
P4

Iraqi Defence minister sacked 
amid corruption controversy

Refugee exodus feared as Mosul offensive looms
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I 

raq’s parliament voted to re-
move Defence Minister Khaled 
al-Obeidi from office over 
corruption allegations as the 
country’s armed forces geared 

up for a major offensive to retake 
the Islamic State (ISIS) stronghold 
Mosul.

Parliament voted 142-102 in a 
secret ballot on August 25th to 
impeach Obeidi, accusing him of 
wasting billions of dollars on weap-
ons contracts and weakening Iraq’s 
military.

Obeidi denied any wrongdoing 
and said the charges were politi-
cally motivated, accusing his politi-
cal foes of targeting him because he 
was fighting corruption.

“Finally, those who have brought 
Iraq to where it is now have won,” 
Obeidi said in a series of posts on 
Twitter. “I tried to fight corruption 
as much as possible but it seems 
they are stronger, their voices are 
louder and their actions more en-
during.”

The people of Iraq, not parlia-
ment, should be the judges of his 
record in office, he said.

“God is my witness that I exerted 
every effort to rebuild the army and 
the military institution, along with 
tireless efforts to fight corruption 
and the corrupt, prevent nepotism 
and clientelism that caused Iraq in 
2014 to lose 40% of its land,” Obeidi 
tweeted.

Obeidi said he had cut salaries 
collected on behalf of non-existent 
members of the military, a phe-
nomenon thought to be common 
during the government of former 
prime minister Nuri al-Maliki.

Obeidi’s sacking came as the 
army, backed by Shia militias, pre-
pared for a military offensive to re-
capture the northern city of Mosul 
from ISIS. Iraqi officials said the of-

fensive could begin as early as Sep-
tember, although observers said 
that was unlikely.

Although Obeidi has been lead-
ing the military campaign against 
ISIS, Iraqi and US officials insisted 
his removal from office would not 
hinder the battle to retake Mosul. It 

was reported, however, that US offi-
cials tried to delay his sacking until 
after the liberation of Mosul.

Obeidi reportedly sought to per-
suade Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi to refrain from using Shia 
militias — known as the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces — in the military 
efforts in Mosul, following reports 
of human rights violations commit-
ted by the fighters when capturing 
other areas in Iraq from ISIS.

Obeidi’s impeachment is seen by 
his supporters as punishment for 
his vocal criticism of corruption 
among the ruling class in Iraq, in-
cluding members of his own Arab 
Sunni community and most nota-
bly Parliament Speaker Salim al-
Jabouri.

However, the corruption case 
against Jabouri and five other mem-
bers of parliament was closed by a 
court in early August, citing “lack of 
evidence”.

Iraq ranks 161st out of 168 coun-
ties on Transparency Internation-
al’s Corruption Perceptions Index.

Obeidi is viewed by his support-
ers as a strongman who did not 
believe in the political system that 
he was serving under because it is 
divided along sectarian and ethnic 
lines. His critics are less sympathet-
ic, however, viewing the episode as 
a fallout among corrupt elites.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.

Baghdad

A 

s the Iraqi Army, backed 
by Shia militias, pre-
pared to retake the 
northern city of Mosul 
from the Islamic State 

(ISIS), UN officials braced for an 
exodus of hundreds of thousands 
of civilians from the city.

The UN refugee agency (UNHCR) 
warned that more than 1 million 
Iraqis in and around Mosul could be 
affected by the military action.

“In Mosul we believe the dis-
placement situation may be about 
to dramatically worsen,” UNHCR 
spokesman Adrian Edwards told 
a news briefing in Geneva. “The 
humanitarian impact of the mili-
tary offensive is expected to be 
enormous. Up to 1.2 million people 
could be affected.”

The UNHCR said it planned to 
create camps in six locations across 
northern Iraq but was struggling 
to find land to house the refugees. 

Carolina Gluck, UNHCR spokes-
woman in Baghdad, told Reuters 
there was the potential for a “full-
blown catastrophe”.

In June, civilians fleeing Falluja 

were shot at by ISIS fighters as Iraqi 
forces began liberating the city. A 
similar fate could await civilians at-
tempting to leave Mosul.

Shia militias killed at least 66 

Sunni males from the Falluja area 
and many more suffered abuse. 
More than 700 men and boys are 
missing. Homes were burned and 
looted in the city.

The Iraqi government blamed 
ISIS but some provincial police offi-
cials said Shia militias set the fires.

Central government forces and 
Shia militias are not alone in facing 
allegations of such attacks on civil-
ian property.

Amnesty International in January 
accused Kurdish forces of bulldoz-
ing, exploding and burning thou-
sands of homes in Arab villages in 
northern Iraq.

“Though KRG [Kurdistan Re-
gional Government] officials have 
tended to justify the displacement 
of Arab communities on grounds 
of security, it appears to be used 
to punish them for their perceived 
sympathies with so-called Islamic 
State, and to consolidate territo-
rial gains and establish control over 
‘disputed areas’ of the country,” 
the Amnesty International report 
noted.

The KRG strongly denied the Am-

nesty International accusation.
Such incidents have led many 

Arab Sunnis in Mosul who oppose 
ISIS to fear the city’s liberation at 
the hands of Shia or Kurdish mili-
tias.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said his government aims to 
liberate the entire province of Nin-
eveh, where Mosul is located, after 
recapturing the city.

“Mosul will be liberated in 2016. 
We have a plan to liberate Nineveh,” 
he said at an August 23rd news con-
ference in Baghdad.

Mamoon Alabbasi
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A displaced Iraqi woman, who fled from clashes between ISIS 
and Iraqi security forces in Mosul, holds her daughter at a camp 
south-east of Mosul.

The UN refugee 
agency (UNHCR) 
warned that more 
than 1 million Iraqis 
in and around Mosul 
could be affected by 
the military action.
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Obeidi is viewed by 
his supporters as 
a strongman who 
did not believe in 
the political system 
that he was serving 
under.

A March 2016 file photo shows Iraqi Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi (C) arriving at a military base 
outside Tikrit, 130km north of Baghdad.
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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi has promised “Mosul 
will be liberated in 2016”. The 
clear message behind the dec-
laration is that the war against 

the Islamic State (ISIS) will soon be 
over.

However, observers should be 
wary of Abadi’s optimism. After 
all, this is not the first time he and 
his Green Zone apparatchiks have 
made fantastical predictions only 
for them to blow up in their faces, 
sometimes quite literally.

In March 2015, Karim al-Nuri, a 
top commander within the sectar-
ian Shia militia umbrella group the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
made a risible claim that it would 
take them no more than 72 hours 
to clear Tikrit of ISIS fighters. How-
ever, the city was not recaptured by 
government forces and their allies 
until mid-April, despite US air pow-
er and the presence of controversial 
Iranian al-Quds Force commander 
Qassem Soleimani.

Baghdad’s wishful thinking was 
repeated in the battle for Ramadi, 
which took almost three months to 
recapture — and then by levelling it 
to the ground. More recently Fallu-
ja was repeatedly declared to be un-
der Iraqi government but was not 
actually taken until the final days 
of June after more than a month of 
combat operations.

Falluja was snatched out of 
Baghdad’s grasp in early 2014 and 
remained under ISIS control until 
recently; it was also immediately 
besieged and shelled repeatedly for 
more than two years.

As if these other major urban cen-
tres under ISIS control were not dif-
ficult enough, Mosul will be tough-
er to liberate.

Mosul fell to ISIS in June 2014 
and, due to its position to the north 
far from Baghdad as well as its 
proximity to the Syrian border, it 
was relatively free of the ill effects 
of sieges imposed on other ISIS-
held Iraqi towns and cities. Mosul 
could be readily supplied through 
ISIS’s smuggling from Syria and it 
came with an enormous stockpile 
of arms and armour when the Iraqi 
Security Forces (ISF) fled the city. 

As such, ISIS has had more than 
two years to plan its defence and 
entrench itself in Mosul and the 
surrounding vicinity.

Adding to Abadi’s woes is that 
ISIS fighters are committed, well-
trained in urban warfare and infan-
try combat, disciplined and know 
very well that they are cornered. 
They will harden their defences 
and will do their best to exhaust ISF 
and PMF forces as well as the Kurd-
ish peshmerga by engaging them in 
a defence-in-depth strategy. This 
means that they will have multi-
ple predetermined lines of defence 
in towns and villages surrounding 
Mosul.

A prime example of this is the 
town of Qayyarah, on the west bank 
of the Tigris about 60km south of 
Mosul. The ISF and its allied mili-
tias took Qayyarah Airbase, 20km 
west of the town, in early July but 
they are still fighting to take Qayya-
rah itself despite being in the neigh-

bourhood for quite some time.
Not far to the south-east lies 

Hawija, another “defensive” town 
that Baghdad will have to commit 
forces to before attacking Mosul. If 
it fails to do so, ISIS could conceiv-
ably sally out from Hawija to attack 
ISF forces to the south and west of 
Mosul or the peshmerga further to 
the east.

On the subject of the Kurds, and 
before any operation to recapture 
Mosul can begin, Abadi will have 
to contend with Kurdish territorial 
ambitions. The peshmerga has been 
holding Kirkuk since June 2014 and 
is extremely unlikely to let its oil 

rich prize go once ISIS withdraws. 
The Kurds also covet what they 
deem to be Kurdish regions of Nin-
eveh province and Mosul.

The Kurdistan Democratic Party’s 
head of foreign relations, Hemin 
Hawrami, recently claimed that the 
peshmerga would not withdraw 
from liberated areas because “we 
shed blood in defeating ISIS, pro-
tecting 1.8 million IDPs [internally 
displaced persons]”.

This means that, short of the 
United States involving itself and 
forcing the Kurds to stay out of 
the Mosul operation, Baghdad will 
face an extremely delicate situa-
tion, which is something ISIS will 
exploit.

ISIS commanders certainly know 
that nothing short of a miracle will 
prevent them from eventually be-
ing dislodged from Mosul. As such, 
their strategy will be to make the 
recapture of Mosul as deadly and 
as costly an enterprise as possible 

and they will seek to capitalise on 
infighting between the various fac-
tions arrayed against them.

Even once it has been removed 
from Iraq’s cities, ISIS will not be 
defeated. Its fighters will revert to 
guerrilla warfare and terrorism that 
are far cheaper to maintain over a 
protracted period than administer-
ing cities is.

This highlights the need for Iraq’s 
military strategy to be married to 
an effective political solution that 
successfully unites all Iraq’s ethno-
sectarian communities against the 
common enemy of extremist terror. 
Anything less than this will mean 
that this cycle of violence will re-
juvenate itself in the coming years 
and perhaps produce an even great-
er evil than ISIS.

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

Recapturing Mosul from ISIS will not be easy
Tallha Abdulrazaq

An Iraqi Army tank in the town of Qayyarah, Iraq, on August 24th.

Baghdad’s wishful 
thinking was repeated 
again in the battle for 
Ramadi and most 
recently in Falluja.

The ISIS strategy will 
be to make the 
recapture of Mosul as 
deadly and as costly an 
enterprise for all 
involved as possible.

The battle for Mosul

In winning back Mosul, its civilian protection must be protected

T 

he countdown to 
Mosul’s liberation has 
begun as the Iraqi 
Army, flanked by 
auxiliary forces, 
edged closer towards 

the largest population centre 
under Islamic State (ISIS) 
control.

However, to truly defeat ISIS, 
Mosul’s civilian population must 
be protected. This may prove diffi-
cult given the number of humani-
tarian challenges.

One of those is how to deal with 
people who are displaced by war, 
to stop fuelling an environment of 
resentment that could be exploit-
ed by extremists.

There are as many as 1.2 mil-
lion civilians trapped behind 

ISIS lines who are likely to be 
uprooted. UN refugee officials 

told Reuters there was a lack of 
suitable land and funding to facili-
tate resettlement.

The expected exodus of families 
“fleeing the fighting and horrific 
abuses under [ISIS] control will 
push Iraq past breaking point,” 
Amnesty International Senior 
Crisis Response Adviser Donatella 
Rovera said.

Another challenge is how to 
prevent civilians from being killed 
or tortured by their supposed 
liberators.

Mosul may be the last standing 
domino waiting to fall in the gov-
ernment-led campaign to exter-
minate ISIS after Tikrit, Ramadi, 
Diyala and Falluja were liberated 
in the past year. However, the vic-
tories that marked a high point for 
state forces also exposed brutality 
carried out by Shia militias.

A Reuters report disclosed that 
more than 700 Sunni men and 
boys were missing from Falluja, 
two months after the defeat of 
ISIS there.

These figures, it added, were far 
greater than what has been pub-
licly acknowledged by US officials.

Many look to the fate of Falluja 

and other towns now “liberated”, 
with assistance from US air sup-
port, as a foretaste of what might 
happen in Mosul.

“Protecting civilians from need-
less harm needs to be paramount 
in any battle for control of Mosul,” 
said Joe Stork, Human Rights 
Watch deputy Middle East direc-
tor.

“It’s essential for the Iraqi 
government to exercise effective 
command and control over all its 
forces and for allies like the US 
and Iran to make sure they do so.”

It is hard to imagine Iran pres-
suring the Iraqi government to 
make sure that human rights 
violations do not occur when 
recapturing Mosul.

Another challenge would be to 
ensure that innocent people do 
not get rounded up and impris-
oned for merely being suspected 
of cooperating with ISIS.

It should be noted that the mass 
imprisonment of suspects in Iraqi 
jails transformed the facilities into 
breeding grounds for extremism. 
Some of those who may enter free 
of violent thoughts may change 
and become threats to carry out 

terror attacks.
Many of those who have been 

wrongly accused have not been 
compensated, leading people to 
think they are second-class citi-
zens compared to those in other 
parts of the country.

Discriminatory policies that tore 
Iraq’s social fabric apart provided 
an opening for ISIS to capitalise on 
state weakness. ISIS has contin-
ued to exploit the government’s 
paralysis and government prom-
ises of limited militia involvement 
in operations ring hollow for the 
victims of militia crimes.

Killings, torture, discrimination 
and displacement have created an 
environment that allowed groups 
such as al-Qaeda to flourish in 
Iraq. Yet the same actions that 
gave rise to al-Qaeda in Iraq have 
also fostered the rise of ISIS.

If the same course of action is 
followed, is there an expectation 
of a different outcome?

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist, whose writings and 
films focus on Iraq’s ancient 
history and contemporary 
political scene.

Nazli Tarzi

View point
Killings, 
torture, dis-
crimination 
and displa-
cement have 
created an 
environment 
that allowed 
groups such 
as al-Qaeda 
to flourish in 
Iraq.

There are as many as 1.2 
million civilians trapped 
behind ISIS lines.
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M 

ilitary gains by Kurd-
ish peshmerga forces 
against Islamic State-
held villages near 
Mosul have raised 

tensions between Iraqi Arabs and 
Kurds over the governance of Arab 
areas of northern Iraq.

Iraqi government officials and 
some Shia militia forces have 
warned the Kurds not to enter Mo-
sul — a mostly Sunni Arab city — 
when the major offensive begins. 
There seems to be little desire by 
the Kurds to do so, knowing how 
problematic it would be.

Kurdish media reports indicated 
that the offensive against the Is-
lamic State-held villages that be-
gan August 14th started with heavy 
shelling and US air strikes followed 
by peshmerga ground operations. 
Despite strong resistance from Is-
lamic State (ISIS), about 12 villages 
were taken by the peshmerga in 
relatively short order.

These moves were designed to 
tighten the noose around Mosul 
ahead of a major offensive to cap-
ture the city.

It also raised the question as to 
who would lead this major offen-
sive and what happens when the 

city is eventually taken from ISIS.
US military advisers are working 

closely with both the peshmerga 
and Iraqi Army forces to bolster 
their military readiness. The Kurds 
have proven to be more effective 
fighters overall, even though a few 
newly trained Iraqi Army units have 
shown they can also fight well.

The Kurds, however, do not have 
much confidence in the Iraqi Army. 
In April, Masrour Barzani, the in-
telligence chief of the Kurdish Re-
gional Government (KRG), said the 
regular Iraqi Army is “not in a posi-
tion to do this [take Mosul] alone”. 
Three months later, his father, KRG 
President Masoud Barzani, said 
that attempting to take Mosul with-
out peshmerga support would be 
“impossible”.

Such statements have concerned 
the Iraqi government and its fight-
ers, both Shias and Sunnis. Iraqi 
Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi 
said in July that the government 
would not allow the peshmerga 
to liberate Mosul and a prominent 
Shia militia leader issued a similar 
warning.

There have been some clashes 
between the peshmerga and other 
groups in ethnically and religiously 
mixed areas south of the territory 
controlled by the KRG. Twelve peo-
ple in the town of Tuz Khurmatu 
were killed over the past year in 
fighting between Kurds and Shia 
militias, the Washington Post re-
ported. Both groups continue to 

denigrate each other.
Although the Kurds and the Shias 

are both opposed to ISIS, there is 
worry about what would happen 
next. According to the Washington 
Post article, a spokesman for the 
Shia Badr Organisation strongly 
criticised Masoud Barzani’s state-
ment that the KRG borders are be-
ing “redrawn in blood’, suggesting 
that the Kurds aim to keep terri-
tory they have acquired by military 
force. An Iraqi government spokes-
man said that any territorial acqui-
sitions were a “temporary thing”.

Former CIA director David Pe-
traeus, who was commander of the 
US Army’s 101st Airborne Division 
in Mosul in 2003, recently wrote 
in the Washington Post on political 
challenges facing Mosul and its sur-
rounding areas post-ISIS.

The “most significant challenge 
in Mosul will not be to defeat the 
Islamic State [but] to ensure post-

conflict security, reconstruction 
and, above all, governance that is 
representative and responsive to 
the people,” Petraeus wrote. He rec-
ommended establishing a regional 
council, similar to what he did in 
Mosul in 2003, made up of every 
religious, ethnic and tribal group in 
the area.

Petraeus was circumspect about 
the composition of the military 
force that would enter the city. Al-
though he stated that Shia militias 
should “play no role in post-Islamic 
State security and governance”, he 
did not mention the peshmerga. 
This may reflect a bias of US mili-
tary commanders (past and pre-
sent) as to the relative effectiveness 
of the Kurds in battle.

Interestingly, it is the Kurds 
themselves who have expressed 
reservations about securing Mosul 
because it is largely an ethnically 
Arab city. Although Masoud Bar-

zani emphasised that the Kurds 
will be an important component of 
the offensive to take Mosul, he has 
also said they will not enter the city. 
Barzani and other Kurdish officials 
seem to understand that to do so 
would exacerbate ethnic tensions 
and be unmanageable.

Once ISIS is defeated, the Kurds 
will probably be content to keep 
Kirkuk, an ethnically mixed city 
they took in 2014 during the ISIS 
advance, and its surrounding vil-
lages. However, Iraq’s majority 
Arabs do not believe these areas 
should remain under Kurdish con-
trol, a situation that will undoubt-
edly keep ethnic tensions simmer-
ing even post-Mosul.

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.

Ethnic tensions 
rise as the battle 
for Mosul looms
Gregory Aftandilian

An Iraqi Kurdish female fighter holds her weapon during a deployment at a site near the front line of 
the fight against ISIS in Nawaran near Mosul, Iraq.

The Kurds themselves 
have expressed 
reservations about 
securing Mosul 
because it is largely an 
ethnically Arab city.

Iraqi government 
officials and some Shia 
militia forces have 
warned the Kurds not 
to enter Mosul.

Washington

W 

ith fewer than 150 
days before he 
hands the Oval Of-
fice keys to his suc-
cessor, US President 

Barack Obama is making the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) the 
focus of his administration’s strat-
egy in Iraq and Syria.

Think-tank experts, retired gen-
erals and administration officials 
are talking of an imminent battle to 
liberate Mosul, Iraq’s second largest 
city, before the end of the year. Seiz-
ing Mosul from ISIS could serve to 
enhance Obama’s legacy and possi-
bly emerge as an “October surprise” 
to help Democrats in the November 
election.

Experts, however, warn that hav-
ing the right preparation for the Mo-
sul battle is more crucial than the 
timeline.

The buzz around liberating Mosul 
started in April when Obama told 
CBS television that “my expectation 
is that by the end of the year, we will 
have created the conditions where-
by Mosul will eventually fall”.

The recent advances of Kurd-
ish peshmerga forces east of Mo-
sul as well as Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi’s vow to “raise the 
Iraqi flag” over Mosul have only in-
creased speculation about a loom-
ing battle to recapture the city.

The United States also has in-
creased the number of advisers 
and trainers working with the Iraqi 
Army; in July, US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter announced that an 
additional 560 troops would be sent 
to Iraq to help prepare for an Iraqi-
led recapture of Mosul.

Wladimir van Wilgenburg, an 
analyst with the Washington-based 
Jamestown Foundation who is 
based in northern Syria, said Mo-
sul “needs to be surrounded first 
before the real operation can be 
launched”. “ISIS supply lines be-
tween Iraq and Syria need to be 
cut… and great manpower is need-
ed,” he added.

This manpower is expected to be 
made up of “Kurdish forces, fight-
ers from Sunni Arab tribes, the 
Iraqi Army and Iranian-backed Shia 
paramilitary groups” said van Wil-
genburg, though differences and 
disagreements among these groups 
could impede such an operation.

Logistically, the Kurdish forces 
“will launch an operation in south-
ern Shingal, while the Iraqi security 
units push into western Anbar to 
control the Syrian border gate of 
al-Qaim and then move towards 
al-Ba’aj,” according to van Wilgen-
burg, who warned that “until the 
encirclement of Mosul is complete, 
they cannot launch the operation”.

Political talks around taking Mo-
sul have started in an attempt to 
coordinate matters of governance 
and provincial powers over the city. 
Lack of good governance and dis-
trust in the security services were 
among the factors that helped ISIS 
swiftly seize Mosul in June 2014.

Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment President Masoud Barzani re-
cently hosted talks between US and 
Iraqi officials and representatives of 
the Sunni tribes and Kurdish forces 
in Erbil to discuss post-military op-

erations in Mosul. In a statement 
released after the talks, Barzani 
said that “post-liberation Mosul will 
not accept the old order” and that 
“drastic changes need to be made 
for the benefit of the people of Mo-
sul”. Among the likely changes are 
redistricting Nineveh province and 
creating a more inclusive political 

power structure in Mosul.
The term “October surprise” re-

fers to a political event that has a 
last-minute effect on November 
elections and that is what some are 
calling the Mosul operation. A US of-
ficial who asked to remain anony-
mous said Obama himself saw end-
ing the ISIS foothold in Mosul as a 

“critical part of his legacy” but de-
nied any link to the election calen-
dar.

Politico, however, reported in an 
article titled Get ready for Obama’s 
‘October Surprise’ in Iraq that the 
Mosul offensive “is now tentatively 
scheduled to begin sometime in 
early October with a final battle 
coming at the end of that month.” 
Retired Army Lieutenant-General 
Michael D. Barbero told the Wash-
ington Times that “some US offic-
ers in Baghdad believe the Obama 
administration is rushing plans for 
a Mosul offensive so it takes place 
before the November presidential 
election”.

Such a move would not be a com-
plete surprise contends Larry Saba-
to, director of the Center for Politics 
at the University of Virginia. He re-
ferred to past efforts by sitting pres-
idents to inject national security 
into the presidential race, such as in 
2004 when George W. Bush raised 
the terror alert only days before the 
vote to secure his second term.

Virtually all polls give Democratic 
nominee Hillary Clinton a lead over 
her Republican rival Donald Trump 
and the liberation of Mosul would 
bolster the Democrats’ chances of 
keeping the White House.

But van Wilgenburg warned 
against rushing a military operation 
and emphasised the importance of 
preparedness and first encircling 
the city. While a quick victory in 
Mosul could reverberate positively 
for the Democrats, a short-sighted 
effort could bring dire consequenc-
es for both Obama’s legacy and the 
Democratic ticket.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Can a Mosul victory be Obama’s ‘October surprise’?
Joyce Karam

US Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter speaks to troops during his 
visit to Baghdad, on July 11th.

Experts warn that 
having the right 
preparation for the 
Mosul battle is more 
crucial than the 
timeline.

The battle for Mosul
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Morocco reaches out to Africa and Asia

K
ing Mohammed VI is 
continuing Morocco’s 
campaign to highlight 
its political and 
economic ties to 
Africa.

The occasion was the August 
20th commemoration of the 
Revolution of the King and the 
People, the beginning of the 
struggle against the French 
protectorate. The king spoke of 
Morocco’s historic ties with 
Algeria, the need for Moroccans 
living oversees to oppose extrem-
ism and the centrality of Africa to 
the Moroccan identify and 
national strategy.

Morocco has been working for a 
decade to cement relations with 
other African countries and gain 
support for its efforts to join the 
African Union (AU). Morocco’s 
strongest tools are the economic 
and commercial benefits that 
come with having strong bilateral 
relations with African nations, 
amply demonstrated by the fact 
that, according to the African 
Development Bank, 85% of the 
country’s foreign direct invest-
ment is in Africa.

Like any wise policy, these 
efforts do not come uncondition-
ally. As the king said in his speech, 
in a clear reference to the AU 
push: “Our decision that Morocco 
should take its natural place, once 
again, within the African institu-
tional family clearly illustrates 
our commitment to continue 
supporting the causes of African 
peoples.”

He went on to point out that 
“for Morocco, Africa means more 
than just being part of a geograph-
ical area or having historical 
bonds with the continent. Africa 
also means sincere affection, 
appreciation, close human and 
spiritual relations as well as 
tangible solidarity. Furthermore, 
Africa is the natural extension of 
Morocco and the embodiment of 
the country’s strategic depth.”

Morocco’s efforts are multidi-
mensional, involving large state 
corporations such as the Cherifian 
Office of Phosphates (OCP); 
government health, social and 
education agencies; counterter-
rorism cooperation; and cultural 
exchanges. Moroccan telecoms 
companies serve more customers 
in a dozen African countries than 
they do at home and Moroccan 
banks play a significant role in 
eight West African countries.

Additionally, OCP, in an 
innovative partnership with 
Gabon, is producing fertiliser 
tailored for African needs and is 
funding a distribution programme 
for small landholders.

The king noted that “what is 
good for Morocco is good for 

Africa — and vice versa. Theirs is 
one and the same destiny. I also 
believe there can be no progress 
without stability, either the two 
go together or they do not exist. 
We see Africa as a forum for joint 
action, for promoting develop-
ment in the region and for serving 
African citizens.”

The efforts are making a 
difference. At the recent AU 
summit, Morocco secured 28 
countries’ backing for a letter 
promoting Morocco’s admission 
to the African Union after its 
withdrawal from its predecessor 
the Organisation of African Unity 
(OAU) over the admission of the 
Polisario-run government 
Sahrawi Arab Democratic Repub-
lic.

