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Beirut

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and Rus-
sian President Vladimir 
Putin are making much of 
their high-profile August 

9th reconciliation in St Petersburg 
to end a nine-month confrontation 
over Syria.

But the perplexing Syrian con-
flict, in which they have widely 
divergent objectives, could haunt 
them and doom their ostentatious 
rapprochement, which stemmed 
largely from economic pressures.

Turkey and Russia remain sepa-
rated on several geopolitical fronts 
and by the grandiose strategic ambi-
tions of their autocratic leaders.

These differences are most likely 
to play out in the Middle East, a re-
gion where both countries seek to 
expand their influence as it teeters 
on the brink of disintegration. Syria, 
in particular, will be a bone of con-
tention, as well as a barometer of 
how the rapprochement is faring.

Erdogan sees the prospect of ex-
ploiting the Middle Eastern chaos 
to restore Turkey’s regional domi-
nance, with himself as the new 
leader of a Sunni world fearful of 
Shia Iran’s expanding power.

He wants to see Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, an Iranian ally, top-
pled. The Russians want to keep As-
sad in power as part of Putin’s drive 
to restore Russia as a global power.

“Syria… is an area where Russia 
and Turkey are unavoidably and 
diametrically opposed,” observed 
the US-based global security con-
sultancy Stratfor.

“The ongoing battle in Aleppo is 
a case in point. Putin and Erdogan 
can discuss their desire for a peace 
settlement in Syria but the two 
main parties to the negotiations — 
Turkish-backed Sunni rebels and 
Russian-backed Alawite-led gov-
ernment forces — are still grappling 

over the city, a strategic piece of ter-
ritory.

“Neither side will come seriously 
to the negotiating table unless they 
have Aleppo firmly in their grasp,” 
Stratfor noted.

“With Turkey’s priorities concen-
trated in Syria, Moscow can keep 

Turkey on the hook by continuing 
to support Kurdish separatists and 
by complicating any Turkish mili-
tary designs for Syria through Rus-
sia’s presence on the (Syrian) bat-
tlefield…

“Rest assured, there will be more 
points down the line where Turkish 
and Russian national interests col-
lide.”

Erdogan is already at worsening 
odds with the United States, Tur-
key’s long-time NATO ally, and the 
West. The botched July 15th coup 
attempt has widened the rift.

Erdogan accuses US authorities 
of refusing to extradite the alleged 
mastermind of the failed coup, Is-
lamic preacher Fethullah Gulen, 
who has lived in the United States 

since 1999.
Turkey’s brief post-plot closure of 

Incirlik air base, a key NATO facility 
the US Air Force is using to bomb 
ISIS in Syria and Iraq, is a possible 
sign of what could be in store.

“We’re in for a very bumpy pe-
riod in US-Turkey relations,” Eric 
Edelman, a former US ambassador 
to Ankara and a former undersec-
retary of Defence for policy, cau-
tioned a July conference on the 
crisis in Washington. “If we don’t 
return (Gulen), I think we can count 
on some problems.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Troubles ahead despite 
Erdogan-Putin pact

Russian President Vladimir Putin (C-L) and his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C-R) 
before the start of a meeting in Konstantinovsky Palace outside St Petersburg, on August 9th.
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London

A 

t a time of unprecedent-
ed chaos and division 
across the Middle East, 
Arab athletes joined oth-
ers from across the world 

to compete in the XXXIst Olympic 
games in Rio de Janeiro.

“We are living in a world of cri-
ses, mistrust and uncertainty. Here 
is our Olympic answer: The 10,000 
best athletes in the world, compet-
ing with each other, at the same 
time living peacefully together in 
one Olympic Village. In this Olympic 
world, we see that the values of our 
shared humanity are stronger than 
the forces which want to divide us,” 
International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) President Thomas Bach said 
during Opening Ceremonies of the 
2016 Rio games.

Arab athletes are doing more than 

merely competing; they are win-
ning historic medals.

Fehaid al-Deehani, a Kuwaiti mili-
tary officer, took an early lead in the 
men’s double trap shooting event 
and maintained his position for the 

rest of the competition in winning 
the gold medal.

But Kuwait is under sanction from 
the International Olympic Commit-
tee for having laws that permit gov-
ernment interference in sports and 

is not allowed to compete. Deehani, 
therefore, took part as a member of 
the Independent Olympic Athletes 
(IOA) team. His was the first gold 
medal for the IOA, although Dee-
hani saw it as Kuwait’s.

“That was for my country, for the 
people who don’t want us to partici-
pate in the Olympics,” Deehani said.

Deehani also won bronze medals 
in shooting at the 2000 and 2012 
Olympics.

Egypt won two bronze med-
als in the first week of the games. 
Sara Ahmed, 18, placed third in the 
women’s 69kg weightlifting class 
after lifting 255kg, 6kg behind the 
gold medallist. “Sara Ahmed, you 
have lifted the spirits of all Egyp-
tians,” tweeted one delighted fan.

“This is such a big honour. All 
Egypt was waiting for one or two 
medals from our team,” Ahmed 
said. Her Olympic medal was the 
first for an Egyptian woman.

Compatriot Mohamed Ihab won 
a bronze medal in the men’s 77kg 

weightlifting category, lifting 361kg.
Tunisian fencer Ines Boubakri, 27, 

also took home a bronze, finishing 
third in the individual foil category. 

“This medal, it’s historic for Tuni-
sia. It’s incredible. I hope that this 
will be a message for all Tunisians… 
[and] all Arab women. A message 
that says that you must believe that 
women exist and they have their 
place in society,” Boubakri said.

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

Egyptian weightlifter Ahmed Saad competes in the men’s 62kg 
competition at the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
on August 8th.

 Arab athletes 
are doing more 
than merely 
competing; they 
are winning 
historic medals.

Arab Olympians compete — and win — in Rio

P6

The global 
peril of ISIS

Editorial

 Iraq’s
 multiple
crises

Humanitarian 
tragedy
in Aleppo 

P10, 16 P2

Mahmud el-Shafey

Chibli Mallat, Rashmee Roshan Lall, Tom Regan, Tallha Abdulrazaq, Harvey Morris, Roufan Nahhas, Thomas Seibert, Yavuz Baydar, Noreen Sadik, Karen Dabrowska

Interview

Edward 
Gabriel

Rasha Elass P17

P8-9

Ed Blanche

Tensions in Egypt 
over Friday sermons

P4The Arab Weekly staff



2 August 14, 2016

Beirut

S 

yrian rebels, nationalist and 
jihadist alike, have made a 
major advance in the bat-
tered city of Aleppo by lift-
ing the 4-year siege of the 

opposition-held eastern sector in 
what has been described as their 
biggest offensive of the war.

But perhaps the most significant 
breakthrough was that for the first 
time more than 20 disparate rebel 
groups set aside their often-deadly 
rivalries and banded together to 
form such a major force after more 
than five years of war.

If, after months of reverses and 
relentless Russian air strikes, these 
groups can maintain the degree of 
unity they have so unexpectedly 
displayed, this perplexing war will 
have taken a strategic turn. This will 
likely complicate outside interven-
tion even as it dramatically changes 
the balance of forces between the 
rebel-insurgents and the embattled 
regime of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

This is particularly true if the two 
dominant coalitions continue col-
laborating, after years of interne-
cine feuding, to pound the regime, 
which increasingly is suffering from 
an acute manpower shortage and is 
kept in place primarily by Russian 
air power.

The two rebel catalysts of this 
unusually broad coalition are Fatah 
Halab (Aleppo Conquest), which 
embraces most anti-regime groups 

in Aleppo, and Jaysh al-Fatah (Army 
of Conquest).

That alliance includes the leading 
Islamist groups such as Ahrar al-Sh-
am (Free People of the Levant) and 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (Front for the 
Conquest of Syria), which until July 
28th was known as al-Nusra Front, 
al-Qaeda’s Syrian wing.

The rebel coalition reportedly 
fielded about 10,000 fighters with 
nearly 100 captured tanks and hun-
dreds of multiple rocket launchers 
for its assault.

This was spearheaded by dozens 
of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham suicide 
bombers in armoured vehicles who 
blew holes in the regime strong-
points, opening the way for the Au-
gust 6th rebel breakthrough in the 
key, heavily defended south-west-
ern district of Ramouseh.

The rebel success has significant-
ly enhanced the prestige of Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham among Syrians, who 
have long felt betrayed by the West 
for its refusal to hammer Assad and 
end the war.

Karam al-Masri, a journalist in 
eastern Aleppo told CNN in a Skype 
interview: “People are impressed 
that in spite of all the air strikes by 
the regime and the Russians, they 
managed to… break the siege.”

The jihadists’ popularity will con-
found both the Americans and the 
Russians as well as the Saudi Arabi-
ans who support so-called moderate 
rebels.

In some quarters, it is felt that 
what transpires in Aleppo will be the 
defining battle of a long and multi-
sided war and possibly determine its 
eventual outcome.

Rami Abdel Rahman, head of the 
Britain-based Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights, which monitors 
the war through a network of activ-
ists, described the rebel offensive as 
one of the most important defeats 
for the regime.

“Despite more than 600 Russian 
(air) strikes, the government forces 
were not able to hold onto their 

positions,” he told Agence France-
Presse.

Damascus denied the siege had 
been broken but had to concede 
that Assad’s forces were on the de-
fensive. State media said the Syrian 
Army and its allies, including Islam-
ic Revolutionary Guards Corps from 
Iran and battle-hardened Hezbollah 
fighters from Lebanon, were “rede-
ploying” to block rebel attempts to 
liberate the entire city, which was 
once the thriving heart of Syria’s 
economy.

Both sides are pouring reinforce-
ments into Aleppo, where, in a bi-
zarre twist, loyalist and rebel zones 
of the city are under siege at the 
same time.

The Syrian Army has brought in 
the elite 15th Special Forces Division 
and the Republican Guard while 
Hezbollah is reported to be send-
ing its crack Radwan Battalion for 
a major counteroffensive aimed at 
cutting the heavily bombarded 2km 
link that connects the rebel-held 
zone to the rebels’ Idlib stronghold. 
Russian warplanes bomb rebel posi-
tions incessantly.

But as the fighting intensifies, 
with an estimated 300,000 civilians 

trapped in the rebel-held east run-
ning low on food, fuel and medicine, 
the combat seems to be bogging 
down into another drawn-out battle 
of attrition that could signal endless 
conflict in a land already devastated.

“It is an illusion, now commonly 
harboured in the West, that one side 
could end the war by winning,” the 
Financial Times observed on Au-
gust 3rd. “An unending conflict be-
tween a regime too weak to pacify 
the country and jihadi terrorists is 
as likely.”

The battle of Aleppo could sound 
the death knell of a UN peace effort 
that appears to be on its last legs, 
even as Russia and the United States 
seek to reach agreement to jointly 
target the jihadists while sparing 
other rebels who could ultimately 
participate in a transitional post-war 
government.

Assad, hobbled by the manpower 
shortage that has been his Achilles 
heel since the war began, is having 
to call on his allies for help — Mos-
cow for ever-greater air support and 
Tehran for a large infusion of Shia 
militiamen from Iran, Iraq, Afghani-
stan and Pakistan along with Hez-
bollah fighters from Lebanon.

But there is clearly friction be-
tween the Syrian Army and its allies 
which has become more evident in 
recent months as their casualties in-
creased sharply.

An unnamed Hezbollah fighter, in 
an audiotape purportedly recorded 
during the fighting and circulated on 
Lebanon’s social media, accuses the 
Syrian Army and its allies of aban-
doning the Lebanese during heavy 
fighting around the artillery acad-
emy in Ramouseh district where the 
rebels broke through and seized an 
arsenal of regime weapons.

“They all left us, the Iranians, the 
Afghans and the Syrians,” the fighter 
complained in the accent of south-
ern Lebanon, a Hezbollah strong-
hold. “We’re fighting alone.”

He warned that Jaysh al-Fatah 
was repeatedly attacking despite 
“taking a lot of casualties. They’re 
in good shape (while) the (Syrian) 
army disintegrated.”

The tape’s authenticity could not 
be verified but it jibed with an ac-
count by a pro-opposition journalist 
who told Business Insider that re-
gime forces in Ramouseh fell apart 
“much faster than anyone expect-
ed”.

Damascus

C 

oncern is growing for the 
2 million civilians trapped 
inside Syria’s divided city 
of Aleppo amid a massive 
build-up of rebel fighters 

and government troops and their 
allies as both sides brace for a bat-
tle to control the country’s pre-war 
industrial hub.

The opposition broke through 
a month-long government siege 
of the city’s rebel-held east where 
some 300,000 people are confined, 
allowing the entry of much-needed 
food supplies and fuel. While seiz-
ing the Ramousa neighbourhood 
linking east Aleppo to the exterior, 
the rebels severed the primary gov-
ernment supply corridor, raising 
the prospect that government-held 
western Aleppo might become be-
sieged. But aid is still able to reach 
the west of the city via an alterna-
tive route.

“Trucks loaded with food assis-
tance and gasoline entered the east-
ern neighbourhoods, but only a few 
individuals managed to exit from 
the area, not the families,” said Dr 
Hamza Khatib, director of Al-Quds 
Hospital in eastern Aleppo.

Khatib said no humanitarian 

truce was observed despite calls for 
a daily three-hour ceasefire and the 
United Nations warning that civil-
ians on both sides of the city must 
not be cut off from humanitarian 
aid.

Regime forces and rebel factions 
have sent hundreds of reinforce-
ments to the city. Troops were re-
portedly shifted from other fronts 
and the military commander in 
Aleppo was replaced by General 
Zaid Saleh, chief of staff of the pow-
erful Republican Guards.

Abd al-Muhayssini, a senior of-
ficial in the rebel Jaysh al-Fatah, 
said thousands of rebel fighters — 
including 1,000 potential suicide 
bombers — are preparing for the 
Aleppo battle.

Eastern Aleppo was encircled in 
July when Castello Road, the only 
link to the outside, was cut off by 
government forces. The trapped 
population was at the mercy of the 
regime forces and their allies while 
food and medical supplies dwin-
dled. The government may attempt 
to starve the rebels to force a surren-
der, a tactic it has used elsewhere.

Although the government and 
its Russian ally opened humanitar-
ian corridors for civilians to pass 
through and for opposition fight-
ers wanting to surrender, few have 
taken that option amid intensified 
bombardment and air strikes.

Khatib, who runs one of the few 
medical facilities operating in east-
ern Aleppo, cautioned that civilians 
would be in great danger due to 
shortages of medical personnel and 
supplies.

“There will be a shortage in medi-

cines, medical equipment and fuel 
that are vital for our operation,” 
he said. “We have stocks that can 
be sufficient for a month or two at 
most but what then?”

Hundreds of physicians and nurs-
es have fled Aleppo’s eastern neigh-
bourhoods where dispensaries and 
hospitals have been targeted by 
Russian and Syrian air strikes. Al-
Quds Hospital has been attacked 
but Khatib and a few others have 
remained.

“We are 30 physicians only for 
some 350,000 people still living 
here,” Khatib said in an interview 

online. “Specialists in several fields 
do not exist. We have one physician 
working as a paediatrician, neuro-
surgeon and vascular surgeon. Gen-
eral surgeons are also carrying out 
all types of specialised operations.”

The humanitarian situation is 
worsening as basic commodities 
are disappearing from markets but 
the head of the local council, Berta 
Hajji Hassan, described conditions 
as “still acceptable.”

“We haven’t reached the stage 
of famine. We still have our locally 
grown vegetables but eventually 
running out of fuel means bakeries 

would stop, as well as water pump-
ing,” Hajji Hassan said.

Hajji Hassan said about 52,500 
families — more than 325,000 peo-
ple — were still in eastern Aleppo. 
The total includes 20,990 children 
younger than 2 years and 155,048 
women.

Syrian President Bashar Assad 
has offered a general amnesty for 
rebels who give up their weapons 
and surrender within the next three 
months in what is seen as an at-
tempt to avoid the battle of Aleppo.

Similar amnesty offers were made 
previously but were seen by the 
opposition as publicity stunts and 
psychological warfare against the 
rebels.

“The talk about amnesty is for 
media consumption. He who wants 
reconciliation does not mass troops 
around the city or would at least 
stop bombardments while making 
the offer,” said Aleppo journalist 
Ammar Bakour.

Media activist Omar Arab, who 
has documented Aleppo’s devasta-
tion with his camera, downplayed 
the regime’s hopes of determin-
ing Aleppo’s battle as quickly as it 
claims.

“We are talking about 40 (eastern) 
neighbourhoods making up more 
than half the size of Aleppo. The re-
gime has been encircling Daraya (in 
rural Damascus) for five years to no 
avail and the latter’s area is equiva-
lent to only two of Aleppo’s neigh-
bourhoods,” he said.

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

As Aleppo burns, 
Syria’s fate hangs
in the balance
Ed Blanche

Khalil Hamlo

Syria Democratic Forces (SDF) fighters walk near damaged buildings on a street in Manbij, in Aleppo 
Governorate, Syria, on August 7th.

People gather to buy fresh produce taken into rebel-held areas of 
Aleppo by private traders, on August 11th.
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The rebel coalition 
reportedly fielded 
about 10,000 fighters 
with nearly 100 
captured tanks and 
hundreds of multiple 
rocket launchers for 
its assault.

Hundreds of 
physicians and nurses 
have fled Aleppo’s 
eastern 
neighbourhoods.

Humanitarian crisis looms in Aleppo
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D 

espite mounting criti-
cism from both Repub-
licans and Democrats 
— and even high-ranking 
officials in his own ad-

ministration — US President Barack 
Obama and US Secretary of State 
John Kerry are trying to coordinate 
anti-Islamic State and anti-Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham (the former Jabhat 
al-Nusra) operations with Russia.

Although Obama has voiced con-
cern about Russia’s military activi-
ties in Syria, he is not ready to give 
up on coordination with Moscow.

Obama and Kerry seem to believe 
that, because the Russians are al-
ready engaged militarily in Syria 
and are among the few actors who 
have influence on Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, it is best to seek 
their cooperation than leave them 
to their own devices and continue 
hitting a broad range of anti-Assad 
rebels.

The US proposal, which has been 
leaked in part, involves the follow-
ing:

Russia would use its influence to 
compel Assad to ground the Syr-
ian Air Force and focus Russia’s air 
strikes more exclusively on Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham — which changed 
its name from Jabhat al-Nusra 
and claims to no longer be affili-
ated with al-Qaeda though it still 
endorses a similar ideology. The 
United States would share intelli-
gence with Russia on Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham positions, and US military 
aircraft would join in the strikes.

The sharing of intelligence would 
involve identifying and targeting 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham military posi-

tions as well as its leadership, train-
ing camps, logistical depots, supply 
lines and headquarters.

According to a CNN report, the 
White House says the plan offers 
the best chance to “limit the fight-
ing in Syria that is driving thou-
sands of Syrians, mixed with some 
trained Islamic State fighters, into 
exile in Europe and preventing hu-
manitarian aid from reaching tens 
of thousands more, as well as pre-
serving a political track”.

Despite US officials having had 
several meetings with their Rus-
sian counterparts, including a trip 
by Kerry to Moscow, the proposed 
deal has yet to be finalised. Even if 
it is, there are serious doubts that 
the Russians will abide by it.

Over the past few weeks, Russia 
has aided Syrian government forces 
in laying siege to the city of Aleppo, 
exacerbating the humanitarian cri-
sis in that area. The Syrian regime 
continues to use its air force to at-
tack rebel targets — in violation of 
a previously agreed-to ceasefire — 
and continues to use barrel bombs, 
which have caused numerous civil-
ian casualties.

These actions have been aided by 
Russian air strikes. The Russians, 
like the Assad regime, do not make 
distinctions between Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham and more moderate rebel 
groups. Moscow seems to agree 
with Damascus that all rebels are 
“terrorists”.

The US proposal to cooperate 
with Moscow has elicited predict-
able criticism from certain Repub-
licans on Capitol Hill, such as US 
Senator John McCain, R-Arizona. 
But what has been surprising is that 
criticism has also come from Demo-
crats and administration officials.

One unnamed administration of-
ficial said that Kerry seemed to 
be ignoring Russia’s aim, which is 
to keep Assad in power, as well as 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
track record of violating agree-
ments.

More publicly, the Pentagon 
spokesman in July said that US De-
fense Secretary Ashton Carter “has 
been sceptical of Russia’s activities 

in Syria” and “we have reasons for 
that”.

And Director of National Intel-
ligence James Clapper told David 
Ignatius of the Washington Post 
that he had doubts whether Russia 
would deliver on any promises it 
makes on Syria.

The Washington Post editorial 
page, which usually supports the 
Obama presidency, wrote that the 
administration “appears to have 
been blindsided by Mr. Putin, just 
as it was when Russia dispatched its 
forces in Syria in September” 2015. 
The editorial implied that US warn-
ings to Russia about its military ac-
tivities in Syria ring hollow.

At an August 4th news confer-
ence at the Pentagon, after receiv-
ing a briefing on Syria and Iraq, 

Obama expressed frustration with 
the Russians, stating that their “di-
rect involvement” in Syrian govern-
ment military actions raises “seri-
ous questions of their commitment 
of moving Syria from the brink”.

Obama reiterated that while the 
United States wants to work with 
Russia against ISIS and al-Qaeda 
in Syria, so far Russia has “failed to 
take the necessary steps”.

Normally, such a statement by 
Obama would receive more criti-
cism from his opponents as being 
“naive”. Luckily for him, attention 
was focused on Donald Trump’s 
eye-popping statement that the 
Russians were not in Ukraine — 
even though they occupied and 
annexed Crimea in 2014 and con-
tinue to stir up trouble in eastern 

Ukraine.
Trump’s ignorance of foreign af-

fairs and his earlier praise of Putin 
have worked to Obama’s benefit 
on Syria. Trump cannot seriously 
criticise Obama for seeking Putin’s 
cooperation when he has said he 
would have a good relationship 
with the Russian leader.

Nevertheless, the fact that so 
many inside the administration 
have criticised the proposal to co-
operate with Russia on Syria may 
indicate that Obama will have to 
recalibrate the policy soon.

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.

Obama’s Russian gambit getting flak from all sides
Gregory Aftandilian

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov arrive at a news 
conference in Moscow, last July.

 Although Obama has 
voiced concern about 
Russia’s military 
activities in Syria, he is 
not ready to give up on 
coordination with 
Moscow.

Obama and Assad: The ‘golden exit’ from the 
Syrian calamity

T 
here are photographs 
on the internet of US 
President Barack 
Obama looking happy 
with his daughters 
next to pictures of 

child victims of the Syrian 
tragedy. The viewer is crudely 
asked to believe the US president 
as having responsibility for the 
misery that has befallen Syria 
under his watch.

Also recurrent in social media 
is a picture of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad smiling at a little 
girl, probably his daughter, next 
to a frame showing another little 
Syrian girl disfigured and 
maimed.

In the case of the US president, 
international law has not reached 
a maturity that allows punish-
ment for crimes of omission. This 
is hard enough to establish in 
domestic law and is far-fetched 
on the international scene.

The so-called good Samaritan 
responsibility, what the French 
criminal code describes as the 
crime of non-assistance à per-

sonne en danger, remains alien to 
common law. Still, it is legitimate 
to ask how the grey hair that 
Obama complained was caused 
by his “meetings on Syria” 
squares morally with the famous 
Atlantic interview where he 
expressed his “pride” over “(my) 
Syria policy”.

Does this grey hair not entail 
some criminal responsibility for 
the tens of thousands of dead 
Syrian civilians he turned his 
back on by rejecting any form of 
protection, let alone a safe haven 
for them in Syria despite the 
insistent advocacy by top aides 
since 2011?

The question may be legitimate 
in the sphere of morals. In the 
present state of international 
criminal law, responsibility by 
omission remains elusive.

The case of Assad, in contrast, 
is hardly one of omission. 
Documentation of the crimes 
perpetrated under his rule is 
massive.

Since 2011, there appear time 
and again long investigative 
articles on the scale of the crimes 
perpetrated by his forces and 
their allies in Syria, in addition to 
detailed reports issued by 
think-tanks and human rights 
organisations, even protests and 
requests for accountability by 
various agencies and officials at 
the United Nations.

While dampened by the horrors 
of the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
other Islamic and oppositional 

groups, the reason we hear less 
about the criminal consequences 
inherent to these crimes lies 
chiefly in the silence of the 
diplomats, especially Staffan de 
Mistura, the UN envoy on Syria.

Diplomats are busy pushing 
unworkable ceasefires and 
roundtable meetings featuring 
Assad in the middle. They 
wrongly think that the chances of 
success require muting any sort 
of criminal responsibility for a 
man they need at the negotiating 
table.

The schizophrenia is not new. 
Whether in Yemen, where former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh 
ensured that an immunity clause 
for him was expressly built into 
the November 2011 accord, or in 
other instances the world over, 
the golden exit for dictators is 
carefully preserved by diplomats.

The argument goes like this: If 
we want an end to the civil war, 
we need to preserve the dictator’s 
future against prosecution; 
otherwise he will never agree to 
exit, let alone come to the round 
table.

There have been exceptions. In 
the Dayton agreement, the late 
Richard Holbrooke refused to 
include a golden exit for Slo-
bodan Milosevic and history 
proved him right.

In contrast, the mistake of the 
UN special envoy to Yemen, my 
friend Jamal Benomar, was to 
allow the immunity clause to 
remain active. Saleh spoiled all 

his efforts to bring together 
Yemen on a democratic path.

Instead of Saleh being arrested 
and tried, he was allowed to ally 
with the Houthis (whose leaders 
he had assassinated over the 
years) to take over Sana’a in the 
summer of 2014 by force, trigger-
ing the Saudi military interven-
tion and the bottomless miseries 
since.

Golden exits and immunity 
pacts are a bad idea. Their 
deformation of basic morals in 
the course of history far out-
weighs their benefits.

How to read the tea leaves on 
the respective responsibility of 
the US and Syrian presidents five, 
ten, 20 years from now? Unless 
Obama reverses course dramati-
cally, and even if he does it at this 
late stage, the stigma of Syria will 
outweigh his foreign legacy 
forever but it is unlikely to entail 
criminal consequences.

As for Assad, his criminal 
responsibility under interna-
tional law has been established 
beyond doubt. The question is 
whether it will hound his family. 
Saddam Hussein and Muammar 
Qaddafi do not provide good 
precedents.

Chibli Mallat is an international 
lawyer and law professor. His 
latest book, Philosophy of 
Nonviolence, Oxford University 
Press, 2015, builds on the “Arab 
spring” to develop an efficient 
theory of radical change.

