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A fighter of Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government carries a 122mm tank shell on top of a Soviet-made T-55 tank in Sirte,
Libya, on August 2nd.

Mark Habeeb

Washington

I

n response to a request from
the Libyan Government of
National Accord (GNA), US
warplanes have launched air
strikes against the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Sirte, the home town
of former Libyan leader Muammar
Qaddafi which has been under ISIS
control since June 2015.
The US strikes are intended to
support GNA forces by hitting “precision targets”, said Pentagon press
secretary Peter Cook in a statement
released as the operation began.
“We don’t have an end point at this
particular moment in time… We
certainly hope that this is something that does not require a lengthy
amount of time,” he said.
US Navy Captain Jeff Davis told
the Military Times that “the objective is to help the GNA to take Sirte,

[and] the duration of this operation
will be measured based upon the
length of time it takes for them to do
that objective”, which he said could
take “weeks”
US President Barack Obama said
he ordered the strikes “to assure
that ISIS does not get a stronghold
in Libya” and to allow the GNA “to
finish the job”.
The US strikes, conducted by
manned and unmanned aircraft
from a US amphibious assault ship,
destroyed two Russian-made tanks,

US attacks could
worsen Libya’s
conflict if they
cause resentment
about Western
intervention and
fan rivalry among
militias.

rocket launchers and other equipment.
US air strikes in Libya in February had targeted an ISIS training
camp. The current operation is the
first direct US military action in support of the GNA. Pentagon spokesman Cook described GNA forces as
“capable and motivated” and said
the US strikes would allow them
to “make a decisive, strategic advance”.
A victory for the GNA in Sirte
would be a major setback for ISIS in
North Africa and provide a significant boost to the fledgling GNA. The
GNA’s authority in Libya remains
tenuous, however, and the US attacks could worsen Libya’s conflict
if they cause resentment about
Western intervention and fan rivalry among militias vying for power
and territory.
The US operation does not indicate a major expansion in US military activity in the North African
country. Pentagon spokesmen em-

phasised that Obama’s order was
limited to the Sirte operation and
does not involve the use of ground
forces.
Italian Foreign Minister Paolo
Gentiloni said his government
would favourably consider any request by the United States to stage
operations from a Sicilian airbase.
Speaking on Italian television, Gentiloni called the US strikes “a very
positive fact” that will send a “very
strong message not only against terrorism, but also for the stabilisation
of Libya”.
Italy is concerned about the volatile situation in Libya as instability there fuels the flow of refugees
across the Mediterranean.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Summer festivals bring much needed joy to Arab region
Samar Kadi

Beirut

I

n many countries, summer is
a season for holidays, outings
and outdoor cultural events
that bring in a refreshing
break from the routine. It is
no different in the Middle East and
North Africa.
From Tunisia to Egypt, Lebanon,
Jordan and the Gulf countries, drama, art, music and dance festivals
are taking place, showcasing Arab
and international artists and generating a festive mood in a region
overshadowed by war and sectarian
violence.
The line-up includes well-established international events such as
Lebanon’s Baalbek festival in the
world-famous Roman metropolis
and Beiteddine festival in a 19thcentury palace in the Chouf Mountains. The events are two of the
Levant’s most important annual
cultural celebrations, hosting an ar-

Jordanian dancers perform during the opening ceremony of Jerash
Festival of Culture and Arts in the ancient city of Jerash, north of
Amman, on July 21st.
ray of music and dance genres.
The Jerash Festival for Culture and
Art in Jordan transforms the ancient
city north of Amman into a bustling
cultural hub, bringing together Jor-

danian, Arab and foreign artists and
troupes. The festival’s agenda this
year features 40 performances of
folk dance troupes representing Circassian, Spanish and Chinese cul-

tures, according to a statement by
organisers.
The festival’s president, Amman
Mayor Aqel Biltaji, was quoted as
saying the event enhances Jordan’s
reputation as a stable and secure
country in a turbulent region.
The Jeddah Ghair Festival is one
of the biggest tourism events of the
year in Saudi Arabia. It includes
fireworks, gold and jewellery fairs,
raffle drawings and concert performances by Saudi singers, in addition to folk art, traditional food
displays, exhibitions and literary
and scientific evenings. Events are
held in shopping malls, community centres, beaches and parks to
promote Jeddah as a city for international and domestic tourism in
the Gulf region.
At the other end of the Arab
world, Tunisia’s International Festival of Carthage steals the show over
several weeks in July and August,
featuring many performance genres, including classical music, folk
dance, theatre, film and ballet.
The historic Tunisian town of El

Jem and its iconic Roman amphitheatre of Thysdrus come to life for
several days with the International
Festival for Symphonic Music.

Summer festivals
double as
showcases for
culture and arts.
Egypt’s summer is no less vibrant.
There, theatre is celebrated through
the National Theatre Festival featuring 40 shows, including Arabic adaptations of international theatrical
works staged in 15 venues around
Cairo.
In addition to dispensing festive
joy in the Arab region, summer festivals double as platforms for sharing culture and arts.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s
Travel and Society sections editor.
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US air campaign in Sirte comes with caveats
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

I

n a first significant Western
military effort to help Libya’s
embattled government, the
United States has launched a
bombing campaign against Islamic State (ISIS) targets in Sirte.
The targets included T-72 tanks
and transport vehicles used by ISIS
in defence of its last redoubt in
Libya, where it has been fighting
Libyan forces for more than three
months.
The US involvement may increase instability in Libya and its
neighbours by fuelling violence
and resentment about foreign meddling, analysts said. Many Libyans
blame the chaos in the country on
Western military intervention in
2011 that led to the ouster of Libyan
leader Muammar Qaddafi.

The fighters taking on
ISIS in Sirte are mostly
Misrata’s powerful
militias.
Despite efforts by Western allies
and Arab neighbours to brand it as
the only legitimate authority in Libya, the UN-brokered Government
of National Accord (GNA) has no
military force. The fighters taking
on ISIS in Sirte are mostly Misrata’s
powerful militias.
If they do not end up help the
GNA restore stability, the bombings
could be perceived as another US

administration’s action to favour
particular militias over others. This
impression could endure regardless
of the effects the US strikes have on
ISIS.
The US strikes came amid another
raging campaign: Democrat Hillary
Clinton is battling Republican Donald Trump in the US presidential
race. Trump has been dwelling on
US policy on Libya under Clinton
when she served as US secretary of
State, calling it a “failure”.
The United States staged the air
strikes against ISIS in Sirte on August 2nd with drones from Jordan
after the initial attacks the day before. Pentagon sources told the Military Times the operation in Sirte
could last “weeks”.
The Misrata militias, allied with
Fayez
al-Sarraj’s
government,
launched an offensive in May on
ISIS positions in Sirte, rolling back
most of the extremist group’s gains.
More than 300 militiamen were
killed in the fight.
ISIS fighters have used weapons,
including the tanks, left over from
Qaddafi’s army. The tanks have a
firing range of up to 4,000 metres
and can hit low-flying targets, such
as helicopters and drones.
Military experts said ISIS’s use
of the tanks, manned by former
Qaddafi loyalists, pushed back the
offensive and extended the battle.
Pentagon spokesman US Navy
Captain Jeff Davis said that after
one of the tanks was destroyed,
pro-government militias took control of neighbourhood of Dollar.
The GNA had threatened to carry

A member of Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government runs for cover while carrying a
wounded fighter during a battle with ISIS in Sirte, on July 31st.
out its offensive for weeks, so the
jihadists knew it was coming. Many
ISIS leaders are thought to have
slipped out of Sirte and headed
south.
“Even if Sirte is liberated, that
does not mean that ISIS is gone
from Libya,” said Jason Pack of Eye
on ISIS in Libya, a monitoring service.

Libya’s neighbours fear that fleeing ISIS fighters could cross into
their territories.
Algerian security analyst Fateh
Othmani said: “Algeria is not welcoming the strikes in Sirte because
they bring trouble for the region.”
Algeria’s El Khabar newspaper
quoted reports by unnamed government security bodies as warn-

ing “the bombings against Daesh
[an Arabic acronym for ISIS] would
push dormant cells of ISIS across
North Africa to carry out revenge
attacks against Western targets
and even against states of the region.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Libya’s recovery is tantalising for Tunisia

View poi nt

Francis
Ghilès

M

ore than five years
after the downfall
of Tunisian
autocratic leader
Zine el-Abidine
Ben Ali, the
country is confronted with a
number of challenges — political,
economic and security. As
Tunisians try to steer North
Africa’s smallest country through
the choppy waters, some of its
politicians and entrepreneurs can
be forgiven for dreaming of a
more stable Libya.
The country’s eastern neighbour
is rich in oil and gas and, after the
internecine bloodletting of the past
five years, is in dire need of being
rebuilt. Oil and gas prices may
be lower and the flow of exports
a quarter of what it was in 2010
before dictator Muammar Qaddafi
was toppled in 2011, but Libya’s
population is much smaller than
Tunisia’s and its wealth much
greater.
Libya for decades has been a
magnet for Tunisian workers, not
least from the poor south and
south-west hinterland, for Tunisian entrepreneurs from construction companies to food processing.
Libyans have been welcomed as
tourists in Tunisia, never more so
than today when Europeans have
by and large deserted Tunisian
beaches following the 2015 terrorist attacks on the Bardo museum in
Tunis and a hotel in Sousse.
Rather than Libya being a
magnet, it is the western region
of Tripolitania, based round
Tripoli, which has, for centuries,
looked west. The eastern region of
Cyrenaica and Benghazi have, for
centuries, looked to Cairo.
Be that as it may, there is little

Workers’ remittances and
exports would be precious
for a country where the
rate of growth hovers
around 1%.

doubt that a Libya where a minimum of political unity held sway,
where weapons spoke less loudly
and where one currency rather
than two had legal tender would
offer Tunisia an extra two points of
growth. Workers’ remittances and
exports from Tunisia would be precious for a country where the rate
of growth hovers around 1%, where
the rate of unemployment is growing and living standards for many,
if not the majority, are declining.
There is, however, something
tantalising about the idea of greater
stability in Libya. Something that
is tantalising causes desire and excitement but is unlikely to provide
a way of satisfying that desire.
In the case of Tunisia, dreaming
about what a more stable Libya
might offer is dangerous because it
avoids having to confront the domestic issues that desperately need
to be addressed if Tunisia is to grow
out of its economic malaise.
Beyond its spillover effects in Tunisia, the reconstruction of Libya
would be of enormous benefit to
the people of Libya itself. Turning
swords into ploughs after five years
of violence and trying to become
a normal country after decades of
Qaddafi’s rule is no easy matter but

it is only if and when Libya can find
more jobs for its sons and daughters than it can aspire to a more
normal and quieter life.
Three factors will decide whether
Tunisia can move out of the impasse it finds itself in. The first is
whether President Beji Caid Essebsi
can find and bring himself to appoint a prime minister who is a real
political animal, who has charisma
and who dares speak the truth to
the Tunisian people.
This is a sine qua non if the authority of the state is to be restored.
Failing that the drift that characterises economic and political
affairs will end up, sooner or later,
in another popular revolt. The
new prime minister needs a much
smaller government of competent
and committed men and women,
the exact contrary of the inflated,
amorphous body that has passed
for a government in the past 18
months.
The second is to make clear to
those who have not enjoyed much
benefit from economic growth in
recent decades that they will be
included in future policy decisions.
By the same token, the rich must
accept a measure of redistribution
of wealth. That the banking system

Neither
Libya nor
international
aid can,
on their
own, solve
Tunisia’s
problems.

A Tunisian man rides a donkey-pulled cart in the market of the town of Ben
Guerdane, some 40km west of the Libyan border.

so favours certain sectors — hotel
owners and those close to the powers that be — explains why credit
is unavailable to younger entrepreneurs and people living in the
poorer hinterland.
The third is to tell the Tunisian
people that blood, sweat and tears
may be the only way out of the current situation. Tunisians have been
living above their means for a long
time but until their political leaders
tell them so, they are unlikely to
face up to reality.
The tantalising prospect of being able to help reconstruct Libya
and all the jobs and contracts for
Tunisian companies it might entail
must be set in this context. Were it
to happen, it would be icing on the
cake, a divine surprise that would
show Allah has not forgotten the
Tunisian people.
But mirages in Libya cannot
detract from the simple but — to
many among the Tunisian elite —
uncomfortable truth that neither
Libya nor international aid can, on
their own, solve the country’s problems. Faster economic growth will
come as a result of painful reform;
Tunisia may be the only democracy
in the Arab world but it lacks any
democratic culture.
The constitution is fine, political
parties are many, the words politicians use are fine and dandy but
only Tunisia can pull itself up by
its bootstraps. Nobody else can, be
they from the European Union, the
World Bank or even Libya.
Until that uncomfortable truth
is spelt out to the Tunisian people
by someone they can trust and
respect, until a smack of firm but
effective government is given, until
the trades unions stop outdoing
one another in demagogic promises and until the rich suburbs of
Tunis, Carthage and La Marsa stop
treating their countrymen who live
in the hinterland as peasants, this
unique attempt at democracy in
the Arab world will not grow strong
roots and fail to create jobs and
hope for the mass of Tunisians.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Daunting tasks for new Tunisian prime minister
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

Y

oussef Chahed, an agricultural science specialist and a junior minister,
has been selected by Tunisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi to be prime minister and
“get Tunisia out of the rut”.
Chahed, 40, replaces Habib Essid, who was dismissed after a
lop-sided parliamentary vote of noconfidence over deepening social
and economic crises. Parliament
on July 30th voted 118-3, with 27
abstentions, to remove Essid from
office. Chahed was appointed four
days later.
Chahed has the daunting task of
unifying political and social factions to tackle Tunisia’s challenges,
including jihadist terror, social instability, an ailing economy and
corruption. Since January, he has
served as minister in charge of local government affairs, working
to introduce reforms conducive to
decentralisation. In 2015, he had
made his debut in government as
deputy minister in charge of the
fishing sector.

“Our priorities are
winning the war on
terrorism, declaring
war on corruption,
controlling public
finances and cleaning
the environment.”
Prime-Minister-Designate
Youssef Chahed
He also has a background as a
secularist party activist. He was a
founder of the Republican Party, a
left-of-centre bloc, in 2012, before
joining Caid Essebsi’s Nidaa Tounes
party. He oversaw that party’s electoral platform in the 2014 elections.
Since the ouster of president Zine
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011, Tunisia
has been praised as a beacon of democracy in an Arab world plagued
by wars and political instability but

jihadist attacks in 2015 on tourist
landmarks in Tunisia greatly damaged the economy and frightened
away holiday-makers — a main
source of foreign currency infusion
— and traditional investors.
Political infighting among the
ruling four-party coalition slowed
reforms meant to energise growth,
address social frustrations — especially among restive youth — and
enhance government efficacy.

Chahed, 40, replaces
Habib Essid, who was
dismissed after a
lop-sided
parliamentary vote of
no-confidence.
Caid Essebsi had been pushing
for a national unity government to
form a consensus among ten political parties and the three main social
organisations.
Chahed, an instrumental figure
in the secular Nidaa Tounes party
Caid Essebsi founded three years
ago as a counterbalance to the Islamist Ennahda party, said: “The
president has put me in charge of
the national unity government.
This is a message of confidence for
young people also. In this delicate
time, we need a lot of audacious
decisions.”
Chahed’s relative youth stands
in contrast to the current political
leadership of Caid Essebsi, who is
89, and parliament Speaker Mohamed Ennaceur, 82. Essid is 67.
Caid Essebsi’s opponents challenged the choice of Chahed as
prime minister, claiming family
ties played a role in the decision.
Chahed dismissed the accusation,
saying: “I have no family tie with
the head of the state. He is neither
my in-law nor my uncle. I had begun dealing with Caid Essebsi after
the revolution in 2011.”
Chahed urged his countrymen to
focus on the task ahead.
“Today we enter a new stage that
requires effort, sacrifice, audacity,
courage, selflessness and unorthodox solutions,” he said outside the
presidential palace in Carthage.
“Our priorities are winning the
war on terrorism, declaring war

Tunisia’s new Prime Minister Youssef Chahed (L), meets with Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi at
the presidential palace in Carthage, on August 3rd.
on corruption, controlling public
finances and cleaning the environment.”
Tunisian security forces, capitalising on improved intelligence and
coordination, have dismantled numerous suspected terrorist cells.
The armed forces have contained
jihadist groups to mountainous areas straddling the most restive regions of Kasserine and Sidi Bouzid.
A 2016 report by the anti-graft
agency Transparency International, however, indicated that 62%
of Tunisians said the government
had failed in the fight against corruption. Chairman of the High Authority to Fight Corruption Chawki
Tabib warned that Tunisia could
become a “mafiosi state” if corruption was to go unchecked.
Slowing economic growth and
rising wages of a bloated govern-

ment bureaucracy, which employs
more than 600,000 people, has
weakened the country’s financial
position already under pressure
with rising defence and security
spending.
Tunisia’s gross domestic product growth slowed to 0.8% in 2015
from 2.3% in 2014. The unemployment rate was 15% at the end of last
year.
“The issue of state finances is
the most urgent, the most serious
and the most worrying question.
The situation of the budget is very
serious,” said former Central Bank
governor Kamel Nabli. “Whatever
pledges you make to resolve problems of the country will depend on
the budget and what is in it.”
Tunisia sought an extended
fund facility from the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) in June when

the lender said the country needed
to address many economic challenges as spending composition
has worsened, external imbalances were high, the dinar remained
overvalued, banking fragilities remained and reforms to strengthen
the business climate had slowed.
The IMF’s five-year programme
linked to a $2.9 billion line of credit
is designed to target critical longstanding structural weaknesses of
Tunisia’s economy.
Chahed has 30 days to form a
cabinet and win endorsement by
parliament, which is seen as a foregone conclusion if he were to give
enough cabinet positions to satisfy Ennahda and sustain the alliance between the Islamist group
and Nidaa Tounes, which together
control a majority in the legislative
body.

Moroccan king says he does not ‘belong to any political party’
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

oroccan King Mohammed VI said he
does not belong to
any political party
after reports from a
royal palace source depicted the
monarch’s discontent with Prime
Minister Abdelilah Benkirane as
debate between the country’s
two major parties heated up two
months ahead of parliamentary
elections.
“As the guarantor of respect for
the constitution, the smooth running of institutions and the safeguard of the democratic choice, I
do not take part in polls, nor do I
belong to any political party. I am
the king of all Moroccans, candidates and voters and also of those
who do not vote,” the king said
during a July 30th speech marking
his 17th anniversary of assuming
the throne.

“My bags are packed
and I am ready to quit
the government at
any time.”
Prime Minister
Abdelilah Benkirane
“Furthermore, I am the king of
all political organisations, without
any discrimination or exception. As
I said previously: The only party I
am proud to belong to is Morocco.”

The French-language weekly
Jeune Afrique reported that a
source from the royal entourage
said Benkirane acted as “an opponent” during meetings of his Justice and Development Party (PJD)
but in other circumstances swore
absolute loyalty to the monarch.
Benkirane’s recent references to
“the two governments” — the one
he leads and the other based in the
palace — and his calls for the dissolution of the opposition Authenticity and Modernity Party (PAM),
which was founded by the king’s
adviser and close friend Fouad Ali
El Himma, have angered the monarch, according to the source.
“My bags are packed and I am
ready to quit the government at
any time,” said Benkirane, adding that he would remain faithful
to the king “even if he throws me
in jail”, a declaration considered
“particularly irresponsible” by the
royal entourage.
“Lately, the king’s name has been
used in speeches of political leaders of both the majority and opposition, trying to win the sympathy
of voters. So an end to this game
had to be put,” said political analyst
Mohammed Afry.
King Mohammed VI stressed
all actors, candidates and parties
should avoid involving him in electoral or party disputes.
“The king was clear in his speech
to the elected, political parties and
their leaders, the voters and Moroccans that no one can undermine
the democratic path established by
Morocco during this new era,” said
Afry, a journalist at the independ-

Moroccan King Mohammed VI giving a speech, next to his brother
Prince Moulay Rachid (L) in Tetouan, in northern Morocco, at the
occasion of the 17th anniversary of his accession to the throne.
ent daily Annahar Al Maghribia.
During a televised interview,
PAM Secretary-General Ilyas Omari
mentioned the absence of his

archrival Benkirane at the MedCop
forum in Tangier despite being officially invited to the climate conference.

However, the leader of the Islamist party stated that it was not
a government boycott as the event
was attended by several members
of the cabinet. Benkirane missed
the conference in order to attend
the funeral of the son of a senior
member of the Independence Party
in Meknes.
PAM considers the PJD an Islamist party that exploits religion. PJD
views PAM as an elitist party close
to the palace.
Afry said social media have become influential political platforms
in Morocco. “The use of this technology in election campaigns is
clear and the interaction is greatly
developing,” he said.
However, Afry stressed that manifestos, which include proposed reforms and projects, rather than the
virtual world have the most influence on the parties’ campaigns.
The PJD-led government has
carried out major reforms, such as
overhauling the compensation and
pension funds despite fierce opposition from trade unions.
“The recent reforms will, of
course, have an impact in the upcoming elections as the opposition
will use them to its favour despite
the fact that Morocco was forced
to carry out these reforms due to
international pressure,” said Afry
in reference to the World Bank.
“These late reforms could also
favour the majority-led government.”
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.
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Iraq corruption allegations open Pandora’s box
Nermeen Mufti
and Jamal J. Halaby

Baghdad

I

raqi Defence Minister Khaled
al-Obeidi has accused the parliament speaker and other lawmakers of embezzling money
and bargaining with him for
commissions from a colossal defence contract.
The implication of Speaker Salim
al-Jabouri in corruption, squandering state funds and using public office for personal gain is a serious
development that has rattled Iraq’s
feeble political establishment.
The speaker’s name surfaced in
numerous previous corruption allegations but this is the first time
that he was singled out for a specific
wrongdoing.
Obeidi’s disclosure in parliament
could weaken the country’s resolve
as it prepares for a momentous battle to liberate the northern city of
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest, from
Islamic State (ISIS) jihadists who
seized it in January 2014.

The implication of
Speaker Salim
al-Jabouri in
corruption is a serious
development that has
rattled Iraq’s political
establishment.
The revelations certainly hurt Jabouri’s standing as a member of the
Islamic Party, a cover he uses to deflect from his close affiliation with
the Muslim Brotherhood.
Sceptics voiced concern that the
latest corruption revelation would
be brushed aside by arguments that
Iraq needed a strong united front to
withstand domestic challenges.
The Iraqi Muslim Brotherhood,
along with its parent branch in
Egypt, attacked Obeidi in a statement made available to The Arab
Weekly. “The Muslim Brotherhood
in Egypt and Iraq warn the pervert-

ed apostate Obeidi that we will not
sit idle until his cacophony voice is
silenced,” it cautioned.
The group drew comparisons between Obeidi and Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi who, as his
country’s Defence minister, toppled
Egypt’s elected Brotherhood leader,
Muhammad Morsi, as president
Jabouri and Obeidi are both Sunni
Muslims, part of a handful of Sunni
politicians not sidelined by Shiadominated administrations in power since Saddam Hussein’s regime
was toppled in the US-led invasion
in 2003.
Military expert Abdul-Karim
Khalaf said the disclosure showed
that the Iraqi military “is far distant
from the disputes between politicians and within political and religious parties”.
“The army has recaptured Rutba,
Hit, Falluja and other towns in the
Anbar province since May, while
lawmakers were busy with their
own political disputes, which hampered parliament’s duties,” added
Khalaf, a retired army major-general.
He said Obeidi gave Jabouri and
other lawmakers a “lesson they will
never forget”, pointing out that although “we all knew there were
corrupt officials, yet the Defence
minister was brave to name them”.
Obeidi, a former serviceman who
specialised in aviation engineering,
on August 1st told the legislature
that Jabouri had bargained to spare
him questioning if Obeidi gave Jabouri and other lawmakers part of
a $1.3 trillion contract that involved
Iraqi purchases of heavy weaponry,
ammunition and vehicles.
Obeidi also said that lawmaker
Hanan al-Fatalawi had sent two
deputies, Mohammed Karbouli and
Alia Nassif, to encourage Obeidi to
swindle the state out of millions
of dollars. He claimed Fatlawi sent
Karbouli and Nassif to tell him that
she would withdraw a request in
parliament to question the minister
if he paid her $2 million.
The questioning was supposedly
to find out why the long-awaited

Iraqi Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi tours Baghdad’s Kadhimiya district, on August 2nd.
battle to recapture Mosul had been
on hold.
Shortly after Obeidi spoke out, social media were flooded with comments by ordinary Iraqis praising
his valour.
Iraqi poet Hameed Qassim urged
the government on his Facebook
page to launch an investigation into
the accused MPs.
Baghdad physician Dr Shatha
Jumaa, a retired army officer, said
that she, like other Iraqis, was fed

up with the corrupt political blocs.
She said she hoped Iraqis would see
the end of corruption allegations
after Obeidi presented his promised documents of proof to the Iraqi
Integrity Commission, which has
been instructed to continue the investigation.
“Obeidi gave us a glimpse of hope
that there are people who care for
Iraq and that we’re in good hands
and that our country will be saved,”
she said.

