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Istanbul

T 

he Turkish government’s 
campaign to purge the 
military and key state in-
stitutions following the 
failed coup attempt has 

drawn concern from the country’s 
allies and human rights groups.

Tens of thousands of soldiers, 
police officers, judges, prosecutors, 
teachers, academics and govern-
ment officials have been detained 
or fired. According to Yasin Aktay, 
deputy chairman of the ruling Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP), 
10,410 people have been detained 
since the coup on July 15th, 7,423 
of whom are military personnel 
and 2,014 are either judges or pros-
ecutors.

More detentions and arrests 
were expected as Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan vowed 
to “eradicate the virus” of what he 
calls “the parallel state structure” 
— a shadowy network of supporters 
linked to US-based cleric Fethullah 
Gulen that has allegedly exerted 
significant control over crucial 
state institutions.

Erdogan accused Gulen of pull-
ing the strings of coup plotters and 
orchestrating the violent attempt-
ed takeover that left at least 265 
people dead and more than 1,000 
wounded. The Turkish govern-
ment has formally requested the 
cleric’s extradition from the United 
States.

Erdogan’s campaign against Gu-
len, previously a key ally of his 
conservative Islamic ruling party, 
dates to a major corruption scandal 
in December 2013 that implicated 
the government, Erdogan’s closest 
associates and his family. Erdogan 
responded ferociously to the al-
legations, purging the police of 
thousands of officers, transferring 
prosecutors linked to the investi-
gation and tightening control over 
the judiciary.

After the failed military takeo-
ver, he is taking on the army. By 
July 22nd, almost 7,500 military 
personnel had been detained, in-
cluding 118 of Turkey’s 358 gener-
als and admirals. An Istanbul court 
even ordered the arrest of 62 cadets 
— aged 14-17 — at a military high 
school.

Authorities moved to shut down 
media outlets allegedly linked to 
Gulen; at least 34 journalists had 
their government-issued press 
cards revoked.

Several academics who had 
signed a January petition criticis-
ing the government for its brutal 
crackdown on Kurds have been 
suspended in the city of Van. Police 
also took prominent human rights 
lawyer and commentator Orhan 
Kemal Cengiz into custody.

The crackdown is unlikely to 
let up soon. Following a July 20th 
meeting of the National Security 
Council and the cabinet, Erdogan 
announced a three-month state of 
emergency for the entire country, 
leading to concerns among West-
ern allies and human rights groups. 
The president has hinted it might 
be extended by another three 
months “if necessary”.

Amnesty International warned in 
a statement that emergency meas-

ures taken because of the coup 
attempt must remain within the 
framework of international human 
rights standards.

“In the wake of the violence sur-
rounding the attempted coup, tak-
ing measures prioritising public 
security is understandable,” said 
Andrew Gardner, Turkey research-
er for the group, “but emergency 
measures must respect Turkey’s 
obligations under international 
law, should not discard hard-won 
freedoms and human rights safe-
guards and must not become per-
manent.”

Constanze Letsch is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Massive crackdown after coup
attempt in Turkey causes concern
Constanze Letsch

Police officers escort Admiral Atilla Demirhan (C) and a group of military personnel detained in 
Mersin, Turkey, on July 19th.

The crackdown is 
unlikely to let up 
soon.
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Tunis

T 

he death of French sol-
diers in a helicopter crash 
in eastern Libya sparked 
protests against the pres-
ence of Western troops, 

a revelation that could threaten 
the UN-backed Libyan unity gov-
ernment, inflame a violent power 
struggle between rival militias and 
undermine the fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

Thousands of radical Islamists 
took to the streets of Tripoli and 
other cities on July 21st to denounce 
what their spiritual leader called a 
“declaration of war” by France.

The Islamists have pledged to 
continue protests until they topple 
the UN-backed unity government 
led by Fayez al-Sarraj. Ongoing 
protests could undermine Sarraj’s 
attempts to unify the country and 
make a return to full-scale civil war 
more likely.

Three French soldiers from an 
elite military unit died July 17th 
when their helicopter crashed 
south of the eastern city of Beng-
hazi, where forces loyal to Libyan 

commander Khalifa Haftar are 
fighting Islamist militants. A coali-
tion of Islamists and other fighters 
near Benghazi said its forces shot 
down the helicopter.

French President François Hol-
lande said the troops died taking 
part in “dangerous intelligence 
operations”, the first time France 
acknowledged its troops were in 
Libya.

Western countries, including 
France, Britain and the United 
States, have sent small teams of 
special forces to Libya to help com-
bat Islamist militants, especially 
those loyal to ISIS, which controls 
the central city of Sirte. French 
troops have helped Haftar’s forces 
in the east, even as those forces 
reject Sarraj’s government in the 
west, which is also backed by Paris.

France took a leading role in a 
NATO air campaign that helped 
rebels overthrow autocratic leader 
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011. The 
country has since descended into 
chaos.

The Sarraj government de-
nounced the French troop presence 
and said there could be “no com-
promise” over Libyan sovereignty.

Thousands of demonstrators 
marched through several Libyan 

cities to protest the French pres-
ence and what they said were re-
venge French air strikes that killed 
13 Islamist fighters. Protesters 
called for the overthrow of the Sar-
raj government.

Sheikh Sadiq al-Ghariani, widely 
seen as the spiritual leader of the 
radical militias, said the presence 
of French troops was a declaration 
of war.

“Libyans must unite to fight the 
foreign attack,” he said. “The issue 
is crystal clear now that our country 
is being attacked by a foreign coun-
try.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Ongoing protests 
could undermine 
Sarraj’s attempts to 
unify the country.

French troops’ presence in Libya adds to confusion
Lamine Ghanmi
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A fighter of Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government 
fires a weapon during a battle with ISIS fighters in Sirte, Libya, on 
July 21st.
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Msaken

F 

or many Tunisians in the 
coastal town of Msaken, 
livelihoods have for about 
half a century depended 
on ties to the French city 

of Nice, just across the Mediterra-
nean.

“People feel that Msaken is part 
of Nice,” said Dr Jalal Rouiss, a phy-
sician in the town.

Mohamed Lahouaiej Bouhlel, 
the perpetrator of the July 14th at-
tack in Nice that killed 84 people, 
was from Msaken and his crime has 
brought shame on the city. About 
30,000 of Msaken’s 80,000 citizens 
work in France and many of them 
are concerned about the future.

“I’m ashamed of what he did. It 
is a big blow. I do not know what 
will be the colour of my face when 
I meet French friends back in Nice 
when I return there,” said Slimane 
Hmila, who has divided his time 
between Nice and Msaken since re-
tiring as a master carpenter.

“This criminal mind has struck a 

human bridge between France and 
Tunisia. Generations of migrants 
from Msaken built solid ties with 
Nice through hard work and good 
behaviour,” Hmila said.

Ahmed Sellami, a waiter at a café 
near the main square in Msaken, 
said: “We are paying the price al-
ready and very quickly. At this time 
of the year, most of the migrants 
would have normally returned to 
Msaken. You would see that by the 
number of cars with Nice plates. 
This holiday season, few are return-
ing because of fear they will not be 
let back in France or that anti-im-
migration French extremists could 
attack their homes in Nice.”

Emotions are running high in 
France after the third major ter-
rorist attack in about 18 months. 
French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls was booed and heckled at a 
ceremony of remembrance for the 
July 14th victims during a visit to 
Nice on July 18th.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
responsibility for the attack by 
Bouhlel, 31, who used a truck 
to mow down people leaving a 
Bastille Day fireworks show. More 
than one-third of the victims were 
Muslims, including four Tunisians.

Bouhlel’s computer contained 
pictures of mutilated corpses and 
militants posing with the ISIS flag, 
French investigators said. He was 
killed by police after he had driven 
the truck for 2km through crowds 
along the Nice seafront.

In his home town, Bouhlel was 
widely portrayed as a sick man 
whose mental instability may have 
been manipulated by unscrupulous 
ISIS operatives.

“No one remembers him praying 
in a mosque here,” said Dr Omar 
Hmila, a physician at Msaken’s hos-
pital. “There are 90 mosques here. 
His tormented mind offered an op-
portunity to a mischievous terrorist 
who manipulated him to carry out 
his despicable action.”

Dr Shamseddine Hamouda, a 
psychiatrist in the neighbouring 
city of Sousse who said he treated 
Bouhlel in 2004, said he had diag-
nosed him with an impulsive/ag-
gressive personality disorder and 
prescribed medication for him. 
Such patients suffer interpersonal 
conflict, disruptive relationships 
and occupational failure, psychia-
trists say.

“Whatever the motive of the at-
tack, Msaken will suffer from the 
blow. The city emerged from a 
small village to a modern city since 
people began migrating to France 
late in the 1950s,” said Omar Hmila, 
who grew up in Msaken.

“These migrants brought back 
modernity to a city, which is con-
servative. Beautiful villas were 
built here with modern ways of 
living, life and thinking,” said Jalal 
Rouiss.

Some marry relatives in Nice to 
get work and residence permits in 
France. Bouhlel did exactly that in 
2005 when he married one of his 
cousins.

Samira, 21, married a cousin in 
Nice two months ago. She said she 
worries that France might toughen 
restrictions, making it harder for 
people like her get residence per-
mits to join their spouses.

“It is a nightmare for me since the 
attack by this insane person. I wor-
ry that France could change rules 
and I will be stuck here while my 
husband is there,” said Samira as 
she left a doctor’s office where she 
was seeking a medical certificate, 
which is required for a French resi-
dence permit.

Paris

F 

rance again declared three 
days of mourning after 
the Bastille Day terrorist 
attack in Nice but, unlike 
after previous atrocities, 

there was widespread anger di-
rected at French authorities for per-
ceived security failures.

Mohamed Lahaouiej Bouhlel, 
a Tunisian with a history of le-
gal and mental health problems, 
ploughed through pedestrians on 
Nice’s Promenade des Anglais in a 
19-tonne rented lorry late July 14th, 
killing 84 people and injuring many 
more.

Although the Islamic State (ISIS) 
was quick to claim responsibility for 
the attack, questions remain about 
Bouhlel given his background as 
a petty criminal who had recently 
shown no signs of being outwardly 
very religious. Some French offi-
cials argued that he was radicalised 
in just a matter of weeks.

France’s National Assembly vot-
ed to extend the national state of 
emergency, which was instituted 
after the November Paris attacks, 
for an additional six months in the 
wake of the Bastille Day carnage. 
The state of emergency grants 
police extra powers to carry out 
searches and arrest people.

French authorities arrested and 
charged five people in connection 
with the attack as the investiga-
tion suggested that Lahaouiej could 
have been planning the attack since 
2015. Questions have been raised 
about French intelligence services 
given that neither Lahaouiej nor 
any of the detained suspects were 
known to them.

Previous terror attacks in France, 
including the November 2015 Paris 
attacks in which 137 people were 
killed, as well as the attack on the 
headquarters of Charlie Hebdo 
newspaper in January 2015, result-
ed in mass expressions of French 
solidarity. However, the latest at-
tack was accompanied by public 
calls for a review of French security 
and intelligence amid an ongoing 
political storm centring on the gov-
ernment’s security record, which is 
expected to increase ahead of presi-
dential elections in 2017.

Speaking in the immediate after-

math of the latest attack, French 
Prime Minister Manuel Valls ac-
knowledged that “times have 
changed and we should learn to live 
with terrorism. We have to show 
solidarity and collective calm… 
They wanted to attack the unity of 
the French nation.”

“The terrorism threat will be a 
fundamental and enduring problem 
and other lives will be wrecked,” he 
said in an interview with France’s 
Journal du Dimanche.

The French government came 
under criticism for perceived secu-
rity failures surrounding the attack 
in Nice, particularly after it emerged 
that police vans blocking the prom-
enade were withdrawn hours be-
fore the attack. They had been in 
place to protect a military parade at 
the promenade earlier. There were 
reports that just 60 police officers 
were on duty to provide security to 
an estimated 30,000 people at the 
site of the attack. The new state of 
emergency also prohibits public 
gatherings where sufficient secu-
rity cannot be provided.

Nice municipal regulations ban 
lorries of more than 3.5 tonnes from 
the city centre. The 19-tonne lorry 
that Lahaouiej had rented should 
have been stopped by authorities 
before he reached the city centre, 
especially amid heightened secu-
rity on a national public holiday, 
critics argue.

The French government’s re-
sponse to the attack was also criti-
cised, with former French prime 
minister and expected presidential 
contender Alain Juppé saying of 
Valls’ comments: “Fatalism isn’t a 
policy.”

France is gearing up for a heated 
political battle between President 
François Hollande’s Socialist-dom-
inated government and right-wing 
critics, particularly over national 
security.

Valls was booed as Nice observed 

a minute of silence in memory 
of the 84 victims. Former French 
president Nicolas Sarkozy, who is 
head of the centre-right Union for 
a Popular Movement and is said to 
be eyeing a presidential run in 2017, 
strongly criticised the French gov-
ernment for failing to protect its 
citizens.

“Democracy must not be weak, 
nor simply commemorate. De-
mocracy must say ‘We will win the 

war’… Everything that should have 
been done over the past 18 months 
was not done,” he was quoted as 
saying in France’s Le Parisien daily.

Also criticising Valls’ response 
to the attacks in an opinion piece 
published by Britain’s Guardian 
newspaper, former French Justice 
minister Rachida Dati said: “For 
such a senior figure to suggest that 
we should adapt to fear, violence 
and bloodshed was, in my mind, 

beyond belief. It displayed a clear 
lack of leadership at a time when 
the people need more: the people 
need to be, and to feel, protected.”

Much more so than in the after-
math of the Paris attacks, North 
African communities in Nice, Tu-
nisians particularly, are expressing 
wariness over possible reprisals, 
even though more than one-third 
of the victims were reported to 
have been Muslim.

Truck massacre in Nice causes 
shame and fear in Tunisian town

Attack in Nice sparks security 
questions, community tensions
The Arab Weekly staff

French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (C) and MPs observe a minute 
of silence in memory of the victims of the attack in Nice.

Shamseddine 
Hamouda, a 
psychiatrist in the 
neighbouring city of 
Sousse, had treated 
Bouhlel in 2004.

North African 
communities in Nice, 
Tunisians particularly, 
are expressing 
wariness over possible 
reprisals.

News & Analysis  The Nice attack aftermath

Relatives of 4-year-old Kylian Mejri, who was killed in the truck attack in France, mourn at the ar-Rahma mosque in the eastern Nice suburb of Ariane.

Lamine Ghanmi
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MaghrebNews & Analysis

Casablanca

M 

orocco’s push to join 
the African Union 
(AU) 32 years after it 
left the organisation’s 
predecessor should 

help it gather support for its claim 
over the disputed territory of West-
ern Sahara and bolster its political, 
economic and security ties with 
other African countries, analysts 
said.

“For a long time our friends have 
been asking us to return so Mo-
rocco can take up its natural place 
within its institutional family. The 
moment has now come,” King Mo-
hammed VI said in a message to the 
recent AU summit in Kigali.

A total of 28 of the 54 AU mem-
bers filed a motion calling for the 
suspension of the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (RASD) from 
the African bloc. The initiators of 
the move said it would “play a con-
structive role and contribute posi-
tively to UN efforts in the final out-
come of the regional dispute over 
the Sahara”.

Morocco was a founding mem-
ber of the Organisation of African 
Unity (OAU) but, when the organi-
sation recognised the RASD and Al-
geria backed RASD for a seat in the 
African Union, Morocco withdrew 
from the African bloc in 1984.

Morocco annexed Western Sa-
hara, a former Spanish territory, 
in 1975. Polisario Front guerrillas 

began a fight for an independent 
state, an armed conflict that lasted 
until the United Nations brokered a 
ceasefire in 1991.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan sover-
eignty for the vast territory, which 
has fewer than 1 million inhabit-
ants. The proposal was rejected by 
the Polisario Front, which insists 
on the right of the Sahrawi people 
to determine their own future in a 
UN-monitored vote.

Citing diplomatic sources, the 
Moroccan online news portal Me-
dias24 reported that 10-12 other AU 
members would support the mo-
tion, which would give the group 
the two-thirds majority needed to 
expel RASD from the African Un-
ion.

“It was about time Morocco re-
integrated the African Union. Mo-
rocco has a will to set up an African 
diplomacy on economic, security 
and political levels. This necessar-
ily requires an activism within the 
AU,” said Mountacir Zian, director-
general of the Rabat-based Medi-
terranean Company of Analysis 
and Strategic Intelligence.

The 28 signatories welcomed Mo-
rocco’s call to retake its AU seat. 
Egypt, Mauritania and Tunisia ab-
stained from signing the motion.

“I believe that Africa, particu-
larly the AU, must make a choice: 
either to rely on strong and credible 
partners which can bring an added 
value to the continent or persist in 
supporting an entity that poses a 
real security and political problem 
on the Maghreb level and to some 
extent Africa,” Zian said.

The motion is likely to be dis-
cussed at the 28th AU summit 

scheduled for January in Addis 
Ababa.

Morocco is a major investor in 
many African countries in con-
struction, banking and telecom-
munications.

“During the last few years, Mo-
rocco has been a key player in the 
development of the African conti-
nent through its political, econom-
ic, security and spiritual role. I be-
lieve that this should culminate in 
a reintegration of the kingdom into 
the AU,” said political analyst Salah 
Elouadie.

“The fact that Morocco chose to 
take its seat in the AU is proof that 
it seeks to consolidate its strategic 

role in Africa in the face of a chang-
ing political and security climate in 
MENA and Africa.”

Morocco is a key ally of the West 
in fighting terrorism. Countries tar-
geted by terrorism, such as France, 
Belgium, Spain and Côte d’Ivoire, 
have sought the help of Morocco’s 
intelligence services. It also has a 
2,300-person peacekeeping contin-
gent in Côte d’Ivoire, Congo and the 
Central African Republic.

Zian pointed out that the main 
threat to Africa is the rise of reli-
gious radicalism and terrorism.

“Morocco, with its experience in 
the fight against terrorism coupled 
with its religious influence, is a key 

player in the fight against these 
two scourges,” he said. “Strength-
ening relations with African coun-
tries further south is essential. It is 
therefore imperative to be proac-
tive and participate with African 
states in the fight against these 
phenomena.”

Morocco, at the Mohammed 
VI Institute in Rabat, is training 
imams from Mali, Guinea and Côte 
d’Ivoire to an Islam of peace and 
tolerance that rejects discord and 
manipulation.

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

Tunis

L 

ibyans in the country’s big-
gest city of Benghazi were 
called to celebrate military 
advances against Islam-
ist militias while people 

in western Libya protested against 
France for embedding special forces 
with rival forces.

Meanwhile, leaders of the UN-
brokered government led by Fayez 
al-Sarraj had three days of talks in 
Tunisia to narrow divisions among 
rival political forces.

Some of the leaders deplored 
that, almost four months after Sar-
raj’s government arrived in Tripoli 
to unify the country, it is still not 
able to have meetings in Libya be-
cause of insecurity.

“Sarraj complained during the 
meeting he received no support 
from those Libyans who then 
voiced backing,” said one of the 
participants who did not want to be 
named because of the sensitivity of 
the matter.

The three-day talks ended July 
19th without a communiqué be-
cause participants were divided 
about support for rival militias.

“One of the main hurdles be-
fore the government is the military 
moves taking place outside the state 
legitimacy,” said Fathi al-Majbiri, 
one of the leaders attending the 
talks.

Libya’s divisions are being ampli-
fied by what analysts called “strate-
gic incoherence” of major powers 
who give rhetorical support to Sar-
raj’s government while embedding 
special forces with rival militias.

“Yes, foreigners are in Benghazi 
and they are military experts, not 
soldiers taking part in the battle. 
There are 15 French ones, ten Brit-
ish, seven or eight Americans,” said 
Saqir al-Juroshi, head of the air 
force of Libya’s rump national army 
commanded by Khalifa Haftar.

Haftar and his allies in the in-
ternationally recognised House of 
Representatives have rejected Sar-
raj’s government as an umbrella of 
Islamist militias they brand as ter-
rorists.

“Foreign actors need to be aware 
of the capacity they have to influ-
ence processes of conflict and con-
flict resolution and of the neces-
sity of assessing and managing this 
influence with care,” said Virginie 
Collombier, a Libyan analyst.

“The support and recognition 
they give to local actors — either di-
rectly or indirectly — when it takes 
place in a context of conflict, will 
often trigger competition at the lo-
cal level, affect the balance of forces 
and, eventually, risk resulting in in-
creased fragmentation.”

Western powers appeared to have 
delegated policy to help Sarraj’s 
government to the United Nations 
and its representative Martin Kob-
ler with little progress. However, 
Kobler’s limited effectiveness was 

shown by his comments that he 
tried to contact Haftar three times 
but was ignored.

That came after French President 
François Hollande deplored the 
death of three French soldiers from 
a military intelligence unit in what 
he called an accidental helicopter 
crash.

The French have been working 
with forces loyal to Haftar who have 
been battling Islamist militants, in-
cluding Benghazi Defence Brigades 
(BDB), which claimed it had shot 
down the helicopter.

That embarrassed Sarraj’s gov-

ernment as it further revealed its 
weakness and exacerbated Libya’s 
divisions. Benghazi’s municipal-
ity, which supports Haftar, called 
on Libyans to take to the streets to 
celebrate advances against Islamist 
militias.

Omar al-Hassi, an Islamist fig-
ure who was prime minister of the 
government backed by Islamist mi-
litias, said: “France siding with Haf-
tar strengthens the counter-revolu-
tionary front led by Haftar.”

“Libyan revolutionaries will 
never forgive Hollande for saying 
France targeted terrorists,” Hassi 
added, using the term “revolution-
aries”, which means, in the Libyan 
context, radical Islamists who seek 
to turn Libya into an Islamic funda-
mentalist state.

The advance of Misrata militias 
aligned with Sarraj’s government 
failed to rekindle hopes among 
Libyans about the country’s future 

as shown by the falling Libyan cur-
rency. One US dollar was exchanged 
for 2.2 Libyan dinars a year ago; it 
now brings more than 5 dinars.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon said Islamic State (ISIS) fight-
ers in Libya are facing the “distinct 
possibility” of defeat in their last 
stronghold in Sirte and are likely to 
scatter elsewhere in the North Afri-
can country and the region.

Ban said in a report to the UN Se-
curity Council the estimated num-
ber of ISIS fighters in Libya is be-
tween 2,000 and 7,000.

He said that after the recent offen-
sive against ISIS by forces aligned 
with Sarraj’s government, “the 
current number of those in Sirte is 
now likely well less than 1,000. It is 
thought that large numbers of ISIS 
fighters fled the city, likely regroup-
ing “in smaller and geographically 
dispersed cells throughout Libya 
and in neighbouring countries”.

Morocco set to join African Union

‘Strategic incoherence’ 
of foreign powers 
complicate matters
in Libya

Saad Guerraoui

Lamine Ghanmi

Morocco’s King Mohammed VI (R), meets with Rwanda’s President Paul Kagame at the royal palace in 
Casablanca, Morocco, on June 20th.

28 of the 54 AU 
members filed a 
motion calling for the 
suspension of the 
Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic 
(RASD) from the 
African bloc.

The motion is likely to 
be discussed at the 
28th AU summit 
scheduled for January 
in Addis Ababa.

Libyans gather around the remains of a helicopter that crashed near Benghazi, Libya, on July 20th.

French President 
François Hollande 
deplored the death of 
three French soldiers 
from a military 
intelligence unit.
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Damascus

W 

ith Washington and 
Moscow having 
reached an under-
standing on how 
to get Syria’s peace 

process on track, reports of a Syr-
ian military council to lead the 
war-torn country during a political 
transition have surfaced.

The plan, still in early stages, 
provides for a council that would 
include equal numbers of senior of-
ficers who defected from the army 
and those still in service.

As a July 30th UN deadline draws 
closer for the beginning of political 
transition in Syria, the proposed 
council would be announced at 
the end of August, according to 
Turkey-based opposition sources.

One source, who refused to be 
identified, said the council would 
lead Syria for nine months while 
preparations were made for par-
liamentary and presidential elec-
tions.

“The main reason for setting up 
the military council is to end the 
confusion and dispersal of the Syr-
ian opposition, both politically and 
militarily,” the source said. “The 
United States and Russia have 
reckoned that the best solution is 
to form a council that will include 
influential members who would be 
accepted by both sides and whose 
key task will be to unify ranks and 
stop the fighting.”

Another source said, if the 
council is endorsed by all parties 
at meetings that Washington and 
Moscow plan to have with their 
respective allies, “it is the only [re-

maining] alternative for preserving 
what is left of the Syrian state insti-
tutions, especially the army.”

Opposition sources said in addi-
tion to efforts to create the military 
council, several committees were 
designing a new Syrian constitu-
tion to guide general and presiden-
tial elections during the transition-
al period.

“The council’s top priority will 
be to fight the Islamic State and [al-
Qaeda’s affiliate] al-Nusra Front 
and to provide assurances to all 
other factions joining the nation-
al army, which will be reformed 
and restructured,” one source ex-
plained.

Two candidates were mentioned 
as potential leaders of the coun-
cil, the sources said. One is Manaf 
Tlass, the 52-year-old son of for-
mer Defence minister Mustafa 
Tlass and former general of the 
Syrian Republican Guards who 
defected from the Syrian Army in 
2012. Tlass, a Sunni, is deemed ac-
ceptable to defectors and service 
officers.

The second candidate is former 
Defence minister Ali Habib, 77, 
who stepped down in 2011 when 
he refused to turn guns against 
his own people. Habib, an Alawite, 
would be acceptable to most oppo-
sition forces as well as those inside 
Syria.

Damascus-based political sourc-
es stressed that the purported Syr-
ian military council as imagined 
would not be accepted by Syrian 
authorities.

“It is totally impossible that they 
will agree unless they are under 
military pressure, which is not the 
case, after they achieved progress 
on the Aleppo front and imposed a 
siege on the rebel-held area of the 
city,” said one of the sources, who 
also declined to be named.

“The authorities might agree 
only under a different formula. 
They will never accept to have a 
defecting officer (Tlass) at the head 
of the council nor Habib because of 
his heath conditions,” the source 

explained.
“They might go along with a 

structure similar to the 2012 cabi-
net in which representatives of the 
‘interior opposition’ are included 
and this will be the maximum con-
cessions that the Syrian authorities 
will make at the moment.”