Chibli Mallat
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In the present state of 
international criminal 
law, responsibility by 
omission remains elusive.
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T 

ensions between Egypt’s 
Ministry of Religious En-
dowments and al-Azhar, 
the country’s most re-
spected religious author-

ity, have risen over the govern-
ment’s plan to make Friday prayer 
leaders deliver the same sermon 
across the country each week.

The ministry, which is responsi-
ble for regulating Egypt’s estimat-
ed 108,000 mosques and houses 
of worship, launched the stand-
ardised sermon initiative in July as 
part of a government plan to pro-
mote religious reform, filter out ex-
tremist rhetoric and the discussion 
of politics in mosques.

The initiative has yet to be imple-
mented but Minister of Religious 
Endowments Mokhtar Gomaa on 
July 15th gave a sermon that was 
based on text that had previously 
been posted on the ministry’s web-
site. The move was meant to set an 
example to other mosques.

Gomaa said that mosque imams 
would be free to choose from read-
ing the whole text or merely adopt-
ing the theme prescribed by the 
ministry, stressing the sermons 
will not be imposed by force.

At a time when the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is attempting to establish it-
self in Egypt’s Sinai peninsula and 

the fight against terrorism remains 
a government priority, Egypt’s 
Ministry of Religious Endowments 
must do everything in its power to 
combat the spread of extremist ide-
ology, Gomaa said.

“We will not let the Friday ser-
mon be a tool of division among 
Muslims,” he told imams.

Al-Azhar criticised the plan, 
arguing that it would “freeze” 
and “superficialise” religious dis-
course. Instead, al-Azhar’s Coun-
cil of Senior Scholars said it would 
provide preachers with intensive 
training with a view to helping 
them avoid “radical ideas” in their 
sermons.

Supporters of the ministry’s plan 
argue that the absence of a uniform 
sermon has led to “chaos” as well 
as the insertion of political dis-
course in matters of worship.

Egyptian authorities have sought 
to clamp down on unsanctioned 
religious speech, shutting down 
unregulated, so-called “corner” 
mosques that had been used to 
spread extremism and enact-
ing legislation to ensure that all 
mosque imams are graduates of al-
Azhar University.

Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah 
al-Sisi in January 2015 called on 
Egypt’s religious authorities — both 
the Ministry of Religious Endow-
ments and al-Azhar — to lead a “re-
newal” in religious discourse. He 
specifically asked al-Azhar’s senior 
scholars to combat radicalisation 

and promote a more tolerant vision 
of Islam.

“Religious discourse is the great-
est battle and challenge facing the 
Egyptian people. There is an urgent 
need for a new vision and a mod-
ern, comprehensive understanding 
of the religion of Islam, rather than 
relying on a discourse that has not 
changed for 800 years,” Sisi said 
at the time, calling it a “religious 
revolution”.

Sisi repeated the call for a new 
kind of religious discourse in June 
and said Egypt’s religious authori-
ties had not done enough to com-

bat extremism. “I fear that we have 
not until now found the real path 
to confronting fanaticism and ex-
tremism… We are on a mission, 
during one of the most difficult pe-
riods, not only for Egypt, but for all 
Arab and Muslims states,” he said 
in the televised speech.

Some observers have attributed 
the row between the Ministry of 
Religious Endowments and al-
Azhar to competition for the reli-
gious leadership of the country.

Member of parliament Amna Na-
seer warned the rivalry between 
the Ministry of Religious Endow-

ments and al-Azhar had allowed 
extremists to exploit the situation. 
Instead of focusing on the sermons, 
the ministry should make sure that 
there are no imams with extremist 
views on its payroll, she argued, 
adding that religious reform starts 
with choosing the right preachers 
before dealing with texts.

Her views were echoed by Mo-
hamed Ibrahim, founder of the 
Imams for Renewal coalition. Ibra-
him said that both the ministry and 
al-Azhar are competing to show 
they are the real leaders of religious 
reform called for by Sisi.

Tensions build in Egypt over Friday prayer sermons
The Arab Weekly staff

Mokhtar Gomaa, Egypt’s minister of Religious Endowments delivers a standardised sermon, which 
was prepared by the ministry’s scholars, at Amr Ibn al-As mosque, in Cairo, on July 15th.

Some observers 
attributed the row 
between the Ministry 
of Religious 
Endowments and 
al-Azhar to 
competition for the 
religious leadership.
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A growing army role 
in Egypt’s economy 
could have a nega-
tive effect, scare in-
vestors and take it 

away from traditional duties, such 
as defending Egyptian borders, ex-
perts say.

“A country where the army plays 
the manufacturer and supplier of 
goods is a country where most in-
vestors do not want to pour their 
money,” said Alia al-Mahdi, an eco-
nomics professor from Cairo Uni-
versity. “The private sector usually 
bears an unequal competition in 
such a country where the army en-
joys an unfettered access to cheap 
fuel, labour and raw materials.”

Egypt’s military has had a pres-
ence in the economy since the 
mid-1950s when it reclaimed lands, 
initiated infrastructure projects, 
manufactured basic commodities 
and made consumer appliances.

In the last three years, however, 
the army’s economic presence has 
increased to include activities from 
supplying goods to the public to 
building infrastructure projects. 
These include the digging of a par-
allel channel to the Suez Canal and 

the design for the reclamation of 
massive land areas in the Western 
Desert, the manufacture of vehi-
cles, oil exploration and port ser-
vices.

Most of the military’s activities 
are shrouded in secrecy. An article 
in the constitution prevents public 
scrutiny of military budgets. They 
can only be reviewed by the Na-
tional Defence Council.

However, Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi’s announcement 
that the army would address com-
modity price hikes shows the eco-
nomic role the army is assuming.

To control prices, the army sells 
basic commodities, such as meat, 
chicken, butter, cooking oils, rice, 
pasta, fish, tomato sauce and veg-
etables to the public at almost 30% 
below the market rate.

The army recently announced 
that it would manufacture air con-
ditioners, refrigerators, washing 
machines and cooking devices. 
Apart from military vehicles, the 
army, which also owns an automo-
tive company, will soon manufac-
ture vehicles for civilians.

These activities keep interna-
tional investors, especially those 
with no chance of working with the 
army, away from Egypt.

“You are talking here about an 
uneven competition,” Mahdi said. 
“On one hand, you have a military 
establishment that enjoys all privi-
leges, pays no taxes, depends on 
conscript labour and does not prob-
ably pay for the fuel or the electric-
ity its factories consume. On the 

other, a private sector [company] 
has to pay for all these things to 
produce the same goods.”

The size of the army’s economic 
empire is considered a state secret 
but estimates put it at 40% of the 
overall economy.

The military protected its eco-
nomic interests for years under 
the rule of Hosni Mubarak. How-
ever, during the last ten years of 
Mubarak’s tenure, an alliance be-
tween his party, which was led by 
his son Gamal, and a fledgling busi-
ness class took part of this from the 
military.

Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi tried to sideline the army 

and that was considered a source of 
contention before his overthrow in 
July 2013.

Sisi now focuses most of the ar-
my’s economic efforts on the basic 
needs of the people and on protect-
ing the poor.

Sisi, a former general, has unlim-
ited trust in the military, army offic-
ers said.

“This is why he depends on them 
when it comes to difficult times,” 
said Samir Badawi, a retired gen-
eral. “After all, the army saved this 
country when most of its institu-
tions were defunct after the 2011 
revolution against Mubarak.”

Some say that instead of taking 

the men in uniform from the bor-
ders and the battlefields in the Sinai 
peninsula, Sisi should depend on 
civilian professionals to steer state 
institutions.

“He should instead select com-
petitive officials to solve the prob-
lems of the people, not make the 
army part of every economic activ-
ity,” political researcher and com-
mentator Amar Ali Hassan said. “It 
is the government that should pre-
vent price hikes and organise the 
market in a competitive economic 
environment.”

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt’s army strengthens hold on economy
Khaled Osama

An Egyptian army truck selling meat and other goods at a discounted price to citizens on a Cairo 
street.

To control prices, the 
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rice, pasta, fish, 
tomato sauce and 
vegetables to the 
public at almost 30% 
below the market rate.
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“I
t is high time to forget 
and forgive,” said Weeda 
Hamzeh, a Druze woman 
from the Mount Lebanon 
village of Abey where there 

were massacres between Christians 
and Druze at the height of Lebanon’s 
1975-90 civil war.

Hamzeh’s parents escaped shortly 
before Christian militias stormed 
her village, executed the Druze in-
habitants and destroyed their hous-
es in 1983, but now she is renewing 
the bonds with her returning Chris-
tian neighbours.

That would not have been possi-
ble without the reconciliation pact 
signed in 2001 between Druze lead-
er Walid Jumblatt and Mar Nasrallah 
Boutros Sfeir, the then Maronite pa-
triarch.

However, it took 15 years to seal 
the Druze-Maronite reconciliation. 
Another highly symbolic step was 
made August 6th when Maronite 
Patriarch Bechara Boutros al-Rahi 
joined Jumblatt to consecrate a 
Maronite church not far from the 
Druze leader’s stronghold of Al 
Mukhtara in the Chouf Mountains.

When the guns fall silent in the 
war-torn Arab region, the battle for 
“forgiving and forgetting” will start. 
Protecting plurality and diversity in 
the region will be a big challenge.

Lebanon, which has escaped the 
cycle of violence ravaging the re-
gion, has apparently learned its les-
son.

“Lebanese finally admit that their 
wars were futile and that no one can 
cancel the other,” said Abbas Halabi, 
a member of the National Commit-
tee of Muslim-Christian Dialogue. 
“Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya will 
also realise that they will be not able 
to continue with their futile wars 
endlessly. This region is bound to 
restoring the idea of reconciliation 
and there will be no salvation with-
out establishing a civil state.”

The church consecration in the 
Chouf Mountains, Halabi said, was 
“a clear message to emphasise the 
need to revive the idea of diversity 
in our societies and that diversity 
is a source of richness and not, as 
some extremist parties are trying to 
portray, a reason for anger”.

Despite Jumblatt’s assurances 

that the war between the Druze and 
Christians is over for good, Leba-
non’s reconciliation process remains 
incomplete.

“We still live in a state of unde-
clared war at various levels,” said 
Ziyad Baroud, Lebanon’s former 
minister of Interior and civil society 
activist. “No stability is one form of 
incomplete reconciliation,” he said.

Baroud explained that, unlike 
other countries that witnessed wars 
and achieved reconciliation such as 
South Africa, Lebanon failed to ad-
dress the many causes that led to its 
war and has fallen short of healing 
the wounds.

The issue of the many thousands 
who went missing during the war 
remains unresolved, with no real 
effort exerted by the political lead-
ers — most of whom were war mi-
litia leaders — and military officials 
responsible for their disappearance.

“Reconciliation cannot be com-

pleted without the families of the 
disappeared knowing what hap-
pened to their beloved ones… They 
don’t want to try anyone. They sim-
ply want that their fate be disclosed 
so that they can rest,” Baroud said. 
“The war is over for many but not to 
them.”

Lebanon’s 1991 Amnesty Law 
“that distinguished between one 
victim and another is another mis-
take”, he added. The law covered 
political and wartime crimes prior 
to March 28th, 1991.

With almost all the warlords still 
in power since the Saudi-brokered 
Taif reconciliation accords ended 
the war in 1990 and their ex-fighters 
and followers now in the army, se-
curity services and public positions, 

Lebanon is still far from achieving 
its dream.

“We don’t have a success story,” 
Baroud argued. “We didn’t know 
how to deal with our internal prob-
lems.”

But the fact that Lebanon has 
managed, with all of the turmoil in 
the region, rising extremism and 
Sunni-Shia conflict, to preserve its 
stability, safety and the peaceful 
coexistence among its various sects 
reinforces hope that living together 
is still possible.

“When the time of big settlements 
comes, ISIS [the Islamic State] will 
fall apart and the people of the re-
gion will realise that they are bound 
to formulate internal solutions that 
could lead to reconciliation that 
would restore peace and coexist-
ence,” Halabi said.

To achieve real reconciliation, 
many issues should be dealt with in 
depth and a clear mechanism should 

be adopted.
“The day the bloody struggle 

in Syria is over, there should be a 
mechanism to restore unity among 
the Syrians,” said Baroud. “That 
should include a new constitution, 
a fair amnesty law, a process to re-
integrate the fighters, new educa-
tional curricula among many other 
things.”

The Syrians, he said, could be as-
sisted by parties that did not take 
part in the war, including the United 
Nations and independent experts.

Despite the present gloom, Ba-
roud appeared a bit optimistic. “It 
is not true that we are doomed, if 
we are now passing through this 
bloody phase. After all, Europe went 
through even worse than that and 
look at it now.”

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly. 
She is based in Beirut.

Lebanon’s Druze-Maronite reconciliation: 
An example for a war-torn region?
Dalal Saoud

A file picture shows Maronite Patriarch Bechara al-Rai (R) greeting Lebanese Druze leader Walid Jumblatt, in 2014, as part of the 
reconciliation process between Lebanese Christians and Druze.

Dim prospects for electing a new Lebanese president 

S
carcely has the election 
of a new president of 
Lebanon been an issue 
of parliamentary votes. 
Through recent history, 
especially after gaining 

independence in 1943, Lebanon 
has been dependent on regional 
and international stakeholders to 
broker a deal in the final stages of 
the six-year presidential term.

The anticipated 2014 election 
was no exception. Former, and 
most recent, president Michel 
Suleiman was elected as a result of 
a national-regional-international 
compromise brokered by Qatar in 
May 2008 after Lebanese parties 
appeared on the verge a new civil 
war. Hezbollah had occupied 
Beirut and headed towards the 
mountains where they were 

fiercely opposed.
The case has been the same with 

almost every presidential election. 
What varied was the identity of 
the players who had a say in who 
might become the next president. 
In certain instances, for example, 
it was the Soviets, the Americans, 
the Israelis, Egyptians, Syrians as 
well as others. During the Syrian 
hegemony of Lebanon, then Syrian 
president Hafez Assad “informed’ 
the Lebanese people of “their” will 
to extend the term of late president 
Elias Hrawi in an interview 
with the Egyptian Al-Ahram 
newspaper.

In 2014 the scene was quite 
different. The Syrian revolution 
that had erupted three years 
earlier was descending into 
civil war as the regime refused 
to acknowledge the minimum 
legitimate rights of its people 
for dignity and democracy. 
Some Lebanese factions were 
increasingly involved in the 
strife which aggravated internal 
political divisions and reduced 
the possibility of reaching an 
agreement on presidential 
elections.

At the regional level, the two 
players that highly affected 

Lebanese politics — Saudi 
Arabia and Iran — were deeply 
antagonistic to one another. Their 
differences stretched from Bahrain 
to Yemen and Iraq and did not 
exclude Lebanon.

Tehran seems to be reluctant 
to ease the Lebanese presidential 
deadlock before it ensures a 
political prize somewhere else, or, 
at least, before the outcome of the 
Syrian war becomes clearer.

There is a lot of talk as to 
whether Hezbollah, and Iran 
eventually, wish to ever elect 
a new Lebanese president. 
Discussions on this issue stem 
from the benefit this axis, along 
with the Syrian regime, can 
make from keeping Lebanon a 
playground after it exhausted its 
role as a battleground in the 1975-
90 civil strife.

It is true that the Lebanese 
president, after the Taif agreement 
in 1989 has lost some prerogatives 
in a constitutional rearrangement 
of authorities, yet, the presence 
of the president would, at least, 
guarantee the proper functioning 
of institutions instead of 
sustaining paralysis.

With a presidential vacuum 
the minimum requirements of 

statehood are missing. That allows 
several political forces to increase 
their strength at the expense of 
the central government and its 
apparatus. It seems that the state is 
the weakest player in the Lebanese 
political scene.

Despite uninterrupted calls by 
the international community for 
Lebanon to elect a new president, 
no serious indications reveal that 
such an eventuality is imminent. 
The distribution of power in the 
Lebanese parliament does not 
give an upper hand or sufficient 
majority for any group to elect a 
president without the consent of 
the other.

At the regional level, the 
unprecedented crisis in Saudi-
Iranian relations makes an 
imminent election improbable. The 
hot spots in various Arab states are 
but a proxy confrontation between 
Tehran and Riyadh. Therefore, is 
it in anyone’s interest to surrender 
the presidential election for free?

Rami Rayess is editor-in-chief 
of Lebanese Al Anbaa Electronic 
Newspaper (anbaaonline.com) and 
spokesman for the Progressive 
Socialist Party in Lebanon. Follow 
him on Twitter: @RamiRayess.

Rami 
Rayess
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Putin’s miscalculations 
in the battle for Aleppo

T
he balance of power 
in the Middle East 
and beyond has been 
changed by the 
Syrian civil war, 
particularly following 

the internationalisation of this 
crisis and the increasing pres-
ence of Russia and Iran in the 
conflict.

With the Syrian rebels on the 
front foot, now is the perfect time 
to ask just what Russia’s ongoing, 
and evidently failing, military 
intervention has achieved in 
the country and why Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and his 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
pursued this dangerous course.

Aleppo is simply not a city 
that can be easily occupied 
and quelled, whether by the 
Syrian Army, Russian air 
strikes or Iran-backed militias 
such as Hezbollah, which are 
participating in the war against 
the Syrian people.

Moscow had hoped its air 
power would be enough to tip the 
scales in Aleppo but the besieged 
Syrian rebels in the city have 
endured. The destruction and 
civilian casualties caused by the 
siege have failed to demoralise 
the people of Aleppo and have 
strengthened their resolve.

Following news that the 
rebels’ advance could be traced 
to outside help, particularly 
arms and equipment from 
Turkey, it is clear that Moscow 
underestimated the geo-strategic 
importance that Aleppo — less 
than 50km from the Turkish 
border — holds for Ankara.

This is a political reality, 
regardless of who is in power in 
Turkey or the balance of power 
in the region. If Turkey finds 
itself under threat from Syrian 
territory, and particularly Aleppo, 
it has no choice but to respond.

The other important factor that 
Putin overlooked is that, after 
more than five years of war, the 
Syrian people and particularly 

those remaining in the 
besieged city of Aleppo 
are more prepared than 
before to make sacrifices 
and suffer to the last 
man, woman or child. 
After all this death and 
destruction, they know 
that they cannot simply 
yield.

Prior to the failed 
coup in Turkey, relations 
were strained between 

Turkey and Russia. Ankara and 
Moscow now appear on the road 
to rapprochement following 

a meeting between Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and Putin in St Petersburg. It 
remains unclear how this will 
affect Syria and the battle for 
Aleppo, if at all.

Whatever the case, Moscow 
made a mistake in believing 
that it could prove the decisive 
factor in the battle for Aleppo. 
The thousands of armed rebels 
in Aleppo are prepared to fight to 
the death. Russia and Iran failed 
to understand that after all this 
death the people of Aleppo will 
never bow their heads to the 
Assad regime, which has carried 
out a series of massacres against 
them since the 1970s. They know 
that they have no choice but to 
hold on.

Russia will not succeed in its 
mission through air power alone. 
Iran will not succeed with its 
militias where the regime failed 
with its army and thugs. The 
battle for Aleppo has been raging 
virtually since the start of the 
Syrian revolution in March 2011 
and the people of Aleppo have 
learnt from the experiences.

Why did Moscow make this 
dangerous gamble? The answer is 
simple: Putin was suckered into 
playing a stronger role than he 
otherwise might have, seeking 
to make gains on US President 
Barack Obama’s more hands-off 
approach to the region. This is 
a foreign policy that has seen 
Iraq fall under almost complete 
Iranian influence thanks to a 
resurgent Tehran following the 
controversial Iran nuclear deal.

Obama, set to leave office in 
January 2017, acknowledged that 
many of his grey hairs have been 
caused by the Syrian crisis that 
has spiralled out of control on his 
watch. As for Putin, his grey hairs 
might be less obvious but the 
Syrian conflict remains a key part 
of his foreign policy towards the 
region.

One question remains: What 
will the Russian president do 
when Obama leaves office and the 
next president, whether Hillary 
Clinton or Donald Trump, takes a 
markedly different approach on 
Syria?

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

Iran will not succeed 
with its militias 
where the regime 
failed with its army 
and thugs.
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Aleppo is simply not 
a city that can be 
easily occupied and 
quelled.
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M
ore than 400 athletes from 20 Arab countries are 
participating in the Olympic games in Rio de 
Janeiro.

The games are a showcase of the Arab world’s 
evolving realities. The Rio Olympics also highlight 
the progress achieved by Arab women. Such 
progress cannot be assessed on the basis of the 

attire of the Arab women athletes, as some are inclined to believe. A 
number of the female competitors come from conservative Arab 
societies where participation in athletic activity would be unthink-
able in conventional sportswear.

Arab women have made great strides since the 1984 Summer 
Olympics when Morocco’s Nawal El Moutawakel was the first Arab 
woman athlete to win a gold medal, finishing first in the 400m 
hurdles. At Rio, Arab delegations include women athletes.

Among them, Tunisian fencer Ines Boubakri who dedicated her 
bronze medal to “Tunisian women and Arab women… who have their 
place in society”.

There was also Egyptian weightlifter Sara Ahmed, a bronze medal-
list.

She, like other female athletes from the Arab world’s conservative 
societies, would not have been able to compete had it not been for 
international sports bodies easing restrictions on dress codes in 
recent years.

The participation of a six-member Palestinian team also reminded 
the world of the plight of their countrymen and women. Participation 
by itself is an impressive feat considering the predicament of the 
Palestinian people.

The participation of an Olympic refugee team also helped build 
awareness of displaced people everywhere. Team member Yusra 
Mardini from Syria was an eloquent spokeswoman. As she said, the 
team did “send a message to the world”.

By Day 8 of the games, three Arab countries had earned medals. 
There is reason of course to cheer every medal earned. All winning 
athletes constitute much-needed role models in an Arab region where 
such positive icons are sorely missing.

More Arab athletes, from all countries of the region, are participat-
ing and more Arab countries are winning in the Olympics. Egypt, 
Morocco and Algeria have won the most medals for Arab countries to 
date. In the current games, Kuwaiti and Emirati athletes have won 
medals showing the Arab Gulf nations are quickly catching up.

But despite the medals earned in Rio, Arab athletic performance at 
Olympic games remains below expectations.

In 1912, Egypt was the first Arab country to take part in the Olym-
pics. Since then, Olympians from the entire Arab world have earned 
98 medals. That is less than relatively small countries such as Roma-
nia or Greece.

Sports performance on the world scene is closely related to the per 
capita income and the population of each country. Better interna-
tional sports results also depend on the place of athletic activities in 
schools and on the level of human development in society.

If they are ever to catch up with the level of global athletic competi-
tion, Arab countries need more adequate budgets and policies. They 
need to develop awareness of the benefits of fitness programmes at a 
time when many Arab countries are plagued by obesity-related 
diseases.

One final observation: The Rio games should also remind the Arab 
world that close to 10 million Brazilians, including the country’s 
interim head of state, are of Arab origin. They could provide a pre-
cious bridge between the Arab world and Latin America even when 
the games are over.

The Arab world at the 
Rio Olympics
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W
hen US secre-
tary of State 
James Baker 
invited Pales-
tinian politi-
cians to attend a 

peace conference in Madrid in 
1991, he had clear instructions to 
bypass members of the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO), 
punishing its chairman for his 
warm embrace of Saddam 
Hussein’s 1990 invasion of 
Kuwait.

Baker knew that peace would 
never materialise in the Middle 
East without the PLO. He decided 
to meet them as Palestinian 
nationalists rather than members 
of a militant organisation.

One of them remarked: “Mr 
Baker, as you know every Pales-
tinian by birth is a member of the 
PLO.” Baker cannily replied: 
“Please don’t say anything else. 
As far as I’m concerned, I’m not 
sitting with the PLO.”

Ultimately, the PLO went to 
Madrid but everybody at the 
talks, Baker included, treated its 
members as part of the Jordanian 

delegation rather 
than members of the 
PLO.

The same analogy 
applies, 25 years 
later, to Jabhat 
al-Nusra, the al-
Qaeda branch in 
Syria, which on July 
28th announced its 
separation from the 
terrorist organisation 

and rebranded itself Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham — the Front for the 
Conquest of Syria.

The move was more organisa-
tional than ideological, signed off 
by al-Qaeda’s Egyptian com-
mander, Ayman al-Zawahiri, six 
hours before it was announced by 
al-Nusra.

Al-Nusra’s leaders hope that the 
West will now talk to them or even 
fund and work with them, 
pretending that they are no longer 
affiliated with al-Qaeda — just as 
Baker pretended that the Palestin-
ian representatives in Madrid 
were not members of the PLO.

The leaders of al-Nusra never 
hid their deep admiration for 
Osama bin Laden, although most 
of its members were too young to 
remember his active years in 
Pakistan and Afghanistan.

They were influenced by bin 
Laden’s right-hand-man, Abu 
Musaab al-Suri, who instructed 
his followers to organise along 
semi-conventional military lines, 
with units divided into brigades, 
regiments and battalions with full 
autonomy on the battlefield.

Al-Nusra commanders were 
authorised to take hands-on 
decisions in battle without 
awaiting instructions from higher 
command. They could invade, 
plunder and shoot at whomever 
they perceived as an obstacle to 
the group’s ultimate victory.

All targets were valid, civilians 
included. Lone-wolf attacks were 
legitimate. All Syrian soil was 
jihadist land. No need to wait for 
orders. It was the military strategy 
of Suri coming to life: nizam la 
tanzim — order not organisation.

It was the religious duty of 
every individual to strike on his 
own without waiting for orders. In 

other words: Centralisation of 
thought and decentralisation of 
execution.

This would be the only path that 
would lead to the creation of an 
Islamic state.

Mirroring his commitment to 
bin Laden, al-Nusra commander 
Abu Mohammad al-Jolani 
appeared with a new outfit on July 
28th — green fatigues and a long 
white turban, just like the one 
worn by the deceased al-Qaeda 
leader, unlike the black turban 
used by Jolani’s former friend 
turned nemesis, Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi, the self-styled caliph 
of the Islamic State (ISIS).

This was supposedly designed 
to replicate bin Laden’s 2001 video 
from a secret hideout in Afghani-
stan in which he took responsibil-
ity for the 9/11 attacks.

Just to make the point, seated 
next to Jolani were two al-Qaeda 
members; including Ahmad 
Salameh Mabrouk, founder of 
Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, al-Qaeda’s 
branch in the Sinai peninsula.