Hassan Yassiri, head of the Iraqi
Integrity Commission, said Obeidi
was questioned again on August
4th. He declined to reveal details
but insisted that it was a “procedural step” aimed at collecting information on the first specific public
case of corruption.
Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi journalist
based in Baghdad. Jamal J. Halaby,
based in Jordan, is Levant editor for
The Arab Weekly.

Baghdad blasts point to Iraq’s many woes
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

Baghdad

D

espite beefed-up security and recent victories
over the Islamic State
(ISIS), a deadly bombing
campaign continued in
Baghdad, blamed on corruption,
political struggle and heightened
sectarian tensions.
For 13 years, Iraqis complained of
widespread corruption among security forces in charge of protecting
the capital. Soldiers and police at
checkpoints barely inspect motorists and pedestrians and can often
be seen browsing social media on
their handsets or taking group photos of themselves.
Checkpoints are often left to one
person on guard and the only thing
he would do is ask motorists if they
have weapons or bombs in their vehicles. The expected answer would
be “No” and the car was allowed
to move through without further
checks.
“The only concern of those people in charge of protecting us is
to get the salary at the end of the
month with the least effort to earn
it,” said Baghdad resident Mohammed Talib.
Talib said security forces see their
duty at checkpoints as an opportunity to “extort ordinary people and
ask bribes of them”.
Iraqi lawmaker Mohammed alKarbouli said dozens of lax security checkpoints around the capital
have been sources of trouble for
Baghdadis who have long waits in
their vehicles before they can pass.
Yet, few bombs were caught at the

Iraqis, including firefighters, gather at the site of a suicide car
bombing claimed by ISIS on July 3rd, in Baghdad’s Karrada
district.
checkpoints, he pointed out.
“These checkpoints are a waste
of time and resources because the
people manning them have no experience and the necessary equipment,” he said.
“The terrorists can easily choose
the time and the place of their next
bombing,” said Karbouli, who is a
member of the parliamentary Security and Defence Committee.
After the victories by Iraqi forces over ISIS in the western Anbar
province, Iraqi officials boasted
that attacks on Baghdad would end,
claiming that the car bombs were
coming from the nearby, predominantly Sunni, province.
However, lethal attacks have continued.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi inspected several checkpoints
in Baghdad in July and affirmed the
necessity of thorough and extensive
searches on cars without causing
delays for people.
After the July attack in Baghdad’s Karrada neighbourhood that
left more than 300 people dead, a
parliamentary committee said the
minibus used in the bombing came
from Diyala province, travelling
50km to the capital. The vehicle,
packed with 250 kilograms of explosives, passed at least half a dozen
checkpoints.
The committee’s report said that
more than 180 attacks had been carried out in Baghdad so far in 2016.
To absorb the public anger follow-

ing the Karrada attack — the deadliest single assault in 13 years — Abadi
ordered the withdrawal of Britishmade ADE651 bomb detectors, purchased at high prices but inefficient
in detecting bombs.
The withdrawal of ADE651s,
handheld devices developed to locate lost golf balls, followed years
of insistence by Interior Ministry
officials that they were effective in
detecting explosives. The Iraqi government spent more than $60 million, despite warnings by US and
British officials that the devices
were useless.
“All security forces must take
away the handheld detectors from
checkpoints and the Ministry of the
Interior must reopen an investigation for corruption in the contracts
for these devices and chase all entities which participated in them,”
Abadi insisted recently.
Baghdad-based political analyst
Said al-Obeidi said that bomb-detector issue is the clearest evidence
of state corruption that has led and
will lead to the killing of innocent
people.
“This instrument shows that corruption kills,” he said. “Senior Interior Ministry officials insisted on using the bomb detectors to avoid any
legal consequences. Despite Abadi’s
orders, some checkpoints in Baghdad are still using them. So, more
people will die.”
In 2012, the head of the Interior
Ministry’s bomb squad department
was sentenced to four years in prison for accepting a bribe from the
British manufacturers. Many Iraqis
say he was a scapegoat to protect
more senior officials.
Another reason for the continuing
violence in Baghdad is the strug-

gle among security apparatuses in
charge of the capital, Karbouli said.
“Each security apparatus is controlled by a powerful political or
religious group. This fact has led to
a state of competition and struggle
among security authorities instead
of uniting efforts to confront terrorists’ plans,” he added.

More than

180

attacks had been
carried out in Baghdad
so far in 2016.
Before submitting his resignation
after the Karrada attack, Iraqi Interior Minister Salim al-Ghabban complained that too many security and
intelligence agencies were involved
in protecting Baghdad.
Ghabban had demanded that his
ministry be given complete control
over security in Baghdad. Abadi resisted, however, keeping the military in charge. Apparently, other
Shia parties were afraid that Ghabban’s party might take full control of
the capital.
“New plans and technology are
badly needed to stop the attacks in
Baghdad. Abadi should take firm
decisions to replace corrupt security commanders who are loyal to
their parties and personal interests.
Otherwise, the security gaps will
continue. A lot of work should be
done,” Karbouli said.
Sameer Nouri Yacoub is an Iraqi
reporter based in Baghdad.
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Syria peace talks to resume but few expect progress
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

U

N-sponsored
Syrian
peace talks are set to
resume in Geneva on
August 12th, but the
chances of an agreement are slim due to wide differences over the transition to a new
government.
The negotiations have been on
hold since April after the opposition delegation walked out citing
bias towards the government team.
After government troops completed their encirclement of the northern city of Aleppo — Syria’s largest
city — in mid-July, the Syrian opposition has been left in its weakest negotiating position since talks
started in January.
Negotiations, mandated in December 2015 by UN Security Council Resolution 2254, were expected
to produce a “transitional period”
by August. By early summer, that
seemed impossible but Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and
US Secretary of State John Kerry
appeared determined to meet the
August deadline.
Major differences exist on what
exactly a “transitional period”
means. The Russians argue that it
would be a transition from war to
peace but Syrian President Bashar
Assad recently said that it means
moving from “one constitution to
another”.

UN-sponsored Syrian
peace talks are to
resume in Geneva on
August 12th.
The Saudi-backed opposition,
however, insists that it means the
creation of a “Transitional Government Body” (TGB) as mandated
by the Geneva conference of 2012.
This body needs to assume full
presidential powers and replace
Assad in Damascus, they argue.
The
government
delegation
made it clear that it had little room
for political compromise, saying it
was only willing to share cabinet
posts with the opposition.
Even then, major posts, such

Free Syrian Army fighters walk with their weapons in Ramousah area south-west of Aleppo, Syria, on August 2nd.
as the portfolios of defence, interior, foreign affairs and education,
were not up for negotiation. This
position has been strictly vetoed
by Riyadh but other backers of the
opposition have been remarkably
silent in recent weeks — notably
Turkey, which is in turmoil following a botched coup attempt.
Turkey’s silence over the blockade of Aleppo raised eyebrows in
opposition circles. They know that
if Aleppo falls to the Syrian Army,
the northern front will collapse and
that might spell the end for their
forces.
Many in the opposition suspect
that a secret deal has been struck
— at their expense — between Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Russian President Vladimir
Putin. Since Russia’s military intervention last September, the opposition has lashed out against Putin,
accusing him of murder and war
crimes. It never imagined he would

one day patch up a very icy relationship with Erdogan.
The Turkish leader’s silence over
the siege of Aleppo is seen as a
green light for the Russians to retake the ancient city.
The price for abandoning Turkish
ambitions there and Turkish-backed
fighters in the vicinity of Aleppo
will be Russian guarantees that a
Kurdish state will never emerge on
Turkey’s border with Syria.
If the Turks get that, they will
look the other way as Russian warplanes strike at Turkish proxies
such as Ahrar al-Sham in northern
Syria, accusing its members of being agents of al-Qaeda on the Syrian battlefield.
In exchange for Turkey’s silence
over Aleppo, the Russians have
been either neutral or encouraging Erdogan’s crackdown after the
abortive coup attempt, unlike European countries and the United
States, which have been extremely

critical of the Turkish leader.
The more they harangue him on
human rights, the closer he inches
towards the Kremlin at the expense, of course, of Syria’s rebels.
When the talks collapsed four
months ago, the two top opposition negotiators resigned, which
was music to the ears of Damascus
and Moscow.

Major differences exist
on what exactly a
“transitional period”
means.
The top opposition negotiator,
Mohammed Alloush, was commander of Jaysh al-Islam, a militia
embedded in the Damascus suburbs and bankrolled by Saudi Arabia since 2012, while the delegation
chief was Asaad al-Zoubi, an officer who defected from the Syrian
Army.
Removing them from the talks

had been a long-standing Russian
demand, claiming that both men
represent “terrorist groups”. Reciprocating, Moscow will likely
block the participation of Syrian
Kurds in the next round of talks to
please Erdogan.
What is on the table is a Russian
proposal to appoint four vice-presidents from the opposition and to
give them ten out of 30 seats in a
Syrian cabinet agreed by Assad.
The opposition must agree on an
agenda with priorities that match
those of the Russians. They cannot insist on Assad’s departure as
a starting point for the talks — neither Russia nor Iran nor Syria will
allow it.
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.

Al-Nusra is playing realpolitik
View poi nt

Abdulrahman
al-Masri

A

l-Nusra Front leader
Abu Muhammad
al-Jolani has
declared the mainly
Syrian group is no
longer affiliated
with al-Qaeda and has renamed it
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham.
The rebranding of al-Nusra is
not a total split from al-Qaeda,
however, but an attempt to gain
support from the Syrian public
and build legitimacy within the
country with the aim of gaining
dominance over the Syrian
opposition. The move is a part of
al-Nusra’s strategy to ensure its
survival in Syria.
In a video statement, which
has been viewed as al-Nusra’s
official split from al-Qaeda,
Jolani stated the new organisation has no affiliation with any
external party but he did not
deny that he and his forces
continue to follow al-Qaeda’s
ideology and position on world
affairs. Jolani praised al-Qaeda
leader Ayman al-Zawahiri and

The solution to countering
al-Nusra is to build up
Syria’s nationalist rebels and
empower civil society groups.

quoted former leader Osama bin
Laden.
Jolani said Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham was created to “preserve
the jihad of the Levant” and to
integrate the group with rebel
factions in Syria. In an audio
recording released shortly before
Jolani’s video, al-Qaeda deputy
leader Ahmad Hasan Abu alKhayr gave his authorisation to
al-Nusra “to proceed with that
which safeguards the interests of
Islam and Muslims and protects
the jihad of the people of the
Levant”.
Despite Jolani’s ambiguity on
al-Nusra’s or Fateh al-Sham’s
affiliation with al-Qaeda, the
group operates with an extremist
ideology and aims to establish a
strict Islamic rule over post-war
Syria. The group’s practices will
continue to be alien to the
majority of Syrian society as well
as to the people’s understanding
of Islam.
Jolani suggested that distancing al-Nusra from al-Qaeda would
give no justification to the United
States and Russia to attack his
group. Al-Nusra’s real aim,
however, is not to mitigate
threats from world powers but to
integrate itself among the Syrian
rebels and strengthen its standing.
Al-Nusra has been one of the
most powerful actors in Syria and
the majority of rebel forces —
including those of secular,

nationalist and Islamist orientation — rely heavily on al-Nusra for
fighting the regime of President
Bashar Assad.
Unlike the Islamic State (ISIS),
al-Nusra has embedded itself
within the Syrian opposition.
Since it was established in 2012,
al-Nusra has made great efforts to
build public support and promote
its ideology in its areas of control.
While Western-backed rebels
have been poorly funded and
unable to defend opposition
areas, al-Nusra has proved that it
has the funds and weapons to
maintain control of territory.
Despite its efforts at gaining
public support, al-Nusra has faced
nationalist voices from within the
Syrian rebellion that oppose its
extremist ideologies. Al-Nusra
has tried to silence those voices
by targeting Western-backed
forces. Since the beginning of the
year, there has been an upsurge in
al-Nusra attacks on forces funded
by the West, including the Free
Syrian Army (FSA).
Residents in Maaret al-Numan,
the home to FSA’s 13th Division,
and other towns challenged
al-Nusra by protesting its rule of
the Idlib governorate. Under
increasing pressure from civil
society organisations, al-Nusra
was forced to reposition itself or
risk losing further public support.
Al-Nusra’s rebranding is an
attempt to gain back public
support and build bridges with

The move
is a part of
al-Nusra’s
strategy to
ensure its
survival in
Syria.

Syrian rebels who do not subscribe to al-Qaeda’s ideology, with
the aim of gaining dominance in
Syria.
As foreign powers try to counter
the role of al-Qaeda, however, it is
important to recognise that
reliance on US and Russian air
strikes would not be an effective
strategy against al-Nusra. It is
thoroughly embedded in local
communities; air strikes would
harm civilians and other rebels,
which would encourage antiWestern propaganda and increase
public support for al-Nusra.
It is critical that foreign powers
acknowledge the solution to
countering al-Nusra is to build up
Syria’s nationalist rebels and
empower civil society groups.
Al-Nusra has not revealed
weakness by leaving al-Qaeda; it
has demonstrated strength in its
ability to consolidate power and
dominate opposition ranks. The
nationalist opposition must
develop a political strategy of its
own, promoting human rights,
democracy and inclusivity, yet
this cannot be achieved without
unified Western support for the
rebels and strict measures against
the Assad regime and Russia to
ground their offensives.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Progress in interfaith
relations in Europe is a
sign of hope

I

t took only days after the terrorist killing of Jacques
Hamel, an 85-year-old Catholic priest in northern France,
for demonstrations of interfaith solidarity to take place.
Particularly significant were the stands taken by French
Muslims against recent horrendous acts perpetrated there
in the name of Islam and which have cost the lives of more
than 200 people since January 2015.
A number of French Muslims attended Hamel’s funeral at
Rouen cathedral. Rouen’s Archbishop Dominique Lebrun told
his Muslim guests that by their attendance they were “affirming
that you reject death and violence in the name of God”.
Muslims attended mass in other French cities as well as in
Italian churches compelling Italian Foreign Minister Paolo
Gentiloni to laud Italian Muslims for “showing their communities the way of courage against fundamentalism”.
Another important development was the petition signed by
more than 40 prominent French Muslims, including business
leaders, lawyers, doctors and academics. The petition, published by the French newspaper Le Journal du Dimanche,
denounced jihadist attempts to “set part of the French population against the other and destroy the national harmony that is
still binding”.
This is an accurate diagnosis of one of the main aims of the
jihadists who would like nothing better than to see a war of
civilisations and religions erupt within Europe and the rest of
the world.
Signatories to the petition touched on an emerging dilemma
for Muslims in a number of European secular societies: Should
Muslims in Europe consider faith a private matter or start acting
as a community? “We were silent because we learned that in
France religion is a private affair. Now we must speak because
Islam has become a public affair and the current situation is
intolerable,” said the signatories.
They noted that 75% of the 5 million Muslims of France are
French nationals and are in their majority “young, if not very
young”. They argued this must be taken into consideration
when fashioning a narrative destined for “French Muslims in a
secular republic”.
Now it is time for France’s naturalised or migrant Muslims to
start playing a more active role as communities and as individuals to counter extremism. Muslim institutions will have a role to
play especially when it comes to financing and managing
mosques but as French Prime Minister Manuel Valls said: “The
most important challenge is not that of institutions. It is that of
our citizens of the Muslim faith who in their families, their
neighbourhoods, must feel concerned and take their responsibility in hand.”
Institutions representing the Muslim community must build
on the progress made in recent weeks to review the financing
and management of France’s 2,500 mosques, about 200 of
which are said to be under the influence of radical salafists. The
use of mosques as venues for radicalisation and recruitment has
proven to be one of the factors leading to terror in Europe and in
Muslim countries.
A proactive attitude by French Muslims could determine the
future of not only France’s 5 million Muslims but that of interfaith relations in much of the world.
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The life or death
battle for Aleppo

T

he way in which
Russia and Iran are
exploiting the battle
for the Syrian city of
Aleppo is clear. After
all, this is a battle
in which Russian air strikes and
Khairallah Khairallah
Iran-backed militias are playing a
leading role.
The aim is to present US
President Barack Obama’s
outgoing administration with
a fait accompli, especially as US
policy towards Syria and the
region at large will certainly
change, one way or another,
whether the next US president is
Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton.
Will Iran and Russia succeed in
displacing Syrians from Aleppo?
That is the main question as
they seek to benefit, as much as
possible, from Turkey’s domestic
crisis and Obama’s desire to
placate Tehran to protect what
he views as the greatest foreign
policy achievement of his
administration, the Iran nuclear
deal.
Clinton has sought to
differentiate herself from Obama
over Syria, advocating a far harder
line than the US president whom
she served under as secretary of
State, including calling for the
establishment of so-called safe
zones and providing moderate
Syrian rebels with heavy
weaponry. If Syrian rebels were to
have access to heavy weaponry,
including anti-aircraft missiles,
it would be a game changer,
particularly in the battle for
Aleppo.
If Hillary Clinton were to
become president, she would take
a completely different tack on
the Middle East and Syria than
Obama, She understands that the
Syrian crisis is one of the biggest
tragedies of the 21st century and
until it is resolved the Middle
East will only become more
dangerous.
The Democratic Party nominee
for president understands that
Washington
does not
have to
If Hillary Clinton were to
bend over
become president, she
backward to
ensure that
would take a completely
Tehran is
different tack on the
happy with
the nuclear
Middle East and Syria
deal as this
than Obama.
is something
that is
greatly
in Iran’s
interests. A change of US policy
in Syria does not mean that

Tehran will rip up the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). It is all posturing.
As for Trump, Clinton’s
Republican Party rival, nobody
can guess what he might do once
he becomes president. Trump
has not spoken much on US
policy towards Syria but he has
been an outspoken critic of the
JCPOA. This means that Trump,
unlike Obama, would not link
Washington’s response to Syria to
Tehran and the nuclear deal.
Syria is a maelstrom of
competing interests between
Washington and Moscow, Tehran,
Ankara and others, while it is the
Syrian people who are suffering.
Obama’s policy of disengagement
with the Middle East left a
dangerous vacuum that rival
powers sought to fill. This led to
the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS),
which is a blight on the region
and a threat to the world.

If this destruction
continues, there will
be no Aleppo to fight
over.
Whether Clinton or Trump
succeeds Obama in the White
House, Syria will still be facing
one of the biggest crises in the
modern world. The crisis in the
country, and the region, has gone
way past the point where it could
quickly and easily be resolved.
The damage that Syria has
suffered is irreparable, whether
we are talking about the scale
of destruction, the death toll or
the sheer number of people who
have been internally or externally
displaced. Who is left to rebuild
the country after all this?
It is hard to imagine any
effective US policy towards
Syria that is not in coordination
with Europe and Arab countries
that are concerned with what is
going on there, while it is just as
hard to imagine any mechanism
to reach such unprecedented
coordination. All the while the
battle for Aleppo is continuing,
more Syrians are dying and
the prospect for a solution —
political or otherwise — becomes
increasingly small.
What does the future hold for
Aleppo, one of the oldest cities
in the world? If this destruction
continues, there will be no Aleppo
to fight over.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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No room for illusions in Turkey’s future

O

nce more, Turkey’s
ever mightier
President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan has
managed to divide
those who monitor
his deeds and attempt decode his
Yavuz Baydar
intentions. After the coup
attempt, even many who had
been critical of his policies had a
change of heart, creating a rather
bizarre balance between what
they see as biased coverage in the
Western media — a blurred term
— and arguments for rapprochement, which is a blank page.
This has been taking place amid
an unprecedented institutional
purge, including waves of arrests
and the silencing of the media,
leading to profound confusion
among the punditry and opposition politicians.
It is natural. The subject is a
politician who has marked
himself as a true survivor, a
mastermind of cunning politics
who has expanded his personal
power base by using and abusing
friends and foes, abandoning
alliances and forging new ones
with a snap of his fingers, leaving
behind a battered political stage
that is dangerously asymmetrical.
Now that Erdogan has emerged
victorious, he has a firm grip on
the entire arsenal of strings to
pull. This makes the question of
what is in his mind more crucial
than ever.
It leaves no room for naivety,
false hopes and gullible strategy
building. This also requires a
sharp distinction between who
Erdogan is, what he says and what
is being done. The real focus must
be on deeds.
There is a big gap between the
“democracy has won” a slogan
now de rigueur in
Turkey after the
We are simply in the
attempted coup and
the instrument of
middle of a vicious
the Emergency Rule
chess game.
that gives Erdogan
the power to rule by
decree and which
leaves the doors to
arbitrary rule and
impunity wide open. Erdogan’s
decrees have highlighted an
intention to dismantle what
remains of traditional republican
institutions. There has been a
massive purge of state personnel

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan arrives at an event for foreign investors, in Ankara, on
August 2nd.
and key state structures have
been subordinated to the president, rather than to the parliament.
This means the de facto presidential system, which has
dragged Turkey into domestic
instability since August 2014, is
being cemented around Erdogan,
leaving all gates open to the
establishment of authoritarian
rule in which the palace is the
absolute power centre.
This is what decrees do to
fragile democracies. Emergency
rule for 90 days can be extended
ad infinitum as the rule of law
vanishes, unless a democratic
opposition builds a solid counterdynamic.
The euphoria from reviving the
democratic order in the wake of
the coup attempt may be utterly
illusory in Turkey’s case.
It may explain why there is also
a clear contrast between how
Erdogan acts domestically and
internationally. While pressing on
with restructuring the state, he

perhaps feels that not even the
coup attempt has helped break his
isolation abroad.
The West has been muted in its
support while the cautious
backing from the Arab and
Muslim world clearly fell below
his expectations.
This is where his two-fold
challenge lies.
First, Erdogan knows that the
Turkish economy is under
growing pressure. Investors are
cautious and the currency is
shaky. This causes nervousness.
Second, Erdogan’s method has
always been based on a “my way
or no way” view and the postcoup climate gives him, he
seemingly believes, the upper
hand in negotiating visa-free
travel for Turks in the European
Union in exchange for accommodating hundreds of thousands of
refugees. So far, however, his
harsh rhetoric on the issue has
only widened the gap.
His combative language on the
United States extraditing Fethul-

lah Gulen and hints at ending US
cooperation in the war against
jihadists also has one target in
sight, which many pundits fail to
see. Erdogan is utterly frustrated
with the case against his son Bilal,
who is being investigated for
money laundering in Italy and,
more importantly, the corruption
trial in US federal court against
Iranian-Turkish businessman
Reza Zarrab, a case that has
implications for Erdogan’s family
and Turkey’s ruling Justice and
Development Party.
It should surprise no one,
therefore, if the rift with White
House escalates further with
Gulen as a pretext.
Taking all these points in
account, it cannot be said that
democracy has begun to win in
Turkey. We are simply in the
middle of a vicious chess game in
which hopes of a successful
outcome are being kept hostage.
Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based
in Istanbul.