J. Peter Pham, director of the 
Africa Center at the Atlantic 
Council, said: “The monarch’s 
remarks reaffirmed a strategic 
orientation with significant 
implications not only for Morocco 
and other countries of the African 
continent but also their global 
partners, including the United 
States.”

The theme has been carried over 
into Morocco’s growing relations 
with India, Russia and China. The 
king had a retinue of 400 business 
representatives and government 
officials when he attended the 
India-Africa Forum in October 
2015. Five pacts were agreed and 
two signed during the forum.

King Mohammed VI visited 
Russia in March, when 24 agree-
ments, protocols and memoran-
dums of understanding were 

highlighted as well as the continu-
ation of the strategic partnership 
agreement that has been in effect 
for ten years.

It was a similar story in China 
during a state visit that began May 
11th. The two countries signed 15 
bilateral agreements, accords and 
memoranda covering education, 
economic, cultural, tourism and 
technical sectors. Most impor-
tantly, from the king’s perspec-
tive, was the signing of a strategic 
partnership similar to that with 
the Kremlin.

While there is speculation about 
the timing of the visits, pundits 
said the Moroccan initiatives are 
not surprising considering the 
United States’ reluctance to fully 
endorse Morocco’s autonomy 
proposal for Western Sahara, 
calling it serious, realistic and 
feasible but not labelling it the 
solution to the conflict. However, 
Russia and China have not called 
for its unqualified endorsement, 
either.

Morocco is playing the long 
game. Whether with the African 
Union or the UN Security Council, 
the kingdom knows it needs 
friends and the US behaviour 
gives Rabat pause, promoting a 
fuller, more strategic vision of 
how to gain friends and influence 
others.

Jean AbiNader resides in the 
Washington area and is a long-time 
participant in US-Arab affairs.
Other articles can be found at
www.jeanabinader.com. Follow 
him on Twitter: @jeanabinader.
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Tunisian parliament 
approves government 
‘of last resort’
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he Tunisian parliament 
overwhelmingly ap-
proved a new government 
to be led by the country’s 
youngest prime minister 

since independence.
Members of parliament voted 

167-22, with five lawmakers ab-
staining, on August 26th to endorse 
the government.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi rallied the main political 
and social forces to form the unity 
government headed by Youssef 
Chahed, 40, to tackle problems that 
threaten to derail Tunisia’s path 
towards a stable democracy since 
the overthrow of president Zine el-
Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

The Chahed cabinet has 27 min-
isters, including eight women and 
five ministers under the age of 35.

During the debate that preceded 
the vote, Chahed gave a frank as-
sessment of the country’s difficult 
economic situation but promised 
his cabinet would make tough de-
cisions to spur growth and create 
jobs.

Tunisia is struggling with slump-
ing tourism earnings following two 
Islamist militant attacks on foreign 
tourists last year. Youth unem-
ployment is rampant and work-
ers’ strikes have hurt production 
of phosphate, the county’s main 

export. Phosphate production is 
at 60% below capacity, falling to a 
1928 level, Chahed said.

“If the situation continues like 
this, then in 2017 we will need a 
policy of austerity and dismiss 
thousands of public sector employ-
ees and impose new taxes,” Chahed 
told lawmakers before the vote.

He said the country’s gross do-
mestic product (GDP) is predicted 
to increase 1.5% over last year’s, 
short of the official target of 2.5%.

The challenges for the govern-
ment are so daunting that a leader 
in the influential Tunisian General 
Labour Union (UGTT), Bouali Mbar-
ki, called the designated govern-
ment “Tunisia’s last resort”.

The UGTT is joining a unity gov-
ernment for the first time since 
1956 with Mohamed Trabelsi, dep-
uty head of the UGTT, appointed 
Social Affairs minister in Chahed’s 
cabinet.

Abid Briki, a former UGTT 
spokesman, was also selected min-
ister of Governance and Public Ser-
vice, which is in charge of the gov-
ernment’s bureaucracy of 650,000 
employees.

The UGTT is part of the Tunisian 
quartet that won the Nobel Peace 
Prize last year for its role in preserv-
ing Tunisia’s democratic stability 
through dialogue and compromise.

The formation of the new gov-
ernment crowned the efforts of 
Caid Essebsi, who launched the ini-
tiative of a Government of National 
Unity in June amid scepticism and 
talks that extended more than two 
months.

Many Tunisians welcomed the 
nomination of a young prime min-
ister especially when compared 
with other political leaders. Caid 
Essebsi is 89 years old and parlia-
ment Speaker Mohamed Ennaceur 
is 82.

The country’s economic and so-

cial prospects have been compared 
to Greece’s in the summer of 2015 
but experts point out that Athens 
had the European Union to bail it 
out while Tunis has no such sup-
port.

“Our economic structure does not 
stand the comparison with Greece’s 
economy and we do not have its 
integration into the European Un-
ion structure but the impact of the 
crisis and the expectations of the 
Tunisians make our situation worse 
than Greece’s,” said Rachid Sfar, 
a former Tunisian prime minister 
and economist.

He added that “80% of the gov-
ernment’s programme” had already 
been committed by the previous 
government of Habib Essid and “we 
are obliged to implement it”.

Sfar was alluding to a deal signed 
with the International Monetary 
Fund for a $2.9 billion loan linked 
to reforms that include cuts in sub-
sidies, devaluating the dinar, slash-
ing the government bureaucracy 
and streamlining money-losing 
state enterprises.

Chahed said he expected the 
budget deficit to be about $3.2 bil-
lion by the end of 2016.

He warned the government 
would be tough on illegal strikes, 
which have created havoc in the 
economy.

“We will not allow interruption 
of production at any factory and 
we will be firm and severe in deal-
ing with illegal strikes and sit-ins,” 
Chahed said.

Despite fragile stability, econom-
ic problems and the threat posed by 
Islamic jihadists, Tunisia remains a 
beacon of hope in the Arab world. 
The country is a place where civil 
liberties are protected by perhaps 
the most progressive constitution 
in the region.

“Six years after the fall of the 
previous regime, Tunisians found 

themselves in a bottomless pit of 
problems except the freedom of ex-
pression, which does not cure the 
woes of poverty, joblessness, lack 
of development and widespread 
despondency,” wrote Noureddine 
Bettaïeb, the editor of daily news-
paper Echourouk.

“Does Chahed have the ability to 

give hope and bring back dreams 
to the hearts of the common Tuni-
sians who have been exhausted by 
the years of revolution that carried 
to them gloom, distrust and dis-
couragement?” he asked.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

The formation of the 
government crowned 
the efforts of Caid 
Essebsi, who launched 
the initiative of a 
Government of 
National Unity.

Tunisia’s new Head of Government Youssef Chahed speaks at the 
Assembly of People’s Representatives in Tunis, on August 26th.
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F 

or many observers, the po-
litical crisis gripping Leba-
non that has left the coun-
try without a president for 
more than two years is the 

fault of the Hezbollah-backed Free 
Patriotic Movement (FPM) leader 
Michel Aoun and his struggle for 
the presidency.

Lebanese Army chief Jean 
Kahwaji’s term comes up for re-
newal in September. With a politi-
cal battle raging around the issue, 
Aoun’s rejection of Kahwaji’s re-
placement is being framed as an 
attempt by the presidential hope-
ful to reignite Lebanon’s Christians 
against what his supporters see as 
their marginalisation.

Those who criticise Aoun say that 
keeping Kahwaji as commander of 
Lebanon’s armed forces is not only 
necessary domestically, given the 
difficult situation Lebanon is going 
through, but also internationally. 
Such views have been boosted by 
the recent visit of US Central Com-
mand Commander General Joseph 
Votel to Lebanon, his meeting with 
Kahwaji and his comments con-
firming the Lebanese Army as an 
important strategic partner with 
the United States, particularly in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

“The Lebanese armed forces is a 
strong institution and America has 
been and will continue to be the 
army’s steadfast and foremost se-
curity partner,” Votel said.

The FPM, which is part of the 
Hezbollah-led March 8 alliance, 
and unaffiliated Christian ministers 
boycotted a recent cabinet meeting 
to pressure embattled Prime Minis-
ter Tammam Salam. Some of Aoun’s 
aides, complaining about the so-
called marginalisation of Lebanon’s 
Christian community, which Aoun 
sees himself the protector of, inti-
mated that future cabinet meetings 
could be similarly disrupted.

This Aounist escalation coincides 
with an escalation in the rhetoric 
from the rival March 14 alliance’s 
Future Movement against Hezbol-
lah. Interior Minister Nohad Mach-
nouk, a member of the Future 
Movement, accused Hezbollah of 
being responsible for Lebanon’s 

presidential vacancy, saying this 
created a dangerous constitutional 
vacuum. He condemned Hezbol-
lah’s military adventures in Syria 
at a time when Lebanon is dealing 
with a political crisis.

Machnouk began his term in 
office with seeming openness 
towards Hezbollah, calling for 
dialogue between his Future Move-
ment and the group. When Future 
Movement leader Saad Hariri was 
in self-imposed exile, many be-
lieved Machnouk was trying to pro-
mote himself as a future consen-
sus prime minister. Hariri’s return, 
however, dispelled such hopes.

Hariri surprised everybody by 
nominating Marada Movement 
leader and Hezbollah ally Suleiman 
Frangieh for president in Decem-

ber 2015. The former prime minis-
ter said he viewed Frangieh as the 
figure most capable of breaking the 
deadlock surrounding the presi-
dency.

However, Hezbollah rejected 
Hariri’s initiative, saying that it 
preferred Aoun as president, with 
Hariri’s allies believing this was due 
to regional, not domestic, consid-
erations. They claimed that Iran, 
which is backing Hezbollah, prefers 
the presidential crisis to continue, 
viewing this as one of a number of 

regional issues it would prefer to 
link together to strengthen its ne-
gotiating position, thus explaining 
its continuing support for Aoun.

Lebanese commentators agree 
that the FPM’s rhetoric about the 
rights of the Christians, along with 
the escalation in the Future Move-
ment’s opposition to Hezbollah, is 
a smokescreen meant for domestic 
consumption and ultimately will 
not affect the Beirut’s political pa-
ralysis.

The international community is 
committed to ensuring a relative 
level of stability in Lebanon and 
ensuring that the country does 
not slide into open conflict. So the 
Aounist escalation, threatening 
Christian protests and civil disobe-
dience, could be explained as an at-

tempt to prompt the international 
community to take a more active 
role in Lebanon and resolve the cri-
sis.

The recent regional develop-
ments over Syria, where Hezbollah 
is fighting alongside Syrian govern-
ment troops, could lead to a politi-
cal settlement of the civil war. Tur-
key’s direct military intervention 
in Syria, alongside rapprochement 
with Russia and signs of rapproche-
ment with Tehran, has changed the 
regional dynamic and could also af-
fect Lebanon’s domestic political 
situation. Lebanon is preparing for 
new developments triggered by a 
new regional situation.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Political battle around Lebanese Army chief position
Mohamad Kawas

Lebanese Army General Jean Kahwaji (L) walks next to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (2nd L) and Lebanese Deputy Prime Minister 
and Defence Minister Samir Moqbel (3rd L) to a meeting in Yarze, east of Beirut, in March 2016.

Lebanon is preparing 
for new developments 
triggered by a new 
regional situation.

Lebanese cabinet faces another crisis

T
he Lebanese cabinet, 
which has been barely 
functioning because 
of political disputes 
among its members, 
was again shaken by 

the non-agreement over another 
delicate issue: the extension of 
the mandate of army chief 
General Jean Kahwaji.

Practically all of Lebanon’s 
government institutions have 
been paralysed for more than two 
years because of the legislature’s 
inability to convene a quorum to 
select a president. This has led to 
employment extensions at various 
agencies, including the military.

Kahwaji’s mandate to lead the 
army is expected to be extended 
for a second time as no agreement 
on a new commander has been 
reached. The extension has been 
a point of contention, especially 
for the Christian Free Patriotic 
Movement (FPM), which opposes 

the move for internal rather than 
constitutional reasons.

With the withdrawal of minis-
ters representing the Kataeb Party 
(the Lebanese Phalange Party) and 
the initial refusal of the Lebanese 
Forces Party to join the ruling 
coalition, the FPM finds itself as 
the sole major Christian party in 
the government. Its exit from the 
government would unravel the alli-
ance holding it together.

The FPM boycotted the August 
25th Council of Ministers’ meet-
ing to protest extending Kahwaji’s 
tenure. The council refrained 
from acting on the commander’s 
mandate and is to meet again on 
September 8th.

“We decided to boycott the 
Council of Ministers’ meeting as 
a warning message to the govern-
ment to stop breaking the law,” 
FPM President Gebran Bassil said.

“Can our fellow partners in this 
country accept a government with-
out a Christian presence among its 
members? Without the presence 
of all of its components, Leba-
non cannot be. As for us, we will 
remain a movement of militants 
ready to defend the land and take 
to the streets, always defending 
our dignity.”

Bassil’s fiery declarations reveal 
that his party is willing to face 
tough decisions. He may believe 
a policy of escalation might bear 

fruit, particularly in the context of 
the difficult dossiers, such as hav-
ing his party’s leader, Michel Aoun, 
win the presidency of Lebanon. 
This change of policy stems from 
the failure of the movement’s 
policy of constructive patience.

Bassil’s declarations are embar-
rassing to the FPM’s strategic ally 
in Lebanon, Hezbollah, whose 
ministers did attend the August 
25th cabinet meeting.

Hezbollah cannot leave the al-
liance because it is not in its best 
interest to work towards bringing 
down the current government, 
especially in light of the militant 
group’s involvement in the Syrian 
war.

Some observers claimed that 
FPM’s protest against Kahwaji’s 
mandate extension is a show exer-
cise and that the real target is Saad 
Hariri, former prime minister and 
leader of the rival Future Move-
ment.

Hariri, a Sunni, is holding to 
his position of refusing Aoun’s 
nomination for the country’s 
presidency. The escalation is also a 
test by Aoun’s camp to see how far 
Hezbollah is willing to stand by its 
side in pressuring Hariri.

Member of Parliament Amine 
Wehbe said Hezbollah’s reactions 
to its ally’s escalation campaign 
are part of a tactic of role switching 
because both “Hezbollah and the 

FPM often exchange favours but 
always within the limits of each 
party’s own narrow interests”.

Speaking for the FPM, Member 
of Parliament Simon Abi Ramia 
told Al-Arab newspaper: “When 
discussions concerning the presi-
dency were opened, the Future 
Movement told us that it had no 
objections to General Aoun’s nomi-
nation but it had its own candidate 
namely, Samir Geagea.”

Abi Ramia said after nego-
tiations that “a bilateral Christian 
agreement” was reached but that 
there has been “no change in the 
situation because of the opposite 
party’s refusal”.

“This shows disdain towards 
Christian citizens and the Christian 
point of view and we cannot accept 
that,” Abi Ramia said.

The strategies adopted by the 
Aoun camp have not won support 
from all Christians in Lebanon. The 
Lebanese Forces Party does not op-
pose extending Kahwaji’s mandate 
and the Armenian Revolutionary 
Federation (Tashnag) said it has no 
intention of leaving the govern-
ment in solidarity with the Aoun 
camp, according to its president, 
Hagop Pakradounian. However, 
the Tashnag minister boycotted the 
cabinet session.

Chadi Ala Iddine is a Lebanese 
writer.

Chadi
Ala Iddine
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Bassil’s fiery declarations 
do reveal that his party is 
ready and willing to face 
all of the tough decisions 
coming its way.
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H
umanitarian tragedies in the Middle East are set to 
worsen in the coming weeks as war against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) intensifies. There is good reason 
for the international community to be concerned 
about the effect on Syrian and Iraqi civilians and 
take the necessary measures to alleviate the conse-
quences.

In Libya, another humanitarian crisis is unfolding as hundreds of 
thousands of people live at risk as the result of ongoing conflict and 
domestic strife.

UN Special Representative to Libya Martin Kobler, in an address 
to the UN Security Council in June, described the situation in Libya 
as “tragic”. Not much has changed since then.

About 2.4 million of Libya’s 6.3 million people are said by interna-
tional agencies to be in need of humanitarian assistance. They lack 
adequate access to shelter, sanitation, food and water, medical 
services, education and other basic needs.

As many as 435,000 Libyans are displaced inside their own 
country. Thousands of them have fled their homes since 2011 — but 
mostly since 2014 — to escape conflict and violence.

According to the International Organisation for Migration, 95% of 
the internally displaced were driven from their homes by armed 
conflict, including military operations against ISIS.

More than 300,000 Libyans are estimated to have returned to 
their homes. This should be good news except that efforts to 
resettle returnees are hindered by lack of adequate infrastructure.

To end the humanitarian crisis, Libyans need to meet the twin 
challenges of defeating ISIS and establishing an effective govern-
ment. Victory over ISIS will require international and regional 
cooperation. So does the establishment of an effective central 
government.

To fill the power vacuum, the Libyan Government of National 
Accord should receive formal endorsement at home. This has not 
happened despite the signing of a broad political agreement to that 
effect last December in Morocco.

Until that takes place, health, education and other social services 
will suffer. The health care system is barely functional in main 
cities such as Tripoli and Benghazi. It is even more grossly inad-
equate in southern Libya where there has been a high dependence 
on foreign health workers, many of whom have left the country.

Minors who are exposed to crime and recruitment by militias are 
not receiving the education they need. Save the Children Interna-
tional states that half the children in Libya are not in school.

Children also bear a disproportionate burden of the tragedy: the 
charity said one to three children are injured or killed each week in 
Benghazi alone.

The lawlessness that characterises many parts of Libya has 
created a tragedy within a tragedy: the plight of migrants from 
Sub-Saharan and Middle Eastern countries. About 270,000 foreign 
migrants live in dire conditions in Libya, often preparing for an 
illegal, dangerous crossing of the Mediterranean to Europe.

No fewer than 200,000 migrants are expected to reach Italy in 
2016. Already this year more than 3,160 of them have died trying to 
cross to Europe.

Kobler last August called on Libyans and their international 
partners to show greater resolve in addressing Libya’s humanitarian 
crisis. It all starts with the defeat of terror and the re-establishment 
of authority in the potentially rich North Africa country

The humanitarian 
tragedy in Libya

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Russia, Iran and 
Syrian legitimacy

D
espite Russian air 
strikes from Iran’s 
Hamadan Airbase 
and Iran-backed 
militias fighting on 
the ground, a 

Russian-Iranian victory in Syria 
remains elusive. Amid the furore 
over Russia’s use of the airbase in 
Iran’s western Hamadan prov-
ince close to the Iraqi border and 
whether this will continue, it is 
clear that there can be no 
outright victory regardless and 
continuing on the same path will 
change nothing.

Tehran and Moscow are relying 
on a Syrian regime that has no 
legitimacy, that has been rejected 
by its own people and the wider 
international community and 
whose days are numbered. In 
short, Russia and Moscow are in 
an impossible position thanks to 
their support of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and his teetering 
regime. They had propped up this 
regime to protect their interests in 
Syria but these interests are under 
more threat than ever.

Most importantly, Iran and 
Russia’s strategic interests in Syria 
are not mutually inclusive. Russia 

wants to protect its 
military and economic 
interests in the region 
through Syria, while 
confirming that it 
remains a major player 
on the international 
stage.

As for Tehran, Syria 
is a vital conduit to 
Lebanon and the Iran-

backed Hezbollah militia, which 
has been working to promote and 
secure Iranian interests across the 
region and beyond. Hezbollah’s 
role cannot be underestimated; 

the militia has even played a 
part in supporting Houthi rebels 
fighting in Yemen. Hezbollah’s 
growing political role in Lebanon 
means that that country is under 
de facto control of Iran.

So Russia and Iran are looking 
for legitimacy from a regime that 
has none, even if they are looking 
for different kinds of legitimacy. 
Russia is depending on its history 
of relations with the Syrian 
military and security institutes, 
while Iran is banking on sectarian 
interests prevailing, namely its 
relationship with Syria’s Alawite-
led regime, if not necessarily the 
entire Alawite community.

Syria’s Alawite community 
at large, which numbers up to 
4 million, views Damascus’s 
relationship with Tehran with 
caution and is worried about 
the possible establishment of an 
Alawite statelet in the coastal 
region and what that would mean 
for its future.

Ultimately, Russia and Iran 
will fail in their endeavours to 
prop up the Assad regime. The 
military regime that Moscow is 
banking on ended a long time ago. 
For Tehran to succeed based on 
sectarian ties, it would require 
major demographic and territorial 
changes in Syria that are simply 
not possible, even with the 
campaign of forced displacement 
that we have been seeing in Homs 
or Aleppo. About three-quarters 
of the Syrian people are Sunnis; 
nothing can be done about that. 
They will reject any agreement 
or deal that would see them 
transformed into second-class 
citizens.

Historically, the Assad regime 
has depended on its security 
and military power effectively 
silencing its detractors. It has also 
relied on an alliance of Syria’s 
minorities, led by the Alawites, 
who, in turn, have taken the 
leading role in the security and 
military apparatus. This had been 
an effective policy until the recent 
conflict but it is now a thing of 
the past. Russia and Iran would 
be unwise to rely on old formulas 
such as this.

Russia and Iran, whether 
working together or separately, 
cannot and will not succeed in 
Syria. But the threat is in the 
partition of Syria and whether this 
could serve Russian and Iranian 
strategic interests. If that proves 
the case, there can be no doubt 
where things are headed.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

Iran and Russia’s 
strategic interests in 
Syria are not mutually 
inclusive.
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I
f they know what is good for 
them, German Muslims 
should be stoutly, if 
silently, supporting the 
partial burqa ban 
announced by Chancellor 

Angela Merkel’s government. 
And French Muslims should be 
agreeing, even if only sotto voce, 
with Jean-Pierre Chevènement’s 
call for “discretion” in public 
spaces “at this difficult time”.

Chevènement, a former Interior 
minister, has been appointed 
head of the Foundation of French 
Islam. The organisation, created 
to better integrate France’s 
Muslim population, is to oversee 
aspects of mosque operations, 
including domestic financing and 
imam training. It is likely to be an 
influential body.

There is a simple reason to 
support Merkel’s partial burqa 
ban and heed advice. The political 
alternative may be terrible, in 
both Germany and France.

Germany is facing 
elections and the 
governing Union 
parties coalition 
of the Christian 
Democratic Union 
of Germany (CDU) 
and the Christian 
Social Union in 
Bavaria (CSU) is 
under enormous 
pressure, at least 
partly on account 

of Merkel’s generous open-door 
policy towards refugees.

Regional elections are 

scheduled September for 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, 
Lower Saxony and Berlin and 
federal elections are due by 
October 2017 at the latest.

Polls indicate unexpected 
support for the anti-immigrant 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) 
party. The AfD is particularly 
strong in Merkel’s home state 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern. There 
has also been a spike in support 
for the far-right ultranationalist 
National Democratic Party of 
Germany.

In France, the election season 
has all but begun and it is 
probably reasonable to expect 
the rhetoric to be overblown, if 
not full of downright outrageous 
untruths till May 7th, when the 
last vote is cast. As that astute 
diplomat and politician Otto von 
Bismarck once said: “People never 
lie so much as after a hunt, during 
a war or before an election.”

President François Hollande’s 
Socialist Party is in disarray and 
it is expected that the centre-
right opposition party, the 
Republicans, will be locked in 
battle with Marine Le Pen’s far-
right National Front. No one is 
saying that Le Pen actually has a 
chance of winning but her party 
looks likely to emerge as France’s 
second largest. If that happens, 
life and political rhetoric are 
likely to get a lot tougher for those 
who choose to be conspicuously 
different from the usual formula 
of French culture and values.

The electoral process 

technically begins in November 
with a first for France — US-style 
primaries for the Republicans to 
choose its presidential nominee. 
Just as with the American 
primaries, the 12 candidates make 
for a crowded field and they will 
probably seek to attract attention 
and votes with stump speeches 
that address the fear that comes 
with repeated terrorist attacks on 
French soil and the notion that 
second-generation immigrants 
are a security threat.

In Germany, the ruling coalition 
has to continually bat aside the 
far right’s attempts to play politics 
with the truth and cast refugees 
as human terrorist bombs. It 
also has to offer some sign that 
it understands the electorate’s 
concerns. That is where the 
partial burqa ban comes in, as well 
as plans announced by Interior 
Minister Thomas de Maiziere to 
strip dual-nationals of German 
citizenship if they fight for 
militant Islamist groups abroad.

It is a given that both the 
German and French elections will 
focus heavily on immigration and 
security issues. Consider the way 
former president Nicolas Sarkozy, 
leader of the Republicans, was 
talking even before he declared 
his candidature for his party’s 
presidential nomination. He 
spoke of a “battle” that he 
had “the strength to lead at a 
tormented time in our history”.

In an obvious attempt to court 
voters tempted by the National 
Front’s hard-line posture, 

innuendo and flame-throwing, 
Sarkozy has been raising hot-
button issues of national identity, 
calling for new toughness on 
immigration, a crackdown on 
suspected Islamists and blaming 
“cowardly leaders” for the erosion 
of French culture and its secular 
identity.

Former prime minister Alain 
Juppé is likely to be his main rival 
in the Republicans’ presidential 
primaries and Sarkozy’s tough 
talk may help him.

It is a political truth, universally 
acknowledged, that those who 
rule as well as those who seek to 
replace them must be seen to be 
doing something.

Both in Germany and France, 
mainstream politicians need to be 
able to soothe public opinion and 
reassure voters to leave the far 
right less space to grow.

It would be a politically astute 
step for German and French 
Muslims to recognise this. 
Accepting that there are political 
compulsions for Germany’s 
partial burqa ban and France’s 
attempts to regulate its mosques, 
beachwear and suchlike would 
be a shrewd move, not an act 
of cowardice. It would ward off 
the truly terrible prospect for 
Muslims in either country of the 
far right increasing its influence.

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.

I
magery has always been 
among the most enduring 
and moving aspects of war. 
Its effect and importance 
have only increased in the 
age of 24-hour news chan-

nels, smartphones, the internet, 
social media and citizen journal-
ism. It has never been easier to 
take photos and video footage 
and instantly upload them onto a 
multitude of global platforms.

Imagery of child victims of 
conflict has always been the most 
iconic because of its ability to 
elicit the strongest of emotions. 
The Pulitzer Prize-winning photo 
of 9-year-old Phan Thi Kim Phuc 
running naked on a road after 
being severely burned in a napalm 
attack is synonymous with the 
Vietnam war.

More recently, the same is true 
of video footage of the killing 
of 12-year-old Muhammad al-
Durrah as he tried to hide behind 
his father during the second 
Palestinian uprising against 
Israeli occupation. The photo of 
14-year-old Faris Odeh throwing 
stones at an Israeli tank became 
representative of the David-versus-
Goliath nature of the Palestinian 
liberation struggle (Odeh was 
killed by Israeli troops ten days 
after the photo was taken).