Moscow-based Syrian political 
analyst Taha Abdel Wahed argued 
that the Russians “are effectively 
discussing the plausible formation 
of a Syrian military council as they 
have always been hinting to the 
need to organise the transitional 
period in a way to preserve the Syr-

ian state institutions.”
“The military council is real but 

its formation would take shape at 
a later stage of inter-Syrian [peace] 
negotiations and there is no doubt 
that concerned regional and inter-
national powers will have a say on 
its structure and the identity of its 
members,” Abdel Wahed said.

He contended that the reported 
US-Russian agreement on military 
intelligence cooperation to fight 
terrorist groups in Syria is a long-
time Russian demand and that the 
Americans have undoubtedly re-
ceived something in return from 
Moscow.

“The [deal] won’t be limited to 
putting pressure on the Syrian re-
gime to end hostilities but prob-
ably pressure Damascus to accept 
a political solution, which explains 
[Russian Foreign Minister Sergei] 

Lavrov’s declarations that Wash-
ington and Moscow will take con-
crete steps to put Syria’s peace pro-
cess back on track,” Abdel Wahed 
said.

Syria’s Kurds appeared to be not 
included, as affirmed by Sharfan 
Darwish, spokesman for the Kurd-
ish-led Syrian Democratic Forces 
which controls large parts of north-
ern Syria. “No one contacted us 
about the so-called Syrian military 
council, which we do not recognise 
at all,” Darwish said.

Ankara-based diplomatic sourc-
es contend that the Kurds would 
be part of the council on condition 
they give up their project of a fed-
eration in future Syria.

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

Could a military council lead Syria’s transition to peace?
Khalil Hamlo

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L), and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov talk after a news 
conference in Moscow, on July 15th.

Several committees 
are said to be 
designing a new Syrian 
constitution to guide 
next elections.

The council would 
include equal numbers 
of senior officers who 
defected from the 
army and those still in 
service.
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New Syrian Army: A US disaster and probably not the last

M ilitary officials in 
Moscow and 
Damascus are 
getting a good 
laugh out of a 
new US-backed 

Syrian military group called the 
New Syrian Army. It was born and 
killed on the day of its launch in 
June — slaughtered at the hands 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Al-Bukamal, a strategic town in 
eastern Syria near the Iraqi 
border and held by ISIS since 
2014.

The operation went bizarrely 
wrong, prompting American mili-
tary officials to admit the fact 
that they need to do business 
with Moscow if they want any 
tangible victories in Syria.

The flawed operation aimed at 
retaking Al-Bukamal from ISIS, 
with strong US air cover, just as 
the Russians and their Syrian 
proxies did with Palmyra in 
March. However, US-trained 
Syrian troops, airlifted into the 
Syrian battlefield from Jordan, 
walked straight into an ISIS 
ambush.

Out of 200 men, 15 were 
captured and 40 were killed. The 
remaining fighters abandoned 
their weapons and fled into the 

Syrian desert. This was a tough 
reality check for President 
Barack Obama’s administra-

tion.
The so-called New Syrian Army 

has been on the Central Intelli-
gence Agency’s payroll since 
October 2015. After nine months 
of training at US camps in Jordan, 
it was a disaster in battle, raising 
questions about what would 
happen to other Syrian troops in 
similar programmes and 
deployed in northern Syria.

In what remains of his tenure, 
Obama is trying to take control of 
the Syrian-Jordanian-Iraqi 
Triangle, setting up a bridge for 
military cooperation between 
Kurdish troops in north-eastern 
Syria and Arab tribes in the 
south-east.

The United States mistakenly 
believed that residents of 
Al-Bukamal would immediately 
take up arms with the New Syrian 
Army, championing an elusive 
democracy over their interpreta-
tion of Islam. The Americans 
forgot how brainwashed many of 
these fighters had become and 
the fact that ISIS rewards its 
supporters handsomely while 
punishing enemies by slitting 
their throats and cutting off their 
heads.

The people of Al-Bukamal 
feared the jihadists’ wrath and 
refused to take up arms with the 
new army, uncertain, of course, 
about how far the United States 
was going to go in supporting 
them. The fact that the new 
US-backed militia was packed 
with Sunni fighters from promi-
nent Syrian tribes mattered little 
to the residents of Al-Bukamal, 
despite the bonds of kinship 
between them and the invading 
troops.

They looked the other way, 
either standing behind ISIS or 
fearing its wrath, reminding the 
world, perhaps, that Al-Bukamal 
was the main incubator of jihadi 
militias during the battles of 
Anbar in Iraq shortly after the US 
invasion of 2003.

Reportedly more than 50% of 
Al-Bukamal’s 200,000 residents 
refused to take up arms with the 
US-backed force. Nor did Iraqi 
refugees living there who had 
recently fled the mayhem in 
Falluja or the Syrians from Deir 
ez-Zor who have been travelling 
back and forth between ISIS-held 
parts of their city and Al-Buka-
mal.

Another reason why the US 
operation failed was that the 
Russian Army was not consulted. 
Since entering the Syrian War in 
September 2015, the Russians 
have worked at gathering 
intelligence, networking with 
Syrian tribes and collecting 
excellent satellite imagery.

All of these were presented to 
the Syrian Army and played a 
major role in its successes in 
western and central Syria. The 
Americans wanted to score a 
similar victory in Raqqa but were 
beaten to the scene by the 
Russians.

They then tried and failed in 
Al-Bukamal. Most the Syrian 
proxies they have armed since 
2014 have either defected to ISIS 
or been demolished on the 
battlefield by al-Nusra Front, 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing. Clearly, 
something had to be done 
differently.

It was no surprise then that 
shortly after Al-Bukamal, the 

Obama administration presented 
the Russians with a proposal for 
military cooperation, more 
extensive than anything dis-
cussed over the past five years.

It calls for joint headquarters, 
extensive battlefield surveillance 
and joint operations. According 
to the Washington Post, the 
proposal “would dramatically 
shift the United States’ Syria 
Policy” and serve as a “boon for 
the Assad regime, which could 
see the forces it is fighting 
dramatically weakened”.

Under the Obama proposal, not 
only does the Syrian Army get 
huge credit for being a partner in 
the war on terror, but a clause 
exists that allows the Russians to 
come to its aid if attacked by 
al-Nusra.

When asked to outline his 
counterterrorism strategy, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry 
identified targets, including 
Ahrar al-Sham and Jaysh al-Islam, 
two main players in Syria that 
Moscow was adamant on eradi-
cating.

The first is Turkish-backed and 
operates in northern Syria while 
Jaysh al-Islam is Saudi-funded 
and based in the al-Ghouta 
orchards ringing Damascus. 
Clearly from Kerry’s statement, 
topped by the Al-Bukamal fiasco, 
the United States is surrendering 
fully to Moscow’s mapping of the 
Syria war and its vision of how it 
to be handled — and resolved.

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.

Sami Moubayed

View point
US-trained 
Syrian 
troops, 
airlifted into 
the Syrian 
battlefield 
from Jordan, 
walked 
straight 
into an ISIS 
ambush.

The New Syrian Army was 
born and killed on the day 
of its launch in June.
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Sana’a

A 

ngered by the lack of 
progress, Kuwaiti of-
ficials hosting the 
troubled peace talks to 
end the war in Yemen 

warned negotiators to reach a deal 
by early August or get out.

“We have given 15 days for Yem-
eni sides taking part in the talks 
to resolve all the issues,” Kuwaiti 
Deputy Foreign Minister Khaled al-
Jarallah told Al Arabiya news in a 
July 20th interview from Brussels.

“If matters are not resolved 
within the 15 days, we have hosted 
them enough and consequently 
our brothers have to excuse us if 
we cannot continue hosting” the 
talks, Jarallah added.

Talks resumed July 16th after a 
two-week break that included UN 

Special Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed working to convince the 
internationally recognised gov-
ernment to return to negotiations 
with representatives of the Houthi 
rebels.

Yemeni political analyst Abdul-
lah Ismail said the feeling in Ku-
wait is that negotiations with no 
time limit would not spark the re-
quired sense of urgency needed to 
achieve tangible results.

According to a government 
source, who spoke on the condi-
tion of anonymity, international 
backers of the Kuwait peace talks 
have tilted more towards the gov-
ernment of Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi and the need to implement 
UN Security Council Resolution 
2216.

Foreign ministers from the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia 
met on July 20th with their US and 
UK counterparts in London to dis-
cuss the situation in Yemen. UAE 

Minister of State for Foreign Af-
fairs Anwar Gargash described the 
meeting as “positive and reflecting 
the high level of coordination and 
rapprochement among regional 
and international powers”.

In a message on his official Twit-
ter account following the meeting, 
Gargash wrote that the officials 
agreed that the talks were at a cru-
cial state and pledged support to 
international efforts aimed at re-
solving the Yemeni crisis.

Gargash emphasised the need 
for the Yemenis to realise that 
the Kuwait meetings offer a rare 
opportunity, urging them to rise 

above personal ambitions to over-
come this crisis.

A statement released by Britain’s 
Foreign Office said: “The ministers 
expressed their concern about the 
deteriorating humanitarian and 
economic situation in Yemen and 
reiterated their strong support for 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed and for the 
role of the United Nations in me-
diating a lasting political solution 
to the crisis, based on the agreed 
references for the UN talks, name-
ly the relevant UN Security Council 
resolutions, including Resolution 
2216, the GCC [Gulf Cooperation 
Council] initiative and the out-
comes of the National Dialogue 
Conference.”

The Houthis on July 19th fired a 
ballistic missile at the Saudi bor-
der in what it said was retaliation 
over Saudi-led coalition air strikes. 
Saudi officials answered with air 
strikes the next day that targeted 
Houthi military installations.

UN Security Council Resolution 
2216 requires the Houthi militias 
and their allies to withdraw from 
areas, including Sana’a, they took 
over 2014 and to hand over heavy 
weapons.

The war in Yemen began after 
the Shia Houthis and their allies 
overran Sana’a in September 2014, 
seizing most of the country and 
leading Hadi to flee to Saudi Ara-
bia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 
Arabia and supported by the Unit-
ed States and Britain, began an 
air campaign against the rebels in 
March 2015. Arab coalition ground 
troops later entered the fight. Ac-
cording to UN estimates, more 
than 6,400 people have been killed 
since the start of military engage-
ment, with 2.8 million people dis-
placed.

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

Saleh Baidhani

Member delegations take part in a meeting of the Yemeni Peace Talks in Kuwait City, on July 17th.

Riyadh

S 

audi Arabia will soon cre-
ate the largest fleet of oil 
tankers in the world as 
part of its strategy to boost 
its crude oil exports, offi-

cials said.
The venture by the Arab Petrole-

um Investments Corporation (API-
CORP) and the National Shipping 
Company of Saudi Arabia (Bahri) 
will involve $1.5 billion being al-
located over three phases to buy 15 
very large crude carriers (VLCCs).

According to a statement, API-
CORP, with an 85% stake, will be 
the main investor and fund man-
ager and Bahri will be the exclusive 
commercial and technical manag-
er as well as being responsible for 
the remaining 15% investment.

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid 
al-Falih said: “The additional 15 
VLCCs will be on top of the cur-
rent and future fleet of Bahri that is 
more than 45 ships. This will make 

Bahri the world’s largest oil ship-
ping company.”

The venture is set to benefit 
state-owned Saudi Aramco. Ac-
cording to Falih, Aramco ships 
about 20% of its oil cargoes by sea 
and needs additional tankers to 
meet rising demand.

“Timing is essential,” Falih said. 
“Many countries are cautious in in-
vestments amid the current reces-
sion. Thus, when Saudi Arabia an-
nounces such a huge investment 
this sends a clear message that 
the kingdom is moving forward in 
building its private sector compa-
nies and infrastructure.”

Pointing to the significance of 
the deal to Saudi Arabia’s econom-
ic reform drive, Bahri Chairman 
Abdulrahman al-Mofadhi said: 
“This fund will not only reduce 
Saudi Arabia’s dependence on ex-
ternal crude carriers but also its 
earnings will be reinvested in the 
local economy.

“As with any other initiative, our 
growth strategy for this invest-
ment firmly falls in line with Saudi 
Arabia’s plans for future develop-
ment as laid out in the kingdom’s 
Vision 2030.”

Saudi Arabia is the biggest oil 
exporter in the world, producing 
more than 10 million barrels a day 
for the past several months. Ac-
cording to the Organisation of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries 
(OPEC), the price of crude oil has 
rebounded more than 70% from a 
12-year low earlier this year.

APICORP, which is based in the 
Saudi Eastern province, is owned 
by OPEC, with Saudi Arabia, Ku-
wait and the United Arab Emirates 
each having a 17% stake.

The firm announced last Novem-
ber its intention of issuing $1 bil-
lion in Islamic bonds in 2016, with 
the aim of financing energy pro-
jects in the Middle East and North 

Africa. APICORP, known mostly 
for its petrochemical investment, 
hopes to diversify by including 
more projects related to renewable 
energy.

Saudi Arabia to create biggest tanker fleet

Two-week time limit for troubled Yemen peace talks

The Arab Weekly staff

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih talks to journalists before a meeting of OPEC ministers in 
Vienna, last June.

The venture by the 
Arab Petroleum 
Investments 
Corporation and the 
National Shipping 
Company of Saudi 
Arabia (Bahri) will 
involve $1.5 billion.

Kuwaiti officials 
hosting the troubled 
peace talks to end the 
war in Yemen warned 
negotiators to reach a 
deal by early August or 
get out.

News & Analysis Gulf
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R
ecent reports show that global travel and tourism con-
tinue to grow.

According to the UN World Tourism Organisation 
(UNTWO), 348 million tourists travelled worldwide in the 
first four months of this year. For all of 2015, more than 1 
billion tourists travelled the world.

Those figures are expected to grow as populations across the globe 
enjoy more time and means for leisure activity while travel infrastruc-
ture becomes accessible to larger numbers of travellers and as new 
communication technologies spark interest in a wider spectrum of 
destinations.

Tourism is the source of livelihood for millions across the planet. 
With promising new markets, such as China, the economic dividends 
will become even more vital for many countries.

This includes the Middle East and Africa, where millions are 
employed in travel and tourism. There is more, however, than eco-
nomics.

“When tourism is well-managed, it has tremendous capacity to 
create decent jobs, provide opportunities for inclusion and education 
and contribute to preserving cultural heritage and the environment,” 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said.

In a recent report, the World Travel and Tourism Council highlighted 
the role of tourism as a driver for peace.

“The more sustainable a country’s tourism sector the lower the 
country’s level of violence and conflict is likely to be,” it said.

The Arab world has traditionally offered attractive destinations. The 
development of tourism magnets such as Marrakech and Dubai has 
demonstrated how adequate promotion and development efforts can 
pay off.

The current setbacks in traditional destinations, such as Egypt and 
Tunisia, can be overcome with patient and efficient promotion on a 
global scale and the implementation of appropriate measures at home, 
including a better security environment at travel facilities and tourism 
resorts. International travellers have the right to feel and be safe when 
they travel to the Arab world.

Many Arab countries and other nations of the Middle East and North 
Africa have suffered in recent months from the fallout of terrorism and 
war.

No region in the world, including MENA, is immune from terrorism. 
Jihadists have targeted hotels, airports and means of transportation as 
well as cultural sites frequently visited by tourists. The terrorists’ 
intent was not only to inflict economic damage but to create a wedge 
between the West and the Muslim world and destroy the traditional 
bridges of hospitality and welcome long offered by the Arab world.

Tourism still has a future in the Middle East and North Africa, first of 
all because tourism is resilient. As Taleb Rifai, secretary-general of the 
UNWTO, said: “Tourism and travel together have proven to be such a 
resilient industry that nothing is going to stop.”

According to a study from the World Travel and Tourism Council, the 
tourism sector takes about 13 months to bounce back after a terrorist 
attack. This is a faster recovery than after a natural disaster (24 
months) or a war (27 months).

Countries in the region should prepare for the recovery of the 
tourism sector not only by enhancing the security of hotels and 
airports but also by investing in the diversification of their tourism 
products and upgrading services and the infrastructure that their 
countries offer to foreign visitors.

Tourism is here to stay — as are its many benefits.

Tourism is resilient and 
Arab countries should 
prepare for its recovery

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Terrorism and 
France’s changing face

F
rance is facing a 
number of tests, not 
least the ceaseless 
and shifting threat of 
terrorism as epito-
mised by the Bastille 

Day attack in Nice.
The Islamic State (ISIS) 

claimed responsibility, perhaps 
as a response to defeats it has 
suffered in its self-proclaimed 
caliphate in Iraq and Syria. The 
latest in a series of ISIS-related 
attacks over the past 18 months, 
however, could change the face 
of France with presidential 
elections set for next year.

There is no easy strategy to 
deal with terrorism, whether it 
is preventing radicalisation or 
using intelligence to foil attacks 
before they happen or deploying 
security forces to quickly and 
competently deal with them 
after they have been launched. 
In the aftermath of the July 14th 
attack, senior French officials, 
including President François 
Hollande and Prime Minister 
Manuel Valls, acknowledged 
that the country is in a 
permanent state of war.

“The whole of France is under 
threat from an Islamic terrorist 
attack,” Hollande said in an 
address to the nation following 
the Nice attack. This was a rare 
admission from the French head 
of state, particularly after he 
had resolutely refused to link 
ISIS — or Daesh as French official 
statements call the group by its 
Arabic acronym — with Islam.

“This is a terrorist group and 
not a state. I do not recommend 
using the term ‘Islamic State’ 
because it blurs the lines 
between Islam, Muslims and 
Islamists,” former Foreign 
Affairs minister Laurent Fabius 
said in a statement in September 
2014. Since then, French officials 
sought to differentiate between 
ISIS as a terrorist group and 
Islam as a religion.

There has been a backlash 
in France against 
the government’s 
insistence on political 
correctness, with 
some politicians and 
journalists preferring 
to call a spade a spade. 
The war against 
terrorism is the war 
against ISIS, they 
insist, which, in turn, 

is the war against Islamic 
extremism.

Given the terrorist threat 
facing France, this is not the 
time for squeamishness in 

naming things, which can be 
seen in recent statements from 
politicians such as centre-
right former president Nicolas 
Sarkozy and far-right Marine Le 
Pen, both of whom are expected 
to be at the centre of next year’s 
presidential elections.

This, of course, only serves 
ISIS, which seeks to encourage 
estrangement and conflict 
between the Islamic world and 
the West, consecrating the 
idea of a clash of civilisations, 
since this narrative gains the 
group more followers. This 
clearly demonstrates the effect 
that terrorism is having on the 
political debate and the rise of 
the right wing in Europe and 
the normalisation of this kind of 
divisive discourse.

Whenever terrorist attacks 
take place, politicians are ready 
to play them to their advantage 
and get their name out in the 
media, whether we are talking 
about Donald Trump in the 
United States or right-wing 
figures such as Le Pen in France.

The Bastille Day attack in 
Nice was a particular blow 
for Hollande with many 
questioning whether he is 
capable of protecting France’s 
security.

Hollande has clearly failed 
to protect France from the 
threat of terrorism, inciting 
political tensions and public 
fears, which could change 
France’s secular and tolerant 
nature and result in the rise of 
the forces of extremism and 
nationalism. This could also 
result in change in France’s 
traditional geopolitical position 
as a country that has always 
been friendly and sympathetic 
towards Arab causes.

France is at a crossroads. 
Which road will it take?

Khattar Abu Diab is director of 
the Council on Geopolitics and 
Perspectives in Paris.

The Bastille Day attack 
in Nice was a 
particular blow for 
Hollande.
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Opinion

The West should be addressing grievances behind attacks

C
an we be safe any-
where anymore? 
Social media, pundits 
and politicians are in 
despair over the 
gruesome toll of the 

news, week by week.
An 18-year-old German-

Iranian opened fire July 22nd 
at a shopping mall in Munich, 
killing at least nine people. It was 
the third attack on the streets of 
western Europe in eight days. A 
teenage refugee in Germany who 
claimed to be from Afghanistan 
attacked train passengers with an 
axe and knife four days earlier. On 
July 14th, a Tunisian national said 
to have psychological problems 
used a 19-tonne truck to mow 
down 84 people along a 2km 
stretch of the seafront in Nice, 
France. The extremist group that 
calls itself Islamic State (ISIS) 
opportunistically claimed the 
train and Nice attackers as foot 
soldiers and, in a sense, they were.

Reportedly self-radicalised, both 
the asylum seeker in Germany 
and the Tunisian Mohamed 
Lahouaiej Bouhlel in France could 
be described as having drafted 
themselves into ISIS’s invisible 
army of irregulars. Both died 
having moved the front line of 
the war on terror into Europe’s 
backyard — onto its beaches, 
picture postcard promenades, 
comfortable trains and city 
centres.

Both men’s legal presence in 
European countries, their ability 
and willingness to harm innocent 
strangers and their apparent late 
fascination with ISIS took the 
battlefield into Europe. Or as the 
old-fashioned and ill-spelt idiom 

goes, they “brought 
the mountain to 
Mahomet”.

The German 
media have 
described the 
sudden actions 
of the refugee — 
doubly despicable 
perhaps for being 
both murderous 
and ungrateful 
to his country of 

sanctuary — as the first ISIS attack 
on German soil. The French, who 
have suffered three major terrorist 
attacks in 18 months, dolefully 

admit they are in the line of fire. 
France, which has Europe’s largest 
Muslim population, bears an 
enormous responsibility. It must 
react decisively but also calibrate 
its response in a way that is just.

Does France have the heart for 
the fight? Does Europe? After the 
Nice massacre, there is a decided 
downturn in official bluster. 
Consider French Prime Minister 
Manuel Valls’s grim prescription: 
“Times have changed and 
we should learn to live with 
terrorism.” He went on to predict 
that “there will be more attacks… 
Other lives will be lost… Terrorism 
will be a part of our daily lives for 
a long time.”

Valls is not alone in gloomily 
preparing for a lifetime of pre-
emptive pessimism. The Twitter 
community appears sad that it can 
no longer feel gut-wrenchingly sad 
about something that has become 
the new normal — terrorism’s 
bloody toll. After Nice, Facebook 
turned uncharacteristically down-
hearted, unable even to muster 
the energy to change profile 
photos en masse to the Tricolore in 
solidarity with France. Newspaper 
columnists shook their heads at 
the collective agony of insecurity, 
unable to offer glib solutions.

Like children who have been 
abused every day, we seem to 
have cried ourselves dry. There 
have been too many funerals and 
the fear is that there will be many 
more. Lone-wolf attacks are on 
the rise and there seems to be 
no way to stop the perpetrators. 
Borders can’t keep them out 
— they are legally resident in 
European countries. Gun control 
and bans on explosives do not 
help; mundane tools can kill large 
numbers of people.

This is a devastating evolution 
of tactic and technique, turning 
the world into a scary global 
village where no one can ever 
expect to feel safe.

Indeed, the use of a truck in Nice 
points to a terrifying redefinition 
of the terrorist attack. Bouhlel 
reduced it to “proto” form, the 
most basic construct to spread 
the maximum amount of terror. 
He remade the terrorist attack for 
the age of maximum security by 
forcing it to evolve downward. 
Once upon a time, terrorists used 

sophisticated technology. Now 
they can get better results with the 
magnificent simplicity of everyday 
instruments.

So, should we just accept this is 
the age of never-ending terror?

No. It is a time-bound extremist 
tactic, this so-called “strategy 
of a thousand cuts”. In 2008, 
Inspire, the English-language 
online magazine of the Yemen-
based group al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian Peninsula, described 
the thousand-cuts concept as 
the perpetration of “smaller, but 
more frequent” attacks, driving 
up countries’ security costs and 
spreading a debilitating fear far 
and wide like mushroom spores 
borne on the wind.

This is why the call for enhanced 
security measures — more police, 
more weapons, more checks, more 
expense — is both foolish and 
self-defeating. Bouhlel’s truck 
rampage could never have been 
planned for.

How then to prevent other 
Bouhlels?

The West might do better to 
examine the tripod of grievances 

on which rests jihadist ideology: 
Western hypocrisy on human 
rights, as seen in nearly 70 
years of Palestinian suffering; 
Western support for authoritarian 
regimes in the Muslim world; 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq and the 
subsequent abuse and disrespect 
of Iraqi prisoners.

Add to these the anguished 
disconnect that may be 
experienced by a European 
citizen/resident of non-European 
ethnicity, especially those of 
limited education and resources.

These issues are broad, wide and 
deep and not easily addressed. 
However, an honest reassessment 
of the Palestinian issue and a 
determined international move 
to secure justice for them may be 
the way to start the rebalancing 
process. The tripod of grievances 
would destabilise without that 
particular leg on which to stand.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

The West might do 
better to examine the 
tripod of grievances on 
which rests jihadist 
ideology.

A man reflects at the Promenade des Anglais in Nice, on July 19th, 
after the terrorist attack that killed 84 people.

T
he handwriting is on 
many walls. Liberal 
democracy and the 
world order it has 
built since World War 
II are at risk. Equal 

rights, political pluralism and 
rule of law are being challenged 
from several directions.

We see it in Brexit, which aims 
explicitly to restore borders, 
reject immigrants and implicitly 
to end the liberal democratic 
establishment’s monopoly on 
governing power. We see it in 
Donald Trump, who aims at 
similar goals. We see it in Vladimir 
Putin, Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who are 
selling the idea that concentrated 
power and restrictions on freedom 
will deliver better and more goods 
and services.

We see it in China, which 
likewise aims to maintain the 
Communist Party’s monopoly on 

national political 
power while 
allowing markets 
to drive growth. No 
need to mention 
Hungary’s Viktor 
Orban, Macedonia’s 
Nikola Gruevski, 
Poland’s Beata 
Szydło and other 
democratically 
elected leaders who 
turn their backs on 

liberal democratic values once 
in power, in favour of religion, 
nationalism or ethnic identity.

Among the first victims 
are likely to be two bold 
efforts at freeing up trade and 
investment and promoting 
growth by removing barriers 
and encouraging globalisation: 
the Transatlantic Trade and 
Investment Partnership (TTIP) 
between the European Union 
and the United States as well as 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(TPP), which was intended to do 
something similar in the Pacific 
basin.

