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US and Russia agree
on ceasefire deal for Syria

Families come together around Muslim ‘feast of sacrifice’

Beirut

R 

eturning home for Eid 
al-Adha, one of the two 
most important feasts 
on the Muslim calendar, 
is a must for many in 

the Arab region.
Culminating with the end of 

the annual pilgrimage to Mecca, 
Eid al-Adha, which translates to 
“feast of sacrifice”, commemo-
rates the willingness of Abraham 
to sacrifice his son Ishmael as an 
act of obedience to God, symboli-
cally shown by the slaughtering of 
sheep, goats and cows and sharing 
the meat with relatives and the 
poor.

It is also an occasion for fami-
lies to get together, share special 
meals and distribute food to the 
poor.

Ayman Abdo said he is looking 
forward to being with his family 
during the four-day Eid holiday in 

his native Asyut in southern Egypt 
after several months away.

“I must go back (home) because 
there can be no joy in Eid away 
from my family. All my brothers 

who work away from Asyut also 
return home for the occasion,” 
said Abdo, who works in a grocery 
store in Cairo.

In Egypt, as in many other Mid-

dle East countries, Eid al-Adha 
celebrations have remained most-
ly unchanged but tough economic 
conditions are taking their toll on 
people’s abilities to be part of the 
festivities, Egyptian sociologist 
Samia Khedr said.

“People are less capable of buy-
ing new clothes, going out on ex-
pensive journeys or even buying 
animals for sacrifice,” Khedr said. 
“However, the festive mood on 
such occasions is always indomi-
table.”

For Magida Saleh, a Lebanese 
woman in her fifties, the holiday 
has lost its smells. “In my child-
hood, the smell of maamoul and 

other Arabic sweets made espe-
cially for Eid filled the house on 
the eve of the feast. I miss those 
smells. Today most people buy 
their sweets and have them deliv-
ered because they are too busy to 
make them at home.”

In Syria, war and inflation have 
forced residents to modify their 
customs, especially with Eid al-
Adha this year coinciding with the 
beginning of the school year.

“There will be no new clothes 
for the children and no Eid meal. 
We will serve coffee and some 
homemade sweets for visitors and 
well-wishers. I can hardly pay the 
school fees, everything has be-
come so expensive,” said Moham-
ad Salem, a government employee 
and father of three.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
Amr Emam in Cairo and Khalil 
Hamlo in Damascus contributed 
to this report.

Washington

A 

fter the death of more 
than 400,000 people 
and the displacement 
of millions of others in 
more than five years of 

war, an unprecedented deal be-
tween the United States and Russia 
offered new hope for Syria, even if 
some fear the accord might be an-
other false dawn.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
and Russian Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov announced an agree-
ment that foresees a ceasefire and 
the delivery of humanitarian aid 
over all of Syria, including the 
embattled city of Aleppo, starting 
September 12th. Speaking early 
September 10th after more than 12 
hours of talks in Geneva, Kerry said 
the deal could be a “turning point” 
for the Syrian conflict.

The two sides also agreed on 
coordinated military operations 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 

Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, formerly 
known as al-Nusra Front, the Syr-
ian affiliate of al-Qaeda. That new 
model of cooperation, which re-
ports said was highly controversial 
within the US government, is to 
start once the ceasefire has held for 
a week.

The Syrian Air Force, blamed 
for numerous attacks on civilian 
targets, is to be banned from fly-
ing combat missions in rebel-held 
areas. Lavrov, whose government 
is Syria’s main international ally, 
said the government in Damascus 
was prepared to comply with that 
provision.

He said that despite continuing 
distrust between the United States 

and Russia, the accord could form 
the basis for renewed efforts to get 
the “political process” for Syria go-
ing. Kerry and Lavrov did not say 
what would happen if a militia or 
the Syrian Army violated the agree-
ment.

UN Syria Envoy Staffan de Mistu-
ra welcomed the agreement as a 
“window of opportunity” but some 
experts voiced doubt about the 
deal because previous agreements 
to stop the fighting in Syria were ig-
nored by groups and countries bat-
tling on the ground.

Charles Lister, an analyst at the 
Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said it would be difficult 
to separate Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 
fighters from other opposition forc-
es that, according to Kerry, should 
distance themselves clearly from 
the group and ISIS.

Lister said armed groups in Syria 
would be reluctant to give up ter-
ritory to move away from Jabhat 
Fateh al-Sham. “Many opposition 
figures see the US-Russia talks and 
whatever comes from them as a 
conspiracy against their long and 

hard-fought-for revolution,” Lister 
wrote on Facebook. “It will be hard 
to change this mindset.”

Another possible irritant is Tur-
key’s intervention in northern 
Syria, aimed at pushing back ISIS 
and Kurdish militants. Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has said his country was ready for 
a joint US-Turkish attack on the 
ISIS de facto capital of Raqqa. Only 
hours before Kerry and Lavrov an-
nounced their agreement, the US-
led anti-ISIS-coalition said Wash-
ington was working with Turkey 
and the Syrian Kurds on a possible 
advance on Raqqa.

Earlier talks between US Presi-
dent Barack Obama and Russian 
leader Vladimir Putin failed to 
produce an agreement to end the 
fighting. A ceasefire brokered by 
Washington and Moscow in Febru-
ary had also been unable to stop 
the war.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Merchants near Khouribga in central Morocco wait for buyers 
looking for sheep to sacrifice during the Muslim feast of Eid 
al-Adha, on September 7th.

The Eid is an 
occasion for families 
to get together, share 
special meals and 
distribute food to 
the poor.
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The agreement 
foresees a ceasefire 
and the delivery of 
humanitarian aid 
over all of Syria.
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US Secretary of State 
John Kerry (L) and 
Russian Foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov talk at the 
conclusion of a joint press 
conference following their 
meeting to discuss the 
crisis in Syria, in Geneva, 
early on September 10th.
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Geneva

T 

he United States and Rus-
sia have announced a 
breakthrough agreement 
on Syria that foresees a 
nationwide ceasefire fol-

lowed by an unlikely military part-
nership targeting the Islamic State 
and al-Qaeda as well as the estab-
lishment of new limits on Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces.

After a daylong negotiating ses-
sion in Geneva, US Secretary of 
State John Kerry said in the early 
moments of September 10th that 
the plan could reduce violence in 
Syria and lead to a long-sought po-
litical transition, ending more than 
five years of bloodshed. He called 
the deal a potential “turning point” 
in a conflict that has killed more 
than 400,000 people, if complied 
with by Syria’s Russian-backed gov-
ernment and US-supported rebel 
groups.

The ceasefire was set to begin at 
sundown September 12th, Kerry 
said, coinciding with the Eid al-Ad-
ha holiday.

“Today the United States and 
Russia are announcing a plan which 
we hope will reduce violence, ease 
suffering and resume movement 
towards a negotiated peace and a 
political transition in Syria,” Kerry 
said. “We are announcing an ar-
rangement that we think has the ca-
pability of sticking, but it is depend-
ent on people’s choices.”

“It has the ability to stick, provid-
ed the regime and the opposition 
both meet their obligations, which 
we — and we expect other support-
ing countries — will strongly en-
courage them to do,” he added.

Kerry’s negotiating partner, Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 
confirmed the agreement and said 
it could help expand the counter-
terrorism fight and aid deliveries to 
Syrian civilians under UN auspices 

that have been stalled for weeks. 
He said Assad’s government was in-
formed of the accord and prepared 
to comply.

“The United States is going the 
extra mile here because we believe 
that Russia, and my colleague, have 
the capability to press the Assad 
regime to stop this conflict and to 
come to the table and make peace,” 
Kerry said, citing a number of re-
cent meetings with Lavrov.

“This is just the beginning of our 
new relations,” Lavrov said.

The deal culminates months of 
frenetic diplomacy that included 
four meetings between Kerry and 
Lavrov since August 26th and a 
lengthy face-to-face in China be-
tween US President Barack Obama 
and Russian leader Vladimir Putin. 
The arrangement hinges on Mos-
cow pressuring Assad’s govern-
ment to halt all offensive operations 
against Syria’s armed opposition in 
specific areas, which were not de-
tailed. Washington must persuade 
“moderate” rebels to break ranks 
with Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, the for-
mer al-Nusra Front, which had been 
aligned with al-Qaeda, and other 
extremist groups.

The military deal would go into 
effect after both sides abide by the 
truce for a week and allow unim-
peded humanitarian deliveries. 
The United States and Russia would 
then begin intelligence sharing and 
targeting coordination. Assad’s air 
and ground forces would no longer 
be permitted to target Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham and would be restricted to 
operations against the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The arrangement would ultimate-
ly aim to step up and concentrate 
the firepower of two of the world’s 
most powerful militaries against 
ISIS and the former al-Nusra Front, 
listed by the United Nations as ter-
rorist groups.

Both sides failed to deliver their 
ends of the bargain over several pre-
vious truces but the latest arrange-
ment goes further by promising a 
new US-Russian counterterrorism 
alliance, only a year after Obama 

chastised Putin for a military inter-
vention that US officials said was 
mainly designed to keep Assad in 
power and target more moderate 
anti-Assad forces.

Russia, in response, has chafed 
at America’s financial and military 
assistance to groups that have in-
termingled with Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham on the battlefield. Kerry said 
it would be “wise” for opposition 
forces to separate completely from 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, a statement 
Lavrov hailed.