It is clear that Jolani was pulling 
off a major public relations stunt, 
regardless of how credible it was. 
Nothing has changed for al-Nusra 
in terms of ideology; it remains as 
dangerous, lethal and radical as 
ever.

Jolani’s strategy is twofold 
— seeking to fool the West on one 
hand and, on the other, attract 
young Syrian recruits, especially 
secret admirers who dared voice 
support for a group aligned with 
al-Qaeda, fearing US sanctions 
and Russian bombs.

His hope seems to be that the 
move will give him greater room 

to manoeuvre and, perhaps, 
entitle him to Gulf arms, Turkish 
support and even the approval of 
the Americans.

Ever since Jolani pledged 
allegiance to al-Qaeda in April 
2013, Syrian supporters have been 
worried. Many saw promise in 
Jolani, a Syrian like them, unlike 
Baghdadi, an Iraqi. The leader of 
ISIS was more committed to 
creating an Islamic state in Iraq 
while Jolani wanted one in Syria. 
He has no ambitions in faraway 
territories such as Egypt, Gaza or 
Europe.

Many are probably relieved by 
the announcement, giving them 
reason and courage to join the 
new front. They need al-Nusra. In 
military terms, it is the only 
fighting force that has inflicted 
heavy losses on both ISIS and the 
Syrian Army.

Many hope the new front will 
merge with other less powerful 
players on the Syrian battlefield, 
such as the Turkish-backed Ahrar 
al-Sham and the Salafi Jaysh 
al-Fateh, which are based in rural 
parts of north-western Syria.

Fighting alone, these groups 
may well be exterminated by 
Russian air power, but if they team 
up with al-Nusra — regardless of 
its name or affiliation — then their 
fortunes could turn. They can 
either follow Jolani or face 
isolation and extermination on 
the battlefield.

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.

Jolani’s sleight of hand in rebranding al-Nusra

Sami Moubayed

Al-Nusra’s leaders hope 
that the West will now 
talk to them or even 
fund and work with 
them.

T
he Refugee Olympic 
Team is an inspired 
gimmick and, like any 
novelty item, it is 
likely to become less 
interesting the longer 

it hangs around. Would #Team-
Refugee offer the same frisson 
— of shock and awe at human 
suffering and strength — in 
Tokyo 2020? Will the refugee 
team be considered as interest-
ing a story at the end of Rio 2016 
as it was on the Games’ opening 
day?

Probably not. And yet, 
the refugee team is a simply 
remarkable construct. In 
representing the world’s displaced 
and dispossessed, it underlines 
the magnitude of the refugee 
crisis, estimated to be running at 
60 million people.

The team’s composition — five 
of the ten members have found 
refuge in Kenya and two in Brazil 
— debunks one of the chief myths 
propagated in and about the 
Western world.

Europe, the United States and 
Australia are often led to believe 
that they are the main destination 
for asylum seekers. In fact, less 
developed countries receive more 
than 80% of the world’s refugees. 
Most of the planet’s poor and 
harried people may want the 
chance of a prosperous settled life 
in the West but the majority does 
not get there.

According to the UN refugee 
agency, as of mid-2015, Turkey 
hosted the most refugees (1.84 
million) on its territory, Pakistan 

was second with 1.5 million 
refugees and 
Lebanon third 
with 1.2 million.

Bureaucracies 
are not noted for 
having epiphanies 
but the refugee 
team’s creation 
is one of them. It 
must have been 

an inspired moment when the 
International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) came up with the plan four 
months ago, creating a $2 million 

training fund and shortlisting 
dozens of refugee athletes.

The refugees on the team, IOC 
President Thomas Bach said, 
“have no home, no team, no flag, 
no national anthem. We will 
offer them a home in the Olympic 
Village together with all the 
athletes of the world”. He added 
that the team was “a signal to the 
international community that 
refugees are our fellow human 
beings and are an enrichment to 
society”.

This would be a fine statement 
of humane purpose if it truly 
represented global unity on a 
fraught issue but it does not. The 
world is anything but united on 
the question of refugees. This 
profound disharmony goes much 
beyond the inflammatory rhetoric 
employed by populist politicians 
such as American presidential 
hopeful Donald Trump, France’s 
Marine Le Pen and Australia’s 
Pauline Hanson against refugees, 
especially those of the Muslim 
faith.

Sixty-five years after the 
UN Refugee Convention was 
approved, responsibility is shared 
patchily and petulantly, without 
a proper plan or purposeful 
worldwide strategy. Refugees — 
the majority of whom flee Syria, 
Afghanistan, Somalia and South 
Sudan, in that order — are unable 
to access meaningful protection 
without resorting to people 
traffickers, asylum shopping and 
dangerous and illegal journeys 
towards safety. Destination 
countries, meanwhile, are unable 
to keep refugee resettlement 
numbers in line with their own 
security concerns.

This allows the Trumps and 
Hansons of the Western world to 
describe refugees in poisonous 
terms, a narrative that is picked 
up and disseminated elsewhere. 
Just days ago, Trump said Somali-
Americans, mainly in Minnesota 
and Maine, were “a rich pool of 
potential recruiting targets for 
Islamist terror groups”. Hanson, 
who became one of Australia’s 
most powerful politicians with 

her election to the Senate and that 
of three other members of her 
One Nation party, has compared 
Muslims to “pit bull terriers… a 
danger to our society”.

This sort of burn-them, flog-
them, hang-them flow of invective 
will not cease while the 1951 
Refugee Convention remains a 
partial principle rather than a 
shared practice. So what is to be 
done?

One of the world’s leading 
authorities on international 
refugee law, Michigan Law 
School Professor James 
Hathaway, recently presented a 
paper on how to fix the system. 
Citing five years of efforts 
by a team of lawyers, social 
scientists, non-governmental 
activists and governmental and 
intergovernmental officials drawn 
from all parts of the world, he 
suggested a new approach to 
“implementing” the convention, 
as opposed to simply suffering it.

This included requiring 
all countries to sign on and 

for a revitalised UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees to 
administer refugee quotas, with 
the authority to allocate funds and 
refugees. Hathaway argued for 
a common international refugee 
status determination system. This 
would mean an offer of asylum 
wherever there is room at the time 
and not according to the country-
of-first-arrival norm.

If, as Hathaway said, there 
is “no necessary connection 
between the place where a refugee 
arrives and the state in which 
protection for duration of risk 
will occur”, it would snap the link 
between smuggling routes and 
asylum claims.

A complete reassessment of 
the Refugee Convention is an 
Olympian task. Would that the 
Refugee Olympic Team inspire it.

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.

Refugee Olympic Team helps debunk myths

Rashmee Roshan Lall

The International 
Olympic Committee 
came up with the plan 
four months ago. 

Refugee Olympic Team member Yusra Mardini (C) attends a 
welcome ceremony held at the Olympic village ahead of the 2016 
Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, on August 3rd.
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T 

he Iraqi parliament re-
cently passed a law ban-
ning the Ba’ath Party of 
former president Saddam 
Hussein and made it a 

criminal offence for any political 
party or organisation to “promote 
racism, terrorism, takfirism, sectar-
ianism or sectarian cleansing”.

This far-reaching law is the latest 
in a long line of efforts that started 
with the 2003 de-Ba’athification 
process imposed by the United 
States and continued by Iraqi politi-
cians to silence dissent and infringe 
upon the rights of communities 
— specifically Iraq’s Sunni Arabs — 
viewed as recalcitrant or even as 
“security risks”.

Under the Ba’athists, it was a 
simple economic fact of life that if 
people wanted to advance in their 
careers, they could rarely do so 
without first signing up as mem-
bers of the Ba’ath Party. The de-
Ba’athification law pushed the vast 
majority of these economic, rather 
than ideological, members of the 
Ba’ath Party out of their jobs and 
into financial uncertainty. This new 
law could potentially put them in 
prison for up to a decade.

While aspects of the law, such 
as criminalising the politics of sec-
tarianism, hatred and terrorism, 
certainly seem praiseworthy at face 
value, it is highly unlikely that the 
law will be applied equally or fairly. 
As the successor of the aforemen-
tioned de-Ba’athification process 
— renowned for targeting and mar-
ginalising Sunnis — this latest law 
poses significant risks to freedom 
of thought and expression.

For instance, former prime min-
ister and current head of the rul-
ing Shia Dawa Party Nuri al-Maliki 

has become infamous for his brand 
of violent sectarian politics. In re-
sponse to the year-long, largely 
Sunni protests against his dis-
criminatory policies in 2013, Ma-
liki described the protest camps as 
breeding grounds for terrorism and 
accused the demonstrators of being 
in league with al-Qaeda.

In April 2013, Iraqi security forc-
es, acting under Maliki’s authority, 
stormed a protest camp in Hawija, 
massacring dozens of unarmed 
Sunnis. Activists leaked video foot-
age of the aftermath of the bloody 
incident that showed Iraqi troops 
shouting sectarian slurs and insults 
and stomping on the face of a dead 
disabled man who had fallen out of 
his wheelchair.

In 2014, not long after violence 
broke out in earnest between the 
Sunni tribes and government forc-
es, Maliki described the Sunnis who 
had taken up arms in self-defence 
against massacres such as Hawija 
as being from the “camp of Yazid”. 
This was in reference to the Umayy-
ad caliph whose forces killed the 
Prophet Mohammad’s grandson 
Hussein bin Ali, considered a saint 
by Shias.

Such open and clear sectarianism 
from senior government officials 
likely created the environment that 
led to al-Qaeda terrorists and their 
Islamic State (ISIS) successors to re-
establish a foothold in Iraq. How-
ever, it is seemingly impossible that 
the new law will be used to bring 
Maliki to justice and this is espe-
cially so considering parliamentary 
blocs under his control were instru-
mental in passing the bill.

If applied fairly and justly, the 
legislation could technically be 
used to prosecute the government 
of Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
and many other politicians and mi-
litia leaders.

The Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) have recently gained legal 
recognition as a new service in the 
Iraqi security forces and as a paral-

lel organisation to the main army, 
not unlike the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps (IRGC) in Iran.

The PMF has been responsible for 
numerous atrocities in Iraq, includ-
ing in operations to recapture Fallu-
ja. These included the abduction of 
approximately 700 Sunni men from 
Saqlawiyah near Falluja who have 
yet to be found almost two months 
after the city was recaptured by the 
government.

Human Rights Watch reported in 
July that the Iraqi government was 
concealing details of investigations 
into the alleged abuses, which sug-

gests that the government is not 
willing to acknowledge or properly 
tackle sectarianism within its own 
ranks.

If there was ever a clearer exam-
ple of the differences between the 
terms “legal” and “legitimate”, this 
new law shows how legal means 
can be used to illegitimately sub-
vert democracy. It is increasingly 
clear that neither Maliki nor or-
ganisations such as the PMF will be 
prosecuted under this law and this 
latest bill is perhaps only a legal 
instrument devised by Baghdad’s 
political elites to incarcerate dissi-

dents.
For this law to be viewed as legit-

imate, Baghdad must demonstrate 
that it is willing and able to bring 
sectarian and violent politicians to 
justice. Otherwise, Iraqis will have 
no reason to believe that this law is 
anything but an attempt to margin-
alise and target political dissidents 
by branding them as Ba’athists or 
takfiris.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher 
at the University of Exeter’s 
Strategy and Security Institute in 
England.

Legally silencing dissent in Iraq
Tallha Abdulrazaq

This far-reaching law 
is the latest in a long 
line of efforts that 
started with the 2003 
de-Ba’athification 
process.

The new law shows 
how legal means can 
be used to 
illegitimately subvert 
democracy.

News & Analysis Iraq

Can a Mosul victory in October help Clinton?

A s Iraqi security 
forces units, Shia 
Popular Mobilisa-
tion Forces and 
Kurdish peshmerga 
fighters, aided by US 

advisers and aircraft, get closer to 
beginning an assault to retake the 
Iraqi city of Mosul from the 
Islamic State, there are two 
parties who could be the most 
affected by the coming battle: the 
more than 1.5 million Iraqis in the 
Mosul area and US Democratic 
Party presidential candidate 
Hillary Clinton.

The number of displaced Iraqis 
created by the struggle to win 
back territory from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Iraq is one of its 
most tragic side effects of the 
war. On August 2nd, the United 
Nations issued a statement saying 
that refugee camps were filled to 
capacity and, unless more aid is 
available, aid agencies would not 
be able to deal with the rush of 
newly displaced Iraqis resulting 
from the push to retake Mosul.

According to the World Food 
Programme, there are 3.2 

million displaced Iraqis and an 

additional 10 million who need 
humanitarian assistance.

In June, the United Nations said 
that as many as 2.2 million more 
Iraqis would be displaced in the 
coming battle against ISIS. So far, 
the United Nations has received 
only 40% of the $548 million it 
asked for to deal with the crisis.

Many displaced Iraqis fear 
possible violence at the hands of 
militias who are battling ISIS, 
militias who, rightly or wrongly, 
say many of those fleeing the 
conflict supported the ISIS 
takeover of large areas of Iraq. It is 
a lose-lose scenario for many of 
those Iraqis and their problems 
will only get worse the more 
intense the struggle to defeat ISIS 
becomes.

Clinton, however, stands to 
benefit from the surge to recap-
ture Mosul, particularly if it 
happens in October.

The number of critics who have 
attacked US President Barack 
Obama’s actions in Iraq are 
numerous. Obama’s failure to 
“take off the gloves” against ISIS 
is one of the main lines of Repub-
lican Party attacks against his 
administration and has become 
one of Republican presidential 
candidate Donald Trump’s main 
arguments against Clinton.

It is to some degree mistaken. 
Yes, the Obama administration 
probably took too long to grasp 
the real danger of ISIS and then 
backed the wrong horses in Iraqi 
political circles, which only made 

the delay in taking up the cudgel 
against ISIS worse.

But in recent months the Obama 
administration has taken steps to 
correct that late start and Penta-
gon officials said that, while ISIS 
lone-wolf attacks may be increas-
ing in other parts of the world, the 
reality is that ISIS is on the run in 
Iraq and Syria.

And so an October battle and 
potential victory over ISIS in 
Mosul would silence many of 
Obama’s critics and give Clinton 
an important boost just before the 
November US presidential 
election.

US military officials said there is 
no deliberate timing taking place. 
They have told various media 
outlets that there is no way to 
make all the various parties taking 
part in the assault operate on a 
specific timeline. In reality, the 
only thing that is greater than 
their hatred for each other is their 
hatred of ISIS but that does not 
mean that they will fight before 
they are totally prepared to do so.

Regardless, an October victory 
in Mosul will be much welcomed 
by the Clinton campaign. Yet, as 
usual, the people of Iraq will pay a 
heavy price for any victory 
whenever it comes.

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

Tom Regan

View point
According 
to the 
World Food 
Programme, 
there are 
3.2 million 
displaced 
Iraqis and an 
additional 
10 million 
who need 
humanitarian 
assistance.

The Obama administration 
took too long to grasp 
the real danger of ISIS.

Iraqi policemen in central Ramadi, Iraq, last March.

A file picture of Iraqi security forces standing guard outside the parliament in Baghdad.
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A 

n emerging agreement 
to build a pipeline that 
would ship up to 250,000 
barrels per day of oil 
from autonomous Iraqi 

Kurdistan to refineries in Iran looks, 
on the face of it, like a win-win deal.

Technical details of the agree-
ment, which was first considered 
in 2014, were broadly concluded in 
April but implementation has been 
stalled by a familiar mix of inter-
Kurdish and regional politics.

From the perspective of the Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG) 
in Erbil the deal would reduce the 
Kurdish zone’s reliance on exporting 
via an existing pipeline to the Medi-
terranean port of Ceyhan in Turkey 
which has been subject to disrup-
tions at a time when the region can 
ill afford to lose revenue.

It was the unreliability of the 
Turkish link, partly blamed on sabo-
tage by Turkey’s outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), that spurred 
interest in a pipeline to Iran.

From a political viewpoint, the 
current arrangements make Erbil 
overly dependent on the goodwill 
of Ankara to ensure its oil can reach 
international markets. Turkey, how-
ever, might be reluctant to lose its 
near-monopoly status as a conduit 
for Kurdish oil, a situation that gives 

it major political clout with authori-
ties in Erbil. Officially, at least, Tur-
key has raised no objections to the 
Iranian pipeline.

Under the proposed agreement, 
Kurdish crude would be piped to 
refineries in northern Iran and 
shipped from Gulf ports, predomi-
nantly to Asian markets. Acting as 
a conduit for Kurdish oil would en-
hance Tehran’s plan to make Iran a 
regional energy hub.

The problem is the two sides are 
not isolated or, indeed, equal play-
ers in the project. Iran, which en-
joys a close relationship with the 
Shia-dominated Iraqi government 
in Baghdad, would want its formal 
approval before moving ahead.

Relations between Baghdad 
and the KRG, however, have been 
marked by chronic disputes over 
Kurdish oil exports. Oil production 
in Kurdish-controlled Kirkuk, which 
lies outside the formal boundaries 
of the KRG, has been locked in for 
much of this year as a result of a 
stand-off between Erbil and Bagh-
dad.

It is as yet unclear whether a pipe-
line to Iran would carry oil from 
Kirkuk as well as from fields within 
KRG territory.

The prospective deal also comes 
at a time of increasingly fraught 
relations between the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), which 
dominates the north-western zone 
of the region from Erbil, and its rival 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), 
which holds sway in the east from 
its headquarters in Sulaymaniyah.

The two parties theoretically share 
power but have been historically at 
odds, most recently over PUK oppo-
sition to the KDP’s Masoud Barzani 
extending his presidential term. The 
PUK, whose popularity had been 

waning even in its home region, 
has recently been boosted by a rap-
prochement with the breakaway 
Gorran movement.

Dlawer Ala’Aldeen, president of 
the Erbil-based think-tank Middle 
East Research Institute, has linked 
the pipeline plan to Iran’s stance on 
Kurdish internal politics.

“Iran’s policy has been well known 
for decades to favour preserving an 
equal balance of power between the 
KDP and PUK to prevent the emer-
gence of a strong KRI [Kurdistan Re-
gion of Iraq],” he wrote on the insti-
tute’s website.

Noting that the proposed pipeline 
would stretch from PUK territory 
bordering Iran, he added: “There are 
also rumours that Iran is debating a 
possible strategic agreement with 

the [PUK] Green Zone, similar to the 
strategic political, economic and se-
curity agreement between Turkey 
and the [KDP] Yellow Zone.”

Tensions between the rival par-
ties, and a perception that a deal 
with Iran might favour the PUK, 
prompted reports that Barzani was 
attempting to delay or block the 
pipeline agreement.

That drew a denial in May from 
the Erbil government, with KRG 
spokesman Safeen Dizayee insist-
ing: “Discussions between the KRG 
and Iranian government about the 
energy cooperation will continue in 
a technical manner. KRG policy is to 
have good relations with all neigh-
bouring countries in different fields, 
including the energy field, so con-
cerning this policy, we have good 

relations with Iran.”
That said, political barriers might 

yet delay implementation of the 
pipeline plan. Kurdish oil will still 
reach Iranian refineries, via the la-
borious and expensive tanker route 
along which hundreds of trucks 
head eastward every day.

Elements of the KRG might prefer 
to drag their heels on a final deal but, 
at the end of the day, the KRG’s need 
to ensure a reliable revenue stream 
to prop up its ailing economy means 
that practical issues will probably 
decide the outcome.

Harvey Morris has written several 
books on the Middle East, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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I 

n an unexpected move that 
tightens Iran’s dominance of 
Iraq’s military forces, the Bagh-
dad government of Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi formally 

incorporated Shia militias known 
as the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) — most of them funded and 
armed by Tehran — into Iraq’s secu-
rity forces as an “independent mili-
tary formation”.

At a stroke, this confers great legit-
imacy on the battle-hardened PMF, 
which is widely seen as a clone of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC), the praetorian guard 
of the clerical regime in Tehran, in 
a country where sectarian tensions 
between Sunnis and Shias, as well as 
with Kurds and other minorities, are 
dangerously acute.

The institutionalisation of the 
PMF as Iran’s proxy in Iraq, just as 
the IRGC replicated itself in Leba-
non with Hezbollah, will undoubt-
edly sharpen those tensions as the 
country struggles to defeat the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and abolish the 
Islamic caliphate it proclaimed in 
Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, in 
June 2014.

Iran built a network of agents and 
political assets during Saddam Hus-
sein’s rule in Iraq, a process acceler-
ated when the US-led invasion of 
2003 toppled Saddam and Tehran 
acted on its chance to exploit the re-
sultant turmoil.

These days, “in light of the po-
litical upheaval in Baghdad, Iran 

sees an opportunity to increase its 
already visible presence in Iraq”, 
the US-based security consultancy 
Stratfor observed in June.

“So far, building an Iraqi equiva-
lent of the IRGC has been out of 
reach but Iranian sources in favour 
of the idea have been speaking of it 
more frequently,” Stratfor said.

In May, influential Iranian law-
maker Mohammad Saleh Jokar, a 
member of parliament’s National 
Security and Foreign Policy Com-
mittee, publicly proposed the for-
mation of an Iraqi IRGC using the 
Iranian-backed militias as the nu-
cleus.

Declaring the PMF an integral part 
of Iraq’s security apparatus was ap-
proved by Abadi in an official docu-
ment known as Office Order 91 on 
February 22nd, according to a gov-
ernment statement published in the 
Al Arabiya daily on July 28th.

The PMF is commanded by an 
Iraqi Shia, Abu Mahdi Muhandis, 
nom de guerre of Basra-born Jamal 
Jafaar Mohammad Ali Ebrahimi. He 
is a veteran pro-Iranian fighter who 
operated with the IRGC and Hezbol-
lah in the 1980s and who returned 
to Iraq after the fall of Saddam then 
fled to Iran when the Americans dis-
covered his true identity.

He also commands one of the 
main PMF units, Kata’ib Hezbol-
lah and is a close associate of Major 
General Qassem Soleimani, com-
mander of the elite al-Quds Force, 
the IRGC’s foreign operations wing, 
which is fighting in Iraq.

The statement said the new force 
would be under Abadi’s ultimate 
command as part of Iraq’s armed 

forces.
But as the Long War Journal, 

which monitors the conflict against 
ISIS, observed: “Influential PMF 
commanders have openly ex-
pressed their affinity for Iran’s su-
preme leader (Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei) and the head of the IRGC’s 
al-Quds Force.”

Soleimani masterminds 
Iran’s ever-widening 
campaign to expand 
the Islamic Republic’s 
power across the re-
gion, with al-Quds Force as the 
spearhead.

Soleimani is treated as a conquer-
ing hero by many in Iraq. He was 
recently seen with an Iranian flag 
during a visit to front lines around 
Falluja, which incensed many Sun-
nis and not a few Iraqi Shias, who 
are Arabs, not Persians.

The Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy reported recently that al-
Quds Forces have established bases 
in Baghdad, Samarra, the Shia holy 
city of Karbala and in the former US 
base at Camp Speicher near Tikrit.

The PMF was established in June 
2014 as Iran’s overt military arm in 
Iraq after Baghdad’s forces were 
battered by ISIS across the north-
ern, central and western parts of the 
country.

It has played a critical role in driv-
ing ISIS out of cities and towns it 
conquered in its 2014 blitzkrieg of 
Iraq’s largely Sunni western prov-
inces, often taking a more promi-
nent role than state forces.

It is, however, viewed with deep 
misgivings by the Sunni tribes as 
well as many Western officials, who 
see it as little more than Tehran’s 
spearhead in establishing control 
of Shia-dominated oil-rich Iraq, the 
strategic gateway for Iranian expan-
sion into the Arabian Gulf and the 
Levant.

Some PMF units 
stand accused of 
wantonly killing 
Sunnis and other 
human rights abus-
es. Such allega-
tions are not con-
fined to the PMF 
by any means. 
Iraq’s main coun-
terterrorism 
force, dubbed the 
Golden Division 
and which reports 
directly to Abadi, 
has often been just 
as brutal, operating 
independently of 
the military chain of 
command, running 
secret prisons and 
carrying out extra-
judicial killings.

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.

Iraq’s Shia militias tighten 
Iran’s grip on an old foe  
James Bruce

A member of Popular 
Mobilisation Forces 
takes part in military 
operation at Khalidiya 
island in Anbar 
province, Iraq, on 
August 1st.

Some PMF units stand 
accused of wantonly 
killing Sunnis and 
other human rights 
abuses.

The institutionalisation 
of the PMF as Iran’s 
proxy in Iraq will 
undoubtedly sharpen 
sectarian tensions.

Iraq’s Kurds and Iran mull strategic oil pipeline
Harvey Morris

A view of the Bai Hassan oilfield north-west of Kirkuk, Iraq.

Kurdish crude would 
be piped to refineries 
in northern Iran and 
shipped from Gulf 
ports.
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London

S 

audi Arabia has pledged to 
assist Berlin in its inves-
tigation of recent terror-
ist attacks carried out in 
Germany by militants who 

pledged allegiance to the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

German magazine Der Spiegel 
published a rare security state-
ment attributed to an unnamed 
Saudi official confirming that the 
two countries were cooperating in 
the search for ISIS members behind 
the recent attacks in southern Ger-
many.

A 17-year-old Afghan refugee at-
tacked four people with an axe on 
a train near Wurzburg in July and 
was killed by security forces. An-
other incident attributed to ISIS 
took place in the Bavarian town of 

Ansbach, when a 27-year-old Syr-
ian refugee carried out a suicide 
bombing that wounded 15 people 
at a music festival. Both men left 
video statements pledging loyalty 
to ISIS.

Saudi Interior Ministry spokes-
man Mansour al-Turki confirmed 
the collaboration between the two 
countries and revealed a connec-
tion between one of the terrorists 
and ISIS via a Saudi SIM card. The 
ISIS point man was not based in the 
kingdom, Turki told Reuters, but 
he did not specify to which attack 
he was referring.

“The investigation found that 
the Islamic State contact person 

was not in Saudi Arabia, but rather 
was in contact from the ISIS area,” 
he said.

According to Der Spiegel, evi-
dence obtained by security author-
ities points to contacts between the 
two refugee terrorists and mem-
bers of ISIS via international SIM 
cards, including one registered in 
Saudi Arabia. The people involved 
were not only ISIS-influenced but 
were given specific suggestions 
and instructions, it was reported.

Saudi Arabia has been at the fore-
front of the fight against terrorism. 
In an interview with Al Arabiya 
Arabic language news channel CIA 
Director John Brennan described 
Saudi Arabia as among the United 
States’ best “counterterrorism 
partners”.