Why I do not see anything wrong with
Anwar Eshki’s visit to Israel

S

ocial media were on fire
with criticism of Saudi
ex-general Anwar
Eshki’s visit to Israel.
Before the visit, those
who were outspoken
against
Eshki’s
visit were
Ahmed Adnan
applauding Turkey’s reconciliation with Tel Aviv, claiming it
would help the people of Gaza.
These people obviously do not
understand the meaning of the
term “double standard”.
Responding to the controversy,
Eshki stressed he was visiting the
Palestinian territories, not Israel.
He said his visit came at the
invitation of the Palestinian
Authority (PA) and that his aim
was to view, first hand, the
suffering of the Palestinian
people and to attend
the wedding of the
Opening dialogue
son of well-known
Palestinian activist
with Israel could lead
and detainee Marwan
Barghouti in Ramalto the establishment
lah.
of a Palestinian state.
Eshki confirmed
that his meetings
with Israeli officials
— including diplomat
Dore Gold and
Major-General Yoav (Poli)
Mordecai of the Israeli Defence
Forces in West Jerusalem — were
in coordination with the PA. In

fact, he thanked Mordecai for
helping to facilitate Palestinians
in Jerusalem being able to pray in
the city’s al-Aqsa mosque during
Ramadan.
Just to inform all those who
objected to this trip, this was not
Eshki’s first visit to the Palestinian territories, but his second.
Other well-known Saudi and Arab
figures, including Secretary-General of the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation Iyad Madani, have
made the same visit without any
objection.
Based on Eshki’s comments, I
do not find anything wrong with
this visit and I believe that Saudis
should follow the Turkey model
in dealing with the Palestinian
cause. Opening dialogue with
Israel does not meaning working
against the Palestinians but could
contribute to peace and lead to
the establishment of a Palestinian
state or, at the very least, contribute to improving the conditions of
the Palestinian people in the
occupied territories.
The Arab-Israeli conflict has
gone through many different
stages. In the 1950s and 1960s
Arabs equated Zionism with
Judaism and refused to acknowledge the horrors of the Holocaust
due to hatred of Israel and some
kind of perverse solidarity with

the Palestinians. We later saw a
general failure to even recognise
or acknowledge the state of Israel,
including Arabs boycotting
travelling there, which ultimately
cut off Palestine and the Palestinian people.
This is a dangerous policy,
which some are trying to enforce
even today, that has resulted in
the eradication of Palestinian
culture and art and isolated the
Palestinian people from their
Arab surroundings and inexorably
linked all aspects of Palestine
with the Palestinian cause.
Isn’t it sad that Arabs are more
aware of the details of Western
capitals but know nothing about
Islam’s third holy city and the rest
of Palestinian territory?
This boycott of Jerusalem and
the Palestinian territories allowed
Israel to callously expand its
settlements and gain greater
control of Palestinian territory
and particularly Jerusalem. If this
continues, there will be no
territory on which to create a
Palestinian state.
There is no religious justification to boycott Jerusalem,
regardless of whose authority
al-Aqsa mosque technically falls
under. Muslims previously visited
the mosque without problem
when it was under the control of

Christians following the Crusades.
There is no political justification for this either. Whether Arabs
or Muslims pass through Israeli
checkpoints or not, or have Israeli
stamps on their passports or not,
bears no consideration to Israel’s
standing in the international
community.
This useless boycott is not
helping the Palestinians or the
Arabs and is particularly not
helping the Arab Israelis. This is a
problem that will not be solved
first by peace treaties and political negotiations — the change
must first and foremost take place
in minds and hearts.
Normalising the idea of Arabs
visiting Jerusalem and Palestine
helps all sides and increases
tolerance and mutual respect.
Visiting Jerusalem and the
Palestinian territories is a legitimate right for any Arab or Muslim
and it is wrong to criminalise this
in the court of public opinion. The
Arab response to Israel over the
past 60 years has led from one
disaster to the next and only
served to weaken Palestinian
prospects for freedom and
independence. This must stop.
Ahmad Adnan is a Saudi
writer.
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Yemeni rebels set up ruling council; peace talks in doubt
Saleh Baidhani

Kuwait City

R

ebel Houthis and forces
loyal to Yemen’s former
president
announced
the formation of a council to rule the country,
a move UN officials said could irreparably damage talks to end the
15-month war.
Houthi political arm leader Salah
al-Sammad and Sadek Abu Ras, an
official in the party of former president Ali Abdullah Saleh, are included in the ten-member council,
the Houthi-controlled Saba news
agency reported August 6th.
The announcement came the
same day UN Special Envoy to
Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed
suspended peace talks in Kuwait.
He said negotiations would resume
but did not specify when or where.

Kerry and Ould
Cheikh Ahmed
welcomed the Hadi
government’s
acceptance of the
latest UN proposal.
Delegates of the internationally
recognized government of President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi had
left Kuwait City several days earlier
after agreeing to a UN proposal that
called on the rebels to stop fighting
and accept other aspects of UN Security Council Resolution 2216.
That resolution, which also calls
for rebels to leave Sana’a and hand
over heavy weapons, was adopted
in April 2015 but has not affected
the situation in Yemen.
Saleh’s supporters on July 28th
said they were developing a ruling
council to include equal numbers
of rebels and forces aligned with
Saleh. Ould Cheikh Ahmed at the
time said such a move would be a
“grave breach” of Resolution 2216.
Muaeen Abdulmalak, a member of the government delegation,
said, if the delegation representing the Houthi General People’s
Congress refused to sign the agreement, “then the talks will be futile”.

US Secretary of State John Kerry spoke by telephone with Ould
Cheikh Ahmed, emphasising Washington’s continued support for the
peace talks, saying they are “the
best opportunity to bring an end to
the conflict”, US State Department
spokesman John Kirby said.
Kerry and Ould Cheikh Ahmed
welcomed the Hadi government’s
acceptance of the UN proposal, Kirby said, but noted the need for the
Houthi General People’s Congress
to engage with the United Nations
and the international community
to reach an agreement to end the
war.
In a related development, a 105page Security Council report highlighted the deteriorating security
situation in Yemen.
According to the report, the
Houthi militia used civilians as human shields. The report also said
the Saudi-led military coalition
bombed a civilian house in al-Mahala village in May and that it was
investigating three similar cases.
Investigators from Gulf Cooperation Council countries and
Yemen acknowledged issues in
two of eight cases the United Nations pointed out. The team looked
into incidents in residential areas,
hospitals, markets, a wedding and
World Food Programme aid trucks,
Reuters reported.
“We found shortcomings in two
cases while the rest were in line
with international humanitarian
law,” the team’s Bahraini spokesman, Mansur al-Mansur, said at a
briefing in Riyadh.
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 Arabia.
An Arab coalition, led by Saudi
Arabia and supported by the United States and Britain, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015. Arab coalition ground
troops later entered the fight. According to UN estimates, more
than 6,400 people have been killed
since the start of the conflict, with
2.8 million people displaced as a
consequence.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Sana’a.

UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed (L) and UN spokesman Charbel Raji (R) arrive
for a meeting of the Yemeni peace talks with delegations in Kuwait City, on July 17th.

Women’s rights advocate to head Saudi women’s sports body
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

S

audi Arabia has set up a new
government body to oversee women’s sports, a possible indication of easing
restrictions on female athletes in the conservative kingdom.
What made the announcement
more ground-breaking was the appointment of Princess Reema Bint
Bandar Al Saud, a successful entrepreneur, philanthropist and wellknown advocate of women’s rights
in the kingdom, as undersecretary
for women affairs at the General Authority for Sports.
Physical education is not taught
in Saudi state schools for girls, but
is part of the curriculum in private
schools attended by children of the
more affluent in Saudi society.
The news comes as Saudi Arabia sent four female athletes to the
Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro.
Saudi women first competed in
the Olympics in the 2012 London
Games.
The female athletes representing Saudi Arabia at Rio are: Lubna
al-Omair (fencing), Wujud Fahmi
(judo), Sarah Attar (800-metre run)
and Cariman Abu al-Jadail (100-metre sprint).
Reema, 41, who is the daughter of
the kingdom’s longest-serving ambassador to the United States, Prince
Bandar bin Sultan, is a graduate of
the George Washington University

Princess Reema Bint
Bandar Al Saud.
(Photo: Arab News)

in the United States with a degree in
museum studies.
She has had a distinguished career
in both business and charity work.
She is a member of the global policy
advisory board of Uber, a firm in
which Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund recently invested $3.5
billion and that has given women in
Saudi Arabia more freedom to manoeuvre around the country where
they are banned from driving.
In 2011, as chief executive officer
of Alfa International, which owns
the kingdom’s branch of Harvey
Nichols department store, Reema

broke what was considered a social
taboo by hiring women in the Saudi
retail sector for the first time. She
also provided travel accommodation and a day-care centre for working mothers.
In an interview with business
magazine Fast Company, Reema
highlighted some of her motivations in championing female employment in Saudi Arabia. “You
cannot have half of your population
not working,” she told the magazine, which named her Most Creative Person of the Year for 2014.
“The second a woman is respon-

sible for her own finances, she’ll
want to explore more of the world
for herself and become less dependent,” she added.
Reema’s philanthropic endeavours are also well-documented. A
founding member of the Riyadhbased Zahra Breast Cancer Awareness Association, the princess has
been involved in a number of highprofile programmes to increase
awareness among Saudi women
about the disease.
In 2012, Reema led a team of
Saudi women on a climbing trip of
Mount Everest as a part of a breast

cancer awareness campaign.
Reema’s initiatives also won the
kingdom mention in the Guinness
World Records on two occasions,
thanks to the work of Saudi women.
In 2010, 4,000 Saudi women in the
Red Sea city of Jeddah created the
largest human breast cancer ribbon.
Five years later, another initiative
by Reema broke the same record
with the participation of 8,264
women.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.
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Lebanon’s national dialogue highlights region’s complexities
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

A

fresh attempt to convince Lebanon’s political
rivals to shelve their disputes and come up with
solutions to the country’s multiple crises has failed, to no
one’s surprise.
National dialogue sessions, August 2nd-4th in Beirut and hosted by
House Speaker Nabih Berri, became
another reminder that the political
parties, which are divided over almost every issue, are not ready to
make concessions.
Although they admitted the growing dangers threatening Lebanon’s
stability, the dialogue members
wrapped up their meetings with no
tangible results. The prospect of the
election of a new president in the
near future is still far-fetched and
disagreements over a new electoral
law persist while — on perhaps a
positive note — the issues of administrative decentralisation and the establishment of a senate were put on
the table.

With each party
betting on
developments in the
region to boost its
position and secure
more gains internally,
time is running short.
To some, the fact that the rivals,
including senior members of proSaudi Sunni Future Movement
led by former prime minister Saad
Hariri and of Iran-backed Shia Hezbollah, headed by Sayyed Hassan
Nasrallah, met around the national
dialogue table was enough to defuse
Sunni-Shia tensions and maintain
the country’s fragile stability.
Though it is partly true, much
more is needed to avoid the collapse
of the country.
“Lebanon is a microcosm that re-

flects what goes on in the region,”
said Hilal Khashan, chairman of the
political studies department at the
American University of Beirut. “The
Lebanese can talk among themselves, even though they realise it
won’t be possible for them to agree
on anything as long as the region is
in a state of disarray.”
True, the economy is weak and
the machinery of the state is hardly
functional, Khashan noted, “yet
there is an international and regional understanding on preventing
their collapse.”
Western and regional powers have
made it clear to Lebanese leaders
that they need to reach an internal
understanding themselves.
“Presently, there is no power,
whether regional or international,
that can or is willing to impose a
specific settlement on the Lebanese
concerning the presidential elections or the new electoral law,” said
Kassem Kassir, a political analyst
well informed about Hezbollah and
an expert on Islamic movements.
Kassir explained that Berri “felt
the heat” of the growing tension and
wars in the region and thus called
on the Lebanese rivals to meet “to
avoid reaching the point of no return”.
With each party betting on developments in the region to boost its
position and secure more gains internally, time is running short.
“We still have six to seven months
but, if we don’t produce a new electoral law or elect a new president,
we will be heading to a constitutional crisis that would lead to renewed
demands for holding a new constituent conference (to change the current political system),” Kassir said.
Lebanon has been without a head
of state since May 2014 because parliament has been unable to convene
due to a lack of quorum to choose
a successor to former president
Michel Suleiman. Hezbollah parliamentarians and their Christian allies of the Free Patriotic Movement
(FPM) have boycotted the votes in

A 2015 file picture shows Lebanese Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri attending a national dialogue
session in Beirut.
an attempt to force the election of
their candidate, FPM leader Michel
Aoun.
In any case, a settlement would
require concessions from both parties, which are delaying that moment, awaiting a breakthrough in
the Syria war or the Saudi-Iran dialogue — each for its own advantage.
Nothing indicates that Tehran
and Riyadh are any closer reaching
agreement. On the contrary, they
are increasing the pressures on each
other.
“It is the time for each one of
them (Iran and Saudi Arabia) to improve its bargaining position. More
escalation looms on the horizon and
it will get worse before it can get
better,” Khashan said. “Distrust of
Iran runs deep in the Arab psyche.

[Iran] needs to convince Arabs that
it is abandoning its politics of mischief.”
Iran, he said, wants recognition as
a “paramount regional power”, not
only in the Gulf but also in Lebanon,
Syria and Iraq. The Saudis totally
distrust the Iranian leadership who
turned down repeated efforts in
the past to “usher in mutually beneficial relations” with Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf states.
“Iran is bent on imperial expansionism and Saudi Arabia is determined to arrest its surge,” Khashan
said.
Kassir said the Saudis could soften their position if Iran facilitates
an agreement to end the Yemen war
that is satisfactory to them, helps
achieve a settlement in Syria, makes

concessions in Bahrain and most
importantly assures them about its
role in the region.
“But Yemen is the key for any
Saudi-Iranian dialogue,” he said.
“However, the region needs a major settlement whereby the Saudis
would feel they are a strong party
and Iran, which is to respect that,
will have its own niche.”
Until then, the Lebanese want
their leaders to end the political
deadlock before possibly being
forced to act under the impact of a
major security development — as
many security and political sources
fear.
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy Editorin-Chief of The Arab Weekly. She is
based in Beirut.

Lebanon’s long war

View poi nt

Mohamad
Kawas

L

ebanese Parliamentary
Speaker Nabih Berri
proposed a broad
agreement to not just
fill the long-vacant
presidency, but also
appoint a new prime minister and
government, and amend the
election law ahead of next year’s
parliamentary elections.
Berri’s opponents questioned
whether this proposal actually
came at the behest of Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan
Nasrallah and aimed to change
the rules of the political game
in Lebanon where power is split
between Christians and Muslims
to one in which power is split
among Christians, Sunnis and
Shias.
Berri sought to pre-empt his
detractors by stressing he and his
allies are committed to the 1989
Taif agreement, which ended
Lebanon’s civil war and drew up
the current political system, and
had no intention of undermining
Lebanon’s constitution.
Supporters of the March 14
political bloc led by former prime
minister Saad Hariri called for the
protection of the Taif agreement
and the current constitution,
saying that the election of a new
president must be the priority.
At the same time, March 14
politicians said that, given

The issue goes beyond
Lebanon’s borders to
encompass the regional
and international stage.

the lack of movement on the
issue over the past two years,
perhaps Lebanon should drop the
requirement that the president be
a Maronite Christian, particularly
as the only remaining candidates
are part of the Hezbollah-led
March 8 alliance, including
controversial figure Michel Aoun.
Parliament has been virtually
paralysed during this presidential
crisis and the political conflict that
has accompanied it.
Since the 2008 Doha agreement,
paralysis and disruption have
been a part of Lebanon’s
political system that has affected
everyday life. The formation of
a government and the operation
of Lebanon’s ministries and
institutions have become subject
to this disruption, to the point that
it has become normal.
The same goes for the election

of a new president, namely
the legislature’s disruption of
parliament and the disruption of
the operation of the cabinet.
The constitution is supposed
to regulate government
appointments and distribute
this according to the well-known
sectarian quota system. The Taif
agreement was based on the local,
regional and international balance
of power in 1989.
Those who are calling for the
constitution to be amended
argue that this quota system
must be changed to reflect the
balance of power today. But
those who oppose this argue
that constitutional amendments
cannot be imposed by force or
under the threat of Hezbollah’s
illegal arms.
The same applies to the calls
for Lebanon’s election law to be

A 2015 file picture shows representatives of Lebanon's political
factions taking part in a new round of national dialogue at the
parliament building in Beirut.

An
agreement
between all
parties is
needed if
there is to
be a stable
government
and political
system in
Beirut.

amended. How can this take place
under threat of Hezbollah?
The issue goes beyond Lebanon’s
borders. Lebanon’s political elite
are well aware they are operating
against the backdrop of a regional
clash between Saudi Arabia and
Iran and an international one
between the United States and
Russia.
The presidential vacuum in
Lebanon means that an acceptable
solution must be found at home
but this is virtually impossible
given the geo-strategic situation.
Ultimately, an agreement among
all parties is needed if there is to be
a stable government and political
system in Beirut.
The Taif agreement was not
amended before, even during
the era of Syrian tutelage over
Lebanon, but this was due to
reasons relating to regional and
international conditions. Those
conditions still exist.
As for the national dialogue,
ultimately no consensus was
reached, whether on the election
of a new president, amending the
Taif agreement, the constitution or
changing the election law.
Local media were quick to point
out that the political elite were
unable to reach an agreement
to elect a new president. Berri
likely knew this and knew that
his proposal would never pass.
Those calling for constitutional
amendments also knew this would
likely not happen either. But that
does not necessarily mean that it
will not happen at all. This will be
a long war that will not be decided
by any single battle.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.
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Lieberman worried about Darwish’s poetry
Noreen Sadik

Taybeh, Israel

W

hen Israel Army Radio broadcast a debate on a poem by
famed Palestinian
poet Mahmoud Darwish, the station faced the wrath
of Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor
Lieberman and other right-wing
government officials.
Following the mid-July educational programme University on Air,
Lieberman summoned station head
Yaron Dekel for a reprimand on why
he broadcast Darwish’s poem Identity Card.
To Lieberman, the poem stands
against Zionism and calls for the
expulsion of Jews from their native
Israel.
According to the English-language Israeli Channel 2 television,
the following words angered Lieberman: “Write down on the top of the
first page:/I do not hate people/
Nor do I encroach/But if I become
hungry/The usurper’s flesh will be
my food/Beware…/Beware…/Of my
hunger/And my anger!”

When Israel Army
Radio broadcast a
debate on a poem by
famed Palestinian
Mahmoud Darwish,
the station faced the
wrath of Defence
Minister Avigdor
Lieberman.
Written in 1964, Identity Card is
about Israel’s military control of
civilian life, specifically of Palestinians who became Israeli citizens
when the state of Israel was created
in 1948. The aspects of life the poem
targets include travel, the feelings of
Palestinians facing Israeli soldiers at
checkpoints and the humiliation of
the occupation.
After Darwish gave his initial
reading of the poem in Nazareth in
1965, it quickly spread across the

Arab world, becoming a protest
song and a symbol of political and
cultural resistance against foreign
occupiers.
Darwish is considered a hero for
his daring anti-occupation poetry.
The subjects he picked for his poems were close to every Palestinian’s heart. They include identity,
belonging, dispossession and exile from the homeland — subjects
that are often thorns in the sides of
many right-wing Israelis.
Indeed, they were to Lieberman.
In his meeting with Dekel, Lieberman said Darwish’s poems cannot
be part of the foundational narrative of Israeli society as was displayed in the programme broadcast
on Army Radio.
Lieberman stated: “By that logic,
the complete legacy of the Jerusalem Mufti Amin al-Husseini, a
prominent Palestinian-Arab nationalist and Muslim leader during the
British mandate period, or the literary merits of Mein Kampf, Adolf
Hitler’s autobiography, could also
have been included.”
While attending a recent naming of Mahmoud Darwish Street
in Taybeh, an Arab city in Israel,
former Knesset member Mohammad Barakeh said: “We know that
Lieberman is a racist but when he
compared Mahmoud Darwish to
Adolf Hitler, he crossed a line.”
The controversy with Israel Army
Radio began when Miri Regev, Israel’s right-wing Culture and Sport
minister, tried to control the radio
station’s playlist, preferring more
Israeli-oriented, patriotic music
over that of foreign artists. She also
asked Lieberman to stop funding Israel Army Radio as it offers “a platform to the Palestinian narrative
that opposes the existence of Israel
as a Jewish democratic state”.
However, Lieberman does not
have the authority to get involved
with Israel Army Radio’s programming. He said, however, that the
use of “texts against Zionism, which
are used to this very day as fuel for
terror attacks against Israel”, must
not go unchallenged.

A poster depicts Mahmoud Darwish during his funeral in the West Bank city of Ramallah, in August 2008.
Lieberman said that the point of
having a military radio station in
a democratic and complex society
such as Israel is to strengthen solidarity, not to deepen divides.

“We know that
Lieberman is a racist
but when he
compared Mahmoud
Darwish to Adolf
Hitler, he crossed a
line.”

Former Knesset member
Mohammad Barakeh

The Association for Civil Rights
in Israel expressed concern over the
“increasingly intensifying infringements on democratic freedoms in
Israel”.

The main threats, it said on its
website, come from the arenas that
are supposed to guarantee democracy: The Knesset and government
leadership. Through anti-democratic legislation and attempts to hinder
the operations of human rights organisations and political groups,
freedom of expression, human dignity and equality and freedom of assembly are affected, it said.
Dekel stressed the “importance of
the protection of free speech”, arguing that “studying a text does not
equate to agreeing with it”.
Darwish was born in 1941 in the
Palestinian village of al-Birweh.
After the village was destroyed by
Israeli forces in 1948, his family escaped to Lebanon. When they tried
to return one year later, they became internally displaced persons
by not being able to reach their de-

stroyed village and instead had to
settle in nearby Deir al-Asad.
When Darwish joined the Palestine Liberation Organisation in 1973,
he was not permitted to re-enter Israel.
In 1995, the award-winning poet
was granted permission to live in
the West Bank city of Ramallah.
There, he said he felt that he was
living in exile and that the West
Bank was not his “native homeland”.
He died following heart surgery
in 2008 at the age of 67. His work
has been translated into several languages, including Hebrew, and it is
often quoted and studied in Israel.
Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a
Palestinian-American citizen who
has written on issues affecting that
community.