Both Hillary Clinton and Trump 
have said they are opposed to 
TPP. It is hard to picture TTIP 
proceeding while the European 
Union is negotiating its divorce 
from Britain.

We have seen assaults on liberal 
democracy and its associated 
world order in the past. Arguably 
that is what World War II was 
about, at least in part. Nazi 
Germany, imperial Japan and 
Mussolini’s Italy offered fascist, 
autocratic responses to relatively 
liberal democracy in Britain, 
France and the United States.

The Soviet Union, which 
fought with the Allies against 
fascism, offered a communist 
alternative that survived the 
war and engaged in the Cold War 
standoff with liberal democracies 
for almost 45 years thereafter, 
one that involved proxy wars, 
Communist and anti-Communist 
puppets and the enormous risk of 
nuclear holocaust. The history of 
fights between liberal democracy 

and its antagonists is fraught with 
war, oppression and prolonged 
authoritarianism.

It wasn’t that long ago, 
when the Berlin Wall fell, that 
liberal democracy seemed 
overwhelmingly likely to win 
worldwide. The end of history 
did not last long. The two big 
challenges liberal democracy 
faces are Islamist extremism 
and capitalist authoritarianism. 
These are both ideological and 
physical challenges. Putinism 
is an authoritarian style of 
governance that sends warplanes, 
naval ships and troops to harass 
and occupy its neighbours and 
adversaries. The same can be said 
of Xi Jinping’s China, which is 
making the South China Sea into 
its backyard and harassing its 
neighbours.

The Islamist extremist 
challenge comes above all from al-
Qaeda and the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which are competing with each 
other even as they destroy fragile 
states such as Libya, Yemen and 
Syria. Iraq appears to be winning 
its fight, though it is likely to face 
a virulent insurgency even after 
it ends ISIS control over parts 
of its territory. The outcome is 
unlikely to be liberal democratic. 
Many other states face that 
kind of insurgent Islamist 
threat: Afghanistan, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Egypt, Somalia and 
Tunisia, to name but a few.

The biggest threat to liberal 
democracy today comes from 

inside the liberal democracies 
themselves. Islamist terror has 
killed relatively few people, apart 
from 9/11. Popular overreaction to 
Islamist threats, immigration and 
globalisation could bring to power 
people with little commitment to 
liberal democratic values in the 
United States, France, Sweden, 
the Netherlands, Denmark and 
elsewhere. They will seek to 
re-establish borders, slow or end 
immigration, impose draconian 
laws to root out terrorists and 
restore trade barriers in the hope 
of regaining lost industries.

Another challenge, peculiar 
to the United States, seems to 
be emerging: black insurgents 
with guns who think they are 
retaliating against police for abuse 
of black citizens. This is bound 
to elicit a law and order response 
that could bring a real threat to 
liberal democracy in Washington: 
Trump in the presidency.

The menace to liberal 
democracy is real. If we want 
pluralism, human rights and 
the rule of law, we are going to 
have to take some risks. I find it 
an easy choice but many of my 
compatriots seem inclined to lean 
in the other direction.

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

Overreaction to Islamist threats puts liberal democracies at risk

Daniel Serwer

The two big challenges 
liberal democracy faces 
are Islamist extremism 
and capitalist 
authoritarianism.
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Baghdad

T 

he battle to liberate Mo-
sul is about to resume. US 
Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter said an air base 
near Iraq’s second largest 

city was being prepared as a staging 
point for aerial attacks on Islamic 
State (ISIS) jihadists, as Iraqi ground 
troops are set to advance north to 
try to recapture the city.

Despite improved morale after the 
victory in Falluja, difficulties loom. 
The Iraqi Army has been involved in 
months of bloody offensives in and 
around Baghdad and the vast west-
ern desert in Anbar province where 
the provincial capital, Ramadi, and a 
handful of cities and towns, mainly 
Falluja, Haditha, Rutba, al-Qaim and 
Hit, were rid of ISIS.

“Now we must equip and assem-
ble to take on the target in Mosul 
and surrounding areas in the north,” 
an Iraqi security official said, insist-
ing on anonymity.

But Baghdad-based analyst Ra-
heem al-Shammari said that ISIS’s 
defeat in Falluja encouraged both 
Iraqi and US forces to speed up 
preparations and to be less cautious 
in their drive to Mosul.

“With the quick collapse of Daesh 
in Falluja, Iraqi and US commanders 
think that the time has come for the 
Mosul battle as militants are losing 
the will to fight,” he said, using the 
group’s Arabic acronym.

Mosul fell to ISIS in mid-2014 after 
a blitz that was a humiliating defeat 

for Iraqi forces. Since then, the army 
has been regrouping. Iraqi soldiers, 
backed by Shia militiamen, have re-
captured major cities in Sunni prov-
inces, with US air support decisive 
in all the winning battles.

Iraqi soldiers and Shia militiamen 
drove out the militants from Fal-
luja, a key ISIS bastion about 60km 
west of Baghdad within one month, 
although earlier assessments had 
suggested several months of bloody 
fighting were needed to recapture 
the city.

After Falluja, Iraqi soldiers, facing 
almost no resistance, retook the key 
airbase of Qayara, about 60km south 
of Mosul.

During a July visit to Baghdad, 
Carter said the United States would 
send 560 more troops to be sta-
tioned at the base, bringing the 
number of US forces in Iraq to 4,647, 
mainly advisers and trainers.

“These additional US forces will 
bring unique capabilities to the 
campaign and provide critical ena-
bler support to Iraqi forces at a key 
moment in the fight,” said Carter, 
who vowed to increase US air strikes 
against ISIS.

Naif Mekaif, a lawmaker from Mo-
sul, said he expected the city to be 
“liberated” by the end of Septem-
ber, just before the start of the rainy 
winter season, which could hamper 
the movement of troops and tanks 
and block visibility for air strikes.

“The clock is ticking for the end 
of Daesh in Mosul and Iraq,” Me-
kaif said. “The matter will not take 
a long time as the city is surround-
ed almost from all directions by 
Iraqi troops, Kurdish forces and the 
Hashid al-Shaabi (Shia militia) fight-
ers.”

Still, sectarianism poses a possible 

threat to the battle against ISIS. Sen-
ior Sunni politicians, fearing brutal 
killings of Mosul’s Sunni population 
similar to the atrocities committed 
against Falluja civilians, have made 
it clear that Shia militias are not wel-
come.

Osama al-Nujaifi, a senior politi-
cian from Mosul and the head of a 
broad Sunni coalition in the legis-
lature, said Mosul residents “need 
assurances regarding who is going 
to participate in the liberation of the 
city”.

“The government should listen to 
Mosul people who do not want the 
Hashid al-Shaabi to take part in the 
Mosul battle in order to avoid any 
sectarian frictions or violations,” 

said Nujaifi in a statement after 
meeting with the special represent-
ative of the United Nations for Iraq, 
Jan Kubis.

The United Nations predicted that 
the Mosul operation would result in 
a large number of civilian casualties 
and force hundreds of thousands to 
flee their homes. “The impact of the 
Mosul military campaign on civil-
ians will be devastating,” the United 
Nations warned in a recent state-
ment.

In Mosul, a housewife going by 
the name of Um Nashwan said on 
social media that residents were 
“anxious” because food supplies 
were drying up with ISIS stockpiling 
for a protracted war. She said people 

were cut off from the outside world 
as ISIS had disconnected satellite TV 
reception and disrupted cell phone 
and internet communication.

“We know that the Mosul opera-
tion is coming from leaflets dropped 
by army helicopters,” she said. “ISIS 
pretends it is unshaken but it is 
clearly so as it has mounted arrests 
and keeps a heavy armed presence 
in the city.”

It appealed for funds to deal with 
the humanitarian crisis, saying it 
would cost $284 million to prepare 
the necessary aid and up to $1.8 bil-
lion to deal with the aftermath.

Sameer Nouri Yacoub is an Iraqi 
reporter.

As Mosul battle looms, stakes grow higher
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

Visiting US Defense Secretary Ash Carter (CL), accompanied by Iraqi Defence Minister Khaled
al-Obeidi (CR), arrives at the Iraqi Ministry of Defence in Baghdad, on July 11th.Naif Mekaif, a 

lawmaker from Mosul, 
said he expected the 
city to be “liberated” 
by the end of 
September.

Despite improved 
morale after the 
victory in Falluja, 
difficulties loom.
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Taking action after the Chilcot report

B
ritain’s Chilcot 
inquiry is a damning 
indictment of the Iraq 
war, concluding the 
conflict was based on 
flawed intelligence, 

of uncertain legality and ulti-
mately “unnecessary”.

British politicians, including 
then deputy prime minister John 
Prescott, have acknowledged 
since the release of the report, 
which did not make formal 
judgments on the legality of the 
war, that the conflict was illegal.

The Chilcot report, issued 
13 years after the war, clearly 
demonstrates how post-war 
planning — or lack thereof — led to 
the dangerous situation Iraq finds 
itself in today, from the troubled 
political system governing the 
country to ongoing security 
problems.

The report officially calls 
for urgent action to be taken 
on the domestic, regional and 
international levels. This must go 
beyond emotional hand-wringing 
with Iraqis of all stripes standing 
together to seek justice. This 
effort might be the only thing 
that can unite the Iraqi people, 
who have been bitterly divided 
by rising ethnic and sectarian 
tensions.

So what action needs to be 
taken after the publication of this 

report?

First, we must confirm once 
and for all that the decision to 
go to war was a political one, 
something that was clear from the 
testimony of all those involved in 
this British government inquiry. 
There were no weapons of mass 
destruction in Iraq, which was 
one of the main pretexts for the 
invasion that led to the deaths of 
hundreds of thousands of Iraqis 
and threw the country and region 
into chaos.

Even if there were weapons of 
mass destruction, US President 
Barack Obama’s policy towards 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and his chemical weapons 
indicates diplomatic options are 

not off the table.
Second, the outcome of the 

post-invasion period in Iraq, as 
we know it today, is illegitimate 
given that it is based on an illegal 
occupation. This includes the 
constitution and the flawed 
quota-based political system that 
is ruling Iraq and that increased, 
not allayed, sectarian tensions. It 
was this dangerous atmosphere 
that served as the perfect breeding 
ground for the Islamic State (ISIS).

Third, while the Chilcot report 
did not make any formal judgment 
on the legality of the war, it 
did acknowledge that the legal 
basis for the war was “far from 
satisfactory” with many calling 

for then prime minister Tony 
Blair to face legal action. Anti-war 
activists in the West have strongly 
called for him to face prosecution.

Even if Blair cannot be 
prosecuted, as many legal analysts 
argue, what about the Iraqi “spies” 
and informants who passed 
false information to the US and 
British intelligence agencies that 
ultimately led to the invasion?

Blair made much of claims that 
Saddam Hussein could launch 
non-existent weapons of mass 
destruction within 45 minutes 
of an order, allegations that were 
patently false and now revealed 
to be based on “third-hand” 
intelligence from a dubious Iraqi 
military source. Will there be any 
justice on this issue?

Fourth, what about the 
families of Iraqi civilians who 
were killed during the Iraq war 
or its aftermath? Hundreds of 
thousands of Iraqis were killed 
during the Iraq war and the 
occupation and many more have 
died in the ensuing violence that 
has gripped the country. The 
United Nations’ compensation 
committee was created in 1991 
to process claims and over 
compensation for losses as a result 
of Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait. 
Should not the same apply to the 
much more destructive Iraq war?

The Iraq we see today, bitterly 
divided along sectarian lines and 
partially occupied by ISIS, has 
its roots in the war and post-
occupation period. This is a war 
whose mistakes have been laid 
out by the Chilcot report. We must 
ensure that we go beyond simply 
listing these and take action to set 
them right.

Majed al-Samarai is an Iraqi 
writer.

Majed 
al-Samarai

View point
The Iraq we 
see today, 
bitterly 
divided 
along 
sectarian 
lines and 
partially 
occupied by 
ISIS, has its 
roots in the 
war and post-
occupation 
period.

First, we must confirm 
once and for all that the 
decision to go to war was 
a political one.

An Iraqi girl leaves the city of Basra in southern Iraq across one of the town’s 
bridges manned by British soldiers, in March 2003.
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Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry lays a wreath at the tomb of the late 
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat, before a meeting with Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas, in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on June 29th.

Cairo

T 

he Egyptian Ministry of 
Religious Endowments 
ended the Muslim Broth-
erhood and ultra-ortho-
dox Salafist presence in 

academic circles by suspending 
68 preachers’ academies affiliated 
with Islamic non-governmental or-
ganisations (NGOs).

To replace the academies, which 
prepare mosque preachers, the 
ministry introduced 27 cultural 
centres, 20 to prepare students for 
mosque preaching and seven for 
Islamic education. The develop-
ment is part of Cairo’s efforts to ad-
dress extremism before it controls 
Egypt’s mosques.

The move by the Endowments 
Ministry was strongly opposed by 
Salafist and Muslim Brotherhood 
supporters, who accused the gov-
ernment of animosity towards Is-
lam and preachers and wanting to 
shutter mosques. They are trying 
to pressure the religious establish-
ment to reverse the decision.

Preachers’ academies used to 
promote Islamist positions. The 
Salafist al-Nour Party benefited 
from the academies.

Soon after the downfall of the 
Muslim Brotherhood regime in July 
2013, the government took a series 
of measures to prevent extrem-
ist forces from controlling Egypt’s 
mosques. It made preaching in the 

mosques conditional on permission 
from the Endowments Ministry.

Observers said the decision is a 
prelude to a renewal of religious 
discourse and an attempt by the 
government to limit extremists’ in-
fluence.

The Salafists made their pres-
ence felt at a number of mosques in 
Alexandria and the Nile Delta prov-
ince of Qalyubia, violating the law 
that regulates stays in mosques. 
The Salafists tried to control the 
mosques, which led the Religious 
Endowments Ministry to force 
them out.

Observers said the Salafists 
would lose the most from the clo-
sure of the preachers’ academies. 
The Islamist NGOs used to oper-
ate 72 academies, graduating hun-
dreds of pro-Salafist preachers 
every year. The Salafists used the 
preachers to try to sway thousands 
of young Egyptians to their think-
ing.

The government ordered preach-
ers’ academies to get written per-
mission from either al-Azhar or 
the Endowments Ministry to work. 
Academy owners must allow su-
pervision by al-Azhar or the min-
istry.

“Keeping political Islam away 
from the teaching of mosque 
preachers and the closure of 
preachers’ academies will bring 
about the slow death of Islamist 
groups,” said Ahmed Kerima, a pro-
fessor of comparative jurisdiction 
at the School of Islamic Studies at 
al-Azhar University. “These acad-
emies were about the last hope 
of these groups to prepare people 
loyal to them who can spread their 
thinking among the public and 
convince them of their political 
point of view.”

He said these Islamist groups are 
“under siege”.

“They do not either control the 
mosques or have their own preach-
ers,” Kerima said.

Kerima still said the decision was 
“belated” and that the government 
needs to maintain its campaign to 
eradicate extremist groups.

The religious establishment 
does not deny the presence of the 
academies. The Egyptian leader-
ship wants to weed out the Muslim 
Brotherhood and prevent al-Nour 
Party from growing in popularity.

Sources said Salafist leaders will 
work to get around the decision 

by asking followers to apply to 
state-controlled academies but the 
Endowments Ministry said it was 
aware of this ploy.

The decision to close the preach-
ers’ academies is final, said Gabir 
Taye, head of the Religious Sector 
at the Endowments Ministry.

“This is not a temporary deci-
sion, like some people say,” Taye 
said. “It has nothing to do with any 
special calculations either.

“Nobody will be able to preach at 
the mosques without permission. 
Preachers must also be graduates 

of al-Azhar.”
He noted that the ministry would 

work to keep radical thinking at 
bay.

The Endowments Ministry said 
its decisions are entirely religious 
and have nothing to do with poli-
tics. Some Salafist leaders, how-
ever, called for referring the issue 
to parliament in a bid to win sym-
pathy, especially from those who 
send their children to preachers’ 
academies.

Amira Fekkri is an Egyptian writer.

Salafists, government fight over control of Egypt’s mosques
Amira Fekkri

Egyptian worshippers leave Friday prayers at Amr Ibn al-As mosque, in Cairo, on July 15th.

The Salafists made 
their presence felt at a 
number of mosques in 
Alexandria and the 
Nile Delta province of 
Qalyubia.
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Israel, Egypt further sideline the US

T
he warming ties 
between the leaders of 
Egypt and Israel come 
as no surprise to close 
watchers of the region 
but what is striking is 

how boldly Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi and Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu have acted in going public 
with their close cooperation.

“Either we hang together or we 
are all hanged separately,” Benja-
min Franklin is reputed to have 
said in the debate over declaring 
American independence in 1776. 
Today, Franklin’s insight explains 
the strategic logic driving the 
remarkable Israel-Egypt relation-
ship.

Both countries share the same 
deadly enemy — the Islamic State 
(ISIS) affiliates seeking to wreak 
havoc in the Sinai peninsula. Sinai 
terrorists have taken advantage 
of the hitherto highly successful 
demilitarisation provisions of the 
1979 Israel-Egypt Peace treaty to 
establish themselves.

Cairo and Tel Aviv also share real 
alarm — and with good reason — at 
the surge in Iran’s power in the 
region made possible by Russia’s 
successful military intervention on 
President Bashar Assad’s behalf in 
the Syrian war and by US Secretary 
of State John Kerry’s witless free-
ing of tens of billions in frozen Ira-
nian assets as a central component 
of the P5+1 nuclear agreement.

In addition, Sisi’s key strategic 

ally has always been Saudi Arabia 
and the Saudis and Israel have qui-
etly worked together against the 
same enemies threatening them 
both over the past dozen years.

Riyadh may be understandably 
concerned that having Egyptian 
leaders visit Israel and having 
Netanyahu and his people openly 
praise Sisi too much could play 
into the hands of the Egyptian 
leader’s enemies but they hate him 
so much that all concerned prob-
ably rightly reckon it makes little 
difference.

Egypt’s increasingly open rela-
tionship with the Israelis is also 
very good news for Palestinians. 
It has been all too clear that US 
President Barack Obama would not 
do much to advance or resuscitate 
the peace process or bring any 
implementation of the late Saudi 
King Abdullah’s 2003 peace plan 
any closer to reality.

However, Sisi might.
First, the Egyptian leader is 

genuinely eager to advance the 
peace process both for the sake of 
the Palestinians and to undermine 
Palestinian support for ISIS in 
Sinai.

Second, making progress on 
behalf of the Palestinians would be 
popular with his public at home.

Third, Netanyahu and his hard-
line Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman will make no conces-
sions or deals with anyone they 
do not trust, such as Obama and 
Kerry. However, Sisi has consist-
ently delivered security coopera-
tion for them in the highest degree 
since taking power. He is a far 
more credible figure to suggest 
some practical and constructive 
progress.

Finally, in terms of their strate-
gic assessments and philosophies 
of national security and foreign 
policy, Sisi and Netanyahu are cut 
from, if not the same, then similar 
cloth: They are tough and cautious 
patriots. They take the revolution-

ary dangers facing their two coun-
tries very seriously.

Neither leader is an isolationist. 
Both of them recognise the need 
for regional security cutting across 
the boundaries of faith, race and 
ideology.

And neither of them trust or truly 
respect the current US administra-
tion in Washington as far as they 
can throw it.

Make no mistake, Sisi never 
forgets for one second that Obama 
and his first secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton eagerly encouraged 
the toppling and shameful humili-
ation of Egyptian president Hosni 
Mubarak in the widespread “Arab 
spring” protests of 2011.

The Egyptian leader also remem-
bers clearly that the Obama-Clinton 
policies opened the way for the 
mercifully brief period of rule un-
der president Muhammad Morsi.

Sisi understands clearly that 
while aid from the United States 
continues, Clinton will have to 
do a lot of heavy lifting if she is 
elected president to assure him 
that she will not recklessly support 
extreme, nihilistic forces posing 
as democrats or religious idealists 
again.

Finally, regardless of what 
Obama and Clinton do or do not 
do in the coming months, the 
growing Israel-Egypt ties like the 
increasingly activist Saudi role in 
Yemen and Syria are signs of the 
increased willingness of America’s 
traditional allies in the region to 
carve out their own relationships 
and futures, filling the vacuum in 
leadership that Washington has so 
conspicuously vacated.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University 
in Moscow and the author of 
Gathering Storm: The Seventh Era 
of American History and the Coming 
Crisis that will Lead to It.
 (Amazon-Kindle, 2015).

Martin Sieff

View point
Egypt’s 
increasingly 
open 
relationship 
with the 
Israelis is 
very good 
news for 
Palestinians.

Cairo and Tel Aviv share 
real alarm — and with 
good reason — at the surge 
in Iran’s power in the 
region.
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Beirut

L 

ebanon’s cabinet unani-
mously decided that it 
was “necessary” to draft 
a state budget for the first 
time since 2005 but the 

fiscal plan may face delays as long-
standing political divisions remain 
as hard to tackle as ever.

The Council of Ministers’ meet-
ing discussed a report on the coun-
try’s deteriorating fiscal situation 
presented by Finance Minister Ali 
Hassan Khalil. The country is bur-
dened by $71 billion in public debt 
and an annual $4 billion budget 
deficit. Its gross domestic product 
is estimated at $44.35 billion and its 
annual growth at 1-1.5% in recent 
years.

“The ministers agreed unani-
mously that something should be 
done but they kept this… some-
thing for further discussions,” a 
cabinet source said. “Khalil’s report 
is definitely worrying and all minis-
ters seemed truly worried.

“However, we all know that 
budgets were prepared almost eve-
ry year since 2005 but were never 
passed due to conditions imposed 
by conflicting political parties.”

In his 41-page report, Khalil 
warned of the repercussions of the 
worsening political crisis — namely 
the presidential vacuum — on the 
financial situation and the risks 
posed by random spending in the 
absence of a state budget. Uncon-
trolled spending, which has drawn 
warnings from the World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund 
and others, wastes public funds 
and threatens disruptions in vital 
spending, the minister wrote.

Among other things, Khalil pro-
posed imposing taxes to increase 
revenues and avoid further deterio-
ration of the struggling economy. 
He backed proposals to increase 
salaries of public sector employees 
and insisted that the budget should 
be finalised according to the con-
stitution — by the cabinet by Sep-
tember and by parliament by De-
cember. A source close to him said 
he would pressure the cabinet to is-
sue the budget in a special decree if 
parliament takes too much time to 
approve it.

An early sign to the thorniness of 

the matter came immediately after 
a July 12th cabinet meeting. Khalil 
has been locked in a war of words 
with former prime minister Fouad 
Siniora over alleged corruption and 
bribery at the Finance Ministry as 
well as mismanagement of public 
funds.

The Future Movement’s parlia-
mentary bloc, led by Siniora, criti-
cised the Finance Ministry for fail-
ing to control spending and curb 
corruption and bribery. The bloc’s 
statement drew a quick response 
from Khalil, a member of Speaker 
Nabih Berri’s bloc, who rejected ac-
cusations of corruption and bribery 
at his ministry.

A key hurdle to passing state 
budgets since 2005 has been calls 
by critics of Siniora for a review of 
government expenditures since 
1992. The critics, led by the Reform 
and Change bloc of Christian leader 
Michel Aoun, say Siniora was re-
sponsible for illegal spending, lead-
ing to mushrooming public debt.

“Since it reached parliament in 
2005, the bloc hurdled the approval 
of budgets by imposing a precondi-
tion: auditing former budgets,” the 
source said.

However, the bloc’s leading party, 
the Free Patriotic Movement, hint-
ed that compromise was possible. 
“Some of Minister Khalil’s propos-

als are feasible and can be subject to 
political consensus,” said Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil, president 
of the movement and son-in-law 
of Aoun, its founder and honorary 
leader.

The Future Movement welcomed 
the cabinet’s July 18th decision and 
urged for the election of a president 
by parliament and a revitalisation 
of all constitutional institutions. 
Lebanon has been without a presi-
dent since May 2014 as political 
bickering has prevented parliament 
from reaching the necessary quo-
rum.

The parliament has twice extend-
ed its tenure into a full 4-year term, 
expiring in 2017. The legislature 
is not meeting except randomly 
as many political parties stick to a 
constitutional article giving priority 
to the election of a president.

Economist Jassem Ajaka urged 
for a reformative budget. “It is dif-
ficult to talk about temporary 
remedies. The fiscal situation has 
crossed the red line,” he said. “The 
absence of budgets is responsible 
for many fiscal and financial ills, 
mainly the hike of public debts 
from $38 billion in 2005 to $71 bil-
lion now.”

If the request for auditing state fi-
nances between 1992 and 2005 was 
dropped or a compromise reached, 

another hurdle on the budget 
looms. Some ministers want Leba-
non’s contribution to an interna-
tional court looking into Rafik Hari-
ri’s 2005 assassination included in 
the budget, another cabinet source 
said.

The court is trying five leading 
Hezbollah members in absentia for 
planning and perpetrating the at-
tack killing Hariri and 21 others. 
Hezbollah ministers and lawmakers 
have hurdled Lebanon’s settlement 
of its annual fees to the cabinet, 
forcing prime ministers to make the 
payment from a special fund under 
their disposal.

“It is unclear if the call for includ-
ing the payment in the budget is se-
rious or just a manoeuvre to make 
callers for auditing government 
accounts since 1992 drop their call. 
Let us wait and see if a budget does 
get through,” the second source 
said.

Abdel-Rahman Ayas is
a Beirut-based business writer.

Lebanon plans first budget since 2005
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Lebanon

Beirut

H 

ezbollah, Iran’s strike 
arm in the Levant, is a 
key part of a major push 
by the Syrian govern-
ment to encircle the 

much-contested city of Aleppo and 
crush the rebels holding out in what 
was once Syria’s largest city and 
economic heart, a battle that could 
be the most decisive of the 5-year-
old war.

Despite heavy losses in recent 
weeks, Hezbollah Secretary-Gen-
eral Hassan Nasrallah has declared 
that driving rebels out of Aleppo is 
its most important objective in Syria 
and the “great battle” of the savage 
conflict.

He vowed Hezbollah will rein-
force its fighters around Aleppo. 
“There can be no retreat and no 
doubt,” he declared in a June 24th 
speech in Beirut.