German Foreign Ministry spokes-
woman Sawsan Chebli said Germa-
ny and a number of other Western 
countries have worked closely with 
Saudi Arabia in the fight against 

terrorism, adding that, “informa-
tion provided from the Saudi side 
has in the past decisively helped 
to prevent terror attacks in Ger-
many”.

German Interior Ministry spokes-
man Tobias Plate welcomed the 
Saudi offer of assistance and said 
cooperation with the kingdom was 
of “significant value”.

The assessment by Brennan 
and the Germen Foreign minister 
should not come as a surprise, said 
Saudi analyst Awad al-Fayad.

Saudi Arabia’s strong counter-
terrorism record speaks for itself, 

Fayad said, particularly because 
the information it has provided has 
saved a number of European capi-
tals from terrorist elements, some-
thing acknowledged by then Brit-
ish prime minister David Cameron 
last October.

“There was one occasion since 
I’ve been prime minister where a 
bomb that would have potentially 
blown up over Britain was stopped 
because of intelligence we got from 
Saudi Arabia,” Cameron said in an 
interview with Channel Four news.

In December, Saudi Arabia an-
nounced the formation of a global 
anti-terrorism coalition of 34 most-
ly Muslim nations.

“It is time that the Islamic world 
take a stand, and they have done 
that by creating a coalition to 
push back and confront the terror-
ists and those who promote their 
violent ideologies,” Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir said during 
a news conference in Paris.

Sana’a

W 

ith peace talks sus-
pended until Sep-
tember, military en-
gagement has once 
again taken centre 

stage in the crisis in Yemen.
UN Special Envoy to Yemen Is-

mail Ould Cheikh Ahmed on Au-
gust 6th said negotiations were sus-
pended but added that both sides 
were committed to the resumption 
of direct talks “within a month at a 
venue to be agreed upon”.

The UN envoy said he had com-
mitments from both sides of a read-
iness to return to negotiations. He 
stressed the talks, which started last 
April in Kuwait, were not a failure.

“In fact, we have not failed. We 
believe the Kuwait talks made great 
progress,” Ould Cheikh Ahmed 
said.

Despite the United Nations’ as-
sertion that both sides are keen to 
support diplomatic efforts, fight-
ing in Yemen would suggest a dif-

ferent situation.
The Saudi-led coalition has been 

pounding Sana’a, and in particular 
its airport, since talks were sus-
pended. The attacks have closed 
Sana’a International Airport, the 
pro-Houthi Saba news agency said.

The coalition also targeted the 
Al-Dailami airbase and a military 
school close to the airport.

Chief of General Staff in the Yem-
eni Army Major-General Moham-
med al-Maqdishi said military op-
erations against the Iran-affiliated 
Houthi rebels would be expanded 
from Sana’a to include Al-Bayda, 
Dhamar and Saada, Al Jazeera re-
ported.

The escalation came after the 
Houthis and supporters of former 
president Ali Abdullah Saleh ap-
pointed a “supreme political coun-
cil” to run Yemen’s affairs and in-
tense shelling on the Saudi border 
that resulted in the killing of a Saudi 
civilian and wounding of seven oth-
ers, the Saudi Civil Defence in the 
Jizan region said.

Saudi General Ahmed Assiri, the 
coalition spokesman, said air strikes 
were justified after the failure of ne-
gotiations and rebel violations of a 
three-month truce.

Artillery fire or landmines in 
the kingdom’s borders have killed 
about 100 security forces personnel 
and civilians since the start of the 
conflict.

A source affiliated with Yem-
eni Prime Minister Ahmed Obeid 
bin Daghr confirmed to The Arab 
Weekly that the government called 
on international monetary institu-
tions and banks holding large Yem-
eni foreign reserves to no longer 
deal with the current central bank 
of Yemen, in effect calling an end 
to an economic truce brokered by 
the United Nations and the World 
Bank.

The source added that the deci-
sion came after the government of 

Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Man-
sour Hadi was told of attempts by 
the central bank under Houthi con-
trol of withdrawing reserves in for-
eign currencies deposited in US and 
European banks because they have 
depleted the reserves at the central 
bank in Sana’a and Hodeidah for 
the war effort.

The war in Yemen began after 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran Sana’a in September 2014, 
eventually seizing most of the 
country and leading to Hadi fleeing 

to Saudi Arabia.
An Arab coalition, led by Saudi 

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

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

Saudi Arabia to aid Germany investigate terror

Hostilities escalate in 
Yemen, talks suspended

The Arab Weekly staff

German police officers secure an area after a bomb attack in Ansbach, Germany, last July.

In December, Saudi 
Arabia announced the 
formation of a global 
anti-terrorism 
coalition of 34 mostly 
Muslim nations.

Saudi Interior Ministry 
spokesman Mansour 
al-Turki revealed a 
connection between 
one of the terrorists 
and ISIS via a Saudi 
SIM card.

News & Analysis Gulf

UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed (R) and the Secretary-General of the 
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) Iyad Ameen Madani, arrive at a news conference in Jeddah, 
on August 8th.

Saleh Baidhani

 According to UN 
estimates, more than 
6,400 people have 
been killed since the 
start of the fighting.
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Zarqa

J 

ordan has no time to worry 
about the return of Islamic 
State (ISIS) jihadists from 
battlefields in neighbouring 
Syria and Iraq. It is already 

happening and the state is quietly 
addressing how to deradicalise 
them, correct their thinking and re-
integrate them into society.

Security officials and social work-
ers, who have been involved jointly 
in a “rehabilitation programme” 
that will soon be ready to deal with 
ISIS jihadists sneaking into the 
country, acknowledge that the pro-
cess is arduous and may take a long  
time to be effective. However, they 
agree that it is better to take the lead 
than have jihadists settle in and 
take matters into their own hands.

“We can’t afford to take our sweet 
time to come up with smart and ef-
fective preventive measures be-
cause we will be overwhelmed by 
a sea of militants domestically and 
abroad,” said political commentator 
Mohammed Adeeb.

“We have to read the pathway 
ahead of us carefully and move 
vigilantly with plans we have as the 
jihadists are already in our midst.”

One Amman-based counterter-
rorism official pointed out that, of 
the 2,500 Jordanian jihadists who 
joined the fight in Syria and Iraq 
since 2012, at least 500 were killed 
in battle. Approximately 500 others 

returned to Jordan and the bulk of 
them were questioned and remain 
under security surveillance. The 
rest are believed to still be abroad.

However, the official admitted 
that there may have been some who 
slipped in without being noticed, 
adding to fears of sleeper jihadist 
cells in the pro-US Muslim country.

“Despite stringent security vet-
ting, some Jordanian jihadists may 
have found their way into the coun-
try, posing as Syrian refugees,” the 
official said, insisting on anonym-
ity, saying he was not allowed to be 
identified in keeping with the na-
ture of his job.

The official pointed to a covert 
domestic study by a Jordanian se-
curity department that showed 
Jordan has the largest per capita 
concentration of jihadist fighters in 
the world — 315 per 1 million people 
— compared to 280 in Tunisia, 107 
in Saudi Arabia, 46 in Belgium, 18 in 
France and four in Egypt.

He also pointed to a recent survey 
by the Jordan-based Strategic Study 
Centre that showed that 40% of Jor-
danians asked said that the al-Qae-
da-linked former Jabhat al-Nusra, 
now operating under the name of 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, fighting in 
Syria was not a terrorist group.

Linda Maayah, a Jordanian jour-
nalist who has reported on militant 
movements in the region since the 
1990s and is involved in studies on 
trends and socioeconomic profiles 
of fighters, said three cities in Jor-
dan were known to be bastions for 
militants.

“In an orderly fashion, the larg-
est number comes from Zarqa, fol-
lowed by Maan in the south and Salt 
in the north-west,” she said. Those 
areas are breeding grounds for 
militants since most of their unem-
ployed youth — frustrated by a lack 
of opportunities, no money, no jobs 

and can’t afford to marry — have 
time to communicate with jihadists 
abroad and meet local contacts who 
recruit them.”

She pointed out that state studies 
she was part of showed that a ma-
jority of Jordanian fighters joined 
the battle in Syria and Iraq to “wage 
an obligatory and legitimate jihad” 
to defend fellow Sunnis. In the case 
of Syria, that battle was against a 
Shia-affiliated Alawite regime and 
in Iraq against a pro-Iranian Shia 
government that loathes Sunnis 
and had ostracised them.

Maayah said the returning Jor-
danian jihadists are reminiscent 
of those who returned from battle 
alongside Afghanistan and Pakistan 
against the former Soviet Union in 
1991. One of their early attempts 
was a horrifying plot to coincide 
with Jordanian celebrations of the 
millennium New Year. The plot was 
foiled and its members were ar-
rested.

The US-based global humanitar-
ian aid agency MercyCorps said in a 
recent study that the fighters’ soci-

oeconomic profiles are diverse and 
that poverty or lack of employment 
were not the reasons they travelled 
to Syria.

It stated that Zarqa, a mining city 
east of Amman and the hometown 
of al-Qaeda in Iraq leader Abu Mus-
ab al-Zarqawi who was killed in a 
US drone attack in June 2006, had 
the smallest unemployment rate in 
Jordan for three consecutive years 
starting in 2013.

Since the rise of Islamic militancy 
and religious groups in the region, 
starting with Shia-Iran spreading its 
influence ten years ago, the Jorda-
nian government has pressed ahead 
with preventive measures to com-
bat the jihadist ideology.

The Ministry of Religious Affairs 
is running workshops to promote 
moderate Islam in cities such as 
Zarqa but the plan is proceeding 
slowly, hindered by insufficient fi-
nancing.

“It has been recognised that at 
least $70 million are needed to fund 
such a programme, which we don’t 
have to cover it all at this point,” 

said Religious Affairs Minister Wael 
Arabeyat. He said his ministry had 
embarked on partial funding to help 
the programme advance.

The Jordanian counterterrorism 
official said other measures includ-
ed ceasing construction of mosques 
and assigning moderate preachers 
to the tens of thousands of those 
that already exist.

“They preach tolerance, avoid 
radical speeches and condemn mili-
tancy,” he said, admitting that this 
specific move may prove futile since 
surveys show that the bulk of fight-
ers in Jordan are not radicalised or 
recruited in mosques but on the in-
ternet or by word of mouth through 
relatives, friends or old contacts.

Other moves include continuous 
crackdowns on the Salafi Jihad-
ists, an underground ultra-extrem-
ist group banned in Jordan. It is 
thought to include 3,000 individu-
als, one-third of whom are believed 
to have joined ISIS in Syria and Iraq.

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

ISIS jihadists:
A thorn in 
Jordan’s side
Jamal J. Halaby

Jordan has no time to 
worry about the return 
of ISIS jihadists from 
Syria and Iraq. It is 
already happening.

JordanNews & Analysis

Jordanian security forces secure Hakama street during a raid in downtown Irbid, north of Amman.

Saudi Arabia to aid Germany investigate terror

Amman

J 

ordanians consider parlia-
mentary elections, scheduled 
for September 20th, a step to-
wards long-awaited reforms 
that will usher in a new sys-

tem of power sharing, giving citi-
zens a greater say in the decision-
making process.

The goal is to strengthen politi-
cal parties so they produce national 
agendas, field parliamentary can-
didates and contest elections that 
will ultimately see prime ministers 
elected from a parliamentary ma-
jority, reversing the current situa-
tion of the prime minister being ap-
pointed by the king.

For the first time, the upcoming 
vote will see politicians with similar 
outlooks grouping to entice voters 
from a largely conservative and in 
some areas tribal constituency that 
has grown accustomed to casting its 
ballot for a family connection.

For years, there have been at-
tempts to unite Jordan’s 33 highly 
splintered political parties. The par-
ties have diverse and often archaic 
ideologies, ranging from Muslim 
fundamentalist to Communist. The 
drive to forge a handful of main-
stream political parties that could 
offer constituents clear national 
agendas and serve as a shadow to 

serving governments continues.
“Communism, Arab nationalism 

and other ideologies died out long 
ago in the former Soviet Union and 
Arab countries,” said political ana-
lyst Labib Kamhawi.

“Fundamentalism is out of the 
question and we have seen how 
quickly the regime of the first Mus-
lim Brotherhood president col-
lapsed in Egypt,” Kamhawi said. 
“People in the region have grown 
disgruntled with religious parties 
and militant groups seeking politi-
cal gains in the name of Islam.”

Jordan’s freewheeling political 
party scene is blamed on the long 
absence of a multiparty system. Po-
litical parties were banned follow-
ing a 1956 leftist coup attempt but 
were revived in 1991 under a reform 
programme launched by King Ab-
dullah’s late father, King Hussein.

During the ban, the fundamen-
talist Brotherhood was the only or-
ganised group, acting as a charity 
organisation although its duties ex-
tended much beyond that. Several 
Brotherhood members commanded 
top government posts, including in 
the cabinet.

Brotherhood ministers had prom-
ised to concentrate on education 
and services, such as health care, 
hospitals and charities as well as 
the banking and financial sectors. 
Instead, the Brotherhood called 
for the veiling of women, bans on 
lewd television programmes and 
prohibiting the national air carrier 
from serving alcohol aboard flights 
to Arab destinations. As a result, the 
group dramatically lost popularity 
soon when it failed to deliver on 
promises to improve pocketbook is-
sues that worried Jordanians.

Still, with the experience it gained 

over the years, the Brotherhood act-
ed almost as a shadow government 
in the 1990s, offering services and 
charity to needy Jordanians in areas 
out of the government’s reach, said 
Mousa Ishteiwi, director of the Stra-
tegic Study Centre at the University 
of Jordan.

“The Brotherhood ran schools, 
Quran-teaching centres, hospitals, 
a bank and charity organisations 
that offered food and cash to low-
income Jordanians,” Ishteiwi said.

The elections present a test for 
Jordan, whose pro-US ruler has 
been seeking to strike a balance be-
tween domestic needs and regional 
interests.

Domestically, King Abdullah II 
said he envisaged Jordan ten years 
from now as a constitutional mon-
archy in which an elected parlia-
ment, known as the Chamber of 
Deputies, runs the daily affairs of 

the state.
Regionally, however, Abdullah 

must be careful not to press too 
much with democracy and change 
from the current monarchy so as 
not to upset regional heavyweight 
and his political bankroller, Saudi 
Arabia.

The petroleum-rich country 
spends billions each year to keep 
Jordan’s moribund economy afloat.

Alhadath Editor-in-Chief Nasser 
Qamash said candidates are com-
plaining of the lack of people’s in-
terest and that they are facing a 
hard time in complying with the law 
to contest elections within lists.

In August 2015, the government 
unveiled the new electoral law, re-
moving a longstanding one-person, 
one-vote electoral system.

The new legislation is based on 
the at-large voting system in which 
candidates can run for parliamen-

tary elections on one large multi-
member ticket.

The proportional electoral system 
allows winning lists to have seats 
according to what they attained of 
the total percentage of votes cast. 
Won seats are to be distributed 
among the ticket members depend-
ing on the number of votes each 
candidate collected.

Imad Hmoud, an economic ex-
pert, said the election law “closed 
the door in front of certain Islamists 
who are facing limits on their ac-
tivities” — a reference to the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Due to many obstacles, Qamash 
said he believed that Islamists will 
not win many seats and they al-
ready realised it, yet “will partici-
pate to prove they still exist”.

Jordan’s parliament consists of 
the 75-member House of Senate ap-
pointed by the king and the 150-per-
son House of Representatives, 
which is elected through propor-
tional representation in 23 constitu-
encies on nationwide party lists for 
a four-year election cycle.

Women have the minimum quo-
tas of 15 seats, although in 2013 
they won 19 seats. Christians have 
nine, Circassians three and Chech-
ens have one seat. Bedouins of the 
northern, central and southern 
Badias have three.

Mohammed Ghanam, 56, who 
is running for the second constitu-
ency, said he is “eager to be part of 
Jordan’s future”.

“The elections will not be easy,” 
he said, “but they will open a new 
chapter in the history of the king-
dom.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Roufan Nahhas

Jordanians consider 
parliamentary 
elections, scheduled 
for September 20th, a 
step towards long-
awaited reforms.

Jordanian electoral officials seal empty ballot boxes before 
voting commences at a poll station in Amman, in January 2013.

Jordanian election a step towards new power-sharing system
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Dubai

T 

urkish-Russian relations 
look to be back on track 
following Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdog-
an’s meeting with Russian 

President Vladimir Putin. Both lead-
ers are somewhat unpredictable but 
respected for their political guile. 
That has come to the fore as they 
sweep recent disagreements under 
the carpet.

The November 2015 downing of a 
Russian warplane deployed to Syria 
by Turkish aircraft threatened to 
undo years of progress and efforts 
by Moscow and Ankara to court one 
another.

Russia punished Turkey with 
economic sanctions because of the 
incident and deploying the highly 
capable S-400 air defence system 
in Syria — putting the country’s air-
space effectively beyond the reach 
of the Turkish Air Force.

The Russian response was meas-
ured: The Turks could not be let 
off the hook but any punishment 
needed to avoid the possibility of 
dangerously escalating military ten-
sions with NATO, of which Turkey 
is a member. The other motive for 
Moscow’s measured response was 
to leave a door open for Ankara.

Turkey is viewed by the Russians 

as a country of special significance. 
There is much Russia can gain from 
courting and deepening ties with 
Turkey. Alternatively, shutting the 
door on Turkey could complicate 
the geostrategic environment for 
Russia and reinvigorate historical ri-
valries at a time when there is great 
need for collaboration on both sides.

Differing Russian and Turkish 
policy towards Syria has, of course, 
been the epicentre of recent ten-
sions but both will recognise that 
their long-term interests in Syria 
remain threatened unless they can 
narrow their differences. Ironically, 
Syria could represent the ideal op-
portunity for Russian and Turkish 
collaboration to move to new levels.

Russia has bolstered the authority 
of the Assad regime but it remains 
delegitimised for far too many Syr-
ians and the wider Arab citizenry 
to have strong long-term survival 
prospects. Kurdish separatism is 
a deep concern for Turkey and, as 
the United States nurtures Kurdish 
political autonomy and activism, 
Ankara cannot afford to lose Russia 
as an ally.

Geography also makes Turkey 
and Russia strategic partners in the 
Transcaucasian region. Turkey is a 
dialogue partner in the Sino-Russian 
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
project, and, despite its NATO mem-
bership, it is a prospective member 
as publicly declared by Erdogan.

Since their spat, Turkey has in-

tensified military engagement with 
Georgia, Azerbaijan and Ukraine. 
Turkey is deepening defence in-
dustrial cooperation with Ukraine 
and the countries have conducted 
a series of joint naval exercises in 
the Black Sea in recent months to 
enhance their ability to operate to-
gether “in accordance with NATO 
standards”. Turkey, Georgia and 
Azerbaijan have also expanded joint 
military drills over the past year, 
largely driven by concerns related to 
Russia.

As such, Russia prefers engage-
ment and its lucrative benefits over 
the risks of confrontation and hos-
tile rivalry with Turkey. Turkey is 
the second largest buyer of Russian 
gas after Germany, and the Turk-
Stream pipeline will cement their 
energy-security relationship to truly 
strategic dimensions. Russia is the 
fourth largest supplier of oil and re-
lated by-products to Turkey, which 
is also planning a Russian-built nu-
clear power plant.

Together with Egypt, Turkey is 

the largest buyer of Russian wheat 
and the Turkish economy is also 
hungry for Russian steel and ma-
chinery. Even in defence trade and 
collaboration, Turkey has shown 
openness to Russia beyond what 
its EU and NATO partners may feel 
comfortable with.

For lack of options, cooperation 
in Syria and ending the civil war is 
in the mutual interest of Russia and 
Turkey and both seem to have the 
flexibility required to work more 
closely together. The political con-

How 
important is 
Turkey to
the Russians 
after all?
Sabahat Khan

Special Focus Erdogan’s visit to Russia

The Iran factor in the Russian-Turkish rapprochement

R
ussian President 
Vladimir Putin has 
been busy: He met 
with Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani along 
with Azerbaijani 

President Ilham Aliyev in Baku on 
August 8th and with Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
in St Petersburg the next day.

Russian-Iranian relations have 
been strong for some time, 
especially since last year when 
Russian forces joined the Iranians 
in Syria to defend the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad. 
Russian-Turkish relations had 
been close, then deteriorated 
dramatically but are recovering.

Moscow and Ankara cooperated 
closely for years, especially on 
trade, except over Syria, on which 
they “agreed to disagree”, even 
though they were supporting 
opposing sides in that country’s 
war.

The Russian military interven-
tion in Syria last September, 
however, changed the balance of 
the conflict against Turkey’s 
Syrian allies and tensions between 

Moscow and Ankara grew, peaking 
with the November 2015 incident 
in which Turkish forces shot down 
a Russian warplane that Ankara 
claimed and Moscow denied had 
crossed into Turkish airspace.

Moscow punished Turkey by 
dramatically cutting trade ties. In 
the wake of deteriorating Turkish-
Western relations over numerous 
issues, including Erdogan’s 
increasingly authoritarian 
policies, Russian-Turkish relations 
dramatically improved in June. 
This came after Erdogan expressed 
regret for the death of the Russian 
pilot involved in the November 
incident and Putin announced 
that Russian-Turkish trade ties 
would be restored.

Relations improved further 
when Putin acted much more 
quickly than Western leaders to 
condemn the coup attempt against 
Erdogan in July. Indeed, after the 
coup attempt, Turkey’s relations 
with the West have soured while 
its ties to Russia have improved, 
almost ostentatiously.

Erdogan undoubtedly appreci-
ates Putin, who, unlike Western 
leaders, approves of his crack-
down on his internal opponents by 
less than democratic means — 
methods that Putin has not 
hesitated to employ.

With many Turkish officials 
suggesting that the United States 
was behind the coup attempt — 
something Washington has 
categorically denied — and reports 
about how Turkey might withdraw 
from NATO, Putin clearly has 

reasons to be pleased with how his 
decision to “forgive” Erdogan in 
June removed the element of 
hostility in Russian-Turkish 
relations.  Left to stand the tension 
might have discouraged Erdogan 
from voicing his displeasure with 
the United States and the West 
quite so strongly.

There are still important 
differences between Moscow and 
Ankara, especially over Syria. In 
an interview with the Russian 
news agency TASS, Erdogan again 
called for Assad’s departure and 
claimed that Syrian unity cannot 
be preserved unless that occurs.

Erdogan also said: “Considering 
that… al-Nusra Front is also 
fighting against the Islamic State, 
it should not be considered a 
terrorist organisation.”

Moscow firmly disagrees with 
both of these positions. Even if he 
wanted to, Putin could not 
accommodate Erdogan on these 
issues without causing severe 
problems in Russian-Iranian 
relations. Shia Iran emphatically 
supports the Alawite-dominated 
Assad regime and opposes his 
Sunni jihadist enemies, including 
al-Nusra Front. Despite al-Nusra’s 
recent rebranding and claim to 
have broken ties with al-Qaeda, 
Tehran still views the group as 
anti-Shia and anti-Iranian.

Even if Putin wanted to accom-
modate Erdogan on Syria, any 
improvement in Russian-Turkish 
relations that might result would 
be vastly outweighed by deteriora-
tion in Russian-Iranian relations.

Moscow and Tehran have 
together propped up the Assad 
regime though have not defeated 
his internal opponents. Moscow 
and Ankara working together 
might not be able to establish a 
stable post-Assad government 
— especially in the face of a 
determined Iranian effort to 
maintain the Assad regime, an 
effort that would be bolstered by 
Hezbollah and the other Shia 
militias fighting in Syria.

Now that it has good relations 
with both Tehran and Ankara, 
some might see an opportunity for 
Moscow to bridge the differences 
between these two regional 
powers over Syria. While Turkish-
Iranian relations are actually fairly 
positive otherwise, it will not be 
easy to bridge their differences 
over Syria. If it were, they would 
have managed it on their own 
already.

The improvement in Russian-
Turkish relations then is not so 
much the beginning of an alliance 
between them as it is a reversion 
to the previous status quo in which 
their overall relations were good 
but they differed on Syria. This is 
due to Moscow’s need to maintain 
good relations with Iran, which 
will not “agree to disagree” with 
Moscow if it sought to accommo-
date Erdogan on Syria.

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

Mark N. Katz

View point
Any 
improvement 
in Russian-
Turkish 
relations 
that might 
result would 
be vastly 
outweighed 
by 
deterioration 
in Russian-
Iranian 
relations.

Moscow and Tehran have 
together propped up the 
Assad regime though have 
not defeated his internal 
opponents.

President Vladimir Putin (R) meets with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in St Petersburg, Russia, on August 9th.
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Washington

F 

ollowing angry exchang-
es with its Western al-
lies, Turkey signalled an 
eagerness to repair ties 
with Russia but the con-

tinuing clash of interests over Syr-
ia is likely to slow moves towards 
a closer alliance between Ankara 
and Moscow.

After a, August 9th meeting 
with Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan in St Petersburg, 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
said he wanted to heal ties with 
Turkey. Nine months ago, rela-
tions plunged into crisis when a 
Turkish fighter jet downed a Rus-
sian warplane along the Syrian 
border.

Russian economic sanctions 
against Turkey will be lifted and 
Putin said both countries were 
determined to find a solution in 
Syria, where the leaders support 
opposing sides.

Erdogan said both sides were 
“extremely determined” to work 
for a full restoration of ties, in-
cluding an increase in bilateral 
trade from $30 billion annually 
to $100 billion. The two lead-
ers agreed to pursue the Turkish 
Stream pipeline project, which 
would deliver Russian natural gas 
to Europe. Turkey and Russia also 
agreed to create a joint invest-
ment fund and to cooperate in 
defence matters.

All of this sparks concerns in 
Europe and the United States 
that Turkey, an EU aspirant and 
the only predominantly Muslim 
NATO member, could move from 
its Western moorings. Ahead of 
his meeting with Putin, Erdogan 
bitterly complained about what 
Turkey sees as the West’s failure 
to support his regime following 
the unsuccessful coup attempt in 
July.

The pro-government media in 

Turkey suggested that Europeans 
and Americans want to weaken 
Turkey and that it is time for 
Ankara to look for support else-
where.

“There are no more common 
values left between Turkey and 
the EU,” wrote Ibrahim Karagul, 
editor of the pro-Erdogan Yeni 
Safak newspaper. The newspaper 
Daily Sabah said in an editorial 
that “it is natural to doubt the re-
liability of allies and alliances that 
fail to stand by Turkey in its hour 
of need”.

Soner Cagaptay, a Turkey ana-
lyst at the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy, said Russia 
is using the mood in Turkey to its 
advantage. “Russia sees this as a 
major strategic opportunity,” Ca-
gaptay told CNN. He said Putin’s 
aim was to “bring Turkey into 
Russia’s fold”.