US cautiously watches Israeli-Palestinian peace initiatives

View poi nt

Matthew Duss

W

hile the various
Middle East
crises have
seemingly
sidelined the
Palestinians,
the recent proliferation of
Israeli-Palestinian peace initiatives reveals the conflict’s
continued regional and global
salience, as well as its domestic
political relevance for a number
of countries involved. As yet,
however, these efforts have
produced no significant breakthroughs.
Since the Madrid conference of
1991, which led to the signing of
the Oslo accords in 1993, the
United States has played the role
of moderator, broker and manager of the peace process. US
President Barack Obama entered
office pledging to make Palestinian-Israeli peace a priority of his
administration and on his first
day in office named former
senator George Mitchell his
Middle East Peace envoy.
Mitchell’s efforts ran into
trouble almost immediately, as
newly elected Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu
refused to meet the US demand
for a settlement freeze (a pre-

As Obama nears the end of
his presidency, he is widely
assumed to be considering
a last move on the IsraeliPalestinian conflict.

existing commitment under the
2002 road map, in addition to an
obligation under international
law) and Obama did not press him
on it. Mitchell left the job in May
2011.
The Obama administration’s
subsequent efforts met a similar
fate. Following the collapse of US
Secretary of State John Kerry’s
peace initiative in April 2014,
Obama announced he was
“reassessing” the US approach to
the peace process. Shortly
afterward, he acknowledged that
the goal of a two-state solution
would not be reached before the
end of his presidency.
With the United States putting
the peace process on the back
burner, other actors have tried to
fill the diplomatic void. In
January 2016, French Foreign
Minister Laurent Fabius
announced that France would
host an international conference
on the conflict. Many said this
effort, driven by France’s desire
to be more globally assertive and
by sensitivities to its growing
domestic Muslim population,
would wither with Fabius’s
resignation in February but his
successor, Jean-Marc Ayrault,
followed through with the
conference in June.
The Palestinians welcomed the
French initiative, seeing it as an
opportunity to escape the
confines of a US-dominated
process that they feel, quite
understandably, has not lived up
to its promises and has become
an impediment to achieving their
national goals.
The Israeli government
opposed the French initiative for
the same reasons: Netanyahu is

quite comfortable with a bilateral
process in which Israel has a
negotiating partner (the Palestinians) over whom it enjoys a
massive power disparity and a
broker (the United States) with
whom it has considerable
influence. It is understandable
that Netanyahu would resist, as
would any leader, moving into a
process in which he would have
to lobby multiple governments
instead of just one.
In May, Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced
his support for Israeli-Palestinian
talks, promising greater regional
support and acceptance for Israel
if the Palestinian issue were
resolved. “I say we will achieve a
warmer peace if we resolve the
issue of our Palestinian brothers… and give hope to the
Palestinians of the establishment
of a state,” Sisi said.
Both the Palestinian and Israeli
governments welcomed Sisi’s
remarks for their own reasons.
The Palestinians appreciate
anything that maintains their
national aspirations as an issue
on the regional agenda; Netanyahu saw in the Egyptian move
an opportunity to sidestep the
French initiative (and the
Palestinian issue) by playing up
the prospect of a regional
agreement, consistent with his
goal of forging an alliance
between Israel and Arab Sunni
governments based on mutual
hostility towards Iran.
Sisi, however, made clear that
he viewed Egyptian mediation as
a complement to, not a substitute
for, the French initiative. Similarly, in a widely publicised visit
to Israel, a Saudi delegation

The
Palestinians
welcomed
the French
initiative,
seeing
it as an
opportunity
to escape
the confines
of a USdominated
process.

reiterated that ending the conflict
with the Palestinians was a
critical condition for improving
Israel’s ties with Arab states.
The United States has watched
these developments cautiously.
Kerry attended the French
conference in June, though it
produced little more than a
statement reiterating commitment to the two-state solution
and reaffirming the international
consensus around the contours of
a final agreement based on
previous UN resolutions.
The United States has consistently tried to persuade Middle
East regional actors to play a
more forward-leaning role in
creating incentives for peace, particularly with Israel, though the
offers of regional recognition and
integration have done little to
slow the continued growth of
Israeli settlements on Palestinian
land.
As Obama nears the end of his
presidency, he is widely assumed
to be considering a last move on
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in
which he has invested so much
time with so little success.
Among those options could be
supporting a UN Security Council
resolution on settlements, a
resolution laying out Obama’s
parameters for a final agreement
or perhaps even US recognition of
the state of Palestine.
The question, however, is
whether any of these options can
positively affect the situation on
the ground and arrest the steady
deterioration of the status quo.
Matthew Duss is president of the
Foundation for Middle East Peace
in Washington.
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Middle East wars go underground
James Bruce

Beirut

F

ighters of the Islamic Front
rebel group blasted the
large Syrian Army base at
Wadi al-Deif in Idlib province in March 2014 from
an unexpected quarter: They detonated an estimated 60 tonnes of
explosives stacked at the end of an
850-metre tunnel they had spent
weeks digging.
The huge explosion, which killed
dozens of Syrian officers and blew
an entire hillside hundreds of metres into the air, may have demonstrated a new way of fighting in a
war that was then 3 years old and
had already descended into barbarity. Tunnelling, however, is a battle tactic that goes back more than
2,000 years.
Witness a clash in Syria in the Roman city of Dura-Europos in about
256AD in a battle against the powerful new Sasanian Persian empire
thrusting in from the east.
British archaeologists concluded
in 2009 that remains of 20 Roman
soldiers unearthed in a tunnel beneath the town’s ramparts had been
killed in a clash with the invading
Persians seeking to dig their way
into the fortress in what may have
been an early use of chemical warfare — pumping in a poisonous mix
of burning sulphur crystals and bitumen that killed the Romans in
minutes.

Iran has constructed
extensive nuclear
facilities
underground.
Across the Middle East, it seems
that everyone’s going underground
again — Hezbollah, Hamas, the
Islamic State (ISIS). Iran has constructed extensive nuclear facilities
in underground bunkers and inside
mountains to protect them from Israeli or US air strikes.
Even the Syrian regime is doing
it. In February, the Jaysh al-Islam
coalition released a documentary
that it says reveals a self-contained
underground complex constructed
in the bowels of Damascus under
the Harasta quarter as a bolthole
for Syrian President Bashar Assad
and his inner circle. It was said to

include an intelligence centre and
chemical decontamination chambers.
The Syrian conflict has moved
subterranean warfare to the forefront and provided a physical link to
the use of these tactics that go back
to ancient times.

Military analysts
estimate that the
Syrian rebel groups
have dug between 500
and 1,000 tunnel
systems.
Most of Syria’s modern cities are
built on layer after layer of ancient
structures. Aleppo, for instance, is
believed to have been continuously
inhabited since the Copper Age,
around 6000BC, and Damascus was
an urban centre 2,000 years before
Julius Caesar.
According to the Pentagon’s Joint
Improvised-Threat Defeat Organization, there have been more than
50 major tunnel bombings in Syria
and Iraq in the last three years as insurgent groups resorted to a primitive combat strategy to counter the
technological superiority of the
state military forces.
Some of the bombings have been
pulverisingly powerful. The March
4th, 2015, tunnel bombing of the
Syrian Air Force headquarters in
Aleppo was so strong that it was
registered as a 2.3-magnitude earthquake by the European-Mediterranean Seismological Centre west of
the city.
“There’s never in the world been
such a thick network of tunnels as
there is in Syria,” observed Syrian
academic Salim Harba. “It started in
Homs in 2012.” Military analysts estimate that the Syrian rebel groups
have dug between 500 and 1,000
tunnel systems.
The Iranian-backed Hezbollah,
which used a pioneering tunnel
system in south Lebanon during its
34-day war with Israel in 2006, may
be pinned down fighting in the Syrian war but it is also preparing for
another conflict with its old enemy
with what knowledgeable sources
call “an advanced tunnel network”
on Israel’s northern border.
This reputedly includes assault
tunnels snaking deep into the Jewish state, just like Hamas’s infiltration tunnels into Israel’s southern
desert.

A fighter from the Free Syrian Army poses next to the entrance of a tunnel used for taking cover from
government shelling and reaching positions on the front line, on the southern outskirts of Damascus.
Tunnelling in the rocky terrain of
the Lebanon-Israel border is much
tougher than in the sandy ground
along Gaza’s border with Israel but
the Israelis are working on the assumption that Hezbollah is doing
just that.
In Gaza, Hamas has been confounding the Israelis for years with
an elaborate labyrinth of tunnels for
infiltrating fighters into the Jewish
state, launching rockets or sheltering commanders during combat.
This has triggered three controversial invasions of the densely populated coastal strip.
In Operation Protective Edge, the
incursion in summer 2014, Israel
said it destroyed 32 Hamas tunnels
but Palestinian sources said Hamas
has more than 1,000 people working underground building a new
network.
In March, Israel’s military chief
of staff, Major-General Gadi Eisenkot, who commanded the Northern Front forces that failed to crush
Hezbollah in 2006, declared that
the tunnels “are at the top of the

Israel Defence Force’s priority list”.
On August 3rd, the Israeli Defence
Ministry said it had issued tenders
to build a concrete barrier “several
storeys below ground” and studded
with anti-digging sensors along the
60km border with Gaza.
This veritable Levantine labyrinth runs from the honeycomb of
tunnels under the besieged Gaza
Strip, which Hamas uses to confound the Israelis and launch rockets, to western Iraq, where ISIS
has dug elaborate tunnel networks
under cities it conquered to hide
its fighters and weapons from detection by aircraft and unmanned
surveillance drones of a US-led air
coalition.
So far as is known, no Middle
Eastern military force has built a
network as extensive as the Viet
Cong tunnel system used to move
troops and establish massive underground logistic bases in the Vietnam
war.
ISIS has built extensive networks
under cities it has conquered to
evade round-the-clock air strikes by

the United States and its allies and
used tunnels to pump oil from captured fields, a key source of funding.
“We found 30 or 40 tunnels inside
Sinjar,” an Iraqi town captured by
the jihadists in 2014 and retaken in
November 2015, said Shamo Eado, a
Kurdish peshmerga commander.
The network, much of which appeared to have been carved out of
the rock with pneumatic drills, included prayer rooms, sleeping quarters and electrically powered fans to
keep the air circulating through the
underground system. “It was like a
city under the city,” Eado said.
Israel’s military has been seeking
ways to counter this old-new form
of warfare, which has redefined the
concept of the front line, but has not
come up with a foolproof system.
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.

Lessons learned from Arab military contributions to the war on ISIS
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

A

rab Gulf states have performed an important
role as part of the US-led
international coalition
that brings together as
many as 60 members against the
Islamic State (ISIS).
Prior to the beginning of the
Yemen war in 2015, Bahrain, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, along with Jordan, had
declared their participation in the
international military coalition that
came together under American
leadership for taking on the growing threat of ISIS.
However, the overwhelming
number of air strikes in Syria and
Iraq against ISIS have been conducted by the US military. For the
first time since 2015, US air strikes
have surpassed 3,000 a month.
In contrast, the next most active
country has been Britain, which
has launched 464 strikes during
the first six months of the year.
While the White House had been
seeking to avoid perceptions of
another US-led war in the Middle
East, the American military has
ultimately had to assume the bulk
of responsibility for activity taking
place in Syria against ISIS.
This is partly explained by a lack
of strategic clarity for an inter-

national coalition that is large in
numbers but still cannot effectively engineer a conclusive outcome
to the quagmire in Syria.
US Secretary of Defense Ashton
Carter recently met with counterparts from more than 30 countries
in Washington to consider the next
steps in the war against ISIS. According to the IHS Conflict Monitor, ISIS-held territory in Syria and
Iraq has shrunk 12% this year to
68,300 sq. km, mainly in western
Iraq and northern Syria.
Clearly, ISIS remains some
way from being defeated as Brett
McGurk, the US president’s
special
representative
to the counter-ISIS coalition recently declared.
“[W]e are succeeding on
the ground in Iraq and Syria but we have a lot of work
to do… This is an enormous
challenge that will be with us
for years to come,” he said.
Yet it
has been
evident
for some
time that at the political
level the underlying approach to
the Syrian civil war has remained
a point of disagreement between
the United States and its main
Arab partners. The United States
has flip-flopped on policy towards
Syria and as a result threats such as
ISIS have ultimately been the beneficiary.

Despite efforts to achieve a truly
aligned approach, expectations between the Americans and regional
Arab states have fallen short for
both sides, albeit for different reasons.
Saudi Arabia has brought together a group of 34 Muslim-majority
states to combat terrorism. Saudi
Arabia, together with the UAE and
Qatar, has put on record that it
is prepared to contribute ground
troops under a US-led military intervention.
UAE Air Force F-16s have been
operating from Jordan to conduct
air strikes against ISIS and the
Armed Forces of Saudi Arabia have
deployed to Incirlik air base in Turkey from where participation in a
multinational ground operation
could take place.

A 2015 file picture shows a
United Arab Emirates (UAE)
F-16 fighter arriving in one of
Jordan’s air bases to take part
in military effort against ISIS.

American military commanders
have lauded the contribution of
their regional Arab allies but probably realise that, in terms of hardware and systems, there are capability gaps if partner Arab militaries
are to take on a greater burden of
the activity. Still, Arab states have
made important contributions and
their skill and professionalism have
dispelled misconceptions about
their apparent lack of experience in
hostile environments.
On the other hand, the United
States has been expanding bombing
of ISIS target and cultivated a growing operational relationship with
Kurdish militias fighting the terror
group on the ground in northern
Syria. Kurdish rebels, however, can
only get so far against ISIS.
Arab states have demonstrated
competency both with their air
forces in a front-line role or
through facilitating coalition partners logistically.
Perhaps fortunately, the nature
of the conflict has meant command and control as well as
interoperability issues have not
proved a showstopper but there
are important challenges to overcome if this US-led coalition is to
truly function as one.
There will also be important discussions Arab states will have with
their American partners on logistics and supply chain dynamics.

In terms of air operations themselves Arab states can build on their
contributions in important ways
and it seems both capacity and will
for them to assume greater burden
from the Americans are there if the
necessary sort of framework can be
worked out.

Arab states have made
important
contributions and
their skill and
professionalism have
dispelled
misconceptions.
Anti-ISIS military operations
have not seen the overall burdensharing coalition partners had been
expecting, probably on all sides.
Policy differences between coalition members that can come across
as subtle have hindered more effective collaboration and the progress
that promises. As a result, achievements for the coalition overall have
so far been important, though
smaller than expected, and joint
operations have not really been on
the menu.
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.
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Reconstruction to be costly

Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he sectarian wars in Syria
and Iraq have taken a terrible toll. Their cities and
cultures that have been
horribly ravaged by conflict, in Iraq over the last 13 years and
in Syria over the last five, and the
birthplace of civilisation has been
gutted, changed forever.
It is doubtful that it can ever be
fully restored. It will certainly never be the same again as the power
struggle between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, the titans of the Sunni and Shia
worlds, battle for regional supremacy.
Yemen, too, once a thriving land
where the world’s first dam was
built at Marib in the eighth century
BC and now the Arab world’s poorest country has been torn apart by
a conflict that is a product of the
swelling Saudi-Iranian rivalry.

The World Bank has
estimated the cost of
Syria reconstruction at
around $200 billion.
It will take hundreds of billions
of dollars to rebuild these crippled
states but fears that the conflict between Saudi Arabia and Iran could
ignite more conflict may seriously
hamper reconstruction efforts.
The Syrian war, the most destructive conflict in the Middle East
since the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war, has
caused a “crisis that is very devastating”, Khalid Abu-Ismail, head of
the economic policy department at

the Beirut-based Economic Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA), said during a reconstruction
meeting in May. “It isn’t like any
other crisis that has ever happened
in other countries.”
After the second world war, the
United States contributed $13 billion to the Marshall Plan, an unprecedented drive to rebuild ravaged
Europe that lasted from 1948 to 1952
and ushered in the fastest period of
economic growth in European history.
Industrial production grew by
35% over that period, boosting the
standard of living. That massive
undertaking is credited with accelerating European integration. The
full cost of the Marshall Plan was
approximately $109 billion in 1952
terms. That is about $120 billion in
current US dollar value. In today’s
terms that is about what the Americans have spent on Afghanistan in
the last 15 years.
The cost of reconstructing Afghanistan, the first regional state to
be battered by the Americans after
the carnage of September 11, 2001,
was $104 billion of US taxpayers’
money — America’s longest war and
a war that is still going on.
Efforts to tackle the Herculean
task of rebuilding these states are
undermined by the danger that reconstruction and the peace deals
that must precede it could themselves ignite further conflicts in a
region that already seems to be disintegrating.
Perry Cammack of the Carnegie
Endowment’s Middle East Programme observed that the bill for
Syrian reconstruction “though impossible to estimate with any preci-

sion, is likely to be hundreds of billions of dollars”.
The World Bank, which will likely
play a crucial role in the reconstruction process, has estimated the cost
at around $200 billion. Independent
experts have estimated $80 billion.
Abu-Ismail of ESCWA, a UN agency with headquarters in Beirut that
is also likely to be a key player in regional reconstruction, pegs the total
at $140 billion.
In Iraq, the cost of rebuilding
grows daily as the Baghdad government struggles to drive the Islamic
State (ISIS), a key combatant there
and in Syria, out of territory it seized
in 2014. Iraq has recaptured some
cities seized by ISIS in its lightning
offensive of mid-2014. However,
between air strikes, artillery bombardments and ISIS’s own nihilistic
vandalism, these cities — Falluja,
Ramadi, Sinjar, Tikrit, Hit and others — have been battered into rubble
to one degree or another.
The current fighting in Iraq is simply wrecking again what the Americans sought to reconstruct following
their disastrous 2003 invasion.
Indeed, the abysmal failure of the
2003-11 US-led reconstruction of
Iraq provides valuable lessons for
those who seek to rebuild Iraq (yet
again), Syria and Yemen after the
current interlocking conflicts that
are largely a consequence of US failures during the eight-year US occupation.
Instead of building a Westernstyle democracy, the avowed intention of former president George W.
Bush’s catastrophic venture into the
Middle East minefield, the Americans left behind a country riven
by sectarian feuding, a culture of

immense waste and misspending,
poor planning and what one US official called “inadequate coordination
with Iraqis”, along with rampant
corruption fed by US taxpayers’ dollars.

“Reconstruction will
hinge on a
reconstruction of
societies… that have
been torn apart. This
is going to take years
and years.”

Ferid Belhaj, World Bank
director for the Middle East
In March 2013, the US Special
Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction Stuart W. Bowen Jr., concluded in a blistering final report
on the dismal US rebuilding effort
that cost a staggering $66.45 billion — a figure topped only by the
equally mismanaged programme
in Afghanistan — that the Iraq project was “poorly controlled” and
led to “fraud, waste and abuse”. He
found that $6 billion-$8 billion was
“wasted” during the dysfunctional
US occupation.
The scale of urban destruction,
particularly in Syria, may pose an-

other kind of danger: The multinational commercial enterprises that
smell big profits in reconstruction.
If the rebuilding of battered central Beirut — a few hours’ drive
from the Syrian battle zone — after
Lebanon’s 1975-90 civil war is anything to go by, the lack of a clear
economic plan for the country at
large while the elite prospered, the
results could be calamitous for Syria and possibly plant the seeds for
further conflict.
Bowen’s 171-page final report
listed seven lessons learned from
Iraq; Create a civilian-military office to control reconstruction projects; commence reconstruction
only after security is in place; ensure the complete participation and
cost-sharing with the host-country;
establish uniform contracting and
personnel rules for all projects;
ensure oversight of all projects
right from the start; refine the programmes that did work in Iraq; and
plan ahead with back-up options
prepared.
It was thought that Iraq’s reconstruction could be financed to some
extent by the Baghdad government
itself but its economic prospects are
looking increasingly bleak because
of the war and the collapse of oil
prices.
Yemen is likely to be taken care
of by the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), led by Saudi Arabia, whose
forces are hammering the Arab
world’s poorest country, which was
in parlous condition through neglect and corruption even before
the current fighting. Arab News has
reported that Riyadh has pledged
$5 billion to rebuild what it has
helped blast into rubble.
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for region ravaged by wars

A newly wed Syrian
couple have their picture
taken in the war-ravaged
city of Homs
Syria is by far the biggest reconstruction problem. Who gets the
lucrative contracts there depends
pretty much on who wins the war.
If the Damascus regime triumphs, it
will undoubtedly favour its Russian
and Iranian allies.
The Iranians, in particular, have
been assiduously buying up property and businesses in Syria, often
at rock-bottom prices, in anticipation of a post-war bonanza that will
extend Tehran’s influence in Syria,
the gateway for arms shipments to
Hezbollah in Lebanon, which along
with Syria’s Golan Heights is its
front line against Israel.
If the Arab rebel factions come
out on top, then Saudi Arabia and
the other Gulf monarchies and Turkey, the opposition’s principal regional backers, will probably be the
big winners.
“How the conflict gets settled
will definitely include a divvying
up of reconstruction contracts, in
ways that would reflect the regional
political balance of power,” observed Nizam Ghanem, a Lebanese
specialist in regional development
and conflict resolution who heads
the Menapolis think-tank in Beirut.
“Any reconstruction that fails to
invest in the productive capacity of
the Syrian economy and in creating
long-term added value and durable
job opportunities for thousands
of Syrians will weaken Syria, both
state and society,” he said.
“Capital flows coming from the
Gulf region are more likely to invest
in the market for real estate rather
than productive sectors. Any transition plan would do wisely to diversify capital sources, while making
sure that Syria’s market is not domi-

nated by large monopolies or oligopolies” as it was before the war.
Some planners understand that
there has to be more than just replacing the bricks and mortar; the
reborn cities they want to see rising
from the ashes will need to be designed to heal the human wounds
and bring Syria’s warring sects together if there is to be any hope of
rebuilding the nation.
Funding reconstruction is a major
problem. There will be no Marshall
Plan for the Middle East. Western
powers are no longer prepared, or
able, to fork out that kind of money.
Even the Gulf states, which would
once have been ready to inject billions of dollars to help Sunni communities get back on their feet, are
feeling the pinch.
In a February 11th analysis of
Syrian reconstruction, Cammack
observed that the “cataclysmic destruction of Syria challenges human comprehension… With the
international Syria peace process
teetering on the edge of collapse, a
political solution seems distant.”
He noted that “the rebirth of
Dresden, Berlin and Stalingrad…
after the unthinkable destruction
of World War II is a testament to
human resiliency and a symbol of
what may eventually be possible in
Syria”.
But he stressed: “Regardless of
whether Syria can be stitched together as a unitary state or is instead permanently partitioned, rebuilding its infrastructure to even
modest pre-war levels will require a
generational effort.”
Cammack, like others, warned
that “unfortunately, to this point,
the reconstruction of Syria has not

received sufficient attention, either
in Washington or in capitals elsewhere”.
However, planning is already under way to determine priorities and
strategy for reconstructing Syria.
Moves are afoot in Lebanon, which
knows a thing or two about the ravages of a civil war, to plan Syria’s
reconstruction. Ferid Belhaj, a Tunisian who runs the World Bank’s
operations in the Levant, told The
Arab Weekly that the immensity of
the reconstruction project “keeps
us awake at night.

There will be no
Marshall Plan for the
Middle East. Western
powers are no longer
prepared — or able — to
fork up that kind of
money.
“It’s more than the bricks and
mortar; it’s about people. Reconstruction will hinge on a reconstruction of societies… that have
been torn apart. This is going to
take years and years.”
Sitting in his office in downtown
Beirut, the heart of the city that was
reconstructed after Lebanon’s civil
war, Belhaj said: “One of our main
challenges will be to overcome the
social dynamics that have been created. People who fled will be coming back but will their properties
still be there? Will jobs be there?
“If they see something happening they will come back. That’s crucial if these places are to have any
cohesion… There’s going to be a
few messy years ahead.”
Belhaj said Lebanon and Jordan —
neighbouring the war zones — “will

be the springboards for reconstruction” and that those planning the
reconstruction should start stockpiling the tools they will need there
now so that when the fighting stops
they will be prepared to move right
away. “A lot of people in Lebanon
are already looking at this,” he said.
Cammack acknowledged that
the “most ambitious effort is the
National Agenda for the Future of
Syria” being put together by ESCWA
in Beirut.
ESCWA has assembled teams of
specialists — engineers, water experts, architects, bomb disposal
and medical units, development
planners, conservationists and
even archaeologists — to come up
with a master plan to remove the
unexploded ordnance, restore services and assess what building materials are required and have them
stockpiled for use when the fighting stops.
ESCWA’s steel-and-glass tower
headquarters overlooks the resplendent central quarter of Beirut
rebuilt after the civil war by billionaire Rafik Hariri. The former
prime minister was assassinated
in 2005 for his opposition to Syria’s
domination of his country — a grim
reminder of the region’s seemingly
endless power struggles that are
unlikely to end with a Syrian peace
deal.
Syrian President Bashar Assad
has vowed to retake “every inch of
our land” that has been taken by
opposition forces over the last five
years. Such bombast is typical of
the Damascus regime but ultimately whoever is left when, and if, the
fighting stops will have to comply
with the conditions of outside pow-

ers and organisations prepared to
contribute towards reconstruction.
Even if, thanks to the financial
and military support of Russia
and Iran, Assad is still standing at
war’s end, he “will be left heading
a hollowed-out state, a devastated
economy and a largely resentful
population”, observed Yezid Sayigh
of the Carnegie Endowment’ s Middle East Centre in Beirut.
“His exhausted and morally
bankrupt regime will possess few
means to rebuild its former system
of control and coercion, or even to
meet the needs and expectations
of its own loyalist social constituencies… While the ‘stick’ is insufficient, the Assad regime will not
be able to revive past practices of
offering the population a ‘carrot’ by
subsidising basic services and commodities,” Sayigh observed.
“Most importantly, it will be unable to compensate for the debilitating flight of Syrian human and
financial capital, let alone tempt it
home, and will remain permanently unable to generate sufficient domestic revenue to cover its routine
expenditure, let alone rebuild or
make necessary new investments.”
Research by the Aleppo Project,
a
collaborative
reconstruction
programme based at the Central
European University of Budapest,
suggests that many of Aleppo’s educated elite who fled the destruction of their historic city, said to be
one of the oldest continually inhabited urban centres in the world, will
remain in the countries where they
found refuge.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.
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Questions arise about US ties to Turkey
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

urkey has been a key US
ally in the Middle East
since the Cold War but
with tempers rising amid
Turkish claims of US support for a coup attempt against
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and with the removal of seasoned
intelligence officers in the mass arrests afterward, US observers wonder whether it is time to take a fresh
look at Ankara’s central position in
American foreign policy.
Tensions between the two NATO
allies overshadowed an August 1st
visit by US Marine Corps General
Joseph Dunford, chairman of the
US Joint Chiefs of Staff, to Ankara.
The US embassy said Dunford was
in Turkey to show solidarity with
the government, stating: “He will
deliver messages condemning in
the strongest terms the recent coup
attempt and reaffirming the importance of our enduring partnership
for regional security.”