“Going after [Jabhat Fateh al-Sh-
am] is not a concession to anybody,” 
Kerry said. “It is profoundly in the 
interests of the United States.”

The proposed level of US-Russian 
interaction upset leading national 
security officials in Washington, in-
cluding Defense Secretary Ashton 
Carter and National Intelligence 
Director James Clapper, and Kerry 
only appeared at the news confer-
ence after several hours of internal 
US discussions.

After the Geneva announcement, 
Pentagon press secretary Peter Cook 
offered a guarded endorsement of 

the arrangement and cautioned: 
“We will be watching closely the im-
plementation of this understanding 
in the days ahead.”

At one point, Lavrov said he was 
considering “calling it a day” on 
talks, expressing frustration with 
what he described as an hours-long 
wait for a US response. He then 
presented journalists with several 
boxes of pizza, saying, “This is from 
the US delegation,” and two bottles 
of vodka, adding: “This is from the 
Russian delegation.”

The Geneva negotiating session, 
which lasted more than 13 hours, 
underscored the complexity of a 
conflict that includes myriad mili-
tant groups, shifting alliances and 
the rival interests of the United 
States and Russia, Saudi Arabia and 
Iran, and Turkey and the Kurds.

Getting Assad’s government and 
rebel groups to comply with the 
deal may be more difficult as fight-
ing rages around Aleppo, Syria’s 
most populous city and the new fo-
cus of a war that has killed as many 
as 400,000 people.

Assad’s government appeared to 

tighten its siege of the former Syr-
ian commercial hub in recent days, 
seizing several key transit points. 
Forty days of fighting in Aleppo has 
killed nearly 700 civilians, accord-
ing to a Syrian human rights group.

Kerry outlined several steps the 
government and rebels would have 
to take. They must pull back from 
demilitarised zones and allow civil-
ian traffic and humanitarian deliv-
eries, notably into Aleppo.

“If Aleppo is at peace, we believe 
that the prospects for a diplomatic 
solution will brighten,” he said. “If 
Aleppo continues to be torn apart, 
the prospects for Syria and its peo-
ple are grim.”

As with previous blueprints for 
peace, the plan appears to lack 
enforcement mechanisms. Rus-
sia could, in theory, threaten to act 
against rebel groups that break the 
deal but if Assad bombs his oppo-
nents, the United States is unlikely 
to take action against him given 
Obama’s longstanding opposition to 
entering the civil war.

(The Associated Press)

Geneva

A 

look at the key points 
in an arrangement an-
nounced by US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry 
and Russian Foreign 

Minister Sergei Lavrov aimed at 
halting fighting in Syria and mov-
ing towards a political transition af-
ter five-and–a-half years of combat 
between Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s forces and opposition re-
bels:

What the arrangement says

A nationwide ceasefire by Assad’s 
forces and the US-backed opposi-
tion is to begin across Syria at sun-
down September 12th. That sets off 
a seven-day period that will allow 
for humanitarian aid and civilian 
traffic into Aleppo, Syria’s largest 
city and commercial capital, which 
has faced a recent onslaught.

Fighting forces are to also pull 
back from the Castello Road, a key 
thoroughfare and access route into 
Aleppo and create a demilitarised 
zone around it.

Also on September 12th, the 
United States and Russia would be-
gin preparations for the creation of 
a Joint Implementation Centre that 
will involve information-sharing 
needed to define areas controlled 
by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, which 
was linked to al-Qaeda.

The centre is expected to be es-

tablished a week later and is to 
launch a broader effort towards de-
lineating other territories in control 
of various groups.

As part of the arrangement, Rus-
sia is expected to keep the Syr-
ian Air Force from bombing areas 
controlled by the opposition. The 
United States has committed to 
help weaken Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 
the extremist group that has inter-
mingled with the US-backed oppo-
sition in places.

A resumption of political dia-
logue between the government and 
opposition under UN mediation, 
which was halted amid an upsurge 
in fighting in April, will be sought 
over the longer term.

The stakes

Syria’s civil war has killed as 
many as 400,000 people and sent 
millions fleeing their homes within 
Syria and into exile.

Kerry said this “new equation” 
offers an opportunity to find a 
peaceful solution and reverse the 
current trend of “creating more ter-
rorists” and more destruction.

Who’s on board

Kerry said the US-supported op-
position and other fighters will be 
called upon to set themselves apart 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham.

Lavrov said through a translator: 

“The Syrian government has been 
informed of these arrangements 
and is ready to fulfil them.”

The United States and Russia, 
ultimately, are to find themselves 
fighting together against ISIS and 
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham and embark-
ing on unprecedented information-
sharing aimed at dispelling long-

standing mistrust between the two 
powers over the Syria conflict.

How the arrangement came 
together

The Geneva negotiating ses-
sion lasted more than 13 hours and 
capped a flurry of meetings be-

tween the two diplomats in recent 
days. Kerry and Lavrov met four 
times since a meeting in Geneva on 
August 26th. US President Barack 
Obama and Russian leader Vladimir 
Putin discussed the matter at a 
summit in China.

(The Associated Press)

United States, Russia announce breakthrough on Syria

Key points of the US-Russia agreement on Syria

Bradley Klapper 
and Jamey Keaten

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) start their 
meeting in Geneva, on September 9th.

Kerry called the deal a 
potential “turning 
point” in a conflict 
that has killed more 
than 400,000 people.
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“This is just the 
beginning of our 
new relations.”
Russian Foreign Minister 

Sergei Lavrov
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Beirut

O 

n August 22nd, as Turk-
ish forces massed to 
strike into northern 
Syria to seize the strate-
gic town of Jarabulus to 

block a drive by Syrian Kurds to es-
tablish an independent enclave on 
Turkey’s southern border, the com-
mander of a rebel military council 
formed to resist the invaders was 
killed in mysterious circumstances.

The newly formed Jarabulus Mili-
tary Council, dominated by the Syr-
ian Democratic Forces (SDF) that 
oppose the Turks and their militia 
allies, claimed that Abdel Sattar al-
Jader was assassinated by Turkey’s 
powerful National Intelligence Or-
ganisation. The council said this 
was done to undermine Kurdish 
morale on the eve of the long-await-
ed Turkish cross-border offensive.

The Britain-based Syrian Human 
Rights Observatory, which moni-
tors the war through a vast network 
of activists, said Jader was shot in 
the town of Al-Shuyoukh, on the 
eastern bank of the Euphrates river 
across from Jarabulus.

The Turkish government has not 
commented, but the Yani Safak 
daily, which supports Turkey’s rul-
ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP), asserted that Jader was killed 
by a local tribesman in a dispute.

Hours before his death, Jader, a 
veteran rebel fighter and an ethnic 
Arab, had warned Ankara in a video 
statement “of the consequences of 
aggressive practices against Syrian 
territories and (people), especially 
in our region of Jarabulus”.

It remains to be seen to what ex-
tent the killing of Jader influenced 
the outcome of the battle for Ja-
rabulus that began before dawn on 
August 24th with a massive Turkish 
artillery barrage but the assassina-
tion of key rebel leaders, often at 
critical junctures in the staggeringly 
complex Syrian war, has become an 
integral part of the conflict.

Many of these targeted killings, 
which have been concentrated in 
Aleppo and Idlib provinces, have 
been blamed on the Islamic State 
(ISIS). It is fighting just about eve-
rybody, particularly US-backed 

factions.
Security insiders, however, are 

convinced that many of the attacks 
have been manipulated by the Da-
mascus regime. Its security appara-
tus has a long history of such Machi-
avellian machinations and plausibly 
deniable covert dealings with rebel 
groups supposedly fighting to top-
ple the Assad dynasty.

Following the June 16th assassi-
nation of prominent independent 
journalist Khaled al-Essa in rebel-
held eastern Aleppo, Syrian media 
activist Mujahid Abu al-Joud told 
Al-Monitor “some militant factions 
have been infiltrated by regime or 
ISIS sympathisers, which explains 
the assassination attempts targeting 
military leaders and media activ-
ists… Media activists have always 
been targeted by the regime.”

Lieutenant-General Ali Sabouh of 
the Syrian Army’s elite Republican 
Guard was killed August 13th in a 
roadside bomb ambush in southern 
Syria. The attack was claimed by the 
Army of Free Tribes, a Jordanian-
supported group operating in the 
region.

It is not often that such a promi-
nent military commander of the Da-
mascus regime forces — and one no 
doubt surrounded by heavy secu-
rity — has been assassinated in the 
Syrian war. However, the conflict 
has spawned a chain of assassina-
tions in which the victims were pri-
marily rebel leaders, in most cases 
picked off by ISIS, and to a lesser ex-
tent by al-Nusra Front, rebranded in 
July as the Conquest of Syria Front.

Some of these killings are likely to 
have been instigated by the regime’s 
pervasive intelligence apparatus, 
which, like its contemporaries in 
many Middle Eastern states, has for 
decades used a policy of assassina-
tion to advance political objectives.

Rebel warlords, particularly those 
who lead jihadist groups, are fre-
quent targets of Syrian, US and Rus-
sian air strikes. The internecine kill-
ings are often the most significant 
because of the effect the operations 
have on the murky demi-monde of 

ever-shifting rebel alliances, a pro-
cess that is just about the only con-
stant in this chameleon conflict that 
no-one seems to be winning.

