century that ignited an
intense fascination. His ambitions
and collection quickly grew to become an invaluable tool to navigating the collective memory and history of the region.
“It was really nostalgia I would
say that made him want to remember Lebanon in a certain way. He
became obsessed with it and wanted to collect more pictures and
postcards,” said Muriel Kahwagi
the museum’s head of communications.
“At the beginning, his collection
was very much centred on Beirut,
because that was what he missed
the most and it was his home town,
but soon after that it encompassed
the whole region as well,” she added.
Faint echoes of oriental music
emanating from a modest room towards the exhibition space greeted
visitors. The walls brimmed with
postcards and photographs of Middle Eastern musicians, singers and
dancers along with manuscripts
and original documents depicting
late 19th-century Orient imaginary.
Although Debbas began as an
amateur, his process was marked
by a methodical rigour, Kahwagi
said.
“He stumbled upon the practice
of collecting by accident but then
he became very strategic about
it,” she said. “He wasn’t collecting
simply because of a certain obsession with a time period or a certain

Bedouin violin players postcard.
kind of photography but I would
imagine that he had bigger goals as
well, possibly the idea of trying to
bridge a certain historical gap.”
At first glance the images and
postcards read as historical documents of cultural traditions and
practices. Alma or awalim, a name
that referred to female Egyptian
singers and dancers, stand in
full belly-dancer garb, their gaze
averted from the lens, seemingly
Bedouin men appear to play the
rabab (oriental musical instrument) and whirling dervishes raise
their arms as if caught in a trance.
Closer scrutiny suggests an element of deception. There is a
heightened sense of the theatrical
that permeates. This is partly because photographic technology at

the time did not allow photographers to freeze the action, which
meant that scenes had to be elaborately staged.
During that period, photographers helped fabricate the oriental
dream by staging and photographing Egyptian singers, musicians
and dancers in their studios.
“The idea from this collection
was to see how studio practices
were and remain very performative,” Kahwagi said.
Sourced mostly from the Bonfils
Studio, one the first major photographic studios in the region at the
time and which produced thousands of images of the Middle East,
the pictures were designed to sell
an idea of the Orient. Models were
coaxed and provided with props to

construct an exotic impression.
“It is very orchestrated,” Kahwagi said. “The main idea to note
about this kind of orientalist collection was that it was really Western photographers who were taking very clichéd photographs of
very typical kinds of occupations
or types of people, like the dancers… they wanted to photograph
an Orient that they wanted to project.
“At the time there were lots of
agents of these studios who would
take these pictures and distribute them in the West and produce
postcards out of these pictures. It
helped propagate the idea of a very
specific kind of Orient that looked
a certain way and felt a certain way
but which wasn’t necessarily real.”
The exhibition is not only about
the practice of studio photography,
Kahwagi stressed, saying: “It’s also
about the way the Orient was propagated in the Western world and
the kind of domino effect it ends
up having when it is distributed in
a completely different context.”
By fabricating clichéd scenes of
models dressed as archetypal Middle Eastern characters — Bedouins,
belly dancers, whirling dervishes
— photographers succeeded in disseminating an imagined Orient,
one that would sell more postcards
and bewitch Western audiences
with the perception that the Orient
was an exotic and mystical place.
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.
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Agenda

Jounieh, Lebanon:
Through July 18th
Jounieh International Festival,
set in the panoramic bay of
Jounieh, north of Beirut, kicks
off with a spectacular fireworks
show on the beach. The festival
includes performances from
international artists such as
Jason Derulo.

Carthage:
Through August 20th
The Carthage International
Festival 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 several weeks. It
takes place at the Carthage
amphitheatre.

Hammamet, Tunisia:
Through August 20th
Giftun Islands

(Photo by Ahmed Megahid)

Giftun islands hide more beauty
than seen at first glance
Haitham Salah

Hurghada

P

erhaps the Egyptian Red
Sea resort of Hurghada is
more famous than the Giftun islands off the coast
of the resort. Visitors with
deep knowledge of Hurghada, however, know that a trip to it cannot be
rewarding without an excursion to
the islands.
The cruise to the Giftun islands
takes 45 minutes but this is usually
a voyage into the depths of Egyptian
natural beauty and the blessings nature has endowed on the country.
From a distance, the islands look
like a lonely planet but one trodden
only by those who know its value
and what it can offer.
“The quiet, the soft sands of the
beach, the marvellous sun, the view
of the turquoise waters of the sea
and the dolphins greeting visitors
as their cruise ships prepare to anchor are all things that make these
islands unique sites,” said Ali Salem,
one of several travel specialists organising tours in Sinai and Hurgha-