Some analysts, however, say Hez-
bollah is getting dragged deeper 
into a struggle that could threaten 
its power.

The Lebanese group also appears 
to be gearing up for another offen-
sive aimed at recapturing the stra-
tegic Deir ez-Zor region in eastern 
Syria, much of which has been held 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) since mid-
2014 and which contains Syria’s 
main oil and gas fields.

In a May 25th speech, Nasrallah 
declared: “We are present… today 
in many places (in Syria) and we will 
be present in all the places in Syria 
that this battle requires.” He por-
trayed the fight against ISIS in apoc-
alyptic terms, describing the threat 
as “unprecedented in history”.

According to regional analyst Jon-
athan Spyer: “This sounds… like a 
preparing of the ground for a larger 
and deeper deployment of Hezbol-
lah fighters in Syria.

“Such a deployment will inevita-
bly come at a cost to the movement. 
Only the starkest and most urgent 
threats of the kind Nasrallah is now 
invoking could be used to justify it 
to Hezbollah’s own public.”

The Lebanese daily Al-Akhbar, 
which is staunchly pro-Hezbollah, 

reported that plans for the new of-
fensive were drawn up by the de-
fence ministers of Iran, Syria and 
Russia at a June 9th meeting in 
Tehran after Iranian and Hezbollah 
forces were badly mauled in a bat-
tle at Khan Touman, a village south-
west of Aleppo, on May 6th.

Nasrallah acknowledged these 
losses — a rare admission — and 
claimed they were due to the large 
number of fighters the Syrian rebels 
threw into the fray.

But Syrian and Lebanese sources 
say Hezbollah’s losses were primar-
ily due to the absence of Russian air 
cover because Moscow had unilat-
erally declared a two-day ceasefire. 
There are constant reports of sharp 
differences over strategy and objec-
tives between Hezbollah and its al-
lies.

Hezbollah is also facing growing 
problems at home, even among its 
core Shia constituency, which is in-
creasingly dismayed by the growing 
casualty toll in Syria, a calamity en-
gendered by Hezbollah’s allegiance 
to Iran.

A US crackdown on Hezbol-
lah’s financial network, particu-
larly through Lebanese banks that 
handle its business, and a series of 
sanctions against Hezbollah inter-
ests worldwide have caused major 
consternation in the Party of God.

On May 3rd, Lebanon’s central 
bank, anxious to avoid internation-
al problems adding to the country’s 
deepening economic crisis, ordered 
banks to abide by US legislation and 
close accounts associated with Hez-
bollah.

This has clearly hit the movement 
where it hurts — to the point that an 
unclaimed June 12th bombing out-
side the headquarters of Banque du 
Liban et d’Outre-Mer (Blom), one 
of Lebanon’s leading banks, was 
universally seen as a warning by 
Hezbollah to the banking system to 
defy the US sanctions.

For now, Hezbollah’s objective 
is to ensure Syria remains within 
Iran’s orbit. To do that, it has put 
6,000 troops there at any one time 
out of a total force of as many as 
20,000 men.

But the price has been high. It 
has lost an estimated 1,200 fighters 
killed in action, including several 
of its most able field commanders, 

with perhaps three times as many 
wounded. On May 12th, the party’s 
overall military commander, Musta-
fa Badreddine, was killed in a mys-
terious explosion in Damascus that 
Hezbollah blamed on unidentified 
Syrian rebels.

Many analysts suspect that part 
of the Americans’ strategy in Syria 
is to keep the conflict going simply 
to bleed Iran and its Lebanese ally 
militarily and economically. If that 
is so, it may be working.

Hezbollah has been forced to 
recruit non-Shia, often forcibly, 
among the Sunni and Christian 
tribes in northern Lebanon, to 
meet its manpower demands. Many 
young Shias are evading Hezbol-
lah’s conscription policy.

The party’s leaders are finding 
it increasingly difficult to justify 
to their own people the growing 
stream of body bags coming out of 
Syria. Badreddine and others were, 
after all, killed by fellow Arabs and 
Muslims, not Israelis, who since 
Hezbollah’s inception in 1982 have 
been portrayed as the real enemy.

Hezbollah has lost more men 
fighting other Arabs in Syria since 

2012 than the 1,200-plus killed in 
action battling Israel over the last 
three decades.

Now, with Iran sliding danger-
ously towards open conflict with its 
old rival Saudi Arabia, Hezbollah, as 
a key element in the Islamic Repub-
lic’s covert campaign of expansion, 
is also being dragged into that con-
frontation by Tehran.

This will strain Hezbollah’s lim-
ited resources even further at a time 
when Syrian President Bashar As-
sad and Tehran are relying on it to 
take more of the burden in the war 
in which Assad’s biggest problem is, 
as it has always been, a chronic lack 
of manpower.

Hezbollah “looks set to be drawn 
further and deeper into the Syrian 
quagmire”, Spyer observed. “Faced 
with a task of strategic magnitude 
and ever-growing dimensions in 
Syria, there are indications that the 
movement is being forced to cast 
its net wider in its search for man-
power.”

Indeed, there is the danger that 
Hezbollah will be stuck in Syria for 
years.

The Party of God, along with 

Russia and Iran, “appear increas-
ingly confident that the US is com-
ing around to treating the regime of 
Bashar Assad as a partner in the war 
against the Islamic State,” observed 
Yezid Sayigh of Carnegie’s Middle 
East Centre in Beirut.

“More importantly, they hope to 
extract US acceptance of a political 
solution to the conflict.”

But victory may prove pyrrhic. 
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah are pur-
suing a short-term outcome that en-
ables them to pull out of Syria and 
cut their costs. But Assad would be 
left heading a hollowed-out state, 
devastated economy and largely re-
sentful population.

“A coercive outcome of the sort 
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah envis-
age will result in a perpetually weak 
and unstable regime they will have 
to prop up indefinitely,” Sayigh cau-
tioned.

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

Hezbollah sinks deeper into Syrian quagmire
James Bruce

Clerics and members of Lebanon’s Shia movement Hezbollah pray next to the coffin of Khalil Ali 
Assayed Hassan, a militant who was killed in combat alongside Syrian government forces in Syria’s 
northern city of Aleppo, during his funeral in a southern suburb of Beirut, on June 7th.

Hezbollah is also 
facing growing 
problems at home, 
even among its core 
Shia constituency.

For now, Hezbollah’s 
objective is to ensure 
Syria remains within 
Iran’s orbit.

The country is 
burdened by $71 
billion in public debt 
and an annual $4 
billion budget deficit.

Lebanon’s gross 
domestic product is 
estimated at $44.35 
billion and its annual 
growth at 1-1.5% in 
recent years.
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Taybeh, Israel

A 

l-Araqib, one of 35 un-
recognised Bedouin 
villages in the Negev 
Desert, on June 29th 
was demolished by the 

Israeli government for the 100th 
time in six years.

The residents, like others in 
small towns without municipal 
services dotting Israel, are Pales-
tinian citizens of Israel, known as 
Arab-Israelis.

Upon Israel’s creation in 1948, 
750,000-900,000 Palestinians 
were forced out of or fled their 
homes in British-mandate Pales-
tine. Approximately 170,000 Pales-
tinians remained behind.

Now, the Arab minority numbers 
1.7 million, making up one-fifth of 
Israel’s population.

Having two national identities 
places Palestinian citizens of Is-
rael in a touchy situation. Often re-
ferred to as Israeli Arabs, they have 
acquired a label that is not related 
to their national, cultural, linguis-
tic or religious identity.

Even to the rest of the Arab 
world, they are seen as aliens and 
liberals who may not share Arab 
conservative values. They are 
separated from Palestinians in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip not 
only by thinking but also by physi-
cal barriers, such as checkpoints 
and the separation barrier. Their 
nationality remains a sticking point 
in much of the Arab world, which 
refuses to deal with them.

Although Israel does not have a 
written constitution, its Declara-
tion of Independence states that 
it is the state of the Jewish people 
and that the Palestinians are to be 
treated equally and enjoy the same 
rights as the Jewish citizens.

In many cases, including in 

Bedouin villages, that guarantee 
has been breached.

According to Adalah, the Pales-
tinian-run legal centre for Arab mi-
nority rights in Israel, the country 
has enacted more than 50 discrimi-
natory laws that “seek to dispossess 
and exclude Arab citizens from the 
land; turn their citizenship from a 
right into a conditional privilege; 
undermine the ability of Arab citi-
zens of Israel and their parliamen-
tary representatives to participate 
in the political life of the country; 
criminalise political expression or 
acts that question the Jewish or Zi-
onist nature of the state; and privi-
lege Jewish citizens in the alloca-
tion of state resources”.

Discriminatory policies have re-
sulted in Palestinians being socio-
economically deprived. Accord-
ing to a December 2015 report by 
Myers-JDC-Brookdale, 53% of Pal-
estinians in Israel live below the 
poverty line.

Still, obedience to Israeli laws has 
not stopped them from expressing 
loyalty, sympathy and solidarity 
with Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza.

This sentiment increased dur-
ing the second Palestinian uprising 
beginning in 2000, when Israeli po-
lice killed 13 unarmed activists in 
northern Arab-Israeli cities while 
protesting the killing of Palestini-
ans in the West Bank. An investiga-
tion found police used “excessive 
and unjustifiable” force.

Thabet Abu Rass, co-executive 
director of the Abraham Fund, a 
non-profit organisation promoting 
coexistence between Arabs and 
Israelis, explained: “This incident 
set a precedent for Palestinianisa-
tion. Since 2000, there has been a 
deep crisis that has recently moved 
from crisis period to the need for 
increased integration and equal-
ity.”

True to their heritage, Palestin-
ians gather in large numbers at de-
molished villages to commemorate 
the Nakba — the Palestinian “disas-

ter” — while Israelis celebrate their 
independence. Land Day, when six 
Palestinian citizens were killed by 
Israeli police in 1976, is commemo-
rated by general strikes throughout 
the Arab sector.

“Arabs in Israel have split loyalty 
regarding Israel,” said an Israeli 
Arab who gave his name as Saleh.

Palestinian and Israeli citizens 
work and study together and, in 
the case of the mixed Arab-Jewish 
cities such as Ramla, Lod, Haifa, 
Acca and Jaffa, they live together.

“We bake together, share meals, 
family occasions and even religious 
holidays,” said Nahla el-Helou, 57, 
from Jaffa. “My best friend is Rose, 
a French-Israeli Jew who migrated 
to Israel in the 1950s. “We grew up 
together. Our children did, too.”

“We talk about everything, ex-
cept politics,” she said.

According to Saleh, Israeli Arabs 
had been affected by living in close 
proximity to Israeli Jews.

“Arabs in Israel have acquired 

many ways of life of the Israeli 
Jews but even so, we’re still very 
divided,” he said, “We observe our 
religious holidays and try to pre-
serve our traditions and pass them 
on to our children so they will nev-
er forget their heritage.”

Recent violence between Israelis 
and Palestinians in the West Bank 
has spilled over into Israel as Arab 
citizens have felt a backlash. “We 
are often viewed with suspicion, 
making for an increasingly uncom-
fortable situation for Arabs, espe-
cially for religious Muslim women 
who are identified by their head-
scarves,” said Saleh.

“My hope for continued coex-
istence,” he said “is almost zero 
because of recent Israeli policies 
of expansion and new settlements 
in the West Bank which ultimately 
have a negative effect on Palestin-
ian citizens of Israel.”

Abu Rass said there is a contra-
diction between government pol-
icy and the words of some senior 

politicians.
“While on one hand the govern-

ment is making more efforts to 
invest in Arab communities, on 
the other hand, many top politi-
cians have made comments which 
promote racism against Arabs,” he 
said.

The Pew Research Center said in 
a May 18th report that 68% of Mus-
lims in Israel said religious expres-
sion was important. A local survey 
released March 8th said 79% of 
Arabs said they felt there was dis-
crimination against Muslims in 
Israel and 21% of Jews shared the 
same view.

While some Palestinian citizens 
have assimilated, others say they 
feel they are second-class citizens 
and remain part of two different 
worlds.

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.

Taybeh, Israel

T 

hey may be enemies on 
the battlefield, in politi-
cians’ speeches or on TV 
talk shows but Arab citi-
zens of Israel and Jews 

have been living together for cen-
turies.

Both communities have long 
managed to overcome hate and 
suspicion propagated by politi-
cians or imposed by politics to live 
together in peace, with some forg-
ing strong, lasting friendships.

Arabs can complain of Israeli dis-
crimination against them. Chris-
tian and Muslim Arabs do tend 
to hold less important jobs than 
Israelis, are barred from top secu-
rity and political posts and often 
deprived of perks offered to Jewish 
families, such as maternity leave 
and benefits for children.

Although Arabs make-up 20.8% 
of Israel’s population of 8 million, 
less than 7% of Israel’s budget is 
allocated for districts with pre-
dominantly Arab populations. Arab 
members of Israel’s parliament 
usually have little say in Israeli 
policy.

On the social level, however, 
many Arab residents of Israel and 
Jews have often befriended each 
other despite years of wars and 
violence.

Hanan Abu Mokh, a Palestinian 

citizen of Israel, and Arava Gerzon 
Raz, an Israeli Jew, live 15 minutes 
apart. Both are housewives and 
mothers. And both have a desire 
for peace.

Abu Mokh, with Gerzon Raz’s en-
couragement, turned her farm into 
a place of learning about Palestin-

ian heritage and where women can 
acquire empowerment skills.

Gerzon Raz is a manager of a so-
cial network, a blogger and an ac-
tivist.

For four months they worked 
closely together and in March, on 
International Women’s Day, they 

hosted 750 Arab and Jewish wom-
en all wishing to better understand 
their neighbours and all wanting 
peace.

“To bring Arab and Jewish wom-
en together to speak about peace 
is wrong when we have a hundred 
other things to talk about,” Gerzon 
Raz explained, downplaying the 
significance of the gathering.

Jewish-born Miriam has lived in 
Taybeh, Israel, for 44 years. At the 
age of 15, she met an Arab Muslim 
man and the two started to date.

“My family was angry when they 
found out and disowned me when 
I refused to end the relationship,” 
she said. Two years later, she con-
verted to Islam and the couple mar-
ried.

“I quickly became accepted in 
my new community. The people 
are very warm.  I learned Arabic 
and my knowledge of Islam grew,” 
she said.

She began fasting and praying 
and further immersed herself in 
her new religion. Just a few years 
ago, she performed the pilgrimage 
in Mecca, fulfilling one of Islam’s 
five pillars.

Miriam has five children and sev-
en grandchildren but in this family, 
where religion plays a large role, 
she said she is relieved that her 
children married Muslims.

“Islam is a religion that I am 
comfortable with,” she explained. 
“I have no regrets about converting 
or about living in an Arab city.

“It’s home.”

Another story of enduring friend-
ships began before 1948 when the 
state of Israel came into being and 
centres on a Jewish police commis-
sioner, his son and an Arab man 
from Taybeh and a friend of his.

Today, the families attend each 
other’s weddings and funerals and 
celebrate together on religious hol-
idays. There is no fear of going to 
each other’s town, no intimidation 
by the differences in culture and re-
ligion or by political divisions.

Salwa, 74 and the widow of 
Arab man’s son, said: “We have 
had many Jewish friends over the 
years.

“Put politics aside, we are all the 
same. These families have been 
with us through good and bad. We 
attend each other’s important oc-
casions, and they attend ours. The 
worst moments of my life were 
when my husband and son passed 
away. They were here for us.”

Ayala, a Jewish housewife and 
peace activist, said: “Peace will 
come from the people, not the 
politicians. We need the peace that 
they have no intention of working 
to achieve.”

Arab-Israelis trapped between two worlds

Arab-Israelis, Jews coexist despite conflict

Noreen Sadik

Arab Israeli Knesset member Ahmad Tibi (C) takes part in a protest outside the Israeli prime 
minister’s office in Jerusalem last January against the demolition of Arab homes in the Arab-Israeli 
town of Taybeh.

Now, the Arab 
minority numbers 1.7 
million, making up 
one-fifth of Israel’s 
population.

Spotlight  Arabs in Israel

53%
of Palestinians in 
Israel live below the 
poverty line.

Arab woman painting a henna design on the arm of an Israeli 
Jewish woman at the Women of the Earth Festival, Baqa
el-Gharbiya, Israel, in March 2016. (Photo credit: Noreen Sadik)

Christian and 
Muslim Arabs tend
 to hold less important 
jobs than Israelis, 
are barred from 
top security and 
political posts.

Noreen Sadik
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Attempted coup in Turkey threatens ties with Washington

Special Focus After the failed coup in Turkey

Washington

T 

he attempted coup in 
Turkey threatens to dis-
rupt ties between Ankara 
and Washington as ten-
sions flare over Turkish 

accusations of US involvement in 
the foiled takeover and anger about 
Washington’s perceived reluctance 
to extradite a cleric Turkey accuses 
of masterminding the plot.

The row comes despite coopera-
tion between the two NATO allies 
in the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), with US warplanes using 
Turkish air bases to attack ISIS posi-
tions in Syria.

When US President Barack Obama 
spoke by telephone to Turkish Pres-
ident Recep Tayyip Erdogan on July 
19th — four days after the coup — he 
underlined that Washington stood 
with Turkey’s elected leadership 
against the coup plotters. Howev-
er, he also voiced concern about a 
government-ordered backlash that 
included the arrest of thousands 
of soldiers and the suspension of 
tens of thousands of police officers, 
judges and teachers.

US officials reacted angrily to 
suggestions in Turkish pro-govern-
ment media that the United States 
might have had a hand in the con-
spiracy against the Erdogan gov-
ernment.

Ibrahim Karagul, editor of the 
pro-government Yeni Safak news-
paper, wrote that the United States 
wanted to trigger a civil war in 
Turkey via Fethullah Gulen, the 
US-based Islamic cleric Erdogan 
accuses of being behind the coup. 
Israel also was involved in the plot, 
Karagul wrote.

“The US government, which is 
sheltering the leader of a terror-
ist organisation, must be declared 
a country supporting terrorism,” 
Karagul wrote in reference to Gu-
len, who has lived in the United 
States since 1999.

In an interview on Turkish tel-
evision, US Ambassador to Turkey 
John Bass called Karagul’s allega-
tion baseless and “ugly”.

Turkish Labour Minister Suley-
man Soylu also suggested that 

Washington was behind the upris-
ing, triggering a strong response by 
US Secretary of State John Kerry. 
“We think it’s irresponsible to have 
accusations of American involve-
ment,” Kerry told CNN.

Erdogan’s government claims 
that Gulen followers led the rebel-
lion, which included air force and 
army units attacking government 
buildings and blocking major trans-
port routes before announcing they 
had taken control. The coup failed 
within hours as military units loyal 
to Erdogan fought the rebels and 
tens of thousands of Turks flooded 
the streets to confront the insur-
gents.

The Turkish president publicly 
called on the United States to ex-
tradite Gulen, 75, so he could be put 
on trial for treason in Turkey. Gu-
len denied he had been behind the 
events and suggested the uprising 
might have been staged by Erdogan 
as a pretext to bring all government 
institutions, including the military, 
under his control.

After Erdogan raised the Gulen 
issue with Obama, White House 
spokesman Josh Earnest said the 
United States would follow a pro-
cedure that gave “due process” to 
US residents such as Gulen. Turkey 
submitted documents on Gulen 
to US authorities but was unclear 
whether this was a formal extradi-
tion request.

Kerry called on Turkey to present 
evidence against Gulen and said 
that US courts would look into the 
case, a procedure that could take 
years. Gulen, who leads the Hizmet 
(“Service”) movement that has 
hundreds of thousands of follow-
ers in Turkey, said he was confident 
that an extradition request would 

be rejected.
Gulen and Erdogan were at one 

time strong allies but the two sides 
split after prosecutors accused by 
the government of being linked to 
the Hizmet movement, brought 
corruption charges against some 
members of the cabinet and their 
relatives.

A failure by Ankara and Wash-
ington to resolve the Gulen issue 
could have serious consequences. 
Sinan Ulgen of the Carnegie Europe 
think-tank wrote: “The effective-
ness of the joint fight against [ISIS], 
which relies heavily on [US] air 
strikes originating from the Incirlik 
air base in southern Turkey, would 
doubtless be jeopardised.” Cohe-
sion within NATO would also be af-
fected, he said.

Robert Pearson, a former US am-
bassador to Ankara who is at the 
Middle East Institute in Washing-
ton, said that US-Turkish coopera-
tion against ISIS was proceeding as 
normal as of now. “It is ultimately 
for Erdogan to decide if he wants to 

escalate tensions with Washington 
further,” Pearson said.

With tensions running high in 
Turkey after the coup, the govern-
ment greatly widened the scope of 
arrests and suspensions of suspect-
ed coup supporters to include tens 
of thousands of teachers and public 
servants, something Semih Idiz, a 
respected Turkish columnist, said 
could further affect Turkish-US ties.

“There is a lot of anger against 
Gulen among Erdogan support-
ers,” Idiz said, adding that Erdogan 
needs to be careful in channelling 
that anger or he risks a full-blown 
crisis with Washington that could 
affect Ankara’s standing in NATO 
and isolate Turkey with regards to 
Syria.

“Erdogan will have to tone down 
at some point,” Idiz said, “but it’s 
very emotional at the moment. 
There are a lot of people calling for 
revenge.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Thomas Seibert

Tensions flared over 
Turkish accusations of 
US involvement in the 
incident and 
reluctance to extradite 
Fethullah Gulen.

Turkey risks being caged by AKP self-coup

N ow that the bloody 
coup attempt in 
Turkey has failed, 
the focus is on two 
key aspects. The 
first covers the 

underlying motives, which bring 
to question who the plotters 
were. The second is the after-
shock, its extent and what sort of 
Turkey will emerge.

This is one of the most bizarre 
putsch attempts ever seen in 
Turkey. As an observer of four 
coups, I am still perplexed by the 
way this one was executed, its 
development and the extremely 
swift, full-scale retaliation — 
amounting now to a purge — trig-
gered by Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan of the ruling 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP).

A coup is an extremely serious 
business that requires meticu-
lous planning and ruthless, rapid 
implementation.

When I passed the northern 
Bosporus bridge 15 minutes after 
the news broke about the 

blockage of the southern 
bridge, much seemed normal, 

with the usual heavy Friday night 
traffic moving slowly in both 
directions. The only unusual 
sights were civilian-uniformed 
bridge guards running wildly 
about with walkie-talkies.

Then, into the night, chaos 
ensued with every moment a 
mystery. Information assembled 
in bits and pieces depicted havoc 
in the chain of command at the 
earliest stages. From statements 
by Erdogan, Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim and the chief of general 
staff, it seems at least clear that it 
was a large-scale mutiny, in 
which the roles and positions of 
the top generals demand meticu-
lous scrutiny.

Obviously, the intelligence was 
deeply flawed. Turkey’s National 
Intelligence Organisation (MIT) 
found out about the putsch at 
4pm, six hours before it was 
unleashed. By their own accounts 
both Erdogan and Yildirim were 
informed at around 8pm.

What happened in between 
remains a mystery, as who among 
the top officers were involved or 
played a double game is unclear. 
It raises the question whether the 
presidential palace and the 
government knew of the plot but 
let it happen to turn the tables to 
their advantage.

Given the fact that 84 generals 
are in detention, along with 
thousands of lower-ranking 
officers and soldiers, the entire 
act that shook Turkey for 12 hours 
leaves more questions than 

answers.
It is not clear whether it was 

simply carried out by elements 
within the military loyal to exiled 
preacher Fethullah Gulen. Simple 
arithmetic tells us that at least a 
quarter of the top brass was 
involved. It seems hardly credible 
that such a dense plot would not 
have been exposed until four 
hours prior.

Second, the same data raise 
questions as to where such a large 
top echelon was met with silence 
so many years, particularly 
following the December 2013, 
corruption investigations into 
ministers, government officials 
and their relatives.

Erdogan blamed what he said 
were police and prosecutors loyal 
to Gulen for making the accusa-
tions. If this coup was a sole 
product of Gulen and his follow-
ers, why did they wait so long? 
There is neither an explanation 
why, after having a pro-democ-
racy communiqué read out in 
Turkish TV, the plotters’ jets 
would steadily bomb parliament 
building deep into the morning 
hours.

Few independent observers 
buy into the claims that the top 
officers, many of whom were 
filled with hostility to Gulenists, 
would allegedly flock around 
him.

On another level, sources 
within the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP) shrug it 
off, saying that it points to an 

uprising led by officers who, 
being operational in conducting a 
war against the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), thought 
the timing was perfect to seize 
the political helm.

Some analysts with military 
backgrounds point at a hybrid 
structure, perhaps a coalition of 
various affiliations — hardliners, 
Kemalists, pro-Western elements 
as well as Gulenists — whose 
command centre is unclear.

In retaliation, Erdogan 
launched an immense purge that 
began with arrests of 2,700 judges 
and, within 72 hours, more than 
50,000 public servants were 
suspended. Media were curbed 
even more severely with bans of 
access and print houses refusing 
to print four newspapers. Nearly 
1,600 university deans were 
ordered to resign.

Such moves leave little doubt 
about the emergence of an 
iron-rule that will perhaps be 
long lasting. The pattern of 
counter-measures exposes a 
power grab.

Indeed, the bloody coup was a 
deadly blow to Turkey’s already 
crippled democratic order. If 
Erdogan uses what he called a 
“God-given” opportunity to settle 
scores with the entire opposition, 
take it for granted that its party 
state path will have reached its 
completion any moment.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.

Yavuz Baydar
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Erdogan’s failed policies are the real motivation behind coup

A month ago not 
many people would 
have bet there soon 
would be an 
attempted military 
coup in Turkey. 

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan seemed solidly in 
control and on his way to giving 
himself even more power.

The belief was he had tamed 
the Turkish military through a 
series of purges and trumped-up 
arrests and largely silenced 
critics in the government, the 
police, the judiciary and the 
media with similar tactics.

That, however, was a month 
ago. Now, after the attempted 
coup, the only thing that is the 
same is that Erdogan is even 
more inclined to give himself 

additional control.
Yet it is obvious that Erdogan 

has no one to blame but himself 
and his autocratic style of 
governing and his many failed 
policies for the attempted coup. 
It is hard to know where to start 
because his numerous mistakes 
have had negative effects in a 
variety of areas.