In retrospect, it is difficult to de-
termine whether the assassination 
of some of the more important rebel 
leaders in these decapitation opera-
tions, sometimes initiated by out-
side powers to benefit their Syrian 
allies, has changed the course of the 
war to any appreciable extent but 
they have done nothing to bring an 
end to the bloodletting, in which as 
many as 400,000 people have died, 
any closer.

Zahran Alloush, leader of the 
powerful Ahrar al-Sham (Free Men 
of the Levant) Islamist rebel group, 
was killed in a December 25th, 2015, 
air strike in Eastern Ghouta on the 
outskirts of Damascus. His assas-
sination was intended to sabotage 
an effort by Saudi Arabia, a key sup-
porter of rebel groups in Syria, to 
stitch together a unified rebel front 
scheduled to attend UN-sponsored 
peace talks that began in Geneva a 
month later.

But Alloush, who fought both 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
and ISIS, was eliminated when the 
Americans were seeking to unify 
the Syrian opposition into a cohe-
sive fighting force to go against ISIS, 
the destruction of which is US Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s primary objec-
tive in Syria, superseding getting rid 
of Assad.

The Syrian regime took responsi-
bility for the air strike that killed Al-
loush, who headed a coalition with 
a combined force of about 45,000 
fighters. His death was a major 
boost for Assad but the Syrian oppo-
sition saw the air strike as the work 
of Russia.

Moscow is one of the key backers 
of Assad’s embattled regime and, 
like Assad, opposes US-backed rebel 
efforts to get rid of the Syrian presi-
dent and usher in a more democrat-
ic system in Syria.

Before he was killed along with 
five other Ahrar al-Sham command-
ers, Alloush, the son of a Saudi 
Salafist cleric, had attended a gath-
ering of more than 100 rebel leaders 
in Riyadh that sought to hammer 
out a united rebel position at the Vi-
enna talks.

“The Russian air strike that killed 
Alloush… and targeted one of the 

group’s secret headquarters, was 
not an isolated incident,” Haid 
Haid, a Syrian researcher with the 
Heinrich Boll Foundation’s Beirut 
branch, said.

“It was part of a systematic effort 
to sabotage the Vienna talks… Driv-
ing a wedge between the political 
opposition and the strongest armed 
groups of Syria has become a prior-
ity for Russian since 116 diverse rep-
resentatives reached an agreement 
(in Riyadh) to create a single negoti-
ating body to represent them.”

Eleven days after the slaying of 
Alloush, one of the most controver-
sial figures in the insurgency, Ah-
rar al-Sham’s commander in Homs 
province in central Syria, Abu Rateb 
al-Homsi, was shot to death by 
motorcycle-riding assassins in the 
north of the province.

The Russians were widely seen 
to be behind that killing too as part 
of a hidden agenda: the system-
atic elimination of key opposition 
figures to reshape the military and 
political situation in advance of the 
UN talks while Moscow, along with 
Assad’s other vital ally, Iran, pro-
fessed that its September 2015 inter-
vention in Syria was to fight Sunni 
terrorism.

Amid the blood feuds between 
rival rebel forces, ISIS seems to be 

particularly active in the assassi-
nation game, largely through its 
suicide bombers and its network of 
cells across Syria and beyond.

Arab Intelligence sources told The 
Arab Weekly that some of the ISIS 
veterans of this war of the shadows 
have gone on to establish sleeper 
cells in Western Europe that were 
involved in recent terror attacks in 
France and Belgium in which hun-
dreds of people were killed.

Among those slain was Abu 
Khalid al-Suri, a battle-hardened 
veteran jihadist. Born in Aleppo in 
1963 as Mohammed al-Bahaiya, he 
was killed on February 24th in his 
native city. He had been sent to Syr-
ia by al-Qaeda on a mission to end 
the rupture between al-Qaeda and 
ISIS.

His orders were to then steer 
these groups towards bringing 
down the hated Assad regime and 
allow Pakistan-based al-Qaeda to 
establish its first stronghold in the 
Arab world, a highly symbolic step 
that would have been a setback for 
ISIS. It broke away from al-Qaeda in 
2013.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor
of The Arab Weekly. 
Khalil Hamlo in Damascus 
contributed to this report.

In Syria, a secret war of 
assassinations rages
Ed Blanche

Drone footage broadcast in December 2015 by Al-Mayadeen 
Television allegedly shows Syrian army air strikes targeting 
Zahran Alloush, the head of the Army of Islam group near 
Damascus, Syria.

Security insiders are 
convinced that many 
of the attacks have 
been manipulated by 
the Damascus regime.
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What planet is Syria on?

T
he Syrian government 
has produced a video 
advertisement in a 
feeble attempt to 
attract tourists — and 
their hard currencies 

— hoping to convince them to 
spend some of their time and 
much of their money in Syria.

If the situation was not so 
tragic, this story could pass for 
comical but, alas, this is no 
laughing matter. It makes one 
wonder what those responsible 
were hoping to achieve. Did they 
really believe they could attract 
tourists to a country plagued by 
the presence of terrorists along 
with all the associated activities 
that this encompasses?

Either way, clearly those 
responsible are far removed from 
reality and are living on another 
planet.

True, vacationing in Syria 
guarantees the visitor daily 

sunshine and warm weather. 
At the same time there is a 

good chance of possible light 
showers of artillery shells, 
mortars, the occasional sprinkling 
of internationally banned 
chemical agents, possible 
kidnappings and demands for 
ransom along with the usual 
inconveniences of war.

The Syrian regime of President 
Bashar Assad had the audacity to 
produce a promotional video spot 
advertising the country’s miles of 
sandy beaches along the warm 
waters of the Mediterranean. The 
short clip — 1 minute, 43 seconds 
long — is titled Syria Always 
Beautiful and was produced by the 
Syrian Tourism Board.

Understandably, the Syrian 
government is in need of hard 
cash, given the poor state of the 
economy after five years of civil 
strife that has left the country in 
dire economic straits. The near 
destruction of a number of major 
cities, such as Hama and Homs, 
and, of course, the country’s 
principal commercial centre, 
Aleppo, where battles continue to 
rage.

Many of the country’s tradi-
tional tourist sites have been 
taken over by terrorists. Treasures 
of the past, historic vestiges of 
humanity, were purposely 
destroyed by gunmen of the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

Of course the ad makes no 
mention of the tragic civil war 
that has turned what was once a 
beautiful country into an insane 
inferno.

The video depicts sunbathers 
and swimmers enjoying the warm 
waters of the Mediterranean while 
others ride jet skis, very likely not 
far from where Russian forces 
have established a foothold.

Nary a word of the 400,000-
500,000 — many of them civilians 
— killed in the war. Not a mention 
of the 4 million-5 million Syrians 
who have emigrated to Europe, 
Turkey or neighbouring Arab 
countries. Not a word about the 
hundreds of thousands of Syrians 
who have been rendered home-
less by the war or of those who 
have been scarred physically or 
emotionally by the violence.

The attempt to attract tourists 
to Syria when the country is 
practically overrun by terrorists 
makes one wonder what the 
government was banking on. 
What are the odds of a foreign 
tourist visiting Syria these days, 
taking into account the realities 
on the ground?

Consider this: The presence of 
Syrian armed forces on the war 
footing, the dispatch of Hezbollah 
militiamen from Lebanon, 
revolutionary guards from Iran, 

the occasional car bombs explod-
ing in various parts of the country, 
the presence of Russian troops 
assisting the Syrian government 
fighting opposition forces.

The Syrian opposition, which 
includes conflicting sides from a 
wide variety of factions, precari-
ous alliances that pop up like a 
nasty outbreak of acne, foreign 
fighters who include various 
Islamist groups and fighters who 
have flocked to Syria from Europe, 
the Caucasus and other parts of 
the world to support the revolt.

With that in mind, what are the 
chances of finding anyone brave 
enough or rather ignorant enough 
to spend vacation time in Syria 
today, no matter how beautiful it 
may have been at one time?

In essence, the ad illustrates 
perhaps the schism that exists 
between the government in Syria 
and those governed. This differ-
ence of views and opinions is what 
lies at the root of the agreements 
that eventually led to the condi-
tion that took the country into the 
civil conflict it is living through.

This video advertisement is a 
microcosm of Syria, showing all 
that is amiss in the country.

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

Claude Salhani

View point
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This video advertisement 
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showing all that is amiss 
in the country.
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Millions of Muslims arrive in Mecca for haj

Hostile rhetoric escalates between Saudi Arabia and Iran

London

T 

ensions between Saudi 
Arabia and Iran inten-
sified with an ugly ex-
change involving Iranian 
Supreme Leader Ayatol-

lah Ali Khamenei and Saudi Arabia’s 
highest religious authority, Grand 
Mufti Sheikh Abdulaziz al-Sheikh.

Khamenei, in a statement Sep-
tember 5th, accused the kingdom 
in last year’s haj stampede and la-
belled Saudi authorities unfit to 
oversee the annual event, which is 
one of the five main pillars of Islam.

On September 24th, 2015, more 
than 2,000 people, including an 
estimated 450 Iranians, died in a 
stampede in Mina, independent 
sources said. The death count from 
Saudi officials was 769.

Khamenei’s statement, which 
was seen by many as an attempt to 
politicise the haj, called on Muslim 
countries to “fundamentally recon-
sider” management of the pilgrim-
age.