The Syrian conflict is no 
different, including the photo of 
3-year-old Aylan Kurdi’s corpse 
washed up on a Turkish shore and 
the photo of 4-year-old Hudea 
raising her hands in surrender to 
a camera that she thought was a 

gun.
The most recent 

image to capture the 
world’s attention is 
that of 5-year-old 
Omran Daqneesh 
sitting in an 
ambulance, dazed 
and covered in 
blood and dust, after 
being rescued from 

a destroyed building in Aleppo 
following an air strike.

The tragedy of the conflict, 
and particularly of its child 
victims, is compounded by the 

fact that the more such photos 
surface, the less effect they have. 
Compassion fatigue is an awful yet 
natural by-product of prolonged 
conflict, particularly in this age 
of round-the-clock coverage, in 
which human life is measured in 
statistics. However, there is no 
greater sign that a people have 
become dehumanised than when 
children’s suffering becomes 
normalised.

This is what has become of 
Syrians. The video footage of 
Omran will pull at heart strings 
only briefly. Each new child 
victim captured on film will 
garner less and less attention, 
sympathy and outrage. The irony 
is that the very ubiquity of such 
imagery has desensitised people 
rather than moved them to act 
to stop the tragedy. Omran’s 
stunned, resigned gaze reflects 
the international community’s 
reaction to the footage.

At the government level, his 
survival (not to mention his 
brother’s death in the same air 
strike) has been followed by US 
and Turkish expressions of desire 
for greater cooperation with 
Russia over Syria. This despite 
the perpetrators being either the 
Syrian regime or Russia.

Meanwhile, Moscow launched 
air strikes from Iran, and Russian 
and Syrian regime bombings of 
civilians and civilian targets, 
including hospitals, continue 
unabated. Just three days after the 
air strike that hit the Daqneesh 
brothers, a regime barrel bomb in 
Aleppo killed six children from the 
same family.

These governments claim to 
have the interests of the Syrian 
people at heart, while ensuring 
there will be many more child 
victims. Their killers have long 
realised that they can act with 
impunity amid international 
inaction and complicity.

Child victims are not immune 
to the public relations wars that 
inevitably accompany conflict. 
On the contrary, such is the 
bad publicity surrounding their 
harm, especially if there is visual 

evidence, that imagery of it is 
fought over particularly furiously.

The photo of Aylan’s corpse, 
washed up on a Turkish beach 
after his family attempted to flee 
to Europe, went from being a 
symbol of European calls to take 
in refugees to a poster boy for 
xenophobic fearmongering about 
the consequences of doing so. 
He and others like him became 
portrayed not as the innocent 
victims they were but as a growing 
cultural, economic and security 
threat. Better to suffer and die 
from a distance than to live among 
us.

The reaction on social media 
to the footage of Omran from 
supporters of the Syrian regime 
has been grotesque, including 
claiming the footage was 
staged and accusing those 
expressing sympathy for the 
boy of manipulative politicking. 
The irony escapes the regime’s 
apologists that their whitewashing 
is the ultimate manipulation.

Denial and deflection are far 
easier and more comforting to 
them, even at the expense of dead, 
wounded and destitute children. 

To claim that expressions of 
sympathy for the likes of Omran 
and condemnation over such 
atrocities, comes not from a sense 
of morality but from political 
agendas is an acknowledgement 
that the claimants themselves 
have long lost their own morality.

This electronic army, as much 
as the pro-regime forces in the air 
and on the ground, is emboldening 
the regime and its allies to act 
with impunity and ensuring that 
there will be many more Omrans, 
Hudeas and Aylans. If there are one 
or two potential culprits behind 
the air strike that led to the footage 
of Omran, there are a multitude of 
accomplices.

The conflict has robbed Syria’s 
children of their innocence. 
However, it may be a blessing that 
they are unaware of just how many 
unseen enemies they face — people 
who would rather deny them their 
humanity and governments that 
would rather prioritise financial 
and political gain than face their 
own conscience.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

The politically shrewd option for French 
and German Muslims

Syria’s child victims and the waning power of imagery

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Sharif Nashashibi

Both the German and 
French elections will 
focus heavily on 
immigration and 
security issues.

Compassion fatigue is 
an awful yet natural 
by-product of prolonged 
conflict.

Opinion

Graffiti artists Oguz Sen (L) and Justus Becker, also known as 
COR, pose near their artwork depicting the drowned Syrian 
toddler Aylan Kurdi, in Frankfurt, Germany, last July.
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Security dominates Saudi preparations for haj
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh

P 

reparations for the largest 
Islamic gathering — the 
haj — are in place, Saudi 
authorities said, with an 
estimated 1.5 million pil-

grims expected to perform what is 
one of the pillars of Islam.

Pilgrims from all over the world 
have been travelling to Saudi Ara-
bia in recent weeks; however the 
spectre of 2016’s tragic stampede 
looms on people’s minds.

Last year’s haj was the site of a 
number of incidents, including a 
stampede that, the Saudi govern-
ment said, caused the death of 
more than 700 pilgrims (independ-
ent sources placed the death toll at 
more than 2,000).

Two weeks before the start of 
last year’s haj, a crane in the grand 
mosque in Mecca collapsed during 
heavy winds, killing 107 people. 
Two government officials and ex-
ecutives from the Saudi Binladin 
Group construction firm are among 
those on trial on charges related to 
the crane incident.

A leaked memo from a consul-
tancy firm to the Binladen Group 
preceding the accident in Mecca 
revealed that the construction firm 
had been warned about unsecured 
cranes at the grand mosque.

The memo, obtained by the Sau-
di daily Okaz, which has strong ties 
to the Interior Ministry, warned of a 
lack of monitoring and negligence. 
The memo said the crane system 
within the grand mosque posed 

a huge safety risk and that condi-
tions, if unchanged, set up a high 
probability of an accident.

With safety at the forefront of 
Saudi authorities’ planning and as 
preparations and services contin-
ue to become more e-friendly, the 
Saudi government is, for the first 
time, providing all pilgrims travel-
ling to Mecca with electronic brace-
lets.

According to the official Saudi 
press agency, the e-bracelets will 
carry information, including the 
pilgrim’s medical history and per-
sonal information, such as the 
wearer’s passport number. The 

bracelets have important address-
es, prayer times and the location of 
multi-lingual help desks in the holy 
city.

The bracelets are part of the king-
dom’s overall haj security strategy, 
as each can be accessed by Interior 
Ministry via global positioning sys-
tems (GPS).

The stampede and the crane ac-
cident in 2015 exasperated tensions 
between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Af-
ter the kingdom’s mission in Teh-
ran was attacked by a mob over the 
execution of a radical Shia preacher 
in Saudi Arabia at the start of this 
year, the kingdom insisted that Ira-
nian pilgrims obtain visas from a 
third country, because it no longer 
had a diplomatic presence in the 
country.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir said in an interview in May 
that the government in Tehran re-
fused to sign a memorandum stat-
ing its pilgrims would not stage 

demonstrations during the haj, so 
as not to politicise a spiritual event. 
Jubeir said Iran also refused to 
meet that condition.

“Iran refused to sign the memo-
randum and was practically de-
manding the right to hold dem-
onstrations and to have other 
advantages… that would create 
chaos during haj, which is not ac-
ceptable,” Jubeir said.

As a result, no Iranian pilgrims 
will be participating in this year’s 
haj,  for the first time since 1988 
when Iran boycotted the pilgrim-
age for a three-year period.

The Saudi Interior Ministry has 
established an emergency civil de-
fence plan, designed to utilise the 
kingdom’s regional defence forces. 
According to Director-General of 
Civil Defence Lieutenant-General 
Suleiman bin Abdullah al-Amr, 
more than 17,000 officers are to 
participate in the security plan, 
which aims to tackle security is-
sues including, “13 probable haz-
ards”, based on scenarios in previ-
ous haj seasons.

The haj, the fifth pillar of Islam, 
is a ritual Muslims should perform 
at least once. A pilgrim must be an 
adult Muslim with a sound mind 
and physical ability to perform the 
rituals. The worshipper must have 
the financial resources to make the 
pilgrimage and provide for their 
dependants.

Muslims believe that success-
fully completing the haj, usually 
over five days during Dhu al-Hijjah, 
the last month of the Islamic calen-
dar, gives the worshipper a place in 
paradise.

Pakistani haj pilgrims queue to embark onto a bus in Islamabad on August 23rd.

The Saudi government 
is, for the first time, 
providing all pilgrims 
travelling to Mecca 
with electronic 
bracelets.

Kerry announces new Yemen peace initiative
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh

U 

S Secretary of State John 
Kerry announced a new 
peace initiative during a 
visit to Saudi Arabia to 
resolve the war in Yem-

en, including a major concession to 
the Iran-allied rebels fighting the 
Saudi-backed internationally recog-
nised government.

Kerry met with Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin 
Abdulaziz and Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz before sessions with Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) foreign 
ministers, British Foreign Office Un-
der-Secretary Tobias Ellwood and 
UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

The initiative announced by Kerry 
and endorsed by the United Nations 
and Gulf Arab states is in effect UN 
Resolution 2216 but with the incen-
tive of a national unity government 
to include the Houthis, a major con-
cession by the government of Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi.

“This war needs to end and it 
needs to end as quickly as possible,” 
Kerry said at a news conference 
with Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir, adding that there was no 
military solution.

“We managed to come out with 
a vision related to a road map for 
Yemen, which the UN envoy had 
discussed with us so there will be 
clarity on the final settlement which 
the UN envoy will discuss with the 
Yemeni parties,” Jubeir said.

Kerry said the initiative was unan-
imously endorsed by GCC leaders 
and will tackle political and security 
issues simultaneously. Besides the 

implementation of UN Resolution 
2216, which called for the Houthis 
to withdraw from areas they occu-
pied during the war and surrender 
all heavy weaponry, a national uni-
ty “government with power shared 
among the parties” would be estab-
lished.

Kerry also had harsh words for 
Iran regarding Tehran’s arming of 
the Houthis.

“The threat potentially posed by 
the shipment of missiles and other 
sophisticated weapons into Yemen 
from Iran extends well beyond Yem-
en and is not a threat just to Saudi 
Arabia and… the region,” Kerry said.

Kerry’s visit comes at a time US-

Saudi relations appear to be tested 
or at least changing.

Washington has significantly cut 
the number of intelligence advisers 
assisting the Saudi-led coalition’s 
air campaign in Yemen, from a team 
of 45 to less than five. US officials 
denied the downsizing was due to 
mounting civilian casualties, but 
said it was because Saudi requests 
for assistance had been fewer in re-
cent months.

“That’s the main reason behind 
it and it’s based on the number of 
requests that we receive from the 
Saudis.” US Navy 5th Fleet spokes-
man Lieutenant Ian McConnaughey 
told Agence France-Presse, adding 

that if the need arises the numbers 
could be increased.

Despite working closely on a 
number of regional issues, includ-
ing Yemen, Syria and the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS), divi-
sions between traditional partners 
the United States and Saudi Arabia 
have become more acute, especially 
with regards to the Iranian nuclear 
deal. Gulf leaders say the agree-
ment will bolster Tehran, enabling 
it to increase destabilising activities 
in the region, such as its arming of 
Houthi rebels.

Relations were further strained 
when, in an interview with the 
Atlantic magazine, US President 

Barack Obama said Saudi Arabia 
needed to “share the neighbour-
hood” with Iran and labelled Gulf 
allies “free riders”.

The war in Yemen began after the 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran the capital Sana’a in September 
2014, seizing most of the country. 
Hadi later fled 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 
6,600 people have been killed in the 
Yemen war.

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) meets Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Jeddah, on August 25th.

“This war needs to 
end and it needs to 
end as quickly as 
possible.”

US Secretary of State 
John Kerry
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n Egyptian government 
plan to erase charges 
of illegal enrichment 
against key figures of 
the regime of ex-pres-

ident Hosni Mubarak in return for 
money would allow them to return 
to political life, give cash to a strug-
gling economy but possibly fuel re-
sentment among the public.

The government has started im-
plementing the plan by taking into 
its possession assets worth $619 
million from Hussein Salem, a 
Mubarak associate who escaped to 
Spain after the uprising.

The prosecution accused Salem 
of using his ties with Mubarak to 
amass a fortune. He was one of 
many businessmen, former gov-
ernment officials and politicians 
who transferred funds to banks 
outside Egypt. Egyptian legal enti-
ties have been trying to repatriate 
smuggled funds since Mubarak’s 
overthrow but to little avail.

Mubarak is suspected of funnel-
ling billions of dollars to foreign 
banks. His sons are accused of do-
ing the same but Egyptian officials 
have been unable to trace the mon-
ey.

The Illicit-Gain Commission, a 

legal body affiliated to the Justice 
Ministry and responsible for re-
turning smuggled funds, said it had 
received 40 requests from Mubarak 
regime figures for reconciliation, 
or more specifically a process in 
which money suspected of being 
embezzled is returned and charges 
of illegal enrichment revoked.

“These reconciliations follow the 
introduction of amendments to the 
Criminal Procedures Law, which 
opened the door for reconcilia-
tion with those accused of making 
illicit gains,” said Justice Minis-
try spokesman Khaled al-Nashar. 
“There is unanimous agreement 
inside the commission on the need 
for making these reconciliations.”

Legal experts said the Justice 
Ministry resorted to the reconcilia-
tions after it was unable to return 
smuggled funds through the legal 
system.

The actions could allow for the 
return of the same people to Egyp-
tian’s political life, experts said.

“Will the people accept this?” 
leftist politician Hussein Abdel 
Razik asked. “I am sure the major-
ity of the people are against the re-
turn of the figures who spoiled this 
country’s political life for decades.”

Deteriorating economic condi-
tions, skyrocketing commodity 
prices and political unrest created 
an aversion among many Egyptians 
to the current political situation 

and longing for Mubarak’s days.
Egypt does not have a law to pre-

vent Mubarak regime figures from 
political participation and some 
consider Mubarak-era officials are 
back on Egypt’s political stage al-
ready. A number of the members 
of the current parliament were 
members and leaders of Mubarak’s 
National Democratic Party. One 
parliament member was a Mubarak 
cabinet minister.

Ahmed Ezz, a steel production 
mogul and a leader of Mubarak’s 
party, is establishing his own po-
litical party, local media reported. 
Mubarak’s son, Gamal, attends so-

cial events and media reports sug-
gest his return to politics.

Almost five years after the 2011 
revolution, Mubarak and some of 
his ministers, businessmen and 
party leaders — many of whom 
were jailed after the revolution 
— are free. Many of the youths — 
numbering perhaps in the thou-
sands — who participated in the 
uprising are, meanwhile, in prison.

Economists said Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has to ac-
cept reconciliation with Mubarak 
regime figures accused of illegal 
enrichment because of the deplor-
able condition of the country’s 

economy.
Economist Rashad Abdo said 

he expects reconciliation with 
Mubarak figures to bring the treas-
ury close to $20 billion, funds 
needed to bridge Egypt’s growing 
budget deficit.

“The budget deficit is close to 
320 billion pounds ($36 billion),” 
Abdo said. “These reconciliations 
can help the government narrow 
this deficit and mitigate the effects 
of the current economic crisis.”

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

Reconciliation 
offered to Mubarak 
regime figures who 
repay state
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Supporters of Egypt’s ousted President Hosni Mubarak chant slogans after a trial session at the Cairo 
High Court in Egypt, last April.

Egypt

Cairo

A 

failed coup in Turkey 
will likely slow a drive 
to mend fences with re-
gional states and make 
Ankara more focused 

on putting its own house in order, 
analysts said, but the failed putsch 
is not likely to cause a U-turn in a 
newly formulated vision for bring-
ing Turkey’s ties with these states 
back on track.

Analysts added that Egypt could 
be the next country with which 
Turkey rebuilds damaged ties, 
given Saudi efforts to forge a new 
Sunni bloc to counter Iranian influ-
ence and the need for joint action 
against terrorism.

“Cairo will likely be on the list 
for the new government in Turkey 
after it managed to bring relations 
with Russia and Israel back to nor-
mal,” said American University 
in Cairo political science Profes-
sor Tarek Fahmi. “Saudi Arabia 
is expected to play the mediator 
between Turkey and Egypt in the 
days to come.”

Relations between Egypt and 
Turkey took a sudden turn for the 
worse in 2013 when the Egyptian 
Army ousted Islamist president 
Muhammad Morsi. Ankara strongly 
objected. Egypt expelled the Turk-
ish ambassador to Cairo and Tur-
key responded in kind. Egyptian 
analysts attributed the anger to 
ideological links between Morsi’s 
Muslim Brotherhood movement 
and the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) of Turkish President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
Binali Yildirim, a close associate 

of Erdogan who took over as Turk-
ish prime minister in May, seems 
to favour a more reconciliatory 
approach with neighbours, some-
thing, analysts said, that would 
bring Turkey back to the “zero 
problems” with neighbours pol-
icy it had adopted before the 2011 
“Arab spring”.

Yildirim told AKP members there 
can be no lasting enmity among 
countries in the Black Sea and Med-
iterranean region. A party member 
revealed that a Turkish delegation 
would be sent to Egypt in prepa-
ration for improving relations be-
tween the two countries.

Egyptian Labour Minister Mo-
hamed Saafan met with his Turk-
ish counterpart Suleyman Soylu in 
July on the sidelines of the Group 
of 20 Labour and Employment 
ministers meeting in China to dis-
cuss cooperation. Soylu highlight-
ed the importance of better rela-
tions between Turkey and Egypt 
in resolving regional crises, the 
Egyptian Labour Ministry said in a 
statement.

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry on August 16th said it 
was up to Turkey to take the first 
steps, accusing Ankara of advocat-
ing policies that were “detrimen-
tal” to Egypt. Ten days earlier, his 
Turkish counterpart, Mevlut Ca-
vusoglu, said Ankara was ready to 
help Egypt once it fixed its internal 
weakness and created a culture of 
reconciliation.

The conciliatory messages were 
received with caution in Cairo. 
Egyptians said that, to improve its 
relations, Turkey needs to view 
Morsi’s ouster not as a military coup 
but as a popular uprising against a 
president who failed to deliver on 
his promises or solve Egypt’s prob-
lems.

“This is an important condition 
for relations to go back to normal 
track,” said Mohamed Orabi, a for-
mer Foreign Affairs minister and 

now head of the Egyptian parlia-
ment’s Foreign Relations Commit-
tee. “Turkey also needs to stop 
sowing the seeds of unrest around 
Egypt.”

Fahmi said that Egypt believes 
Turkey has a hand in the anar-
chy raging around it, especially in 
Libya, where the unending flow of 
arms fuels battles between rival mi-
litias and armies.

Still, the Egyptian Foreign Minis-
try welcomed Yildirim’s gesture.

“However, the starting point of 
smoothing the ties would be rec-
ognising the official institutions 
which were established after June 
2013,” Foreign Ministry spokesman 
Ahmed Abu Zeid said in a state-
ment.

Whether Ankara will recognise 
them remains to be seen. Erdogan 

said in early July that the situa-
tion with Egypt was different than 
dealings with Russia and Israel. 
“Turkey’s dispute was with Egypt’s 
government, not its people,” he was 
quoted as saying.

Erdogan, however, has a history 
of changing his mind. When the 
Turkish Army downed a Russian 
warplane near the border with Syr-
ia, he said he would not apologise 
to Russia. Nevertheless, he recently 
did just that.

Erdogan also criticised Israel and 
condemned what he called its ag-
gressive policies against Palestin-
ians. His government, however, 
hammered out a reconciliation deal 
with Tel Aviv in June, opening the 
door for normalised relations.

This is part of the reason Egyptian 
analysts said Turkey’s reconcilia-

tion with Egypt is likely.
Nevertheless, it is not clear how 

Erdogan will react to the welcome 
with which Egyptians received 
news of the attempted putsch in 
Turkey. Many in Egypt cheered as 
Erdogan was reported ousted by 
his army. Egypt even blocked a UN 
Security Council resolution against 
the coup over wording.

Along with Saudi Arabia, Algeria 
is making efforts to bring Egypt and 
Turkey closer together, according 
to a Foreign Ministry source who 
spoke on condition of anonymity.

“Turkey lost a lot by antagonis-
ing its neighbours,” said Bashir 
Abdel-Fattah, a researcher with 
Al-Ahram Centre for Political and 
Strategic Studies. “This is why it is 
trying to return to the regional fold 
at a critical time for everybody.”

Egypt, Turkey: Can they still make up?
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Secretary-General of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) Iyad bin Amin Madani (L), Foreign 
Ministers Sameh Shoukry of Egypt and Mevlut Cavusoglu of Turkey (R) attend the opening session of 
the OIC Istanbul Summit in Istanbul, last April.

The failed putsch is 
not likely to cause a 
U-turn in a newly 
formulated vision for 
bringing Turkey’s ties 
with these states back 
on track.
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Washington

S 

hia militias in Iraq de-
tained, tortured and 
abused far more Sunni 
civilians during the US-
backed capture of Falluja 

in June than US officials publicly 
acknowledged.

More than 700 Sunni men and 
boys are missing more than two 
months after the Islamic State 
(ISIS) stronghold fell. The abuses 
occurred despite US efforts to re-
strict the militias’ role in the opera-
tion, including threatening to with-
draw air support, according to US 
and Iraqi officials.

The US efforts had little effect. 
Shia militias did not pull back from 
Falluja, participated in looting and 
vowed to defy any American effort 
to limit their role in coming opera-
tions against ISIS.

Militia fighters killed at least 66 
Sunni males and abused at least 
1,500 others fleeing the Falluja 
area, according to interviews with 
more than 20 survivors, tribal lead-
ers, Iraqi politicians and Western 
diplomats.

They said men were shot, beat-
en with rubber hoses and there 
were several cases of beheadings. 
Their accounts were supported 
by a Reuters review of investiga-
tions by local Iraqi authorities and 
video testimony and photographs 
of survivors taken immediately af-
ter their release. The battle against 
ISIS is the latest chapter in the 
conflict between Iraq’s Shia major-
ity and Sunni minority. The 2003 
US-led invasion ended decades of 
Sunni rule under Saddam Hussein 
and brought to power a series of 
governments dominated by Shia 
Islamist parties patronised by Iran.

Washington’s inability to restrain 
the sectarian violence is a central 
concern for US President Barack 
Obama’s administration as it at-
tempts to help Iraqi forces retake 
the much larger city of Mosul, 
ISIS’s self-proclaimed Iraqi capi-
tal. Preliminary operations to clear 
areas outside the city have been 
under way for months. Sunni lead-
ers in Iraq and Western diplomats 
fear the Shia militias might com-
mit worse excesses in Mosul. ISIS 
seized the majority-Sunni city in 
June 2014.

US officials said they fear a repeat 
of the militia abuses in Mosul could 
erase any chance of reconciling 
Iraq’s Sunni and Shia communities. 
“Virtually every conversation that 
we have had internally with respect 
to planning for Mosul — and virtu-
ally every conversation that we’ve 
had with the Iraqis — has this as a 
central topic,” said a senior Obama 
administration official.

In public, as reports of the abuses 
in Falluja emerged from survivors, 
Iraqi officials and human rights 
groups, US officials in Washington 
initially played down the scope of 
the problem and did not disclose 
the failed American effort to rein in 
the militias.

Brett McGurk, the special US en-

voy for the American-led campaign 
against ISIS, expressed concern at 
a June 10th White House briefing 
about what he called “reports of 
isolated atrocities” against fleeing 
Sunnis.

Three days before the briefing, 
Governor Suhaib al-Rawi of Anbar 
province informed the US ambas-
sador that hundreds of people de-
tained by Shia militias were missing 
around Falluja, the governor told 
Reuters. By the time of the White 
House briefing, Iraqi officials, hu-
man rights investigators and the 
United Nations had collected evi-
dence of scores of executions, the 
torture of hundreds of men and 
teenagers and the disappearance of 
more than 700 others.

Nearly three weeks later, McGurk 
struck a measured tone during tes-
timony to the US Senate Foreign Re-
lations Committee. He said reports 
of abuses had been received in the 
early days of the operation, “many 
of which have turned out not to be 
credible but some of which appear 
to be credible”. McGurk declined a 
request for an interview.

Mark Toner, the US State Depart-
ment’s deputy spokesman, said 
American officials had expressed 
“concern both publicly and private-
ly” about reported atrocities. “We 
find any abuse totally unaccepta-
ble,” Toner said, and “any violation 
of human rights should be investi-
gated with those responsible held 
accountable.”

Militia leaders deny that their 
groups mistreated civilians. They 
say the missing men were ISIS mili-
tants killed in battle.

Iraqi government officials also 
challenged reports of widespread 
violence against civilians. Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s 
Deputy National Security Adviser 
Safa al-Sheikh said there were a few 
incidents, but added: “There are a 
lot of exaggerations and some of 
the reports didn’t have any basis.”

Iraq’s main Shia militias, trained 
and armed by Iran, emerged dur-
ing the 2003-11 US occupation and 
have grown in power and stature. 
After helping the government de-
fend Baghdad when ISIS seized 
Mosul in 2014, the militias became 
arms of the Iraqi government.

There are more than 30 Shia mi-
litias whose members receive gov-
ernment salaries. The major groups 
have government posts and parlia-
ment seats.

Their might has also been en-
hanced by some of the more than 
$20 billion in military hardware the 
United States has sold or given to 
Iraq since 2005.

The militias officially answer 
to Abadi but, in reality, the main 
groups answer only to themselves, 
displaying their own flags and em-
blems.

The Falluja offensive began May 
22nd. For more than a year, Ameri-
can officials repeatedly warned 
Iraqi officials that the United States 
would suspend air support in areas 
where militias operated outside 
the Iraqi military’s formal chain 
of command. The policy was de-
signed to prevent American planes 
from inadvertently bombing Iraqi 
forces and to restrain militias from 
entering areas considered sensitive 
to Sunnis, US officials said.

In the first two days of the Falluja 
offensive, reports emerged of mili-
tiamen separating males from flee-
ing families.

American, Western and UN dip-
lomats pressured Abadi, other top 
Iraqi officials and militia leaders to 
stop the abuses. Abadi and other 
political leaders publicly called for 
protection of civilians.

The Americans’ influence was 

hindered by the fact they had no 
forces in Falluja and could not ob-
serve specific abuses, according to 
the Western diplomat who tracked 
the campaign.

On May 26th, Ayatollah Ali 
Sistani, Iraq’s leading Shia cleric, 
pleaded with combatants to protect 
civilians. Aid agencies estimated at 
the time that as many as 100,000 
people remained inside Falluja.

The first known instance of sys-
tematic abuse by the militias in the 
Falluja offensive occurred May 27th 
when militiamen and security forc-
es stopped a group of fleeing Sun-
nis, pulled aside somewhere be-
tween 73 and 95 males aged 15 and 
older and took them away, accord-
ing to Rawi and a Western diplo-
mat who monitored the offensive. 
Women and children were freed.