Take his foreign policy. 
Erdogan, who it has to be said 
had a promising start and seemed 
on the way to creating a new 
vision of Turkey, once promised 
that the country would have a 
foreign policy of “no problems 
with its neighbours”. Instead, he 
seems to be at odds with almost 
everyone in the region.

His mishandling of incidents 
with Israel and Russia in particu-
lar led to devastating losses to 
the tourism sector, perhaps as 
much as $15 billion in 2015-16.

Recent attempts to patch 
relations with those countries 
show that even Erdogan’s 
arrogance can only go so far.

His other major foreign policy 
gaffe is the nightmare situation 
in Syria. In an effort to dethrone 
his former ally, Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, Erdogan looked 

the other way as thousands of 
Islamic State (ISIS) supporters 
from across the globe used 
Turkey as the main stop on their 
journey to join the terrorist 
group in Syria and Iraq.

His gamble failed miserably as 
ISIS was not so much interested 
in getting rid of Assad as it was in 
ruling large areas of his country. 
By the time Erdogan realised this 
and acted against it, it was too 
late. Now ISIS is regularly 
targeting Turkey for attacks.

Then there is his habit of 
turning viciously on those who 
were either once friends, such as 
cleric Fethullah Gulen, whom 
Erdogan accuses of being behind 
the coup, or who did not do what 
he wanted — after peace over-
tures to the Kurds, when they did 
not support his bid to gain 
executive powers, Erdogan 
restarted the conflict. Or his 
petulant habit of attacking those 
he believes have insulted him, 
even in foreign countries.

Taken all together, it is not 
surprising that members of the 
military, perhaps expecting more 
purges or perhaps genuinely 
worried about the direction of 
Turkish democracy, decided to 

act against Erdogan.
And yet, for all his failures, the 

coup has fallen like a gift from 
God into Erdogan’s hands.

In a ruthless fashion that 
justifies his nickname of “the 
Sultan”, Erdogan and his allies 
are using the attempted coup as a 
way to solidify power, silence 
critics and settle old grudges.

Even in this, he may once again 
overplay his hand. His threats to 
reinstate the death penalty and 
the arrests of many who seem to 
have little or no connection to 
the coup threaten to undermine 
Turkey’s relations with the 
European Union in particular. It 
may be the one region that 
Turkey and its battered economy 
cannot afford to alienate.

The result? Turkey’s democ-
racy, once suggested as a model 
for other countries in the region, 
is on the verge of disappearing 
and existing in name only.

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

s a  rising number of 
Turks — more than 
45,000, according to re-
ports — are rounded up, 
sacked or suspended 

by the Turkish government in re-
sponse to the failed coup, concerns 
have been growing in the West.

Turkey’s state-run news agency 
reported the detention of more 
than 100 generals and admirals, 
9,000 police and more than one-
third of the country’s 81 provincial 
governors. The crackdown has wid-
ened from military, police and the 
judiciary to include schools and 
media, with TV and radio station 
licences being revoked as well.

US and European leaders have 
called on the Turkish government 
to demonstrate restraint as a wide-
reaching crackdown takes hold. 
Western leaders appeared to be 
slow in taking clear positions re-
garding the coup while it was un-
ravelling.

Turkey, a country with a popu-
lation of 75 million and key NATO 
member, remains a nation of great 
importance to the West.

Since its founding in 1923, Turkey 
has experienced extensive military 
intervention in politics, including 
four takeovers. The Turkish mili-
tary was traditionally dominated 
by secular republicans keen to pre-
serve the political system laid out 
by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.

But since it first came to power in 
2003, the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) of President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has gradually and 
skilfully neutralised the political 
role of the military.

The Turkish military is no longer 
the political actor or vanguard of 
secular Kemalism it once was. The 
latest coup attempt took place amid 
rumours of discontent among mid-
ranking officers of Turkey’s mili-
tary. The coup included the chief of 
staff along with other senior gener-
als being taken hostage.

For many observers of Turkish 
politics, the coup attempt came as 
a surprise — so much so that it gen-
erated debate about how it came 
about and even whether it could 
have been staged.

Johannes Hahn, the European 
Commission official overseeing 
Turkey’s EU membership bid, said 
it “looks at least as if something has 
been prepared… Lists are available, 

which indicates it was prepared 
and to be used at a certain stage. 
I’m very concerned. It is exactly 
what we feared.”

Turkey declared a three-month 
state of emergency, with Erdogan 
vowing that “all the viruses within 
the armed forces will be cleansed” 
as he hunts down “the threat to de-
mocracy in our country, the rule of 
law and the rights and freedom of 
our citizens”.

The Turkish government has 
pinned the blame of the attempted 

coup on former allies but now arch-
rivals from the Fethullah Gulen 
movement.

Participants at pro-government 
rallies have called for the restora-
tion of capital punishment to which 
Erdogan responded that “demands 
of the people cannot be overlooked 
in democracies”.

Capital punishment was abol-
ished in 2004 by Erdogan, then 
the newly elected prime minister, 
as part of meeting EU conditions 
for accession as a full member. In 
recent days, EU leaders have made 
clear that reinstating the death pen-
alty would end Turkey’s member-
ship bid.

The European Union is also in the 
process of finalising a migrant deal 
with Turkey where Ankara will be 

assisted with $6.6 billion and Turk-
ish citizens offered visa-free travel 
in return for Ankara preventing mi-
grants from crossing to Greece and 
taking back those who have already 
made the journey.

The migrant deal has been hit by 
hurdles due to EU concerns over 
Turkish counterterrorism laws, 
which they fear undermine po-
litical freedoms. At the same time, 
however, EU leaders are worried 
Turkey could reopen routes into 
Europe for migrants.

The Turkish government’s rela-
tions with the West are likely to 
become more strained over the 
coming months and perhaps long-
er, especially with the European 
Union, which tends to be stringent 
on conditions it attaches with its 

partners.
Turkey has far less to lose this 

time around, however. Erdogan and 
his government will be strength-
ened, and if their wider foreign 
policy reset — relations with Russia, 
in particular — is successful, then 
realpolitik should pay dividends.

Europe and the West may not 
have to love Erdogan but they 
should get used to living with a 
stronger and meaner president of 
Turkey.

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.

Turkish coup likely to strain relations with EU
Sabahat Khan

Turkish policemen attend the funeral ceremony of a special forces police officer at the Kocatepe mosque in Ankara on July 21st. 
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clear that reinstating 
the death penalty 
would end Turkey’s 
membership bid.
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Washington

T 

he first anniversary of 
the nuclear deal between 
world powers and Iran 
was met in Washington 
with renewed attacks on 

the deal by Republican politicians 
and others.

Speaker of the US House of Rep-
resentatives Paul Ryan, R-Wiscon-
sin, tweeted: “The president’s nu-
clear deal has only served to bolster 
Tehran’s terror proxies and ballistic 
missile programme.”

Other opponents of the deal 
vowed to keep fighting it. The or-
ganisation United Against Nuclear 
Iran (UANI) teamed with the Jewish 
Institute for National Security Af-
fairs (JINSA) for an event featuring 
former US senator and vice-presi-
dential candidate Joe Lieberman, 
chairman of UANI. He called July 
14th, the date the deal was signed, 
“a dark anniversary” and said the 
deal was “ill-conceived, ill-negoti-
ated and now ill-monitored”.

UANI is trying to convince busi-
nesses in the United States, Asia 
and Europe that it is not safe to 
operate in Iran. “It is not moral,” 
Lieberman said, “to do business 
with the Iranian regime.”

Chairman of the House Commit-
tee on Foreign Affairs Ed Royce, 
R-California, said Iran’s behaviour 

has worsened since the deal was 
signed, citing an “increase in execu-
tions” in Iran, “attacks on religious 
minorities”. He said: “Iran remains 
the world’s number one sponsor of 
terrorism”.

He accused Iran of destabilising 
other countries, “overthrowing the 
government of Yemen” and sup-
porting “the continued slaughter in 
Syria”.

It was Iran’s missile capabilities 
and reports of Iranian efforts to 
procure nuclear equipment from 
Germany that got the attention of 
Congress, however. Royce claimed 
that “German authorities detected 
repeated efforts by Iranians tied to 
companies and organisations trying 
to get nuclear equipment”.

The US State Department de-
nied there was evidence that Iran 
violated its commitments under the 
agreement.

Iran conducted missile tests be-
fore and after the deal and contends 
that such tests are not part of the 
agreement. Critics claim Tehran is 
violating UN Resolution 2231, which 
called on Iran to “refrain from en-
gaging in ballistic missile activity 
designed to be capable of delivering 
nuclear weapons”.

Congressional Republicans also 
complained that the Obama admin-
istration continues its “outreach to 
the regime” instead of countering 
Iran’s actions. The administration 
is “going to astonishing lengths to 
accommodate Iran’s behaviour”, 
Royce claimed. “[They want] to 
protect the agreement at any cost.” 
Royce accused the administration 
of “advocating for Iran and for do-
ing business in Iran”.

Many analysts said changing 
Iran’s behaviour was not the goal of 
the deal. Woodrow Wilson Center 
Vice-President Aaron Miller said 
the deal was “transactional and not 
transformational”.

Few people say the deal can be 
easily overturned by Congress. The 
best opponents can do is pass leg-

islation that tightens limitations on 
Iran.

The House of Representatives, for 
example, passed three bills along 
party lines that impose new sanc-
tions on Iranian individuals and 
companies involved in the coun-
try’s missile programme and place 
financial restrictions on Iran, such 
as denying it access to US dollars. 
Royce told the Washington Post, 
“Iran’s supreme leader can’t be al-
lowed to seek ‘death to America’ 
with US dollars in his pocket”.

Although the bills likely will have 
trouble passing the US Senate, they 
send a strong message that Congress 
has not said its last word on the Iran 

deal. As Royce said: “More than half 
of Congress opposes the agreement 
and no member supports the new 
policy of bending to Iran.”

The most serious anti-Iran bill 
was introduced in the Senate. Spon-
sored by US Senator Bob Corker, R-
Tennessee and chairman of the For-
eign Relations Committee, the bill 
would “extend the Iran sanctions 
act and expands sanctions for bal-
listic missile activities and for Iran’s 
support for terrorism, and sanctions 
transfer of conventional weapons to 
Iran”.

Corker has won the support of 
several prominent Democratic sen-
ators. The bill is to be taken up by 

the Senate in September.
Pressure on the Obama admin-

istration is coming not only from 
Republicans but also from Demo-
crats: 15 Senate Democrats wrote 
a letter “urging [the president] to 
secure more transparency from the 
inspectors tasked with verifying 
Iran’s compliance” with the nuclear 
deal.

With hearings on the Senate 
bill scheduled for September, Iran 
could become a contentious issue 
in the November elections.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Opponents of the Iranian nuclear deal have not given up

US House of Representatives Speaker Paul Ryan, R-Wisconsin, speaks on Capitol Hill, last June.

Amal Mudallali
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Speaker of US House of 
Representatives Paul Ryan
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B 

logging began in Iran in 
2001, the story goes, with 
Hossein Darakhshan, 
known as Hoder or the 
“Iranian blogfather”, who 

would spend 2008-14 in jail. Opti-
mists hailed the internet and social 
media as a new way for Iran’s young 
people to express their feelings; in 
2005, UK-based writer Nasrin Alavi 
published a widely praised collec-
tion of translated web diaries under 
the ambitious title We are Iran.

In the unrest following the dis-
puted 2009 presidential election, 
demonstrators used social media 
as tools of organisation, prefigur-
ing 2011’s ‘Arab spring’. In Iran and 
elsewhere, activists — even before 
they realised the intelligence ser-
vices could also access Facebook — 
confused means with message.

Yezid Sayigh, senior associate 
at the Carnegie Middle East Cen-
tre in Beirut, warned at Christmas 
2013 that there had been “excessive 
presentism, the tendency to think 
‘We have Facebook and Twitter, no 
one’s ever had this before.’”

Using technology was no more 
innovatory, added Sayigh, than had 
been followers of Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini in circulating audio 
cassette tapes of his speeches in the 
1970s or Gamal Abdel Nasser rally-
ing Arab populations through radio 

broadcasts in the 1950s and ’60s.
In 2009, the internet was still 

a minority pursuit in Iran. That 
is changing. In a survey in June 
by IranPoll, Canada-based poll-
sters linked to the University of 
Maryland, 42.8% of Iranians asked 
said they go online at least once a 
week “to become informed about 
the news”, a sharp increase from 
33.6% in May 2015.

Contrary to what reformists and 
radicals expected, it is far from clear 
that internet access favours a re-
form agenda. Iran’s principlists are 
increasingly linking work on the in-
ternet to their “real-life” networks 
based on mosque, neighbourhood, 
workplace and the Basij.

“Material is distributed online 
and then printed as leaflets or 
posted up where people gather,” 
one Iranian academic told The Arab 
Weekly. “This is what happens with 
Khat-e Hezbollah [“The Line of 
Hezbollah”, a bulletin published 
on the website of Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei].”

Khamenei’s website — which in-
cludes news of the leader and his 
work in 14 languages — recently 
carried his speech rejecting wider 
“coordination” with the United 
States other than on the nuclear 
programme and his accusation that 
some regional countries are “back-
ing the takfiri groups and support-
ing their massacres and crimes in 
Syria”.

Other operators utilise Instagram, 
an application designed for sharing 
photos that is not banned in Iran, 
as are Twitter and Facebook. While 
owned by Facebook, Instagram is 
a self-contained application, a cul-
de-sac keeping users within. Has-
san Shemshadi, a reporter for Iran’s 
state television, uses Instagram 
to send 90,000 followers pictures 
honouring Iranian fighters in Syria, 

including “selfies”.
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, the 

former president who won the dis-
puted 2009 election, launched a 
website in 2015 in which he praised 
the noble sacrifices of the 1980-88 
Iraq war and fuelled speculation he 
might try and run in the 2017 presi-
dential election.

Iran’s principlists may reflect 
an international tendency for so-
cial media to reinforce and even 
strengthen intolerance rather than 

— as optimists expected — expose 
views to discussion and critique. 
In a recent piece for the Huffington 
Post, Dhruva Jaishankar of Brook-
ings India wrote that social media 
“rather than creating connections 
with people who possess differing 
views and ideologies tends to rein-
force prejudices”.

Jaishankar said: “Greater in-
formation has, rather counter-
intuitively, contributed to a ‘post-
fact’ information environment” 

in which “populists are willing to 
cross the lines that mainstream 
parties have flirted with, becoming 
forces that the centre cannot hold”.

Jaishankar argued the British ref-
erendum on leaving the European 
Union illustrates the way “the abil-
ity to receive information in almost 
real time through mass media and 
to make one’s voice heard through 
social media… has contributed to 
polarisation, gridlock, dissatisfac-
tion and misinformation”.

Could this be as true in Iran as 
in Britain? Certainly the facts and 
figures of the Ahmadinejad admin-
istration — for example, leaving a 
crippling burden of non-perform-
ing bank loans through cheap state 
loans and fiscal laxity — seem lost in 
a torrent of dissatisfaction with the 
administration of President Hassan 
Rohani in failing to boost the econ-
omy now that sanctions have been 
eased.

Social media will play an unprec-
edented role in the next Iranian 
presidential election, which will 
probably be in June 2017. The re-
cent principlists’ use of social me-
dia to expose high salaries of bank-
ing executives was just the first 
salvo. Such tactics may prove more 
important for the presidential elec-
tion than live television debates be-
tween contenders.

This may be bad news for Rohani, 
who is already on shifting ground. 
The Iranpoll in June found that 74% 
of Iranians asked said Iran had re-
ceived no economic benefits from 
the July 2015 nuclear deal. It also 
put Rohani’s lead over Ahmadine-
jad, as a potential challenger, down 
to 8 percentage points from 27 
points in May 2015.

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

Social media could hurt reformists in Iran
Gareth Smyth

An Iranian man shows text messages from President Hassan 
Rohani on his mobile phone encouraging citizens to vote in the 
upcoming parliamentary and Experts Assembly elections, in 
Tehran, last February.

In a survey in June, 
42.8% of Iranians 
asked said they go 
online at least once a 
week for news, a sharp 
increase from 33.6% in 
May 2015.
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T 

he Islamic State (ISIS) 
is having a rough time 
these days. It is reported 
to have lost 47% of its 
territory in Iraq and 20% 

in Syria after two years of fighting 
while more of its self-proclaimed 
caliphate is being overwhelmed as 
US-backed forces move on its main 
strongholds, Raqqa in Syria and 
Mosul in Iraq.

Brett McGurk, US President 
Barack Obama’s top adviser on the 
war against ISIS, told the US Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee on 
June 28th that the US-led coalition 
is killing one ISIS leader every three 
days — a crippling attrition rate if 
true.

The jihadists continue to fight 
on tenaciously despite the Ameri-
cans’ growing access to high-grade 
intelligence, much of it garnered 
from top-ranking ISIS operatives 
snatched in raids by US special op-
erations troops or from a growing 
haemorrhage of defectors.

However, the loss of one warlord 
in particular, an iconic Georgia-
born jihadist known as  Abu Omar 
al-Shishani — Abu Omar the Chech-
en — reported killed in Iraq in July, 
“may change the face of the Syrian 
insurgency”, according to one Cau-
casus expert on Russian jihadists.

Shishani, with his distinctive gin-
ger beard, was the pre-eminent ISIS 
commander fighting in Syria and 
had a $5 million US bounty on his 
head to prove it.

Born into a Christian family in 

Georgia, Shishani — real name 
Tarkhan Batirashvili — and his two 
brothers converted to Islam. As an 
intelligence specialist in the Geor-
gian Army he fought the Russians 
in Georgia and Chechnya before go-
ing to Syria in 2012.

He had become an almost mythi-
cal figure, particularly among the 
2,000-5,000 Chechen fighters, in-
cluding veterans of Russia’s wars 
in Chechnya. There are large num-
bers of fighters from other Russian 
republics and their importance to 
ISIS is underlined by the road signs 
in ISIS territory that are written in 
Arabic, English and Russian.

Shishani’s military successes 
in Syria alarmed Moscow, which 
feared he could ignite a new con-
flict in the Caucasus region on Rus-
sia’s mountainous borderlands.

In Syria, Shishani quickly rose to 
prominence and was given com-
mand of the Muhajireen Brigade, a 
hard-line militia composed mainly 
of Chechen and Russian-speaking 
fighters.

He became a senior commander 
in mid-2014 and pledged allegiance 
to ISIS’s self-styled caliph, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, to whom he became 
very close. The United States said 
he was ISIS’s “minister for war”.

He was by far the most success-
ful of the group’s field commanders 
and was repeatedly sent in to re-
verse military setbacks and invari-
ably triumphed. With ISIS facing 
a potentially disastrous defeat in 
northern Syria, his loss is expected 
to be sorely felt by the jihadists.

By all accounts, he was seriously 
wounded in a March 4th US drone 
strike on an ISIS convoy outside 
Shaddadi in north-eastern Syria 
that may have specifically targeted 
him.

He was widely thought to have 
died from his wounds — the United 
States actually declared him dead — 
but apparently survived. Then, on 
July 13th, ISIS announced Shishani 
had been killed near the Iraqi town 

of Shirqat, south of Mosul, but gave 
no details.

Iraqi analyst Hisham al-Hashimi, 
who advises the Baghdad govern-
ment on jihadist groups, said Shis-
hani was killed in an air strike near 
Shirqat while fighting encircling 
Iraqi forces.

Shishani was a successful and 
popular war leader and his demise 
could undermine the morale of ISIS 
fighters, particularly among the 
Russian speakers who are consid-
ered the fiercest.

“I think his death will spark an 
outflow of many of the fighters 
from the Caucasus and Chechnya 
who were becoming less convinced 
about the fight,” observed Hashimi.

“It will cause a crisis because this 
is a time when it’s hard to replace 
a leader they can use as a source 
of inspiration and charisma. That’s 
what he had that was so important, 
and which others don’t have.”

Caucasus analyst Mairbek Vatch-
agaev said the loss of Shishani will 
mean “the weakening of the Chech-
en leadership in ISIS and the (likely) 
appointment of Arab commanders 
for the Chechen fighters will likely 
cause conflicts among the mili-
tants, since the Chechens do not 
normally consider the Arabs to be 
authoritative military leaders,” he 
wrote in an analysis for the James-
town Foundation in Washington.

US officials have repeatedly 
claimed ISIS is in its death throes, 
but it would be unwise to write off 
the group.

“It’s true that coalition air strikes 
and coordinated movement by 
ground forces in Iraq and Syria have 
diminished the group’s manpower, 
finances, supply of equipment and 

territorial control,” observed ana-
lyst Scott Stewart of US-based glob-
al intelligence consultancy Stratfor.

But “the bottom line is that… it 
will be a long time before the Is-
lamic State is defeated… It is not 
possible to completely eradicate 

the Islamic State or other jihadist 
groups as long as their ideology sur-
vives and continues to attract new 
adherents.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Loss of iconic leader will hurt ISIS but war goes on 
Ed Blanche

A file picture shows Abu Omar al-Shishani (Tarkhan Batirashvili), 
a Georgian fighting with the Islamic State jihadist group, at an 
unknown location in Syria.

According to 
Washington, the 
US-led coalition is 
killing one ISIS leader 
every three days.

In Syria, Shishani 
quickly rose to 
prominence and was 
given command of the 
Muhajireen Brigade.

News & Analysis Fighting ISIS

ISIS on the rampage

A slew of terrorist 
activities — from 
running people over 
to bombings, 
shootings and 
knifing bystanders 

— in numerous cities across 
Europe and the Muslim world has 
killed more than 400 people and 
wounded many more in what 
some observers say may indicate 
that the Islamic State (ISIS) is 
changing tactics.

That change comes amid 
multiple defeats for the jihadist 
group on conventional fronts in 
recent weeks.

Reports from Western intelli-
gence sources said ISIS has 
suffered as much as a 25% loss of 
territory it had grabbed in Syria 
and Iraq. A coalition of Arab, 
European and North American 
forces on one side of the battle in 
Syria and Russian, Iranian and 
Hezbollah forces on the other 
have pounded ISIS positions with 
devastating effect.

Despite the large numbers of 
volunteers who have flooded to 
ISIS’s self-declared caliphate — 
many who made their way from 
Europe and Central Asia, espe-
cially from the Caucasus — the 
group has been in retreat.

Establishing a physical address 
rather than remaining in the 

shadows was a major point of 
contention between ISIS, which 

was eager to establish a territory, 
and al-Qaeda, which also wanted 
to create a caliphate but opted for 
a more cautious approach.

Facing defeat after defeat, ISIS 
chose to launch its terror cam-
paign far beyond its borders. 
Eleven cities in the Arab world 
and beyond have been hit since 
the start of the holy month of 
Ramadan as ISIS expanded its 
geographic presence and reach.

The result — at least until ISIS is 
completely neutralised — is bad 
news for Europe and the Middle 
East, as experts predict more 
terrorist attacks to come. Attacks 
against civilian targets with the 
aim of causing large numbers of 
casualties, such as the attack in 

the French resort city of Nice or 
the shoot-out in a Munich 
shopping mall, seem to be the 
new ISIS tactic, although some 
observers fear economic and 
strategic installations, such as 
the oil industry, could also be 
potential targets.

Recently, however, it has been 
gatherings of people that have 
been chosen as targets. One of 
the most deadly attacks was in 
Baghdad where about 300 were 
killed when a truck bomb was set 
off in a commercial centre 
crowded with people shopping 
for Ramadan. ISIS claimed 
responsibility.

In Jordan, a suicide car bomb 
struck a Jordanian Army post 
along the Syrian border, killing 
seven soldiers in the worst attack 
in the kingdom in years. ISIS 
claimed to be responsible for the 
attack.

Yemen suffered a string of 
attacks in the southern port city 
of Mukalla, killing 43 people. The 
majority of the victims were 
intelligence and security offi-
cials. A group closely affiliated 
with ISIS claimed responsibility.

In Lebanon, five people died 
when three suicide bombers blew 
themselves up in a small Chris-
tian Lebanese village on the 
border with Syria.

In Turkey, three bombers 
armed with automatic weapons 
went on a rampage in Istanbul 
Ataturk Airport, killing 44 people 
and wounding 150 others. The 
perpetrators were a Russian, an 
Uzbek and a Kyrgyz with links to 
ISIS.

In Malaysia, a grenade thrown 
outside a bar in Kuala Lumpur 
wounded eight people watching a 
football game.

In Bangladesh, gunmen armed 
with automatic rifles and knives 
attacked patrons at an expensive 
restaurant in Dhaka and took 35 
people hostage. They ended up 
killing 20 — nine Italians and 
seven Japanese among them. 
According to witnesses, the 
gunmen released Muslims but 
tortured those unable to recite 
the Quran. ISIS claimed responsi-
bility for the attack.

In Indonesia, the most popu-
lous Muslim country, a suicide 
bomber struck outside a police 
station in Solo, Java.

In Orlando, Florida, a gunman 
killed 49 people in a crowded gay 
nightclub, in the worst mass 
shooting in modern US history. 
The gunman, according to law 
enforcement officials, claimed he 
was “a soldier of the caliphate” 
acting on behalf of ISIS. It is far 
more likely that he was mentally 
deranged.

In Saudi Arabia, suicide 
bombers struck in three cities, 
including outside the mosque in 
Medina where the Prophet 
Mohammad is buried, one of the 
holiest sites in Islam. Four 
security guards were killed. Just 
outside the US consulate in 
Jeddah, two security guards were 
wounded in an attack. Nobody 
claimed responsibility for the 
Saudi attacks, leaving open to 
speculation that these were 
home-grown and not coordinated 
by ISIS.

Whatever its new tactics may 
be, ISIS remains the most 
ruthless terror organisation in 
history.

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

Claude
Salhani

View point
The result 
in the short 
term is 
bad news 
for Europe 
and the 
Middle East 
as experts 
predict more 
terrorist 
attacks to 
come.

Facing defeat after 
defeat, ISIS chose to 
launch a bombing 
campaign. Brazilian Federal Police in Brazilia, on July 

21st, arrests a member of a group said to have 
professed loyalty to ISIS.



16 July 24, 2016

News & Analysis East   WestEast   WestEast   West

Tough task ahead for new British Foreign secretary
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

N 

ew British Foreign Sec-
retary Boris Johnson 
faces a difficult task as 
the country’s top dip-
lomat with many in 

the Middle East questioning the 
credentials of the charismatic but 
gaffe-prone former London mayor.