Al-Sheikh strongly rebuked 
Khamenei and the Iranian regime, 
calling them enemies of the Islamic 
religion.

In comments carried by the Jed-
dah-based Arab News, Al-Sheikh 
said: “We have to understand that 
they are not Muslims. They are the 
followers of majus (a reference to 
Zoroastrians who worship fire). 
Their enmity towards Muslims is 
old and their main enemies are the 
followers of Sunnah.”

Tehran in June banned its citi-
zens from taking part in the haj, the 
first time it had done so since the 
1980s.

The decision by the Islamic Re-
public came after months of negoti-
ations between Riyadh and Tehran. 
When Iranian authorities officially 
announced they would not allow 
Iranians to participate in the annual 
Muslim event, they cited a number 
of reasons, from security to an in-
ability to obtain visas in Iran.

The recent comments by Khame-
nei prompted angry reactions from 
Gulf officials including Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) Secretary-

General Abdul Latif al- Zayani, who 
denounced the “false and disgrace-
ful charges” against Saudi Arabia.

Zayani’s statement said GCC 
countries should consider Iran’s 
allegations a public incitement “in 
a desperate bid to politicise this 
major annual Islamic convergence 
that brings together pilgrims from 
all over the world during blessed 
days on the land of the Two Holy 
Mosques”.

The statement added that Iran’s 
hostile campaigns included false 
allegations contrary to the values 
and principles of the true Islamic 
religion, which promotes compas-

sion, amity and brotherliness.
In a September 7th news con-

ference in London, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir also accused 
Iran of politicising the haj. Jubeir 
said the Iranians’ motivation was 
to achieve political gains and divert 
attention from its internal prob-
lems.

Egypt’s most influential Islamic 
body rejected Iranian calls for joint 
management of the haj, suggesting 
that such calls would cause “sedi-
tion” in the Muslim world.

“We confirm our vehement rejec-
tion of calls by some regional pow-
ers to internationalise the manage-
ment of the two holy mosques in 
the sacred [Saudi] lands,” al-Azhar’s 
Council of Senior Scholars said in a 
statement.

“The kingdom of Saudi Arabia is 
the one responsible for organising 
the haj affairs without any foreign 
interference. This bizarre sugges-
tion is a new door for sedition, 
which must be closed,” it said.

Tensions between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia date to the days of the shah 
but relations had been compara-
tively cordial. They worsened after 
the 1979 Islamic revolution and the 
start of the Iran-Iraq war in 1980, 
which saw Saudi Arabia and the 
United States warily back Iraqi dic-
tator Saddam Hussein.

In 1987, tensions escalated dur-
ing the haj when Iranians in Mecca 
staged a political demonstration 
and clashed with Saudi riot police. 
More than 400 people died in the 
incident and mobs attacked the 
missions of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Iraq and France. Diplomatic ties 

were cut in 1988 but were restored 
two years later.

The 1990s was a period of relative 
calm between Riyadh and Tehran, 
particularly during the presidency 
of Iranian reformist Mohammad 
Khatami. However, with the 2003 
US invasion of Iraq, the revelation 
of Tehran’s nuclear programme and 
the election of hardline president 
Mahmoud Ah madinejad, relations 
nose-dived.

Tensions escalated in 2011 when 
the United States uncovered an as-
sassination plot against Jubeir, who 
was then the Saudi ambassador to 
the United States.

Iran and Saudi Arabia are on op-
posite sides of a number of regional 
conflicts. In the Syrian civil war, 
Saudi Arabia is backing rebels fight-
ing Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
who is militarily supported by the 
Islamic Republic and its Lebanese 
proxy, Hezbollah.

In Yemen, a Saudi-led coalition is 
at war with Iranian-backed Houthi 
rebels in an effort to restore the in-
ternationally recognised Yemeni 
government to power.

The kingdom broke off official 
ties with Iran in January after its 
diplomatic missions were attacked 
by mobs following the execution in 
Saudi Arabia of a radical Shia cleric 
convicted on terrorism charges.

A Muslim pilgrim prays at Mount Al-Noor — where Muslims 
believe Prophet Mohammad received the first words of the Quran 
through Gabriel in the Hera cave — ahead of the annual haj in 
Mecca, Saudi Arabia.                                                                             (Reuters)
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Jeddah

T 

he annual haj officially 
began on September 10th, 
drawing an estimated 2 
million Muslims from 180 
countries to Mecca to per-

form the five-day rituals considered 
one the five main pillars of Islam.

Muslim pilgrims have been trav-
elling to Saudi Arabia since early 
August, dividing their time between 
the holy sites in Mecca and Medina 
in anticipation to what is to many 
the most important religious expe-
rience of their lives.

Some 216 international pilgrims 
were not allowed to enter the king-

dom, passport officials said, and 
were sent back to respective coun-
tries due to violations, which in-
cluded 52 forged passports.

Saudi authorities, with an eye to 
tragic accidents last year in which 
hundreds died, have taken the se-
curity and safety of haj pilgrims to 
new heights in terms of planning, 
safety and the use of the latest tech-
nologies to ensure the well-being of 
the kingdom’s guests.

For the first time the Saudi Min-
istry of Haj provided pilgrims with 
identification bracelets that carry 
a computer chip with the wearer’s 
personal information and contact 
data that includes what delegation 
the pilgrim belongs to.

With temperatures predicted to 
exceed 37 degrees Celsius during 

the pilgrimage, the Ministry of Haj 
is addressing the potential for heat-
related health problems with doc-
tors from the King Abdullah Medical 
City using state-of-the-art cooling 
vests designed to treat heatstroke 
for the first time during the haj.

Additionally, the Saudi Minis-
try of Health stationed more than 
26,000 medical and technical per-
sonnel from different regions of the 

kingdom to help pilgrims.
The Grand Mosque’s security 

forces completed preparations for 
the haj and appear to have incorpo-
rated a new security plan, according 
to Commander of Task Force for the 
Security of the Grand Mosque Ma-
jor-General Mohammed al-Harbi.

Harbi, at a news conference in 
Mina, said: “The plan of the Grand 
Mosque’s security force was built 
on well-studied scientific bases 
and has the advantage of reports of 
previous haj seasons by enhancing 
the positives and avoiding the nega-
tives in a way worthy of what has 
been accorded by the government 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia of 
great care and attention of pilgrims, 
Umrah performers and visitors of 
Mecca’s Holy Mosque.”

More than 100,000 troops were 
deployed in Mecca and 4,500 Saudi 
Boy Scouts volunteered to assist 
pilgrims in Mecca and visitors to the 
Prophet’s Mosque in Medina.

The fifth pillar of Islam, haj is a 
ritual Muslims should perform at 
least once in their lifetime. To per-
form the rite, one must be an adult 
Muslim with a sound mind and the 
physical ability to perform the ritu-
als. The worshipper must also have 
the financial resources to make 
the pilgrimage and still provide for 
one’s dependents at home.

Successfully completing haj, usu-
ally over five days during Dhu al-
Hijjah, the last month of the Islamic 
calendar, is believed by Muslims to 
give the worshipper a place in para-
dise.

The Arab Weekly staff

Muslim pilgrims prepare for Friday prayers in front of the Kaaba, Islam’s holiest shrine, at the Grand Mosque in the Muslim holy city of Mecca, Saudi Arabia, on September 9th.

The Saudi Ministry of 
Health stationed more 
than 26,000 medical 
and technical 
personnel of the 
kingdom to help 
pilgrims.
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Beirut

L 

ebanon’s political forces 
said they were not sur-
prised by the indictment 
issued by the country’s 
judicial authorities over 

the bombings at Al-Taqwa and Al-
Salam mosques in Tripoli in August 
2013.

The 44-page indictment issued 
September 2nd by a Lebanese mili-
tary court listed a host of figures 
but explicitly named two Syrian 
intelligence officers and the organi-
sations they worked for as being 
responsible for the attacks in which 
45 people were killed.

This is not the first time that 
Syrian intelligence agencies have 
been implicated in a terrorist at-
tack against civilians in Lebanon. 
Nobody was surprised by the news, 
least of all Lebanon’s politicians. 
Whether they are allies or oppo-
nents of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime, they would be well 
aware of the country’s involvement 
in terrorist attacks in Lebanon.

Despite this historic indictment, 
the Hezbollah-led March 8 alliance, 
which is allied with Damascus, did 
not issue a statement or response 
about those who have been ac-
cused as responsible for the deadli-
est terrorist attack since Lebanon’s 
civil war.

Hezbollah, which is a member 
of the government that oversaw 
the investigation and subsequent 
indictments, did not seem at all in-
terested in issuing any statement 
bringing the Syrian regime, which 
it has so often defended, to task. Its 
defence of Damascus has gone be-
yond mere rhetoric and Hezbollah 
has deployed fighters to fight along-
side Assad forces in Syria.

Even though this attack must be 
considered a foreign one on Leba-
non and therefore an act of war, the 
Lebanese government did not take 
the expected actions that any coun-

try might take under such circum-
stances.

Twenty-two people, including 
members of Syrian intelligence and 
local proxies, were indicted related 
to the attack. If found guilty, they 
could be sentenced to death.