“We are still in contact with wom-
en and children who were handed 
to government people,” said the 
Western diplomat. “They still don’t 
know where the men are.”

On May 29th, militiamen just 
west of the farming areas of Sejar, 
separated 20 men from a group of 
fleeing Sunnis and “started killing 
them”, said the Western diplomat. 
“The police arrived when there 
were three left alive. The police 
took the three and dumped them” 
in a camp east of Falluja for people 
displaced by the civil war, the dip-
lomat said.

Terrified that the militias would 
storm the camp and kill them, the 
trio arranged protection for them-
selves in Baghdad, the diplomat 
said.

A Sunni academic said he spoke 
to three survivors — two brothers 
and their cousin — of the alleged 
massacre. The men said the killings 
occurred during fighting between 
Iraqi federal police forces and ISIS, 
according to the academic.

The three survivors told the aca-
demic that they were among about 
50 people who had sought shelter 
in a house when they saw federal 
police raise the Iraqi flag at a near-
by school. The group waved white 
cloths and was directed to leave the 
house by the police.

When the group emerged, the 
three said, the police separated 
the men from their families. One 
officer then opened fire and killed 
17 men, the academic quoted the 
survivors as saying, adding that the 
three were spared when another of-
ficer intervened. The shooter was 

arrested, according to the Anbar 
governor.

Worse was to come. Shia mili-
tiamen seeking vengeance against 
ISIS rounded up Sunnis on June 3rd 
from the town of Saqlawiyah, ac-
cording to witnesses, UN workers, 
Iraqi officials and Human Rights 
Watch.

According to these accounts, 
more than 5,000 Sunnis left Saq-
lawiyah, a farming community 8km 
north-west of Falluja. The Sunnis 
made their way towards what they 
thought was the safety of govern-
ment lines marked by Iraqi flags. 
A grey-haired man described the 
scene in a video recorded by local 
officials after he and 604 other men 
were freed two days later.

“When we arrived there, we dis-
covered they were the Hashd”, the 
Shia militias, the witness said.

UN High Commissioner for Hu-
man Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein, 
two senior Iraqi officials and a 
69-year-old survivor interviewed 
by Reuters identified the militia-
men as members of Kataib Hezbol-
lah. One of the most powerful Shia 
paramilitaries, Kataib Hezbollah 
was organised by and retains close 
ties to Iran’s al-Quds force. Both are 
deemed to be terrorist groups by 
the United States.

Kataib Hezbollah denied being 
involved in abuses in Falluja.

The militiamen separated out an 
estimated 1,500 males aged 15 and 
older and moved them in groups to 
different locations, including ware-
houses and an Iraqi base called 
Camp Tariq, according to survi-
vors, UN investigators and Human 
Rights Watch.

The survivors described being 
crammed into small rooms and 
halls and denied food and water, 
straining to breathe in the stifling 
heat. Militiamen using sticks, pipes 
and hoses to beat the detainees and 
declared that they were taking re-
venge for Camp Speicher — a June 
2014 massacre by ISIS of more than 
1,560 Shia and other non-Sunni air 
force cadets.

A 32-year-old man, one of six sur-
vivors Reuters interviewed, said he 
was packed into a room with doz-
ens of other captives, his hands 
tied behind his back.

“They started hitting us with 
their fists, knives and cables,” he 
said. “When people fainted, we 
yelled they were going to die and 
the guards told us that’s what they 
wanted.” The guards, the survivor 
said, told the captives they were 
avenging the deaths of hundreds 
of Iraqi soldiers killed in fighting 
around Falluja since 2014.

In all, militiamen killed at least 
49 men who were detained in Saq-
lawiyah, four of whom were be-
headed, according to Zeid.

The brutality ended without ex-

planation for about 800 detainees 
after two days. But 643 Saqlawi-
yah detainees remain unaccounted 
for. Their names are recorded on a 
list circulated by local officials to 
the United Nations, Human Rights 
Watch and government investiga-
tors and reviewed by Reuters.

On June 9, the day before 
McGurk’s White House briefing, 
Human Rights Watch issued a re-
port on the alleged atrocities in Se-
jar and Saqlawiyah.

The regular Iraqi security forces, 
including the US-trained Counter-
Terrorism Service, eventually es-
tablished safe corridors and guided 
civilians out. About 100,000 civil-
ians escaped as a result.

Today, the Shia militias are clam-
ouring to join the Mosul offensive, 
fired by zeal, a desire for revenge 
and hopes of burnishing their po-
litical standing within their sect.

“They will want a piece of the 
climactic battle,” said Kenneth Pol-
lock, a former CIA analyst now with 
the Brookings Institution, a Wash-
ington think-tank.

Ryan Crocker, a career diplomat 
who served as US ambassador to 
Iraq from 2007-09, said the Obama 
administration downplayed abuses 
by both militia and Iraqi forces. 
“This administration is so deter-
mined to be able to declare victory 
over [ISIS that] they don’t really 
care about any of the rest of it,” said 
Crocker.

Over the disapproval of the Mo-
sul provincial government, Abadi 
and militia leaders have said that 
militias would participate in the 
campaign to liberate the city.

The chief Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF) administrator is Ja-
mal Ibrahimi. Known by the nom 
de guerre Abu Mahdi al-Mohandis, 
he is on the US international terror-
ist list.

US officials say Ibrahimi is the 
leader of Kataib Hezbollah, the 
militia that Iraqi officials, Western 
diplomats and others hold primar-
ily responsible for the atrocities 
committed in the Falluja offensive. 
Ibrahimi and the militia deny that 
he heads Kataib Hezbollah.

Abadi’s office announced that a 
committee will investigate allega-
tions of rights abuses in Falluja. It 
is uncertain if the inquiry will find 
anyone responsible beyond a hand-
ful of low-level suspects whose ar-
rests Abadi reported on June 13th.
(Reuters)

Scope of Iraq’s Shia 
militias’ abuses in 
Falluja larger than 
suspected
Ned Parker 
and Jonathan Landay

Iraqi Shia fighters from the Furqat al-Abbas brigades take position near Kirkuk, last April.

US officials in 
Washington initially 
played down the scope 
of the problem and did 
not disclose the failed 
American effort to rein 
in the militias.

US officials said they 
fear a repeat of the 
militia abuses in Mosul 
could erase any chance 
of reconciling Iraq’s 
Sunni and Shia 
communities.

Spotlight Iraq

“There are a lot of 
exaggerations and 
some of the 
reports didn’t have 
any basis.”

Iraqi Prime Minister’s 
Deputy National Security 

Adviser Safa al-Sheikh
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ISIS turning children into human bombs
Khalil Hamlo and
Oumayma Omar

Damascus

A 

shrine in Syria, a 
crowded market in 
Baghdad and a hospi-
tal in Yemen were all 
torn apart by suicide 

bombers, a tactic used by Islamist 
terrorist groups. Suicide attacks 
have played a key part of the mili-
tary strategies of the Islamic State 
(ISIS). The terror group, however, 
is causing even more outrage by 
using children dubbed “Cubs of 
the Caliphate” to perpetrate the 
attacks.

Bisher was 14 when he was 
trained at a camp in Raqqa, ISIS’s 
de facto capital in Syria, to become 
a suicide bomber. He escaped after 
his mother, a prominent dentist, 
paid the ransom requested by ISIS 
to set him free.

“I knocked on every door of ISIS 
officials in order to recover Bisher. 
I told them give me back my son. 
He is only a child,” said the moth-
er, who asked to be identified as 
Oum Bisher.

“One Tunisian ‘emir’ yelled at 
me once saying: ‘I left Belgium 
where I lived in order to come here 
to protect your honour and that of 
all Muslim women and you have to 
contribute as well in the jihad with 
your money, soul and children.’ 
But I did not give up until I had my 
son back.”

Oum Bisher’s determination to 
get her son back bore fruit after 
two months. An ISIS leader agreed 
to let him go in exchange for 
$50,000. “I had to sell my car, my 
clinic and my house to secure the 
amount. I have fled to Turkey and 
swear I will not go back to Raqqa 
as long as a single militant remains 
there,” she said.

During his stay at al-Akaychari 
training camp, Bisher was indoc-
trinated with ISIS ideology and re-
ceived training on how to carry out 
jihad, including with suicide at-
tacks. Children were brainwashed 
with DVDs of jihadi operations 
against “infidels”, Bisher said.

They were divided into several 

brigades: The electronic brigade in 
charge of monitoring the internet 
and screening electronic messag-
es; the explosives brigade tasked 
with planting explosive devices 
in cars and buildings; the martyrs’ 
brigade and the suicide unit in 
charge of fighting and conducting 
suicide attacks; and the kidnap-
ping brigade.

“We used to train 16 hours a day. 
Those who did well were rewarded 
with gifts and money ranging from 
$50 to $250 that we received in the 
form of cheques, not cash money,” 
Bisher said

He said children, including him, 
were raped and filmed. The videos 
were used to blackmail them and 
prevent them from running away.

Within months of ISIS’s caliphate 
announced in Syria and Iraq more 
than two years ago, thousands of 
children had been recruited. From 
the moment they were able to re-
cite verses from the Quran, small 
children were indoctrinated into 
believing that the most honour-
able act they could perform was to 
die in the name of ISIS.

As the conflict grew, children 
took a much more active role, in-
cluding carrying weapons, receiv-
ing training on the use of heavy 
weapons, manning checkpoints 
on the front lines, acting as snipers 
and, in extreme cases, being used 
as suicide bombers, according to 
the UN children’s agency, UNICEF.

“Overall, we are seeing more 
children in the region being re-
cruited at a much younger age 
— as young as 7 years old — and 
often without parental consent,” 
UNICEF spokeswoman Juliette 
Touma said.

“The pattern and the type of 
roles that children recruited into 
the different conflicts are taking 
up are also changing. In previ-
ous years, children used to have 
support roles like porters, cooks, 
guards and assistants to paramed-
ics,” Touma said, noting that the 
number of verified cases of child 
recruitment more than doubled in 
the last year.

Human rights activists and ter-
rorism experts said ISIS imple-
mented a relentless recruitment 
operation by kidnapping vulner-
able street children or exploiting 

impoverished families by promis-
ing to pay them monthly allow-
ances per child.

An Iraqi activist who worked in a 
security prison for youth in Kirkuk 
noted that the detainees were 
mostly under the age of 15. “Many 
reasons drive these children to 
violence, including poverty, igno-
rance, injustice and sectarian bias 
and discrimination against their 
community [Sunni Muslims],” said 
the activist, speaking on condition 
of anonymity.

“The feeling of vengeance is 
overwhelming among families 
who had lost their homes and 
sons. Almost all the families of 
children who had carried out sui-
cide attacks have been marginal-
ised, deprived of livelihood and 
persecuted on sectarian bases and 
this has deeply impacted children 
particularly,” the activist added.

Iraqi terror expert Watheq al-
Hashimi contended that ISIS is 
increasingly relying on children to 
fill its ranks after suffering losses 
and shortages in manpower as a 
result of Russian and US-led air 
strikes on their positions in Iraq 
and Syria.

“After its defeat in the provinc-
es of Saladin and Anbar, ISIS has 
been running low in the number of 
would-be suicide bombers, a prob-
lem compounded by the drop in 
volunteers from other countries,” 
Hashimi said.

There is no clear count of the 
number of suicide attacks commit-
ted by children but dozens are said 
to have been perpetrated in fights 
against Kurdish militias.

The London-based Syrian Obser-
vatory for Human Rights said ISIS 
used at least 18 children as suicide 
bombers against Kurds in Kobane 
in north-eastern Syria in 2015.

The Iraqi Independent Commis-
sion for Human Rights estimated 
in May 2015 that more than 1,000 
children had been trained as sui-
cide bombers since November 
2014.

The US-based Combating Terror-
ism Center warned of the dramatic 
rise in the rate of suicide attacks 
committed by children, saying 
there were three times as many 
suicide operations involving chil-
dren and youths in January 2016 
as in the previous January.

According to Ahmad al-Rama-

dan, an activist in the media cam-
paign group Deir ez-Zor is Being 
Slaughtered Silently, a 13-year-old 
boy set off a bomb in a suicide at-
tack on troops at the city’s airport, 
inflicting several casualties, in the 
latest such attack.

“ISIS exploited the state of emp-
tiness that children are living after 
the closure of schools by recruiting 
them and sending them to their 
death,” Ramadan said.

According to unofficial counts, 
the terror group has recruited 
more than 6,000 children in Deir 
ez-Zor in the past three years and 
an estimated 500 have been killed 
in air strikes, battle and suicide at-
tacks, he said.

Hashimi warned that ISIS was 
using more children in suicide at-
tacks “because they are more dif-
ficult to detect, arouse less sus-
picion and as such can reach vital 
areas or targets”.

Khalil Hamlo, a Damascus-based 
journalist, and Oumayma Omar, 
based in Baghdad, are regular 
contributors of The Arab Weekly. 
Jamal J. Halaby in Amman 
contributed to this report.

ISIS is said to be 
increasingly relying on 
children to fill its 
ranks after suffering 
big losses and 
shortages in 
manpower.

Iraqi security forces detain a boy after removing a suicide vest from him in Kirkuk, Iraq, on August 
21st.

 ISIS has implemented 
a recruitment 
operation by 
kidnapping vulnerable 
street children or 
exploiting 
impoverished 
families.

The child bombers of ISIS

A new level of barbarity

C
hild soldiers are, 
sadly, neither new nor 
rare: The 13th-century 
Children’s Crusade, 
although largely a 
myth, was used to 

inspire European Catholics for 
centuries. In the Third Reich’s 
dying days, Adolf Hitler sent 
armed children into the streets to 
defend Berlin. In more recent 
times, insurgent groups such as 
the Lord’s Army in Uganda 
exploited child fighters — often 
children who had been orphaned 
or kidnapped.

Child Soldiers International, a 
British non-governmental 
organisation, estimates that as 

many as 100,000 children around 
the world may have been turned 
into soldiers.

And now the Islamic State (ISIS) 
has found a way to make a 
desperately tragic phenomenon 
even more horrific: the child 
suicide bomber.

ISIS and like-minded terror 
groups share a similar structure: 
Their leaders — usually safely 
ensconced in relative luxury far 
from the dangers of battle — 
devise increasingly perverse 
methods of inflicting death and 
destruction on innocent people. 
This often involves sending their 
followers — but never their own 
family members, of course — on 
suicide missions, the promised 
reward being heavenly glory.

Sending someone to their 
certain death requires a level of 
psychological exploitation and 
manipulation regardless of the 
person’s age. Numerous studies 
have shown that suicide bombers 
are often people whose relation-
ships with their societies and 
families make them especially 
susceptible to manipulation.

And ISIS leaders have appar-
ently realised that no one is more 
exploitable or manipulable than 
children, especially when there 
are so many children in their 
midst who are hungry, scared, 
homeless and orphaned.

When compassionate people 
see photos such as that of the 
bloodied 5-year-old Syrian boy 
Omran Daqneesh, their hearts 
bleed. When ISIS leaders see such 
images, they think “possible 
recruit”.

Syria and Iraq — along with 
Lebanon, Jordan and Turkey — 
are filled with children like 
Omran. They are the most 
physically and psychologically 
vulnerable victims of the Arab 
world’s ongoing tragedies. They 
want what children the world 
over want: Love, safety, laughter 
and the freedom to explore the 
miraculous world around them.

What they have are despair and 
misery.

When an adult tells them to 
strap on a bomb-laden vest and 
that the result will be a rapid 
ascent into paradise, these 

children quite simply have no 
physical or mental ability to 
resist.

ISIS has proven (as if any of us 
ever had any real doubt) that 
there is no action — no matter how 
immoral, how inhuman, how 
much in conflict with the true 
teachings of Islam — that is too 
much beyond the pale, too 
despicable, to undertake.

The phenomenon of child 
suicide bombers will not go away 
until we — meaning the Arab 
world, the West and international 
organisations — sufficiently 
address the social and psychologi-
cal tragedy that continues to 
afflict millions of people, includ-
ing children, in Syria, Iraq and 
bordering nations.

Until we do, ISIS will have its 
cannon fodder and, as its cali-
phate crumbles, will be increas-
ingly inclined to exploit it.

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

Mark 
Habeeb

View point
The pheno-
menon of 
child suicide 
bombers will 
not go away 
until we 
sufficiently 
address the 
social and 
psychologi-
cal tragedy.

 ISIS leaders have 
apparently realised that 
no one is more exploitable 
or manipulable than 
children.
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Stuck in Syria: Will Turkey end up losing once more?

A
mong the uncertain-
ties revolving 
around Turkey’s 
foreign policy, the 
manner in which 
Ankara runs affairs 

along its southern border is 
enough to make one dizzy.

It started with the Gaza flotilla 
affair in 2010 and followed with 
one dramatic episode after 
another, each exposing an even 
more erratic move than the 
previous.

Now Turkey appears to be set 
on a new course. Following the 
ousting of his predecessor, 
Ahmet Davutoglu, Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim declared 
that Ankara’s regional policy 
would now be based on increas-
ing its friends and decreasing its 
enemies.

People were puzzled: What was 
new compared to Davutoglu’s 
grandly failed zero problem 
neighbourhood policy?

The new element involved a 
series of tactical moves that are 
aimed at establishing Ankara as a 
player in the ever-complex 
Middle East.

The picture became clear 
when the July coup attempt 

accelerated rapprochement with 
Russia, which Turkish President 
Recep Tayipp Erdogan hopes 
revives the key issue that has 
haunted and troubled Turkish 
foreign policy for decades: The 
Kurds.

This is how we should explain 
the most drastic Turkish move 
this week. The Euphrates Shield 
operation, involving Turkish 
fighter jets and tanks in and over 
Syrian soil, came after Yildirim 
marked two more U-turns in 
Ankara’s line: Assad’s departure 
was no longer a Turkish condition 
for reaching a settlement to the 
conflict but a triviality and the 
most important point, at the 
moment, is the territorial 
integrity of Syria. For years 
Erdogan had insisted on a future 
without Assad, as his government 
had pursued a regime-change 
line, by supporting Syrian 
jihadists.

Statements by Yildirim 
revealed more than that. “We did 
this to chase out ISIS [the Islamic 
State] from the area and to 
prevent PYD/YPG [Democratic 
Union Party/People’s Protection 
Units] to fill in the vacuum, to 
take advantage,” he said. “The 
entire area, including Jarabulus, 
must be cleaned out of PYD/YPG. 
There is no other way.”

Dizziness has to do also with 
the visit of US Vice-President Joe 
Biden and Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani in Ankara, following 
manoeuvres that appear to signal 
a formation of a Russian-Iranian-

Turkish axis.
Turkey’s U-turn, after Erdog-

an’s meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, seems 
to have triggered a large-scale 
complex dynamic into Syrian 
theatre. This, however, is where 
the dizziness ends as it begins. 
The change of heart may be based 
on a calculation that comes not 
only too late but also looks too 
simple — and dangerous.

By bowing to Russia, Erdogan 
may be hoping to kill more than 
two birds with one stone. He may 
calculate that Ankara can play 
Moscow and Washington against 
each other, considering that the 
latter, which he is in a rift with, 
has a softer spot because of the 
distraction presidential elections 
offer.

By approaching and appeasing 
Tehran and Barzani, the plan 
seems to be to alienate and 
eliminate the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) and its PYD/YPG 
offshoots. Erdogan is also keen 
that ISIS remains a common 
target to keep the United States 
close enough, although ISIS’s 
labelling is somewhat equated 
with the ground forces of the 
Syrian Kurds as terrorists.

There are seriously missing 
links in all of those.

First, Russia and the United 
States may not have overcome 
their differences over the future 
of Syria but since the downing of 
the Russian jet by the Turkish Air 
Force in late 2015 minimised 
them.

For the Russians, the main 

issue was to be reaccepted by the 
Americans as a major player in 
the Middle East and they have 
come that far. So, for Putin, 
Erdogan’s olive branch is no more 
than another tool cementing his 
position. Ankara’s military 
manoeuvring space in Syria has 
fallen under the full control of 
Moscow. The operation on 
Jarabulus would not have 
happened without Putin’s 
consent.

There is no concrete sign that 
Erdogan and Putin see the 
aspirations of the Kurds in Syria 
in the same way. Barzani will not 
stand between his cognates and 
their pursuit of self-rule in Syria. 
The PYD/YPG commanders know 
that, as long as ISIS and its 
derivatives remain in the area, 
they will be under the protection 
of US forces, also as balancing 
elements against Russia.

Perhaps the most alarming part 
about Ankara’s U-turn has to do 
with attacks against ISIS. 
Increased bombings leave the 
latter to flee into Turkey, in rage, 
and as video footage of a bomb 
exploding near a wedding 
celebration in the Turkish town of 
Gaziantep shows, exposes Turkey 
more as a vulnerable target.

Ankara’s problem is not taking 
a side; it sticks to its old game of 
juggling with far too many balls 
as with the Kurdish distraction. 
The risk is dropping all of them to 
the ground.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist 
based in Istanbul.

Yavuz Baydar

View point
Perhaps 
the most 
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By bowing to Russia, 
Erdogan may be hoping to 
kill more than two birds 
with one stone.

Turkey flexes its military, diplomatic muscles in Syria
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A 

s Turkish forces, sup-
ported by tanks, artillery 
and fighter-bombers, 
surged into northern 
Syria on August 24th in 

a long-anticipated operation that 
adds another dimension to a stag-
geringly complex war, Ankara was 
also engaged in negotiations with 
neighbouring Iran on a diplomatic 
initiative to end the Syrian conflict.

These two seemingly incompat-
ible moves by Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan marked a sharp 
intensification of his country’s in-
volvement in the war. They also 
underlined the objectives of the An-
kara government: Preventing Kurd-
ish forces establishing a self-rule 
enclave south of the Turkish border 
and ending a conflict that is ripping 
the Middle East apart.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu declared that Operation 
Euphrates Shield, arguably the larg-
est Turkish intervention in Syria 
since the war erupted in March 2011, 
was intended to drive the Islamic 
State (ISIS) from the border.

That followed a suicide bombing, 
the latest in a wave of ISIS-inspired 
violence, that killed more than 50 
people in the Turkish frontier town 
of Gaziantep.

A Turkish offensive against ISIS in 
its border stronghold is long over-
due but there can be little doubt that 
the principal objective is to curb ad-
vances by the US-backed and Kurd-
ish-dominated Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), which holds a large 
swathe of territory south of the bor-
der.

The Turkish-backed Syrian rebels 
seized the strategic town of Jarabu-
lus on August 24th after a fierce 
Turkish bombardment by artillery 

and air strikes against up to 100 
targets and several hours of heavy 
fighting.

This force is expected to swing 
westward and push Kurdish fighters 
out of the territory they won east of 
the Euphrates river — a Turkish red 
line — since late 2015.

One of its main objectives will be 
the ISIS-held city of al-Bab, where 
the jihadists are surrounded by Syr-
ian troops and SDF units. The Kurds 
also want al-Bab, a key link in plans 
to unite their cantons along the bor-
der.

Turkey’s large-scale military ac-
tion comes hard on the heels of the 
unveiling of a preliminary agree-
ment with Iran, with which Ankara 
has frequently been at odds, on 
what was described as the funda-
mental principles for ending the 
Syrian war.

That signals a major shift in policy 
by Erdogan “towards diplomatic co-
operation with Russia and Iran on 
Syria and away from alignment with 
the United States and its Gulf allies, 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar”, observed 
American analyst and historian Ga-
reth Porter.

“The common approach to a Syria 
settlement outlined by Turkey and 
Iran represent what appears to be 
the first significant diplomatic break 
in a five-year international conflict 
on Syria that has been immune from 
any real peace negotiations up to 
now,” he noted in an analysis on the 
Antiwar.com website.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim noted that the Syrian solu-
tion needs “two basic conditions: 
First to preserve the territorial unity 
of Syria and second, establishing a 
system of government in which all 
ethnicities and religions are repre-
sented”, Porter wrote.

This implies that Syrian President 
Bashar Assad could play a role in any 
transitional leadership in the coun-
try but can have no role in its future. 
Until now, Turkey had insisted that 
Assad had to go while Ankara armed 
his opponents.

Russia and Iran have sought to 
keep Assad in play but under their 
thumb while they expanded their 
influence in the eastern Mediterra-

nean.
By insisting on Syria remaining 

a unitary state, rather than frag-
menting into ethnic and sectarian 
entities, Ankara is also seeking to 
prevent Syria’s Kurds establishing 
an independent state on Turkey’s 
southern border that would encour-
age Turkey’s own Kurdish minority 
to pursue separation.

The Turkey-Iran initiative came 
a week after Erdogan repaired rela-
tions with Russia, Assad’s strongest 
military supporter. They had taken 
a nosedive when Turkish gunners 
shot down a Russian jet on Novem-
ber 24th, 2015, on the Syrian border.

It is not clear whether Turkey’s 
moves with Iran and Russia signal 
the emergence of a new bloc to cut 
through the diplomatic logjam that 
has snarled a UN effort to gather the 
bewildering array of groups engaged 
in the Syrian bloodbath around the 
negotiating table in Geneva.

But these developments gave no-
tice to the United States and who-
ever succeeds US President Barack 
Obama, as well as Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf monarchies, that there 
seems to be a new bloc emerging 
among key powers involved in the 
Syrian war that have been backing 
rival players in that conflict.

Iran’s participation in this ini-
tiative is critical and underlines its 
concerns that its expanding military 
support for Assad, a long-time ally, 
is inflicting unacceptably high loss-
es that the Islamic Republic may not 
be able to sustain politically.

This also goes for Lebanon’s Hez-
bollah, Tehran’s most prized proxy 
force and its bulwark against Israel.

Whatever the motivations for 
these partnerships, the Syrian war 
appears to be moving into a new and 
possibly more dangerous phase.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of The 
Arab Weekly.

Turkish Army tanks and armoured personnel carriers move towards the Syrian border, in Karkamis, 
Turkey, on August 25th.

Russia and Iran have 
sought to keep Assad 
in play but under their 
thumb.
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Special Focus Russia, Iran and Turkey in Syria’s war

London

T 

he revelation of the pres-
ence of Russian bombers 
at Iran’s Nojeh Airbase 
in Hamadan touched off 
a flurry of analysis on 

increasing Russo-Iranian military 
cooperation in the context of the 
Syrian conflict and its longer-term 
ramifications.

Inside Iran, news of the Rus-
sians’ use of the base to attack tar-
gets in Syria provoked a surprising 
level of controversy with lawmak-
ers in the parliament claiming the 
development violates Article 146 of 
the country’s constitution.