Putin was the first major world 
leader to meet Erdogan since the 
coup attempt and, unlike the 
European Union and the United 
States, Russia has not criticised 
the Turkish leader over his crack-
down following the coup. After 
meeting Erdogan, Putin said Rus-
sia was “against all types of coup 
attempts”.

By reconciling with Putin, Er-
dogan may be warning the West. 
Ankara is “flirting [with Russia] to 
make [the] West nervous”, How-
ard Eissenstat, a Turkey specialist 
at St Lawrence University in New 
York, wrote on Twitter. Moscow’s 
Pravda newspaper said a Turkish-

Russian alliance was the “EU’s 
nightmare”.

Turkish officials stressed that a 
normalisation in trade and tour-
ism did not mean that Ankara was 
abandoning its Western partners. 
“Our relations with Russia are 
not an alternative to other rela-
tions,” Deputy Prime Minister 
Mehmet Simsek told the Hurriyet 
Daily News. “We have multi-di-
mensional relationships. We are 
a member of NATO. We are an EU 
accession candidate.”

Ultimately, the conflict in Syria 
will determine how far the Russo-
Turkish thaw can go, observers 
said. Beyond expressing a will to 
work together in Syria, the St Pe-
tersburg meeting did not produce 
specific policy proposals beyond 
an announcement to improve 
communication.

Following the warplane inci-
dent, Ankara accused Russia of 
bombing Syrian rebel positions 
to help Syrian President Bashar 
Assad and Moscow accused An-
kara of supporting radical Islamic 
groups in Syria. Now Erdogan 
says it is time to work with Rus-
sia. “I think we have to solve this 
thing by Russia and Turkey taking 
steps together,” he told Turkish 
state broadcaster TRT.

After the visit, Turkey sent dip-
lomats, military officials and in-
telligence representatives to Mos-
cow to explore Syria options with 
their Russian counterparts.

Members of Erdogan’s govern-
ment concede it will be difficult to 
find common ground over Syria. 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavu-
soglu said after the St Petersburg 
visit that Turkey and Russia had 
“different thoughts” about how a 
Syrian ceasefire could be secured 
and noted that Turkey was not 
happy with Russian warplanes 
targeting “the moderate opposi-
tion”.

Thomas Seibert is
an Arab Weekly correspondent
in Washington.

Despite handshakes, 
disagreement over Syria lingers
Thomas Seibert

Special Focus Erdogan’s visit to Russia

A mutually convenient ‘new page’

N
ever failing to 
surprise, even in the 
most difficult of 
times, Turkish 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan 

made headlines once more with a 
visit to Russia.

The meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin carried 
much symbolic and diplomatic 
weight. That the Russian capital 
was Erdogan’s first foreign 
destination after the botched 
coup was significant in terms of 
Turkey’s ever-fading relations 
with the West.

Since the coup attempt, 
Erdogan’s prime targets, apart 
from his demonised foe, US-
based cleric Fethullah Gulen, 
have been the administration of 
US President Barack Obama and 
European leaders.

Their support for the ruling 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government was far too 
delayed and timid, Erdogan kept 
saying, while some of his minis-
ters openly accused the Ameri-

cans of being behind the putch-
ists.

Praise was meanwhile directed 
at Putin, whom Erdogan once 
more thanked while shaking 
hands, after seven months of 
name-calling between Turkey and 
Russia after Turkish jets shot 
down a Russian warplane in 
November 2015. In Erdogan’s 
eyes, Putin was the swiftest to 
express his solidarity.

Although much more restrained 
than Erdogan, Putin was happy 
with the ways things turned out. 
The Turkish delegation’s visit had 
followed Erdogan’s apology for 
the incident that cost a Russian 
pilot’s life and told the world that 
Putin was not only able to define 
the future of Syria but also 
capable of unsettling Turkey’s 
decades-long membership of the 
NATO alliance and its traditional 
ties with the West.

Erdogan emerged as the 
obvious winner of the arm 
wrestling that lasted for months, 
causing the Turkish economy 
considerable damage through 
trade sanctions and the suspen-
sion of Russian tourist flights to 
Turkey. The trade volume 
between the two countries was 
about $35 billion when the 
Russian jet was hit and, according 
to Putin, has decreased by 43% 
since.

Now Erdogan hopes to target 
$100 billion in trade as soon as 
possible. He seemed in a mood for 
maximum appeasement towards 

Putin, declaring that the jointly 
planned but frozen Akkuyu 
nuclear plant in Turkey be raised 
to “strategic project” status. He 
was also ready to reset economic 
relations by having Russian trade 
sanctions and visa restrictions 
lifted and charter flights begin-
ning to fly to Turkish holiday 
resorts.

Nobody believed that the 
acrimonious stalemate would be 
sustainable. That is the reason 
why both sides’ media unani-
mously welcomed the rapproche-
ment, as eyebrows were raised in 
NATO and European capitals. 
“Turkey is a valued ally, making 
substantial contributions to 
NATO’s joint efforts… Turkey’s 
NATO membership is not in 
question,” the military alliance 
said in a rapidly issued statement.

It is the military dimension of 
the bilateral talks that will lend 
the most significance to the 
Turkish-Russian thaw. During the 
meetings, Russian Chief of the 
General Staff General Valery 
Gerasimov was present — a strong 
gesture. In addition, the two 
leaders agreed that direct hotline 
communications be established 
between the army chiefs of staff, 
and delegations consisting of 
diplomats, military officers and 
intelligence staff will visit each 
other regularly.

This side of the talks bears a 
distinguished symbolism over 
how both leaders may be intend-
ing to challenge the West from 

their own vantage points.
For Erdogan, this tango in 

Russia, he hopes, will be useful to 
break his isolation. In this, the 
Turkish leader, who emerged even 
more powerful at home after the 
coup attempt, is staging a delicate 
balancing act between global 
power blocs. Whether Erdogan is 
willing to dig deeper for a new 
Eurasian strategic alliance as a 
replacement for NATO seems 
premature.

For Putin, it may be seen as 
another efficient tool in his 
neo-expansionist moves to twist 
loose the unity of Europe and 
weaken whatever remains of its 
leadership.

Syria remains a divisive issue, 
although both agree, from 
different perspectives, that its 
territorial unity should be pro-
tected.

Ankara is determined to battle 
against any Kurdish advance that 
may end in a self-rule along its 
border and Putin is equally 
decided to continue to disagree 
with Erdogan that Assad must go.

Yet, as Erdogan’s spokesman 
Ibrahim Kalin said: “It is a new 
page.”’ Both sides will be careful 
not to rock the boat. They will 
battle their chosen enemies while 
debating Syria’s future: Ankara 
against the Kurds, Moscow against 
the jihadist forces that threaten 
the Syrian Ba’athists in Damascus.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.

Yavuz Baydar

View point
Erdogan 
hopes this 
tango in 
Russia will 
be useful 
to break his 
isolation.

The fact that Russia 
was Erdogan’s first 
foreign destination after 
the botched coup was 
significant in terms of 
relations with the West.

text of poor Russian relations with 
the West and deteriorating Turkish 
relations with Western capitals pro-
vide an added impetus to Russian-
Turkish rapprochement.

Turkey could drop its bid for EU 
membership altogether and even 
decide to leave NATO. Both sce-
narios would draw Turkey closer to 
Russia and Moscow would actively 
facilitate such posturing through 
deepening strategic cooperation 
with Ankara at the economic, politi-
cal and military levels.

When bilateral relations have 
been attended to with greater care 
they have shown promise, and Putin 
and Erdogan may finally now be able 
to give the attention Russia-Turkey 
ties actually need.

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.

President Vladimir Putin (R) meets with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in St Petersburg, Russia, on August 9th.
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Casablanca

T 

he government sale of a 
parcel of state land to Ra-
bat Governor Abdelouafi 
Laftit at a very low price 
has angered Moroccans, 

civil society activists and opposi-
tion members who called for an in-
vestigation into similar acquisitions 
made by civil servants.

According to the news website 
Lakome2, parcels of 3,000-5,000 sq. 
metres were sold to senior govern-
ment officials and civil servants at 
low prices.

Lawmaker Mehdi Mezouari, from 
the leftist Socialist Union of Popular 
Forces (USFP), posted on Facebook 
notarial documents showing Laftit’s 
acquisition in January of land in Ra-

bat’s upmarket area of Zaer Road. 
The 3,750 sq. metre parcel, which 
was owned by the government, was 
sold to Laftit for $36 per sq. me-
tre but is estimated to be valued at 
$2,600-$3,125 per sq. metre.

“I’m asking the prime minister to 
give us more information on the is-
sue and the government’s responsi-
bility in this abuse,” wrote Mezouari 
on Facebook.

Interior Minister Mohamed Has-
sad and Minister of Economy and 
Finance Mohamed Boussaid issued 
a statement stating that “this land 
has been part of a residential devel-
opment for government officials and 
civil servants” since late King Has-
san II’s era.

“The price of the plots of land 
is defined by a decree of the prime 
minister, dated December 26th, 
1995,” said the statement.

They denounced what they called 
“a tendentious campaign led by a 
political party and media that favour 
it”, referring to Moroccan Prime 
Minister Abdelilah Benkirane’s Jus-
tice and Development Party (PJD), 
which leads the coalition govern-
ment.

“It has become clear, if neces-
sary, that it is a premature election 

campaign that seeks to reap skimpy 
electoral gains under the pretext 
of implementing the rules of good 
governance and avoid conflict be-
tween personal interests and public 
responsibilities,” added the state-
ment.

Independent news website Hes-
press released documents reveal-
ing that the two ministers acquired 
plots of 4,630 sq. metres and 3,181 
sq. metres at $36 and $38 per sq. me-
tre, respectively.

Benkirane reportedly asked par-
ty’s activists to “refrain from com-
menting on the statement of the two 
ministers” in an unusual sign of re-
straint.

Secretary-General of the Unified 
Socialist Party (PSU) Nabila Mounib 
told Lakome2 that this problem “is 
not new because Morocco adopts 
a patrimonial regime that relies on 
various benefits and privileges to 
reward people close to the authori-
ties”.

The case sparked outrage among 
civil society activists and opposition 
members who called for an inquiry. 
Questions were raised about the 
timing of the leak just two months 
before legislative elections.

Secretary-General of the Moroc-
can Liberal Party (PML) Mohammed 
Ziane told Article19.ma that the con-
troversy was because “we are in an 
electoral period and we want to play 
democracy the French way without 
having the same political parties, 
institutions, values and political 
awareness.”

The election campaign is to offi-
cially start September 24th and run 
until the eve of October 7th parlia-
mentary elections.

Ziane called on all Moroccans to 
address requests to the government 
to benefit, in accordance with con-
stitutional provisions, from parcels 
of land at a fair price to stop land 
speculation.

He also questioned Benkirane’s si-
lence on the matter. “What’s the role 
of a head of government if he keeps 
quiet?” asked Ziane.

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

News & Analysis Maghreb
Algerian child’s death sparks calls for capital punishment
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he killing of a 4-year-old 
girl prompted calls for 
the implementation of 
capital punishment in 
Algeria, which has not 

carried out a death sentence since 
1993.

Thousands of Algerians marched 
behind the girl’s coffin on August 
7th, with many saying the govern-
ment should bring back the death 
penalty. Mourners claim the girl 
was abducted, raped and killed. 
Authorities said they have not 
reached a conclusion about the 
case.

The girl’s death rekindled debate 
between those against capital pun-
ishment and Islamists and other 
conservatives who insist the death 
penalty must be implemented to 
punish those who kill and rape, ac-
cording to their interpretation of 
Islamic law. Algeria has not abol-
ished the death penalty but has ob-
served a moratorium on carrying 
out capital punishment since 1993.

The girl, Nihal Si Mohand, was 
reported missing July 21st from the 
village of Aït Abdelouahab, 60km 
from Algiers, where her family was 
attending a wedding. The case at-
tracted widespread media cover-
age, especially by private televi-
sion stations that reported that the 
girl was kidnapped, abused and 
killed by one or more people.

The government deployed more 
than 2,500 paramilitary gendarmes 
and police officers to investigate 
the death. They found bones and 
tufts of hair scattered over a 4 sq. 
km area near the village.

Colonel Mohamed Tirghini, the 
National Gendarmerie spokesman, 
said authorities would spare no ef-
fort in their investigation, even if 
they had to question all 400 resi-
dents of the village.

“The death of the small girl Nihal 
traumatised public opinion. Never 
has such a tragedy provoked such a 
shock and especially a wave of an-
ger and wide indignation,” wrote 
the leading French-language daily 

El Watan.
El Khabar daily reported that 

“hundreds of thousands” thronged 
the cemetery in Ain Beida district 
outside the western city of Oran, 
where the girl’s family lives, chant-
ing, “we will sacrifice our blood 
and souls for you, Nihal”. The 
imam overseeing the burial ritual 
urged the crowd to be calm out of 
respect for the dead.

Parliament member Mohamed 
Mehdi Kasemi wrote a letter urging 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika to 
organise a referendum “on imple-
menting the death penalty against 
criminals convicted of murder”.

“I want to inform you about 
the fate of the girl Nihal and be-
fore her the death of Ibrahim, 
Souaieb, Yasser, Haroune, Chaima, 
Soundes, and the list of victims is 
long,” he added alluding to other 
children killed after being abduct-
ed.

“I also want to let you know 
about the impact of such an inci-
dent as well as previous ones on 
the feelings of the society mem-
bers across the country,” he said.

“You have heard the voices 
of honourable free people who 
expressed anger and repulsion 
against such gruesome crimes call-
ing the death sentences to be en-
acted against these criminals.”

He assailed a “small minority” of 
rights activists who are against the 
death penalty.

“We do not know what kind of 
human beings they are defending? 
What must come first, the rights of 
the innocent victims or the rights 
of criminal murderers?” he asked.

“It is not wise to take a decision 
on such an issue under the pres-
sures of angry people following 
such an abominable crime,” said 
Noureddine Benissad, chairman of 
the independent Algerian League 
for the Defence of Human Rights.

Benissad said executions of 
rapists and other criminals were 
no deterrent against crime as evi-
denced by countries such as the 
United States.

“Unfortunately, the death of Ni-
hal is added to the long list of chil-
dren kidnapped and killed since 
2012. These hands that strike at 
any moment have no colour and 
no reasoning. It is part of rise of 
criminality in the country,” said 

Abderrahmane Arar, who heads 
the civic association Nada for the 
defence of children’s rights.

Tunisia was rattled in May by the 
kidnapping and death of a 4-year-

old boy by a young man in the 
working-class district of Melassine 
in Tunis. The crime prompted calls 
by Islamists and conservatives, 
including parliament members, to 

implement death sentences, which 
were last carried out there in 1994.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

The government 
deployed more than 
2,500 paramilitary 
gendarmes and police 
officers to investigate 
the death.

 Algeria has not 
abolished the death 
penalty but has 
observed a 
moratorium on 
carrying out capital 
punishment since 
1993.

When a Morocco governor buys state land for $36 per sq. metre

Rabat Governor Abdelouafi Laftit

The election campaign 
is to officially start 
September 24th and 
run until the eve of 
October 7th 
parliamentary 
elections.

Saad Guerraoui
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Taybeh, Israel

R 

anda, a Palestinian resi-
dent of the West Bank 
city of Qalqilya, married 
Hosam, an Arab citizen of 
Israel from Lod, in 1998.

Although she received an Israeli 
residency permit that was renew-
able every year, little did she know 
that within a few years a new law 
passed by Israel’s Knesset would 
jeopardise her status in Israel, com-
plicate her life and threaten her 
marriage.

“I was living happily and quietly 
as a wife and mother of two young 
children,” she said. “It was until 
2003, when my brother was deemed 
a threat to Israel, that my residency 
and my rights were revoked.”

Attempts to reinstate her permit 
through attorneys, human rights or-
ganisations and Knesset members 
failed.

“I paid a high price for someone 
else’s mistake,” she said.

The measure that changed Ran-
da’s life is the Citizenship and Entry 
to Israel Law.

It was presented in 2002 and 
passed a Knesset vote a year later 
after a suicide attack in the port city 
of Haifa by the son of an Arab-Israeli 
whose mother was also a Palestin-
ian from the West Bank.

Arab-Israelis are Palestinian na-
tives of British-mandate Palestine 
who remained in their land after 
Israel seized it in 1948. Those Pal-
estinians — mostly Christians and 

Muslims — were accorded Israeli 
citizenship and rights, although 
they complain of stereotyping and 
discrimination.

Palestinians living in the West 
Bank and the Gaza Strip share blood 
ties but live under Israeli military 
occupation since the war in 1967. 
Although they are ruled by the 
Palestinian Authority, since a 1993 
broad framework of a peace deal 
with Israel, they are bound to the 
rules of the military occupation.

The Citizenship and Entry to Is-
rael Law prevents Arab-Israelis who 
are married to Palestinians from 
the West Bank and Gaza from living 
with their spouses in Israel. Citizens 
of “enemy states”, such as Syria, 
Lebanon, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, 
Libya, Sudan, Pakistan and Yemen, 
are also barred access to Israel.

Although the law was passed as a 
temporary order deemed necessary 
for Israel’s security, it is extended 
on an annual basis. It was done so in 
June on a 65-14 Knesset vote.

Osama Saadi, an Israeli Knesset 
member, called the law the “most 
racist in the Israeli book of laws”.

MK Zehava Galon said: “Over 
the years, there have been Interior 
ministers who explained that this 
law is necessary because there is a 
demographic threat, because the 
Arab residents of Israel bring their 
wives in from the territories. Then it 
became a security threat. The truth 
of the matter is that there is a right-
ist government that hates Arabs, 
excludes them, and is using the ter-
ror attacks as an excuse for this dis-
grace.”

Sawsan Zaher, a lawyer with Is-
raeli non-governmental organisa-
tion Adalah, the Legal Centre for 
Arab Minority Rights in Israel, said: 
“The philosophy is very dangerous 
because it views a person as a threat 
to state security simply because of 
his or her national belonging or geo-

graphic location.”
“It affects people at the most 

fundamental level,” she cautioned. 
“The immediate effect is to split 
families, to separate husband from 
wife, children from their parents 
and brothers from their sisters.”

The law creates three types of nat-
uralisation: One for Jews who can 
get citizenship automatically based 
on the 1950 Law of Return, a second 
for foreigners who are permitted to 
obtain residency and citizenship 
over a four-year period and a third 
for spouses of Arab-Israelis who are 
from the Palestinian territories, Syr-
ia, Iraq, Lebanon and Iran.

Prior to 2002, according to HaM-
oked — the Israel-based Centre for 
the Defence of the Individual — ap-
plications filed by Palestinians from 
the West Bank and Gaza were re-
viewed on merit and decisions were 

based on personal circumstances. 
However, HaMoked stated that 
from 2001, the Ministry of Interior 
had been trying to stop the immi-
gration of Palestinians.

Commenting on the high number 
of Palestinians applying for family 
unification, then-minister Eli Yishai 
said “through Israel’s back door, 
the Palestinians are realising their 
right of return”. He was referring 
to Palestinians using laws for their 
benefit.

“This is surprising and worri-
some,” Yishai said.

Statistics from Adalah show that 
from 1996 until 2008, more than 
130,000 Palestinians entered Israel 
for reasons of family reunification. 
Of the total, 54 were involved in 
acts of violence against Israel and 
seven were indicted, convicted and 
sentenced to prison.

Palestinian women often suffer 
most because of the law as the male 
spouse can decide whether to apply 
for renewal.

Randa’s story, however, was dif-
ferent. In 2004, Hosam died on the 
same day she was in court fighting 
for her residency. Being a widow 
hindered her chance of having her 
residency or any rights reinstated.

Now, an illegal alien, she lives 
with her mother-in-law in Israel. 
She does not have the right to work, 
obtain health care or receive social 
benefits.

“I don’t want anything from the 
government except permission to 
stay with my children,” Randa said.

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

Israeli citizenship law isolates Palestinians
Noreen Sadik

A July 2015 file picture shows Israeli-Arab lawmakers (from L to R) Osama Saadi, Ahmad Tibi, Ayman 
Odeh, and political leader Masud Ghanayem in front of the Dome of the Rock at al-Aqsa mosque 
compound in the Old City of Jerusalem.

Osama Saadi, an Israeli 
Knesset member, 
called the law the 
“most racist in the 
Israeli book of laws”.

News & Analysis

“The philosophy 
views a person as a 
threat to state 
security simply 
because of his or her 
national belonging or 
geographic location.”

Sawsan Zaher, a lawyer with 
Israeli non-governmental 

organisation Adalah

US and Israel near agreement on
record-breaking defence
aid package
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T 

he United States and Israel 
are close to finalising an 
agreement over a military 
aid package under which 
the United States would 

pledge to provide Israel with up to 
$40 billion in military aid over ten 
years, sources in Washington say.

The United States has never prom-
ised such a large amount of military 
aid to another country.

Israel receives just more than 
$3 billion a year in US military aid, 
which represents 25% of Israel’s de-
fence budget. Various other finan-
cial transfers and periodic emergen-
cy funds — known in Washington 
budget circles as “plus-ups” — mean 
that in any given year significantly 
more US funds are actually provided 
to Israel.

The proposed new agreement, 
which will take the form of a memo-
randum of understanding (MOU), 
is regarded by some as compensa-
tion for Israel in light of the nuclear 
agreement the United States and 
other powers signed with Iran in 
2015, a deal that Israel adamantly 
opposed. It would replace the 2007 
MOU that promised Israel $30 bil-
lion over ten years.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu has said that Israel re-
quires $5 billion per year from the 
United States to meet the security 
challenge from Iran and that was his 
initial demand. The administration 
of US President Barack Obama is be-
lieved to be negotiating for a pack-
age that provides about $3.8 billion 
per year.

US Marines General Joseph Dun-
ford, chairman of the US Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, met with his Israeli coun-
terpart, Lieutenant-General Gadi Ei-
zenkot, August 4th at the Pentagon. 
In a statement released by the Pen-
tagon, Dunford stressed the close-
ness of the US-Israeli relationship 
and said that he and Eizenkot dis-
cussed “regional security issues”.

The aid package was not men-
tioned but Eizenkot travelled to 
Washington along with Yaakov 
Nagel, the acting head of Israel’s 
National Security Council, to try to 
complete negotiations on the pro-
posed MOU, which would go into 

force in 2018. Nagel met with US Na-
tional Security Adviser Susan Rice at 
the White House.

Eizenkot also visited Utah where 
he inspected F-35 Joint Strike Fight-
ers that will be delivered to Israel 
this year. The F-35, a stealth aircraft, 
has the capability of eluding Iranian 
air defence systems, allowing Israel 
the potential to launch a pre-emp-
tive strike against Iran.

While many pro-Israel members 
of the US Congress have been urging 
the administration to finalise nego-
tiations, unresolved issues remain.

The Obama administration has 
been demanding that the new MOU 
reduces the percentage of US mili-
tary aid that is spent on Israeli-man-
ufactured armaments. Under the 
existing aid package, 26.3% of US 
funds may be spent in Israel. Obama 
wants more of the US military aid — 
and eventually all of it — spent on 
weapons manufactured in the Unit-
ed States.

Israel is the only recipient of US 
military aid that is allowed to use 
military assistance funds to support 
its own armaments industry. How-
ever, according to a Reuters report, 

after initial resistance Israel agreed 
to phase out the special provision 
over a five-year period, although do-
ing so will cause job losses in Israel’s 
armaments sector.

The Obama administration is also 
insisting that the new package for-
bids “plus-ups” except in cases of 
extreme emergency. Israel likely 
will agree to this provision because 
it knows that with its strong support 
in Congress — and it is Congress that 
appropriates US funds — it is a virtu-
ally meaningless concession.

The Obama administration appar-
ently is eager to agree to a new deal 
before the president leaves office, 
in part to rebuff those who claim he 
has not been sufficiently supportive 

of Israel. Netanyahu also apparently 
wants to reach a deal with Obama, in 
part to challenge his domestic critics 
who claim that he has permanently 
damaged the US-Israel relationship 
because of his transparent hostility 
to Obama.

A ten-year deal reached now 
would solidify US support for Israel 
until 2028. Israel’s favourability rat-
ings in the United States, especially 
among Democrats and young peo-
ple, have been falling.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

A Lockheed Martin test pilot attends a presentation of the F-35 
US fighter jet at the Israeli Air Force house in Herzliya, Israel, last 
April.

The United States has 
never promised such a 
large amount of 
military aid to another 
country.

 The proposed new 
agreement  is regarded 
by some as 
compensation for 
Israel in light of the 
nuclear agreement the 
United States and 
other powers signed 
with Iran in 2015.

 Palestine   Israel
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Baghdad

T 

he Islamic State, losing 
territory and on the re-
treat in Iraq and Syria, has 
claimed responsibility 
for a surge in global at-

tacks this summer, most of them in 
France and Germany.

The wave of attacks followed a 
call to strike against the West dur-
ing Ramadan, in an apparent shift 
in strategy by the jihadist group 
that has been hammered by two 
years of US-led coalition air strikes 
and ground advances by local forc-
es.

Instead of urging supporters to 
travel to its self-proclaimed cali-
phate, it encouraged them to act 
locally using any means available.

“If the tyrants close the door of 
migration in your faces, then open 
the door of jihad in theirs and turn 
their actions against them,” said an 
audio clip purportedly from spokes-
man Abu Mohammad al-Adnani, 
referring to Western governments’ 
efforts to keep foreign fighters from 
travelling to join the group.

Radicalised followers have re-
sponded to that call repeatedly in 
recent months, in countries that are 
part of the international coalition 
battling the Islamic State (ISIS), in-
cluding shooting people at a Florida 
nightclub, running them over with 
a truck in the French Riviera and 
hacking them with an axe on a train 
near Munich.

The perpetrators had varying 
degrees of connection to the Mid-
dle East-based jihadists. Some had 
tried to travel to Syria and were on 
the authorities’ radar, while others 
displayed few outward signs of rad-

icalism until their deadly acts.
“There’s a growing understand-

ing that the idea of the caliphate 
is dying and more and more the 
leadership is calling on foreign 
fighters not even to come to Iraq 
and Syria but to go elsewhere or to 
commit violence locally,” said Max 
Abrahms, a professor at Northeast-
ern University in Boston who stud-
ies extremist groups.

Looking ahead, security experts 
and officials in the Middle East and 
the West predict the military cam-
paign against the group in Iraq and 
Syria will ultimately end its goal of 
establishing a caliphate but in do-
ing so may lead to a sustained in-
crease in militant attacks globally.