The indictment reveals that Leb-
anese politics is no longer politi-
cally suspect, as was the case in the 
2005 assassination of former prime 
minister Rafik Hariri. It is true that 
the Special Tribunal for Lebanon, 
which is investigating that crime, 
issued indictments claiming Hez-
bollah members were involved in 
the assassination but it was easy 
for Hezbollah and its allies to claim 
that the court was politicised and 
had a “suspicious agenda” against 
the “resistance”.

The indictment into the 2013 
bombings in Tripoli, however, was 
issued by a court that is part of 
Lebanon’s judicial system, which 
is operating under the authority of 
Lebanon’s government — a point 
that must be embarrassing for Hez-
bollah and others defending Assad. 
“The era of Syrian tutelage is gone 
and will not return and threats from 
the Syrian regime will not scare us,” 
Lebanese Justice Minister Ashraf 
Rifi, a strong critic of Damascus, 
proclaimed.

The text of the indictment reveals 
that the investigation was carried 
out by the information division of 
Lebanon’s Internal Security Forces 
and explicitly implicates members 
of the Syrian regime. The report 
added that investigations were con-
tinuing to uncover which Syrian of-
ficials ordered the attacks, adding 
that “the order was issued from a 
high-level security body within the 
Syrian intelligence service”.

While the identities of the Syrian 
officials who ordered the bombings 
are yet to be revealed, the Syrian 
intelligence agents who allegedly 
carried out the orders were named: 
Muhammad Ali Ali, also known 
as Abu Jassim, of the Palestinian 
Branch affiliated with the Military 

Intelligence Directorate and Nasser 
Jubaan of the Political Security Di-
rectorate.

The indictment named another 
Syrian, Khadr Al-Ayruni, a suspect-
ed member of Syrian intelligence, 
who is known to have bought the 
vehicles used in the bombings and 
taken them across the border to 
Syria where they were loaded with 
explosives.

The man alleged to be the ring-
leader of the attacks was a Leba-
nese citizen, Yousef Diab, a reli-
gious figure who studied at a Jabal 
Mohsen mosque.

The indictment also dealt with 
the role played by Lebanon’s Ala-
wite-led Arab Democratic Party, 
which was founded by Ali Eid in 
1974 and is currently led by his son 
Rifaat Eid. According to the investi-

gation, Ali Eid is accused of smug-
gling Al-Fatwa mosque bomber 
Ahmed Marei out of the country. 
He was summoned for questioning 
a number of times by the investiga-
tors and eventually fled to Syria, 
where his death was announced in 
December 2015.

The biggest threat from this 
terrorist attack was that it came 
against the backdrop of sectarian 
tensions between Lebanon’s Sunni 
and Alawite communities, not least 
the Bab Al-Tabbaneh- Jabal Mohsen 
conflict, which militias affiliated to 
the Arab Democratic Party played 
a major role in. The indictment 
reveals that senior figures of the 
party were embroiled in the Tripoli 
bombings, which exacerbated sec-
tarian tensions in the city.

Despite this, there was no con-

demnation from the March 8 alli-
ance or Hezbollah. However, Tripo-
li-native Youth and Sports Minister 
Faisal Karami, son of former prime 
minister Omar Karami, and a poli-
tician with close ties to Damas-
cus, expressed shock that “those 
we considered brothers” were in-
volved in the attack.

On the other hand, Rifi, who 
is known for his strong stances 
against Damascus and its allies in 
Lebanon, and also from Tripoli, 
called for the expulsion of Syria’s 
ambassador to Lebanon, the disso-
lution of the Arab Democratic Party 
and for Beirut to make a formal 
complaint against Damascus at the 
UN Security Council.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

Tripoli bombing indictments are no surprise
Mohamed Kawas

An August 2013 file photo shows people gathering outside the Al-Taqwa mosque amid charred cars 
and wide damage at the site of a car bombing, which killed dozens, in Tripoli, Lebanon.
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News & Analysis Lebanon

Lebanon’s state of paralysis

W
ith the suspen-
sion of 
national 
dialogue, 
Lebanon 
seems to have 

entered a phase of unprec-
edented political paralysis.

The stalemate might be 
prolonged amid fears that the 
viability of the international 
umbrella preserving the fragile, 
yet continued, stability in the 
country is at stake.

The presidential vacuum is 
approaching 30 months and 
parliament is refraining from 
drafting legislation and has 
failed for the last 44 sessions to 
meet and elect a president. The 
suspension of the national 
dialogue poses a new challenge 
for Lebanese political life.

The national dialogue, includ-
ing leaders of parliamentary 
blocs and influential Lebanese 
politicians, had always been 
faced with low expectations 

from the political community 
and in public opinion. However, 
it was the only medium in which 
there was direct political 
communication among Leba-
nese stakeholders.

The Lebanese cabinet, which is 
the only remaining constitu-
tional body, will continue as a de 
facto institution even with the 
objections of several political 
parties and the resignation of 
others. The cabinet has been 
earmarked for some success with 
the economy or in politics and it 
provided cover needed for 
running state affairs. There was, 
and still is, consensus that the 
downfall of the cabinet would 
mean a leap into chaos and 
indefinite open political crisis 
that will be difficult to over-
come.

Regional players particularly 
influential when it comes to 
Lebanon, namely Tehran and 
Riyadh, continue to be on 
contradictory terms on numer-
ous issues — such as the Syrian 
conflict, the Yemeni war, the 
Bahrain situation and several 
other hotspots — that are far 
more complicated than the 
Lebanese crisis. Thus, Lebanese 
expectations that the arrival of 
regional help is imminent are 
futile and the more divisions 
among them get deeper, the 
more fragile the local Lebanese 
situation becomes. Replication 

of experiences of joining the 
Lebanese leaders abroad for 
dialogue to broker a political deal 
does not seem likely to recur 
under the current circumstances.

The gradual disintegration of 
the institutions, the serious 
threats of assassination of 
prominent Lebanese figures and 
the close-ended channels of 
dialogue all point towards the 
possibility of erupting chaos as a 
means to redraw the local 
political map. This would be 
likely based on a new distribu-
tion of power and balance that 
does not necessarily take into 

consideration the Taif Accord 
that installed a formula of equal 
representation between Muslims 
and Christians. This undermines 
the fragile stability of the 
country.

Despite all those factors, any 
real plans for powerful Lebanese 
parties to upset the stability in 
Lebanon seem doubtful. The 
regional turmoil seems to be 
complex enough, which makes 
Lebanon’s stability a priority, not 
for the objective itself but rather 
from fear of negative repercus-
sions.

Some Lebanese parties seem to 
work from the idea that addi-
tional paralysis facilitates their 
plans of reaching the presidency 
but the reality is the opposite. 
Weakening the state will make it 
harder to elect a president and 
“organised” chaos can never be 
controlled.

It is true that the state in 
Lebanon has been historically 
the weakest player. Yet its 
collapse would pave the way for a 
complete downfall. Then 
resurrection will be mission 
impossible.

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

Rami Rayess

View point

The 
presidential 
vacuum is 
approaching 
30 months 
and 
parliament 
has failed 
for the last 
44 sessions 
to meet 
and elect a 
president.

The gradual disintegration 
of the institutions points 
towards the possibility of 
erupting chaos.

A 2015 file photo shows Lebanese 
anti-government protesters throwing eggs 
and water bottles at the convoy of a Lebanese 
politician leaving the parliament building, in 
downtown Beirut, Lebanon.
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T
wo recent international reports underlined the high cost 
of Israel’s occupation of Palestinian territories and its 
oppression of the Palestinians.

The reports, released in early September by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and by the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD), the United Nations’ main development 

agency, put a price tag on continued Israeli occupation policies.
“Without occupation, the economy of the Occupied Palestinian 

Territory could produce twice the GDP [gross domestic product] it 
currently generates,” the UNCTAD report said.

Using 2015 figures, it estimated that the occupation of Area C costs 
the Palestinian economy the equivalent of 35% of GDP, about $4.4 
billion.

According to IMF simulations, the Palestinian per capita GDP would 
have increased by between 37% and 130% were it not for the continu-
ing conflict.

The UNCTAD report bemoans the continued Israeli policies of house 
demolitions and settlement expansion, with “Palestinian structures 
demolished between September 2015 and April 2016, while construc-
tion of 1,800 housing units in Israeli settlements was initiated and 
greater expansion planned for 2016″. Today, it notes, there are 142 
settlements in the West Bank and the number of Israeli settlers there 
has risen to about 21% of the Palestinian population.

Restrictions, harsh regulations and settlement policies imposed by 
Israeli authorities have rendered the Palestinian economy heavily 
dependent on Israel’s own economy and foreign aid.

The occupation’s water policies have imperilled the viability of 
Palestinian agriculture. The UNCTAD report noted that with Israel 
confiscating 82% of Palestinian groundwater, “Palestinians must 
import from Israel over 50% of their water” and can ensure the 
irrigation of only 35% of their land, “costing the economy 110,000 jobs 
and 10% of GDP”.

The reports also depict a dire humanitarian crisis, with millions of 
Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza requiring humanitarian 
assistance to survive.

“A shocking indicator of the grim situation in Gaza is the rising 
infant mortality rate… [which] has risen for the first time in 50 years,” 
pointed out the UNCTAD report.

“The trend in Gaza is unprecedented and rarely observed outside 
communities affected by HIV epidemics,” it added.