This unexpectedly strong oppo-
sition prompted Alaeddin Borou-
jerdi, the head of the parliamenta-
ry committee for national security 
and foreign policy, to rush to the 
defence of the Russo-Iranian coop-
eration by claiming it had been ap-
proved by Iran’s Supreme National 
Security Council.

A mainstay of the Iranian security 
establishment for decades, Borou-
jerdi’s robust defence of the legal 
foundations of the cooperation did 
not fully suppress concerns about 
the potential unconstitutional na-
ture of the development

Legal issues aside, it is important 
not to read too much into the de-
velopment. An increase in Russo-
Iranian military cooperation is to 
be expected as the Syrian conflict 

approaches the endgame. Intensi-
fying defence ties notwithstand-
ing, for historical, political and 
strategic reasons, Iran and Russia 
cannot forge a formal alliance.

In recent days even Iranian ana-
lysts supportive of closer military 
ties with Russia have been at pains 
to underline the difficult historical 
context, notably powerful Iranian 
memories of Russian blows to ter-
ritorial integrity and national pres-
tige stretching back 200 years.

In modern times the former So-
viet Union’s support to Iraq dur-
ing the long running Iran-Iraq war 
of the 1980s was a major barrier 
to normalising ties. However, in 
practical terms, and strong rheto-
ric notwithstanding, Tehran was 
keen to exploit the latter stages of 
the Cold War by adopting a more 
favourable attitude towards the 
Soviets by way of compensating for 
the loss of ties to the United States.

The demise of the Soviet Union in 
1991 removed historical, emotional 
and strategic barriers to closer ties 
with Russia. In the Iranian psyche 
Russia was long conflated with the 
concept of empire as embodied by 
the tsarist regime and subsequent-
ly the Soviet Union.

Therefore, the emergence of 
Russia as a nation-state, and cru-
cially one lacking common borders 
with Iran, had an ameliorative ef-
fect on the psychology of Iranian 
strategists. In practical terms, this 
led to steadily improving relations 
and even cooperation on difficult 
issues such as conflict resolution 
in Nagorno-Karabakh and devising 
a legal regime for the Caspian Sea.

Two factors have significantly 
contributed to much stronger 
ties in the past decade. First, the 
rise of Russia as a potential world 
power under the strong leadership 
of President Vladimir Putin is at-

tractive to Iran in so far as Russian 
power can be leveraged against US 
and Western influence. Second, 
Iran’s elevated geopolitical profile 
and the resulting self-confidence of 
Iranian decision makers and strate-
gists lean towards closer ties to the 
Russian Federation.

Despite these developments and 
Iran’s and Russia’s clear interests in 
working together to counter West-
ern influence in the region and be-

yond, the historical context cannot 
be expunged. It is for this reason 
perhaps that Russian Ambassa-
dor to Iran Levan Dzhagaryan is 
at pains to reassure Iranian public 
opinion that Russia is not intend-
ing to establish a permanent mili-
tary base in Iran.

Despite the political controversy 
in Tehran and the Iranian Foreign 
Ministry’s hasty announcement on 
the withdrawal of Russian bombers 

notwithstanding, Iran is likely to 
allow Russia to continue using the 
Nojeh Airbase.

This decision is essentially tac-
tical and operational in nature 
and should not be conflated with 
broader strategic calculations. It 
stems from the belief inside the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
and the broader Iranian defence 
establishment that victory in the 
Syrian conflict is in sight.

Critical to this calculus is the bat-
tle for Aleppo, where, despite re-
cent rebel gains, an elaborate siege 
is taking shape that should subdue 
the remnants of resistance in the 
critically important city.

The fall of Aleppo would de-
liver a massive psychological blow 
to Syrian rebels and their foreign 
backers. In practical terms it would 
improve the Syrian Army and allied 
militias’ positioning vis-à-vis other 
actors in the multifaceted Syrian 
conflict, notably the Kurds and the 
Islamic State.

To deliver mortal blows on the 
rebels, Syria and Iran need Russian 
air power. While Iran was initially 
lukewarm to the forceful Russian 
entry into the war last October, 
the remarkable achievements of 
the Russian Air Force, which have 
transformed the key battlefields in 
the Hama, Homs and Aleppo prov-
inces, have not gone unnoticed in 
Tehran.

In the final analysis, there is 
growing recognition in Iranian 
policymaking circles that intense 
Russian involvement is required 
in the latter stages of the Syrian 
conflict to balance and contain the 
ambitions of American diplomacy 
in Syria.

Mahan Abedin, director of the 
research group Dysart Consulting, 
is an analyst of Iranian politics.

Controversy and confusion dog Russian use of Iranian airbase
Mahan Abedin

A February 2016 file photo shows Russian Defence Minister Sergei 
Shoigu (R) and Iranian Defence Minister General Hossein Dehghan 
during a meeting in Moscow.

Inside Iran, news of 
the Russians’ use of 
the base to attack 
targets in Syria 
provoked a surprising 
level of controversy.

Russia-Turkey rapprochement spurred Hasaka fighting
Khalil Hamlo

Damascus

T 

he sudden flare-up of 
fighting in the previously 
obscure north-eastern 
city of Hasaka between 
US-backed Kurdish 

fighters and the Syrian Army was 
prompted by a thaw in relations be-
tween Russia and Turkey, accord-
ing to Syrian analysts and military 
experts.

They argued that a Russian-me-
diated agreement that stopped the 
fighting has merely adjourned the 
opening of this new front in the Syr-
ian conflict.

The agreement to halt fighting 
reportedly went into effect August 
23rd after a massive effort by the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) to seize the last regime-con-
trolled areas of the city.

The terms of the agreement clear-
ly showed YPG supremacy over 
government forces. Eight days of 
fierce fighting left dozens of civil-
ians dead while other fled to the 
countryside.

“The high-level negotiating 
teams indicated how dangerous and 
sensitive is the crisis in Hasaka and 
the Syrian government’s keenness 
to contain it by any means,” Syrian 
analyst Bassam Abu Abdallah said. 
“By dispatching Chief of Staff Ali 
Ayyoub and General Ali Mamlouk, 
head of the country’s National Se-
curity Bureau, to Hmeimim (for the 
talks), the government acknowl-
edged the gravity of the issue.”

The fighting erupted and escalat-
ed following Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan’s meeting with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin in 

St Petersburg.
“Making the connection with re-

gional dynamics and alliances shift 
is 100% correct, said Youssef al-
Khatib, a retired army general. “The 
Kurds could sense the danger aris-
ing from the Russian-Turkish rap-
prochement and feared that they 
might lose a vital pressure card in 
the conflict, especially in light of 
rumours about a possible deal be-
tween the Russians and the Turks 
at the Kurds’ expense.”

“The Kurds escalated the situa-
tion in Hasaka abruptly to gain the 
total control of the city, the same 
way as the Islamic State did in 
Raqqa and al-Nusra Front in Idlib — 
so they would hold powerful cards 
in any future peace negotiations,” 
he added.

Sihanouk Dibo, presidential ad-
viser of the Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), downplayed the 
possibility of agreements or con-
cluding deals in the time of war.

“Tens if not hundreds of accords 
were arranged in the Syrian war, 
be it on the international, regional 
or local levels, but they all proved 
to be futile. It is just impossible to 
reach a comprehensive agreement 
in the absence of a clear road map 
with clear, rightful and tangible ob-
jectives,” Dibo said.

He stressed that the future of 
Hasaka will be decided by its own 
people and their social/ethnic com-
ponents, arguing that the Syrian re-
gime had bet — wrongly — on Arab 
tribes opposing the Kurds.

“The tribes have opted for na-
tional coexistence achieved under 
the system of (Kurdish) self-auton-
omous administration and know 
that the YPG blood spilled in the 
fight against ISIS was meant also to 
protect them,” Dibo said.

The PYD official emphasised 
that his party, one of the dominant 
Kurdish parties in Syria, was eager 
to have the Kurds as an important 
part of the Syrian nation on condi-
tion the regime stick to its security 

zones and limit its role to matters 
of official services and paper work 
between Damascus and al-Jazira, 
the largest of four cantons of the de 
facto autonomous Kurdish region 
in north Syria.

Abu Abdallah observed that the 
Kurdish issue has long preoccupied 
successive Syrian governments, 
even during peace time, and that 
past efforts to reach a final settle-
ment have been unsuccessful.

“As such, the Kurdish issue will 
remain a pressure card that inter-
national and regional players from 
Russia to the US, Turkey, Saudi Ara-
bia and Iran will continue to manip-
ulate,” Abu Abdallah said.

He argued that media reports 
about an offer by Riyadh to arm the 
Asayish, the police force linked to 

the YPG, and Russia’s opening of 
a Kurdish representative office in 
Moscow in retaliation to Turkey’s 
downing of a Russian jet are exam-
ples of such manipulation.

Abu Abdallah’s argument was 
backed by Khatib, who contended 
that the ceasefire agreement in Ha-
saka was meant to postpone the 
Kurdish crisis.

“The Syrian government does not 
want to add a new front to the tens 
of front lines in which it is already 
engaged, especially the vital Aleppo 
front but I am certain that the Kurd-
ish crisis will rise to the forefront 
once again, when the government 
sees it convenient, taking into ac-
count the demographic distribution 
in the eastern provinces and the 
chronic animosity between Arabs 

and Kurds,” Khatib said.
Under the ceasefire, Syrian forces 

were allowed to leave Hasaka to 
the outskirts of the city and Kurd-
ish fighters were to pull out and 
hand security responsibilities to 
the Asayish. The deal included ex-
changing prisoners, handing over 
the wounded as well as dead bod-
ies and opening roads inside and 
outside the city. Before the latest 
round of fighting began, the Kurds 
controlled 70% of Hasaka.

“The day will come when all the 
terms of the Hmeimim accord to 
halt fighting in Hasaka will be to-
tally overturned,” Khatib said.

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

A Kurdish fighter from the People’s Protection Units (YPG) rides on a pick-up truck mounted with an 
anti-aircraft weapon in the Ghwairan neighbourhood of Hasaka, Syria, on August 22nd.

Before the latest round 
of fighting began, the 
Kurds controlled 70% 
of Hasaka.
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Israeli activists help Palestinians at checkpoints

News & Analysis  Palestine   Israel

Silwad

A 

s the deadline set by 
the Israeli High Court 
of Justice to dismantle 
the largest illegal Jewish 
outpost in the central 

West Bank draws closer, the Pales-
tinian landowners’ victory was in-
terrupted when Israel announced 
a proposal to move the evacuated 
settlers into adjacent private Pales-
tinian land.

On August 11th, months before 
the long-awaited evacuation of 
about 40 Israeli families who il-
legally set up caravans on land 
that belongs to Palestinians from 
Silwad, Ein Yabrud and Taybeh in 
1996, the Israeli Civil Administra-
tion in the West Bank published a 
map in Al-Quds newspaper high-
lighting in red 35 plots of what it 
said were “abandoned” lands.

The ad signed by Yusi Sigal, the 
Israeli custodian of state land and 
abandoned property in the West 
Bank, declared the land shown in 
the map as “abandoned” and de-
manded those who claimed owner-
ship to come forward with a writ-
ten objection within 30 days.

The ad came a few days after a 
special Israeli committee recom-
mended moving Amona’s settlers 
to nearby Palestinian land. Israeli 
Attorney General Avichai Mandel-
blit has yet to rule on the legality 

of the plan but he stated that work 
could move forward on the matter 
until he issues a ruling.

Israeli Minister of Defence Av-
igdor Lieberman argued that the 
abandoned property law could be 
used to move settlers of Amona 
into land owned by Palestinians 
who left the West Bank decades 
ago.

While some of the landown-
ers live in Jordan and the United 
States, dozens still reside in the 
West Bank but have been banned 
from their land for years, said Sil-
wad Mayor Abdul Rahman Saleh.

The Israeli court gave the settlers 
of Amona until December 25th to 
evacuate the outpost and compen-
sated each Palestinian landowner 
with about $16,000.

In 2008, the human rights or-
ganisation Yesh Din petitioned the 
Israeli court on behalf of Palestin-
ian landowners demanding the re-
moval of the entire outpost.

Khairallah and Attallah Abdul 
Hafez are two of the eight Palestini-
an landowners who won back their 
land. They said they are relieved 
to have retrieved their family’s 3.5 
hectares.

Khairallah, who is unemployed 
but had worked in farming before 
his land was seized, said he was 
thrilled at having the chance to re-
plant his land with grapes again. 
“We used to sell our entire harvest 
to the neighbouring and predomi-
nantly Christian village, Taybeh,” 
he said. “They used the crop to 
make wine.”

Despite the ruling, Palestinian 
landowners said they are worried 
that the settlers might refuse to 
leave the land. Amona received 
demolition orders in 2000 and 
2005 but the outpost was never 
evacuated, said Yesh Din.

Following the latest petition in 
2008, Israel pledged to evacuate 
the outpost but failed to do so until 
the court instructed the removal of 
the outpost by the end of this year.

While Khairallah said he was op-
timistic, new landowners, includ-
ing Mariam Abdul Kareem, said 
they were living a nightmare. She 
was anxiously waiting to get back 
her land only to find out that the 
new proposal includes another plot 
that belongs to her husband.

“I have exhausted all words to 
describe how I feel Israel has no 
right to call our land abandoned. 
We’re too afraid to approach it be-
cause armed Jewish settlers attack 
us when we do,”  Khairallah said.

Amona was erected in 1995 on 
private land next to the illegal set-
tlement of Ofra. Since then, Pales-
tinian landowners have dealt with 
settler violence targeting anyone 
who tried to access the surround-
ing land.

Harbi Abdulqader, 68, said it has 
been 25 years since he last cultivat-
ed his land, which is adjacent to a 
road that was paved specifically to 
connect Amona to Ofra.

“I have 8 dunums (0.8 hectares) 
of land that I tried to cultivate to no 
avail. I risked my life on several oc-
casions and I am not ready to risk 
my children’s life,” he said.

He and other landowners remem-
ber 50-year-old woman named 
Aziza who refused to leave her land 
when confronted by armed settlers 
and was killed.

Although the settlers were given 
the option to move to other settle-
ments near Nablus, they rejected 

the offer and only agreed to move 
onto land near Amona.

Abu Saleh said the new plan was 
a scheme to override the court rul-
ing and expand Amona.

The 35 plots are scattered across 
a vast area and Saleh said Israel 
will eventually take over all the 
land between the plots. “Although 
the plots in question are 35, Israel 
might eventually seize more than 
150 plots,” he said.

The Palestine Liberation Organi-
sation’s National Bureau to Defend 
Land warned against the “danger-
ous” consequences of legalising il-
legal outposts in the occupied West 
Bank, describing the actions taking 
place in Amona as an unprecedent-

ed move aimed at swallowing more 
Palestinian land.

Peace Now, an Israeli non-gov-
ernmental organisation, described 
the plan as a “crossing of a red line 
and a reversal of previous policies, 
including Likud government poli-
cies, according to which private 
lands cannot be used for the pur-
pose of settlement”.

The US State Department criti-
cised the move, saying: “This is a 
continuation of a process that has 
seen some 32 outposts that are ille-
gal under Israeli law being legalised 
in recent years.”

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.

Qalqilya, West Bank

“I
srael is committing crimes 
by being here,” said Israeli 
activist Riva to her Arab-Is-
raeli friend Fathiya as they 
crossed Israel’s border into 

the West Bank’s north-western vil-
lage of Hableh.

Riva, Fathiya, a driver and a re-
porter were all conscious of their 
dangerous surroundings during 
the ride August 18th aboard a mini-
bus, a trip to show Israeli violations 
against Palestinians at checkpoints.

The journey was across Palestin-
ian villages, passing Israeli military 
vehicles, the occasional “apart-
heid” road, miles upon miles of Is-
raeli barbed wire fences and impos-
ing Jewish settlements perched on 
mountain tops.

Riva and Fathiya, as they in-
sisted on being identified as, are 
volunteers with the Israel-based 
non-governmental organisation 
Machsom Watch. Machsom, which 
means “checkpoint”, is opposed to 
Israel’s continued rule of the West 
Bank.

“The crime I was referring to is 
Israel’s military occupation of the 
West Bank,” Riva said, referring to 
Palestinian lands Israel seized in 
1967. Israel’s negotiations with Pal-
estinians for a peaceful settlement 
stalled a few years ago.

More than 547,000 Israeli set-
tlers live in 125 settlements and 
100 outposts built on confiscated 
Palestinian land in violation of 
international law and UN resolu-
tions. The settlements occupy 63% 
of Area C, a part of the West Bank 

under Israeli control.
The UN Office for the Coordi-

nation of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) in the Palestinian territo-
ries said since Palestinian violence 
escalated in October 2015 over Is-
raeli provocations in Jerusalem’s 
al-Aqsa mosque compound, there 
has been a 20% increase in barriers 
placed on West Bank roads.

Those are 543 fixed obstacles, 
including checkpoints, roadblocks 
and earth mounds, in addition to 
hundreds of temporary check-
points and 61km of Israeli-only 
roads, known among Palestinian 
activists as “apartheid roads”.

The checkpoints significantly 
hinder the freedom of movement 
of Palestinians, separate them from  
families and land, other villages, 
hospitals and places of employ-
ment.

Palestinians complain that the 
checkpoints serve as places to hu-
miliate and abuse them verbally 
and physically. Usually, there are 
long delays in scorching summer 
heat or gusty wind and freezing 
temperatures in the winter.

It is known that some Israelis 
staffing the checkpoints push and 
shove Palestinians, verbally abuse 
them with racial and other insults. 
Often, Palestinians, including preg-
nant women or kidney patients on 
dialysis trying to get to hospitals, 
are turned back after waiting sev-
eral hours.

The humiliation Palestinians en-
dure at checkpoints is the reason 
why Riva, 72, and Fathiya, 66, have 
been volunteering for 15 years with 
Machsom Watch. They try to assist 
women and comfort students and 
the ailing delayed at checkpoints 

for no valid reason.
Each day, some of Machsom’s 

300 volunteers set out to monitor 
the behaviour of Israeli soldiers, 
mainly at checkpoints. Often, the 
activists try to clear up differences 
between soldiers and Palestin-
ians in tense situations. Volunteers 
monitor Israeli courts and offer ac-
tivities in Palestinian villages, such 
as music, yoga and language les-
sons.

Riva and Fathiya are Israeli citi-
zens but differences lie in their ori-
gin. Fathiya is a native of what was 
British-mandate Palestine before 
Israel seized it in 1948. Riva is an 
Israeli Jew. Both are housewives, 
mothers and grandmothers and 
share the same political goal: To 
see Israel’s occupation of the West 
Bank end.

Fathiya’s activism was fuelled by 
her family’s expulsion from the vil-
lage of Miska in 1948 upon Israel’s 
creation. “Many of them now live 
in refugee camps in the West Bank 
and are not permitted to return,” 
she said.

“I was asked to join Machsom 
Watch when one of its members 
heard me speaking passionately at 
a checkpoint, urging Palestinians 
not to leave their land,” she said. 
She is the only Arab volunteer.

Riva said she believed Israel’s 
biggest mistake was allowing Jew-
ish settlers into the West Bank. “In-
stead of becoming winners in the 
1967 war, we became occupiers,” 
she said, as the minibus headed 
towards checkpoints on the sched-
uled route.

Soldiers in a watch tower offer 
protection to the settlements of 
Itamar, Bracha and Yizhar. Two 
approached, questioning the vol-

unteers’ presence there. Feeling 
no threat, one left, but the other 
stayed.

“I don’t agree with Israelis being 
here,” Riva told the soldier. He did 
not respond. “He is from a settle-
ment. It’s where he grew up and 
what he knows.”

The checkpoints were quiet that 
afternoon but lines started to form 
when Palestinian workers returned 
home from Israel. Every bus stop 
was manned by two soldiers, Fathi-
ya pointed out.

She recalled meeting an ill elder-
ly woman brought from the West 
Bank Palestinian city of Jenin to the 
Huwwara checkpoint in a wheel-
chair by her son. They were there 
to meet a doctor who came there 
from Jerusalem once a month. The 
soldier turned them back.

Riva complained that the Israel 
“I used to be proud of has lost its 
pride, wisdom and kindness”.

“There should be no more set-
tlements and we should seriously 
talk about peace,” she said. “The 
settlers should be resettled in Is-
rael. There is a lot of room for them 
there.

“If I were a Palestinian, I would 
not believe there’d be peace as long 
as settlements are there.”

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

Israel to relocate illegal 
settlers to private 
Palestinian land
Malak Hasan

Noreen Sadik

Mariam Abdul Kareem won a lawsuit against an illegal settlement 
built on Silwad land, only to find out that the Israeli government 
plans to move the evacuated settlers to another plot of hers. 

(Photo credit: Malak Hasan)

 Dozens of landowners 
still reside in the West 
Bank but have been 
banned from their land 
for years, said Silwad 
Mayor Abdul Rahman 
Saleh.

Landowners 
remember 50-year-old 
woman named Aziza 
who refused to leave 
her land when 
confronted by armed 
settlers and was killed.

Women from Machsom Watch in Madama.                             (Photo by F.A)

There are 61km of 
Israeli-only roads, 
known among 
Palestinian activists as 
“apartheid roads”.
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I
t seems odd that it would 
take Jordan’s intelligence 
service seven months to 
apprehend a temporary 
mosque preacher who was 
enlisting jihadists to join 

the Islamic State (ISIS).
Equally strange is that it took 

Jordanian bureaucrats more than 
a decade to recognise their call to 
rehabilitate mosque preachers 
who feed extremism to young 
people frustrated by the lack of 
job opportunities and swelling 
poverty.

By his own admission, Reli-
gious Affairs Minister Wael 
Arabeyat said only 800 of 
Jordan’s 6,200 mosques, includ-
ing some 1,700 in Amman, are 
controlled by the government.

“Most of the rest are dissemi-
nating ultra-extremist ideology, 

similar to ISIS,” said Jordanian 

analyst Labib Kamhawi. “When 
you have no job, no money and 
live in absolute poverty, you’ve 
got nothing to lose to kill in the 
name of Allah to be rewarded in 
paradise.”

With as many, or as fallacious, 
policies adopted over the years, 
Jordan took a lackadaisical 
approach to how to eradicate 
home-grown Islamic extremism, 
despite frequent crackdowns on 
militants for various reasons.

Regionally, Jordan sought to 
avoid sensitivities with its Saudi 
neighbour, cash-strapped 
Amman’s erstwhile bankroller. 
Traditionally, Saudi Arabia 
maintained close ties with 
hard-line Jordanian clerics, 
especially southerners in the 
volatile city of Maan, a bastion 
for extremists close to the Saudi 
border.

Domestically, with the religion 
of the state being Islam and with 
a largely conservative society, 
exceedingly cognisant of “deca-
dent” Western values, Jordan’s 
pro-US rulers have long sought to 
avoid taking steps that could be 
interpreted as anti-Islamic.

Once recently, a Jordanian 
prime minister incurred the 
wrath of his countrymen when 

he suggested having the five 
daily calls to prayer come via 
local radio and TV stations, 
instead of loudspeakers mounted 
on mosque minarets to avoid 
bothering the sick and elderly. 
The proposal was quickly 
shelved.

The same premier was accused 
of being an “apostate” for saying 
Jordan was saturated with 
mosques. He urged alms givers to 
stop building mosques and 
instead use their money for other 
benevolent reasons, such as 
schools or health clinics.

As a result of the state’s 
hesitancy to take a clear-cut 
stance on mosques, a freewheel-
ing preaching system emerged 
over the years but became more 
conspicuous recently with the 
rising popularity of social media.

Abdul-Aziz al-Saifi, a self-pro-
claimed Jordanian child 
preacher, hijacked local mosques 
with anti-Jewish tirades, calling 
Jews “enemies of God and 
humanity” and urging their 
annihilation by jihadists and 
Islamic armies.

Authorities seem torn between 
their indignation at the 12-year-
old’s conduct and their reluc-
tance to oppose his populist 

Dhiban, Jordan

S 

abri Mashaaleh said he 
feels misled and angry. 
The 29-year-old studied 
counselling expecting to 
find a civil service job, in 

line with what used to be a typical 
career path for college-educated 
Jordanians.

Four years later, he is still unem-
ployed.

His last hopes were crushed this 
summer when troops tore down 
the tent in his small, remote home 
town of Dhiban where he and oth-
er jobless young men staged daily 
sit-ins for two months, demanding 
jobs.

With protests silenced, Mashaal-
eh predicted a dark future for 
Dhiban.

“Dhiban has become a fertile 
environment for radical thoughts 
and it’s a fertile environment for 
drug problems and a fertile en-
vironment for criminals,” said 
Mashaaleh, speaking at the round-
about where the tent once stood.

The Dhiban unrest highlights 
what the Jordanian government 
says is its biggest challenge — ris-
ing unemployment, particularly 
among the young, fuelled by an 
economic slump and spillover 
from conflicts in Syria and Iraq.

Youth unemployment is en-
demic in the Middle East, where 
a demographic “youth bulge” has 
increased the number of jobseek-
ers, including college graduates, 
while economies have stalled amid 
spreading violence.

Even though Jordan’s unem-
ployment problem is not unique, 
some say the pro-Western monar-
chy warrants special attention be-
cause of its strategic importance. 
The country is part of the US-led 
military coalition against Islamic 
State (ISIS) extremists who control 
parts of Syria and Iraq and have at-
tracted thousands of followers in 
Jordan.

Any destabilisation of Jordan, 
possibly triggered by economic 
problems, would alarm the king-

dom’s allies.
The government needs to take 

urgent action, said economist 
Omar Razzaz, who leads a national 
team of experts trying to devise a 
new employment strategy. “We 
cannot afford to have the unem-
ployment problem turn into a 
radicalisation problem,” he said. 
“That’s the time bomb we are fac-
ing.”

Economic growth in Jordan 
dropped from 3.1% in 2014 to 2.4% 
last year and 2.3% in the first quar-
ter of 2016, according to the World 
Bank. Continued fighting in Syria 
and Iraq forced the closure of Jor-
dan’s main overland trade routes 
in 2015 and harmed tourism and 
construction.

Unemployment rose from 13% 
last year to 14.7% in 2016. Among 
18- to 24-year-olds, 35% have no 
jobs, said Lea Hakim, the World 
Bank’s country economist for Jor-
dan. “The economy has not been 
generating enough jobs, not quan-
tity and not quality jobs, for its 
population,” she said.

The influx of Syrian refugees 
since 2011 has further expanded 
the labour force. Jordan hosts 
660,000 registered refugees — 
though a recent census counted 
twice as many Syrians in Jordan 
— out of a total population of 9.5 
million.

In the first years of the Syria cri-
sis, Jordan barred refugees from 
working legally to protect its la-
bour force. Instead, tens of thou-
sands of Syrians worked informally 
in construction, farming and retail 
— sectors until then dominated by 
migrant workers from Africa and 
Asia because the jobs paid too little 
to attract Jordanians.