For more than a month, ISIS sup-
porters on social media have been 
encouraging would-be “lone wolf” 
attackers in the West to choose 
from methods ranging in sophisti-
cation from bombing and shooting 
to stabbing and assault.

“Pledge your allegiance in secret 
or in public to [ISIS leader] Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi and each one of you 
will be a soldier of the caliphate, no 
different from those present in the 
Islamic State,” said one supporter.

Claims of responsibility for re-
cent attacks issued by ISIS via its 
Amaq news agency referenced Ad-
nani’s appeal.

The attackers “carried out the op-
eration in response to calls to target 
nationals of countries that are part 
of the coalition fighting Islamic 
State” in Iraq and Syria, said state-
ments following four incidents in 
Europe.

In France, a July 14th truck attack 
killed 84 people in Nice and a raid 
on a church killed an elderly Catho-
lic priest in Normandy 11 days later; 
In Germany, an axe attack and a su-
icide bombing in Bavaria wounded 

about 20 people in total.
Most of the assailants, in mes-

sages pledging allegiance to ISIS 
and taking responsibility for the 
attacks, echoed Adnani’s rhetoric 
and encouraged others to emulate 
them.

“Brothers, go out with a knife, 
whatever is needed, attack them, 
kill them en masse,” said one of the 
two men who killed the priest.

“If you are unable to travel to the 
Levant (Syria), then fight the apos-
tate armies in your country,” the 
17-year-old Afghan refugee who 
carried out the axe attack on a train 
in Bavaria earlier this month, urged 
other Muslims in a similar video.

As ISIS is weakened militarily, it 
is trying to commit violence any-
where in the world, said Abrahms, 
including by claiming responsibil-
ity for acts even when there is only 

a tenuous link to the group.
“It’s indiscriminate about who 

can be a soldier of the caliphate… 
and it’s indiscriminate about which 
attacks the group will claim as its 
own,” he said.

In the last 18 months, the group 
has been pushed off a quarter of the 
lands it seized in Iraq and Syria in 
2014, research firm IHS said. Other 
estimates put territorial losses at 
closer to half.

Iraqi authorities have pledged to 
retake Mosul — the largest city still 
under the group’s control — this 
year but the militants will likely 
maintain safe havens in remote de-
sert areas and revert to more tradi-
tional insurgent techniques.

ISIS’s defeat is a longer way off in 
Syria, and it has established foot-
holds in pockets of lawlessness or 
instability from Libya to Afghani-

stan and Nigeria to the Philippines.
FBI Director James Comey said he 

expected the eventual defeat of ISIS 
could lead to an increase in attacks 
in the United States and Europe by 
drawing militants out of Syria in 
much the same way that al-Qaeda 
came about from fighters who had 
been radicalised in Afghanistan in 
the 1980s.

Analysts, including J.M. Berger, 
a fellow at George Washington Uni-
versity who researches ISIS, have 
supported that prediction.

“Projecting strength through ter-
rorist attacks is a factor in the re-
cent violence, but down the road, 
when (ISIS) supporters have noth-
ing to lose, things are likely to get 
worse,” he said.

This article was distributed
by Reuters.

Surge in ISIS attacks in the West likely to continue
Stephen Kalin and Ahmed Tolba

A man kneels by wreaths of f lowers laid near the Maalbeek-Maelbeek subway station in Brussels on 
March 23, 2016, a day after blasts hit the Belgian capital.

Most of the assailants, 
in messages pledging 
allegiance to ISIS and 
taking responsibility 
for the attacks, echoed 
Adnani’s rhetoric.

Instead of urging 
supporters to travel to 
its self-proclaimed 
caliphate, ISIS has 
encouraged them to 
act locally using any 
means available.

London

L 

iverpool Street station is 
one of London’s busiest 
transport hubs, catering 
to an estimated 174,000 
commuters each day. This 

figure is higher in the summer 
when tourists and families on holi-
day join the fray. The station, like 
many in London, is patrolled by 
armed police watching for suspi-
cious behaviour.

London commuters and 
tourists passed through the 
station seemingly oblivious to the 
increased armed police presence, 
stopping for coffee or fast food in 
the station’s commercial forecourt, 
while others rushed home after 
work. Two armed police stood to 
the side of the main thoroughfare, 
carefully watching all those 
coming and going.

After a wave of terror in Europe, 
involving a number of Islamic 
State-inspired lone-wolf attacks, 
the armed police presence is 
expected to increase further. 
London’s Metropolitan Police 
Force announced it would deploy 
additional manpower across the 
capital.

“It’s really important that 
Londoners are reassured that 
police service, that security 
service, that all of us are doing 
our bit to keep Londoners in our 
city safe. That means Londoners 
will see more armed response 
officers. They will see more armed 
vehicles,” London Mayor Sadiq 
Khan said.

“The threat level hasn’t changed 
but we are learning the lessons 
from Europe, from Nice, from 
Paris, from Munich,” he said.

London’s force announced that it 
would be deploying an additional 
600 firearm officers in the city, 
increasing the number of armed 
police in the capital to 2,800. An 
additional 1,500 armed officers are 
being trained to police other British 
cities, although they will likely not 
be in place until April 2017.

“We have seen attacks in 
Germany, in Belgium, in France 
and we would be foolish to ignore 

that, so it’s important that we get 
officers out there with firearms to 
respond,” London Metropolitan 
Police Commissioner Sir Bernard 
Hogan-Howe said.

Home Office figures show there 
were 5,639 firearm officers in 
England and Wales as of March. 
That figure has fallen by more than 
1,000 in the last five years with 
many calling for Britain to train 
more armed police.

Writing in the Mail on July 
31st, just days after a terrorist 
attack in a Normandy church in 
which a priest was killed by ISIS-

inspired terrorists, Hogan-Howe 
acknowledged that there was a 
growing fear of a terrorist attack in 
London.

“I feel and understand that fear 
and, as the police officer in charge 
of preventing such an attack, I 
know you want me to reassure 
you. I am afraid I cannot do that 
entirely. Our threat level has been 
at ‘severe’ for two years. It remains 
there. It means an attack is highly 
likely. You could say it is a case of 
when, not if,” he warned.

Security around churches and 
other places of worship had been 
increased since the Normandy 
attack, with ISIS-affiliated social 
media threatening London would 
be “next”.

The idea behind modern-day 
counterterrorism policing is not 
just to foil potential attacks, but 
to have a strong system in place to 
ensure a fast response in order to 
minimise casualties and neutralise 
the threat as quickly as possible.

Armed police officers are 
equipped with BMW F800 GS 
motorcycles, which can go from 
0-60 miles per hour in less than 
4 seconds. This allows police to 
quickly respond to any incident.

On the same day as the 
announcement, armed police 
scrambled to deal with a knife 
attack that left one person dead 
and five others seriously injured 
in London’s Russell Square. Local 
media quoted witnesses as saying 
armed police arrived at the scene 
in just a few minutes.

This is an improvement from the 
11-minute response time it took 
armed police to reach the scene 
of the 2013 killing of Fusilier Lee 

Rigby in Woolwich, south-east 
London.

The November 2015 Paris attack, 
which resulted in the death of 
some 130 people, lasted for hours 
after gunmen took hostages in the 
Bataclan concert hall.

Funding for the additional 
600 armed British police was 
announced following the Paris 
attacks. “The critical point is that 
this is 24/7 specialist officers with 
the weaponry and equipment to 
confront a terrorist. These are high-
calibre, highly trained specialist 
people,” Scotland Yard Assistant 
Commissioner Mark Rowley said 
at the time.

“We will have a much bigger, 
stronger capability to deal with 
anything that hits us in London,” 
he promised in comments carried 
by London newspaper the Evening 
Standard.

As for the increased presence 
of armed police around London 
landmarks, this was largely 
welcomed by Londoners and 
tourists alike. “Yes, we feel safer 
knowing that there are armed 
police around. You can never be 
too careful,” said an American 
tourist who was passing through 
Liverpool Street station with his 
family on August 3rd.

London beefs up security after Europe’s wave of terror attacks
Mahmud el-Shafey

Armed police officers patrol at the scene of a knife attack in 
Russell Square in London, on August 4th.

After a wave of terror 
in Europe, involving a 
number of Islamic 
State-inspired lone-
wolf attacks, the 
armed police presence 
is expected to increase 
further.
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Adviser to Clinton campaign says Arab-American 
presidency ‘will happen soon’
Washington

E dward Gabriel has 
known the Clintons 
for more than 25 
years, having 
served as president 
Bill Clinton’s 
ambassador to 
Morocco from 

1997-2001. Today, the son of 
Lebanese immigrants is advising 
Hillary Clinton’s presidential 
campaign on outreach to Arab 
Americans. Gabriel is also presi-
dent and chief executive officer of 
the American Task Force for 
Lebanon (ATFL).

Gabriel said in an interview that 
he supports Hillary Clinton because 
“we want to make sure that our civil 
liberties are protected. This goes for 
all Americans, and especially Arab 
Americans and Muslims, and Clin-
ton exhibited this with her defence 
of Muslims and Mr Khan.”

Gabriel was referring to Khizr 
Khan, a Muslim American whose 
son was killed in the Iraq war. 
Khan delivered a moving speech at 
the Democratic National Conven-
tion, during which he questioned 
whether Republican nominee 
Donald Trump had read the US 
Constitution and criticised Trump’s 
comments about immigration, mi-
norities, women and judges.

Trump responded by implying 
that Khan’s wife, Ghazala, who 
stood by her husband through-
out the speech, was “maybe not 
allowed to speak”, invoking the 
stereotype of oppressed Muslim 
women.

Trump’s comments sparked con-
troversy and even fellow Republi-
cans rebuked him.

For Gabriel, who proudly identi-
fies as an Arab American, this is per-
sonal. He recalls his early childhood 
in a small town in upstate New York 
as the quintessentially American 
experience: His family quickly 
became part of the fabric of their 

community but not without endur-
ing the provincial racism that many 
immigrants experience.

“I was called a Turk or a Jew — 
neither term intended as a compli-
ment — and a ‘camel jockey’ and the 
n-word,” he said.

However, he had an identical ed-
ucation and upbringing to many of 
his peers. “Same schooling, except 
our bread was round,” he recalled.

Lebanon is one of the issues 
near to Gabriel’s heart, especially 
in his capacity as head of ATFL, an 
advocacy group that aims to foster 
relations between the United States 
and Lebanon.

Since 2006, the United States has 
provided the Lebanese Armed Forc-
es (LAF) with more than $1 billion in 
materiel and training. Gabriel said 
this support should deepen, despite 
opposition in Congress concerned 
about members of Hezbollah serv-
ing in the LAF.

“The LAF is the most important 
institution in Lebanon,” Gabriel 
said. “We’ve never seen one inci-
dent where Hezbollah controls the 
LAF.” He added that the strain on 
Lebanon from the Syrian war makes 
the LAF even more essential.

Gabriel supports establishing 
humanitarian corridors to help Syr-
ians return home but said he fears 
that will take a long time to fully 
implement. Another solution, he 
said, would be for the United States 
to incentivise 100 countries to each 
take in 20,000 Syrian refugees who 
are now in Lebanon.

President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration has been criticised for 
inaction and lack of leadership on 
Syria. While it is not clear what a 
Clinton presidency would do differ-
ently, Gabriel has some ideas.

“Our first goal should be to take 
out ISIS (the Islamic State),” he said, 
“but when we take land from ISIS, 
who do we give it back to? Assad?”

Gabriel said that, without a strong 
US military presence that actively 
seizes land from ISIS and prepares it 
for Syrian self-rule without Bashar 
Assad as president, Russia will not 
take Washington seriously.

“Without a military presence, 
Assad and Russia won’t care. They 
just bomb people they don’t like. 
We need to take and hold land, 
create safe zones and apply lessons 
learned from Iraq,” he said.

On the Maghreb, Gabriel said the 
Western Sahara conflict accounts 
for why the region has one of the 
lowest levels of intra-regional trade 
in the world.

“We’re dealing with a Soviet-era 
problem that needs to be settled. 
Morocco and Algeria are lacking 
infrastructure between them, like 
electricity and roads, because of the 
Sahara conflict,” he said. “America 
needs to incentivise especially Alge-
ria to cut a deal on the Sahara.”

Gabriel said that despite the mis-
steps and chaos of recent years, the 
United States still should attempt to 
“spread democracy” in the region, 
but with caveats.

“We’re going to help countries 
move in that direction only when 
they’ve chosen it and asked us to,” 

he said.
Gabriel suggested that the United 

States identify countries, such as 
Tunisia and Morocco, that want 
to commit to democracy and then 
launch a “strategic relationship” 
with them in which the United 
States asks: “How do we help you 
become more democratic, improve 
upon the rule of law, improve your 
human rights record? All of that is 
in our interest and in yours.”

Asked when he thinks the United 
States will have its first Arab-Ameri-
can president, Gabriel laughed.

“I don’t know when that’s going 
to happen,” he said, though he ex-
pects many Arab Americans to work 
in a Hillary Clinton administration.

“Given the fact that so many Arab 
Americans are over-achievers and 
great performers, an Arab-American 
presidency will happen soon,” he 
said.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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Rasha Elass

Lebanon is one of 
the issues near to 
Gabriel’s heart.

Washington

T 

he United States is likely 
to step up its military 
campaign against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Syria 
after a new US president 

is sworn in next January but un-
seating Syrian President Bashar As-
sad is unlikely to be a priority.

Both major party nominees — 
Democrat Hillary Clinton and Re-
publican Donald Trump — have 
said they would escalate the bat-
tle against ISIS if elected. Neither, 
however, has emphasised the need 
to end a war that since 2011 has 
killed about 400,000 people and 
forced another 5 million to flee to 
neighbouring countries and be-
yond.

Clinton has said she would or-
der more air strikes on ISIS and “a 
broader target set” for US and al-
lied warplanes, as well as improve 
intelligence gathering. She also has 
called for more US special forces to 
be deployed against ISIS and more 

equipment provided to “viable 
Syrian opposition groups”.

With costly wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan fresh in voters’ minds, 
Clinton has stressed that she does 
not want “100,000 Americans in 
combat in the Middle East”. As 
for Assad, Clinton said she wants 
a political solution to the war and 
favours the creation of no-fly zones 
“that will stop Assad from slaugh-
tering civilians and the opposition 
from the air”.

She has not said how such a plan 
could be implemented in the face 
of opposition by Russia, Assad’s 
main international backer.

Trump has promised to send 
up to 30,000 US troops to fight 
ISIS. “We are going to defeat 
the barbarians of ISIS and we 
are going to defeat them fast,” 
Trump said at the Republican 
National Convention.

Trump also is reluctant to have 
the United States play a more ac-
tive role in political efforts to push 
Assad from power, a goal of Ameri-
ca’s regional allies Turkey and Sau-
di Arabia. “We must abandon the 
failed policy of nation building and 
regime change that Hillary Clinton 
pushed in Iraq, Libya, Egypt and 
Syria,” Trump said, referencing 
Clinton’s 2009-13 tenure as US sec-
retary of State.

In an interview with the New 
York Times, Trump said bringing 
down Assad was not as important 
as fighting ISIS. The Syrian presi-
dent was “a bad man” who had 

“done horrible things” but ISIS was 
a far greater threat to the United 
States, he said.

The reluctance by both candi-
dates to invest political capital and 
energy in ousting Assad clashes 
with the opinion of a group of US 
diplomats who demanded a more 
robust stance against the Syr-
ian president. In an internal memo 
leaked to the New York Times in 
June, 51 mostly mid-level US State 
Department officials involved in 
the Syria issue called for the use of 
military force against Assad’s gov-
ernment to push it to adhere to a 
ceasefire and “to negotiate a politi-
cal solution in good faith”.

Some analysts say Washington 
already has spent too much time 
and effort on Assad and should 
focus on ISIS instead. Clinton is 
caught in the crossfire more than 

Trump because she was secre-
tary of State when the con-

flict broke out and ISIS 
emerged.

Jeffrey Sachs, 
an economist 
at Columbia 

University, told 
US cable net-
work MSNBC that 
Washington fo-

cused on getting rid of Assad 
for too long, ignoring the growing 
threat posed by ISIS.

“The US priority in Syria has not 
been to defeat ISIS; it has been 
to overthrow Assad,” Sachs said. 
“That has created chaos.” He called 

on Clinton to change her foreign 
policy priorities because her record 
was “just terrible”.

Both Clinton and Trump are try-
ing to convince voters that they 
would deal decisively with ISIS and 
the Syrian crisis as commander-in-
chief but America’s top spy warns 
that there are no quick fixes.

“All our policymakers have are 
bad choices,” Director of National 
Intelligence James Clapper told the 
Washington Post columnist David 
Ignatius. He said the United States 
should be prepared for a long pe-
riod of instability and violence in 
dealing with terror groups such as 
ISIS or the former Jabhat al-Nusra, 
which used to be considered al-
Qaeda affiliate in Syria.

Although Clinton and Trump 
broadly agree that the United States 
should do more to defeat ISIS, they 
differ sharply on the refugee crisis 
sparked by the Syrian conflict. Clin-
ton wants the United States to ac-
cept 65,000 more Syrian refugees, 
a small number compared to the 
2.7 million hosted by Turkey or the 
hundreds of thousands who have 
migrated to EU countries.

Trump opposes taking in more 
Syrian refugees, saying in his con-
vention acceptance speech that 
“there’s no way to screen these 
refugees in order to find out who 
they are or where they come from”. 
Trump’s argument is contested by 
migration experts, who say that 
there is a rigorous screening pro-
cess in place.

US unlikely to move against Assad after elections
Thomas Seibert

US soldier puts on a military 
demonstration during the 
Global Coalition to Counter 
ISIL Meeting, hosted by 
Defense Secretary Ash Carter, 
at Andrews Air Force Base, 
Maryland, on July 20th.

Democrat Hillary 
Clinton and 
Republican Donald 
Trump have said they 
would escalate the 
battle against ISIS if 
elected.

“Without a military 
presence, Assad and 
Russia won’t care. 
They just bomb 
people they don’t 
like.”

Edward Gabriel
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Cairo

A 

n initiative by a group 
of Egyptian hotels is de-
signed to encourage Rus-
sian tourists to visit and 
mitigate the country’s 

tourism crisis but is, above all, an 
expression of the deplorable condi-
tions of Egypt’s tourism sector.

“The tourism sector has been suf-
fering an unprecedented recession 
for months now,” said Adel Abdel-
Razek, a member of the Tourism 
Chamber, the independent union of 
Egypt’s hotel owners and tour oper-
ators. “Hotel occupancy is reaching 
a record low, which is forcing some 
hotels to shut down.”

The initiative seeks to encourage 
Russian tourists who cancelled res-
ervations in Turkey due to political 
unrest and security risks to spend 
their holiday in Egypt.

The hotel owners offer a five-day 
free stay in important Egyptian re-
sorts, including Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada.

The initiative is an attempt by 
hotel owners to revive tourism, ac-
cording to Ehab Moussa, a member 
of the Tourism Support Alliance, 
which launched the initiative.

“More hotels are participating in 
the initiative every day,” Moussa 
said. “It aims to encourage the Rus-
sians to come here once more.”

Turkey has fallen prey to unrest 
as a result of an attempted coup on 
July 15th. The failed putsch was fol-
lowed by a massive crackdown on 
dissent within the army and state in-
stitutions. Approximately 4 million 
Russian tourists a year used to visit 
Turkey before Russian-Turkish rela-
tions deteriorated after the downing 
by Turkish forces of a Russian war-
plane on the border with Syria in 
November 2015.

The Egyptian initiative is less 
about Turkey, however, and more 
about Egypt, which has seen its 
tourism sector battered by a series 
of tragedies, including the bombing 
of a Russian passenger plane over 
the Sinai peninsula last October.

Moscow suspended flights to 
Egyptian tourist destinations, a 
huge blow to the tourism sector, 
which used to receive an average 
of 3 million Russian tourists a year. 
The Russian flight suspension was 
followed by a series of other suspen-
sions from major tourism markets, 
including Britain and Italy.

Tourism visits in April were 74% 
lower than in April 2015, according 
to the Tourism Ministry. In June, 
329,000 tourists arrived in Egypt, 
compared with 820,000 in June 
2015, the ministry said.

Abdel-Razek said hotel occupancy 
in important resorts, such as Sharm 
el-Sheikh and Hurghada had fallen 
to 25% and were even lower in other 
tourist destinations.

“Almost half the hotels in the two 

resorts had to shut down,” Abdel-
Razek said. “This has caused the 
loss of thousands of jobs and mas-
sive devastation of livelihoods.”

A stagnant tourism sector usu-
ally means economic catastrophe 
in Egypt. In 2014, tourism revenues 
amounted to $7.5 billion and those 
revenues totalled $6.1 billion last 
year. Revenues in 2016 are expect-
ed to be a fraction of those figures, 
tourism experts said.

To rescue its tourism sector, Cairo 

has been appealing to the Russian 
and Western governments to re-
sume flights to Egyptian tourism 
destinations. Those governments 
are, however, making the flight re-
sumption conditional on improving 
security at Egypt’s airports.

Security systems have been up-
dated to match Western standards, 
security experts said.

“New checkpoints were intro-
duced at departure and arrival ter-
minals, new detection equipment 
was imported and security person-
nel were sent outside to receive 
training,” security expert Ehab 
Youssef said.

There is also a new foreign secu-
rity team checking security meas-
ures at airports every day to ensure 
that Egypt is implementing security 

recommendations that Western se-
curity agencies demanded.

Youssef said most of the reports 
from those teams on security meas-
ures at airports have been positive.

This is one reason tourism experts 
such as Moussa expect larger num-
bers of tourists to return by early 
2017.

He said the new initiative seeks to 
encourage tourists to travel to Egypt 
and lead to a quick resumption of 
Western flights to the country.

“I think there will be a strong 
reaction from tourists to the ini-
tiative,” Moussa noted. “Those who 
will come here will see that there is 
nothing they can fear in Egypt.”

Ayman Saad is an Egyptian reporter 
based in Cairo.

Egypt desperately seeking Russian tourists
Ayman Saad

A March 2016 picture shows an empty swimming pool at a hotel in the Egyptian Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh.

The hotel owners offer 
a five-day free stay in 
important Egyptian 
resorts, including 
Sharm el-Sheikh 
and Hurghada.

Algeria’s Tiguentourine gas plant 
back at full capacity

Tunis

A 

lgeria has brought back 
to full capacity one 
of its main gas plants 
damaged in a January 
2013 jihadist attack, the 

oil and gas state firm Sonatrach 
announced.

“The Tiguentourine gas com-
plex is fully back online after re-
pair of the third processing train at 
the plant and the tests of security 
and safety measures have been 
successfully passed on July 27th,” 
the company said.

Two other damaged processing 
trains had been repaired earlier, it 
added.

The plant is 1,600km south-east 
of Algiers, near the border with 
Libya. It is operated in a partner-
ship among Algerian Sonatrach, 
BP and Statoil.

The increase in productivity at 
Tiguentourine, which used to sup-
ply more than 10% of Algeria’s nat-
ural gas, is a boost at a time when 
the Organisation of the Petroleum 

Exporting Countries (OPEC) mem-
ber is struggling to adapt to chang-
ing gas market conditions.

The Tiguentourine plant, built 
in 2006 at a cost of $2 billion, is 
part of several Algerian gas pro-
jects, mostly in the Sahara south-
eastern areas, aimed at boosting 
output and maintaining gas ex-
ports to Europe to offset drop-
ping production in old fields and 
competition from resurgent gas 
producers, such as Qatar and the 
United States.

Al-Qaeda’s North Africa affili-
ate attacked the facility in January 
2013 after infiltrating Algeria from 
Libya. The assailants took dozens 
of workers, including foreign em-
ployees, hostage. 

The stand-off ended several 
days later when Algerian troops 
battled the terrorists at the plant. 
Thirty-seven hostages and 29 as-
sailants were killed.

Gas exports account for almost 
half of Algeria’s total hydrocar-
bon exports, which make up 95% 
of the country’s foreign currency 
revenue.

Algeria has a network of pipe-
lines under the Mediterranean 
across neighbouring Tunisia and 
Morocco to ship gas to Europe. It 
also has a multibillion-dollar pro-
ject to develop solar energy to pro-
vide electricity and help it spare 
gas capacity for export.

“The gas represents between 
40% and 50% of oil and gas total 
revenues,” Sonatrach’s former ex-

ploration chief Said Bagloul said. 
“While the prices of exported gas 
declined, our gas exports dimin-
ished in volume as we used to ex-
port 60 billion cubic metres of gas 
in the previous decade, the levels 
of gas sales abroad fell to around 
50 billion [cubic metres].”

Algeria is selling gas at up to $11 
per million British thermal units 
(mmBtu) compared to market 
prices averaging $7 mmBtu be-
cause it had long-term deals with 
its European partners.

“The prices are not an issue now 
for Algeria. They will become a 
problem when its long-term con-
tracts end by 2018 and 2019 and 
European clients will ask to revisit 
these deals,” Bagloul said.

As a result of the competition 
from other gas producers, Algeria’s 
gas share in the markets shrank.

“During the 1970s and the 1980s 
Algeria’s gas share in Europe was 
16%. It slumped to 12% at present 
and it could fall further because of 
the competition but it has advan-
tages it can use compared to gas 
exports from Qatar, USA and Aus-
tralia,” added Bagloul, citing pipe-
lines and proximity to European 
markets.

A 2013 file picture showing a general view of Tiguentourine Gas 
Plant in In Amenas, 1,600km south-east of Algiers.

As a result of the 
competition from 
other gas producers, 
Algeria’s gas share in 
the markets has 
shrunk.

Tiguentourine used 
to supply more 
than 10% of 
Algeria’s natural 
gas.

Lamine Ghanmi
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Tunisia tries to 
break economic 
reform curse

Turkish trade with 
Iran up 30%

Calm called for at 
Libyan oil port

Youssef Chahed, newly appoint-
ed as prime minister of Tunisia, is 
making bold promises to tackle the 
country’s problems but a looming 
budget crisis and debt repayments, 
coupled with political inertia, may 
hamper his efforts.

Labour union resistance and po-
litical squabbling have held back 
plans to overhaul state spending, 
including on a huge body of public 
workers, and to implement banking 
and investment laws.

Chahed has been asked to lead a 
national unity government capable 
of advancing economic reforms de-
manded by lenders, including the 
International Monetary Fund and 
World Bank.