“In light of Erdogan’s
authoritarianism and
mercurial foreign
policy, the US should
ready Middle East
and NATO plans/
policies that rely less
on Turkey.”
Richard Haass,
president of the Council
on Foreign Relations
As Dunford met with Turkish officials, retired general Ismail Hakki
Pekin, the former head of intelligence at Turkey’s general staff, told
the pro-Erdogan Daily Sabah newspaper that he thought the July 15th
coup attempt had been “planned by
US intelligence agencies” with the
aim of weakening Turkey. In Ankara, Dunford was greeted by protest-

ers carrying signs that read “Coup
plotter, go home”.
Some American experts say
Washington should prepare contingency plans for the region that rely
less on Turkey, given accusations of
US involvement in the coup attempt
and post-coup instability. That has
affected US forces in Turkey directly: The Incirlik air base in southern
Turkey, from which US warplanes
have launched attacks against the
Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria, was
closed by Turkish authorities after
the coup attempt as police hunted
suspected coup supporters. The
power supply to the base was interrupted, forcing US personnel in
Incirlik to rely on their own generators.
Richard Haass, president of the
Council on Foreign Relations, an
influential think-tank, said on Twitter that US President Barack Obama
should carry out an “agonising
reappraisal” of relations with Turkey, given the pressure on Turkish
journalists, academics and officials
under suspicion of being Erdogan
critics.
“In light of Erdogan’s authoritarianism and mercurial foreign policy,
the US should ready Middle East
and NATO plans/policies that rely
less on Turkey,” Haass tweeted.
The call for a rethink of relations
with Turkey comes when top US
military officials warn that mass
arrests of Turkish security forces
could weaken cooperation between
the two countries and damage the
fight against ISIS.
Senior US military officials voiced
concern over the mass dismissal of
their Turkish counterparts. Almost
1,700 Turkish officers have been
fired since the coup attempt. That
includes about 40% of generals
and admirals in the second biggest
NATO fighting force.
US Director of National Intelligence James Clapper said developments in Turkey were throwing a
shadow over joint efforts to defeat
ISIS. “It’s having an effect because
it’s affected all segments of the national security apparatus in Tur-

Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim meets with US Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman General Joseph
Dunford in Ankara, on August 1st.
key,” Clapper said during a security forum in Colorado, according to
news reports.
“Many of our interlocutors have
been purged or arrested,” Clapper
added. “There’s no question this is
going to set back and make more difficult cooperation with the Turks.”
US Army General Joseph Votel,
head of US Central Command, said
the United States had lost some
Turkish partners who were accused
of being followers of the US-based
Islamic scholar Fethullah Gulen. Erdogan claims Gulen organised the
coup attempt. Votel said Erdogan’s
campaign against suspected coup
plotters and other dissidents was
“something to be very, very concerned about”.
Votel’s remarks drew a sharp response from Erdogan, who accused
him of supporting the failed coup.

Votel denied the accusation and
said Erdogan’s claim was “unfortunate and completely inaccurate”.
Erdogan and other Turkish officials
have publicly criticised Washington’s reluctance to extradite Gulen
immediately.

Tensions between the
two NATO allies
overshadowed an
August 1st visit by
General Joseph
Dunford to Turkey.
These confrontations follow longstanding and unresolved differences between Ankara and Washington
with regards to Syria. US officials
have criticised what they see as
insufficient Turkish efforts to seal
the border with Syria to prevent
supplies and fresh fighters from

reaching the Islamic State (ISIS). In
return, Turkish leaders accuse the
United States of supporting Kurdish separatists by helping Kurdish
militias in Syria in their fight against
ISIS.
Despite Turkey’s importance,
Washington should look for other
partners in the Middle East, Haass
and other observers said. “There
are plenty of alternatives out there
in the region that we might be able
to work with to establish similar
bases,” Jonathan Schanzer, a Turkey specialist at the conservative
Foundation for Defense of Democracies, told Politico. “It can’t be
done overnight but my sense is now
is the time to begin to look at alternatives.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

Egypt’s reaction to Turkish
coup attempt scuttles prospects
of rapprochement
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

T

he support Egypt’s establishment displayed towards the July 15th Turkish coup attempt appears
to have stymied Turkish
government plans to improve ties
with Cairo. Militant statements
by Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood
leaders in exile in Turkey will also
keep relations strained.
As the Turkish military coup was
unfolding, Egyptian officials and
state-run media could not conceal
their enthusiasm. All of the establishment newspapers jumped the
gun and printed front-page stories about the supposed success of
the coup. As these newspapers hit
news stands the next morning, the
failure of the coup was apparent,
causing a major embarrassment for
the Egyptian establishment.
It is not surprising that Egypt officialdom supported the coup, as
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan has been a thorn in their
side since Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood leader Muhammad Morsi
was ousted as president in 2013.
Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) has been an ally
of the Brotherhood and he and
other AKP officials severely denounced then-Defence minister
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi for removing

Morsi from power and cracking
down on the Brotherhood apparatus in Egypt. Erdogan called for
Morsi to be restored as president
and proclaimed the new Egyptian
government illegitimate.
Erdogan gave sanctuary to Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood leaders and activists who escaped the
Egyptian regime’s dragnet and allowed them to establish media outlets in Turkey that have been used
to denigrate the Sisi government.

Militant statements by
Egyptian Muslim
Brotherhood leaders
in exile in Turkey will
also keep relations
strained.
Sisi and his supporters thus were
only too happy to see Erdogan lose
his grip on power when elements
of the Turkish military tried to take
control of the country on July 15th.
They undoubtedly hoped he would
be replaced, the AKP outlawed and
the Egyptian Muslim Brothers lose
their sanctuary in Turkey.
On his Facebook page, Sisi wrote
that the coup attempt “against Erdogan resulted from his failed policies in the region”. He added that
the Turkish president is “responsible for civil war in Turkey and the
instability and insecurity in the region” and “provides financial and
military aid to terrorist groups”.

Sisi also said the Turkish military
“is the only guardian and protector
of the main principles of the Turkish state and cannot remain silent
against his wrong policies when he
made Turkey the largest exporter
of terrorism”.
After the coup failed, Sisi removed this passage.
The attempted coup and its aftermath have set back recent Turkish
plans to re-engage with countries
in the region. Turkish officials were
putting out feelers right before the
coup attempt to improve relations
with Syria, Jordan and even Egypt.
Turkish Deputy Prime Minister Numan Kurtulmus suggested that relations with Egypt could improve
if Cairo did not carry out the death
sentence against Morsi.
The post-coup attempt period,
however, has seen the reverse, at
least with Egypt. According to several reports, Egypt used its temporary seat on the UN Security Council
to block a resolution condemning
the Turkish coup attempt. The resolution, which was backed by the
United States, included wording
calling on “all parties in Turkey to
respect the democratically elected
government of Turkey”.
Egyptian diplomats argued that
the Security Council is in “no position… to label that government
— or any government for that matter — as democratically elected or
not”. This statement underscored
the dim view Egypt has towards

A May 2015 file picture shows Turkish riot policemen blocking a
street protest against the Egyptian government in the centre of
Diyarbakir, Turkey.
Erdogan and his AKP government.
After the dust settled, Erdogan
got into the fray. In an interview
with Al Jazeera he said the Egyptian people “yearn for democracy”
and that Sisi “has no relationship
with democracy and has killed
thousands of his people”.
In response, the Egyptian Foreign Ministry issued a statement
that Erdogan was “confused”
about the “difference between
popular revolution with more
than 30 million people demanding
change from the military [referring
to what happened in Egypt in mid2013] and the accepted meaning of
a coup”.
Exacerbating the situation were
the statements by some Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood activists in
Turkey and elsewhere. Badr Mohamed Badr wrote that he hoped to
see the bodies of those involved in
the Turkish coup attempt “hanging

in the biggest public squares” and
“God willing, this will happen with
the military gang in Egypt”. Another Brotherhood activist wrote
that he “lives for the day” when he
can see the Egyptian Defence minister’s “brain on asphalt”.
Egyptian officials undoubtedly
believed such inflammatory statements were encouraged by Erdogan and his party.
Whatever chances there were
for an easing of tensions between
Cairo and Ankara have disappeared
for the time being and even countries such as Saudi Arabia that have
good relations with both Egypt and
Turkey are unlikely to play a mediatory role given this war of words.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
is a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.
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Iran’s insurgencies
swell amid continuing
proxy wars with Saudis
Ed Blanche

Beirut

O

ne of the first things that
Iran’s new armed forces
chief,
Major-General
Mohammad
Hossein
Bagheri, pledged when
he was appointed by Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
was to reassure his countrymen
that simmering insurgencies on
the Islamic Republic’s periphery
were “under complete control”.
However, he stressed that these
“anti-revolutionary groups” are
increasingly operating from “the
soil of neighbouring countries” — a
clear swipe at Saudi Arabia, Iran’s
rival as the paramount power in
the Middle East and a hint that
Tehran’s patience is wearing thin
as the confrontation between
these two titans of the Muslim
world veers towards open conflict.
The power struggle between
these two states — one a Sunni Islamic monarchy and the other a
Shia republic — is being fought by
proxy in Syria.

Rezaie claimed that
the Saudis had
infiltrated “two terror
cells” into Iranian
Kurdistan.
But, as Riyadh throws its traditionally cautious policymaking
to the winds and pursues a more
aggressive strategy in the turbulent region, the prospect of Saudi
support for Tehran’s internal opponents — the ever-restive Kurds
in the west, the Arabs in the southwest and the Sunni Baluchis in the
south-east — seems likely to intensify.
On July 9th, the former director
of Saudi Arabia’s General Intelligence Presidency, Prince Turki al-

Faisal, called for “the downfall of
the Iranian regime”. The plea was
made at a Paris conference of the
Mujahideen-e Khalq (MEK), an opposition group that helped Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini secure his
Islamic revolution in 1979 and then
turned against him.
The prince’s call to arms was offensive enough for Tehran but to
do so at a gathering of the clerical
regime’s sworn enemies, however past their prime they may
be, incensed the Iranian leadership. Mohsen Rezaie, a former Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
(IRGC) commander and currently
secretary of the powerful Expediency Council, said this proved Riyadh was actively supporting terrorism in Iran, primarily through
its consulate in Erbil, capital of
Iraq’s semi-autonomous Kurdish
enclave.
Rezaie claimed that the Saudis
had infiltrated “two terror cells”
into Iranian Kurdistan, a long-time
flashpoint, all of whom had been
killed by Iranian security forces.
He was apparently referring to
a mid-June clash with fighters of
the Democratic Party of Iranian
Kurdistan (PDKI), one of several
insurgencies Tehran is having to
contend with throughout its borderlands.
The threat is likely to grow as
Kurdish groups in Iraq, Turkey
and Syria are empowered by the
war against the Islamic State (ISIS).
That seems to be spreading to
Iran’s long-restive Kurdish minority as well. Those are potential allies for Riyadh to pressure the Islamic Republic in the increasingly
toxic regional power struggle.
“The fight against a common enemy has begun to unite Iran’s disparate Kurdish groups, though various factions will inevitably jostle
for dominance,” observed the USbased global security consultancy
Stratfor in a July 29th analysis.
“Meanwhile, as the Kurds have

gained prominence on the battlefield, external powers have taken
a greater interest in them. Combined, these factors help to explain
the revival of Kurdish insurgencies
in Iran.”
Internal security threats in Iran
tend to be under-reported because
of regime restrictions but that engagement was only one of many
skirmishes in recent months between non-Shia Iranian insurgent
groups and the IRGC.
On June 29th, the semi-official
Fars news agency reported the
IRGC killed 11 Kurdish “counter-revolutionary bandits” and
lost three of its own men in the
Sarvabad region of Iranian Kurdistan. The IRGC said it killed 17
insurgents in earlier fights in West
Azerbaijan province, which, like
Kurdistan, borders Iraq, where IRGC-controlled militias are battling
the ISIS, Iran’s other key enemy.

Khamenei’s
appointment of
Bagheri suggests that
this clandestine
struggle is likely to
escalate.
The left-wing PDKI claims it
killed 20 IRGC personnel. The
group, which waged a deadly insurgency in 1989-96, resumed its
fight for autonomy from the Shia
regime in the autumn of 2015.
Another faction, the Kurdistan
Freedom Party (PAK), announced
in April that it, too, was going back
on the warpath. On July 12th, PAK’s
deputy chief, Hossein Yazdanpanah, appealed to Riyadh for help.
It is not clear, despite Tehran’s
accusations, to what extent Saudi
Arabia is helping these insurgent
groups but, given Riyadh’s increasingly toxic relations with Tehran,
Saudi support is likely to grow.
Iran’s highly effective security
apparatus is likely to contain these

Saudi Prince Turki al-Faisal looks on during the National Council
of Resistance of Iran (CNRI) annual meeting in Le Bourget, near
Paris, last July.
forces, for now at least.
The Saudis may well be supporting insurgents in Iran’s overwhelmingly Sunni Sisten-Baluchistan
province who recently escalated
their long rebellion that, only a
couple of years ago, looked like it
had been all but extinguished in a
ruthless IRGC campaign. Four Iranian border guards were killed July
6th in the region that borders Pakistan.
There is trouble too in southeastern Khuzestan province, an
Arab-majority region that borders
Iraq and is of vital strategic importance to Tehran since it produces
80-90% of Iran’s oil. The Arab insurgency there also would be open
to Saudi interference.
The Arab Struggle Movement
for the Liberation of Ahwaz, the
region that has been the invasion
corridor for Persians to invade the
Arab world since time immemorial, claimed on June 13th to have
sabotaged an oil pipeline.
If the Saudis seek to intervene
in such a sensitive region, they
would, of course, invite retaliation
from the Iranians. Riyadh is vulnerable in that regard because, just
as Arab Khuzestan contains Iran’s
strategic energy supplies, Saudi
Arabia’s Eastern province, where

the minority Shias are dominant,
holds most of the kingdom’s oil.
Khamenei’s appointment of
Bagheri, one of Iran’s youngest
generals with a background in the
murky world of intelligence and
an advocate of special operations
beyond the Islamic Republic’s borders, suggests that this clandestine
struggle is likely to escalate.
Bagheri, 51, “enjoys close relations with the IRGC’s al-Quds
Force, the elite branch responsible
for extraterritorial operations, and
he reportedly planned and helped
execute missions deep inside Iraq
in the 1990s, targeting Kurdish
groups based there,” observed Farzin Nadimi, a Washington-based
specialist in Iranian security and
defence affairs.
“He is expected to put more strategic emphasis on tailored special
operations and the intelligence
collection aspects of the Quds
Force and other special branches,”
Nadimi wrote for the Washington
Institute think-tank.
“His appointment could therefore mean more military operations in northern Iraq and perhaps
even in Pakistan’s portion of Baluchistan, targeting Iranian Kurdish
and Baluchi insurgent hideouts
and training camps.”

Lost in the labyrinth: ‘Rogue spy’ Levinson missing in Iran

Book s

Gareth
Smyth

The
Levinson
affair follows
a history of
US blunders
in the Middle
East.

T

he disappearance of
Robert Levinson, an
ex-FBI employee
freelancing for the CIA,
on Iran’s Kish island in
2007 might offer a plot
for a Hollywood spy movie were it
not for the incompetence
involved.
Missing Man, the recent book by
New York Times journalist Barry
Meier, tells the story with material, including e-mail, although he
cannot explain what happened to
Levinson.
“Former agency employees who
have given me their take on the
affair all think it was a debacle,” a
former US counterterrorism analyst
told The Arab Weekly. “They speculate less on what happened — they
all assume Iran knows — and more
on the personal politics of who was
involved. There’s some debate over
whether the proper heads rolled.”
Levinson left the FBI in 1998,
seven years before compulsory
retirement, intending to use his
counternarcotics knowledge to
make more money freelancing but
he struggled to pay his mortgage
and support seven children.
In 2006, he found a promising client in Anne Jablonski, a friend and
analyst in the CIA’s Illicit Finance
Group. Levinson was soon traipsing
the globe filing reports on drug trafficking and money laundering that
the group’s head, Tim Sampson,
called a “gold mine”.
Meier describes internal CIA rivalry between operational staff and

analysts similar to the dysfunctional relationship between economists
and traders within financial institutions leading to the 2008 banking
crash. With analysts barred from
crossing into operations, Jablonski
warned Levinson his reports, which
he sent to her home rather than office, needed a “different prism”.
As well as Venezuela, which Levinson knew well, the Illicit Finance
Group was interested in how Iran
dealt with sanctions over its nuclear
programme.
Veteran broadcaster Ira Silverman
put Levinson in touch with a black
American fugitive and Muslim convert in Tehran, Dawud Salahuddin
(given name David Belfield), who
had fled to the Islamic Republic in
1980 after killing Ali Akbar Tabatabai, previously a diplomat under
the Iranian shah, in Washington.
Salahuddin lived relatively
openly, editing for English-language
publications, and knew several
Western journalists. Silverman
had written a 2002 profile for the
New Yorker in which he blatantly
proposed Salahuddin, who had enquired about a deal to return home,
as an American intelligence asset
with “high level of access to the inner circle of the government”.
Levinson sensed an opportunity.
He genuinely seemed to believe he
could sell the CIA information from
Salahuddin about leading Iranians.
Salahuddin’s motives were less
clear, although he later told the Financial Times the ex-FBI employee
had wanted to meet him to gain

contacts with the Iranian authorities over cigarette smuggling.
At Salahuddin’s suggestion —
this is in an e-mail message Meier
quotes from Levinson to Silverman
— Levinson booked a twin room in
the Maryam Hotel, Kish, where the
island’s “free trade” status meant
he would not need a visa.
Once in the hotel, the pair were
separated. Salahuddin later told
Silverman by phone he was taken
away by security and when he
returned the next morning Levinson was gone.
Iranian authorities deny
knowledge of what happened
to Levinson. In 2010 Silverman
received by e-mail a video
showing him as a frail hostage
demanding Washington help
free him by answering “the
requests of the group that
has held me for three-and-ahalf years”.
The Associated Press exposed Levinson’s CIA connections in 2013, five years
after an agency enquiry
led to the dismissal of
Jablonski, Sampson and
the official overseeing
the Illicit Finance Group
— action that helped the
CIA assure the Senate intelligence
panel Levinson had operated as
a rogue spy because the post-9/11
hiring boom had led to consultants
being engaged without clear rules.
In January, following Iran’s nuclear agreement with world powers,
Iran swapped four American citi-

Iranian
authorities
deny
knowledge
of what
happened to
Levinson.

Barry Meier,
Missing Man:
The American
Spy Who
Vanished in Iran
(Farrar, Straus
and Giroux,
2016)

zens it held for seven Iranians in US
prisons but on Levinson — now 68,
if he is still alive — Tehran merely
reiterated promises of cooperation
to find him.
Meier is no Iran specialist, which
shows in some mistakes (Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani was not a candidate in the 2009 presidential election; the former Hilton in Tehran is
now the Esteghlal).
More importantly, he does not
draw an obvious conclusion from
the Levinson affair: That
Iranian intelligence, with
its traditional emphasis on
human tradecraft rather
than technology and high
spending, remains a formidable foe.
The annual US intelligence
budget is $70 billion — five
times more than before 9/11.
And yet the Levinson affair
follows a history of US blunders in the Middle East, including the 1983 Beirut embassy
bombing that killed six CIA operatives, including Robert Ames,
the agency’s Near East chief.
The chances of Iranian intelligence not realising an American
— indeed an ex-FBI employee —
was in Iran to meet Salahuddin
were minute and rendered even
smaller by their booking the same
hotel room. It is shocking Levinson
did not know this.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent for the Financial
Times in Iran from 2003-07.
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Trump attack on slain soldier’s family sparks
outrage among US Muslims
Thomas Seibert

Washington

D

onald Trump’s attacks on
the family of an American Muslim killed in
combat while serving in
the US military sparked
outrage in the US Muslim community. Trump’s behaviour also led to
fresh expressions of Muslim selfconfidence in the face of the hostility and negative stereotypes the Republican presidential candidate has
displayed.
The spat between Trump and the
Khans, a US family of Pakistani descent, has become the biggest crisis
yet in the property tycoon’s bid for
the White House by highlighting
what critics say is Trump’s disdain
for Muslims, even those who gave
their life for the country that he
wants to lead.

Trump is targeting his
campaign on
conservative Christian
voters.
Khizr Khan, 65, spoke at the
Democratic National Convention
in Philadelphia about his son Humayun, a captain in the US Army who
was killed by a suicide bomber in
Iraq in 2004. Khan stressed his own
patriotism and spoke out against
Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric. He
said the billionaire, who managed to
avoid conscription as a young man
during the Vietnam war, had never
known personal sacrifice.
Trump responded by denouncing Khan’s words as “vicious” and
by belittling Khan’s wife, Ghazala,
who was on the podium with her
husband but did not speak. Trump
suggested that she was not allowed

to speak. Asked in a television interview what his message to the dead
soldier’s father would be, Trump responded: “We’ve had a lot of problems with radical Islamic terrorists.”
The candidate’s lack of respect
for a Gold Star family — a term used
for relatives of soldiers wounded or
killed in action — was condemned
across party lines, with US President
Barack Obama and Republican Senator John McCain leading the chorus. Opinion polls suggested Trump
is losing ground to his Democratic
rival, Hillary Clinton.
Despite concerns among Republicans that he is damaging the party’s
chances in November, Trump, 70, is
refusing to back down and says he
has a right to defend himself against
Khan. Trump is targeting his campaign on conservative Christian voters and is calculating that Muslim
voters, estimated at less than 1 million in a US electorate of 226 million,
will not play a significant role in the
election.
The Council on American-Islamic
Relations (CAIR), the biggest Muslim rights lobby group in the United
States, said Trump and the Republican Party must stop their verbal attacks on Muslims.
“I urge Donald Trump to apologise for his shameful remarks disparaging a Muslim Gold Star family
and for his repeated use and promotion of anti-Muslim stereotypes,”
CAIR Board Chairwoman Roula Allouch said in a statement on the
CAIR website. She also called on Republican leaders to “repudiate their
candidate’s divisive rhetoric”.
Trump, who has advocated a ban
against Muslims travelling to the
United States, has used anti-Muslim
rhetoric throughout his campaign
but his treatment of the Khan family was especially galling for many
American Muslims because Khizr
Khan’s convention speech was a

Khizr Khan, father of Humayun S. M. Khan who was killed while serving in Iraq with the US Army,
stands with his wife during the fourth and final day of the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
source of pride.
“God bless the Khan’s [sic] who
said what so many of us want to say,”
Suhaib Webb, an imam in Washington, wrote on Twitter. CNN called
Khan’s speech the “moment American Muslims have been waiting for”.
Yasir Qadhi, an Islamic scholar,
told the Guardian that “[Trump’s]
remarks regarding Humayun Khan’s
parents are especially despicable.
Many of us — including myself —
could relate to the Khan family and
I could easily see a faint reflection of
my own parents and many of their
generation, standing with the senior
Khans on that stage.”
US Muslim leaders said Trump’s
attitude towards Muslims repre-

sents an opportunity.
“I want to thank Donald Trump
for making Muslims a campaign issue,” Salam al-Marayati, president
of the Muslim Public Affairs Council, an advocacy group in Washington and Los Angeles, said on the
group’s website.
He said Khan had spoken about
“Muslims being part of the American fabric and millions of people
were watching”. Trump has actually
helped Muslims, Marayati added:
“His rhetorical attack on us has triggered fear of Islam but it has also
produced an outpouring of support.”
Many Muslim-American women
commented on social media about

Trump’s attack on Ghazala Khan.
“As a politics professor, I lecture
to many silent men because I am
the expert in the room,” posted Dalia Fahmy of the Center for Global
Policy at George Mason University.
Faiza N. Ali, a community activist
from New York, countered Trump’s
depiction of Muslim women as docile and passive: “I’m an organiser,
activist, public servant fighting for
dignity and respect,” she posted.
Miriam Durrani, a researcher, said
her own life was an example of how
wrong Trump was: “I am a single
mother who finished her PhD and
am now an education researcher
at Harvard,” she wrote. “Didn’t get
here by staying quiet!”