da. “Once you arrive in the islands,
you discover that the time you spent
on the voyage to reach them was really worth it.”
Upon arriving on one of the islands, visitors quickly discover that
the place hides underneath more
than what is obvious.
The islands — with soft, whitesand beaches — are perfect for sunbathing. Only those with little sun in
their countries can appreciate such
a gift, which is present in abundance
in the beautiful islands.
Restaurants, cafés and other facilities make sunbathing a real experience where visitors also soak in
lavish views of the sea and the sky.
It takes a little expertise for visitors
to discover the full aquatic treasures
off the islands. Deep in the waters
are corals whose divine colours have
enthralled thousands of divers over
the years. The coral reefs of the area
have formed over hundreds of years
into peerless and precious treasures.
There is a diverse array of aquatic
creatures, each of which has distinct
colour and beauty.
Hurghada — the mainland — is an
ideal place for those who — apart
from enjoying its great beaches,

Jerash:
July 21st-30th
The Jerash Festival of Culture
and Arts, first put on in 1980,
transforms the ancient city of
Jerash into one of the world’s
liveliest cultural events. With
singers, poetry readings, ballet performances, symphony
orchestras and art shows, the
festival showcases Jordanian
culture in a host of venues.

Zouk Mikael:
July and August

A scuba diver with a trainer in Giftun island in Hurghada.
hotels and services — want to be
surrounded by people. Away from
the beaches and the hotels, the city
has a sprawling vegetable market,
fish market, restaurants and coffee
shops where prices are easy on the
pockets of almost everybody.
The islands are affordable, Salem
said, with the cruise to the islands
costing $22 per person.
“Visitors can also find themselves
tempted to pay extra $22 to be part of
the wonderful snorkelling and diving activities of the islands,” Salem
added. “This is actually too small an
amount of money for the amount of
pleasure visitors get in return.”

It takes a little
expertise for
visitors to
discover the
full aquatic
treasures off
the islands.

A view of the Giftun islands.

Hammamet, a Tunisian town
on the northern edge of the
Gulf of Hammamet, hosts the
52nd Hammamet International
Festival. Concerts and plays
are scheduled for more than a
month. Artists such as Hindi
Zahra, Buika, Ibrahim Maalouf,
Cheb Khaled and Goran Bregovic are to perform.

Summer is a near-perfect time to
visit Hurghada and the Giftun islands. High temperatures may force
a large number of Egyptians from
cities towards the coast but tourist
sites are still far from crowded.
A series of travel bans and flight
suspensions to Hurghada and Sharm
el-Sheikh in the wake of the explosion on a Russian passenger plane
that crashed in the Sinai in November 2015 is keeping tourist sites

empty. According to the Egyptian
Tourism Ministry, tourist arrivals
have dropped almost 50% since the
Russian plane crash. This is leading
tour operators, hotels, restaurants,
diving centres and cafés to make unprecedented discounts.
Nevertheless, Hurghada and the
islands are showing signs of life after
months of recession with security
conditions in Egypt stabilising, according to tour guide Hesham Abdel
Aziz.
“The fluctuations of the past
months have affected arrivals in
Hurghada, in general, and in the
islands, in particular, but not to a
great extent,” Abdel Aziz said. “The
idea is that most of those who visit
the islands are not first-timers who
have fallen in love with the place
since they visited it for the first time
and are not ready to be intimidated
away from it.”
Amr Abdel Maqsoud, an accountant in his mid-30s, is one of those
captivated by the islands since he
first visited them years ago. He said
the last time he was at the Giftun
islands was in May when he went
there with a group of friends and
colleagues.
“There are things that you can
see only in these islands,” Abdel
Maqsoud said. “The corals, the fish
and the crystal-clear seawater of the
area are just unparalleled and cannot be found anywhere else.”
Haitham Salah is an Egyptian travel
journalist.

Set in a renovated old souk in
Zouk Mikael, Lebanon, the annual 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.

Baalbek, Lebanon:
July 22nd-August 28th
Set in the Roman ruins in the
city of Baalbek in eastern Lebanon, the International Baalbek
Festival stages opera, classical
music, pop and jazz concerts,
modern and classical dance by
international and local artists.
The 2016 festival hosts artists
Mika, Abeer Nehme, Jean
Michel Jarre, Lisa Simone and
others.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th
The natural setting for the
TV series Game of Thrones
in Essaouira, Morocco, is the
backdrop 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.

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