Overall unemployment has risen to 26.9% in the West Bank and is 
more than 40% in Gaza.

In view of their dysfunctional economy and surrounding turmoil, it 
is not surprising that the Palestinians continue to depend on interna-
tional aid for their livelihood.

But while the Palestinian Authority faces a deficit of nearly $500 
million in 2016, international assistance could fall 25% this year, 
according to the IMF. The Palestinians face a competition of misery. 
Their tragic fate is somehow dwarfed by that of the hundreds of 
thousands killed and millions displaced elsewhere in the Middle East.

Crucial international assistance to the Palestinians remains essen-
tially a palliative and will remain so until the international commu-
nity gets serious about finding a durable solution to the Palestinian 
question.

The cost of occupation is beyond the economic toll. “No monetary 
value can be assigned to the distress caused by the destruction and 
loss of life, community, culture, shelter and homeland,” noted the 
UNCTAD report.

Another intangible consequence is the regional effects of the 
Palestinians’ plight, which continues to fuel resentment by millions 
of Arabs and too often serves as a rallying call for extremist groups.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

New reports underline the 
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D
uring an interview 
with cable channel 
MSNBC, US Libertar-
ian Party candidate 
for president Gary 
Johnson revealed 

that he did not know what Aleppo 
was.

When asked about his proposed 
policy on the Syrian city of 
Aleppo, much in the news in 
recent years because of its 
strategic position as Syria largest 
city and the target of sustained 
attacks that have left much of the 
city in ruins, Johnson did not 
understand the question.

“About?” asked Johnson. 
“Aleppo,” replied Mike Barnicle, 
an MSNBC commentator and 
regular panelist on the network’s 
Morning Joe show.  “And what is 
Aleppo?” asked Johnson. “You’re 
kidding,” Barnicle said. “No,” 
said Johnson.

Barnicle explained that Aleppo 
was the “epicentre of the refugee 
crisis”.

The incident was widely 
ridiculed on social media and the 
hashtag #WhatIsAleppo was 
trending on Twitter soon after 
Johnson’s remarks.

When reporting the gaffe, 
however, the New York Times 
made factual mistakes of its own, 
leading it to issue a correction 
and later a correction of that 
correction. It referred to Aleppo 
as the capital of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in one instance and the as 
capital of Syria in another. In a 
third instance it called it a 
stronghold of ISIS. The final edit 
correctly identified Aleppo as 
“the war-torn Syrian city”.

At the end of the article, the 
Times printed the two 
corrections:

Correction: September 8, 2016
An earlier version of this article 

misidentified the de facto capital 
of the Islamic State. It is Raqqa, in 
northern Syria, not Aleppo.

Correction: September 8, 2016
An earlier version of the above 

correction misidentified the 
Syrian capital as Aleppo. 
It is Damascus.

The mistake by the 
New York Times was 
seen by some as more 
serious than Johnson’s.

“Gary Johnson will 
probably not be elected 
president in November 
but the New York Times 
is and will likely 
continue to be the 
country’s most 

influential newspaper — so its 
gaps in knowledge are far more 
worrisome,” wrote Jim 

Naureckas, the editor of FAIR.
org, a media watchdog.

The New York Times was not 
alone.

Former US ambassador to Iraq 
Christopher Hill appeared on 
MSNBC mocking Johnson’s lack 
of knowledge. So what did he do? 
Hill, too, misidentified Aleppo as 
“the capital of ISIS”.

Perhaps this could explain why 
there is little international 
solidarity with the besieged and 
bombarded rebel-held, eastern 
part of the city.

Painting all Syrian rebels with 
same brush as ISIS is indeed a 
heaven-sent gift for the Assad 
regime and its backers.

Maybe we should not be so hard 
on Johnson, who later confessed 
to MSNBC that he was 
“frustrated” with himself and 
that he has to “get smarter”.

Compare that to the position of 
US Green Party candidate for 
president Jill Stein, whose views 
on Syria are closer to that of 
Russia.

When visiting Moscow in 
December 2015, she blasted the 
United States’ “lawless 
domination” and called for “more 
collaborative approach” with 
Russia. She quoted Russian 
President Vladimir Putin as 
agreeing with her “on many 
issues”.

There was no mention of 
Russia’s military role in Syria. 
Nor that of Iran or Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, either.

In fact, her running mate, 
Ajamu Baraka, expressed support 
for the Assad regime in Syria 
when he wrote an article giving 
legitimacy to elections conducted 
by the Syrian government in June 
2014.

On the other side of the 
spectrum, there is the Republican 
Party candidate, Donald Trump, 
who heaped praise on Putin in 
addition to making bigoted 
remarks on Syrians.

Is life any better for the average 
Syrian because Trump, Stein or 
Baraka know where Aleppo is?

The Democrats do not fare 
much better. They first saw 
Syrian President Bashar Assad as 
a “reformer” then quickly 
disowned him as they pay lip 
service to the plight of the Syrian 
people.

They know very well all about 
Aleppo because their policies 
have helped make it what it is 
today.

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

Answering the ‘What
is Aleppo?’ question

Mamoon Alabbasi

When reporting the 
gaffe, however, the 
New York Times 
made factual 
mistakes of its own.
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Khairallah Khairallah

It is hard to imagine 
that either side will 
change its position 
in the near future.

C
arrying the journal-
ist’s badge in Turkey 
is a curse.

It is nothing new, 
no surprise, that 
journalism has, for 

many years, been a daily walk in 
a minefield but the hostility of 
political power that has step-by-
step damaged the profession, 
has now come close to totally 
annihilating it.

In the Quran, there is a saying: 
“Every creature will taste death.”

Converted to the Turkish reality, 
this is what can be said: “Each and 
every decent journalist here will 
taste being censored and sacked. 
Then, the court cases and jail 
comes as bonus.”

Each journalist in Turkey who 
has cared for integrity is scarred, 
either by at least once having been 
arbitrarily sacked or by facing 
prison because of disseminating 
news, analysis and free speech.

I have lived through this for 
two decades, surviving with 
bruises and a sense of fatigue that 
increased each time a new blow 
was delivered to me individually 
or to the outlet I worked for.

My memory was 
burdening enough. 
I worked as a news 
ombudsman, monitoring 
corrections and 
ethical breaches of a 
newspaper, Sabah — now a 
government mouthpiece — 
when my critical columns, 
which were supposed to 
be untouchable due to the 
nature of the job, were 

twice censored during Gezi 
Park protests in 2013.

While writing a column for 
Today’s Zaman, I also co-founded 

in late 2013 the Platform for 
Independent Journalism (P24) 
to develop projects on media 
integrity and to help unemployed 
colleagues. From 2014 on, one 
media outlet after another that 
had offered space for free speech 
and analysis had to shut down. 
The more one reported on power 
abuses, erratic policies in Syria 
and, most dramatic of all, on top-
level corruption, the riskier the 
minefield became.

I lost my column and income 
when Today’s Zaman was brutally 
seized and, fasten your seatbelts, 
its digital archive entirely deleted.

As of this summer, it was 
clear that there would be no 
room in the sector for any free-
minded journalist to be hired. So, 
even if the number of 150-plus 
journalists were nullified by a 
miracle tomorrow, none of us, 
in defence of a media integrity, 
would be “allowed” to conduct 
our profession.

My arrest order, naturally, 
comes as a punitive “bonus”.

Every sign in the days preceding 
the clampdown on August 30th 
had actually sent signals of brutal 
escalation of the threats to our 
freedom and diversity.

After the recent closure of pro-
Kurdish daily Ozgur Gundem and 
arrests of intellectuals such as 
author Asli Erdogan, police raided 
another Kurdish paper, Azadiya 
Welad, in Diyarbakir and rounded 
up 24 Kurdish colleagues some 
days ago.

In addition, 36 staff members 
of the state broadcaster, Turkish 
Radio and Television Corporation 
(TRT), were detained and sent to 
jail.

I learnt the morning of August 

30th also that Murat Aksoy was 
among those arrested. Murat, 
a commentator in print and 
television, with social democrat 
leanings, who has never hidden 
his Alevi roots, is not only a 
journalist but also had recently 
been recruited as press adviser to 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
leader Kemal Kılıçdaroglu.

I heard in those morning hours 
that the house of Ali Yurttagul, 
not far from where I live by the 
Bosporus, was also raided.

Ali was a columnist, like me, 
with the English-language Today’s 
Zaman until it was shuttered last 
spring. He has been a respected 
adviser — as a member of Dutch 
Green movement — to the 
European Parliament on Turkish 
affairs for decades.

Soon I read a news story that 
35 journalists were being hunted 
that day. By nightfall, we knew 
that at least nine of them had been 
taken into custody, which means 
up to 30 days under arbitrary 
confinement, according to 
emergency rule regulations.

Why was this happening?
At the time of writing this 

column, efforts by my lawyer and 
others’ lawyers have not shed 
any light on what was going on 
about us. I have no idea what I am 
accused of because, as my lawyer 
told me: “All the files in this sweep 
are classified”.

Aksoy was told by police that 
he was accused of “praising 
the terrorist organisation” — 
Gulenists — in his columns. When 
he was visited in prison by a CHP 
deputy, he told him: “I asked 
many newspapers for a job, such 
as Hurriyet or Cumhuriyet. I was 
turned down. Then, [news site] 

T24 asked me to write and I did, 
for free, in 2014. Now I am accused 
of these articles, which are, of 
course, critical. One of them is 
titled Civilian disobedience, the 
other talks about [the ruling 
Justice and Development Party] 
AKP building its own state.