The implications of the Trump v Khan episode

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

T

he debate on Muslims’
role in American life
has returned to the
centre of the US
presidential election
campaign because of
Donald Trump’s ugly public spat
with a family named Khan.
This is no ordinary family in an
America that has been ceaselessly
at war for 15 years. Khizr and
Ghazala Khan, originally from
Pakistan, lost a son in Iraq in
2004. The couple has lodged the
most direct and personal challenge so far to the Republican
presidential nominee’s rhetoric
concerning Muslim immigrants in
America.
Trump’s America, they said,
would have denied their 2-yearold son entry on account of his
religion. As patriotic American
Muslims, they added, Trump’s
Islamophobic statements and
proposals were profoundly
offensive and unconstitutional to
boot.
Trump responded harshly, even
cruelly, attacking the Khans for
speaking out. They had “no
right”, he said, to criticise him.
The row prompted a loaded
question: Would the famously
politically incorrect Trump have
dared to behave with such

In Trumpland, it does not
matter that Khizr Khan is
a lawyer with a declared
and transparent devotion
to the US constitution.

callousness had the Khan family’s
name been Kahn? Or Kuhn? Or
Cohen?
Probably not. So why should the
Muslim immigrant parents of a
decorated American soldier be
considered fair game? How could
a man who hopes to be president
of America, a country built on
diversity rather than defined by
blood or a single religious tradition, be so disdainful of an
American Muslim family’s
bereavement? Why did Trump
and his senior aides persist in
repeating the mantra “radical
Islamic terrorism” in response to
every media question on the
Khans? What does “radical Islamic
terrorism”, a cornerstone of the
Trump campaign rhetoric, have to
do with law-abiding middle-class
people such as the Khans? What
does terrorism per se have to do
with the parents of a man who
died while fighting one of America’s wars?
All five questions have a
single-word answer: Muslim. The
Khans are Muslim. So was their
son Humayun.
In Trumpland, it does not seem
to matter that Khizr Khan is a
lawyer with a declared and
transparent devotion to the US
constitution. And that Humayun
was inspired by the words of
Thomas Jefferson, principal
author of the American Declaration of Independence. In Trumpland, the Khans’ Muslim faith
seems to overshadow their
patriotic avowal of fealty to
America, making them inherently
foreign and un-American.
Consider the way Trump and
some of his supporters have tried
to turn the tables on the Khans.

Trump questioned the bereaved
mother’s silence as her husband
spoke, evoking an anti-Muslim
stereotype of oppressed womanhood. Some Trump supporters,
including the Republican nominee’s long-time mass garbagedispersal agent Roger Stone, have
circulated unsubstantiated
accusations about Khizr Khan
from an Islamophobic website.
The elder Khan was smeared as a
“Muslim Brotherhood agent who
wants to advance sharia law”.
This would be mildly amusing if
it were not deeply tragic. The
Khans lost a part of themselves —
their child — for the sake of their
adopted country, an amputation
they bravely accepted. They are a
Gold Star family, which is to say
one whose son died in the service
of America and on whom the US
military conferred a special award
in recognition of their sacrifice.
What more can the United States,
Donald Trump, or anyone really,
ask?
So, will Trump suffer the
consequences of having transgressed one of America’s biggest
traditions — unqualified respect
for those who serve and fall in
distant battlefields? It would be
spectacular, wrote one antiTrump conservative-leaning
commentator in Washington, and
an “instance of political karma if
after smearing all Muslims and
attacking their patriotism, Trump
would see two patriotic Muslim
parents hammer the final nails in
his campaign coffin”.
Perhaps. Perhaps, Trump will
lose on November 8th but do not
bet on it. And do not bet on his
core supporters deserting him for
being obnoxious to the Khans.

Would the
famously
politically
incorrect
Trump
have dared
to behave
with such
callousness
had the Khan
family’s
name been
Kahn?
Or Kuhn?
Or Cohen?

Trump’s voters seem determined
to stick by him. They have done so
all along, even when he mocked a
disabled reporter, slagged off
women and politicised an ongoing
court case by questioning the
impartiality of an ethnic Hispanic
US-born judge. Each time, Trump
supporters cheered because he
seemed to be challenging an
elite-driven political correctness.
As veteran Republican Party
pollster Frank Luntz told the
Washington Post about Trump’s
feud with the Khans: “There are
millions of voters who are willing
to ignore their discomfort because
he (Trump) is the candidate of
change.” To his fans, Trump is the
anti-politician who says what
everyone is thinking.
There’s another reason that
Trump’s support seems shockproof. His ignorant Islamophobia
has resonance with “a fearful and
unknowing (American) public” in
the words of Haroon Moghul,
president of Avenue Meem, a
platform for telling American
Muslim stories. In America today,
Islamophobia is like racism,
Moghul recently said, “not
because Islam is a race but
because, for the Islamophobe,
Islam plays the same role race did
for racists. It’s all about broad,
sweeping, malicious judgments.”
This is why it may come to pass
that the Khan-Trump feud is
reduced to a minor footnote in an
epic electoral battle for the soul of
America.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Ahmed Zewail, Egyptian-American Nobel Prize laureate, dies
Mona Kamal

Cairo

A

hmed Zewail, an acclaimed
EgyptianAmerican scientist who
won the Nobel Prize in
chemistry in 1999 and
advised presidents in both Egypt
and the United States, has died. He
was 70.
Zewail died August 2nd in the
United States where he was on the
faculty of the California Institute of
Technology. No cause of death was
announced.
“Ahmed was the quintessential scholar and global citizen,”
said Caltech President Thomas F.
Rosenbaum in a statement. “He
spent a lifetime developing instruments that interrogate nature
in fundamentally new ways and
defining new directions that cut
across the physical and biological
sciences.

Zewail served on US
President Barack
Obama’s Council of
Advisers on Science
and Technology.
“Ahmed’s fervour for discovery
never abated and he serves as an
inspiration to colleagues and generations of students.”
Zewail was the first Arab scientist
to win a Nobel Prize when he was
honoured for his work in femtoscience, which allowed individual
atoms to be observed in extremely
short time scales. He wrote approximately 600 scholarly articles
and 14 books and was given more

than 100 international prizes and
awards, Caltech said in a statement.
He was invited to serve on US
President Barack Obama’s Council
of Advisers on Science and Technology, among other positions.
While he was in the United States
for more than 40 years, he never
forgot his home country. Zewail
was active in the political situation
in his native Egypt, having advised
leaders for the past 20 years and
pushed to advance the cause of science in Egypt.
“He never betrayed the hopes the
people pinned on him,” said Mustafa al-Fiqqi, a former government
official and a secondary school
classmate of Zewail. “He worked
tirelessly to convince Egypt’s leadership that this country could not
move ahead without science.”
Zewail was often whisked from
the airport to the presidential palace to meet with president Hosni
Mubarak. He advised the ruling
army council after Mubarak and
then Islamist president Muhammad Morsi.
Current President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi appointed him to a special
consultative council and helped
Zewail found the Zewail City for
Science and Technology in 2014 in
Giza governorate. The facility, according to Mohamed Abou el-Ghar,
a gynaecologist and a member of
its board of trustees, aims to create
Egypt’s next generation of scientists.
“Students admitted into the city
are thoroughly selected based on
their scientific excellence,” Abou
el-Ghar said. “The project seeks to
make science and technology the
pillars of Egypt’s renaissance.”

Zewail convinced scores of Egyptian scientists living abroad to return to join the project and contribute to Egypt’s progress.
“Westerners are not geniuses and
we are not stupid,” Zewail would
say. “Westerners only support
those who fail until they succeed,
while we put hurdles on the way of
those who succeed until they fail.”
Zewail was kind and wanted to
help everybody, his niece Heba
Salah said.
“He always called to check from
the United States, asking about
whether there was something he
could offer to any of the family
members,” Salah said.
Sherif Fouad, Zewail’s spokesman, said that by establishing the
science and technology city, Zewail
had sown the seeds of scientific
progress.
“These seeds will hopefully produce fruits in the future,” he said.
“The faculty and the students insist on completing the journey Zewail started to its end.”
Zewail was born February 26th,
1946, in Damanhour, Egypt, and
earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Alexandria University
before earning a doctorate from
the University of Pennsylvania.
He joined the faculty at Caltech in
1976. Zewail is survived by his wife,
Dema Faham, and four children.
One of the last things Zewail did
in Cairo was to buy a grave on the
outskirts of the Egyptian capital.
On the grave he wrote this verse
from the Quran: “Can those be
equal, they who know and they
who know not?”
Mona Kamal is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Ahmed Zewail after being awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry
in Stockholm, in December 1999.

Clinton discloses little about foreign policy
Joe Macaron

Washington

B

etween taking the mantle
from US President Barack
Obama and facing a progressive base wary of her
reputation for hawkishness, Democratic Party’s nominee
Hillary Clinton offered few insights
into what foreign policy she would
pursue as president. Neither the
Democratic Party’s official platform nor her July 28th convention
speech shed much light.
Foreign policy was not high on
the agenda for the Democrats who
met in Philadelphia to nominate
Clinton. Beyond former Defense
secretary Leon Panetta and retired
US Marines Corps general John Allen, most speakers did not address
global challenges. Clinton’s acceptance speech had only two foreign
policy arguments: She accused
the Republican nominee Donald
Trump of not offering the “steady
leadership” the world needs — “Imagine him in the Oval Office facing
a real crisis,” Clinton said. — and
Clinton took ownership of the Iran
nuclear deal while reiterating the
need to enforce the agreement and
“keep supporting Israel’s security”.
The DNC platform identified a list
of global threats — terrorism, Syria
and Russia were mentioned — but
the crises in Iraq and Libya did not
make it to the final draft, and the
party’s strategy to defeat the Islamic State (ISIS) echoed the Obama
administration’s approach, calling
on a greater role for “Gulf countries
and local forces on the ground”.
Interestingly, the Democrats rejected in their platform “Trump’s
willingness to mire tens of thousands of our combat troops in another misguided ground war in the
Middle East” even though the Republican nominee has used a noninterventionist and anti-war rhetoric and has been critical of the 2003
invasion of Iraq.
The most recurrent chants by the
supporters of US Senator Bernie

US Democratic presidential nominee Hillary Clinton speaks
during the final day of the Democratic National Convention in
Philadelphia, on July 28th.

Sanders during the Democratic
convention in Philadelphia were
“No more wars” and “No TPP” in
reference to the Trans-Pacific Partnership trade deal that Obama is
seeking to have passed in the US
Congress before his term ends and
that Clinton opposes (after initially
supporting).
Two important issues were notably absent from the platform
document: The use of drones by
the Obama administration in the
fight against ISIS, a contentious issue with the progressive wing of
the party, and the September 2012
attack on the US consulate in Benghazi when Clinton was secretary of
State.
On Syria, the platform offered no
new policy recommendations beyond stating the need for a political transition that ends the rule of
President Bashar Assad but it did
not refer to the coordination between Washington and Moscow nor
the Iranian intervention in Syria.
While compromising with Sanders on economic and social justice
issues, Clinton put her own stamp
on the platform’s international policies.
The document hinted that Democrats under Clinton “will not
hesitate to take military action if
Iran races” towards developing a
nuclear weapon. It mentioned “the
detrimental role” of Iran in the region, in particular its support for
Hamas and Hezbollah, and called
on “robustly” enforcing non-nuclear sanctions against Tehran.
The platform affirmed that Russia is “propping up the Assad regime, which is brutally attacking its
own citizens” in Syria and warned
of Trump overturning “more than
50 years of American foreign policy
by abandoning NATO partners”.
Democrats elaborated on Israel’s
right to defend itself and retain its
qualitative military edge, while
opposing any effort to “delegitimise Israel, including at the United
Nations” or through the boycott,
divestment and sanctions (BDS)
movement.
On the Israeli-Palestinian con-

flict, the platform emphasised a
negotiated solution that gives Israel “a secure and democratic Jewish state with recognised borders
and provides Palestinians with
independence, sovereignty and
dignity”. There was no reference
to the Palestinians’ right to control
their own security nor to the Gaza
siege nor Israeli settlements in the
West Bank. Sanders’ delegates on
the platform committee tried but
failed to distance the Democratic
Party from the near unquestioning
American support of Israel.
Even though Clinton as a secretary of State had different views
from Obama on Egypt and Syria,
among other issues, she has yet
to reveal a clear foreign policy approach. One of her advisers, Jeremy Bash, told Britain’s Telegraph
newspaper that if elected Clinton
would order “a full review” of US
policy in Syria. Another Clinton
ally, former US diplomat Jamie
Rubin, suggested that a Clinton
administration would not be as
constrained in its foreign policy as
Obama has been.

Foreign policy was not
high on the agenda for
the Democrats who
met in Philadelphia to
nominate Clinton.
Clinton told Sanders’ supporters in her speech “I’ve heard you”
and asked them to work with her
to implement the Democratic platform. However, the Clinton-Sanders compromise moved the Democratic platform to the left only on
domestic issues, whereas foreign
policy is at the centre.
While Clinton is giving an impression that her administration would
essentially be a continuation of
the Obama presidency, there were
enough hints in Philadelphia that
she would pursue a more hawkish
policy.
Joe Macaron is a Middle East
analyst at the Arab Center of
Washington DC.

18

August 7, 2016

Real Estate

Economy

Housing mostly unaccessible in Egypt
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Egyptian tycoon
gives up 75% of
wealth in
reconciliation deal

Cairo

S

aad Mahmoud’s overriding dream is to buy a flat
big enough for himself, his
wife and his three children.
But rising house prices
have kept that dream out of the
reach of Mahmoud, a civil servant
in his early 40s.
“There is a new rise in the price of
housing units every time I go to buy
one,” he said. “The continual rise
makes decent housing a far-fetched
dream.”
Mahmoud has a small flat in one
of the densest slums in southern
Cairo. He is still better off than millions of other Egyptians who cannot even afford to buy a flat in a
slum, let alone in one of the country’s new residential areas.
Egypt has always had a housing
problem with population growth
beating government and private
sector efforts to build enough flats
to meet demand. To try to bridge
the supply and demand gap, the
government allowed more private
companies to enter the housing
market.
This resulted in enough housing
for everybody in the country, but
few Egyptians can afford the prices
that have increased due to a number of factors, including a sharp rise
in construction costs.
“The increase in the price of construction materials has been steady
over the past months,” said Ahmed
Abdel Hamid, the head of the Construction Materials Section at the
Industries Federation. “This has, of
course, affected housing unit prices
and the ability of citizens to buy
these units.”

Egypt has always had a
housing problem with
population growth
beating government
and private sector
efforts.
Egypt has seen its national currency lose much of its value to the
US dollar in recent months. At the
beginning of the year, a US dollar
was worth about 7 pounds at Egyp-

Construction at the Tahya Misr housing project in Al-Asmarat district, Al Mokattam, eastern Cairo.
tian banks and a little more on the
black market. In April, the Central
Bank devaluated the pound to 8.88
to the dollar at banks. The exchange
rate of the dollar at the black market, however, was almost double
that figure. That led to a rise in the
prices of all goods, including construction materials.
Two years ago, flat prices averaged $16,800-$28,000. Now, the
starting price of the same flat is
about $33,000.
Mohamed al-Hasa, a member of
the Housing Committee in parliament, warned against the “serious”
ramifications of not intervening in
the housing crisis.
“When people come short of buying housing units at planned and licensed residential areas, they will
have to live in the slums,” Hasa said.
“This means that our slum problem
will keep exacerbating so long as we
have a housing price crisis.”
Millions of people live in Egyp-

tian slums, some of which are unsafe. A sizeable number of people
also live in cemeteries or on the
streets.

Two years ago, flat
prices averaged
$16,800-$28,000. Now,
the starting price of
the same flat is about
$33,000.
Mahmoud has been living in a
southern Cairo slum since he married almost ten years ago. He pays
$45 of his monthly salary of $146
in rent. There is no sewage control
and supplies of drinking water and
electricity are unreliable, making
Mahmoud’s life — as well as the
lives of the millions of other slum
dwellers — intolerable.
“I have been working day and
night to collect enough money to
buy a flat away from this slum,”
Mahmoud said, “but this is a dream

that becomes increasingly impossible to realise with the prices getting
higher day after day.”
Just a few kilometres away from
the dirty alleyways of the slum
where Mahmoud lives, luxurious
residential compounds have been
built where a modest house costs
around $77,000 — equal to the
combined life savings of dozens of
Mahmoud’s neighbours.
Mahmoud said he sometimes
passes the compounds as he goes
to and from work but feels the people living in them belong to another
country or another planet.
“Of course I do not dream of living in one of these compounds because this is impossible,” Mahmoud
said. “I just want to have safe housing for my children. Is this becoming impossible too?”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

Why real estate prices in Lebanon are falling
Bassem Ajami

Beirut

T

he real estate sector and
its derivatives represent
20% of Lebanon’s gross
domestic product. This
makes it reasonable to
assume that what happens in that
sector provides a strong indication
on the direction of the Lebanese
economy.
Many argue that the real estate
bubble in Lebanon has burst. They
point to empty apartment buildings
as proof that the property market
that once thrived in the heart of the
Middle East is no more. Optimists
deny there was a bubble in the Lebanese real estate market, insisting
the drop in prices is exaggerated.
Technically, a “bubble” occurs
when there is a wave of frantic buying, mostly involving borrowed
money, which drives the prices up
without a reasonable explanation.
This is true for real estate and most
other commodities.
“The asking prices of apartments
under construction in Beirut has
dropped 1.2% in 2015,” said Karim
Makarem, director of Ramco, a
property agency in Beirut that has
been in the business since 1973. He
dismissed talk of a bubble as unrealistic.
The elements of a bubble are
not there, he said, adding: “There
is no serious leverage in the property sector and demand will always
be there, even if it slows down at
times. Life will go on.”

Briefs

Makarem recalled how the market survived the 1975-90 civil war
and recovered stronger than before.
“The same will happen now,” he insisted.
Dan Azzi, the former chief executive officer of Standard Chartered
Bank, stated a far less optimistic
view recently. He told a July conference in Beirut on the Lebanese
economy that the real estate sector
was a classic bubble and that “it is
at the beginning of a major correction”.

The real estate sector
and its derivatives
represent 20% of
Lebanon’s gross
domestic product.
There is excessive supply and limited demand. Demand, he added, is
split into three sources: local, Lebanese expats in the Gulf countries
and Gulf nationals.
Azzi said that myths and overoptimism played a major role in creating the bubble. “Today we are at
the start of the curve, which I will
call the destruction of myths and
dreams. Such myths include the illusion that ‘this never happened
here before’,” Azzi said.
Apart from the fact that a real-estate crash has happened in Lebanon
before, he said, people forget that
there is always a first time.
Azzi gave the ominous example
of a Japanese in Hiroshima who was
convinced on the eve of August 5th,
1945, that his city would not be devastated by a nuclear bomb “because
it never happened before”.

Azzi described how the local demand for property was restricted
by the limited income of Lebanese
people, while the demand by expats in the Gulf countries had been
adversely affected by the drop in
oil prices, which resulted in layoffs of many Lebanese workers in
those countries. The third source of
demand, from Gulf nationals, has
eased as many of them put their
properties on the market, having
lost interest in Lebanon altogether.
Leverage is an important element
of any economic bubble. It was the
major cause of the 2008 housing
crisis in the United States that led
to global recession. Optimists insist that restrictions imposed by the
Lebanese Central Bank on mortgage
lending prevent leverage from becoming too dangerous. Others are
critical of the bank’s policy, while
some dismiss such restrictions as
easy to circumvent.
The Central Bank demands that
the buyer provide a down payment of at least 30% of the price of
property while commercial banks
provide the rest as a low-interest
loan. To help move the market, the
Central Bank also offers subsidised
loans as high as $500,000, which
are subject to certain restrictions
aimed at preventing speculation.
Jihad al-Hukayem, a real estate
expert, is critical of the Central Bank
policy “Why offer such high subsidised loans to one person while the
same loan can be divided among
three buyers to purchase less expensive housing?” he asked.
Still, some developers offer
mortgage plans outside the bank-

ing sector that are less restrictive,
yet more dangerous. One development company initiated a program
in 2014 that offered so-called teaser
loans. With a down payment of
5,000, clients could purchase apartments under construction valued
at $300,000, provided 30% of the
price was settled by delivery date,
scheduled for the end of 2017.
Azzi maintains that some lenders
get around the law by accepting less
than 30% down payments while on
paper they maintain that 30% had
been paid. This is not only leveraging but sub-prime lending, he said.

There is excessive
supply and limited
demand
Hukayem said property prices are
not determined by the asking price,
but by the last selling price. He said
the reason for the fall in prices was
the reduction in the costs of building material and the drop in value of
the euro.
“However, the main reason is the
drop in oil prices below $65 a barrel,” he said, adding that the effects
of the fall had not yet been felt in
Lebanon. He agreed with Azzi that
the market was at the beginning of a
downturn in prices.
“Prices in Lebanon in general, not
only in real estate, are on the way
down for the coming five years,”
he said, adding it was better to rent
rather than purchase an apartment.
Bassem Ajami is a
Lebanese-British journalist who
lives in Beirut.

Hussein Salem, a businessman
and ally of Egypt’s deposed president Hosni Mubarak, and his family
have given up 75% of their wealth
in a deal that allows them to return
to Egypt without facing prosecution, his lawyer said.
Salem was arrested in 2011 in
Spain, where he fled in the aftermath of the popular uprising that
ended Mubarak’s 30-year rule.
An Egyptian court sentenced him
in absentia to seven years in jail and
fines totalling more than $4 billion after convicting him of money
laundering and profiteering. He also
faced graft-related convictions.
Egypt’s Illicit Gains Authority
recovered $596.85 million in the
reconciliation deal with the Salem
family, according to state television. Adel al-Saeed, a spokesman
for the prosecutor’s office, said
transferred wealth included land,
agriculture and hotels.
(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia’s
top cleric urges
businessmen to
help troops
Saudi Arabia’s most senior cleric
urged businessmen and banks to set
up a fund to help soldiers stationed
along the border with Yemen to pay
their bills back home, Saudi media
reported.
The call reflects growing criticism
of the Saudi business community
seen as not doing enough for the
country at a time when a drop in
oil prices has slashed the kingdom’s
revenues and started to affect living
standards.
Speaking in a radio broadcast
from Mecca, Grand Mufti Sheikh
Abdulaziz bin Abdullah al-Sheikh
said Saudi soldiers were risking
their lives “to defend their religion
and country.”
“Businessmen… must come forward as donors and contribute
from their wealth to help those at
the border,” al-Sheikh said, according to the semi-official al-Riyadh
newspaper.
(Reuters)

Erdogan urges
Turkey’s central
bank to raise
foreign reserves
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said the central bank
should raise foreign reserves to at
least $165 billion and urged lenders
to reduce interest rates for home
purchases to around 9%.
In a speech to the heads of chambers of commerce and bourses in
Ankara, Erdogan described high
interest rates as oppressive. He has
repeatedly said Turkey’s economy
remains strong in the wake of the
failed military coup and has long
advocated lower interest rates.
It was announced by Prime Minister Binali Yildirim in a televised
speech from Ankara that Turkey
will introduce reforms to encourage investment and remove taxes
on investments.
The government is looking to
shore up confidence in the economy following a failed military
putsch that has rattled investors.
(Reuters)

August 7, 2016

Economy

19

Oil & Gas

Bahrain faces setback in oil field expansion plans
Jareer Elass

Washington

B

ahrain’s goal of boosting
output from the oldest
producing oil field on the
Arab side of the Persian
Gulf to 100,000 barrels
per day (bpd) by next year has been
thwarted by foreign partners deciding to exit the joint venture overseeing the project.
It is unclear what the future holds
for production from the Bahrain oil
field — formerly known as the Awali
oil field — given the economic climate and the departure of foreign
investment and know-how.
This development occurred as the
small Gulf kingdom went through
a cabinet restructuring affecting
its Energy Ministry and appointed
a new Oil minister — a member of
the ruling al-Khalifa clan — raising
questions about Bahrain’s oil-development plans.
Bahrain is one of two members of
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
that are not members of the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC), the other being
Oman. Bahrain is the smallest GCC
oil producer, with output of about
200,000 bpd, compared to Oman’s
crude production of around 1 million bpd.