Earlier this year, Jordan changed 
course.

It struck a deal with donors to 
turn the refugee crisis into a devel-
opment opportunity and to deter 
Syrians from migrating to Europe 
by improving their lives in the re-
gion.

The kingdom agreed to issue 
work permits to tens of thousands 
of Syrians. In exchange, Europe 
eased trade restrictions to encour-
age investment in Jordan, while 
donors, including the World Bank, 
promised concessional financing 

and grants for development and 
labour-intensive projects in the 
country.

Ferid Belhaj, the World Bank’s re-
gional director, said he expects this 
trade-off to generate growth and 
jobs in three or four years. “The 
crisis is a huge challenge but it can 
turn into an opportunity,” he said.

Razzaz said the government 
should launch an ambitious pub-
lic works programme, including 
employing large numbers of Jorda-
nians to care for children and the 
elderly.

“We should… start this pro-
gramme before we see protests,” 
said Razzaz, who also heads the 
Jordan Strategy Forum think-
tank. The government and donor 
countries have funded pilot pro-
grammes that fall short of needs, 
he said.

Jordanian Planning Minister 
Imad Fakhoury described lower-

ing unemployment as the govern-
ment’s top priority. This includes 
a $35 million fund to encourage 
young Jordanians to set up small 
businesses.

Jordanians need to understand 
that the public sector can no long-
er be the main employer, Fakhoury 
said. Opportunities are available 
outside the civil service “but it re-
quires also a change of mindset”, 
he said.

In Dhiban, a town of 25,000 
about 70km from Amman, many 
feel marginalised.

Two dozen protesters, including 
Mashaaleh, were detained when 
troops backed by armoured vehi-
cles dismantled the protest tent 
in June but all have been released. 
Mashaaleh said the protests were 
peaceful, though the Interior 
Ministry said three officers were 
wounded when shots were fired at 
them during a clash in Dhiban.

Dhiban Mayor Fhaid al-Rawah-
neh said: “We don’t want to fight 
with the security.”

He said the government must 
do more to bring factories to the 
region. An attempt to attract a pre-
fab home construction company 
to Dhiban with the promise of free 
land became entangled in red tape, 
he said.

Young people in Dhiban have 
few options. Those who can 
mostly sign up for police or mili-
tary work in Amman, and the high 
transportation costs take a big cut 
from their meagre wages.

Rawahneh said only one of his 
four college-educated children has 
a job.

“There is unemployment in eve-
ry family,” he said. “Our only de-
mand is to find jobs.”

(This article was distributed by 
The Associated Press)

Economic slump, unemployment fuel instability in Jordan
Karin Laub

Young women participate in job training at the Jordan office of Employment for Education, a region-
wide organisation that trains job seekers and connects them with prospective employers in Amman, 
Jordan.

Any destabilisation of 
Jordan, possibly 
triggered by economic 
problems, would 
alarm the kingdom’s 
allies.

Unemployment rose 
from 13% last year to 
14.7% in 2016. Among 
18- to 24-year-olds, 
35% have no jobs.

News & Analysis Jordan

Getting serious about fighting extremism in Jordan
ideas, hailed by supporters as 
“messages from God”.

The temporary preacher who 
was enlisting youth to join ISIS at 
a grand mosque near Jordan’s 
largest Palestinian refugee camp, 
Baqaa, just north of Amman, was 
helping a state-appointed 
preacher who never took to the 
pulpit because he was busy with 
two private jobs. The temp 
preached that Christians and 
Jews were enemies of Islam and 
should be ostracised.

Arabeyat has dictated that a 
handful of mosques across the 
country would deliver speeches 
on Friday, the week’s main prayer 
day. Others would listen via live 
broadcast by a licensed preacher 
in another mosque or can do 
without the speech until the 
system is rehabilitated.

He said, under a deal with 
Japan and the UN Development 
Programme, Jordan would start 
training mosque preachers by the 
end of the year on a curriculum 
preaching tolerance and peace, 
instead of extremism and 
violence.

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

Jamal J. Halaby

View point
By his own 
admission, 
Religious 
Affairs 
Minister 
Wael 
Arabeyat 
said only 800 
of Jordan’s 
6,200 
mosques, 
including 
some 1,700 in 
Amman, are 
controlled 
by the 
government.

Jordan would start 
training mosque preachers 
by the end of the year on a 
new curriculum preaching 
tolerance and peace.
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Biden tries to reassure Ankara but a new problem emerges

Ankara

T 

he leaders of three of 
Turkey’s main political 
parties recently met to 
discuss cooperation in 
the fight against terror-

ism and consider a modest packet 
of constitutional changes.

Only a few weeks ago such a 
meeting between the three men 
— Prime Minister Binali Yildirim, 
chairman of the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP); main 
opposition leader Kemal Kilicdaro-
glu of the centre-left Republican 
People’s Party (CHP); and Devlet 
Bahceli of right-wing Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP) — would 
have been unthinkable.

The August 22nd meeting was 
the product of a new spirit of coop-
eration between the parties that is 
one of the few good things to have 
emerged after the attempted coup 
on July 15th, an event that all Turks 
— including hard-line Kurdish radi-
cals in the south-eastern Turkey — 
fiercely opposed.

The need for solidarity was un-
derscored two days before the 
meeting when a Kurdish wedding 
in Gaziantep was bombed, killing 
at least 51 people.

This common front of opposi-
tion politicians in the face of an at-
tempt to overthrow the country’s 
government led Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan to receive 
the leaders in his palace. All three 
agreed to drop the series of court 

cases, mostly for insults, against 
each other and work together.

However, a fourth party, the left-
ist pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party (HDP) was excluded 
from the dialogue. Its leaders 
— Selahattin Demirtas and Figen 
Yuksekdag — and four other of its 
members of parliament are facing 
prosecution for praising terrorism 
by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) in speeches. They strongly 
deny the allegations.

The government, which passed 
a special amendment to lift their 
parliamentary immunity, refuses 
to enter into dialogue with them.

Nevertheless, a new consen-
sus seems to be forming in main-
stream Turkish politics. The softer 
attitude is not just a product of the 
unanimous condemnation of the 
coup. It is reinforced by threats 
to the country from terrorism on 
three fronts.

The first and most urgent of 
those threats is seen as the Gulen-
movement, an eclectic Sufi group 
accused of infiltrating the army, 
civil service and universities and 
staging the coup. Though Fethul-
lah Gulen, the US-based alleged 
leader of the group, strenuously 
denied any involvement, almost 
all politicians and public opinion 
in Turkey blame the movement 
and support government calls for 
him to be extradited from the Unit-
ed States.

Also, since July, approximately 
50 police officers and soldiers 
have died in clashes with the PKK 
in south-eastern Turkey. That in-
cludes three attacks in mid-August 
that killed ten police and soldiers.

The threat from the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is equally deadly. Not only 
was the political meeting over-
shadowed by news of the Gazi-
antep bombing, which has been 
blamed on ISIS, but politicians are 

conscious that attack was the lat-
est in an apparently unstoppable 
series. More than 340 people have 
died in bomb attacks in Turkey in 
the last year.

That has led the attitudes of Tur-
key’s mainstream political parties 
to shift towards greater coopera-
tion.

Bahceli has become almost an 
ally of the AKP, backing it strongly 
on issues such as Kurdish unrest 
and the fight against terrorism.

The CHP, Turkey’s main opposi-
tion, may be tacitly recognising that 
under Erdogan Turkey is evolving 
towards a monolithic presidential 
system. The move to a strong ex-

ecutive presidency, which seems 
almost certain, means that Turk-
ish politics will perhaps be closer 
to the sort of inter-party dialogue 
around the president that exists in 
the United States than the classic 
parliamentary template.

The AKP has dangled enticing 
political carrots to encourage dia-
logue with the opposition. Just be-
fore going into summer recess, the 
Turkish Grand National Assembly 
passed an omnibus law of 75 mis-
cellaneous measures. Even though 
it had easily the necessary major-
ity to pass the law, the government 
bowed to requests from the oppo-
sition and removed a handful of 

highly controversial measures.
These included the right to re-

move and replace mayors of mu-
nicipalities; the privatisation of 111 
state corporations ranging from 
national broadcaster Turkish Ra-
dio and Television Corporation 
(TRT) to the Turkish History and 
Language Foundations, bodies 
mandated in the will of republic 
founder Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. 
These were seen as major conces-
sions.

David Bachard is a Turkey-based 
writer. He is preparing a book on 
the final century of the Ottoman 
Empire.

Washington

U 

S Vice-President Joe 
Biden visited Ankara to 
repair ties with Turkey 
but he failed to remove 
major stumbling blocks 

even as a new source of stress 
emerged when Turkey launched a 
military intervention in Syria.

Biden sparred with Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan on live 
television about a Muslim cleric in 
the United States who is wanted for 
treason in Turkey. The exchange 
came as Turkish tanks and troops 
entered Syria in an operation direct-
ed against both the Islamic State’s 
last foothold on the Turkish border 
in the town of Jarabulus as well as 
the advance of a Syrian-Kurdish 
group closely allied with the United 
States in the fight against the terror 
group.

Biden, who said the people of 
Turkey “have no greater friend 
than the people of the United States 
of America”, toured the parliament 
building in Ankara, which was 
damaged during July’s attempted 
coup. He voiced regret for not hav-
ing visited Turkey earlier.

Washington signalled support for 
Turkey’s intervention in Syria, even 
if it was in part directed against US 
allies, and US officials said they had 
provided Turkey with intelligence 
and air cover.

Biden’s visit came after Turkish 
government officials had accused 
the United States of being behind 
the coup attempt, a charge Wash-

ington strongly denies. Relations 
also have been rocked by Ankara’s 
anger over Washington’s refusal 
to immediately extradite Fethul-
lah Gulen, a Muslim cleric living in 
Pennsylvania who Ankara claims 
led the coup plotters.

Biden said the extradition deci-
sion rests with the US court system, 
not with Washington but Erdogan 
was not convinced. Speaking on 
live television with Biden sit-
ting next to him, Erdogan said the 
United States should at least detain 
Gulen pending extradition. Biden 
replied that according to US judicial 
procedures: “You can’t just point 
to someone and say, ‘This is a bad 
guy.’”

If the goal of Biden’s August 24th 
visit was, in the words of a senior 
US official travelling with the vice-
president, to get relations “back on 
track”, early indications are that 
the mission failed. “Biden wasted 
a trip, Turkey wasted time,” opined 
an editorial in the pro-Erdogan 
newspaper Daily Sabah.

The two allies were closer on the 
issue of Syria, although tensions 
remain there as well. Biden told Er-
dogan that Washington would pres-
sure the Syrian Kurds to withdraw 
their forces east of the Euphrates 
after their recent gains in Manbij, 
west of the river.

Turkey is concerned that the Syri-
an Kurdish Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) and its military arm, the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), aim 
to extend their territory along the 
Turkish border to unite areas under 
their control. This would result in a 

solid Kurdish-controlled area along 
the border that would cut Turkey 
off from the rest of the Middle East 
and could form the nucleus of an 
independent Kurdish state.

Ankara has long said that such a 
move by the PYD and the YPG — off-
shoots of the Turkish-Kurdish rebel 
group Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) — would be a “red line” trig-
gering government action.

Some say that action has begun. 
Mensur Akgun, a political scientist 
at Istanbul’s Kultur Universitesi, 
said the objectives of the Jarabulus 
operation were to drive the Islamic 
State (ISIS) out of the area, prevent 
advances by the PYD and secure “a 
bigger say in decisions about Syria’s 
future”.

Quoting unnamed sources, the 
CNN Turk news channel said Tur-
key would establish a security cor-
ridor on Syrian territory stretching 
from Jarabulus to Marea, about 
70km to the west. Turkish Interior 
Minister Efkan Ala said the cross-
border operation would continue 
until the threat of missile attacks on 
Turkish territory had ceased.

Selim Koru, a Turkish analyst, 
said on Twitter that the Jarabulus 
operation might be the beginning of 
a more permanent Turkish military 
presence in Syria. He posted a map 
showing a possible “safe zone” in 
northern Syria to be controlled by 
Turkish forces or pro-Turkish rebel 
groups. “Turkey has been calling 
for a safe zone for years,” he wrote.

A Turkish-controlled zone inside 
Syria would further complicate the 
Syria conflagration and almost cer-
tainly lead to new tensions between 
Ankara and Washington, which has 
rejected Turkish calls to set up such 
a zone with international troops. 
Russia expressed concern about the 
Turkish incursion, which the Syrian 
government slammed as a violation 
of its sovereignty.

The prospect of a Turkish-con-
trolled zone raises a larger question 

and possible irritant in Turkish-
American ties: Who is to take con-
trol in Syrian areas liberated from 
ISIS? The Free Syrian Army (FSA), 
once touted as the fighting force of 
moderate rebel groups, is too weak. 
Other groups such as Ahrar al-Sh-

am, a coalition of Islamist militias, 
have been supported by Turkey but 
are seen as radical extremists by the 
West.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Turkey’s politicians shifting towards détente
David Bachard

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) greets Republican People’s Party opposition leader 
Kemal Kilicdaroglu in Ankara, Turkey, on July 25, 2016.

The  changed attitude 
is reinforced by 
threats to the country 
from terrorism on 
three fronts.

Turkey

Thomas Seibert

US Vice-President Joe Biden (L) listens to Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan at the Turkish Presidential Complex in 
Ankara, on August 24th.

The prospect of a 
Turkish-controlled 
zone raises a larger 
question and 
possible irritant in 
Turkish-American 
ties.

“Biden wasted a trip, 
Turkey wasted time.”

    An editorial in the 
pro-Erdogan newspaper 

Daily Sabah.



17August 28, 2016

News & Analysis

London

W 

hen US Republican 
presidential candi-
date Donald Trump 
suggested leaked e-
mail messages from 

his Democratic rival Hillary Clinton 
may have led Iran to hang Shahram 
Amiri, he made the executed Ira-
nian nuclear scientist’s fate part of 
the US election. Amiri’s death and 
the mysterious events that led up 
to it, however, are also caught up in 
the factional battles in Tehran.

Many reformists in Iran argue 
that the “principlists” use many 
levers to undermine their oppo-
nents, including the pro-reform 
president, Hassan Rohani, who 
faces re-election in May.

According to this analysis, Ami-
ri’s execution focuses attention on 
threats from the United States and 
undermines Rohani’s approach 
of seeking diplomatic progress on 
international issues after the July 
2015 nuclear agreement that his ad-
ministration negotiated with world 
powers.

Ahmed Shaheed, deputy direc-
tor of the Human Rights Centre at 
Essex University and the UN spe-
cial rapporteur on human rights 
in Iran, argues that human rights 
violations tie in with the election 
cycle.

“I have observed [since 2011] that 
[such] violations… often increase 
as an election approaches,” he re-
cently wrote. “As we are now in the 
final year of [Rohani’s] first term, 
the flexing of muscles by hardliners 
who largely control Iran’s security, 
intelligence and judicial apparatus 
may already be beginning.”

Hence, runs the argument, Iran 
has arrested several dual nationals, 
including Siamak Namazi, an Irani-
an-American who works at a petro-
leum company in Dubai; Nazanin 
Zaghari-Ratcliffe, an Iranian-Brit-

ish charitable foundation worker; 
Homa Hoodfar, an Iranian-Canadi-
an social anthropologist; and Robin 
Reza Shahini, an Iranian-American 
citizen.

Iran’s execution of Amiri on 
August 3rd was announced by 
his mother, who said he had told 
her days earlier that his ten-year 
sentence for spying had been in-
creased to capital punishment.

The hanging was confirmed by a 
judiciary spokesman, who said the 
scientist had “passed on our coun-
try’s most crucial intelligence”, 
presumably about the nuclear pro-
gramme, “to the enemy”.

Amiri then became the lat-
est twist in the Clinton e-mail 
saga, which began in 2015 when it 
emerged she used a private e-mail 
address while secretary of State 
under US President Barack Obama.

Barely veiled references to Amiri 
were said by Trump to have led to 
the scientist’s death.

That claim seems far-fetched, 
although nothing about the case 
of Amiri, who disappeared on 
pilgrimage to Mecca in 2009, is 
straightforward. Since he returned 
to Iran in 2010, where he was giv-
en a hero’s reception before being 
jailed, it is unlikely that the leak-
ing of the Clinton e-mail messages 
added to Iranian intelligence’s 
knowledge.

Unlikely, but not impossible.
E-mail from adviser Jake Sulli-

van to Clinton on July 12th, 2010, 
hours before Amiri approached 
the Iranian interest section of the 
Pakistani embassy in Washington 
asking to return home, appears to 
confirm that Amiri had defected to 
the United States and was not, as 
he would claim when back in Iran, 
the victim of a CIA kidnapping.

“The gentleman,” wrote Sulli-
van, “has apparently gone to his 
country’s interests section because 
he is unhappy with how much time 
it has taken to facilitate his depar-
ture.”

Amiri’s execution came at a time 
of tightening security in Iran. Teh-
ran’s state prosecutor’s recent an-

nouncement of the arrest of a dual 
national, allegedly linked to British 
intelligence and active “in the eco-
nomic sector”, adds to the calcula-
tions of foreign companies think-
ing of investing.

They already face problems us-
ing the dollar, while the US Con-
gress continues its attempts to 
stymie Tehran’s agreement with 
Boeing that could be worth more 
than $20 billion.

Ballistic missile tests may also be 
tangled up in Iran’s factional con-
flict. Since the 2015 nuclear agree-
ment, Iran has carried out several 
launches stretching the UN Securi-
ty Council resolution that it refrain 
from ballistic missile activity “de-
signed to be capable of delivering 
nuclear weapons”.

While the United Nations’ In-
ternational Atomic Agency has 

confirmed Tehran’s compliance 
with the agreement, Rohani is well 
aware the tests provide ammuni-
tion for the deal’s opponents in 
Washington, including Trump.

May’s presidential election in 
Iran will probably hinge on wheth-
er voters feel Rohani’s promise of 
economic improvement outweighs 
the principlists’ call for greater 
equality and resisting foreign in-
terference. But further down the 
line is a more important election in 
which the Amiri execution might 
play a role.

Some analysts see Sadeq Lari-
jani, head of the judiciary, as a 
possible “kingmaker” in the suc-
cession to 73-year-old Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei as supreme leader, 
while others see him as a candidate 
for president.

In 2015, Ayatollah Mahmoud 

Hashemi Shahroudi, then widely 
seen as the front runner for leader, 
was thwarted in his attempt to be-
come chairman of the Assembly 
of Experts, which chooses the su-
preme leader, by reports that he 
was under judicial investigation for 
financial irregularities.

Might Larijani have authorised 
Amiri’s execution for essentially 
political reasons? One Iranian aca-
demic said he thought it possible.

“I see no evidence for this being 
part of the political struggle but I 
would not rule it out,” the academ-
ic, who requested anonymity, said. 
“Why didn’t they execute him in 
2010? Or last year, when the Clin-
ton e-mails came out? Why now?”

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

In Iran, jailed 
dual nationals are 
pawns in power 
struggle
Gareth Smyth

A July 2010 picture shows Iranian nuclear scientist Shahram Amiri after his return to Tehran.

Amiri became the 
latest twist in the 
Clinton e-mail saga.

Might Larijani have 
authorised Amiri’s 
execution for 
essentially political 
reasons?

Iran

Exporting Iranian schools to Iraq

I
t seems that the Iranian 
regime is taking advantage 
of every opportunity it can 
get to infiltrate its neigh-
bour Iraq.

Iran’s policy is not new. It 
falls in line with Tehran’s 
ideology of “exporting the 
revolution”, called for by 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
the former Iranian supreme 
leader.

Iran’s mullahs have found it 
easy to exert influence in a 
region that is politically, eco-
nomically and socially bankrupt. 
The region has become a battle-
field between the world’s rival 
superpowers, who have found a 

way in via their “war on terror”.

The 2003 US-led invasion of 
Iraq led to the country being 
handed to Iran. America’s 
division of Iraq politically along 
sectarian lines gave Iran a direct 
presence in Iraqi corridors of 
power.

This is not in official US 
rhetoric but the Iranian influence 
in Iraq has been met with 
American support.

For its own reasons, Russia, 
too, welcomed Iran’s presence in 
Iraq.

Although Tehran’s grip on the 
region has played a role in 
undermining peace and stability, 
it is seeking to be an accepted 
force through a campaign of 
international public relations.

However, Iran’s expansionist 
project has also relied on its 
establishing of charity, tourism 
or religious fronts — exploiting 
the chaos in Iraq, whose people 
are in dire need of aid.

Included among those fronts 
are Iranian schools.

Amid little concern by the 
international community with 
the brain drain in the region, as 

skilled people flee in search of 
stability, Iran has been filling the 
void in Iraqi education facilities 
with its own ideological spread.

The phenomenon of building 
Iranian schools is not new but 
many Arab states have awakened 
to the threat of seeing their 
citizens indoctrinated to having 
a sectarian outlook, directed 
from beyond their borders.

Iraq is the number one recipi-
ent of such schools. Children 
attending them are being raised 
on an Iranian education system 
that channels their loyalties to 
the mullah regime in Tehran.

The government of former 
Iraqi prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki allowed the trend of 
building such exploitative 
schools to flourish particularly in 
rural areas, portraying them as 
“gifts” from Iran.

Some of those schools carry 
the name of Khomeini.

There is less need for Iran’s 
foreign intelligence apparatus to 
recruit agents to serve the 
interests of Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps when Tehran 

can garner the hearts and minds 
of generations of Iraqis who are 
willing to obey the mullahs’ 
directives.

In the current climate, with the 
help of these schools among 
other Iranian-sponsored institu-
tions and projects, we can expect 
for the sectarian divide in Iraq to 
further widen.

New generations would be 
brought up brainwashed, 
separated from Iraq’s cultural 
identity, having less in common 
with their compatriots and more 
loyalty to Iran.

The Iranians are making use of 
their syllabuses and education 
projects in Iraq especially via 
shared religious traditions.

The sense of belonging to one’s 
branch of faith gradually trans-
forms into identifying with 
another country, one that is 
hostile towards your own. This 
would ensure the sectarian 
bloodshed would continue for 
generations.

Hamed al-Gilani is an Iraqi 
writer.

Hamed 
al-Gilani

View point
Iran has 
made use of 
the shortage 
in Iraqi 
education 
facilities by 
filling the 
void with 
its own 
ideological 
spread.

New generations would be 
brought up brainwashed, 
separated from Iraq’s 
cultural identity.
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Britain to isolate extremist Islamist prisoners
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

P 

risoners who hold danger-
ous Islamic extremist be-
liefs will be isolated in spe-
cial prison units away from 
the general prison popula-

tion to combat radicalisation behind 
bars, the British Justice Ministry an-
nounced.

“Prisons should be safe places 
where criminals are reformed and 
turned into law-abiding citizens. We 
cannot allow them to become hives 
of Islamist extremism where minds 
are polluted and dangerous ideas al-
lowed to spread,” Justice Secretary 
Liz Truss wrote in the Sun newspa-
per.

“Islamic extremism is a danger to 
society and a threat to public safety. 
It must be defeated wherever it is 
found… Preventing the most dan-
gerous extremists from radicalising 
other prisoners is essential to the 
safe running of our prisons and fun-
damental to pubic protection.”

The move comes following a gov-
ernment-ordered review, by former 
prison governor Ian Acheson, that 
highlighted the many problems sur-
rounding radicalisation in British 
jails. The report found evidence of 
“aggressive encouragement” of con-
version to Islam, unsupervised wor-
ship and intimidation of moderate 
prison imams by extremist prison-
ers.

The review, which was heavily 
redacted, warned that “charismat-
ic” prisoners acted as “self-styled 
emirs” and exerted a “controlling 
and radicalising influence” on the 
Muslim prison population.

There are approximately 130 Mus-
lims in prison on terrorist-related 
charges but at least 12,500 of Brit-
ain’s more than 90,000 prisoners 
identify as Muslim. Muslims make 
up a far greater proportion of the 
prison population than they do the 

general public and include many re-
cent converts.

“There are no easy answers to the 
problems of Islamist extremism or 
indeed any of the other ills which 
plague our prisons and stop them 
from being hopeful, purposeful plac-
es. But I am optimistic about the way 
Liz Truss has begun to deal with the 
issues and correct the drift,” Ache-
son said in an e-mail to the BBC.

The new specialist units inside 
high-security prisons, which have 
been dubbed “jihadi wings” by Brit-
ish tabloid media, will be manned 
by specialist staff with training in 
how to deal with extremists. The 
Acheson report had criticised what 
it called “institutional timidity” in 
challenging extremist views, with 
prison staff fearful of being consid-
ered racist.

British prison authorities have 
a chequered history in addressing 
extremism, including a recent gov-
ernment report that revealed that at 
least five books viewed as extremist 
and ordered removed from prison li-
braries by the Ministry of Justice re-
mained available to prisoners more 
than eight months later.

The banned books were The Way 
of Jihad by Hassan al-Banna, Mile-
stones by Sayyid Qutb, The Law-
ful and the Prohibited in Islam by 
Sheikh Yusuf al-Qaradawi, Towards 
Understanding Islam by Sayyid Abul 
Ala Maududi and Fundamentals of 
Tawheed by Bilal Philips.

The new policy specifically calls 
for “tackling the availability and 
source of extremist literature” and 
calls for further scrutiny of prison 
imams.

The idea of isolating dangerous 
prisoners together is not without 
controversy, however, with analysts 
warning that locking up all the ex-
tremist prisoners together fails one 
of the main objective of prisons, 
namely to rehabilitate prisoners.

“The goal must be to get people 
back into the main prison communi-
ty, so that changes in their behaviour 
can be observed. Anything else is 
just storing up an even more difficult 
problem for when they are eventual-
ly released,” warned Peter Dawson, 
director of the Prison Reform Trust.

Other analysts warn of the estab-
lishment of a “British Guantanamo” 
and likened the move to a new era 
of Northern Ireland’s Maze prison 
in the 1980s in which Irish Republi-
can and Loyalist prisoners ran their 
own respective prison blocks, made 
criminal contacts and set up effec-

tive operational chains of command.
“The trade-off is this: You want 

to separate terrorist prisoners in or-
der to prevent them from radicalis-
ing others yet you don’t want to… 
provide an opportunity for terrorist 
prisoners to create (or recreate) op-
erations command structures inside 
prisons that might not have existed 
outside,” King’s College Professor 
Peter Neumann, a counterterrorism 
expert, told the Guardian.

“With large numbers of ‘lone op-
erators’ who may not be particularly 
ideological and who have failed 
to join the command and control 
structure of groups like [the Islamic 
State] ISIS, the risk of them connect-
ing with ideological and operations 
leaders while imprisoned is real. 

In other words, a policy of concen-
tration may inadvertently help to 
create the kind of hierarchical or-
ganisation that the terrorists found 
it impossible to create outside,” he 
warned.