Johnson had been roundly criti-
cised for previous undiplomatic 
antics, including writing a poem 
insulting Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and newspaper 
articles including references to US 
President Barack Obama’s “part-
Kenyan” ancestry and comparing 
US presidential challenger Hillary 
Clinton to Lady Macbeth and a “sa-
distic nurse in a mental hospital”.

Britain’s new Foreign Affairs min-
ister sought to draw a line under 
the criticism following a July 19th 
meeting with US Secretary of State 
John Kerry in London. “I’m afraid 
there is such a rich thesaurus now 
of things that I have said that have 
been — one way or another — some-
how misconstrued that it would 
take me too long to engage in a full 
global itinerary of apology to all 

concerned,” he said during a joint 
news conference.

“Most people who read these 
things in their proper context can 
see exactly what was intended and 
indeed I find that virtually every-
body I have met so far in this job 
understands that very well, partic-
ularly on the international scene,” 

he added.
Kerry underlined Washington’s 

“special relationship” with Brit-
ain and praised Johnson as a “very 
smart and capable man”. Johnson 
was keen to move from personal 
criticisms to focus on British for-
eign policy, including the conflict 
in Syria.

Prior to his appointment, John-
son had argued that Britain should 
support Moscow and Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad in the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
something that would represent a 
marked change in Britain’s foreign 
policy towards the region.

“We need someone to provide 
the boots on the ground and, given 
that we are not going to be provid-
ing British ground forces — and the 
French and the Americans are just 
as reluctant — we cannot afford to 
be picky about our allies,” Johnson 
wrote in a 2015 article titled Let’s 
deal with the Devil: We should work 
with Vladimir Putin and Bashar Al-
Assad in Syria.

Johnson has moved quickly to 
try to allay regional fears, clarifying 
that Britain will not be changing its 
foreign policy towards the Syrian 
crisis.

“I will be making clear my view 
that the suffering of the Syrian 
people will not end while Assad re-
mains in power. The international 
community, including Russia, must 
be united on this,” Johnson said.

Johnson called on Moscow to 
pressure Assad to “end the car-
nage” in Syria and return to the 
negotiating table. “We seek those 
with influence over the Assad re-

gime — including Russia and Iran 
— to ensure humanitarian access to 
the besieged areas in line with UN 
Security Council resolutions,” he 
said.

In a first week in office that in-
cluded a tense visit to Brussels, as 
well as talks about the Syrian and 
Yemeni crises, it was clear that 
Johnson is facing major challenges 
other than the unprecedented tur-
moil across the Middle East.

The appointment of one of Brit-
ain’s most well-known pro-Brexit 
politicians as the face of the coun-
try’s foreign policy indicates that 
Britain will be increasingly focused 
on Europe and post-Brexit trade. 
This could lead to a diminished 
British role in the Middle East, if 
not an actual change in British for-
eign policy towards the region.

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

Britain’s Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson listens as US Secretary 
of State John Kerry speaks during a press conference at the 
Foreign Office in London, on July 19th.

Johnson had argued 
that Britain should 
support Moscow and 
Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in the 
fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Polls on Americans’ attitudes towards Islam 
show surprising results
Rasha Elass

Washington

P 

olls about Americans’ 
views on Islam and Mus-
lims indicate a sympathy 
that is sometimes over-
looked by politics and 

harsh rhetoric, according to one of 
the country’s most influential poll-
sters.

“I’m not as pessimistic as many 
people are,” Shibley Telhami said 
from his office at the University of 
Maryland, where he is the Anwar 
Sadat professor for peace and de-
velopment. “For example, if you 
look at the media focus, say with 
the Nice story, you’ll find [former 
House speaker Newt] Gingrich say-
ing that we should deport anyone 
who believes in sharia. You get the 
impression that he’s representing 
the views of the American public 
but that’s not what the polls show.”

Telhami was referring to a poll he 
conducted measuring the public’s 
favourability towards Muslims and 
Islam before and after the June 12th 
Orlando attack in which a gunman, 
who pledged allegiance to the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), killed 49 people 
at a gay nightclub. The results are 
surprising in that they indicate a 
rise in favourability towards Mus-
lims (58% to 62%) and towards Is-
lam (42% to 44%) among respond-
ents after the attack despite heated 
anti-Muslim rhetoric by some poli-
ticians.

“It’s interesting and heartening. 
A sort of backlash against the Mus-
lim backlash,” said Telhami.

The poll was conducted by Niel-
son and funded by the University of 
Maryland.

Telhami, who has written sev-
eral books, including The Stakes: 
America and the Middle East and 
The World through Arab Eyes, said 
the American public appears to 
have come to associate anti-Muslim 
rhetoric with partisanship.

“Because GOP candidates have 

used the issue of Islam and violence 
as a political weapon against their 
Democratic opponents and Presi-
dent Barack Obama, the empha-
sised link between Islam and vio-
lence has become associated with 
GOP candidates, especially Donald 
Trump,” Telhami wrote recently in 
Politico.

The poll results show this parti-
san division regarding Islam and 
Muslims with 55% of Republican re-
spondents saying they have an un-
favourable view of the Muslim peo-
ple (the figure went up to 57% after 
the Orlando shootings). Some 63% 
respondents who said they were 
supporters of Republican presiden-
tial nominee Donald Trump said 
they had an unfavourable view of 
Muslims, with the percentage rising 
to 66% after the Orlando shootings. 
More than three-quarters of Repub-
licans and more than 80% of Trump 

supporters asked told pollsters they 
view Islam unfavourably.

By contrast, 72% of Democratic 
respondents reported a favourable 
view of Muslims. This rose to 79% 
after the Orlando attack.

Telhami, who has been polling on 
these issues for more than 25 years, 
said anti-Muslim sentiment in the 
United States rose shortly after the 
attacks of September 11th, 2001, 
and plateaued close to the 2012 
election in which Obama was re-
elected president. It was not until 
late 2015, when presidential politi-
cal campaigning began in earnest 
with Islamic extremism at the fore-
front, that favourable views of Mus-
lims and Islam began to rise.

This presidential election sheds 
light on a deeply polarised public 
on virtually every issue. When it 
comes to the Middle East, the di-
vide is perhaps at its starkest with 

the Arab-Israeli issue at heart. Tel-
hami said very little has changed 
in the past 25 years overall in the 
minds of Americans, except that 
polarisation is more apparent along 
partisan lines.

“Since the 1990s, somewhere be-
tween two-thirds and three-quar-
ters of Americans said they wanted 
the US to lean towards neither Is-
rael nor Palestine in negotiations,” 
he said. He added that those who 
expressed any bias expressed it 
overwhelmingly in favour of Israel.

“That hasn’t changed a lot,” he 
said.

“But what has changed is when 
you asked that question 20 years 
ago there was little gap between 
Democrats and Republicans. What 
has happened in America in the 
past 25 years is that Republicans 
have become more pro-Israel, the 
majority of them want to lean to-

wards Israel than towards neither 
side. Democrats? Only 15% say they 
want to lean towards Israel,” he 
said.

Telhami, who was born to Pal-
estinian parents in Israel, said his 
personal identity often gives him 
special insight into the sensitive is-
sues that he tackles in public opin-
ion polls.

“As an Arab American I’m very 
sensitive both to the Arab region 
and to here. And as an American 
and a scholar, I’ve developed a way 
that allows my background to pre-
sent me with insights rather than it 
being a detriment to analysis,” he 
said.  “We have enough madness in 
discourse.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

US Secretary of State John Kerry attends an interfaith iftar reception in Sterling, Virginia, on June 20, 2016.

After Orlando attack, 
results showed a rise 
in favourability 
towards Muslims (58% 
to 62%) and towards 
Islam (42% to 44%).
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Trump’s stands go against Republican foreign policy positions
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

R 

epublican presidential 
nominee Donald Trump, 
despite giving lip ser-
vice to party “unity”, has 
staked out foreign policy 

positions that go strongly against 
the party’s traditional philosophies.

Nonetheless, Trump’s positions 
are unlikely to hurt him in the No-
vember election with party-line vot-
ers because he has captured their 
mood on a number of key issues.

Trump realises that to beat Dem-
ocratic candidate Hillary Clinton in 
the general election he will need to 
galvanise Republicans, even those 
who voted against him in the pri-
maries, which is why he mentioned 
party “unity” and gave establish-
ment Republicans key roles in draft-
ing the party platform. This also 
was the major factor in his choice 
of running mate, Indiana Governor 
Mike Pence.

Trump said he chose Pence, a 
staunch conservative, because ad-
visers emphasised the importance 
of “party unity”.

Although Pence is likely to be a 
loyal running mate, he has differed 
with Trump on such issues as the 
Iraq war of 2003 (Pence voted for 
it when he was in Congress; Trump 
said he opposed it), free trade 
(Pence supported the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement) and 
on Muslim immigrants (Pence has 
called Trump’s proposal for a ban of-
fensive and unconstitutional).

It is Pence, however, who is likely 
to change his policies — at least pub-
licly — rather than Trump, who says 
the positions he staked out in the 
primaries are the ones that will en-
sure victory in November.

Trump has consistently called the 
2003 Iraq war a “dumb war” and a 
“disaster” that has destabilised the 
region. Trump has even used Dem-
ocratic contender Bernie Sanders’ 
criticism of Clinton against her.

“Bernie said that Hillary Clinton 

has bad judgment,” Trump said in 
a campaign speech. “If you look at 
the war in Iraq, look at what she did 
with Libya; a total disaster.”

Although Trump has not for-
mally commented on the Chilcot 
report, he gave an interview on 
British ITV in May in anticipation 
of the British inquiry into the Iraq 
war. Trump criticised former British 
prime minister Tony Blair joining 
then US president George W. Bush 
in invading Iraq and called the war 
a “disaster”, saying: “Your country 
shouldn’t have gone in.” Trump 
added that British leaders would get 
more respect if they put UK inter-
ests before US interests.

Because of Trump’s remarks dur-
ing the primaries and his comments 
against the Iraq war, neither Bush 
nor his brother Jeb Bush, who was 
a presidential candidate against 
Trump, attended the Republican 
convention.

Trump’s position against the Iraq 
war is in sync with the majority of 
Americans. While there is some 
nostalgia among Republicans for 
the Bush presidency, the general 
public sees the Iraq war as a grave 
mistake.

Trump’s sharp criticism of the 
North America Free Trade Agree-
ment (NAFTA) and the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) fly in the face of 
Republicans’ traditional support for 
free trade. By condemning those 
deals, however, Trump has earned 
support of many white working-
class Americans — many of whom 
often support Democrats — who 
claim such agreements have taken 

good-paying manufacturing jobs 
from the United States.

While Trump fashions himself 
as a proponent of “America First” 
— meaning that the United States 
should not be eager to engage mili-
tarily abroad because doing so saps 
resources needed at home — he 
has been very critical of President 
Barack Obama’s administration for 
not doing enough against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), which he says is 
a direct threat to the United States.

Although the latter position is in 
line with most Republicans, Trump 
seems to tie this to his anti-Muslim 
immigration position, which many 
Republicans see as discriminatory 
and hurting US efforts abroad to 
generate anti-ISIS support among 
Muslim countries.

The fear of more domestic ter-
rorist incidents plays into Trump’s 
game plan. His position supporting 
a temporary ban on Muslims strikes 

many Americans as “sensible” giv-
en what they see in the daily head-
lines.

Trump’s bigotry against Muslims 
is likely to cost him support among 
principled voters of both parties but 
he probably figures he will make up 
that loss by appealing to the preju-
dices and fears of some white work-
ing-class voters.

Hence, Trump’s non-traditional 
positions may work to his advan-
tage, particularly if come Novem-
ber there are more instability in the 
world and more terrorist incidents 
in the United States. Although 
Clinton enjoys a slight advantage 
in many polls, she should be con-
cerned.

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

US Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump (L), shakes hands with his running mate Indiana Governor Mike Pence on July 16th.

Pence has differed 
with Trump on such 
issues as the Iraq war 
of 2003 and the ban on 
Muslim immigrants.

Trump offers no vision for Middle East policy

W
ith the party’s 
national 
security 
heavyweights 
absent from the 
floor of the 

Republican National Convention 
and the Donald Trump campaign 
not offering tangible guidance 
for supporters, the GOP foreign 
policy platform and rhetoric were 
in disarray.

The hands-off approach of the 
Republican presidential nominee 
has led to a manifesto that is in 
stark contrast with Trump’s 
populist foreign policy views. 
The Republican platform reiter-
ated that the United States needs 
to lead by “peace through 
strength” and should endorse 
conditional free trade agree-
ments, while Trump has been 
campaigning on non-interven-
tionist and anti-globalisation 
rhetoric.

Tough talk on Russia was 
included in the platform, to 
highlight the weak posture of US 
President Barack Obama in 
regards to Moscow, but Trump 
recently suggested to the New 
York Times that he would only 
defend the Baltic states against a 

Russian invasion if those coun-
tries in the NATO alliance have 
“fulfilled their obligations to us”, 
a policy statement that was 
refuted by his conservative ally 
US Senator Tom Cotton, R-Arkan-
sas, on the sidelines of the 
convention.

The platform adopted during 
the convention hinted that 
Obama, by failing to gain the 
trust of US allies in the Middle 
East and bolster Israel’s security, 
has empowered Iran and the 
Islamic State (ISIS). It described 
the nuclear deal with Iran as a 
non-binding “personal agree-
ment”, even though indications 
from the Trump campaign had 
been that a Trump administra-
tion would make sure to either 
implement or renegotiate the 
deal, not repeal it.

In his acceptance speech, 
Trump said the deal “gave back 
$150 billion [to Iran] and we got 
back absolutely nothing” but he 
did not say what he was going to 
do about this.

While noting that Obama “has 
been unable to rally the world” 
against Syrian President Bashar 
Assad, the Republican platform 
did not offer a way forward in the 
conflict. It mentioned a safe 
haven in northern Iraq but not on 
the Syrian border with Turkey, 
even though some Trump 
supporters of Middle East origin 
told The Arab Weekly they 
believe he would establish a safe 
haven for Syrian refugees.

In his acceptance speech, 
Trump merely blamed the Syrian 
debacle on Obama and presump-
tive Democratic nominee for 

president Hillary Clinton without 
offering a strategy to deal with 
the conflict.

It is clear that Republicans and 
their nominee want to make 
national security a major cam-
paign issue in the battle against 
Clinton. The level of violence 
across the United States and the 
world, whether a terrorist attack 
in San Bernardino or Nice, is 
allowing Trump to sell himself as 
the “law, order and security” 
candidate who will succeed as 
president in defeating ISIS.

“We are going to defeat the 
barbarians of ISIS,” Trump said 
to great applause, “and we are 
going to beat them fast.” He 
offered no details or strategy, 
however.

One of the most peculiar lines 
in his speech was his pledge, in 
the wake of the Orlando terrorist 
attack at a gay nightclub, to 
defend America’s lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
community against ISIS. The 
party’s platform is stridently 
opposed to expounding on LGBT 
rights.

With neither Trump nor his 
running mate, Indiana Governor 
Mike Pence, having much of a 
background in foreign policy or 
national security, Republicans 
are not offering any substantive 
change on the Middle East. 
During the convention, there 
were no foreign policy talking 
points given to Trump supporters 
and surrogates, who struggled to 
defend and explain their nomi-
nee’s positions.

What is alarming about Trump 
is not merely his unconventional 

policy proposals but his unpre-
dictability. Before becoming his 
party’s nominee, Trump had 
backtracked on his views of 
Israel, torture and banning 
Muslims. Like any demagogue, 
his motivation in the primaries 
was polling, not policy. Now, 
after winning his party’s nomi-
nation, he has yet to put together 
a traditional campaign with a 
clear foreign policy vision.

However, a Trump presidency 
would not necessarily be drasti-
cally different from Obama’s. The 
Trump camp talks about working 
with Russia on Syria and advo-
cates a non-ideological foreign 
policy. The Republican nominee 
also shares with Obama the 
concept of “free riders”, a 
reference to allies who ask for US 
protection without paying in 
return. Both share a disdain for 
the neo-conservatives who 
orchestrated the 2003 Iraq war 
and a belief that America should 
not be the world’s policeman.

Trump will be incapable of 
radically changing US foreign 
policy or altering the nature of its 
relations with key allies. He 
might change the style of the 
presidency but at the end of the 
day, like recent presidents before 
him, he will have to deal with an 
increasingly divided Congress 
and a complex US bureaucracy 
that is split on many global 
challenges. Where Middle East 
turmoil is concerned, more than 
tough talk is needed.

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

Joe Macaron

View point
Trump 
supporters 
of Middle 
East origin 
believe 
Trump 
would 
establish a 
safe haven 
for Syrian 
refugees.

The platform hinted that 
Obama has empowered 
Iran and the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

US Republican convention
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Egypt mulls flexible monetary policy
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

A 

potential move by the 
Central Bank of Egypt 
to allow the Egyptian 
pound to fluctuate in re-
sponse to market forces 

would lead to a sharp rise in com-
modity prices, increased subsidies 
to the poor and open the door for 
public discontent, observers said.

“Economic planners think that 
such a move will get the national 
currency out of its current prob-
lems,” economist Sherine al-Sha-
warby said. “To them, however, I 
say: ‘This move will be the begin-
ning of the problem.’”

Central Bank Governor Tarek 
Amer has signalled his intention 
to allow the value of the pound to 
be determined by the foreign ex-
change market based on supply 
and demand.

For decades, Cairo has controlled 
the value of the pound against for-
eign currencies, especially the US 
dollar, the main import currency in 
Egypt. Economists said, however, 
that policy has allowed for a paral-
lel exchange market in which the 
pound is valued at a rate far higher 
than that of the Central Bank.

Seeking to rein in a runaway dol-
lar, the Central Bank decided to de-
value the pound by 14% in March. 
The action drove commodity prices 

up but failed to control the dollar, 
which sells on the black market at 
12 pounds, almost 3.2 pounds high-
er than its value at banks.

Economic planners said applying 
a floating exchange rate would put 
the Central Bank in control of the 
exchange market once more, entice 
dollar holders to exchange them at 
banks, not the black market, and 
consequently make the dollars — 
now scarce — available at banks.

“This will encourage invest-
ments, encourage exports and 
make the machines of our factories 
run again,” said Ashraf al-Arabi, 
a member of the Egyptian parlia-
ment’s Economic Committee. “Im-
porters and investors find it almost 
impossible now to find the dollars 
at the banks because most of the 
dollars are at the black market.”

Economists say Egypt has to al-
low a fluctuating exchange rate to 
make up for an acute shortage of 
dollars and to meet its obligations 
to other countries and internation-
al organisations.

Egypt had $36 billion in reserves 
five years ago but they now to-
tal $17.5 billion, scarcely enough 
to meet its imports for next three 
months. Worse, most of this mon-
ey belongs to other countries that 
helped support Egyptian foreign 
currency reserves.

Egypt’s public debt has reached 
100% of gross domestic product 
and the country has a funding gap 
of $30 billion over the next three 
years, according to the Planning 
Ministry.

This is one reason the Egyptian 
government is in talks with the In-
ternational Monetary Fund over a 
loan.

The loan is believed to be im-
portant with the balance of inter-
national payments deficit hitting 
14%. Exports are also falling, im-
ports shooting up and revenues 
from tourism declining dramatical-

ly. Tourism revenues in April were 
down 74% from April 2015 figures, 
according to the Tourism Ministry. 
The budget deficit is expected to 
reach $34 billion this fiscal year, 
more than one-third of the overall 
budget, the Finance Ministry said.

A fluctuating exchange rate re-
gime, however, could be a prob-
lem for the poor, almost 26% of 
the country’s population. When 
the Central Bank devaluated the 
pound by 14% this year, commodi-
ty prices rose 40% in local markets. 
Soon after Amer signaled his inten-
tion to adopt a floating exchange 
rate regime, the value of the dollar 
jumped on the black market, gain-

ing more than a pound in less than 
a week.

“This is why it is necessary for the 
floating exchange rate regime to be 
followed by social welfare meas-
ures that aim to cushion the effects 
of the regime on the poor who are 
expected to suffer the most,” Sha-
warbi said. “We are in for a real ca-
tastrophe without these measures, 
especially when commodity prices 
move up.”

The government has slashed sub-
sidies to bridge the growing budget 
deficit. This, political analysts said, 
is a political risk.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi enjoys huge popularity but 

that political capital is being gradu-
ally eaten away as economic con-
ditions worsen and the poor find 
it more difficult to put food on the 
table.

“The expected rise in commod-
ity prices will cause deep suffering 
for millions of people here, which 
can open the door for all types of 
bad possibilities,” leftist politician 
Nabil Zaki said. “This makes it nec-
essary for the government to keep 
subsidising the needs of the poor or 
things can get out of control.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a 
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

“This will encourage 
investments, 
encourage exports 
and make the 
machines of our 
factories run again.”
Ashraf al-Arabi, a member 

of the Egyptian parliament’s 
Economic Committee

A customer counts US dollars at a bank in Cairo.

International Road Union:
Free trade can help stabilise the Middle East
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T 

he free flow of trade con-
tributing to economic 
development could help 
the Arab world’s many 
woes and bring peace and 

stability to the restive region, said 
the International Road Transport 
Union (IRU), which introduced In-
ternational Road Transport (TIR) 
system in the 1940s to help a war-
torn Europe rebuild devastated 
trade links.

IRU Secretary-General Umberto 
de Pretto said an integrated Arab 
land transport is essential for 
achieving unity and inter-regional 
dynamic trade, a matter in which 
the Middle East lags far behind.

“When we look at the Arab world 
and the state of trade within the re-
gion, some of the figures are quite 
shocking in the sense that only 9% 
of trade in the Arab world is be-
tween the Arab world countries; 
otherwise it is with other parties 
and economies,” de Pretto said.

“We want to bring hope to the 
youth. If I have no hope, I will fight 
but if I have hope, I would have 
a family, a future, a job. I am con-
vinced that the solution is trade 
and tourism, that is, if we get the 

economies going, it will bring hope 
to people,” he said after signing a 
Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) on cooperation in transport 
and trade-related issues in the Arab 
region with the UN Social and Eco-
nomic Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA) in Beirut.

“Our mission is to reduce the 
cost of trade and make it easier for 
businesses to do business. That is 
on one hand what we are going to 
try to achieve through this MoU 
and we must achieve it for the Arab 
world.”

De Pretto acknowledged the 
challenges posed by conflicts in the 
Middle East.

“What is required, first and fore-
most, is the political will,” he said, 
arguing that Arab countries, which 
need to enhance their security be-
cause of conflict and instability in 
the region, will find in TIR the 
most secure system for cross-

border movement of goods.
“First, we need to target those 

[Arab] countries that we believe if 
we have them moving on this, it 
will have influence on the entire re-
gion. We know that the GCC [Gulf 
Cooperation Council] countries 
have decided to collectively join 
the TIR system, which would give a 
great impetus to facilitating trade,” 
de Pretto said.

With TIR, goods are 
shipped in sealed load 
compartments and 
the contents are 
detailed on a TIR 
carnet. The docu-
ment accompanies 
the driver and the 
cargo. Customs 
simply has to ver-

ify the carnet and that the seals are 
intact, rather than opening the con-
tainer and physically inspecting the 
contents, and report the transit via 
a computer system.

De Pretto pointed out that IRU’s 
activity in the Middle East is fo-
cused on raising awareness and 
highlighting the benefits of the im-
plementation of TIR. He said his or-

ganisation’s objective is to encour-
age countries to opt for this 

system over other local 
choices because that 

will contribute to 
economic develop-
ment and regional 
integration.

A study by IRU 
on trade within the 

Arab region con-
cluded that 56% of 

transport time is lost 

at borders and up to 40% of trans-
port costs are bribes.

“It means that trucks reach the 
border and just wait there. It creates 
an environment that is conducive 
to corruption because you have an 
incentive to give baksheesh (tip or 
bribe) in order not to wait days and 
weeks,” de Pretto explained.

“With the TIR system, you actu-
ally send an electronic pre-declara-
tion in advance to the Customs say-
ing I am coming and therefore there 
is nothing to check and the truck 
goes right through and thus nobody 
can touch anything.”

Stressing the importance of mov-
ing ahead with the TIR system, the 
IRU official said: “What we need is 
a political leadership… presidents 
saying this is right for my country, 
this is right for the region and we 
must remove barriers and end cor-
ruption, because this is the only 
thing that will drive trade, econo-
mies and the whole region.”

In a region where borders are 
tightly controlled and movement 
of people and goods faces many 
restrictions, it is hard to imagine a 
free flow of trade and visitors. Bor-
ders are sometimes used as a po-
litical tool to pressure governments. 
For instance, since the Syrian troop 
withdrawal from Lebanon in 2005, 
Syria has used the flow of goods and 
people across the border as a way to 
pressure Lebanon.

De Pretto said the Arab world 
needs “global instruments that 
would first and foremost help trade 
between themselves and also ex-
tend and facilitate their trade with 
others”.

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

IRU Secretary-General 
Umberto de Pretto said 
an integrated Arab 
land transport is 
essential for achieving 
unity and inter-
regional dynamic 
trade.

IRU Secretary-General Umberto de Pretto shows an example of TIR carnet.
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Trade rules eased 
to boost jobs for 
Syria refugees

Turkey cuts 
interest rates after 
failed coup

Abu Dhabi’s 
sovereign wealth 
fund sticks to 
long-term plan

EU Ambassador to Jordan Andrea 
Matteo Fontana said the European 
Union eased trade rules with Jordan 
to spur foreign investment in the 
kingdom and create jobs for Syrian 
refugees.

Fontana said the new rules will 
allow a wider range of Jordanian 
products to be sold in Europe with-
out tariffs by permitting a greater 
percentage of third-country compo-
nents. Eligible manufacturers must 
employ a certain percentage of Syr-
ians.

The deal is part of longer-term so-
lutions for the fallout from Syria’s 
civil war, which has displaced mil-
lions of Syrians. Jordan hosts more 
than 650,000 Syrian refugees. In 
exchange for employing Syrians, it 
is to receive grants, cheap loans and 
be subject to new trade rules.