It is unclear what the
future holds for
production from the
Bahrain oil field.
The Bahrain oil field was discovered in 1932, giving it the distinction of being the first oil field found
on the Arab side of the Gulf (oil was
discovered in Iran in 1908) and is
one of the longest-producing oil
fields in the world. Output from the
Bahrain oil field peaked at 79,000
bpd in 1970 but has declined to
around 32,000 bpd.
It was in late 2009 that Tatweer
Petroleum was formed as a joint
venture of Bahrain’s National Oil
& Gas Authority (NOGA), US oil
firm Occidental Petroleum and
Abu Dhabi’s state investment arm

Mubadala Development Company
with the mission of redeveloping
the field to raise output to 100,000
bpd by 2017 through enhanced recovery technology and employing
workers from Occidental, Mubadala and state oil firm Bahrain Petroleum Company (Bapco).

Bahrain is the smallest
GCC oil producer, with
output of about
200,000 bpd.
The joint venture made only
limited progress, however, with
output from the mature field hitting 50,600 bpd in 2015. In May,
Occidental and Mubadala Petroleum — a wholly owned energy subsidiary of Mubadala Development
— announced they had reached an
agreement with the Bahraini government to exit Tatweer Petroleum
at the end of June.
The project fell victim to several
factors, including the ongoing poor
economic climate driven by low oil
prices that can make enhanced recovery techniques prohibitively expensive and the fact that Occidental has been diligently working to
rid itself of underperforming Middle East and US assets to focus on
its core operating areas.
In addition, it was announced in
late June that the Abu Dhabi government was planning to merge
Mubadala Development and its
other state-owned investment
fund, International Petroleum Investment Company (IPIC), which
could have an effect on subsidiaries
such as Mubadala Petroleum.
Occidental and Mubadala Petroleum had reportedly been trying
to renegotiate terms of the 20-year
contract covering the Bahrain field
development with the al-Khalifa
government for more than a year
before pulling out of the project. A
Mubadala spokesman was quoted
as saying in late May that “significant advances have been made in
production and efficiency of operations at the field under the leadership of the partners, and the time
is now right to transfer full responsibility for the asset into Bahraini

Men work on an oil pump during a sandstorm in the desert oil fields of Sakhir, Bahrain.
hands”.
However, it is unclear whether
Bapco will continue to operate the
Bahrain field on its own, particularly if it intends to push production higher as that probably would
require foreign investment and expertise. Bahrain’s largest oil volume
derives from its shared 300,000
bpd-producing Abu Safa oil field
with Saudi Arabia, with Riyadh essentially responsible for all production from the field and for marketing Bahrain’s 150,000 bpd share on
Manama’s behalf.
As the Bahraini government
was grappling with the decision of
the two foreign players to depart
operations at its oldest oil field,
King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa announced in mid-June that he was

abolishing the kingdom’s Energy
Ministry and creating two new portfolios from it. Sheikh Mohammed
bin Khalifa bin Ahmed al-Khalifa
was named Oil minister and former
Energy minister Abdul Hussain bin
Ali Mirza was appointed Electricity
and Water Affairs minister.
Mirza had served as Bahrain’s Energy minister for ten years. He had
oversight of the kingdom’s electricity and water operations since 2011
when two ministries were merged.
As Oil minister, Sheikh Mohammed has been appointed chairman
of NOGA — the state body responsible for petroleum licensing and
monitoring and inspection. He already had positions as chief executive officer of Oil and Gas Holding
Company, a NOGA investment arm,

and chairman of Bapco.
Although he was appointed
chairman of Tatweer Petroleum
upon being named Oil minister, it
is unclear what will become of that
venture without the participation
of two of the original partners.
It also raises the question of why
the Bahraini government has decided to create a separate oil portfolio
and whether it perhaps believes it
will have the financial muscle in
the coming years to go it alone in
further developing its limited oil
assets or must continue relying on
foreign investment and technical
expertise.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Rebalance of oil markets not straightforward

View poi nt

Walid
Khadduri

O

il prices have
recovered from
around $30 per
barrel earlier this
year to approximately $50 per
barrel, although, lately, the price
moved into the lower $40s.
The International Energy
Agency (IEA), commented in
mid-July, that: “Our underlying
message that the market is
heading to balance remains on
track but the modest fall back in
oil prices in recent days to closer
to $45 [per barrel] is a reminder
that the road ahead is far from
smooth.”
The rise of oil prices to $45-$50
per barrel is not a move in a
linear direction; there are always
bumps on the way. What can be
said about the current price
recovery is that demand is
increasing, particularly in India,
replacing the role that China
played in the markets during the
past decade.
Supply is decreasing, particularly from non-OPEC producing
countries. The cost of developing

Supply is decreasing,
particularly from
non-OPEC producing
countries.

non-OPEC unconventional
crudes (shale oil, oil sand and
very deep offshore oil) was not
profitable to produce at low oil
prices. New exploration for the
unconventional crudes almost
ceased and development slowed.
The recent price decline can be
attributed to overly optimistic
predictions of high US gasoline
consumption in the summer.
This did not materialise, leading
to the weak third-quarter
performance.
Crude oil and petroleum
products stocks have topped out,
pressuring oil prices lower. It was
expected that a significant rise in
global oil demand would lower
stocks levels. The trend has been
for small increases of demand. In
China, for example, the country
that provided the largest rise in
annual demand during the past
decade, registered demand
growth this year of only 130,000
barrels per day (bpd) more than
in 2015.
The supply situation gives a
mixed picture. Non-OPEC
production has declined about
900,000 bpd this year. Canada’s
production shortfall was approximately 1.4 million bpd because
of forest fires in Alberta province
that shut down production
facilities. Nigeria’s production
decreased to 1.6 million bpd,
from 2.4 million bpd, due to
Niger Delta militias’ attacks on
surface facilities. Libya has been
suffering from civil war and
terrorist attacks. The country’s

production continues at around
500,000 bpd, compared to 1.6
million bpd before the revolution
ousting dictator Muammar
Qaddafi.
The world’s two largest oil
producers, Russia and Saudi
Arabia, maintained production
levels of more than 10 million
bpd each. Iraq and Iran have
increased production.
The latest IEA figures show
that OPEC inventories increased
13.5 million barrels in May,
ending the month at a record
3,074 million barrels. Preliminary IEA figures from June
suggest that stocks of Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD)
countries added 900,000 barrels,
while global floating storage has
reached its highest level since
2009.
The oil in storage is sufficient
to meet global demand for two
months, without new production. As long the storage is at
record levels, it will take time for
prices to recover.
The 2014-16 oil price crash led
to a critical investment gap in the
global oil industry. Scores of
exploration projects have either
been stopped or delayed.
According to recent reports by
major banks, the forecast is for a
peak of medium-term oil prices
sooner than expected as a supply
shortage develops.
Barclay’s Bank, for example,
projects oil prices averaging $85
per barrel by 2019 before declin-

Projections
for end2016 point
to prices of
$50-$70 per
barrel.

ing to $78 per barrel in 2021.
Barclay’s concluded that falling
capital spending has accelerated
the pace of production declines
at some existing oil fields
because the natural rate of
declines has not been offset by
regular maintenance. Essentially,
that means drillers will get less
out of wells over the long term.
Projections for end-2016 point
to prices of $50-$70 per barrel.
This level would allow the
unconventional oils to resume
production at higher levels.
A new feature of the present oil
markets is their ability to take in
stride the highly volatile political
developments in producer and
consumer countries. Terrorist
militias have occupied oil fields
and export facilities in Libya,
Iraq, Syria and Yemen. The Brexit
vote had a large effect on European currencies and the role of
London in international finance.
North Sea crudes remained
steady following the vote. The
role of Brent crude oil, produced
in the Scottish part of the North
Sea, has not been challenged as
an international crude marker.
The markets have also
remained calm despite the
abortive Turkish coup. Turkey,
while not a producing country, is
a major hub for the transit of
Middle East, Russian and former
Soviet Union oil and gas to
Europe.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.
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Baghdad slum settlements burgeoning
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

O

um Ahmad considers
herself lucky because
she has a roof over her
head, even if it is made
of tinplate. The 39-yearold widow paid 7 million Iraqi dinars ($6,000) for the 60-squaremetre dwelling built illegally on
state-owned land in one of Baghdad’s proliferating slums, which
lack proper sewers and basic infrastructure.
“My husband was kidnapped
and killed at the height of sectarian
violence in 2007, leaving me with
five children and no income,” Ahmad said. “The landlord expelled
me from my previous home when
I could not pay the rent but, with
the help of my parents and in-laws,
I was able to secure enough money
to buy this place.”
Ahmad said she is not concerned
that her dwelling near Baghdad’s
al-Karkh neighbourhood was built
illegally on public property. “Yes,
the land belongs to the state that
deprived us of our rights,” she said.
“I work as a cleaning lady and have
no compensation for being widowed, so there is no harm in exploiting the property of the state after it had let us live in poverty and
humiliation.”

“There are 400 slum
complexes in
Baghdad alone.”
Ali Jassem Mahmadawi, head
of the Services Commission at
Baghdad Municipality
There are many citizens like Ahmad. Baghdad has about one-third
of all slum areas in Iraq, housing
about 2.5 million people — 7% of
the population.
Slum housing sprang up after the
US invasion in 2003 and grew following sectarian violence in 200607 when hundreds of thousands of

citizens left their houses and migrated without having an opportunity to sell.
The large-scale displacement,
further aggravated by the war
against the Islamic State, increased
the need for housing in Baghdad.
Amid an absence of the state,
families started building irregular
dwellings on agricultural land or
land owned by the state. This type
of housing now has its own market
in Iraq.

Baghdad has about
one-third of all slum
areas in Iraq, housing
about 2.5 million
people.
Real estate agent Rafeh Mostafa
said there was an unprecedented surge in demand for housing.
“Many people fleeing violence left
their properties behind, preferring
to live in tin houses, while others
took advantage of the situation by
moving into irregular dwellings
while leasing their proper houses
to make profit,” Mostafa said.
Solutions to the housing crisis include sorting out and redefining expropriated land and leasing it to the
dwellers or evacuating the slums
and replacing them with low-cost
housing for the poor.
Abdel Hussein Maalak, a member
of the Iraqi parliament’s Services
and Construction Commission,
said there was an “urgent need” for
legislation to curb slum expansion.
“Most legislation pertaining to
services are theoretical and unrealistic and thus inefficient,” he said.
“The authorities have been hesitant
in curbing the squatters on state
land because some are covered and
protected by political parties and
influential groups in the country.
“Any solution should categorically lead to the elimination of the
slums and the construction of lowcost housing for needy dwellers.
The government should, as well,
open the door to investment in
housing projects.”

An Iraqi woman does the washing with her children near their home in an impoverished area on the
southern outskirts of Baghdad.
Ali Jassem Mahmadawi, head of
the Services Commission at Baghdad Municipality, said the government was responsible for the expansion of the slums.
“There are 400 slum complexes
in Baghdad alone. The problem
necessitates joint efforts by the relevant ministries and Baghdad Municipality because the expropriated
lands are partly owned by ministries, not only by the municipality,”
Mahmadawi said.
“Ministries have guards and
manpower for protection that they
can resort to in order to curb transgressions. The Oil Ministry, for instance, has a whole unit for the pro-

tection of oil fields and is supposed
to defend the land they own. The
same applies to the Ministry of Finance that can ask for the support
of Baghdad police.”
Abdul Zahra al-Hindawi, Ministry of Planning spokesman, pointed out that the ministry has a plan
for alleviating poverty, which he
said was “the main reason for the
spread of irregular housing”.
“The problem can be solved by
building low-cost housing complexes or rehabilitating certain
slums and we are cooperating with
UN habitat agencies in that regard,”
Hindawi said. He acknowledged,
however, that money allocated

from the annual budget to the relevant government departments
was not enough to solve the housing crisis.
The Iraqi Ministry of Planning estimated it would take seven years
to address the slum crisis even if
sufficient funds were made available.
According to the Ministry of Reconstruction and Housing, millions
of housing units are needed to meet
demand.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.

Egypt poverty levels rising
Ayman Saad

Cairo

M

isguided
economic
policies, an unfair tax
system and lack of
planning make millions of poor Egyptians poorer every day, economists
said.
“The government is aware of the
widening scope of poverty but it
is incapable of doing anything to
rescue people from poverty,” said
Mahmoud al-Asqalani, an economist and anti-poverty campaigner.
“Look at the tax system, look at
how the wealth is distributed and
look at who gets the bulk of subsidies.”

More than

90%

of Egypt’s wealth is
concentrated in the
hands of less than 10%
of the population of 90
million.
The government said the poverty
rate had risen to 27%, the highest
since 2000. It also said 11.8 million
citizens spend less than $1 a day,
27.9% of family breadwinners are
without work and 17.7% of Egypt’s
families are supported solely by
women.
Economists said people have
been deliberately made poor by

An Egyptian woman washes her clothes in the Eshash el-Sudan slum in the Dokki neighbourhood of
Giza, south of Cairo
government policies of the past
four decades.
“These policies have only punished the poor and rewarded the
rich,” Asqalani said. “More Egyptians will become poor in the future
and the poor poorer.”
The government spends tens of
billions of dollars every year to subsidise food, water, electricity and
fuel for the poor but the rich benefit
as much as the poor do, economists
said.
Cairo makes subsidised food ration stamps available to both the

poor and well-off and sells drinking water and electricity to all at
the same rate. A millionaire pays
as much as a taxi driver does when
they buy fuel at the country’s petrol
stations.
The government makes pledges
to keep higher income earners out
of the subsidy system and charge
them more for water and electricity
but little changes.
“Our governments have been obsessed with the free market economy but this is a policy that has been
followed in a way that eliminated

some social classes and pushed millions of people down the social ladder,” consumer rights campaigner
Soad al-Deeb said. “This is one reason poverty rates will keep rising.”

The middle class
seems to be
disappearing.
Parliament is debating a valueadded tax (VAT) bill to replace the
sales tax. Economists said, however, that the VAT would increase

the cost of commodities mostly
consumed by the poor and exempt
some purchased by the well-off.
Egypt’s income tax law, economists added, gives massive exemptions to those with the highest
incomes under the pretext of encouraging investment.
More than 90% of Egypt’s wealth
is concentrated in the hands of less
than 10% of the population of 90
million, economists said.
Egypt used to boast a sizeable
middle class that included the highly educated, skilled craftsmen and
senior government employees who
lived a life far from opulent but still
decent.
However, the middle class seems
to be disappearing. In an article on
the news site al-Fagr titled Middle
class committing suicide, journalist
Adel Hamouda wrote of highly educated people, including doctors and
schoolteachers, who left their jobs
to take on menial work to be able to
put food on the family table.
“This is the crisis of the middle
class in our country,” Hamouda
wrote. “It is a class that contains
people who could not find a chance
to go up on the social ladder but
had to keep going down.”
Economists said for Egyptians
to break the cycle of poverty, they
must work and increase production.
“We need to work day and night
and increase our productivity,” said
Mukhtar al-Sherif, an economics
professor from al-Azhar University.
“Without work and production,
poverty will keep rising without an
end.”
Ayman Saad is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.
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Syria’s war disabled struggling for prostheses
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

A

dnan has been watching other children playing and running but has
not been able to join in
for almost three years.
He was 8 years old when a shell
smashed into his home in the village of Drosha, south of Damascus,
tearing off his right leg and making
him one among thousands who
have lost a limb in the Syrian civil
war.
Since then, Adnan’s mother has
been contacting charities and humanitarian organisations to procure a prosthesis for her son.
“I sought the help of the Syrian
Red Crescent and several charity
groups but all I’ve got is promises.
We have been displaced for the past
three years and I don’t have the
money to buy an artificial limb for
my son. It breaks my heart to see
him watching other kids play,” Oum
Adnan said, while queuing outside
the office of an aid agency assisting
war victims.

“We have the
capacity of
producing 80
prostheses per
month but the
average production
has been between 15
and 20 pieces due to
insufficient
funding.”
Hamza Diab, workshop
director in the Turkish
border town of Gaziantep
Estimates are that more than
300,000 people have been killed
fighting since the Syrian war began
in 2011.
“War data indicate that in parallel to every dead person there are
four wounded, which means that
the number of wounded exceeds 1
million, among whom one-quarter
have suffered the loss of a limb,”
said Maher Abdel Rahman, director
of a prostheses centre in Damascus.
“Some estimate the number of
war disabled is 300,000, including
in areas under regime control, the
opposition and the Islamic State.
However, the real number won’t be

known until the end of the war and
I believe it will be terrifying.”
He noted that the majority of victims are civilians, mostly women,
children and elderly, who were
injured in mortar shelling and air
strikes in areas such as the cities of
Aleppo, Homs and Idlib.
Will Steps is among several workshops supported by humanitarian agencies in northern Syria and
Turkey that manufacture artificial
limbs and provide them for free to
war disabled.
“We have the capacity of producing 80 prostheses per month but
the average production has been
between 15 and 20 pieces due to insufficient funding. We tend to manufacture smaller pieces in order to
assist a bigger number of people
but demand is overwhelming,” said
Hamza Diab, director of the workshop in the Turkish border town of
Gaziantep.
“We have a list of 3,600 applicants but the number is constantly
rising as a result of ongoing battles
in Aleppo and Idlib,” Diab said.
In the northern Syrian town of
Aazaz, three former nurses have set
up Happy Steps. “The large number
of amputated people prompted us
to establish the centre two-and-ahalf years ago. We have since provided more than 700 upper and
lower artificial limbs produced locally,” said co-founder Mohamad
Najjar.
“We have the expertise but we
need support in procuring the imported raw material for the fabrication of prostheses, the cost of
which has multiplied more than ten
times in the past few years.”
In the Damascus suburban region
of Ghouta Sharqiyah, which has
been under government siege for
four years, technicians have resorted to the “good old ways” to assist
the physically disabled.
“Hundreds of people had to [have
limbs] amputated, especially those
with grave leg injuries, because of
shortages in medical aid. As demand for prostheses exceeded the
capacity of our centre, some carpenters started producing wooden
limbs, notably legs,” said Ahmad
Hassan, a technician in Douma’s
Farah Centre for artificial limbs.
Hassan warned, however, that
wooden prostheses are not suitable
for long-term use and could be a
health hazard because the weight

A wounded Syrian man exercises with his new prosthetic limb in Reyhanli, a border town in southern
Turkey.
and rigidity could cause back problems.
Hamish government hospital,
which is affiliated to the Syrian
Ministry of Defence, has been exclusively assisting victims of the
armed forces who have lost limbs
in combat. It fitted 500 personnel
with prostheses between January
and July and 1,000 others in 2015.
“It is a small number compared
to the needs and the reason for not
producing more is the economic
sanctions imposed on Syria, which
prevent us from importing the raw

material that we need,” hospital
director Ahmad Othman noted in a
statement.
Another 435 army personnel
were fitted with artificial limbs under a project called “supporting the
wounded”, which began in 2015
under the sponsorship of Syrian
first lady Asma Assad.
In Idlib, the Syrian National Project centre is offering prostheses
and physiotherapy to victims in the
opposition-held province but border restrictions imposed by Turkey
since the beginning of the year have

slowed the channelling of needed
materials. “Some volunteers are
smuggling raw material but this
is not enough,” said Saadeddine
Youssef, the chief physiotherapist
at the centre.
“We have offered more than
4,800 artificial limbs but the number would have been double than
that, if it wasn’t for the border constraints.”
Khalil Hamlo is a Damascus-based
journalist and a regular contributor
to The Arab Weekly.

Interview

Arab health sector a casualty of war
Ibrahim Ouf

I
Cairo

mproving medical services, coping with health
problems created by the
influx of a large number of
refugees and halting the
migration of skilled
professionals remain key
challenges facing the Arab
health sector, said a top official in
the field.
Apart from disrupting health
services and crippling the sector,
wars in Arab states pose tremendous challenges, Said el-Hadi, the
head of the Health Division of the
Arab League, said in an interview.
Hadi, a former plenipotentiary
minister and the deputy Moroccan
permanent representative to the
Arab League, is also head of the
technical committee of the Arab
Health Ministers Council. Established by Arab foreign ministers in
1975, the council is responsible for
examining health problems in the
Arab world and finding solutions.
The technical committee seeks
to ensure the implementation of
the council’s decisions, devise
unified plans and offer support
to Arab states in cases of medical

emergencies or wars.
severely injured and lifelong dis“War is also about the
Hadi said conflicts in Arab
abilities are common.
spread of disease and
states, such as Iraq, Syria, Yemen,
The health organisation noted
Libya and Somalia, have tragically
that almost two-thirds of Syria’s
the lack of medicines
affected their health sectors.
population had no access to safe
and medical
“This makes it necessary for
water, increasing their risk of waequipment.”
other Arab states and the internaterborne diseases.
Said el-Hadi,
tional community at large to join
WHO’s reports on Iraq, Libya
the head of the Health
hands to offer emergency health
and Yemen are not much better.
Division of the Arab League
support and ensure that this supHadi said chronic diseases,
port reaches the needy in conflict
including infantile paralysis and
zones,” Hadi said. “This will
cholera, are re-emerging in those
ensure that health crises befalling
countries, long after they had been
these zones will not become out of
eradicated.
control.”
“War is always about the deBy the end of 2015, the hustruction of infrastructure and wamanitarian situation in Syria had
ter and electricity shortages,” Hadi
deteriorated due to indiscriminate
said. “It is also about the spread of
and relentless attacks on health
disease and the lack of medicines
care facilities and staff, the World
and medical equipment.”
Health Organisation (WHO) said in
During an early March meeting
a report.
in Cairo, the Arab Health Ministers
Civilians continued to bear the
Council decided to draw up a
brunt of the crisis and malnutriplan of action on the immedition rates increased, especially
ate needs of the health sector
among children younger than 5
in Arab states embroiled in
years, the organisation added
military conflicts.
in its 2015 annual report on the
The council also plans to
health situation in Syria.
increase its support to Arab
The report said patients with
states, including Jordan and
chronic diseases often lack
Lebanon, receiving hundreds
access to life-saving medicines
of thousands of refugees
and continuity of care.
from conflict zones.
WHO estimated the numHadi said most of the
ber of people wounded each
pressure from the refugee
Said el-Hadi, the head of the Health Division crisis is borne by the health
month in Syria at 25,000.
of the Arab League.
Many of the victims were
sector in the host countries.

He added that host countries have
to offer cancer care and kidney
dialysis to refugees, even though
those treatments are very costly.
“The same countries have to
offer specialised health care to
the refugees although they have
limited financial resources,” Hadi
said. “Major health problems can
happen if the situation continues
in these countries as is.”
The health situation in the Arab
world is not totally bleak in Hadi’s
view, however.
He said that, while Arab states
struggle to fix their health systems
and others suffer shortages of
funds, professionals and up-todate equipment, some are making
clear progress regarding the health
services they offer their citizens.
Gulf states, the countries of the
Arab Maghreb, Egypt, Lebanon
and Jordan have managed to make
real advances, he said.
“Other Arab countries need to
make good effort to join these
countries making progress,”
Hadi said. “I have hopes that
Arab states will achieve the 2030
sustainable development goals,
capitalising on political Arab and
international commitment in this
regard.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Mounting discrimination against Syrians in Lebanon
Samar Kadi
and Omar Ibrahim

Beirut

E

conomic depression, unemployment, bombing attacks linked to the Syrian
conflict and pressure on a
flimsy infrastructure have
exacerbated public and official resentment towards Syrian refugees
in Lebanon.
Incidents in which refugees have
been beaten by vigilante groups, arrested for not holding legal residence
permits or evicted from villages in
reaction to security incidents are increasingly being reported.
After five years of hosting more
than 1 million Syrian refugees, Lebanon is obviously strained and people’s tolerance is running thin. Many
blame the Syrians for Lebanon’s
many woes in what rights groups
say amounts to racism.
“In the beginning, we were welcomed and well-treated but for
more than a year now we started to
face harassment, restrictions on our
movement and a kind of racist practices,” said Mohamad, a 55-yearold Syrian refugee from Homs who
asked to be identified only by his
first name.