“Chahed has been handed a poi-
soned chalice; the financial situa-
tion is pretty catastrophic. He is go-
ing to find the coffers empty and lots 
of demands,” said Jamel Arfaoui, 
a local analyst and newspaper col-
umnist. “He is facing potential pro-
tests at the same time as the need 
for reforms.”
(Reuters)

Turkey’s trade with Iran has in-
creased 30% since the lifting of eco-
nomic sanctions, Turkey’s Customs 
minister said, a strong start on a goal 
of tripling trade between the two 
countries.

Customs Minister Bulent Tufen-
kci, speaking in Ankara, also said 
Iranian and Turkish companies were 
working on joint investments in oth-
er countries.

Last spring, officials from Turkey 
and Iran set a target of $30 billion in 
trade between the countries. Cross-
border trade was $10 billion at that 
time.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
and Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan were on hand in April when 
agreements concerning education, 
social security, plant maintenance 
and standardisation between the 
countries were signed.

In June, Unit International of Tur-
key said it would build seven gas 
power plants for the Iranian Energy 
Ministry in a deal with $4.2 billion.
(Reuters)

Western countries, including the 
United States, France and Britain, 
said in a statement they were con-
cerned by mounting tension around 
the Zueitina oil terminal in Libya.

The Western countries urged a re-
turn to government control of all oil 
and gas installations and called on 
all parties “to abstain from any act 
of hostility and avoid all actions that 
could damage or disrupt energy in-
frastructure”.

Zueitina is one of three eastern oil 
ports blockaded by Libya’s Petro-
leum Facilities Guard (PFG). It has 
signed a deal to reopen the ports 
with the UN-backed Government 
of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli 
but forces loyal to a separate govern-
ment based in eastern Libya have 
threatened to block a resumption of 
exports.

Libya’s National Oil Corporation 
(NOC) said that it was concerned by 
reports of “imminent conflict” in 
the vicinity of Zueitina between the 
PFG and the Libyan National Army 
(LNA), which is loyal to the eastern 
government.
(Reuters)

Briefs

ISIS oil installation bombings stir 
memory of Kuwait firestorm

Libyan oil workers try to extinguish flames for the third day at an oil facility in northern Libya’s Ras Lanouf region, in January, after it 
was set ablaze by ISIS.

Beirut

I 

slamic State (ISIS) militants 
blew up an oil well at the Bai 
Hassan field near Kirkuk in 
northern Iraq on August 10th 
and security teams defused 

two other bombs. The bombing 
continued a sharp increase in at-
tacks on Iraq’s oil and gas installa-
tions, backbone of its economy.

On July 31st, suicide bombers on 
motorcycles attacked several oil 
and gas facilities at Bai Hassan, kill-
ing five workers and setting the oil-
field flame. Two weeks earlier, mili-
tants attacked the Qayyrah refinery 
complex in Nineveh province and 
set it ablaze, apparently to slow the 
Iraqi Army moving towards the city 
of Mosul, ISIS’s key stronghold.

Setting the wells on fire would 
appear to be a desperate measure 
for the jihadists but their action re-
called Saddam Hussein’s scorched-
earth retreat from Kuwait in Febru-
ary 1991 when he set its oil fields 
aflame. About 650 oil and gas wells 
burned for eight months, consum-
ing an estimated 1 billion barrels of 
oil, along with 70 million-100 mil-
lion cubic metres of natural gas.

The Iraqi Army set a perilous 
precedent by torching oilfields for 
military purposes in what became 
one of the greatest environmental 
crimes ever perpetrated. The disas-
ter cost Kuwait billions of dollars in 
lost revenue, plus $2.3 billion to put 
out the fires and another $20 billion 
to repair damage to its economic in-
frastructure.

The recent spate of bombings of 
Iraqi oil facilities has raised con-
cerns that ISIS may seek to replicate 
Saddam’s man-made catastrophe 
as revenge for the collapse of the Is-
lamic caliphate spanning Syria and 
Iraq, which it proclaimed only two 
years ago.

In Syria, regime forces and their 
allies, including Shia militias con-
trolled by Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC) and 
Lebanon’s Hezbollah, are expected 
to soon launch a major offensive to 
recapture the oil and gas fields of 
Deir ez-Zor on the border with Iraq. 
ISIS has held the region since 2014.

The prospect of losing these fields 
— the largest in Syria and a lucrative 
source of revenue for its proto-state 
— could propel the jihadists to emu-
late Saddam’s pyrotechnics there as 
well and rob whatever transitional 
power that emerges of revenue that 
will be sorely needed for post-war 
reconstruction.

Iraq’s oil fields, disputed in the 
south as well as the war-torn north, 
are regularly attacked, with wells 
and other facilities set on fire. 
The oil infrastructure in disputed 
Kirkuk province remains vulner-
able even as ISIS forces are pushed 
back by Iraqi Army offensives, but 
Brigadier-General Sarhad Qadir, a 
regional police chief, admitted that 
“attacks are being perpetrated by 
Daesh terrorists”. Daesh is an Ara-
bic acronym for the Islamic State.

Saddam had plenty of time to pre-
pare his withdrawal from Kuwait in 
February 1991, five months after in-
vading it, and putting the emirate’s 
oil fields to the torch was probably 
as much to shroud his retreat in a 
massive pall of smoke to foil spy 
satellites, air strikes and precision-
guided weapons as to wreak spite-
ful revenge on Kuwait.

Libyan oil and gas facilities seized 
by ISIS, which controls the coastal 
city of Sirte and some oil installa-
tions in the North African country, 
a major energy producer, are also 
at risk as the jihadists come under 
pressure there as well.

Oil facilities in northern Libya 
have been set ablaze along the Med-
iterranean coast in ISIS’s efforts to 
seize the all-important export ter-
minals. Five oil installations were 
shut down this year because of 
ISIS threats. This could undermine 
prospects for unity between Libya’s 
two rival governments as oil rev-
enue is the key to bringing the two 
sides together.

The threats to Middle Eastern 
oil and gas are legion; from Libya, 
to war-torn Yemen. But as ISIS ex-
tends its operations to North Africa 
and south as far as Nigeria, Africa’s 
leading oil producer, the threat is 
widening. Other conflicts, espe-
cially the power struggle between 
Saudi Arabia and Iran, add to the 
dangers.

Egypt, grappling with its own 
ISIS-linked insurgency in Sinai, 
would be a particularly vulnerable 
target just as it seeks to exploit the 
discovery of a vast gas field un-
der the Mediterranean that could 
thrust it into the front ranks of re-
gional energy producers. A second 
major offshore field was discovered 
in June.

Libya, which sits on oil reserves 
of 48 billion barrels, is the prime 

target in the Maghreb, and as West-
ern-backed forces start to challenge 
the ISIS enclave around Sirte, a key 
oil region, there is the danger that 
ISIS will seek to sabotage the sur-
rounding oilfields that hold about 
80% of Libya’s reserves.

All told, the turmoil has cost 
Libya $68 billion in lost oil rev-
enues since 2013, according to the 
Libyan National Oil Corporation, 
and brought the energy industry, 
the country economic mainstay, to 
a virtual standstill.

As ISIS is likely to lose the oil 
and gas fields it conquered in Syria 
and Iraq, Libya, which before the 
2011 revolt that toppled Muammar 
Qaddafi produced 1.6 million bar-
rels of oil a day, now presents the 
only possibility in the Arab world 
where the jihadists could secure 
control of a key energy producer to 
finance their operations.

ISIS, of course, is not the only 
danger, although it is probably the 
greatest. Al-Qaeda’s North African 
affiliate rocketed a gas facility in 
southern Algeria in March, suppos-
edly to drive off Western multina-
tionals “extorting the wealth of the 
region”.

Attacks on non-oil targets, in-
cluding a French-operated uranium 
mine, in Algeria, Niger and Burkina 
Faso in recent months were, al-Qae-
da in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
claimed, the result of deals intend-
ed “to rob the wealth of Africa”.

Analyst Jessica Moody warned 
that AQIM has been extending its 
networks across the region in hopes 
of mounting a major attack like the 
spectacular January 2013 storming 
of the gas facility at In Amenas in 
south-eastern Algeria by an AQIM 
offshoot in which 30 foreign techni-
cians were killed.

Moody warned in a July 8th anal-
ysis for the Jamestown Foundation, 
a Washington think-tank that moni-
tors global terrorism, that regional 
security forces “are frequently 
weak and corrupt” and that “more 
aggressive insurgent assaults on 
multinationals are on militant 
groups’ agendas”.

On June 14th, a militant separa-
tist group in Iran, the Arab Strug-
gle Movement for the Liberation 
of Ahwaz (ASMLA), blew up an oil 
pipeline as part of its struggle for 
autonomy in the Arab-majority 
south-eastern province of Khuz-
estan. An ASMLA cell sabotaged an-
other pipeline on January 2nd.

Khuzestan contains 80-90% of 
Iran’s oil reserves and there is no 
way Tehran will allow the province 
to break away but the Sunni insur-
gents keep on hitting oil targets in 
a province that has been a centre of 

unrest since the Islamic revolution 
in 1979.

ISIS is also becoming much more 
active in Saudi Arabia which ISIS 
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi has 
branded “the head of the snake and 
the stronghold of disease”.

But the Saudis possibly face a 
greater threat from Iran whose con-
frontation with the House of Saud 
is becoming toxic, particularly af-
ter Riyadh executed a dissident 
Shia cleric in January on terrorist 
charges.

That action raised the prospect 
of an oil-fuelled Sunni-Shia war to 
danger level. If the Saudis are vul-
nerable through their Shia-majority 
Eastern province where its main oil 
reserves lie, the Iranians are just as 
exposed in Khuzestan, which bor-
ders Shia-controlled Iraq.

Saudi energy facilities are heav-
ily guarded because jihadists have 
tried to knock them out — unsuc-
cessfully — over the last decade. 
Although there is no evidence ISIS 
is planning substantial attacks on 
Saudi oil fields or infrastructure, on 
September 4th, 2015, Saudi security 
forces killed a gunman with ties to 
terrorist groups near Aramco’s gi-
ant Abqaiq oil processing plant, the 
largest of its kind in the world, in 
Eastern province.

The facility processes about two-
thirds of the kingdom’s daily pro-
duction of 8 million barrels, most 
of it for export, and can handle 7 
million barrels per day. Knocking 
it out could seriously hit global oil 
supplies.

Al-Qaeda tried to penetrate the 
facility on February 6th, 2006, with 
two cars packed with explosives. 
The attackers and two guards were 
killed. Damage was minimal.

The real danger for the Saudis is 
that as their proxy conflict with Iran 
escalates, Iran’s vast security appa-
ratus, including Hezbollah, could 
launch attacks on oil targets, and 
they are probably twice as danger-
ous as ISIS.

“Eastern province… plays a ma-
jor role in Iran’s sectarian vision,” 
observed US analyst Phillip Smyth, 
a University of Maryland specialist 
on Shia militarism. “Even limited 
strife there or an attack on its oil fa-
cilities could represent a significant 
threat to the Saudi economy.”

James Bruce

The recent spate of 
bombings of Iraqi oil 
facilities has raised 
concerns that ISIS may 
seek to replicate 
Saddam’s man-made 
1991 catastrophe.

Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants blew up five 
oil wells near the 
Qayyarah refinery 
complex in Iraq’s 
Nineveh province in 
early July.
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Southern Egypt tribes maintain a distinct way of life
Mohamed Abu Shanab

Aswan

A 

bu Ubaida Essa would 
not have been allowed 
to see the woman he 
was preparing to marry 
before the wedding 

night had she not been one of his 
relatives.

“I don’t know what I would have 
done if my wife had not been a 
relative,” said Essa, in his mid-30s. 
“The idea that you get married to 
somebody you had never seen be-
fore is not easy.”

Essa is not the only one to re-
spect a tribal tradition in southern 
Egypt that prevents a man from 
meeting his future wife before the 
wedding night. Such a tradition is 
one of many that distinguish tribes 
in the Halayeb triangle, a barren 
mountainous area near Egypt’s 
border with Sudan in the south 
and the Red Sea in the east.

The area’s residents 
have been bucking 
Egyptian social trends for 
hundreds of years. By pre-
serving their traditions, lan-
guage, cuisine and cultural be-
liefs, they have enhanced Egypt’s 
cultural diversity and richness.

Halayeb tribes have lived in the 
triangle for hundreds of years, 
depending on agriculture, hunt-
ing and guiding trade convoys 
through the southern Egypt de-
sert to earn a living and main-
tained their own special identity.

“Most of the tribes here are 
strictly conservative,” said Nasser 
al-Bashari, a chieftain of Basharia, 
one of many tribes in Halayeb. 
“We have our own culture, 
which in most cases is different 
from the culture of other Egyp-
tians.”

Halayeb, a 20,500 sq. km region 
has been at the centre of border 
disputes between Egypt and Su-
dan for more than two decades. 
Sudan has threatened to turn to 
the United Nations in its attempts 
to prove ownership of the territo-
ry, which has been considered part 
of Egypt for hundreds of years.

A man is sometimes allowed 
to see his future wife once before 
marriage but often the first time 
they meet is on the wedding 
night. He is to propose first to 
his female cousins but if his un-

cles do not have daughters of mar-
rying age, he is allowed to search 
for a wife outside family circles.

Marriage among the Halayeb 
people, Essa said, is about union 
between two families or two tribes 
more than between a man and a 
woman.

“This is why the physical beauty 
of the woman is far less important 

than the position of her fam-
ily or tribe,” Essa said. “Every 
woman has her own beauty but 
here beauty doesn’t matter.”

Strangers rarely see Halayeb 
women, who wear loose-fit-

ting, colourful robes and 
head covers. They are 
only glimpsed mov-
ing from one house to 

another.
After marriage arrange-

ments were finalised be-
tween his parents and 
the parents of his fian-

cée, Essa had to build a home. A 
bridegroom of his stature has to 
offer several camels to his fiancée 
as gifts to her parents. The camels 
are a dowry the family seeks and 
the size of the request reflects the 
standing of the bride’s family in 
the tribe.

After the house was built and 
furnished, the wedding date 
was set, allowing several days 
of wedding festivities. A great 

number of guests from Halayeb, 

where about 20,000 people live 
with most being interconnected by 
tribe links, showed up to share the 
joy.

Essa and his friends danced and 
sang until the early morning. He 
then entered his new home to find 
his wife waiting for him.

“It was an unimaginable mo-
ment for me,” he said. “The woman 
I had been waiting to come close to 
for months was finally beside me 
and under the same roof: Me and 
her alone.”

Essa did not have his wife to 
himself for long because of a tribal 
tradition requiring newly mar-
ried wives to stay at their parents’ 
homes all day in the months that 
follow their wedding. When they 
get pregnant, the wives have to 
stay at their parents’ homes until 
they give birth.

Ali Doura, a researcher on south-
ern Egypt’s culture, said Halayeb 
tribes have kept their traditions in-
tact for centuries.

“Even those from the new gener-
ation have to abide by these tradi-
tions and also pass them onto their 
children and grandchildren,” Dou-
ra said. “This is less about marriage 
and more about the peculiarity of 
this magnificent part of Egypt and 
its people.”

Mohamed Abu Shanab is an 
Egyptian reporter based in Aswan.

Marriage to the 
Halayeb people is 
about union between 
two families or two 
tribes more than one 
between a man and a 
woman.

Baghdad

“I 

had nowhere to go except 
the street after losing my 
parents in a terrible explo-
sion, until I met the direc-
tor of this home… Since 

then I have a tender ‘father’ look-
ing after me,” said 10-year-old Ah-
mad, who is working on develop-
ing his talent for acting. “I had the 
chance to participate in one movie 
already and am preparing to act in 
new ones,” he said.

Ahmad’s “home” is the Iraqi Safe 
House for Creativity, a private or-
phanage where he lives with 37 
other children. His “father” is the 
home’s founder, Hisham al-Dhaha-
bi, a Baghdad-based psychologist.

“I will work on making the chil-
dren of Iraq protected internation-
ally,” said Dhahabi, who has four 
children of his own. “I have been 
working with children for 11 years. 
Most of them suffer from depres-
sion and solitude as a result of the 
wars and insecurity plaguing Iraq.”

Dhahabi uses art-based therapy 
to help traumatised orphans cope 
with the chaos around them.

“At the Iraqi Safe House we are 
treating the children by develop-
ing their talents, through art, mu-
sic and painting. The programme 
proved to be very successful and 
the talented children received 27 
international awards and dozens of 
local prizes and certificates of ex-
cellence in acting, fine arts, sports 
and singing,” Dhahabi said.

Refusing to call the residents of 
his house “orphans”, Dhahabi said 

the majority of the children, who 
were very young when they ar-
rived at the orphanage and had no 
documents to prove kinship, are 
officially registered in his name. “I 
have even produced IDs for them, a 
matter that makes me feel proud… 
They are an important part of my 
life,” Dhahabi said.

His wife and four children were 
also happy to be part of the “en-
larged family”, Dhahabi said. His 
wife “did not mind becoming the 
mother of 38 additional children. 
In fact, her attitude further en-
couraged me to seek support for 
them from local and international 
humanitarian organisations,” Dha-
habi said.

Dhahabi’s interest in the plight of 
disadvantaged children started in 
2004 when he first worked at the 
Baghdad branch of a Kurdish or-
ganisation tasked with protecting 
children. When one of the organi-
sation’s workers was killed during 
sectarian strife in 2006, the branch 
closed and Dhahabi continued tak-
ing care of dozens of children by 
himself.

“I couldn’t leave them to face an 
unknown future in the hands of 
the state, so I pledged to take care 
of the children and rented a small 
house to be a shelter to teach them 
and protect them… This is how the 
idea of the Iraqi Safe House for Cre-
ativity started,” Dhahabi said.

The house harbours children un-
til the age of 18 but Dhahabi’s re-
sponsibility goes beyond that as he 
helps them find jobs and get mar-
ried through the Golden Nest pro-
gramme he devised.

“We provide them with a small 
apartment in the beginning. The 
dwellings will be transferred to 
other beneficiaries in two years’ 
time, during which they would 

have established themselves and 
made enough savings to move out 
and start a family,” he said.

Dhahabi said he wants to mo-
bilise international efforts to help 
protect Iraq’s destitute and or-
phaned children. “Iraq has suc-
ceeded in making al-Ahwar marsh-
lands an internationally protected 
reserve and I will seek to have the 
international community protect 
Iraqi children from being exploited 
and pushed into being criminals 
and even terrorists,” he said.

In the last two years, Iraq has 
seen a surge of fighting between 
armed groups, including the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), and government 
forces which has resulted in a dra-

matic increase in the number of or-
phans and widows.

Iraqi Ministry of Planning said 
in a report the number of widows 
and orphans in Iraq now exceeds 
1.4 million. “The ministry has reg-
istered 600,000 orphan children 
aged 17 and below and 800,000 
widows. The numbers, however, 
do not include the provinces of 
Anbar and Nineveh where fighting 
against ISIS is taking place,” minis-
try spokesman Abdel Zahra Hinda-
wi said.

“The numbers are alarming, es-
pecially if we add up Anbar and 
Nineveh, they will definitely inflate 
dramatically,” Hindawi said.

Dhahabi said he had made re-

quests to the Iraqi government to 
provide support for his project, but 
the response was disappointing. 
“Every time, there was an excuse; 
volatile security, financial crisis, 
economic depression, etc.,” he 
said.

How long the orphanage’s pro-
prietor will be able to continue 
looking after children on nothing 
more than private donations is un-
certain. In the meantime, the or-
phans have found a haven amid the 
bombs and bloodshed of Baghdad.

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

Iraqi Safe House for 
Creativity a haven 
for orphans amid 
Baghdad violence
Oumayma Omar

Iraqi Safe House for 
Creativity is a private 
orphanage founded by 
Hisham al-Dhahabi, a 
Baghdad-based 
psychologist.

The number of widows 
and orphans in Iraq 
now exceeds 1.4 
million.

Orphan children at the Iraqi Safe House for Creativity are trained to develop their talents in fine arts.
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K 

ing Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud has issued direc-
tives to settle the cases 
of thousands of stranded 
migrant workers in Saudi 

Arabia.
About $266.5 million will be allo-

cated to resolve unpaid wages and 
the government will provide food 
and medical help to the workers, La-
bour Ministry officials said.

Labour and Social Development 
Minister Mufrej al-Haqabani de-
tailed policies to be put in place to 
avoid similar problems, including 
withholding of payments to firms 
that do not provide proof of salary 
allocations.

The kingdom’s national carrier, 
Saudi Arabian Airlines, will provide 
transportation to stranded workers, 
with their employers responsible for 
the airfare.

“What happened was an indi-
vidual act carried by one company 
that made a mistake,” Haqabani 
said in reference to Saudi Oger Ltd. 
Riyadh-based Saudi Oger, owned by 
the family of former Lebanese prime 
minister Saad Hariri, is, according to 
local reports, among the companies 
in serious debt.

A downturn in the kingdom’s 
construction industry has been due 
to the government scaling back on 

contracts because of low oil prices, 
resulting in cases of delayed pay-
ments and financial difficulties for 
some firms.

A report in the Jeddah-based 
Saudi Gazette said Saudi Oger owed 
$800 million in back pay and em-
ployment severance. That figure 
does not include money owned to 
contractors and exporters or to be 
repaid on loans from local and inter-
national banks.

In comparison to other construc-
tion firms, Saudi Oger’s situation 
has been exasperated with addition-
al administrative issues. In an inter-
view with Bloomberg News in April, 
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz who 
is also chairman of the kingdom’s 
Council for Economic and Devel-
opment Affairs, highlighted issues 
concerning Saudi Oger.

“We have paid them many instal-
ments but they have debt in and 
out of Saudi. So as soon as money is 
transferred to their bank accounts, 
the bank withdraws it,” Prince Mo-
hammed said.

“Saudi Oger can’t cover their own 
labour costs. That’s not our prob-
lem. That’s Saudi Oger’s. The con-
tract between us and Saudi Oger, we 
will honour it but if the bank with-
draws our instalments and Saudi 
Oger can’t pay a thing to its own 
contractors and workers, that’s their 
own problem. They can take them to 
court,” he added.

Recent video footage from within 
Saudi Oger’s Jeddah labour com-
pound known as Highway Camp 
77046 showed an evacuated waste-
land, at least during the day. “The 
entrance to the compound is heav-
ily secured, with a significant police 
presence,” Jeddah-based journalist 
Asem Muntasser said.

He said a marked police car was 
present because some workers, 

protesting because they did not 
have food or money and that they 
wanted to go home, were involved 
in a riot in which buses were set on 
fire. Muntasser described the inside 
of the compound as resembling a 
scene from the Indian movie Slum-
dog Millionaire.

“There was garbage everywhere. 
Toilets were overflowing and they 
had no electricity. The only water 
they had was from a tanker that was 
brought from outside and from the 
local mosque,” he said.

“The workers I spoke to had no 
hope, they felt abandoned by their 
employers and that nobody cared. 
They were happy that they got some 
food from the Indian consulate but 
had to share it with workers from 
the Philippines and Pakistan and 
other nationalities, so it didn’t last 
long. For the most part, they really 
didn’t care about the money any-
more and just wanted to go home.”

Muntasseri said the compound 
appears abandoned during the day 
because labourers were following 
up on their cases or doing odd jobs 
to survive, believing that if they 
were caught, the worst that could 
happen was that they would be de-
ported home.

The kingdom’s highest religious 
authority, Grand Mufti Sheikh Ab-
dulaziz Al Sheikh, issued a religious 
decree stating that “Businessmen 
have to pay workers’ salaries on 
time.” He quoted a hadith from the 
Prophet Mohammad, which states: 
“Give the worker his wages before 
his sweat dries.”

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

Saudi king steps in to resolve 
foreign labourers dispute
Mohammed Alkhereiji

An Indian worker arrives at the office of construction firm Saudi 
Oger in Riyadh, on August 3rd.

The kingdom’s Grand 
Mufti Sheikh 
Abdulaziz Al Sheikh, 
issued a religious 
decree stating that 
“Businessmen have to 
pay salaries on time.”

Abu Dhabi

T 

he allure of the United 
Arab Emirates is leading 
more expats to explore 
ways of making the coun-
try their permanent home 

once they retire, overcoming rules 
that can force them to leave when 
they hit 60.

Under current laws, foreign 
workers 60 years old or older face 
compulsory retirement and compa-
nies can cancel their employment 
visa, giving them 30 days to leave 
the country, even if they want to re-
main in the UAE.

However, expats who want to 
spend a currently tax-free retire-
ment in the emirates rather than re-
turning to their native country are 
taking advantage of options, such 
as starting their own business or in-
vesting in one, which enable them 
to stay once they attain senior-cit-
izen status.

Consultancy firms are gaining 
business as they deal with a grow-
ing number of inquiries from expats 
who are planning for the day when 
decisions over their future in the 
Gulf Cooperation Council country 
could be taken out of their hands.

Syam Panayickal Prabhu, manag-
ing director and senior consultant 
for Aurion Business Consultants, 
which facilitates company free 
zones in Dubai and Sharjah, said: 

“People over the age of 60 can re-
tire and settle in the UAE with ut-
most freedom and peace of mind.

“They can approach consult-
ants like us and we assist them to 
register a company in a free zone, 
according to their budget and the 
activity they want to focus on — 
business consulting, trading or any-
thing else.

“After registering the company, 
they can take a visa under that 
company as an investor or manag-
ing director.”

Prabhu said that, while the ap-
proval of the immigration authori-
ties is required, there is usually “no 
impediment” to obtaining a three-

year visa in Dubai’s free zones or 
a two-year visa in free zones else-
where in the UAE.

“This means that they can have 
a peaceful retired life in the UAE,” 
he said.

He said it is clear why remaining 
in the UAE is an attractive propo-
sition for many expats, especially 
those whose home countries are 
experiencing turmoil or economic 
uncertainty.

“The UAE is a country that is stra-
tegically located, having connectiv-
ity with all the major cities of the 
world, a high level of security and 
safety, ultra-modern infrastructure, 
a stable currency pegged to the dol-

lar and a workforce from several 
countries,” he said. “Retiring peo-
ple find the UAE to be a safe haven, 
where they can buy property, set-
tle and live at comparatively less 
expense without compromising on 
the quality of life and luxury.”

An investor visa provides tempo-
rary residence to its holder, which 
lasts for a maximum period of three 
years and enables sponsorship of 
family members. To qualify for an 
investor visa, expats must prove 
they have sufficient funds to make 
a significant investment into a UAE 
company or create a business in the 
country.

Immigration authorities must ap-

prove the prospective investment 
for the visa to be sanctioned.