Truss told the BBC there was a 
“risk” in isolating extremists togeth-
er but stressed that prison authori-
ties would work to “keep apart those 
who might collaborate together to 
create more problems”.

Truss’s comments came after in-
fluential British extremist preacher 
Anjem Choudary was convicted 
of inviting support for ISIS. Many 
wondered whether the new meas-
ures would effectively silence him 
or rather place him in the midst of 
like-minded prisoners with whom 

he could wield even more effective 
influence.

The Justice secretary added that 
a “ghost train” system would be es-
tablished in which dangerous pris-
oners would be transferred regularly 
between different isolation wings to 
prevent Islamist extremists from or-
ganising.

“We have looked at what hap-
pened in Northern Ireland… We 
don’t want to allow that to fester. So 
people will be moved around and 
that will be an operational decision 
by the people who are the experts in 
dealing with counter-extremism,” 
said Truss.

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

UK Justice Secretary Liz Truss outside 10 Downing Street in central London, last July.

There are 
approximately 130 
Muslims in prison on 
terrorist-related 
charges but at least 
12,500 of Britain’s 
more than 90,000 
prisoners identify as 
Muslim.

US shootings reveal dangers of Islamophobia
Rasha Elass

Washington

T 

he killing of an Arab-
American man in Okla-
homa and an imam and 
his assistant in New York 
have left some US com-

munities feeling forsaken by law 
enforcement agencies. The killings 
occurred at a time of heightened 
xenophobic and anti-Muslim rheto-
ric.

Imam Maulana Akonjee and his 
assistant Thara Uddin were killed 
in a brazen attack on August 13th. 
Security camera footage shows the 
shooter walking away apparently 
without attempting to rob his vic-
tims, even though the imam had 
more than $1,000 in cash with him.

Oscar Morel, 35, is in custody as 
a suspect but the New York Police 
Department (NYPD) has been hesi-
tant to term the shootings “hate 
crimes”, which is how many within 
the imam’s Bangladeshi commu-
nity see it. Instead, the NYPD has 
said the motive may have been a 
“botched robbery”.

Morel, charged with first-degree 
murder, has declared his innocence. 
His brother told the New York Post 
that the family felt animosity to-
wards Muslims after the 9/11 terror 
attacks but no longer did so.

That law enforcement agencies 

were quick to call a crime “terror-
ism” when the perpetrator is Mus-
lim but reticent to call an attack on 
Muslims a hate crime is a common 
complaint of Muslim and Arab com-
munity leaders, who say they feel 
increasingly targeted as political 
rhetoric against Islam and immi-
grants dominates the presidential 
election campaigning.

NYPD Detective Ahmed Nasser 
said he, too, often comes across this 
sentiment from communities he is 
in charge of protecting.

“I hear it often and I understand 
where they’re coming from,” he 
said. “But, from my own experi-
ence, when you talk about biases 
and hate crime, not just Arab or 
Muslim, when you look at hate 

crime you have to look at every an-
gle. If it’s motivated by bias, then 
it’s a hate crime but if motivated by 
robbery, then it’s a robbery.”

This comes as little consolation 
to the family of Khalid Jabara, 37, 
who called police in his hometown 
of Tulsa, Oklahoma, less than two 
hours before he was fatally shot. His 
voice during that call betrays an un-
settling nervousness.

“I just called you earlier about 
[my] neighbour,” he said in a tran-
script released by the Tulsa World. 
When the dispatcher told him that 
police were on their way, Jabara 
continued to describe a confused 
scene involving a neighbour and his 
live-in companion.

“This is an emergency,” Jabara 
said. “The old man left and he told 
me that [the neighbour] hit him 
with the gun and fired it three times 
somewhere in the house.”

What happened next left the 
Jabara family flabbergasted as to 
what they could have done to pro-
tect themselves. The alleged shoot-
er, Vernon Majors, was known for 
bigotry and drunkenness and had 
seriously injured Jabara’s mother 
by running her over with his car 
and was arrested and faced criminal 
charges in that case.

Majors was released from prison 
on bail in May and, according to the 
Jabaras, he continued his drinking 
and xenophobic harassment of the 

family.
Police said they did not believe 

they had grounds to arrest Majors. 
After they left, Majors allegedly 
walked next door and shot Jabara.

According to police reports, Ma-
jors repeatedly referred to the Jabara 
family, as ‘Ay-rabs’ and ‘Mooslems’ 
(Arabs and Muslims). The Jabaras 
are a Lebanese-Christian family.

“Majors remarked that Mrs Jabara 
and her family were filthy Lebanese 
and they throw gay people off roof 
tops,” a police report said.

Rami Jabara, the brother of 
Khalid, circulated a moving post on 
Facebook that tens of thousands of 
sympathisers shared widely.

“As an attorney, I have seen the 
system fail defendants but it also 
seems to fail the victims just as 
much or perhaps more,” he said. “I 
feel like my family lost, my commu-
nity lost… I feel like we did every-
thing we possibly could do to advo-
cate for and protect ourselves.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

A Muslim woman and her son walk past a Halal restaurant in the 
Ozone Park neighbourhood of the Queens borough of New York, in 
August 2016.

Khalid Jabara, 37, 
called police in his 
hometown of Tulsa, 
Oklahoma, less than 
two hours before he 
was fatally shot.
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UN official: Rebuilding Arab war-torn countries 
a ‘global public good’

Beirut

W
ars in the 
Middle East 
are raging 
with no 
solutions in 
sight. 
However, 

international and regional 
organisations have started 
preparing for post-war recon-
struction of Syria, Yemen and 
Libya.

Rebuilding these countries, as 
well as Iraq, will turn the Middle 
East into not only a big recon-
struction site but also “the only 
possible centre of growth in the 
world economy in the next ten 
years” predicted Abdullah Dardari, 
deputy executive secretary of the 
UN Economic and Social Commis-
sion for Western Asia (ESCWA).

Wars cannot last forever and 
making peace in the Middle East 
“has become a global public 
good”, said Dardari, who spoke 
at length about reconstruction 
prospects in the region during an 
interview with The Arab Weekly.

The challenges are enormous, 
starting with understanding the 
root causes of the conflicts, as-
sessing damage resulting from 
excessive use of military force, un-
derstanding new socio-economic 
governance dynamics emerging 
as a result of the conflicts up to 
trying to put together some early 
reconstruction cost estimates. 
Funding, with such extensive 
damage, is another issue.

“It is never too early to start 
planning for reconstruction. In 
fact, I think it is already too late,” 
said Dardari. “Wars will end. 
Countries will have to be rebuilt. 
People will have to live. Schools 
will have to be reconstructed… 
Life will resume.”

Discussions have been under 
way for more than a year with 
ESCWA, the World Bank, the UN 
Development Programme and 
other organisations preparing for 
the reconstruction drive.

“We are yet in a phase of plan-
ning for reconstruction… All the 
work is preparatory and does not 
make a plan that is a much more 
detailed document where national 
states and international partners 
get together and start planning in 
details: What are the needs, priori-

ties, projects, source of funding 
and how projects are to be imple-
mented,” Dardari explained.

The organisations in question 
are also in “the very early stage” of 
understanding the possible impact 
of reconstruction in countries of 
conflict — Syria, Libya, Yemen and 
Iraq to a certain extent — on their 
respective neighbours, mainly 
Jordan, Egypt and Tunisia.

“There is a lot of work happen-
ing today in gathering informa-
tion, understanding the main 
challenges and the main priorities 
of the immediate post-conflict 
term… and in trying to engage 
national stakeholders in Yemen, 
Libya and Syria in a debate about a 
new social contract,” Dardari said.

To proceed with reconstruction 
plans, political settlements should 
be in place and legitimate rep-
resentatives identified to be the 
interlocutors and partners in the 
process, he said

Besides the importance of 
rebuilding destroyed buildings 
and infrastructure and taking 
into consideration the political, 
economic and security issues, the 
most difficult question to answer 
remains: Would these countries 
adopt new social contracts to 
replace the ones that led to their 
collapse?

Unlike Syria and Yemen, oil-
rich Libya seems to be in a more 
favourable position, with financial 
resources and an internation-
ally recognised government of 
national accord to work with.

Dardari, however, explained 
that even though Libya has finan-
cial resources and, therefore, it 
will not face the difficulty of filling 
the funding gap that Syria and 
Yemen will face, the North African 
country’s needs and priorities as 
well as short-term and long-term 
policies are yet to be defined.

“Do we want to rebuild the same 
social contract for Libya which 
depends on distribution of oil? Or 
do we want to diversify the econ-
omy… creating more participa-
tion, and more role for the Libyan 
private sector,” Dardari said.

Careful planning is a must to 
avoid devastating consequences, 
while implementing, for example, 
the integration of all the militia-
men in the Libyan Army as stipu-
lated in the political agreement.

“Imagine if we integrate them 
all now and then in 2-3 years’ 
time, the Libyan government 
doesn’t have the money to pay 

their salaries. The impact on 
peace in Libya will be disastrous,” 
Dardari said.

Estimating damage and recon-
struction costs is another difficult 
task with battles raging in the 
countries of conflict and inflicting 
more destruction.

ESCWA’s most recent assess-
ment has put Syria’s total damage 
at about $340 billion, out of which 
nearly $100 billion is destroyed 
assets and the rest loss in gross 
domestic product (GDP).

“The question is: Do we need 
$340 billion to rebuild? That’s not 
automatic,” said Dardari, noting 
that according to ESCWA calcula-
tions based on Syria’s 2010 GDP 
levels, the country would need an 
investment of about $200 billion.

He explained that the Syrian 
economy will be able to gener-
ate around $70 billion in the next 
ten years if there is no aid and no 
external financial flows. “So, there 
is still a funding gap of about $130 
billion required from outside the 
Syrian economy to invest suffi-
ciently to bring back Syrian GDP to 
the 2010 level,” he said.

The process of developing 
similar calculations for Libya and 
Yemen is under way to determine 
what GDP level to adopt and pro-
duce projections.

“The physical damage in 
Libya is much less than Syria and 
Yemen,” Dardari said. “Whether 
we like it or not, the first few years 

of post-conflict Libya will be de-
pendent on oil. The diversification 
of the Libyan economy will not 
happen in two, three, four, five 
years. It will take decades.”

As for Yemen, the damage there 
until last year was estimated at 
about $100 billion in loss in GDP 
and physical assets.

But how to finance such recon-
struction while most countries are 
facing financial crises?

“If there is anything positive 
from these conflicts, the damage 
has been so extensive that no one, 
domestic party or international 
coalition — even if a party can 
claim victory — has the money to 
rebuild,” Dardari said.

He emphasised that rebuild-
ing Syria, Yemen, Libya would 
be actually “a project of interna-
tional cooperation and of national 
reconciliation…. Otherwise, there 
is no rebuilding and if there is no 
rebuilding, there is continuous 
wars. “

“If the world is interested in 
continuous wars in this part of the 
world, it will have to live with it,” 
said the senior UN official, in clear 
reference to the emerging refugee-
migration crisis and wave of ter-
rorist attacks targeting Europe.

Dardari argued that “making 
peace in this part of the world 
has become a global public good” 
and thus the world would need to 
invest to reconstruct the region, 
especially Europe, which should 
ask “how important Syria, Yemen 
and Libya are for the safety, se-
curity, stability and future of the 
European Union”.

“Creating jobs and dignity for 
young Arabs is a global public 
good for safety and security of 
everywhere else in the world,” he 
said.

With all growth poles in the 
world economy having almost flat 
growth rate, Dardari maintained 
that “rebuilding this part of the 
world is the only possible centre 
of growth in the world economy in 
the next ten years”.

Underlining “an interdependent 
interest” to see Syria, Yemen and 
Libya flourishing, he concluded 
that if the three countries “were 
the front lines of the shaping of 
the new world order, rebuilding 
them is the convergence lines of 
this new world order”.

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

Dalal Saoud
“It is never too 
early to start 
planning for 
reconstruction.”

Abdullah Dardari, 
deputy exec utive 

secretary of the UN 
Economic and Social 

Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA).
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Major oil firms interested in Eastern Med gas
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

M 

ajor international oil 
companies (IOCs) 
have submitted bids 
to participate in Cy-
prus’s third licensing 

round for three southern offshore 
blocks adjacent to Egypt’s northern 
waters.

The three Cypriot licensing 
rounds have encountered a number 
of challenges. Turkey’s threats to 
operating firms overshadowed the 
first licensing round. It threatened 
to boycott IOCs operating in Cypriot 
waters. It did not allow the IOCs to 
take crude oil from Turkish ports. 
The IOCs were also not allowed to 
distribute petroleum products in 
the Turkish market. Turkey has 
boycotted Eni but the Italian firm 
challenged the decision in court and 
the dispute is being adjudicated.

The second licensing round oc-
curred during the Cypriot financial 
crisis that involved the collapse of 
two major local banks. The third li-
censing round has been taking place 
during the global price collapse. Oil 
firms have reduced investments in 
new offshore fields and cut costs 
drastically. About 5,000 blocks are 
on offer worldwide.

The IOCs’ interest in the third 
Cypriot licensing round stems from 
Eni’s major Zohr gas discovery in 
August 2015, in northern Egyptian 
waters about 8km from Cypriot wa-
ters. Zohr’s significance lies in its 
huge reserves of approximately 30 
trillion cubic feet, the largest field 
so far in the Mediterranean, and be-
cause it was found in a previously 
unexplored deep Eastern Mediter-
ranean geological structure.

Cypriot Energy Minister Yiorgos 
Lakkotrypis briefed the cabinet on 
July 27th that the third oil and gas 
licensing round received offers from 
a consortium of ExxonMobil and 
Qatar Petroleum, a second from a 
consortium of Total and Eni and a 
third from Norway’s Statoil. Other 
offers were received from a consor-
tium consisting of Capricorn and Is-
rael’s Delek, Avner and another one 
from Eni.

Zohr, along with the BP gas dis-
covery of Baltim SW-1 well in June 
2016, is expected to enhance Egypt’s 
plans to be gas self-sufficient within 
the next decade. Zohr is projected 
to enter production around 2020.

Egypt is the largest gas importer 
among Arab countries — despite be-
ing a gas-producing state. Gas con-
sumption has increased substan-
tially in the past few years, rising 
more than domestic production.

This was due to disputes between 
the government and the oil firms 
over payments, which delayed the 
development of new fields. Con-
sumption increased because of 
high subsidies, which were recently 
reduced, and due to rapid utilisa-
tion of gas in power stations (more 
than 85% of Egyptian power sta-
tions burn gas instead of petroleum 
products), petrochemical and other 
industrial plants.

Egypt also committed to four gas-
export projects (two piped gas and 
another two liquefied natural gas 
projects) that burdened the coun-
try’s resources, obliging it to be-
come a gas importer.

The interest expressed by major 
US and European firms in the Cyp-
riot third licensing round has raised 
expectations of the Eastern Medi-
terranean gas potential and its role 
in regional markets. The gas could 
provide a take-off for the domestic 
economies of the regional coun-
tries.

It is projected that the availability 
of sufficient gas supplies in energy-
poor Eastern Mediterranean coun-

tries will reduce the dependence on 
crude oil imports and that the im-
port substitution will lessen the bal-
ance of payments deficit in the new 
producing countries. Gas is more 
environmentally friendly than pe-
troleum products.

The discovery of natural gas in 
the Eastern Med has added politi-
cal risk to volatile region riddled 
with geopolitical problems. Most 
of the gas discovered has been in 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) of 
neighbouring countries. Many of 
the boundaries between them are 
not demarcated and lack the neces-
sary border treaties.

There are also historical feuds 
among the countries concerned. 
Israel, for example, has blocked the 
development of the East Gaza ma-

rine field that was discovered in Pal-
estinian Authority waters in 2000.

A demarcation treaty was drafted 
by Cyprus and Lebanon but it has 
not been ratified by the Lebanese 
parliament, following a Cypriot-Is-
raeli bilateral border accord, which 
Lebanon considers is in violation 
of its draft agreement with Cyprus. 
The conflict has resulted in a dis-
puted zone between Lebanon and 
Israel.

Lebanon and Syria also need to 
demarcate their EEZ territories. 
Syria has awarded a Russian firm a 
concession that straddles northern 
Lebanese waters. Cyprus and 
Turkey are holding negotiations 
under UN auspices to settle the 
Cyprus problem and resolve the gas 
issue between the island’s Greek 

and Turkish communities. Nicosia 
reports that the negotiations have 
been encouraging but it is not clear 
what Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s position will be 
following the latest attempted coup.

These disputes and others over-
shadow offshore gas developments 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. Fu-
ture political tensions could spill 
over into the offshore areas. Pro-
tests are already being heard that 
gas from one country is being si-
phoned by another. The lack of ac-
cords to deal with fields that strad-
dle borders is a possible source of 
conflict. Armed regional conflicts 
could also spill offshore.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

A 2015 file photo shows Cyprus Energy Minister George Lakkotrypis (L) and his Egyptian counterpart 
Sherif Ismail signing an energy deal between the two countries in the Egyptian capital, Cairo.

The IOCs’ interest in 
the third Cypriot 
licensing round stems 
from Eni’s major Zohr 
gas discovery in 
August 2015.

Turkey threatened to 
boycott IOCs operating 
in Cypriot waters.

IJL 2016  set for an action-packed 
international show

I 

JL 2016, running September 
4th-6th at Olympia, London, 
is set to shine in the industry 
calendar as Britain’s leading 
trade event for the interna-

tional jewellery industry with a 
global showcase of many of the 
most innovative and exciting 
brands and designers — as well as 
featuring the latest trends and de-
sign talent and a comprehensive, 
thought-provoking seminar pro-
gramme.

Sam Willoughby, event director, 
said: “The Olympia venue provides 
the perfect backdrop to present the 
portfolio of over 500 companies 
— from fine jewellery, designer 

brands and silver jewellery to loose 
gemstones and retail services sup-
pliers — from 38 countries.

“A number of key buyers from 
the Middle East, Russia, America 
and France are also coming to the 
show for the first time this year as 
members of the prestigious Dia-
mond Club.

“We have a full agenda includ-
ing our German Market Focus, our 
inspirational trend based catwalk 
shows and the not to be missed 
schedule of insightful seminars 
and advice clinics. It promises to 
be a very busy three days!”

The IJL Market Focus is in its 
second year and is aimed at cre-
ating global jewellery trade com-
mercial and cultural partnerships. 
This year Germany, renowned for 
its fine and high-end silver jewel-
lery, has been chosen as the Market 
Focus and 15 German companies, 
including Richard Hans Becker, 
Hans D Krieger, Manu Werkstatt, Di 
Perle and Indo Gems Handels, are 
to showcase new collections and 
flagship pieces at IJL 2016.

IJL attracts jewellery and watch 
companies from every category, 
with the most impressive lineup 
of fine jewellery found in Britain 
at the show. These include, for the 
first time, brands such as Rose Car-
valho from Brazil, fine jewellery 
designer David Miracca from Lon-
don, Drakenberg Sjolin from Den-

mark and Grew & Company from 
Australia.

Returning high-profile designers 
are James Newman, Alex Monroe, 
Andrew Geoghegan, Rachel Galley 
and Sarah Jordan, who join major 
established brands such as Charles 
Green, IBB London, Uno de 50, 
Domino, Bronzallure, Nikki Lissoni 
and Unique.

The strong international show-
case at this year’s event will be fur-
ther enhanced by the International 
Pavilions representing South Af-
rica, Hong Kong and Sri Lanka to-
gether with the European Village.

IJL has established an enviable 
reputation as the place to discover 
the emerging British designers and 
the 2016 KickStarters and Bright 
Young Gems will once again take 
centre stage. They will be joined by 
the winners of this year’s Editor’s 
Choice competition, which cele-
brates some of the most innovative 
and commercial jewellery collec-
tions on show at IJL.

Judged by Claire Adler, the jew-
ellery and luxury correspondent 
for publications such as the Finan-
cial Times, and Sam Willoughby, 
IJL event director, Editor’s Choice 
includes a new award: German 
Style for a jewellery piece from a 
German exhibitor that evokes im-
peccable German craftsmanship 
and design.

The thrice daily catwalk will 

showcase the latest trends in jew-
ellery — Graphic Punch, Craft Tech, 
Nu Form and Vintage Selfie — with 
a unique Moments in Time bridal-
themed show included.

Other highlight features include 
the industry-acclaimed comple-
mentary seminar programme 
packed with high-profile industry 
speakers and experts providing an 
invaluable source of knowledge 
and commercial insights. For the 
first time, this will include a dedi-

cated daily Watch Hour session, 
designed to provide buyers and 
visitors with valuable insights into 
some of the key opportunities and 
issues facing the industry today.

There is an exciting visitors’ reg-
istration competition to win an 
exclusive Champneys Pamper Spa 
Day for two or an Aston Martin 
Thrill Day at a famous motor race 
circuit. For free online visitor reg-
istration for IJL 2016 go to: www.
jewellerylondon.com/register.

International Jewellery Show 2015 in Olympia, London.

Advertisement
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Iran signals 
willingness for 
action to boost 
oil price

Turkey cuts rates 
again, defying 
inflation leap

Morocco posts fall 
in foreign tourist 
arrivals

Iran is sending signals that it may 
support action to prop up the oil 
market, sources in the Organisa-
tion of the Oil Exporting Countries 
(OPEC) and the oil industry said, 
potentially aiding efforts to revive 
a global deal on freezing production 
levels at talks in September.

Tehran refused to join a previous 
attempt this year by OPEC and non-
members such as Russia to stabilise 
production and talks collapsed in 
April. Russia wants to see an inter-
nal agreement among OPEC mem-
bers before it commits to rejoining 
an initiative.

Venezuelan Oil Minister Eulogio 
Del Pino recently toured oil-pro-
ducing countries, including Saudi 
Arabia and Iran, to rally support for 
a deal. Oil at around $50 a barrel is 
less than half its level of mid-2014.

“Negotiations are ongoing. I see 
positive signs coming from OPEC 
majors,” said a senior industry 
source familiar with the discussions, 
referring to Riyadh and Tehran.
(Reuters)

The Central Bank of Turkey cut its 
main interest rate by 25 basis points, 
defying a sharp jump in inflation fol-
lowing the failed coup in July.

The bank said the overnight lend-
ing rate was trimmed to 8.5%. Its 
one-week repurchasing rate was left 
at 7.5% and the overnight borrowing 
rate — 7.25% — was unchanged.

The cut was the fifth consecutive 
trim by the central bank under new 
Governor Murat Cetinkaya amid 
pressure from Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan for a more 
dovish monetary policy to stimulate 
growth.

However, inflation ticked up to 
8.79% in July, compared with 7.64% 
in June, with the effects of the coup 
putting pressure on food prices.

Justifying its decision, the bank 
said in a statement: “Processed food 
prices, which have recently shown 
marked increases, are projected to 
display a downward correction in 
the short term. Meanwhile, the core 
inflation trend is expected to im-
prove gradually.”
(Agence France-Presse)

Morocco announced a 5.6% drop 
in foreign tourist arrivals for the first 
half of 2016, with holidaymakers 
apparently put off by unrest and at-
tacks across the region.

Even though Morocco was spared 
unrest triggered by the “Arab 
spring” since 2011, as well as terror 
attacks, the number of tourist ar-
rivals dropped 5.6% in the first six 
months of 2016 compared with the 
same period in 2015, the Moroccan 
Tourist Office said.

Marrakech and Agadir, the coun-
try’s two main tourist destinations, 
suffered from the slump, it added.

Government figures indicated 
the number of British visitors was 
off 8%, with arrivals from Germa-
ny down 7% and those from both 
France and Italy 5% lower. The num-
ber of Moroccans living abroad who 
visited the country in the period was 
up 1.7%, said the Moroccan Observa-
tory for Tourism.

Overall, nearly 4.2 million tour-
ists visited Morocco in the first six 
months of 2016, it said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Merger of Abu Dhabi funds streamlines 
sovereign investment sector
Jareer Elass

Washington

A 

bu Dhabi’s plan to 
streamline its foreign 
and local investment de-
cision-making process 
by merging sovereign 

investment funds Mubadala Devel-
opment Company and Internation-
al Petroleum Investment Company 
(IPIC) is a step in the emirate’s drive 
to become more fiscally responsible 
and efficient in an era of low energy 
prices and tumbling state income.

Even though it is the wealthi-
est emirate within the United Arab 
Emirates, Abu Dhabi has been hit 
hard over the past two years by low 
oil prices. The government is pro-
jected to have a $10.1 billion budget 
deficit for 2016, which is expected 
to be covered primarily through in-
ternational bond issues. 

In the summer of 2015, Abu Dhabi 
became the first government in the 
region to reduce costly energy sub-
sidies to curb spending due to an 
extended oil price slump.

Abu Dhabi has taken other steps 
to trim costs and eliminate redun-
dancies. The merger of the two 

state investment funds preceded 
word that the National Bank of Abu 
Dhabi and First Gulf Bank, both 
majority-owned by the Abu Dhabi 
government, had won board ap-
proval for their own merger that 
will produce a banking giant with 
$175 billion in assets. In May, state 
oil firm Abu Dhabi National Oil 
Company (ADNOC) began the pro-
cess of laying off as many as 5,000 
of its 55,000 employees by the end 
of 2016.

The merger of Mubadala Devel-
opment and IPIC, to be completed 
next year, will create a state invest-
ment fund with as much as $135 bil-
lion in assets. The merger process is 
to be overseen by a committee led 
by IPIC Chairman and UAE Deputy 
Prime Minister Sheikh Mansour bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan with Mubadala 
Chief Executive Officer Khaldoon 
al-Mubarak serving as vice-chair-
man and UAE Oil Minister Suhail 
Mohamed Faraj al-Mazrouei par-
ticipating on the committee.

“The combined entity will realise 
synergies and growth in multiple 
sectors including the energy and 
utilities sector, technology, aero-
space, industry, healthcare, real 
estate and financial investments,” 
IPIC said in a statement.

It is unclear if the entity that will 
evolve from the merger will be a 
new holding company or an en-
hanced version of either Mubadala 
Development or IPIC.

The merger has already received 
a tacit endorsement from credit 
ratings agency Standard & Poor’s 
(S&P), which announced it had “af-
firmed its ‘AA’ long-term and ‘A-1+’ 

short-term issue credit ratings” for 
Mubadala Development, noting 
“the almost certain likelihood” that 
the Abu Dhabi government “would 
provide timely and sufficient ex-
traordinary support to Mubadala in 
the event of financial distress”.

S&P expressed similar assurances 
for its ratings for IPIC but cautioned 
that “Mubadala and IPIC have out-
standing commercial debt that will 
need to be taken into considera-
tion in the merger process”. While 
the agency indicated that IPIC’s 
business risk was satisfactory, it 
warned that the sovereign invest-
ment fund’s financial position was 
“highly leveraged”.