After five years of
hosting more than 1
million Syrian
refugees, Lebanon is
obviously strained.
“Every time there is a security
incident we are singled out as suspects. Even my children are being
harassed by Lebanese students at
school who blame Syrians for Lebanon’s instability and rising criminality. My 16-year-old daughter asked
me to leave Lebanon for a country
that respects the human being but
we have no choice except to stay
here and put up with this situation,”
he added.
Intolerance for refugees is “understandable” but “not justified”,
according to Georges Ghali of Leba-

nese rights group Act for Human
Rights (ALEF).
“The problems that the Lebanese currently face, although they
increased exponentially with the
refugee crisis, have always persisted, including unemployment,
poor infrastructure and services,”
Ghali said. “The government never
had a proper employment or labour
protection policy in the first place
to now blame it on the Syrian refugees.”

Incidents in which
refugees have been
beaten by vigilante
groups are
increasingly being
reported.
“What we are facing now is a
top-to-bottom and bottom-to-top
racism towards Syrian refugees in
the sense that resentment from the
citizens is justified by the political
class and (discriminatory) policies
by the government, the police and
municipalities are vindicated by the
public,” Ghali added.
Following a series of suicide explosions that hit the Christian village of al-Qaa near the Syrian border
in late June, police stepped up raids
on refugee camps, rounding up hundreds of refugees for not possessing
legal papers. Vigilante-style attacks
on Syrian construction workers occurred in retaliation to the bombings.
Municipalities in many villages
hosting refugees imposed nighttime curfews, making it harder for
Syrians, who already fear arbitrary
arrest, to move around or work.
In one instance, a municipality in
northern Lebanon forced Syrian
refugees to clean the village on Sundays without being paid.
According to Nadim Houry, director of Lebanon’s Human Rights
Watch (HRW) bureau, the curfews
are illegal and unjustified as they are
not enforced by relevant security
authorities for valid security reasons.
“Municipalities
are
neither
equipped nor trained to enforce cur-

People demonstrate in Beirut for the abolition of curfews imposed on Syrian refugees, on July 18th.
The banners read (L to R) in Arabic, “Curfews are not allowed”, “We are all refugees” and “Curfews
are illegal”.
fews or conduct arrests. If there is a
real security threat, it should not be
left to municipal police and young
vigilantes to handle that but to the
pertinent security forces… Some
municipalities are also confiscating
refugees’ IDs… It is all happening in
a very chaotic and unregulated way
that ultimately leads to the violation
of basic rights,” Houry said.
He argued that lack of guidance
and support from the central government placed municipalities in a
difficult situation as they struggled
to deal with the refugee crisis. “We
have overwhelming challenges with
underwhelming authorities who are
basically outsourcing the problem
in many ways to the municipalities,”
he said, “but at the same time we
cannot give municipalities a blank
cheque to do whatever they want.”

HRW and ALEF have been monitoring discrimination incidents
against Syrian refugees but many
abuses are not reported.
“We know about them by word of
mouth,” Houry said. “Refugees are
afraid to go to police because they
would be arrested for illegal stay in
the country and they basically don’t
trust police will protect them or defend them against any potential reprisals if they complain.”
Many refugees are illegally staying in Lebanon because they cannot
afford a $200 annual residency fee,
even if they are registered with the
UN refugee agency.
Though rights activists staged
anti-racism marches to protest
growing xenophobia, the popular
mood is turning hostile towards the
Syrians.

Khaled Maksoud, a Lebanese car
mechanic, said he has good reason to resent Syrians. “I have been
unemployed for four years. My
former boss replaced me with two
Syrian workers for the same pay I
was getting. We simply can’t work
anymore,” he said, adding that the
government is to blame for failing to
regulate the work of foreigners.
“There is no doubt that after five
years of the refugee crisis, Lebanese
tolerance and solidarity is wearing
down and what is needed now is to
have smart policies to reduce tensions and minimise the problem,”
Houry observed.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s
Travel and Society sections editor.
Omar Ibrahim in northern Lebanon
contributed to this report.

EU eases Jordan
trade rules to offset
refugee burden
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

T

he European Union has
eased trade rules with Jordan to spur foreign investment in the cash-strapped
kingdom and tackle the
biggest displacement crisis in decades by creating jobs for Syrian
refugees.
The agreement also expects to
boost Jordan’s economy by promoting investment and creating jobs for
Jordanians while alleviating economic woes stemming from hosting
almost 700,000 UN-registered Syrian refugees.
The agreement for the relaxation of the new rules of origin was
signed in July in Amman during the
Jordan-EU Partnership Committee meeting. It allows Jordan-made
products to include more than 70%
of production inputs from non-local
materials.
No less than 15% of the manpower in any factory making goods that
can be exported to the European
Union within the agreement should
be Syrian. The percentage will increase to 25% in the third year of the
agreement.
“The deal aims, in part, at deterring Syrians from moving on
to Europe, as hundreds of thousands have done, and to keep them
here, in the region,” National Mi-

crofinance Bank General Manager
Khaled Muhiesen said.
“Jordan Compact, a deal on labour
rights for refugees, was reached
with donor countries, as an attempt
to find a long-term solution for the
millions of displaced Syrians,” he
added.
The rules of origin will be applied
to exports of Jordanian origin that
are manufactured in 18 designated
development zones and industrial
estates in Jordan.
“The agreement allows 52 products to enter Europe under new
rules of origin regime, provided that
the production facility employs 15%
Syrians,” head of the EU delegation
to Jordan Andrea Matteo Fontana
said.
After employing 200,000 Syrian
refugees, which is a target that will
likely take several years to reach,
the relaxed rules of origin deal
would be applied to other industries
across the kingdom.
“This will be extended to the
whole Jordanian territory, once
200,000 Syrians are legally employed,” Fontana said.
Jordan is the first country in the
region to conclude such an agreement with the European Union,
even with the Jordanian unemployment rate running at more than 15%
officially and more than 35% unofficially.
A business conference, Fontana
said, will be organised in Jordan
before the end of 2016 to attract

Syrian refugees shop after receiving humanitarian aid shopping vouchers at the Tazweed centre in
the Zaatari refugee camp, in Mafraq, Jordan.
interested European and Jordan
operators to help implement the
agreement.
“The agreement includes provisions on cooperation between the
two parties on proof of origin, monitoring and administrative issues,
as well as the ILO [International
Labour Organisation] involvement
in the monitoring and compliance
activities,” the EU delegate said.
The Jordanian government is
already looking for investors and
partners to help the estates and
other entities reap the benefits to
the deal.
“We hope to [see] some shortterm results — by having already
operating enterprise taking up this
opportunity, for example in the textile sector, and a longer period term
of three to ten years, during which
new investment could take place,”
Fontana said.

“In both cases it will be of paramount importance that the government of Jordan move forward with
reforms which can significantly simplify the regulatory framework for
doing business.”
Details of the agreement are being worked out and should be announced before the end of August,
officials suggested.
Jordan Industrial Estates Corporation Chief Executive Officer Ali Madadha said the investment volume
in the kingdom’s industrial estates
went up from $1.4 billion in 1999 to
$3.4 billion in 2015, with an average
annual growth rate of about 15%.
“We expect the estates to continue to grow in 2016, even with all
the surrounding regional tension,”
Madadha added.
The kingdom will receive internationally backed loans at comfortable
terms to finance labour intensive

projects.
Jordanian employers can obtain
work permits for Syrian labourers
free of charge during a grace period
that ends in September.
“The simplified rules of origin are
likely to attract local and foreign investments, open new markets and
ensure a wider diversity of Jordanian exports,” Muhiesen said.
“This new opportunity will hopefully compensate for the losses from
the closure of borders with Iraq and
Syria,” he added.
In 2015, Jordan imported $4.9 billion worth of goods from the European Union, while exporting $390
million worth of goods — mainly
clothing, phosphates and phosphate-based fertiliser and chemicals
— to the European Union.
Raied T. Shuqum is a journalist
based in Amman.
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Hollywood’s love affair with the Emirates
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

E

ven the most hardened
moviegoer will probably
admit to getting a visceral
thrill when their home
city makes an appearance
in a film. For UAE residents, that is
becoming an increasingly regular
occurrence.
From Tom Cruise trying to outpace a sandstorm and scaling
Dubai’s Burj Khalifa in Mission:
Impossible — Ghost Protocol, to
Etihad Towers in Abu Dhabi being
the scene of watch-through-yourfingers airborne car stunts in Furious 7 and with cinematic hits such
as Star Trek Beyond, Star Wars: The
Force Awakens, Race, Syriana and
Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps
containing key scenes captured in
the United Arab Emirates, the Gulf
state is becoming a favoured destination for film crews.
Michael Garin, chief executive officer of Image Nation Abu Dhabi,
one of the Arab world’s leading media and entertainment companies,
said beyond exposure and enjoyment the movie industry exposure
brings economic benefits and creates long-term aspirational opportunities for the UAE.

The United Arab
Emirates is becoming a
favoured destination
for film crews.
“The effect of having these productions film in the region not only
boosts the industry here, but has a
knock-on effect for local creators
and local talent,” he said. “A number of our Emirati employees were
lucky enough to work on the set of
Star Wars and Brad Pitt’s upcoming
movie War Machine.
“They provide fantastic training
opportunities with local film-mak-

ers able to intern on world-class
productions, allowing them to
hone their skills to then use when
working on their own productions.”
This, said Garin, aligns with and
supports Image Nation Abu Dhabi’s
goal of building “a sustainable Emirati film industry with longevity”.
“Investing in future generations
is critical to this,” he said. “We created the Arab Film Studio (AFS)
programme five years ago, which
offers amateur film-makers world
class training to kick-start a career
in filmmaking.

The UAE gets the sort
of exposure that defies
price tags.
“Its programmes cater to narrative and documentary film-makers, scriptwriters, as well as specially designed programmes for
high school students in the region.
“We have already seen past AFS
students screen their films and win
awards at some of the top film festivals around the world.
“This is not just great for the
student but incredible for Emirati
cinema to be shown on the world
stage. Our Arab Film Studio programmes offer some of the best
training in the region and it is
something we are very proud of.”
While Dubai’s world-famous
skyline and landmarks partially
explain the emirate’s allure for
movie-makers and TV production
teams, Jamal al-Sharif, chairman
of the Dubai Film and TV Commission (DFTC) said it is about more
than face value. Dubai has, he told
Emirates 24/7 in a January 2014 interview, made itself an attractive
business proposition for the screen
world and the DFTC was created
to assist and facilitate production
companies and film-makers interested in shooting in Dubai.
“Dubai offers a deep talent pool,
state-of-the-art production fa-

File photo of Tom Cruise (R) and Emirati Prime Minister and Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashed al-Maktoum at the 2011 UAE film premiere of Mission: Impossible – Ghost Protocol.
cilities, a smooth permit process
and customised soft incentives
for those choosing to shoot in the
Emirate,” he explained.
As a one-stop shop for producers, DFTC works to streamline the
film and TV production processes
and helps to find the most cost-effective way of producing projects.
In return, the UAE gets the sort
of exposure that defies price tags.
Furious 7 — the latest entry in the
Fast and Furious franchise — is the
fifth-highest grossing film of all
time and those who watched it saw
about half an hour of the action unfold in and around Abu Dhabi.
Now Voltron Entertainment —

of which one of Furious 7’s stars,
Tyrese Gibson, is chairman and
chief executive — is reportedly
looking to build a $700 million film
studio capable of filming blockbusters entirely in Abu Dhabi,
with studio construction company
Pacifica Ventures and Legendary
Pictures co-founder Scott Mednick
as partners. “We’ll be able to cofund and become co-producers of
these movies and put Abu Dhabi
on the map in a very different way,”
Gibson told Abu Dhabi TV.
“I want to build a studio on the
level of Universal Studios where
there’s tourism, residential hotels
and we’re shooting the biggest

movies in the world in Abu Dhabi.”
Sharif said the film and TV industry has a “vital role in sustaining
Dubai’s position as a premier global
tourist destination”.
“As Dubai continues to attract
more productions and projects, we
expect to see an increasing number
of tourists travelling to the Emirate
for ‘film-induced tourism’ — when
film enthusiasts travel to visit the
landscapes, locations and sets that
they see on screen,” he said in the
Emirates 24/7 interview.

audio guide for the exhibit. “That’s
to be answered by whoever’s perceiving the work. There were many
Americans who were offended that
I had covered her with the American flag, just as there were many
Muslims who were offended that
she was veiled with an American
flag. No one seems to be happy with
it, which is maybe a good thing.”
Almutawakel, who was born in
Yemen and studied in the United
States, explores veiling generally
in Mother, Daughter, Doll (2010).
Nine photos show her seated with
her oldest daughter and her daughter’s doll. Their clothing changes
from vibrant to black by the fourth
photograph. Their smiles fade. By
the sixth shot, they wear the niqab.
By the seventh, gloves encase their
hands. In the last frame, there is
nothing but black. A billow of cloth
ripples towards the right, as if they
have been “disappeared” from the
chair.
“When I was a child in school, we
went camping in the coastal plains
[of Yemen] and there I remember
the women wearing very colourful,
beautiful clothing,” Almutawakel
said in the audio commentary.
“Twenty-five years later, I went
to the same city, the same area
and was shocked to find everyone
dressed in black. It seemed to annihilate the distinctiveness and make
everyone one and the same, to be a
control of some kind.”
Palestinian Rula Halawani, a former photojournalist and founder
of the photography programme at
Birzeit University, documents repression on the national level in the
series Negative Incursions. During
and after Israel’s Operation Defensive Shield of 2002, Halawani took
pictures of grief-stricken survivors
and destroyed homes in Ramallah

and Jenin. A poster of Yasser Arafat
looms lifelike in the corner of one.
Halawani enlarged and printed
the negatives without reversing the
values.
“As negatives, they express the
negation of [the Palestinian] reality that the invasion represented.
Their darkness allows the spectator to feel the darkness of the days
I witnessed during the incursion,”
she said in the audio commentary.
By digitally combining photographs of Egyptian soldiers with
postcards of alpine and tropical
scenes, Nermine Hammam emphasises the vulnerability of young
men who policed Cairo’s Tahrir
Square in 2011.

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in the United
Arab Emirates.

She Who Tells a Story
Mary Sebold

Washington

T

o an Arabic speaker, rawiya is the feminine form
of “storyteller”. To an
American, “she who tells
a story” conveys intrigue
and rebellion.
To visitors to the National Museum of Women in the Arts in Washington, the literal English translation is the title of a compelling
photography exhibit. Through 84
images, 12 Arab and Iranian women
deconstruct orientalism, construct
identities, and document contemporary life in the show She Who
Tells a Story: Women Photographers
from Iran and the Arab World.
The photographs are clustered
by theme and artist on deep grey,
rose pink and stark white walls.
Despite the sometimes-difficult realities they capture, they rivet the
viewer and conjure empathy, if not
warmth.
“The photographs in the exhibition are strong and visitors are
drawn to the aesthetics,” said Chief
Curator Kathryn Wat, “but when
they learn about the experiences
and ideas behind the works, they
often remark that the exhibition
breaks down their preconceptions
or teaches them something new.
I’ve heard the phrase ‘I didn’t know
that’ spoken so many times in the
galleries.”
The first Arab artist in the show
is Lalla Assia Essaydi, a native of
Marrakech and a resident of New
York. In Bullets Revisited #3 (2012),
she tackles Western stereotypes of
Arab women and addresses maleon-female violence. A woman is
flat on her back, split across photos

Boushra Almutawakel, Untitled, from the series The Hijab, 2001.
Courtesy of the artist and the Howard Greenberg Gallery.
in a triptych. She faces the viewer
knowingly; her long hair flows frontally; she clasps her hands and bangles on a metallic belt.
Look closely, and she no longer
resembles an odalisque in a 19thcentury orientalist painting. Her
skin is covered in hennaed calligraphy. Her jewels are ligatures. They
and the patterns that decorate her
bed and fill the background are
made of silver and gold bullet cas-

ings. Her lips and eyes, alone, remain uncovered to tell her story
defiantly.
Even more direct and challenging is the gaze of a young woman
wearing an American flag as a hijab
in Boushra Almutawakel’s Untitled,
2001, which she made in the aftermath of 9/11.
“Can you be a loyal Muslim and
a loyal American or do you have to
be one or the other?” she said in the

Lalla Assia Essaydi, a
native of Marrakech,
tackles Western
stereotypes of Arab
women.
In another series, she places
scenes of police brutality atop Japanese screens of blooms and birds.
The discordance of the foregrounds
and backgrounds is disturbing,
cinematic and hauntingly effective. The viewer wants Hammam’s
subjects to remain in their safe and
tranquil settings, to confess their
fear or deeds.
Wat said: “Visitors who have
roots in the Middle East region emphasise to me that the issues the
artists explore are complex and
that there are many viewpoints and
that’s really the point of the show.
The artists tell a particular story but
there are many more to be heard.”
Mary Sebold is a
Washington-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Agenda
Beiteddine:
Through August 9th
The Beiteddine Art Festival, in
picturesque Beiteddine in the
Chouf mountains, has a variety of
performances, including opera,
concerts, theatre and art exhibitions. The festival welcomes more
than 50,000 visitors, as well as
numerous star performers. Buika,
Seal and Kadim Al Sahir are to
perform at this year’s festival.

El Jem:
Through August 20th

The Caracalla Dance Theatre performs during the Baalbek International Festival in Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa valley near the border with
Syria, on July 22nd.

Lebanese summer festivals
celebrate life, culture
Samar Kadi

Beirut

I

nternational rock sensation
Mika, world-famous jazz singer
Lisa Simone, electric music pioneer Jean-Michel Jarre and the
Romeo and Juliet ballet were
among the array of music celebrities and cultural events featured at
Lebanon’s vibrant summer festivals
in 2016.
In addition to 12 international
events, including renowned festivals in Baalbek and Beiteddine, 78
local cultural and music celebrations were scheduled across the
country. All the while, not too far
away, war raged in neighbouring
Syria while Lebanon is waging its
own fight against fanaticism and intolerance.
“This is a proof of Lebanon’s resilience and attachment of the people
to their right for life, joy, and culture. This is our way to resist against
terrorism.” said Lebanese Minister
of Culture Raymond Areiji.
“Our country is physically attacked by these terrorists who do
not like our culture, our diversity
and open-mindedness. They want
to destroy this feature (of Lebanon),
while we fight (back) by promoting
and developing our cultural life.
This is what I call ‘cultural resistance’.”
Lebanon has been hit by several terrorist attacks since the Syrian conflict erupted more than five
years ago, including a spate of suicide bombings in June on the border
village of al-Qaa, a short distance
from Baalbek.

All the historic sites
from Baalbek to
Tyre and Byblos and
Beiteddine Palace
are placed at the
disposal of festival
organisers for free.
“Despite the potential risks, people are travelling to Baalbek and
attending the festival. They are
defying certain possible dangers,
refusing to be intimidated but (on
the contrary) encouraging cultural
activity,” Areiji said. He stressed
the army and security forces had
stepped up security efforts to ensure
public safety during festival season.
Commenting on the flurry of festivals sweeping the country, Areiji
said: “In Lebanon not everything is
explainable, neither in politics nor
in the society.
“The festivals have had a contagious effect. Traditionally, it has
been Baalbek and Beiteddine, then
came Byblos and Tyre festivals.

About 160km south of Tunis, El
Jem Roman amphitheatre hosts
classical musicians from all over
the world for El Jem International
Festival of Symphonic Music. In its
31st year, the festival programme
includes symphonic and orchestral music from Ukraine, Italy,
Austria, South Africa and Tunisia.

Hammamet, Tunisia:
Through August 20th
Hammamet, a Tunisian town on
the northern edge of the Gulf of
Hammamet, hosts the 52nd Hammamet International Festival. Concerts and plays are scheduled for
more than a month. Artists such
as Hindi Zahra, Buika, Ibrahim
Maalouf, Cheb Khaled and Goran
Bregovic are to perform.

Baalbek, Lebanon:
Through August 28th
Set in the Roman ruins in the city
of Baalbek in eastern Lebanon,
the International Baalbek Festival
stages operas, 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.

Dubai:
September 2nd-4th
Syrian singer Lena Chamamyan (C) performs with musicians, including oud players Lebanese
Charbel Rouhana (L) and Iraqi Naseer Shamma (R), during the Yamal el Sham concert at Beiteddine
International Art Festival, Mount Lebanon, on July 23rd.
Today, in every region you have an
association organising such events
with the aim of reviving the local
economy and attracting visitors.
Why not, since it has a lot of positive
impact?”
In addition to promoting Lebanon’s image and enhancing the local economy, the festival season
invigorates domestic tourism, the
minister said, adding: “It motivates
people to travel around the country
and interact with compatriots from
other regions. They get to know
each other better, which is a healthy
sign.”
Festival organisers are happy to
see their efforts to put on worldclass shows being appreciated.
“We should congratulate the
Lebanese public for their joie de
vivre and for not letting fear ground
them. Anxiety and apprehension
prevail not only in Lebanon but in
France, Brussels and Istanbul, etc.
Today, there is no more danger in
Baalbek than elsewhere,” said Nayla
de Freige, head of the committee
of Baalbek International Festival,
which marked its 60th anniversary
this summer.
Organising a festival in Baalbek, a
short distance from the Syrian border, is particularly challenging despite the unique venue at the heart
of the famous Roman metropolis in
Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa valley. “It
has been a permanent challenge but,
year after year, we have acquired
this dynamics aiming higher, especially as we celebrate our 60th anniversary, we wanted to reinforce our
cultural message,” de Freige said.
Convincing international artists to
perform in the Middle East proved
to be a daunting task. “At first no
one wanted to hear about coming to
the region, so we decided to proceed
differently, getting in touch with artists who already have affinities with

Lebanon and know the Lebanese
public,” de Freige said. “Big names
in the music world like Mika, Louisa
Simone and Jean-Michel Jarre were
happy to oblige.”
The Ministry of Culture has just
rehabilitated the exterior of the
Temple of Bacchus, Baalbek’s most
impressive monument and where
the festival’s main events take place.
The work consisted of reinforcing
the temple’s columns, cleaning
the stones, fencing the site and
restoring passages.
All the historic sites from Baalbek to Tyre, Byblos and Beiteddine Palace are placed at the
disposal of festival organisers for free as part of
the ministry’s contribution and support, Areiji
pointed out.
He noted that, despite the very difficult conditions that
the region is experiencing, Lebanon has been
enjoying a vibrant cultural life, be it in cinema
and theatre productions,
artistic creations or literary work.
“The Lebanese cinema
is improving despite its
limited means; every day
there is a signing of new
books and inauguration of
arts exhibitions, new museums and art galleries are
opening in addition to annual cultural events such
as Beirut Art Fair and Beirut Art Week. I believe that
we have a very healthy
cultural life and people
are attached to it,” Areiji
added.
De Freige said cultural life should
continue against the many odds to
which Lebanon is exposed. “To-

day, terrorism is spreading fear and
destabilising the whole region,”
de Freige said. “Nonetheless, we
should keep on moving ahead and
use all our energy and dynamism
in advancing cultural life. It is with
culture that we can combat extremism.”

Considered one of the greatest
comic operas, The Barber of Seville
will be performed at the Dubai
Opera. The opera was written by
Gioachino Rossini, who focused
his story on the adventures of
handsome young Count Almaviva
as he courts the lovely Rosina
despite her jealous guardian’s attempts to stop him.

Dubai:
September 8th-16th
The Dubai International Dance
Festival is a multi-arts event that
has a reputation for attracting
well-known dance companies,
classical dance academies, youth
orchestras, bands and music
ensembles from around the world.
The festival is a catalyst for the
creation of new work and creative
activity, with an education programme and artistic collaborations
involving organisations throughout the United Arab Emirates, the
rest of the Middle East and the
world.

Marrakech:
September 16th-18th
The Oasis Music Festival celebrates
electronic music. In its second
year, the festival takes place at
the Source Music Resort in Marrakech and includes three days of
performances from international
electronic musicians such as David August, Omar Souleyman and
Prins Thomas.

Lebanese singer Soumaya
Baalbaki performs during the
Beiteddine International Art
Festival, on July 29th.
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calendar items related to
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