The deal is also meant to deter 
Syrians from moving from overbur-
dened regional host countries to 
Europe.
(The Associated Press)

Turkey’s central bank has cut a 
key interest rate for a fifth consecu-
tive month, days after an attempted 
coup against President Recep Tayy-
ip Erdogan triggered concerns over 
the country’s economic outlook.

The bank’s Monetary Policy Com-
mittee said it reduced its overnight 
marginal funding rate by a quarter 
percentage point to 8.75%. Other in-
terest rates were left unchanged.

The move would help banks bor-
row at a cheaper rate, which could 
help ease liquidity restraints that 
emerge in the financial system at a 
time of heightened uncertainty.

The central bank’s rate-setting 
body did not mention the coup di-
rectly but said that “domestic de-
velopments have led to fluctuations 
in financial markets”. The panel 
sought to downplay worries about 
the economic outlook, arguing that 
recent policy and liquidity measures 
“have increased the resilience of the 
economy against shocks”.

Some economists expected a re-
duction in the marginal interest rate 
of half a percentage point, in line 
with the central bank’s last three 
cuts. The more modest reduction 
may point to concern about the 
strength of the Turkish lira.
(The Associated Press)

The Abu Dhabi Investment Au-
thority (ADIA) said it is committed 
to a long-term investment strategy 
despite a slump in oil prices and 
concerns about slower economic 
growth worldwide.

ADIA is based in the capital of the 
United Arab Emirates and is one of 
the world’s largest sovereign wealth 
funds.

Fund Managing Director Hamed 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan said in ADIA’s 
2015 annual review that the fund 
“will remain focused on identify-
ing long-term trends and patiently 
growing capital”.

ADIA does not disclose the size of 
its holdings but said its annualised 
rate of return in dollar terms over 
the past 20 years was 6.5% in 2015, 
compared with 7.4% in 2014.
(The Associated Press)

BriefsKuwait looks to imports to meet natural gas needs
Jareer Elass

Washington

B 

y moving ahead with plans 
to build its first perma-
nent liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) import terminal and 
announcing long-term 

LNG supply deals after 2020, Kuwait 
is all but acknowledging that it can-
not develop its own gas resources 
quickly enough to meet burgeoning 
demand.

Kuwait signed a $2.93 billion con-
tract in March with three South Ko-
rean firms — Hyundai Engineering 
Company, Hyundai Engineering & 
Construction Company and Korea 
Gas Corporation — for the construc-
tion of an LNG import terminal at 
al-Zour, near the border with Saudi 
Arabia, that will include a regasifica-
tion facility and eight LNG storage 
tanks.

The terminal, designed to have 
a regasification capacity of 22 mil-
lion tonnes per year, will be part of 
a larger complex at al-Zour that is 
to include a new refinery and petro-
chemicals plant.

The LNG terminal is to be com-
pleted in the first quarter of 2021, 
which explains why state oil firm 
Kuwait Petroleum Corporation 
(KPC) has indicated it would transi-
tion from short-term supply deals 
to contracts of up to 15 years and in-
volving 6 million-7 million tonnes of 
imported LNG annually after 2020. 
KPC recently signed contracts with 
three LNG suppliers to provide 2.5 
million tonnes of gas to Kuwait to 
meet the emirate’s needs through 
2020.

Kuwait in 2009 became the first 
member of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) to turn to LNG im-
ports, taking in its supplies at a 
floating LNG terminal at al-Zour. Ini-
tially the supply arrangements were 
seasonally driven. Kuwait imported 
small LNG volumes to accommo-
date peak electricity demand during 
summer months. The emirate was 
forced to boost its import volumes, 
however, and shifted to year-round 
supplies in 2013.

Kuwait uses natural gas primarily 
for power generation, water desali-

nation and in its petrochemicals in-
dustry. Domestic electricity demand 
has skyrocketed thanks to increased 
usage during the summer and as a 
result of heavily subsidised electric-
ity costs.

The government intends to more 
than double its current power gen-
eration capacity from around 14 gi-
gawatts (GW) to more than 31 GW by 
2030. Most of the new power plants 
will run on natural gas, requiring 
even greater LNG imports.

Kuwait is the only GCC coun-
try that has yet to cut expensive 
energy-related subsidies after low 
oil prices prompted other regional 
governments to increase fuel, water 
and power prices to reduce budget 
deficits.

Kuwaiti Emir Sabah Ahmad al-
Jaber al-Sabah declared in January 
that the government would lift sub-
sidies and raise domestic prices on 
petrol, water and power but offered 
no time frame.

Ahmed al-Jassar, minister of Elec-
tricity and Water, recently told par-
liament the government was spend-
ing $8.8 billion a year on water and 
power subsidies. He argued that 
without water and power subsidy 
reductions, domestic consumption 
in Kuwait was expected to triple 

by 2035 with subsidy costs for the 
government reaching $25 billion per 
year.

The issue of subsidies is sensi-
tive in Kuwait. In April, parliament 
passed a bill that would substantial-
ly raise power and water prices on 
expatriates and local businesses but 
only after legislation that included 
increases for Kuwaiti nationals was 
modified to exclude citizens. The 
bill requires a second vote, which 
has not yet been conducted.

To boost domestic gas production 
significantly, Kuwait must develop 
its tight, sour gas fields in northern 
Kuwait. Exploiting the fields would 
be expensive, involve lengthy lead 
times and require foreign expertise 
and investment. The Kuwaiti parlia-
ment, citing constitutional grounds, 
has opposed prospective deals that 
it perceives would allow interna-
tional firms to control or unduly 
profit from the emirate’s oil and gas 
assets.

As far back as 2000 Kuwait sought 

a steady external source of gas to 
meet domestic consumption by 
looking at possible pipeline sup-
plies from its Gulf neighbours. Ku-
wait and Bahrain entered into ne-
gotiations with Qatar for a 25-year 
gas supply deal that would have re-
quired a $2 billion underwater pipe-
line to be constructed from Qatar to 
Kuwait and Bahrain.

The proposal hit a wall because 
Saudi Arabia refused in 2005 to al-
low a portion of the line to pass 
through its territorial waters, a 
move perceived as a political effort 
by Riyadh to prevent Doha from get-
ting the upper hand in a long-term 
arrangement with the kingdom’s 
closest Gulf allies.

Kuwait and Bahrain at around the 
same time entered into negotiations 
with Iran over a potential 25-year 
pipeline supply agreement but pric-
ing and technical problems proved 
difficult to overcome. Increasing 
tensions between the GCC and Teh-
ran over its nuclear programme and 
fears of its hegemonic regional in-
terests effectively ended any serious 
consideration of an agreement.

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

Mohammad Ghazi Al-Mutairi (C-L), CEO of the Kuwait National Petroleum Company (KNPC) shakes 
hands with Jung Soo-Hyun (C-R), South Korea’s President and CEO of the Hyundai Engineering and 
Construction (HDEC), after signing documents as part of a Liquefied Natural Gas import project, last 
March, in Ahmadi, south of Kuwait City.

Kuwait signed a $2.93 
billion contract in 
March with three 
South Korean firms.

In 2009, Kuwait 
became the first 
member of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council 
(GCC) to turn to LNG 
imports.

Lebanon aims to restart offshore oil exploration
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

L 

ebanese Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil announced 
plans to move ahead with a 
stalled auction for offshore 
exploration by internation-

al energy companies.
The auction, originally scheduled 

for November 2013, was delayed as 
the government had failed to pass 
necessary decrees to demarcate 
the exploration blocks, approve 
the model production-sharing con-
tracts and define the tender proto-
cols.

The Lebanese Petroleum Admin-
istration qualified 12 international 
oil companies as operators in early 
2004 and more than 30 interna-
tional oil firms were qualified by the 
administration, a level of interest 
higher than Cyprus and Israel which 
may also have significant levels of 
oil and gas in neighbouring waters.

The delay of the Lebanese bid-
ding process caused several compa-
nies to lose interest, however, and 
several closed their offices in Beirut.

In addition to the delay, compa-
nies may have been put off by the 
relatively high expense of explora-

tion and drilling in the eastern Med-
iterranean, where water depths are 
4,600-6,100 metres. There are also 
many opportunities for gas explora-
tion in nearby areas.

The eastern Mediterranean also 
has geostrategic risks. There is the 
Arab-Israeli conflict, reflected in 
two-related issues — Israel blocking 
the development of the Gaza Ma-
rine Field and the disputed offshore 
area between Lebanon and Israel. 
There are disputes both south and 
north of Lebanon.

Seismic surveys of Lebanese wa-
ters provided optimistic expecta-
tions of gas discoveries. Proven 
petroleum reserves cannot be con-
firmed until drilling exploration 
programmes are implemented. If 
major discoveries are found, then 
oil firms will become more interest-
ed in further exploration.

Problems could arise in fields that 
straddle borders. Officially there is a 
state of war between Lebanon and 
Israel and the countries have no 

diplomatic relations. It would be dif-
ficult to unify operations in a joint 
field.

The risks are varied and complex. 
Some southern Lebanese blocks 
reach into disputed areas with Isra-
el. The southernmost Syrian block 
passes into Lebanese northern wa-
ters.

The United States has been medi-
ating the resolution of the disputed 
area between Israel and Lebanon 
for three years but no settlement 
has been reached. The offshore bor-
der dispute with Syria is part of a 
long onshore-offshore demarcation 
dispute between the two countries. 
This issue is not expected to be re-
solved during the present Syrian 
civil war.

Gas exploration in the eastern 
Mediterranean started in Egypt in 
the 1990s and is ongoing in Pales-
tinian, Israeli and Cypriot territorial 
waters. Major discoveries have been 
found in Egypt and Israel. Modest 
discoveries have been made in Pal-
estinian and Cypriot waters.

Egypt and Israel are producing 
gas from the eastern Mediterrane-
an. Egypt has converted most of its 
power stations to run off gas, as well 
as beginning an ambitious export 
programme. Israel began produc-
ing gas from the Tamar field in the 

spring 2013. It is planning to export 
to regional and European countries.

Eastern Mediterranean gas is ex-
pected to play an important role in 
the economic futures of producing 
countries, particularly if it is con-
sumed locally. Domestic gas would 
help the producing country’s bal-
ance of payments, as the gas would 
replace the oil imports. Gas would 
also reduce pollution.

Eastern Mediterranean gas re-
serves are estimated to constitute 
about 1% of global reserves. This 
volume should provide ample sup-
ply for local consumption. It could 
also provide modest quantities to 
the European market.

Europe is considering increasing 
gas imports and diversifying the 
sources of its supplies away from 
Russia. Eastern Mediterranean gas 
is one of the sources that Europe is 
considering.

Lebanon could contribute to 
the volumes exported to Europe. 
Exports could be transported by 
pipeline or as liquefied natural gas 
(LNG). The volume to be exported 
will depend on the amount of re-
serves discovered and Lebanon’s 
extent of domestic use of gas.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Eastern Mediterranean 
gas reserves are 
estimated to 
constitute about 1% of 
global reserves.
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What can MENA countries learn from Cuba’s tourism?
Jerry Sorkin

Beirut

W 

ith many of the 
MENA countries 
seeing tourism as an 
important source of 
economic revenue 

and employment, the reliance on 
“sun-and-sea” tourism that fills re-
sort areas has been at the expense 
of investment and development in 
interior regions, where develop-
ment of all types is often stagnant.

The loss of tourism resulting from 
the “Arab spring” coupled with a 
Western fear of instability has fur-
thered the need to find additional 
revenue sources. What has failed 
to take root and has barely been 
within the marketing strategies of 
these countries is developing tour-
ism away from coastal resorts.

The growth of the bed-and-
breakfast tourism, often seen as 
part of a cultural tourism strategy, 
has been strongly evident through-
out Europe and North America. 
The phenomenal success of com-
panies such as AirBNB, with offer-
ings of private home stays in both 
urban and rural areas, exemplifies 
this. Tourists can easily travel in 
rural regions of North America or 
Europe and rely on the growing 
network of private home stays that 
are providing new ways to “experi-
ence” a country.

While individual investors are 
turning their homes or farms in 
rural Tunisia, Morocco and Jordan 
into auberge offerings, tourism au-
thorities in those countries have 
yet to build a strategy to promote 
this form of cultural tourism. While 

the talk may occasionally be there, 
the act of collectively marketing 
such tourism has not moved to ac-
tion.

To sceptics and slow-to-change 
government-sponsored tourism 
authorities in various MENA coun-
tries, perhaps it would be worth 
looking at a destination that sur-
prisingly has managed to make 
rural homestays a successful and 
growing area of tourism develop-
ment.

Cuba is finding success in this 
model of alternative tourism. 
Faced with a dramatic increase in 
tourism from Canada, Europe and 
with the diplomatic warming with 
the United States, Cuba’s problem 
is a severe shortage of hotels.

Despite severe cash shortages 
after decades of the American em-
bargo and Cuba’s socialistic poli-
cies, tourism revenues were seen 
as a needed cash source. Freeing 
the tourism sector from restricted 
policies has provided incentives for 
Cubans to enter the tourism econo-
my, particularly in rural areas.

The Cuban government has re-
laxed state-centric regulations to 
permit private enterprise in the 
tourism sector. Rural cultural tour-
ism is seeing real financial returns 
and providing employment in re-
gions of the country that had been 
economically neglected.

The Vinales Valley, two hours 
from Havana, is an area of beau-
tiful hills and agriculturally rich 
farmland that is the heart of Cuba’s 
tobacco-growing region. Tourists 
are going to the region for one- or 
two-night stays in privately owned 
and government-encouraged casas 
particulares — Spanish for “private 
homes”.

Vinales, a rural area that has a 
population of 27,000 people, has 
nearly 1,300 private casas particu-
lares. By all accounts, government 
revenues, improving living stand-
ards and the opportunities for tour-
ists to learn about rural Cuba have 
soared. The movement is spreading 
to other rural regions in Cuba.

Take the case of Gisselle, a 
20-something mother of two young 
children who described how she 
used a small government loan to 
add to her home a bedroom and 
bathroom designated specifically 
for guests.

Homeowners who have this des-
ignated bedroom and private bath-
room must meet rigid health stand-
ards, with inspections nearly every 
45 days. Gisselle and her husband, 
Randy, who works in construction, 
can post a sign on their home offer-
ing a room to let to tourists. The 
owner of the casa provides home-
cooked breakfast and, for an addi-
tional fee, will provide additional 

home-cooked meals.
Gisselle noted that, with two 

young children, being able to profit 
from her home provides a source 
of income not only for her but for 
many people in the rural commu-
nity. Asked if this was an oppor-
tunity that could be applied else-
where, she said she saw no barriers, 
as even in Cuba, the government 
would provide financial assistance 
to anyone willing to enter the sec-
tor. She said she hopes to improve 
her cooking skills and perhaps open 
a restaurant.

As MENA countries look to ex-
pand tourism offerings and oppor-
tunities to neglected rural regions, 

they might look to Cuba for inspira-
tion of what can be done with very 
little capital investment to create a 
new source of cultural tourism and 
attract additional tourists.

Whether MENA tourism authori-
ties can adapt the Cuban model is 
only limited by their ability to ex-
pand their vision. When adversity 
strikes, it is time to be creative and 
find alternatives and new opportu-
nities.

Jerry Sorkin is founder and 
president of Iconic Journeys 
Worldwide and of TunisUSA. He is 
a frequent contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Tourists walking through tobacco fields in Vinales, Cuba.

Whether MENA 
tourism authorities 
can adapt the Cuban 
model is only limited 
by their ability to 
expand their vision.

GCC nationals flock to Europe despite safety concerns
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

G 

ulf Arabs are not turn-
ing away from Europe 
as a favoured holiday 
destination despite the 
rise of right-wing politics 

across the continent. Authorities 
have sought to reassure Gulf visitors 
there would be no tolerance of at-
tacks targeting them.

Britain — London in particular — 
remains a top global holiday desti-
nations for travellers from the six 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries in July and August.

Commander Mak Chishty, who 
has lead responsibility for com-
munity engagement for London’s 
Metropolitan Police, said Britain’s 
capital is safe, welcoming and de-
termined to prevent visitors falling 
prey to criminals and bigots.

His comments follow Britain’s 
vote to withdraw from the European 
Union after a campaign in which 
anti-immigration sentiment played 
a key role. There has also been a 
rise of populist right-wing groups 
across Europe, such as France’s Na-
tional Front, Germany’s Alternative 
for Germany and Austria’s Freedom 
Party.

“It is unfortunate to witness the 
recent terror incidents in Europe,” 
said Sultan al-Obeidl, an Emirati liv-

ing in Abu Dhabi. “Our thoughts are 
always with our friends but the only 
way to fight terror is to actually not 
be scared of it. We will continue to 
go to Europe.”

Fellow Emirati Abu Dhabi resident 
Mohamed Jawad also shrugged off 
international unrest and was contin-
uing to make European travel plans. 
“The fear will always be around and 
taking precautions before travel-
ling and making sure that wherever 
I travel isn’t having any problems is 
always on my mind,” he said, “but 

all this still hasn’t stopped me from 
travelling and I don’t think it will.”

Jawad said he would heed warn-
ings for UAE nationals not to wear 
their national dress abroad, made 
after an Emirati businessman was 
mistreated by police in the United 
States when an American citizen 
mistook him for an Islamic State 
(ISIS) sympathiser.

“I wouldn’t ever have worn my 
traditional clothes in public like 
that, in a country such as the United 
States or in Europe,” said Jawad. “I 

would never think of wearing my 
traditional clothes in any other non-
Arab country.”

There were two attacks on Emira-
tis in London in 2014, one in which 
three Emirati sisters were beaten 
with a hammer in their hotel room. 
Chishty said such high-profile in-
cidents involving GCC visitors had 
“understandably raised concerns”.

“These types of offences remain 
extremely rare and there is no evi-
dence that visitors from the GCC or 
UAE are being specifically targeted,” 

he said. “We also work closely with 
Gulf state embassies, listening to 
any concerns they may have to bet-
ter understand and deal with them 
and provide them with an overview 
of our policing plans.”

Official figures suggest confidence 
in London’s policing and security 
among GCC residents remains high. 
Visits from the UAE in 2015 rose 
more than 19% compared to the year 
before.

“There has been no change due to 
recent events, as witnessed in the 
numbers of Emiratis or GCC nation-
als visiting Europe this summer,” 
said Premjit Bangara of UAE-based 
Sharaf Travel Services. “We have re-
ceived firm bookings for the United 
Kingdom, Italy, Austria, Switzerland 
and Scandinavia.

“There has been a decline in book-
ings to France for this summer but 
the Euro 2016 football tournament 
righted this decline for June and 
July.”

The United States also remains 
popular despite recent protests that 
led the UAE embassy in Washington 
to issue a special alert urging travel-
lers “to please stay away from any 
on-going or planned demonstra-
tions and protests in cities around 
the United States and elsewhere”. 
Bahrain also issued an advisory no-
tice.

Nevertheless, Obeidl, who works 
for the Abu Dhabi National Oil Com-
pany, said GCC residents must be 
careful wherever they travel and 
not just in Europe. “The display of 
wealth that some people present is 
a provocation that is only bound to 
harm them,” he said.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.

A doorman at a department store puts a customer’s purchases in the boot of a Dubai registered car in 
London.

Gulf Arabs are not 
turning away from 
Europe as a favoured 
holiday destination 
despite the rise of 
right-wing politics 
across the continent.
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Egypt faces environment and health catastrophe
Khaled Osama

Cairo

E 

gypt risks an environmen-
tal and health catastrophe 
if it does not deal with 
waste and rubbish piling 
up on its streets, environ-

mentalists and officials said.
“You can have nothing from the 

accumulation of tens of thousands 
of tonnes of garbage on the streets 
every day but disease and environ-
mental destruction,” environmen-
talist Mohamed Ismail said. “Our 
government needs to prove that it 
is serious in dealing with this prob-
lem or the consequences will be 
dire for everybody.”

An estimated 70 million tonnes 
of waste end up on Egypt’s streets 
every year. That includes industrial 
waste, some of which end up in ca-
nals and the Nile. Drinking water 
is often contaminated, threatening 
millions of people.

Some blame private rubbish col-
lection companies, saying they do 
not do their jobs adequately despite 
lucrative government contracts. 
Members of parliament are calling 
on the government to terminate 
those contracts. They are also ask-
ing the Cleaning and Beautification 
Authority, the agency responsible 
for cleaning the streets, to do its 
work properly.

Lack of funding is one of the 

problems facing the authority. The 
Cairo branch of the authority needs 
$45 million every year to clean the 
capital’s streets, branch head Hafez 
al-Saeed said.

Another issue is the lack of space 
in which to dispose the waste.

Available dumps around Cairo 
can receive a maximum of 2,500 
tonnes of waste a day, consider-
ably short of the capacity needed, 
Saeed said, adding: “This can show 
you why thousands of tonnes of re-
fuse cannot be removed from the 
streets.”

Rubbish collectors used to go 
from home to home to collect peo-
ple’s trash and dispose of it away 
from population centres. They 
would sort out plastic and glass for 
recycling and use organic wastes 
to feed pigs. Pig farming used to 
be a lucrative business in Egypt to 
satisfy the food needs of Egypt’s 
Christians.

In 2009, a cull of all pigs was or-
dered after fears of swine flu. The 
cull caused huge losses for farmers 
and rubbish collectors.

“Organic waste used to make 
up almost 60% of all waste,” said 
Shehata al-Meqadis, a pig farmer 
turned rubbish collector from Cai-
ro. “We used this waste to feed the 
pigs, which was why the collectors 
had the motivation to collect the 
trash from the streets and homes.”

The dozens of collectors Meqadis 
employs return with plastic, card-
board and glass because he can 
sell those items to recycling facto-
ries. The organic waste stays on the 

streets.
The waste issue had taken a back 

seat to more pressing concerns, 
such as terrorism, electricity out-
ages, water shortages, declining 
revenues from tourism and ex-
ports, rising commodity prices and 

a weakened national currency, ex-
perts said.

“But the harm that can be caused 
to Egypt from leaving garbage to 
pile up and choke its streets can 
outweigh the harm caused by leav-
ing these problems unaddressed,” 

Ismail said. “These piles of rotting 
garbage cause all sorts of disease, 
spread bacteria and pollute the en-
vironment.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

A worker picks through rubbish in garbage dump at a small recycling factory near Zaraeeb in the 
shanty area known also as Zabaleen or “Garbage City” on the Mokattam hills in eastern Cairo.

Egypt risks an 
environmental and 
health catastrophe if it 
does not deal with 
waste and rubbish 
piling up.

The waste issue had 
taken a back seat to 
more pressing 
concerns.

Amman

T 

he Dead Sea has been 
shrinking for years, start-
ing in the 1960s when 
Israel, Jordan and Syria — 
some of the world’s most 

water-scarce countries — began to 
divert water from the Jordan River, 
which flows into the salt-water in-
land sea.

“Israel could get rid of its Degania 
dam and rescue the entire ecology 
downstream by allowing water to 
flow more freely from the Sea of Gal-
ilee to the Jordan River, hence help-
ing to rescue the vanishing Dead 
Sea,” said an environmentalist, who 
asked not to be named.

“Up to 95% of the river’s flow has 
been appropriated, leaving nothing 
more than a muddy trickle. There-
fore, the Dead Sea has lost about 
one-third of its surface area since 
the ‘60s.”

In a bid to avoid an ecological 
catastrophe, 17 international firms 
entered tenders to construct a ca-
nal linking the Red Sea in the Gulf 
of Aqaba in southern Jordan to the 
Dead Sea.

Water is rare in Jordan, where 
92% of the land is arid. The coun-
try is home to approximately 7 mil-
lion people and the population has 
grown with the influx of refugees 
from Syria and Iraq as well as Yemen 

and Libya.
Addressing the crisis is critical as 

water scarcity is predicted to worsen 
as Syria’s war forces more families to 
seek safety in Jordan. About 1.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees are in Jordan 
already.

Not only has the population 
grown but people use more water 
per capita than before with the in-
troduction of dishwashers, wash-
ing machines and swimming pools. 
Some people also like to wash their 
cars three or four times a week.

Climate change scientists said 
North Africa and the Levant are 
undergoing accelerated desertifica-
tion.

Experts have warned that the 
Dead Sea, the lowest and saltiest 
body of water in the world, is shrink-
ing by 1 metre per year and would be 
dry by 2050.

The Jordan-Israel water supply 
agreement advances a negotiation 
process that started in 2005 under 
the auspices of the World Bank. In 
December 2013, Israel, Jordan and 
the Palestinian Authority signed a 
resource-sharing deal to provide 
water to Jordan, Israel and the Pal-
estinian territories.

The latest deal includes Jordan 
and Israel but provisions for the Pal-
estine territory were not included. 
Israeli officials said the Palestinian 
National Authority would be dealt 
with separately.

Jordan’s Water and Irrigation 
Ministry did not name the firms in-
volved but its technical committee 
is examining each bid.

The $900 million first phase of the 
project involves building a system 
to transfer 300 million cubic metres 
(mcm) of water each year from the 
Red Sea to the Dead Sea and the con-
struction of a 65-85-mcm-a-year ca-
pacity desalination plant in Jordan 
near the Red Sea to supply water to 
cities in southern Jordan and Israel, 

the ministry said.
Under the agreement, of the ap-

proximately 80 mcm of fresh water 
that would be produced, 50-60% 
would be sold to Israel. In return, Is-
rael promised to sell an extra 50 mil-
lion cubic metres of water per year 
to Jordan from the Sea of Galilee for 
cities in northern and central Jordan 
and sell an extra 20-30 mcm to the 
Palestinian Water Authority.

The agreement calls for the desali-
nation brine by-product to be mixed 
with seawater and piped 180km 
north to the Dead Sea.

“The amount of water to be trans-
ported to the Dead Sea had been re-
duced to less than 1/10th of the vol-
ume originally proposed in 2005,” 
the environmentalist said.

“The 100 mcm of wastewater will 
not be enough to halt the Dead Sea’s 
retreat, which would need 800 mil-
lion cubic metres per year just to sta-
bilise. The project could undermine 
the fragile ecosystem of the Dead 
Sea, which they fear could be wiped 
out by water from the Red Sea.”

Tourism, which was hard-hit by 
regional conflicts, would suffer as 
the Dead Sea draws medical and 
other tourists to the area, economist 
Issam Qadamani said.