“Everybody knows for sure that 
I have nothing to do with Gulen 
community. All I have dreamed 
of was two things: More freedom 
and democracy for my country 
and that my children would never 
become needy of the vile.”

His words sum it up.
Platform for Independent 

Journalism (P24) reported that 
115 colleagues were in pretrial 
detention. This figure does 
not include 18 who have been 
sentenced to prison nor the 
mass arrests in recent weeks, 
pending court decisions. With 
the latest round-ups, about 150 
colleagues have been stripped of 
their freedom, kept in custody or 
prison.

The AKP has chosen to place 
itself at the top of the league 
of enemies of journalism — far 
higher than several dictatorships 
combined. The irony is that many 
in the West are led to believe 
that this ordeal is part of the 
“democracy celebrations” in the 
wake of the coup attempt.

I am left speechless. Although 
now in relative safety in Europe, 
I am very bitter to be forced into 
self-exile, ripped from my crying, 
beloved country.

Our journalist badge in 
Turkey deserves a new mark: 
“Endangered species”.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist who 
was based in Turkey.

S
ince the peace talks in 
Kuwait ended in 
August, the situation in 
Yemen has stalled. The 
negotiations in Kuwait 
had been an opportu-

nity, albeit a small one, out of the 
conflict. This, however, is 
something that can only be 
achieved if both sides believe 
that their interests would be 
served by change, rather than the 
continuation of the status quo.

Given the balance of power 
in Yemen, it is hard to imagine 
that either side will change its 
position in the near future. The 
“legitimate” side, as represented 
by President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi, Vice-President Ali Mohsen 
al-Ahmar and Prime Minister 
Ahmed bin Daghr has its own 
particular strengths, not least 
its domestic and international 
political “legitimacy” and the 
support it is receiving from the 
Saudi-led Gulf alliance.

As for the alliance between 
former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh and the Houthis, it is 
receiving support from Iran and 
seems to believe it can hold on 
to strategic regions of Yemen, 
including Sana’a and its environs 
as well as the strategic port of 
Hodeida. They are claiming 
to be defending “Yemeni 
unity”. However, their actions 
will only lead to division and 
fragmentation.

With every day that passes, 
Yemen’s legitimate forces advance. 
They have been besieging the 

Houthis in Taiz for 
months, while liberating 
areas around Sana’a. A 
breakthrough does not 
look imminent though 
and ultimately there is no 
indication that Yemen’s 
legitimate government 
will be able to return to the 
capital without a political 
agreement.

The issue goes beyond the fact 
that the Houthis are in physical 
control of Sana’a’s streets — the 
political balance in the country 
has changed. Yemen’s north is 

divided between two warring 
sides — and divisions between the 
northerners and southerners have 
existed in Yemen for decades.

There is a complete lack of 
political vision in Yemen. Saleh 
and the Houthis have carved out 
a small area of control and they 
are only interested in maintaining 
their power. This is a power that 
is based on force of arms, not the 
will of the Yemeni people or the 
acquiescence of the regional and 
international community. So will 
the support that is being provided 
by Tehran be enough for this?

Likely not, particularly given 
that regional and international 
forces have cut off the Houthis 
from their Iranian benefactors. US 
Navy ships have seized significant 
arms and ammunition bound for 
the Houthis over the past year. 
Without this supply of arms, the 
Houthis’ hold will crumble. The 
Saleh-Houthi alliance is not a 
stable political project but one 

born out of opportunism. Thus, 
when the going gets tough, most 
observers expect them to turn on 
each other.

Despite this, the situation on 
the ground remains the same. 
The Houthis may be under siege 
and in retreat but as long as they 
have fighters and arms — which 
they have for the moment — they 
remain a force. The conflict 
will either continue until one 
side — Yemen’s legitimate forces 
backed by the Arab alliance — is 
able to impose a real change 
in the balance of power on the 
ground, something that will 
likely cost a huge amount of 
lives and destruction, or the two 
sides will be forced to come to an 
agreement.

However this conflict resolves 
itself, the Houthis — unless they 
are destroyed — will want to be a 
real partner in any future Yemeni 
government. This, of course, is 
their right but they do not have 

any right to try to enforce their 
demands through the use of arms, 
sectarian militias and an alliance 
with a foreign country.

As for things as they stand 
though, there can be no attempt 
to establish a strong central 
government or create a federal 
government, whether based on six 
regions or more, until the conflict 
ends.

There is little cause for hope 
in Yemen and much cause for 
concern, given the ongoing 
conflict, the breakdown 
of negotiations and rising 
international concerns about the 
humanitarian situation in the 
country. Adding to the troubles is 
the reality al-Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) has used this 
period of chaos and uncertainty to 
bolster its presence, particularly 
in central and southern Yemen.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

Journalists in Turkey: An endangered species

Yavuz Baydar

I am very bitter to be 
forced to a self-exile, 
ripped off from my 
crying, beloved 
country.

Why there is little cause for hope in Yemen

Armed children take part in a rally held by Houthi movement in Sana’a, Yemen, on September 7th.
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F 

ollowing the 2003 US-
led coalition invasion of 
Iraq and subsequent de-
Ba’athification process, 
Iraq was left with a dis-

tinct lack of security. Widespread 
looting, kidnappings and other 
crimes spread across the country 
because no firm security sector was 
in place.

The security gap allowed an as-
sortment of non-state actors to fill 
that role. A mix of terrorist groups, 
militias and tribes took advantage 
of the situation. The majority of Ira-
qi citizens are associated with one 
tribe or another.

As described by American po-
litical scientist Robert Rotberg, a 
failed state is one that has lost the 
monopoly over the “means of co-
ercion” over its citizens. By this 
definition, Iraq is a failed state as 
non-state actors have increasingly 
greater powers in Iraq.

The result of such extensive use 
of violence has led many Iraqis to 
turn to their tribes for protection. 
Hayder al-Mohammad, a professor 
of anthropology at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, said Iraqis 
proudly boast of their reliance on 
tribes. Mohammad, writing in 2011, 
quoted one Iraqi as saying: “You 
have car insurance, we have tribes.”

Across the Arab world, tribes find 
their roots in the pre-Islamic era, 
applying tribal law across the region 
they rule. The presence of tribal law 
interferes with the state’s ability to 
enforce law and therefore achieve 
the desired state due to the strong 
influence of non-state actors.

Within Iraq, tribes have set rules 
and have associated punishments 

for each perceived crime. According 
to Karen Blue Carroll, professor of 
political science at Vanderbilt Uni-
versity, regarding the tribes of Iraq 
“there appears to be relatively little 
variation in the structure, specifics, 
or processes of law from tribe to 
tribe, and this facilitates the settle-
ment of disputes between them”.

Crimes, according to tribes, vary 
from showing disrespect for a 
tribe, such as the pulling of a tribal 
leader’s headwear, to sexist punish-
ments, such as allowing a female 
non-virgin to marry another tribal 
member. When committed, such 
crimes are presented to a tribal 
council and tribal leaders see if they 
reach a settlement. The majority of 
settlements are reached through 
what is known as fasel — blood mon-
ey. Should the money not be paid, 
the victim is threatened with death.

Essentially, crimes are whatever 
a culprit perceives to be a crime. 
The consequence of this has led to 
an environment of fear, especially 
within the public service sector.

As an example, doctors shy away 
from risky, but potentially life-sav-
ing procedures, for fear of being 
blamed for the complications. Be-
cause of a lack of a state, patients 
and their families present patient 
complications to their tribes and 
doctors are blamed for various com-
plications of the life-saving proce-
dures.

Many doctors reported that their 
homes have been painted with the 
words: “In debt of blood.” The doc-
tors face either paying the blood 
money or death. As a consequence, 
there has been a mass exodus of 
Iraqi doctors. Those who have not 
been able to escape the threats have 
stopped performing risky proce-
dures, putting other patients at risk.

A 2011 study by Carroll stated 
that since 2003 the average cost of 

blood money has been steadily ris-
ing. Accordingly, some Iraqis see 
blood money as an opportunity to 
get relatively easy money by creat-
ing problems that they can present 
to their tribes and claim money for.

In general, the organisation of a 
tribe is a vertical structure in which 
tribal decisions are made by a hand-
ful of leaders. This kind of system 
undermines the democratically 
elected leadership and has a great 
potential for further corruption.

The effect of tribes on the recent 
history of Iraq, however, has not 
always been negative. Through the 
use of the Awakening movement 
in 2011, tribal leaders agreed to co-
operate with the Iraqi government 
in bringing an end to sectarian vio-
lence and ridding Falluja of terrorist 

groups.
At various times, the Iraqi gov-

ernment has tried to change the 
role of the tribes. The British, ini-
tially through the Tribal Disputes 
Act of 1916, which was adopted by 
King Faisal in 1924, gave permis-
sion for tribal law to be enforced 
across the country except Bagh-
dad. During his presidency, Abdel 
Karim Qassim expanded the act 
across the country. However, fol-
lowing the rise of Saddam Hussein, 
contrary to the Ba’ath party prin-
ciples, he gave increasing powers 
to tribes loyal to him following the 
1991 uprising.