IPIC, which was formed in 1984, 
and Mubadala Development, es-
tablished in 2002, were both man-
dated with generating investment 
income for the government of Abu 
Dhabi. They have increasingly been 
pushed to help diversify the emir-
ate’s economy away from oil. For 
example, Mubadala Development 
owns domestic satellite communi-
cations operator Yahsat and local 
aerospace components firm Strata 
Manufacturing.

The two state funds are similar 
in asset size but their portfolios dif-
fer greatly. IPIC has a larger energy 
sector focus with an eye to more 
downstream operations. IPIC has 
fully invested in several interna-
tional energy-related companies, 
including 100% stakes in the Span-
ish integrated oil firm Cepsa and 
Canadian petrochemicals company 
Nova Chemical Corporation. It also 
holds minority stakes in Japanese 
refining company Cosmo Oil, Aus-

trian integrated oil firm OMV and 
the Arab Petroleum Pipeline Com-
pany (SUMED) in Egypt.

Mubadala Development’s energy 
investments account for about 10% 
of the fund’s assets and include 
upstream oil and gas stakes in Asia 
and Oman as well as a 51% interest 
in Dolphin Energy, which is respon-
sible for producing natural gas in 
Qatar and piping it to the UAE, and 
100% ownership of Abu Dhabi’s 
renewable energy firm Masdar. 
Mubadala Development cuts a wid-
er swathe than IPIC in investments 
in other sectors with substantial 
stakes in the health care, technol-
ogy, utilities and aerospace indus-
tries.

Consolidation of the two sov-
ereign investment funds follows 
the advice that bankers have long 
given the Abu Dhabi government 
to eliminate overlaps in functions 
carried out by similar state entities 
to produce cost-savings and higher 
efficiency. Yet to be determined 
is how many jobs will be shed in 
the merger — the two firms collec-
tively employee 60,000 people — as 
well as the composition of the new 
fund’s board.

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

The merger of 
Mubadala 
Development and IPIC 
will create a state 
investment fund with 
as much as $135 billion 
in assets.

Egypt’s central bank gets cash 
infusion from UAE
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
has deposited $1 billion 
in the Central Bank of 
Egypt, which is in the 
process of introducing 

significant austerity measures to 
revive its economy.

The deal signed by Director-
General of the Abu Dhabi Fund 
for Development (ADFD) Moham-
med al-Suwaidi and Egypt Central 
Bank Governor Tarek Amer comes 
as Cairo readies itself to meet Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) loan 
obligations.

“[The deposit] demonstrates the 
UAE’s commitment to support our 
long-term partners, ensuring their 
economic growth and stability and 
is a landmark agreement, which 
will make an immediate difference 
to the Egyptian economic system,” 
Suwaidi said.

IMF representatives and Egyp-
tian officials reached a tentative 
deal that allows Egypt to receive 
$12 billion over a three-year period. 
In return, Cairo must reform the 
Egyptian economy.

A statement on the official UAE 
news agency said: “This support 
comes within the framework of 
strategic cooperation and coordi-

nation between the two countries 
and out of the UAE’s unwavering 
stand in support of Egypt and its 
people to promote the develop-
ment process, as well as the recog-
nition of Egypt’s central role in the 
region.”

Egyptian economic expert 
Khalid al-Shafey said the UAE 
pledge would support the Egyptian 
government’s economic reform 
programme.

The $1 billion deposit into Egypt’s 
central bank, Shafey said, would 
“contribute to creating a state of 
decline in the price of the US dol-
lar on the black market. It will also 
help, along with the approaching 
first instalment of the IMF loan, in 
pushing forward the overall recov-

ery of the Egyptian economy”.
Observers said Gulf states are 

gambling on the recovery of the 
Egyptian economy and national 
security until it can return to its 
role as a major regional power, par-
ticularly in light of regional forces, 
such as Turkey and Iran, interfer-
ing in Arab affairs.

Egypt is suffering after-effects 
from the “Arab spring” on its 
economy and security. It is grap-
pling with a dollar shortage and 
dwindling foreign reserves. The 
government has been preparing 
the Egyptian public for major eco-
nomic reform measures, which will 
include cutting subsidies.

Egypt will cut fuel subsidies over 
the next three years and reduce 

spending on them by nearly 43% 
in the 2016-17 budget, officials con-
firmed.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi said officials have waited too 
long to implement essential eco-
nomic measures and the future of 
the country was at stake.

“The size of the challenges is 
beyond imagination and the re-
sponsibility for coping with them 
doesn’t fall solely on my shoulders 
but is a responsibility shared by 
Egyptians as a whole,” Sisi told Al-
Ahram newspaper.

Under the conditions of the IMF 
loan, Egypt must secure $6 billion 
from bilateral creditors before the 
loan can be approved. The UAE was 
the first to pledge its support.

Central Bank of Egypt’s headquarters in Cairo.

“[The deposit] 
demonstrates the 
UAE’s commitment 
to support our 
long-term partners, 
ensuring their 
economic growth 
and stability.”

Director-General of the 
Abu Dhabi Fund for 

Development Mohammed 
al-Suwaidi.

In the summer of 2015, 
Abu Dhabi became the 
first government in 
the region to reduce 
costly energy 
subsidies.
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Arab science fiction explored at London screening

Sharjah exhibition tells stories of the 20th century

Dunia El-Zobaidi

N.P. Krishna Kumar

London

C 

ontrasting with Holly-
wood’s Star Wars, Arab 
visual artists have used 
science fiction to depict 
reality and address con-

temporary urgencies surrounding 
identity, conflict and the future, in 
Halcyon: New Short Films, which ex-
plored definitions of science fiction 
in Arab writing and film.

The event, curated by Rachel 
Dedman and presented in London’s 
Mosaic Rooms, featured four films 
by artists from or based in the Pal-
estinian territories, Lebanon and 
Egypt.

In The Pessoptimist, Mirna 
Bamieh’s protagonist is abducted 
by aliens to mirror the miseries and 
horror of the occupation of the Pal-
estinian territories.

In Nation Estate, Larissa Sansour 
imagined a futuristic solution to 
Palestinian statehood — an enor-
mous high-rise building with the 
entire Palestinian population living 
inside.

Tom Bodaert’s pepsi, cola, water? 
shows Afro-American jazz pioneer, 
poet and philosopher Sun Ra and 
his fascination with outer space 
and ancient Egypt. He describes the 
disenchantment felt from Ra’s 1971 
concert in Giza.

In Let There Be Light,  Lea Najjar 
explores the effects of artificial light 
on society, its ability to affect and 
nurture the body and its use in a 
techno-commercial context to con-

trol the psychological wellbeing of 
workers.

Dedman said she wanted to dis-
cuss traditional definitions of sci-
ence fiction in writing and film and 
how sci-fi might disrupt established 
narratives, present alternative 
views of the self and offer subtle ne-
gotiations of the future.

As stated in Edward Said’s Orien-
talism, the idea of Arabs seen as the 
other is shown in both negative and 
positive ways in the films. Palestini-
ans are seen as others by Israelis and 
Ancient Egypt is shown as a positive 
other as an Afro-American is fasci-
nated by Egypt’s history.

“Sci-fi is a way of making the 
other and with the Middle East espe-
cially, they are shown as the other,” 
Dedman said, arguing that science 
fiction may give artists and writers 
authority that other genres may not.

“Bogaert is aware somehow of 

the authority that science fiction 
has. He writes the text of the film 
in a very authoritative way. Even 
in its tone, it doesn’t feel it is self-
authoritative.

“He creates images but intervenes 
in them as well. Science fiction has a 
legitimacy to play with audiences to 
shape or subvert expectations. Tom 
is doing this with history and myth-
making that exists in the imagina-
tion particularly around Egypt and 
right across the region,” Dedman 
added.

Science fiction can be used men-
tally to escape conflict, the biggest 
issue faced by the Middle East, Ded-
man contended. “When the world 
around feels unbearable, the im-
agination can create a sub-reality, a 
place to take refuge, to escape reali-
ty and to create alternative futures,” 
she said.

Although there is interest in sci-

ence fiction in the Arab world, few 
opportunities are presented to ex-
plore the subject mainly because of 
poor funding.

“Writing about sci-fi is much 
cheaper than creating films,” Ded-
man said. “People don’t easily want 
to fund sci-fi films. People like the 
idea of Middle-Eastern science fic-
tion but they think they are not 
ready for it. This is not true because 
there are histories and legacies of 
science fiction in the Arab world 
since the 12th and 13th centuries 
such as Ibn al-Nafis or One Thou-
sand and One Nights.”

Speaking about the vital use of 
language and translation in the gen-
re, she said: “An incidental pun or 
slippage in language may be appli-
cable to all kinds of translations as 
a process but when we think about 
science fiction, especially in and 
around Arabic, there is always this 

politics of translation that comes up 
again and again as something very 
urgent.

“There are so many scientific 
words that come originally from 
Arabic but are not really used in a 
vernacular sense anymore. Finding 
a new language or inventing things 
within a language is one of the re-
ally exciting elements of science 
fiction and in particular in Arabic 
where you don’t necessarily have 
science fiction literature and film,” 
Dedman added.

Alongside the fact that Middle 
Eastern landscape has often been 
the backdrop of sci-fi films, high-
rise buildings in the Gulf countries 
are also popular for fictional movies 
such as Mission: Impossible – Ghost 
Protocol.

With the rapid development of 
the Gulf, artists have used science 
fiction to assess the changes the 
region has made at a vertiginous 
speed but Dedman argues that al-
though Arab futurism could open 
more doors, it is hard to maintain.

“The Gulf futurism movement 
is very popular at the moment in 
the work of GCC (Gulf Cooperation 
Council) (artists). They use science 
fiction to twist, turn back and reflect 
upon a technological context. Arab 
futurism may be something broader 
but it is very difficult to constitute.”

Dedman said “halcyon” has many 
definitions. Ancient writers say it 
is a mythical bird to breed in a nest 
floating at sea at the winter peak, 
alluring the wind and waves to be 
calm. It is also a tropical Asian and 
African kingfisher with bright-col-
oured feathers.

“Halcyon days are nostalgic hap-
py days of a past that related to op-
timism and utopianism,” she said. 
“The word for me sounded chemi-
cal, like an element which seemed 
to fit for this project.”

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dubai

L 

ooking at key social, cul-
tural and intellectual de-
velopments of the 20th 
century through art can 
reveal the human truths 

that go beyond culture and geog-
raphy.

The Short Century, an exhibition 
of modern Arab art from the last 
century organised by Barjeel Art 
Foundation at the Sharjah Art Mu-
seum, is just such a tour de force in 
curatorial presentation.

Because of the diversity and 
styles of more than 100 works on 
display from artists across the Arab 
world, the exhibition offers an ac-
count of the sweep of history that 
the show seeks to uncover.

The artists include Egyptian 
painters Mahmoud Said and Seif 
Wanly, Egyptian modernists Abdel 
Hadi el-Gazzar and Inji Efflatoun, 
Iraqi modernists Dia Azzawi and 
Shakir Hassan al-Said and Leba-
nese abstractionists Saliba Douaihy 
and Saloua Raouda Choucair.

“One of the main objectives of 
the Barjeel Art Foundation is to 
raise awareness of the rich history 
of Arab art internationally and at 
home, so we are delighted that an 
exhibition of this scope is taking 
place at the Sharjah Art Museum,” 
said Sultan Sooud al-Qassemi, 
founder of the Barjeel Art Founda-
tion.

“The show presents a major 
statement on the history of modern 
Arab art. The curators have been 
able to draw out a set of themes 

that tell the stories of the 20th cen-
tury.”

Curators Suheyla Takesh and 
Karim Sultan underline the chal-
lenges they faced in presenting a 
comprehensive survey in a non-
chronological manner.

“We wanted to avoid an exhibi-
tion that simply showed a survey 
of works by Arab artists and went 
decade by decade, say from the 
1910s, the 1920s and so on,” Takesh 
said. “Instead, this was intended 
as a way of looking into important 
social, cultural and intellectual 
developments in the 20th century 
through art, primarily painting.”

The curators said they were in-
spired by the work of historian Eric 
Hobsbawm, who wrote Age of Ex-
tremes: The Short Twentieth Centu-
ry, in which he saw the century en-
closed between the first world war 
and the fall of the Soviet Union.

“In our region there were paral-
lel events after which things were 
irreparably different: the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire in 1920 (and per-
haps the parallel phenomenon of 
the Sykes-Picot agreement, which 
led to the development of modern 
borders) and the first Gulf War of 
1990-91,” Sultan said.

This framework gave the cura-
tors the opportunity to present a 
history of Arab art on a backdrop 
of rapidly and radically changing 
societies in which a diverse set of 
artists worked to develop their own 
voices and styles.

The works were classified into 
various sections and under differ-
ent themes from the larger histori-
cal framework of The Short Century 
and the massive upheavals it en-
tailed, including urbanisation and 

technological development, the vil-
lage and the city, nationalism and 
its effects, language and identity.

As counterpoint alongside these 
themes are works of tajreed, the ab-
stract art trends in the Arab world 
during the modern period, and hu-
rufiyya, a style that emerged in the 
late 1940s in which single Arabic 
letters, or harf, are transformed 
into pictures. It became widely 
used in the Middle East, leading to 
the popularity of modern calligra-
phy in Arab art.

“Artists throughout the 20th 
century were well connected with 
developments in Europe or the 
Americas but also delved deep into 
the constructed histories of then-
new nation states to create voices 
that sought to be authentic, both to 
themselves as well as to their plac-
es of origin,” Sultan said.

“The subject matter they repre-
sented — whether highly political 
works reflecting social reality or 
introspective, experimental ab-
straction — determined the themes 
and sections of the show. We began 
with the works and with a histori-
cal sensibility as a backdrop.”

Takesh said: “Many works stand 
out highlighting different eras, re-
gions and styles.”

“As far as the political and social 
peak, the work by Hamed Ewais, 
The Protector of Life (1967-68), 
painted after Egypt’s defeat in the 
1967 war, is a complex work that 
shows both a sense of injured pride 
but an underlying deep sense of 
anxiety around the collapse of 
the Arab nationalist project at the 
time,” she said.

“An interesting contrast to such 
an overtly political work emerges 

in the section that shows works by 
both forward-thinking Lebanese 
artist Saloua Raouda Choucair and 
experimental Iraqi artist Shakir 
Hassan al-Said — both pioneers 
with their respective styles,” Sultan 
said.

“The works, presented in oppo-
sition to one another, show how 
uniquely expressive abstract works 
can allow for deep and meaning-
ful introspection for both the art-
ist and the viewer and engagement 
with diverse sets of influences in-
cluding architecture, spirituality 
and the city.”

The exhibition is scheduled to 
remain on display until December 
24th.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Larissa Sansour Nation Estate 2012

Curator Suheyla Takesh with The Protector of Life by Hamed Ewais, at The Short Century exhibit in 
Sharjah.                 (Photograph by Capital D Studio)

The screening 
featured four films by 
artists from or based in 
the Palestinian 
territories, Lebanon 
and Egypt.

The Short Century is 
just such a tour de 
force in curatorial 
presentation.

 The exhibition is 
scheduled to remain 
on display until 
December 24th.
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Virtual reality shows Syria war in different light
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

2 

016 is set to be the year of 
virtual reality (VR). With 
the release of the Oculus 
Rift, Vive HTC and Sony 
Playstation VR, among 

others, some 15 million VR head-
sets are expected to be sold by the 
end of the year.

While most virtual reality VR will 
focus on games and other enter-
tainment sectors, this exciting new 
technology also creates a new kind 
of immersive journalism.

Euronews, a multilingual news 
media company based in France, is 
the latest media outlet to look into 
VR, launching its No Comment 360 
service, which includes interactive 
and immersive video reports.

“We are delighted to be implant-
ing this new interactive video pro-
duction method, giving our audi-
ence the power to view the story 
from their own perspective” said 
Duncan Hooper, editor-in-chief of 
digital platforms at Euronews.

The New York Times entered the 
VR field by creating a series of VR 
films to wow visitors to its website 
and distributing more than 1 mil-
lion Google Cardboard headsets to 
subscribers. As VR gear becomes 
more commercially available, more 
media outlets will no doubt jump 
on the VR bandwagon.

“After all the hype, this is the year 

when consumers will start to get 
their hands on new headsets and 
experience fully immersive con-
tent,” the Journalism, Media and 
Technology Predictions 2016 re-
port by the Reuters Institute for the 
Study of Journalism forecast.

Amnesty International UK in 
March launched 360Syria.com, a 
VR experience that allows users 
to go on a virtual tour and witness 
devastation caused by Syrian gov-
ernment bombing of Aleppo. Mak-
ing use of 360-degree photography, 
narration, sound recordings, 3D 
data graphs and videos gathered 
by Syrian activists on the ground, 
the aim is produce an “immersive 
experience”.

“If a picture is worth a thousand 
words, then a virtual reality expe-
rience is worth a whole book. This 
truly frightening virtual tour takes 
a person sitting at their computer in 
Aldershot or Aberystwyth straight 
to the bombed-out streets of Alep-
po,” Amnesty International UK Di-
rector Kate Allen said in a release.

“Many of us might think we 
know what’s been happening with 
the Syrian government’s barrel 
bombing of places like Aleppo but 
viewing these apocalyptic scenes 
from 360 degrees provides a new 
level of understanding.”

Syria, in its sixth year of civil 
war, has been the subject of other 
immersive journalism attempts, 
including Project Syria — launched 
in 2014 — which was commissioned 
by the World Economic Forum to 
tell the plight of Syrian children.

The VR experience allows us-
ers to “explore” the street scene 
before, during and after a bomb 
blast. Project Syria demonstrates 
the difficult middle ground that VR 
journalism must inhabit, halfway 
between traditional journalism and 

narrative.
Speaking during the Symposium 

on Virtual Reality Journalism in 
Vancouver in June, documentary 
producer Cassandra Herrman ac-
knowledged that VR documentary 
makers have a difficult task in mar-
rying non-fiction with narrative.

“What I often see is just a col-
lection of scenes. Just because it’s 
immersive, it doesn’t mean it has 
a narrative. It doesn’t mean you 
don’t have to guide the audience 
with traditional storytelling tech-

niques. You can find a marriage be-
tween the two,” she said.

Nonny de la Pena, who wrote 
and directed Project Syria, concurs. 
“Immersive journalism is about us-
ing the unique qualities of VR — its 
power to generate empathy and its 
ability to convey the spatial, physi-
cal dimensions of a story — to shine 
a new, different kind of light on ma-
jor issues. There are some stories 
that are better told in this medium 
than in any other,” she said.

Known as the godmother of vir-

tual reality, de la Pena said: “VR 
can generate an incredible sense of 
empathy with characters and situa-
tions because of that sense of pres-
ence, of really being there on the 
scene.”

“VR is absolutely becoming much 
more of a phenomenon. There are a 
lot of companies springing up mak-
ing this kind of content and a lot of 
big media organisations are now 
getting into it and the technology is 
getting cheaper and easier to use,” 
she said.

Project Syria participant experiences war’s virtual reality.              (Credit: http://www.emblematicgroup.com)

Syria has been the 
subject of other 
immersive journalism 
attempts, including 
Project Syria — 
launched in 2014.
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Wadi Rum

I 

n south-western Jordan, a de-
sert landscape with bright, 
breathtaking shades of red and 
strange rock formations as seen 
from space makes Wadi Rum 

look so alien that it is nicknamed 
the Valley of the Moon.

Granite and sandstone moun-
tains, some as high as 1,700 metres 
above sea level with near-vertical 
slopes, line valleys filled with red 
and orange sand in the area that 
found fame as the home of The 
Martian, Hollywood’s blockbuster 
movie starring Matt Damon in the 
leading role of an astronaut strand-
ed on Mars.

“There’s no desert like Wadi 
Rum,” said Amman banker Adnan 
Abu Jawad, 39. “With the spectacu-
lar red sand, it feels that one is on 
Mars, not planet Earth.”

“The mountains are so rocky that 
they’re easier to climb and the area 
is so nice, with its Bedouin inhabit-
ants being so friendly to visitors, 
plus the hotels, the food and servic-
es are clean, affordable and worth 
every penny you pay,” he said.

The out-of-this-world valley cut 
into the rock with its dusty red en-
vironment and surrounding deserts 
doubled as Mars through the eyes 
also of The Martian director Ridley 
Scott in addition to directors Brian 
De Palma and Antony Hoffman in 
Mission to Mars and Red Planet, re-
spectively.

Wadi Rum was also the filming lo-
cation for the Oscar-nominated Jor-
danian film Theeb, which featured 
actual Bedouins.

Wadi Rum has served as the site 

for various film adaptations of Law-
rence of Arabia, the true story of 
the British archaeologist, military 
officer, and diplomat Thomas Ed-
ward Lawrence (1888-1935) who 
joined the locals during the Arab 
revolt against the Ottoman empire. 
He made several references to Wadi 
Rum in his book Seven Pillars of 
Wisdom.

Away from Hollywood glamour 
and serving as another planet, Wadi 
Rum had been a desired destination 
by many. It, however, like many 
sites in Jordan, has seen a drop in 
the number of visitors.

Wadi Rum visitors totalled 92,033 
in 2014 but amounted to 65,841 in 
2015; foreign tourists dropped from 
77,203 in 2014 to 50,927 in 2015. Lo-
cal tourists slightly increased from 
14,830 visitors in 2014 to 14,914 in 
2015, according to Ministry of Tour-
ism and Antiquities statistics.

“Unfortunately, it is true. Many 
factors are at play, such as political 
upheavals around the region or lack 
of awareness to the importance of 
the site, such as littering or insuffi-
cient numbers of restrooms,” said 
Mohammed Sabah al-Zalabeh, a 
local tour guide with more than 20 
years’ experience in Wadi Rum.

Zalabeh who had the idea of 
opening the Sunset Camp, an over-
night Bedouin camp for visitors 
12km from Rum Village in the heart 
of the protected area of the Wadi 
Rum desert 20 years ago, said there 
are many reasons to visit the wadi.

Tourists go to Wadi Rum to en-
joy camping under the display of 
the stars and enjoy the true life of 
Bedouins. Whether visitors take 
their own tent with minimum fa-
cilities around, or stay at one of the 
superior hotel-run campsites with 
full amenities, they can be sure of 
an unforgettable experience.

Besides the sites to tour, there 
are activities such as concerts. 
Daily activities include a fire lit in 
the desert, riding camels, horses 
or all-terrain vehicles known as 
quad bikes. An international 
hot-air balloon event takes 
place each autumn and 
draws thousands of for-
eign participants.

“Tourists visiting Wadi Rum have 
a host of sites to enjoy, starting with 
the Seven Pillars of Wisdom, named 
after the famous book by Lawrence 
of Arabia, Khazali canyon, a deep, 
narrow crack in the mountain side, 
containing many rock inscriptions, 
several rock bridges, Burrah can-
yon, Siq Um Tawaqi and, of course, 
the amazing sand dunes,” Zalabeh 
pointed out.

Wild life flourishes in Wadi Rum 
with hundreds of bird species, in-
cluding vultures, harriers and ea-
gles, in addition to camels, wolves, 
foxes, hares, jerboas, wildcats and 
the Sinai agama lizard. There are 
also snakes and scorpions.

Jordanian tourism officials at-
tended May’s World Conference on 
Tourism for Development in Beijing 
with the hope of luring Chinese 
tourists to the kingdom. In 2015, 
the number of Chinese tourists who 

visited Jordan reached 23,000, a 
figure 16% higher than in 2014.

Tohama Nabulsi, director of 
media and communications 

at the Jordan Tourism 
Board, said that among 

the obstacles that limit 

tourism between Jordan and China 
is a lack of direct flights between 
Amman and Beijing, the language 
barrier and dietary preferences or 
what the official coined tourists’ 
“loyalty to Chinese food”.

Thaer Qandah, 46, an employee 
who has a strong passion for pho-
tography, said that Wadi Rum and 
the surrounding areas are great for 
professional-quality shots.

“It is truly amazing!” he said. 
“The desert and its inhabitants 
make excellent subjects for photog-
raphy. I try to go there whenever I 
have the urge to shoot some photos 
and I am really proud of one image 
of a blue lizard that lives there.

“There are so many ways you can 
improve the experience of visitors 
to that area and so far I think they 
are doing a lot of things to make 
sure that the tourist comes again or 
at least says  a few good words but 
still there is always a place for im-
provements and presenting some-
thing new.”

Roufan Nahhas, based in Jordan, 
has been covering cultural issues in 
Jordan for more than two decades.

Roufan Nahhas

Jordan’s 
breathtaking 
Valley of the 
Moon

Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest 
to travellers in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Dubai:
September 2nd-4th

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

Byblos:
September 8th-12th

The Lebanon Latin Festival takes 
place in Edde Sands with more 
than 90 artists from around the 
world. Dance workshops are 
scheduled in Salsa, Bachata, 
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip-hop, 
Samba, Lambada, Oriental, Dabke 
and Afro-Cubano. Performances 
are also on the agenda.

Dubai:
September 8th-16th

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

Marrakech:
September 16th-18th

The Oasis Music Festival celebrates 
electronic music. In its second 
year, the festival takes place at 
the Source Music Resort in Mar-
rakech and includes three days of 
performances from international 
electronic musicians such as Da-
vid August, Omar Souleyman and 
Prins Thomas.

Tangier:
September 22nd-25th

The 17th Tangier’s Jazz Festival 
hosts renowned international 
and local jazz artists for one 
of Morocco’s premier cultural 
events. Festival guests have the 
opportunity to attend free street 
performances, free dance courses 
and jazz concerts.

Abu Simbel, Egypt:
October 22nd

Twice a year during the Abu 
Simbel Sun Festival, people gather 
at the Abu Simbel temple, built 
along the banks of the Nile by 
Pharaoh King Ramses II in the 
13th century BC, to see the sunrise 
provide a unique show. The 
temple is situated so that twice a 
year — during February and Octo-
ber — on the anniversaries of the 
birth and coronation of Ramses 
II, the sun lights up an internal 
chamber. After viewing statues 
of Ramses and Queen Nefertari, 
visitors celebrate by enjoying food 
as well as the dance and singing 
programmes arranged by local 
residents.
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A group of hikers walk down from the peak of Jabel Rum (Mount 
Rum) in the southern Jordanian desert in an area known as Wadi 
Rum or the Valley of the Moon, which is listed as a UNESCO world 
heritage protected site.

Jacir Eid Al-Hwietat, 15, one of the cast members of the film Theeb, posing for a photo in Wadi Rum, a scenic desert area of southern Jordan.

Tourists go to 
Wadi Rum to enjoy 
camping under the 
display of the stars 
and enjoy the true 
life of Bedouins.

A jockey competes with 
his horse in the Wadi Rum 
International Endurance 
Race in the Jordanian desert.