“The scaled-back version of the 
project means that the ambitious 
work to save the Dead Sea is still 
decades away. “Jordan cannot af-
ford to lose the Dead Sea. Neither 
can the world allow the lowest point 
on Earth to slowly continue to die 
out,” he said.

Raied T. Shuqum is a journalist 
based in Amman.

Red Sea-to-Dead Sea water 
project takes off
Raied T. Shuqum

Sinkholes on the shoreline of the Dead Sea near the town of Ghor 
Haditha in Jordan, showing the retreating sea water line.

In a bid to avoid an 
ecological 
catastrophe, 17 
international firms 
entered tenders to 
construct a canal 
linking the Red Sea to 
the Dead Sea.

Experts have warned 
that the Dead Sea is 
shrinking by 1 metre 
per year and would be 
dry by 2050.
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Ifriqiyya Electrique: When electric guitars meet Sufi music
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T 

he sound of traditional 
tablas ascended and the 
muffled resonance of the 
bass guitar resonated in 
the background. Modern 

guitar performance intermingled 
with the religious chants of Sufi 
musicians of the renowned Sidi 
Marzouk Tozeur Banga created a 
surreal atmosphere.

This was the introductory piece 
of the world premiere concert/road 
movie of Ifriqiyya Electrique, a pro-
ject that combines modern rhythm 
of guitars with the trance music of 
the Banga of Tozeur, a group of Sufi 
musicians.

Traditional Tunisian music has 
been making a comeback as pro-
jects combining traditional music 
with modern vibes have drawn 
young audiences.

Banga of Tozeur is a music ritual 
that revolves around the venera-
tion of the Sufi saints of southern 
Tunisia. It considers music a heal-
ing process that provides a trance-
like state for the listener. This 

attracted the interest of French 
guitarist François Cambuzat, who 
founded Ifriqiyya Electrique.

“The real spirit of the music 
was to heal people. I was curious 
to understand how people can at-
tain that phase of trance. I wanted 
to experience something that is 
strictly related to music-induced 
trance, which the Banga of Tozeur 
provided,” Cambuzat said.

“The real social function of the 
Banga of Tozeur was healing peo-
ple. It was true and real. It was au-
thentic. It was about being together 
and being kind to each other.”

Tarek Sultan, a member of the 
Banga of Tozeur, emphasised that 
it adds a modern touch to one of 
the oldest forms of music that re-
mained authentic in Tunisia.

Ifriqiyya Electrique aims to merge 
the traditional influences of Banga 
with the vibes brought by elec-
tric and bass guitars to create the 
trance-like state musicians were 
famous for in the rituals of the Ban-
ga of Tozeur. Cambuzat noted that 
the music, though ancient, carries 
modern influences that relate to 
young or older audiences.

“The music of Banga is very mod-
ern,” Cambuzat said. “The rhythm 
of the music is something we can 
hear somewhere else. It is like a 
natural dub, the same rhythm. The 
Banga is different from the other 
Sufi genres. It is about the commu-
nity as they act together and they 
do things together.

“Unlike the others, it remained 
based on the good of the communi-
ty. Families would call them when 
they are not OK to have a show at 
their place and the whole com-
munity comes together for that. It 

is trance music and it is a form of 
music therapy.”

“When I heard about the idea of 
the documentary and the concert, 
I was enthusiastic,” Sultan said. “I 
really liked the idea even though it 

was weird or strange at the begin-
ning. It also required a lot of hard 
work as it was difficult to find the 
right technical balance between 
the instruments.”

The musicians said the experi-

ence allowed them to immerse 
themselves in the community as 
well as the music to get an authen-
tic sound identifying the region. 
The project also seeks to preserve 
ancestral roots by recording the dif-
ferent styles of Banga.

“We spent three months in 
Tozeur filming and working on re-
cording the music. We dedicated 
the first month to only recording 
the music. The recordings are a 
patrimony that needed to be pre-
served,” Cambuzat said.

Bass player Gianna Greco added: 
“The doors were open for me and 
everyone was welcoming and will-
ing to work hard.”

“It is nothing like any of the mu-
sic we heard before. The combina-
tion of the old Tunisian sounds 
with rock music was amazing and 
I would love to hear more of this,” 
said Emna Said, a student who at-
tended the band’s concert.

In addition to the Ifriqiyya Elec-
trique collaborations, Cambuzat 
also teamed with Tunisian pop 
singer Lotfi Bouchnak on a reli-
gious song featuring metal and 
rock music that went viral on social 
media.

“Lotfi Bouchnak wanted to re-
cord a religious song with a modern 
vibe and we were of the same mind 
about this. We were worried some 
people would think it is disrespect-
ful to Islam. The amazing thing was 
that Lotfi showed it to the imam of 
the Zitouna mosque, who thought 
it was a decent song,” Cambuzat 
said.

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

“The Banga is 
different from the 
other Sufi genres. It 
is about the 
community as they 
act together and 
they do things 
together.”

French guitarist 
François Cambuzat

Birzeit festival immortalises Palestinian heritage
Malak Hasan

Birzeit

A 

s the sun sets over 
Birzeit, a small town 
north of Ramallah, hun-
dreds of Palestinian 
families from across the 

West Bank flock into the histori-
cally Christian town to take part in 
Heritage Week.

Held annually since 2007 by the 
Rozana Association for the Devel-
opment of Architectural Heritage, 
the festival observes Palestin-
ian traditions, customs and historic 
professions struggling to withstand 
industrial evolution and the test of 
time.

The festival began with a huge 
traditional wedding of four cou-
ples, some of whom were already 
married. Although the weddings 
were staged for the occasion, the 
emotions could not have been more 
genuine.

The brides wore Palestinian 
dresses, handcrafted, long-sleeved 
and colourfully embroidered cloth-
ing, which traditionally reflected 
a woman’s economic and marital 
status and her town or district of 
origin.

Although less rich in colours and 
patterns, the bridegrooms wore 
white shirts, headwear, golden-
lined black cloaks known as abaya, 
and sirwals, cotton trousers baggy 
from the waist down but tailored 
tight around the calves or ankles.

A dozen elderly women danced 
in a circle in front of the couples 
while carrying copper trays filled 
with wild flowers planted in home-
made henna paste, a dye prepared 
to stain the brides’ and grooms’ 
hands.

Some accounts indicate that 
unique shapes were painted on a 
bride’s hands the night before the 
wedding, known as henna night, to 
avoid bride swaps. The majority de-
scribe it as a practice to express joy 
and bring good luck to the couple.

The women sang traditional 
songs with lyrics that celebrate the 
beauty, chastity and good upbring-
ing of the bride and the groom’s 
luck, courage and chivalry.

Hundreds of people followed 
the wedding procession, known as 
zaffa, which wound through the 
streets of Birzeit. Although such 
processions are a common part of 
Palestinian weddings, other as-
pects, including the clothing, music 
and transport have been slowly re-
placed by less traditional ones.

Aside from the festival’s signifi-
cance as a window to the past, it 
also offered a chance for home-run 
businesses to display their prod-
ucts, many of which have been 
sidelined by mass production.

In a tent between the town’s olive 
groves, Umm Raed kicked off worn-
out leather slippers and kneeled 
in her black abaya over a primitive 
wool-weaving machine.

With strength unexpected from 
a small, aged body, she worked 
her fingers through the threads to 
weave a red and black carpet. Visi-
tors, including foreigners, watched 
in fascination as she created an item 
usually seen only on television pro-
grammes depicting Bedouin life.

For the woman with piercing 
green eyes that contrast with a 
much darker skin, this is simply 
her life. Umm Raed said: “I have 
been weaving wool since I was a 
very young girl. My mother learned 
it from her mother and I passed it 
along to my daughter, who is now 

in university.”
Umm Raed travelled from 

Samou’, about 50km from Birzeit, 
to display her work and teach new 
Palestinian generations and for-
eigners about “the art of weaving 
wool”.

“An average-sized carpet takes 
roughly 20 days to complete,” she 
said. “This festival is a valuable 
opportunity for me to remind peo-
ple to appreciate hand-made wool 
carpets and to revive our heritage 
that is struggling against time and 
Israel’s stealing attempts.”

On the other side of the old city, 
where dozens of kiosks were set up 
to allow business owners to show-
case their products, Ayat Mardawi 
and Remah Abbas, two women 

from Jenin, 47km from Birzeit, sold 
homemade olive pickles, honey 
and olive oil.

They said they take part in the 
festival every year, relying on the 
word of mouth and personal con-
nections to market their products.

While many Palestinian families 
continue to produce their own ol-
ive oil and pickles, a large percent-
age relies on less expensive factory 
products.

“The festival is a chance to meet 
new customers, dealers and make 
connections, which might help us 
expand our businesses,” said Ab-
bas.

Other products at the festival in-
cluded embroidered clothing, bags, 
accessories, plants, drinks, furni-

ture, pottery, sweets, soap and ce-
ramics. Several local, but non-tra-
ditional businesses — such as beer, 
tattoos and piercings — promoted 
their products and services.

Rozana Association Chairman 
Raed Saadeh said the festival is 
an effort to encourage sustainable 
rural development and local busi-
nesses and empower women and 
youth through existing and obtain-
able resources.

“It presents a model of sustain-
able rural development, based on 
available cultural resources, com-
petencies and energies of Palestin-
ian youth and women,” he said.

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.

A Palestinian woman dances while holding a tray of henna during a wedding march marking the 
beginning of Birzeit Heritage Week. (Photo credit: Mohammad Farraj)Hundreds of people 

followed the wedding 
procession, known as 
zaffa, which wound 
through the streets of 
Birzeit.

The festival is held 
annually since 2007 by 
the Rozana 
Association for the 
Development of 
Architectural 
Heritage.

Ifriqiyya Electrique during a performance in Tunis (Photo courtesy of 
Institut Français de Tunisie Facebook page)
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When archaeology is manipulated for political ends
Karen Dabrowska

London

L 

arissa Sansour’s first solo 
London exhibition — In the 
Future They Ate from the 
Finest Porcelain — is a sur-
real reflection on the polit-

icisation of archaeology in contem-
porary Israel and the Palestinian 
territories where the material past 
is used to justify territorial claims 
and fabricate historic entitlement.

It is an exhibition in three parts, 
ideally suited to London’s Mosaic 
Rooms. Visitors begin the journey 
into the crossover between the fic-
tional and the factual in a small gal-
lery with three large-format pho-
tographs in which figures from the 
past blend with characters from the 
future.

A 29-minute, science fiction film, 
In the Future They Ate from the Fin-
est Porcelain, is shown in the large 
gallery opposite and the downstairs 
gallery is used for object-based in-
stallations.

The photographs are derived 
from the film. They feature archi-
val images from the US Library of 
Congress and UN Relief and Works 
Agency for Palestine Refugees in 
the Near East (UNRWA) to create 
pan-historical images of private in-
dividuals and representatives from 
various occupying forces in the Pal-
estinian territories from the time of 
the Ottomans through the British 
Mandate and the present era under 
Israel.

“The new body of work presented 
at the Mosaic Rooms is inspired by 
the archaeological warfare taking 
place in Israel/Palestine,” said San-
sour, a Jerusalem-born Palestinian 
screenwriter.

“In the absence of a meaning-
ful peace process, archaeology has 
long since become the battleground 
for settling territorial disputes. This 
topic started intriguing me about 
four years ago, just as I became in-
creasingly interested in the impact 
of fiction, narrative and myth on 
nation-building and history writ-
ing. I spent a while researching 
these concepts before deciding that 
developing this idea in a fictional 
setting would be the best way to 
embellish the topics at hand.”

The result is a film that tells the 
story of a resistance group devoting 
their lives to challenging the colo-
nialist/nationalist narrative of their 
rulers.

“Support for this narrative, which 
is partly based on folklore, myth 
and fiction, relies on archaeologi-
cal evidence,” Sansour said. “So my 
resistance group set out to create a 
counter-narrative based on the ex-
act same components and decides 
to make underground deposits of 
elaborate porcelain. Their aim is to 
influence history and support fu-
ture claims to their vanishing lands. 
By implementing a myth of its own, 
their work becomes a historical in-
tervention — de facto creating a na-
tion.”

“The film takes the form of a fic-
tional video essay. A voice-over 
based on an interview between a 
psychiatrist and the female leader 
of the narrative resistance group re-
veals the philosophy and ideas be-
hind the group’s actions,” she said.

“The leader’s thoughts on myth 
and fiction as constitutive for fact; 
history and documentary translate 
into poetic and science fiction-

based visuals. The film resides in 
the cross-section between sci-fi, ar-
chaeology and politics. In essence, 
it explores the role of myth for his-
tory, fact and national identity.”

As the film progresses, the narra-
tive and visuals alternate between 
the theoretical and the personal. 
The resistance leader’s deceased 
twin sister makes a crucial appear-
ance as the story takes the viewer 
deeper and deeper into the resist-
ance leader’s subconscious.

“Time’s ability to distort often 
ends up conflating shared and per-
sonal memories,” the resistance 
leader says. “In my memory the 
image of my sister and me together 

has been replaced by a famous ar-
chival photo of two girls in folkloric 
dresses. Everyone here knows this 
photo. Yet my mind has annexed 
these girls as if to remind me that 
the distinction between the per-
sonal and the public has long since 
been erased.”

In the Revisionist Production 
Line installation, porcelain plates 
printed with the keffiyeh symbol are 
mass produced. The Archaeology 
in Absentia installation features a 
series of exquisitely crafted bronze 
bombs. Inside each is a metal disc 
inscribed with coordinates referring 
to a site in Israel or the Palestinian 
territories where Sansour recently 
buried porcelain.

Sansour said “archaeological war-
fare” is taking place in Israel and 
the Palestinian territories, where 
archaeology has long since become 
a method for settling land disputes 
and the discipline has long since 
lost its innocence as a sub-branch of 
historical studies.

“Archaeological finds are used in 
support of the colonialist narrative 
and this narrative lends weight to 
the ideas of continued presence and 

historical entitlement,” she said. 
“In practical terms, this means that 
a narrative shaped partly by myth 
and fiction and then supported by a 
perverted form of archaeology out-
does any legal claims and interna-
tional rights, fiction wins over fact 
any day.”

Sansour emphasised that this 
point is important when trying to 
understand the situation and the 
opposing forces not only in Israel 
and the Palestinian territories but 
universally. “The stronger narrative 
has a bigger chance of beating all 
competition regardless of whether 
it is based on truth or fiction,” she 
said.

Sansour said that it is impossible 
for an engaged artist to not relate 
to the context they find themselves 
in, adding: “I do think that art is a 
highly malleable discipline that of-
fers a new dimension for political 
discourse unrestrained by present 
day political rhetoric.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

The resistance leader and her sister in Larissa Sansour’s film In the Future They Ate from the Finest Porcelain.

Larissa Sansour’s first 
solo London 
exhibition is a surreal 
reflection on the 
politicisation of 
archaeology in 
contemporary Israel 
and the Palestinian 
territories.

Cairo’s Sultan Hassan mosque stands as symbol of unity
Mohamed Zain

Cairo

W 

hen it was built 
almost 800 years 
ago, Sultan Hassan 
mosque in southern 
Cairo was a symbol 

of Muslim unity.
The mosque, which was con-

structed between 1256-63, has four 
sitting rooms where the followers 
of the four schools of Sunni Islamic 
thought — Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi’i 
and Hanbali — would assemble, 
study and debate Islamic issues.

It was meant for the mosque, 
considered the most compact and 
unified of all Cairo’s monuments, 
to be a meeting place, a role it filled 
for years.

“Gathering the followers of the 
four schools of Islamic thought was 
a very important step at the time of 
the construction of the mosque,” 
antiquities expert Mukhtar al-

Kasbani said. “This move was 
meant to prevent friction and divi-
sion among the followers of these 
schools.”

Nothing remains of the four 
schools and the nature of relations 
between them is changing with 
current Islamic thought becoming 
more encompassing of different in-
terpretations and ideas.

There is a small school for teach-
ing children the Quran and prin-
ciples of Islam. Nevertheless, the 
awe-inspiring mosque is unparal-
leled Islamic art.

The mosque, of Bahri Mamluk 
origin, is built of stone. Its court-
yard opens from each of its sides 
into a separate sitting room and 
each of the rooms is an enormous 
vaulted hall.

Sultan Hassan, the Mamluk ruler 
who ordered construction of the 
mosque, was assassinated two 
years before the structure’s com-
pletion.

From the outside, the mosque is 
very impressive, with its cornice 
and the protruding verticals of its 
facade, even though it stands in 
the shadow of the massive Saladin 
citadel. Upon entering the mosque, 
one gets an impression of height, 
especially from the towering doors 
decorated in a Mamluk fashion.

Even during the Mamluk era, 
building space was at a premium. 
Thus, the outer walls are some-
what askew to fit the available lot 
but mosque designers still had a 
wonderful way of creating the im-

pression of uniform cubistic effect 
inside.

It was said that the construc-
tion of the mosque nearly emptied 
the vast treasury of the state. The 
mosque covers 7,906 sq. metres. Its 
walls rise 36 metres and its tallest 
minaret is 68 metres.

“I have admired this place since 
I was young,” said Ahmed Abdel-
Hadi, a mosque preacher and an Is-
lamic theology researcher. “It em-
bodies everything that is beautiful 
in Mamluk architecture.”

Visitors enter the mosque 
through a tall portal, a work of art 
itself. A dark and relatively low-
ceilinged passageway leads to a 

brightly lit courtyard, a standard 
cruciform-plan.

The courtyard centres on a 
domed ablutions fountain, be-
lieved to be an Ottoman addition. 
Soaring on four sides of the court-
yard are the vaulted sitting rooms, 
accented by hanging lamp chains 
and red-and-black rims.

Skillfully fitted between and be-
hind each sitting room is a school, 
complete with its own courtyard 
and four storeys of cells for stu-
dents and teachers.

One of the sitting rooms func-
tions as a sanctuary, containing the 
pulpit and the mihrab, a niche in 
the wall that indicates the direction 

that Muslims should face when 
praying.

To the right of the pulpit is a 
bronze door, exquisitely decorated 
with radiating stars in gold and 
silver, which leads into the mau-
soleum of Sultan Hassan. Its loca-
tion benefits from prayers to Mecca 
and overlooks the sultan’s stomp-
ing grounds on the nearby Saladin 
square.

The mausoleum, covered by a 
restored dome, is exquisitely beau-
tiful, particularly in the morning 
when the rising sun filters through 
grilled windows.

Such beauty has functioned as a 
magnet for people from all parts of 
the world, from the very rich to the 
very poor and from the very impor-
tant to the most ordinary.

When he visited Egypt in 2009, 
US President Barack Obama and 
then secretary of State Hillary Clin-
ton were keen to visit Sultan Has-
san mosque.

Sameh al-Saban, 37, was one of 
many ordinary people drawn to the 
mosque. Saban said he used to go 
to the mosque as a visitor but he 
now works as a tour guide and is 
keen to include it in his list of must-
visit Cairo sites for foreign tourists.

“The people who come here are 
always dazzled by the history and 
beauty of the place,” Saban said. 
“It is the pride of all Islamic sites in 
Cairo.”

Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

The Sultan Hassan mosque and Madrassa in Cairo.
“Gathering the 
followers of the four 
schools of Islamic 
thought was a very 
important step at 
the time of the 
construction of the 
mosque.”

Antiquities expert 
Mukhtar al-Kasbani
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beiteddine:
Through August 9th

The Beiteddine Art Festival, in 
picturesque Beiteddine in the 
Chouf mountains, features a 
variety of performances, includ-
ing opera, concerts, theatre and 
art exhibitions. The festival 
welcomes more than 50,000 
visitors, as well as numerous 
star performers. Buika, Seal and 
Kadim Al Sahir are to perform at 
this year’s festival.

Carthage:
Through August 20th  

The Carthage International Festi-
val is one of the most compelling 
arts and cultural events in North 
Africa, drawing a mix of local 
and international performers to 
Tunisia over a period of sev-
eral weeks. It takes place at the 
Carthage amphitheatre.

Hammamet, Tunisia: 
Through August 20th

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

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.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival takes 
place in Edde Sands with more 
than 90 artists from around the 
world. Dance workshops will be 
given in Salsa, Bachata, Kizomba, 
cha cha cha, hip-hop, Samba, 
Lambada, Oriental, Dabke and 
Afro-Cubano. Performances are 
also scheduled.

Marrakech:
September 16th-18th

The Oasis Music Festival cel-
ebrates electronic music. In its 
second year, the festival takes 
place at the Source Music Resort 
in Marrakech and includes three 
days of performances from in-
ternational electronic musicians 
David August, Omar Souleyman 
and Prins Thomas.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the TV 
series Game of Thrones in Es-
saouira, 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.

Sharjah: A family tourism destination

Sharjah

S 

harjah has promoted itself 
as an ideal tourist destina-
tion for families, especially 
from the Arab region, with 
an emphasis on a family-

friendly atmosphere combined 
with excellent tourism facilities and 
events.

Sharjah Commerce and Tourism 
Development Authority (SCTDA), 
in association with Shurooq (Shar-
jah Investment and Development 
Authority), is the driving force be-
hind the transformation of the laid-
back emirate neighbouring vibrant 
Dubai.

“In fact, family tourism is a key 
pillar of the Sharjah Tourism Vi-
sion 2021, launched by the SCTDA, 
which aims to attract more than 10 
million visitors within the next five 
years,” SCTDA Chairman Khalid 
Jasim al-Midfa said.

Guided by traditions, the emirate 
launched its Sharjah My Family Des-
tination campaign during this year’s 
Arabian Travel Market (ATM) in 
Dubai, introducing attractive offers 
and packages on hotels and leisure 
destinations for families visiting the 
emirate.

“For instance, families can get 
up to 16-20% discount rate on hotel 
accommodations,” said Midfa, not-
ing that the emirate’s development 
plans are focused on enhancing fa-
cilities and services for families.

With more than a dozen muse-
ums covering art, calligraphy, Is-
lamic civilisation, natural history, 
heritage, science and classic cars 
and aviation, there is plenty of 
choice for families.

The Wasit Nature Reserve, a wet-
land that opened recently, offers 
educational and cultural classes 
and facilities such as observation 
platforms. The Al Hefaiyah Moun-
tain Conservation Centre provides 
unique opportunities for children 
and adults to learn about environ-
ment preservation and understand 
nature in a fun-filled manner.

Al Noor Island, spanning 45,470 
sq. metres, combines nature, art 
and entertainment. One of its fea-
tures is the Butterfly House, a na-
ture-inspired structure with an or-
namentally perforated shadow roof 
and biomorphic exterior that hous-
es as many as 500 exotic butterflies 
native to a variety of countries.

Other landmarks of the emirate 
are Al Majaz Waterfront with its 
spacious green landscapes and res-
taurants and the Heart of Sharjah, a 
commercial and cultural hub with 
restaurants, retail shops, art galler-
ies, traditional and contemporary 
markets, archaeological sites and 
museums.

“What makes Sharjah particularly 
attractive is that it offers an authen-
tic Arab atmosphere complemented 
by sophisticated infrastructure and 
modern facilities, making it one of 
the most favoured family destina-
tions. Families visiting the emirate 
find it easy to supplement their time 
on the beach with other activities, 
such as cultural and sporting events 
as well as shopping and recreation,” 
Midfa argued.

According to SCTDA, family tour-
ism represents 12.5% of the global 
tourism market, recording a total 
value of $1.7 trillion in 2012.

“We are also focused on driving 
up investment and further develop-
ment in tourism attractions that not 
only enhance the emirate’s econo-
my but also the overall tourist expe-
rience,” added Midfa.

Sharjah receives approximately 2 
million hotel guests annually, the 
majority of them from Oman, the 
United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, 
India and Russia.

Visitors from Arab countries 
account for nearly one-third of 
Sharjah’s hospitality guests, and 
hotels in the emirate report 100% 
occupancy when schools in the Gulf 
countries close for vacation. Oman 
was Sharjah’s top source market in 
2015, accounting for 12% of the visi-
tors.  Those from Saudi Arabia ac-
counted for 11% of the total guests.

In 2015, the emirate received 
nearly 300,000 exhibition visi-
tors, 750,000 museum visitors and 
250,000 tourists at activities and 
events, most of them families. It 
also attracted 75,305 cruise passen-
gers.

Pointing to these positive growth 
figures, the SCTDA official said he 
was optimistic that the emirate was 
on track to achieve its 2021 strategy 
projections.

To meet the requirements of in-
creasing demands, Sharjah has 106 
accommodation facilities, including 
50 hotels and 56 hotel apartments, 
offering a total of 10,000 rooms. It 
has 55 parks and 16 museums that 
cater to the interests of families.

According to Midfa, the launch 
of the Sharjah Tourism Vision 2021 
“aimed at unifying all the efforts 
and initiatives as well as future pro-
grammes of Sharjah’s tourism sec-
tor under one umbrella”.

The role of Shurooq, the inde-
pendent government entity as the 
driving force behind the transfor-
mation of Sharjah, has been cru-

cial with a series of infrastructural 
projects implemented over five 
years — enhancing the emirate’s ap-
peal as an investment, tourism and 
business destination, according to a 
spokesman for the agency.

He said the department “has capi-
talised on the advantage of Sharjah 
being a family-friendly environ-
ment for both tourists as well as res-
idents and began developing multi-
ple projects to ensure the longevity 
of this feature”.

“We continue to explore multiple 
initiatives to contribute to Sharjah’s 
family-friendly identity and are 
partnering with multiple govern-
ment entities to physically intro-
duce these features onto our des-
tinations,” he said. “Our role is to 
utilise all our resources in order to 
progressively incorporate features, 
facilities and services that position 
Sharjah as a leading destination for 
the global family-tourism sector.”

Shurooq lists key tourism-related 
projects such as Al Majaz Water-
front, Al Montazah Amusement and 
Waterpark, Al Noor Island and Mlei-
ha Archaeological and Eco-tourism 
Project as some of its family-based 
attractions.

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

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharja’s Al Majaz Waterfront

Oman was Sharjah’s 
top source market in 
2015, accounting for 
12% of the visitors.

The emirate 
launched its 
Sharjah My Family 
Destination
campaign during 
this year’s Arabian 
Travel Market (ATM) 
in Dubai.

Al Noor Island is a unique leisure destination combining nature, art and entertainment spanning 45,470 sq. metres.