Hassan Elhais, a legal consult-
ant at Al Rowaad Advocates, said 
establishing a commercial entity in 
the UAE or becoming a legal share-
holder in an existing company are 
the most convenient and popular 
options for expats who want to stay 
in the country after the age of 60.

“Unlike the age restriction im-
posed by the Ministry of Labour for 
employment visas, the age restric-
tions in case of investor and partner 
visas are much more relaxed, if at 
all applicable,” he said. “This is in 
line with projecting the UAE as an 
investor-friendly nation.

“The availability of a better life-
style combined with surplus sav-
ings from employment could be 
one reason why expats are more 
inclined to pursue UAE residency.”

Dubai resident Katja Quraysh 
said she would like to stay on long 
after her work visa expires.

“I would like to have the option 
to stay, instead of being forced to go 
back to Germany,” said the 35-year-
old employee of an engineering 
company. “Our kids were born here 
and I feel very connected to and 
settled in this country.

“As we are Muslims, I also feel at 
ease being able to practise our reli-
gion easily and still have a very lib-
eral way of life.”

Briton Maxine English, a Dubai 
resident who has lived in the UAE 
for more than 20 years, echoed the 
sentiment.

“I would love to be able to re-
tire properly and not just ‘work 
out ways to stay forever’, which is 
what my family is doing,” said the 
34-year-old events planner.

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

Expats in the UAE remaining beyond retirement age
Jennifer Bell

A couple chats while having lunch at a restaurant in the Dubai mall.

To qualify for an 
investor visa, expats 
must prove they have 
sufficient funds to 
make a significant 
investment.

About $266.5 million 
will be allocated to 
resolve unpaid wages.



22 August 14, 2016

Culture

Conservation architect warns of imminent 
demise of Jerusalem’s Old City
Karen Dabrowska

London

I 

t may be too late to preserve 
Jerusalem’s cultural heritage 
and social fabric, which is being 
systematically endangered by 
Israel’s underground excava-

tions and international apathy, said 
Shadia Touqan, director of the Old 
City of Jerusalem Revitalisation Pro-
gramme (OCJRP).

“There is an (Israeli) occupation 
above ground and underground” is 
the message that Touqan conveyed 
during a presentation, Conflict City 
Jerusalem, in London’s Mosaic 
Rooms, reminding the audience of 
the importance of architectural and 
cultural heritage of the Old City of 
Jerusalem. It has been on UNESCO’s 
World Heritage list since 1981 and on 
its list of endangered heritage since 
1982.

Touqan decried what she de-
scribed as “extensive excavations” 
by Israeli authorities to create a 
subterranean Jewish city under the 
Old City and particularly the Haram 
al-Sharif compound in defiance of 
international laws and conventions.

“One of the tunnels recently ex-
cavated is 700 metres long and 7.5 
metres wide. The Israeli Antiquities 
Authorities is digging a metro-size 
tunnel from the south of the Old City 
and Haram al-Sharif in the middle of 
Silwan to the Buraq wall of al-Aqsa. 
The underground city consists of 

lecture halls, prayer halls, libraries 
and meeting spaces,” said Touqan, 
an architect and conservationist.

Excavations around and under 
Haram al-Sharif began more than 
100 years ago by British and Jewish 
archaeologists. They were restarted 
in earnest after the Israeli occupa-
tion of the city in 1967. The prac-
tice continues until today, she said, 
supporting her lecture with slides 
showing maps and photos of Israeli 
actions.

Touqan emphasised that the 
construction of the subterranean 
city had been well documented 
since the 1990s, including by Israeli 
sources. The foundations and struc-
tural stability of the buildings above 
ground have been weakened and se-
vere cracks have appeared on walls 
and ceilings. In the Haram al-Sharif 
compound, trees are falling and res-
idents of the Old City report hearing 
digging noises under their houses 
throughout the night.

“This is the slow death of the city 
of Jerusalem and it will be unfor-
givable if it is allowed to continue 
without any political will to inter-
vene and prevent further damage,” 
Touqan said.

She complained that the inter-
national community was so over-
whelmed by conflicts and turmoil 
in the region that it was paying little 
attention to what was going on in 
Jerusalem.

“The Palestinian community in 
East Jerusalem lives in fear of be-
ing kicked out and dread that their 
Israeli-issued ID (which allows them 
residency in the city) will be confis-
cated for any reason to reduce the 
number of Palestinians residents, 
as the occupation authorities aim to 
create a demographic advantage of 
Israeli citizens,” Touqan warned.

When the separation wall was 
built isolating Jerusalem from the 
rest of the West Bank, many Pales-

tinians found their houses were on 
the wrong side of the wall, which 
would affect their access to Jerusa-
lem. Consequently, many moved 
into the Old City even though it 
often meant sharing a room with 
seven or eight people. As a result, 
there was a sharp increase in the 
population of the Old City to 40,000 
residents in an area of 870,000 sq. 
metres.

The Old City of Jerusalem Revi-
talisation Programme, directed by 
Touqan since 1997, has rehabilitated 
and restored 700 houses from 1994 
when it was launched by the Wel-
fare Association (WA), an independ-
ent non-profit organisation. It was 
established in 1983 by Palestinian 
businessmen and intellectual fig-

ures to provide development assis-
tance to Palestinians.

In 2007, a programme was devel-
oped to establish an Institute for 
Heritage Preservation in partner-
ship with UNESCO, under which 
international experts would provide 
training for local professionals, in-
cluding architects, engineers and 
contractors, in the field of conserva-
tion.

Touqan said Jerusalem was a city 
for all humanity and its preservation 
is an international responsibility.

“The international community 
does not have the luxury of keeping 
quiet about the ethnic and cultural 
cleansing that has been going for 
decades of usurpation and uproot-
ing,” she said, calling for the crea-

tion of an international professional 
committee that has the support and 
backing of the international com-
munity and relevant organisations 
in heritage preservation.

“This committee should regu-
larly examine the state of conser-
vation in the Old City according to 
international laws and conventions 
for World Heritage sites and moni-
tor the actions that are carried out 
above and below ground to stop any 
further damage to this most valu-
able holy city — the city for all hu-
manity,” Touqan said.

Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

“There is an (Israeli) 
occupation above 
ground and 
underground.”
Shadia Touqan, director of 

the Old City of Jerusalem 
Revitalisation Programme

The hall dug up by Israeli authorities below the Muslim quarter in the old city of Jerusalem.

Islam-West tensions are a source of inspiration for Syrian artist
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

C 

onsidered a staple of 
Arabic literature, the 
seven pre-Islamic poems 
known as the Mu’allaqat 
illustrate the intricacies 

of Bedouin life, customs and cul-
ture. They were said to be writ-
ten in golden letters on linen and 
suspended from the walls of the 
Kaaba in the holy city of Mecca.

For Syrian artist Mohannad Ora-
bi, the poems were a source of in-
spiration for his Mu’allaqat exhibi-
tion at Beirut’s Ayyam Gallery.  The 
show featured a series of hanging 
curtains that served as canvases 
for the artist’s signature childlike 
characters, demonstrating how a 
transformation in the artist’s at-
titude towards life influences his 
practice.

“I haven’t personally been [to 
Mecca] but there are enough refer-
ences, images and news coverage 
from there to have a clear image 
that remains in our minds,” Orabi 
said. “In relation to the religious 
element, there is an indirect refer-
ence and link to it that is largely a 
result of the current situation and 
the fear that comes from what is 
happening that is related to Islam.

“The idea behind these works 
that resulted in their overall aes-

thetic is that I’m attempting to 
take objects with a certain func-
tion and turn them into artworks. 
By having the work not stretched 
on a frame gives them a sense of 
freedom, representative of the 
people’s migratory and temporary 
living states these days.”

This indirect link to the tensions 
that underline the relationship be-
tween Islam and the West is posi-
tively overshadowed by the viva-
cious nature of Orabi’s aesthetic, 
which seems to project a more op-
timistic outlook.

There is a distinct sense of spon-
taneity and airiness that trickles 
into each of the Mu’allaqat. Layer-
ing colourful accessories with light 
brush strokes, Orabi casts his doe-
eyed playful protagonists into the 
foreground as he constructs elabo-
rate scenes that do not overwhelm 
the eye.

“It is very difficult for an artist, 
or at least it is for me, to pinpoint 
the main source of where these 
figures come from,” he said. “A lot 
of the time, they are me, mainly 
at a time when I was a child or at 
least when I was at an age where 
I hadn’t lost much innocence yet. 
Other times, they come from my 
daughter. I’ve observed her as she 
draws and have realised that she 
works in a simple way, using lines 
simply.

“With what we are living now, 
the social and political unrest, 
we search for that innocence and 
light.”

This element of innocence ap-
pears to characterise the feel of 
Orabi’s artworks and comes in 
contrast to the senseless violence 
that has decimated his homeland. 
However, Orabi asserts that the in-
stability has facilitated an avenue 
for creative and personal growth.

“The last three or four years 
have affected my personal growth 
as well as my growth as an artist. 
Moving from one place to another, 
home to home, country to coun-
try, there’s a state of turbulence 
and lack of stability coupled with 
an increased interaction with life, 

provoking more questions, new 
decisions, etc.,” Orabi noted.

“So I’ve learned that we our-
selves should try and take control 
of these currents that could lead 
our lives in different directions 
and learn from them, rather than 
let the way things are going take us 

with them.”
Orabi’s previous works reflect his 

interest in the spontaneity of pro-
cess and the liberation of form that 
emerges when art is created in-
tuitively without fixed directives. 
Many of the mixed-media canvas-
es were painted as self-portraits, 
revealing the artist’s fascination 
with the evolution of conscious-
ness in childhood and the wonder 
and whimsy of the formative years 
that first shape our comprehension 
of the world.

With the start of the Syrian upris-
ing and the conflict that followed, 
Orabi adopted an increasingly real-
ist approach to portraiture, draw-
ing inspiration from the various 
media that are currently forging a 
visual repository of the war. Mar-
tyr posters, Facebook profile pic-
tures and other types of filtered or 
composed imagery serve as source 
material for portraits of Syrians un-
der siege, displaced and in exile.

Orabi, who lives in Dubai, said he 
has been affected in two ways.

“There has been an emotional 
response to the conflict and there 
has been a response to the differ-
ent environments I’ve been in — 
Damascus, Beirut, Cairo and Dubai 
— each place has its environment 
and its set up and they’ve affect-
ed me as a person and in turn my 
work,” he said.

“I believe that an artist’s work is 
always an attempt to answer ques-
tions on his or her mind. These 
are issues that for me are very dif-
ficult to verbalise but, if they were 
not, otherwise I would not need to 
paint.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Mohannad Orabi’s Mu’allaqat series

An element of 
innocence appears to 
characterise the feel of 
Orabi’s artworks and 
comes in contrast to 
the senseless violence 
that has decimated his 
homeland.
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oncern for refugees try-
ing to reach Europe by sea 
inspired Polish choreog-
rapher Joanna Puchala to 
direct a powerful dance 

performance showing the migrants’ 
emotional and perilous journey.

Puchala used an aerial sling on 
stage backed by carefully com-
posed music and video projection 
to evoke the migrants’ feelings of 
nostalgia, melancholy and hope in 
her production Escape.

“It is all abstract and the fantasy 
element is brought about by the 
fabric, movement and the audio-
visual experience. All fused to-
gether makes it appear as if it was 
a dream, sometimes a nightmare,” 
Puchala said.

“While developing the choreog-
raphy, we created the storyline to 
bring an authenticity to the visual 
aspect of the performance. Each 
scene and movement comes out of 
the physical narration we have cre-
ated.”

Composer Stefano Guzzetti was a 
relevant choice for the production 
as he shares with Puchala a deep 
connection with the sea, being a 
native of Sardinia.

“As I was working with our com-
poser Stefano, our thoughts syn-
chronised and followed a proces-
sion of similar images of nature 

such as a calm sea, a raft, a storm, 
rain, moonlight and the night,” 
Puchala said.

A refugee from Poland, which 
she left at the start of the trans-
formation from communism to 
democracy, Puchala, like many 
refugees from the Middle East and 
Africa struggling to reach Western 
Europe, has travelled the world 
looking for freedom that was miss-
ing from her life.

Puchala ended up in London, 
which, she said, was the only place 
that provided rights, freedom and 
equal treatment as any British citi-
zen would have.

“I found a home in London but 
I kept up my love for sailing, espe-
cially in Italy,” she said. “I’ve been 
to Sicily, sailed around Aeolians 
islands, visited Lampedusa and 
there I was introduced to the refu-
gee situation.”

For 15 years, Puchala has trav-
elled around developing countries 
in Asia, Africa, Central and South 
America where she was exposed 
to poor living conditions and viola-
tions of human rights experienced 
by the inhabitants.

Her work with LCP Dance Thea-
tre, a troupe designated to raise 
awareness of human rights issues, 
encouraged her to engage audi-
ences in discussion and to inspire 
them to help others.

“I was very lucky because I 
found my place and I was offered 
a very good education, so I could 

realise my dreams 
and create art,” 
Puchala said. “Not 
everyone has had 
such an opportunity. 
Therefore, through 
the performing arts, I try 
to talk about the difficulties 
of being not accepted in your 
own country and how, if we 
are lucky, we can find happiness 
in another culture, like what hap-
pened to me.”

However, Puchala said she real-
ises that the reality of other refu-
gees can be much harder than her 
own experiences.

“By leaving your own home you 
might find conditions worse and 
often violent. The price of becom-
ing a refugee can be very high. 
Escape shows the general issues 
of refugees no matter where they 
come from, what colour they are, 
what religion they believe in or 
their gender,” she said.

The performance is simple and 
is left intentionally open to inter-
pretation, Puchala explained. “We 
don’t want to revel too much. We 
leave it to the audience to go on 
their own journey as they watch 
the show. We hope they can find 
the value in what we are doing 
and exchange opinions with each 
other, about their experience and 
point of view.”

Aside from the clips of refugees 
sharing their experiences in the 
video projection and a few statis-
tics of the situation, the perfor-
mance has no dialogue.

“The aim of working on social 
issues in dance theatre is to let au-
diences reflect on the situation of 
others,” Puchala said. “It is meant 
to encourage them to make their 
own changes in their communi-
ties and the areas they live in and 

to inspire them to treat other na-
tionalities equally and tolerate 
their cultures. This works in both 
directions: from the viewpoint of 
the refugees and that of the nations 
that welcome them.”

Deeper aspects of human rights 
violations, including social, eco-
nomic and cultural diversity, fe-
male abuse and racism, are high-
lighted in the choreography.

The performance shows hap-
piness while living at home, then 
struggle while crossing the sea and 
almost being drowned in a storm 

and unexpected circumstances 
leading eventually back to happi-
ness by reaching the “promised 
land”, then nostalgia and sadness 
of feeling isolated from the com-
munity that it was hoped would 
welcome refugees with open arms.

Escape was performed at the 
Blue Elephant Theatre in London 
and also at the Edinburgh Fringe 
Festival in Greenside/Nicolson 
Square August 16th-20th.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Escape: A journey into 
migrants’ hopes and fears
Dunia El-Zobaidi

Escape — Mariusz Minkowski
Puchala, like many 
refugees from the 
Middle East and 
Africa,  has travelled 
the world looking for 
freedom.

Polish choreographer 
Joanna Puchala directs 
a powerful dance 
performance showing 
the migrants’ 
emotional and 
perilous journey.

Dubai

V 

isitors to the UAE pavil-
ion at the 15th Venice In-
ternational Architecture 
Exhibition are not greet-
ed by iconic structures, 

record-breaking skyscrapers and 
mega projects that have dominated 
the United Arab Emirates’ urban 
environment, making its world-
wide reputation.

Rather, the narrative has been 
shifted by curator and architect 
Yasser Elsheshtawy to focus in-
stead on the architectural trans-
formation of the “Emirati national 
house” or sha’bi — Arabic for “folk 
house”.

The pavilion sets forth a grass-
roots approach to architecture, 
exploring sha’bi, which is a style 
of mass housing introduced in the 
1970s to accommodate what was at 
that time a fairly transient popula-
tion. Elsheshtawy, an expert on ur-
banisation and associate professor 
of architecture at the UAE Univer-
sity in Al Ain, reviewed the myriad 
ways sha’bi has been adapted by 
Emirati residents over the years.

Families made various archi-
tectural modifications to the ba-
sic structure, reflecting changing 
lifestyles, needs and culture. This 
was done by adding rooms, deco-
rative elements, changing colour 
schemes and doorways. Extensive 
landscaping, which dominates 
many neighbourhoods, also took 
place, Elsheshtawy said.

“This kind of change was pos-

sible because the modular proto-
type, prefabricated in many in-
stances, provided a flexible model 
and was like a blank slate upon 
which the residents exercised their 
functional and aesthetic aspira-
tions,” Elsheshtawy said.

“Sha’bi can be construed as a 
form of vernacular architecture 
that challenges the notion of top-
down planning that we are so used 
to in the region and elsewhere. This 
early housing model was inspired 
by the layout of the arish houses 
constructed from palm fronds that 
were inhabited by the Bedouins.

“In their informality, sense of 
place and a lived-in look, they defy 
the very notion of glamour, exclu-
sivity and transience.”

Elsheshtawy concentrated on 
the study of two typical sha’biyaa 
neighbourhoods — Al Defa’a and Al 

Maqam — in Al-Ain to prepare the 
work.

The theme of the UAE pavilion 
was considered a unique response 
to the Venice exhibition’s overall 
theme – Reporting from the Front.  
“We believe that the advancement 
of architecture is not a goal in it-
self but a way to improve people’s 
quality of life,” exhibition Curator 
Alejandro Aravena, a Chilean archi-
tect, said in an introduction posted 
on the exhibition website.

Elsheshtawy said that it took him 
and his four-member team nine 
months to assemble the UAE pavil-
ion. Their work included archival 
searches, mapping of neighbour-
hoods and houses, literature re-
view and urban and architectural 
analysis.

“All data were processed and vis-
ualised at the Urban Research Lab 

at the UAE University. Two of my 
assistants would, on a weekly ba-
sis, travel to Abu Dhabi to conduct 
research at the UAE’s National Ar-
chive Centre. All research work was 
completed by March 2016. From 
then on until the actual opening, ef-
forts were geared towards prepar-
ing the material for display, as well 
as editing the various publications 
accompanying the exhibition,” he 
said.

Elsheshtawy applauded the 
amount of interest that the UAE ex-
hibition has attracted in Venice.

“There seems to be a strong un-
derstanding of the exhibition’s 

theme and content,” he said. “I 
think visitors in general appreci-
ated learning more about a lesser-
known aspect of the UAE’s thriving 
architecture and one that focuses 
on the everyday spaces of the UAE 
citizens, developing a new angle of 
architectural discourse about the 
UAE.”

The pavilion was designed so vis-
itors get a feel of walking through 
a sha’biyaa neighbourhood. “Per-
sonally witnessing the public’s re-
action to the exhibition was quite 
remarkable,” Elsheshtawy said. 
“Many seemed to enjoy the mate-
rial on display and appreciated the 
elegance of the exhibition design. 
It did not have a cluttered effect 
and the exhibition sequence was 
well-planned.”

Research that went into the UAE 
pavilion included personal stories 
of the Emirati residents and fami-
lies in sha‘biyaa neighbourhoods.

When asked whether the re-
search would continue and wheth-
er he thinks other Gulf countries 
should be doing case studies on 
these lines, Elsheshtawy was ada-
mant: “Yes, I think they should 
definitely look to capture similar 
experiences on the ‘human aspect 
of living communities’ as it offers 
audiences an unexpected perspec-
tive on these countries’ urban cul-
ture, moving away from the head-
line-grabbing developments and 
clichés of mass consumption and 
ultra-luxury.

“Such documentation and map-
ping is important, particularly in 
a young country as the UAE as it 
helps to highlight a significant as-
pect of its heritage. There are also 
many potential lessons that could 
benefit contemporary housing ini-
tiatives,” Elsheshtawy added.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Venice provides a new angle for architectural discourse on UAE
N.P. Krishna Kumar

A visitor looks at the display regarding the evolution of the Emirati National House.

The pavilion was 
designed so visitors 
get a feel of walking 
through a sha’biyaa 
neighbourhood.

The pavilion sets forth 
a grass-roots approach 
to architecture.
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We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Carthage:
Through August 20th  

The Carthage International Fes-
tival is one of the most compel-
ling arts and cultural events in 
North Africa, drawing a mix of 
local and international perform-
ers to Tunisia over a period of 
several weeks. It takes place at 
the Carthage amphitheatre.

El Jem:
Through August 20th

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

Baalbek, Lebanon:
Through August 28th

Set in the Roman ruins in the 
city of Baalbek in eastern Leba-
non, 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.

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival takes 
place in Edde Sands with more 
than 90 artists from around the 
world. Dance workshops were 
scheduled in Salsa, Bachata, 
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip-hop, 
Samba, Lambada, Oriental, 
Dabke and Afro-Cubano. Perfor-
mances are also scheduled.

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 across 
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 
Middle East and elsewhere.

Marrakech:
September 16th-18th

The Oasis Music Festival cel-
ebrates electronic music. In its 
second year, the festival takes 
place at the Source Music Resort 
in Marrakech and includes three 
days of performances from in-
ternational electronic musicians 
such as David August, Omar 
Souleyman and Prins Thomas.

Essaouira:
October 14th-16th

The natural setting for the TV 
series Game of Thrones in Es-
saouira, Morocco, is the back-
drop for the first MOGA Festival 
of electronic music and culture. 
Festival-goers are invited to 
performances, educational 
workshops, beach parties, digi-
tal video installations and other 
events.

Travel
w w w . t h e a r a b w e e k l y . c o m

Jerash

J 

ordan’s Jerash Festival for 
Culture and Arts celebrated 
its 31st year as a hub for art, 
music and literature, attract-
ing more than 100,000 peo-

ple despite regional civil wars and 
militant violence.

About 20,000 people attended 
the July 31st closing performances, 
making the festival one of the most 
popular outings for Jordanians and 
Arab tourists in the kingdom, said 
festival Executive Director Mo-
hammed Abu Summaqa.

Jordan has had violent incidents 
from the Syrian civil war spilling 
over its northern border war but 
tourists, mainly from Gulf Arab 
states, still travelled to the Jerash 
festival about 50km north of Am-
man.

“We came to Jordan to spend 
some quiet time, enjoying the sum-
mer and indulging in the rich pro-
gramme of the Jerash festival,” said 
Wesal al-Faisal, a Kuwaiti house-
wife and mother of six.

Abu Summaqa said having the 
annual cultural event “demonstrat-
ed Jordan’s stability and showed 
that regional unrest had no impact 
on the local art scene”.

The Jerash festival in 2016 pro-
ceeded amid heightened security 
concerns, with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) mounting deadly attacks 
worldwide, said Jerash Mayor Ali 
Qoqazeh.

Jordan was not spared, with ISIS 
terror plots foiled in the spring and 
summer, Qoqazeh said.

“The terror threats resulted in 
beefed up security measures and 
contingency plans but not the can-
cellation of the event,” he said. 
“Some gates to the marketplace in 
the ancient city were shut during 
the festival and several roads were 
sealed off with people searched at 

the entrance.”
Despite the stricter meas-

ures, attendance rates were 
“much higher” than last year, 
Abu Summaqa said. Other 
festival officials said at-
tendance in 2016 was 
about 30% more than 
in 2015.

The festival, which 
had its first edition 
in 1981 (there was a 
hiatus from 2008-11), is 
considered a main at-
traction for tourists, es-
pecially for people from 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Bahrain and elsewhere 
in the Gulf Arab region. 
Gulf Arabs take advan-
tage of the summer break 
to enjoy a moderate cli-
mate in Jordan, away from 
the scorching desert heat in 
their home countries.

The festival began in 
the ancient city’s Greco-
Roman theatres with cer-
emonies attended by state 
officials, dignitaries and 
foreign diplomats.

At least 12 Jordanian 
bands, 81 Jordanian art-
ists, eight Arab singers, 12 
Arab and foreign bands 
and 112 local and 
Arab writers and 
poets performed 
at Jerash 2016. 

Abu Sum-
maqa said 
participating 
singers in-
cluded Leba-

non’s Wael 
Kfouri and 

Najwa Karam, 
Tunisia’s Latifa 

and Iraq’s Kadim al-
Sahir. International troupes 

were booked from Portugal, 
France, Argentina and other 
countries.

The festival also present-
ed poetry recitals and exhi-
bitions showcasing handi-
crafts, food products and 
other traditional items.

“Jerash Festival is a truly 
big event and this year 
the festival is really going 
global as a lot of efforts 
were made to make it a 
worldwide event through 
excellent marketing efforts 

and advertisement,” Tuni-
sian singer Latifa posted on 
Twitter.

Jordanian Rabee’ Hassan 
said the Jerash festival is be-

coming part of the Jordanian 
identity.

“People know it very well 
as it brings joy during sum-

mer,” he said. “The 
festival is really 
becoming a must-
see event in the 

kingdom and this year they have 
brought a host of much-loved sing-
ers and I am going to see Lebanese 
singer Wael Kfouri perform.”

A ticket for Kfouri’s performance 
was around $45, expensive for 
some Jordanian families, especial-
ly those with incomes averaging 
$300 a month.

“My wife and I attended for 60 
Jordanian dinars ($85), which is 
very expensive for those who have 
big families but going to see a mov-
ie will cost you 15 dinars ($21), so 
I think it is worth it to pay double 
and listen to your favourite singer 
perform live. Some activities are 
free to watch and attend and this is 
also good,” he said.

Hassan pointed out that the fes-
tival provides a breath of fresh air 
from day-to-day struggles.

“These days, we only hear bad 
news: killings, explosions, acci-
dents, wars and terrorism. This fes-
tival brings hope that we deserve to 
be happy and enjoy our time with 
our families,” he said.

At least 12 Jordanian 
bands, 81 Jordanian 
artists, eight Arab 
singers, 12 Arab and 
foreign bands and 
112 local and Arab 
writers and poets 
performed at Jerash.

The festival 
celebrated its 31st 
year as a hub for art, 
music and literature, 
attracting more than 
100,000 people.

Jordan’s Jerash festival marks 
31st year despite regional turmoil

Jordanian Prime Minister Hani Mulki (C) attends the opening ceremony of Jerash Festival of Culture and Arts in the ancient city of Jerash, 
north of Amman, on July 21st.

Roufan Nahhas

Wael Kfouri performs at the 
Jerash Festival of Culture 
and Arts, on July 21st.

People walk along the ruins of the ancient Roman city of Jerash during the Jerash Festival of 
Culture and Arts in Jerash, Amman, on July 21st.