In a country plagued by corrup-
tion, it is not surprising that the citi-
zens of Iraq have looked elsewhere 
for means of security and stability. 

The centuries-old tribes are not ex-
pected to be defunct anytime soon. 
However, for the country to achieve 
true justice, stability and no fear 
of unjust violent retributions, the 
Iraqi state needs to create and im-
plement a criminal justice system, 
preventing citizens seeking justice 
through their tribes. This cannot 
be achieved without the faith of the 
Iraqi people in their government, 
something that is absent from Iraqi 
politics.

Ahmed Twaij is a British doctor, 
born to Iraqi parents, researching in 
Iraq for a master’s degree in global 
health with conflict, security and 
development from King’s College 
London. He is also a freelance 
writer and photojournalist.

Iraqis relying on tribal justice amid lawlessness
Ahmed Twaij

A 2015 file picture shows Iraqi Sunni fighters from the Jubur tribe in the village of Sharween in Diyala 
province, north-east of Baghdad.

A 2011 study stated 
that since 2003 the 
average cost of blood 
money has been 
steadily rising.

The centuries-old 
tribes are not expected 
to be defunct anytime 
soon.

Will a post-ISIS Iraq be divided?

T 

he “division of Iraq” 
scenario is not a 
conspiracy theory or 
fearmongering. Nor is 
it new or linked to 
foreign agendas alone.

We know that in 1980s, Oded 
Yinon, the Israeli writer and 
researcher who was linked to the 
country’s Foreign Ministry, advo-
cated a strategy that envisioned a 
divided Middle East. He saw that 
an Iraq split into three regions — 
Kurdish, Sunni and Shia — would 
be unable to challenge Israel’s mili-
tary superiority.

1991 saw the fall of the Soviet 
Union, which means many of its 
territories were divided to form 
new states. During that decade, 
historian Bernard Lewis favoured 
further divisions in the Middle 
East.

In 2003, talk of an Iraq divided 
into three resurfaced but to a 
wider scale ahead of the US-led 
invasion, which was advocated by 
no other than Lewis himself.

By 2006, retired US Army 
lieutenant-colonel Ralph Peters 
had published his vision of what a 
better Middle East would look like, 
which included the redrawing of 
the region’s borders to form a state 

for the Kurds. He also advocated 
a unity between the Sunni Arabs 

of Iraq and Syria, which appears 
somewhat similar to the territories 
under Islamic State (ISIS) control.

Today, the calls for the division 
of Iraq are coming from within the 
country. Citizens living in both ad-
vantaged and disadvantaged areas 
say partition would bring a better 
outcome for their livelihoods.

The rise in sectarian violence 
and persecution, as well as the 
state’s inability to grant services to 
its citizens in the Sunni-majority 
and Shia-majority provinces, had 
led many people to look towards 
the relative affluence enjoyed in 
the Kurdish region, thinking the 
solution lies in federalism.

The continuous rows between 
the country’s politicians have 

further pushed people, especially 
those who are marginalised, into 
the direction that favours regional 
independence.

Interestingly, Sunni-majority 
provinces that had originally 
voted against the constitution and 
rejected federalism are calling for 
it today.

Some of the Shia political parties 
that had previously advocated 
federalism and called for voting 
for the constitution that recognises 
federalism are today among its 
staunchest opponents.

It is also noteworthy to point out 
that even the United States, which 
was in favour of federalism in the 
early days of the US-led invasion of 
Iraq, has become less enthusiastic 

about the idea.
In the southern Shia-majority 

provinces of Basra, Maysan and 
Dhi Qar, people complain that 
the government is not spending 
enough on development and infra-
structure in their areas.

In the western Sunni-majority 
provinces of Anbar and Saladin, 
people say they are being treated 
with a heavy hand and suspi-
cion, especially when it comes to 
security, anti-terror operations or 
de-Ba’athification measures. That 
is on top of their financial margin-
alisation.

In the northern provinces that 
are not Kurdish-majority, such as 
Diyala, Nineveh and Kirkuk, many 
people fear the domination of 
Iraq’s semi-autonomous Kurdistan 
region over their affairs.

The expansion of ISIS follow-
ing its takeover of Mosul in June 
2014 has made things worse for 
the people living under the areas it 
controls. Many of these people feel 
caught up in the power struggle 
between ISIS, the central govern-
ment and the Kurdistan Regional 
Government.

For these people, the failure of 
the country’s politicians to avoid 
sectarian and ethnic differences 
had made their hopes of a united 
Iraq even bleaker.

Once ISIS is forced to retreat, 
Iraq would be forced to face the 
bitter reality of division. Different 
political sides will try to grab what 
they can, regardless of what that 
entails for the local population or 
the people of Iraq as a whole.

Majid al-Samarrai is an Iraqi 
writer.

Majid 
al-Samarrai

View point

Sunni-
majority 
provinces 
that had 
originally 
voted 
against the 
constitution 
and rejected 
federalism 
are calling 
for it today.

Today, the calls for 
the division of Iraq are 
coming from within the 
country.

An Iraqi soldier on September 4th, in the city of Falluja.
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J 

ordanian politicians tout par-
liamentary elections, sched-
uled for September 20th, as 
a step towards wider public 
participation in decision-

making that will see future prime 
ministers elected by a parliamen-
tary majority.

However, apathy is apparent 
among potential voters, who have 
seen little accomplished towards 
enacting reforms promised to im-
prove living conditions and ease 
a strain caused by the influx of 1.5 
million refugees from Syria and tens 
of thousands of others from Iraq, 
Libya and Yemen.

Jordan is barren of natural re-
sources. Its cash-strapped econo-
my is in tatters, weighed down by 
heavy borrowing that is nearly 90% 
of its gross domestic product (GDP). 
Unemployment, poverty and infla-
tion are on the rise. Its neighbours 
are grappling with civil wars and 
militant violence that have sent a 
stream of refugees seeking shelter 
in Jordan and militants trying to 
penetrate borders.

Political analyst Nabil Gheishan 
said “popular frustration is pre-
vailing because people are used to 
empty promises from the previ-
ous parliaments and to a lack of 
transparency by successive govern-
ments.

“People are also more preoccu-
pied with wars and tensions around 
them and they’re indeed worried 
how to provide for their children 
amid regional political upheavals 
and domestic economic deteriora-
tion.”

Jordanian officials said the elec-
tion was a step towards reforms that 
will — several years down the road 
— have the country’s monarch take 
the back seat as parliament runs the 
daily affairs of the state and acts as 
a supervisory body to the cabinet.

In the past five years, Jordan has 
amended about half of its constitu-

tion to strip its kings of some pow-
ers, handing them to parliament.

One of the changes is to have 
prime ministers elected by a par-
liamentary majority, replacing the 
long-standing process of premiers 
being appointed by Jordanian kings.

Sceptics, however, said they are 
leery of having the king assuming 
more power under the changes, 
even if that was only temporarily. 
He was given the right to appoint 
the head of the paramilitary police 
force, members of the constitu-
tional court and the crown prince. 
Prior to that, the king required the 
prime minister and certain minis-
ters to recommend these critical 
nominees.

Government officials insist that 
the monarchy will lose more powers 
as the process of democratisation 
takes hold. They insist that Jordan 
wants to ensure that its status as a 
relatively placid and secure Arab 
nation would not be risked by chaos 
that could be created by a sudden 
change.

However, as Election Day ap-
proaches, apathy is becoming clear-
er.

In Amman, Jordanians walked 
past hundreds of banners, unmoved 
by calls from parliamentary aspir-
ants urging them to “perform your 
national duty in casting your bal-
lot”. Candidates promise improved 
living conditions, including better 
wages and more jobs.

“It’s not in their hands,” Khaled 
Hajjaj, 47, said, calling parliament 
a “rubber stamp” while pointing at 
the leaflets that show contestants’ 
portraits with a one-sentence slo-
gan underneath it.

“Our successive parliaments were 
too docile and often yielded to gov-
ernment policies dictated upon 
them,” he said. “The outcome of the 

next election is not going to be any 
different.”

The Washington-based Interna-
tional Republican Institute said an 
April poll it conducted in Jordan 
showed that 87% of Jordanians 
were sceptical of their legislature, 
saying that parliament had not had 
one praiseworthy accomplishment 
during its 2013-16 term.

A poll by the Jordan-based inde-
pendent Civil Coalition for Monitor-
ing Elections published July 10th 
showed a larger share of Jordanians 
(39.5%) intend to boycott the elec-
tions than said they plan to vote 
(31.5%). Suspicion of dishonesty in 
the legislative branch fuelled mis-
trust in the elections.

Under a white plastic tent pitched 
on a street corner in an Amman up-
scale district, six candidates run-
ning on one ticket ate Arabic sweets 
and sipped dark spiced coffee as 
they outlined their plans in parlia-
ment to constituents, who filled 
about one-third of the 300 seats un-
der the tent.

“Parliament is a talk shop. I like 
that. Isn’t democracy all about that, 
talking?” joked Mohammed Saadeh, 
a 25-year-old banker, who said he 
will vote for his former university 
professor.

Elsewhere, in a smoke-filled tra-
ditional coffee shop in Amman, 
women gathered to support a fe-
male candidate. In the crowd, Saji-
da Abu Atta, a 37-year-old Amman 
secretary, said she would vote for a 
female neighbour. “I promised her I 
would,” she said.

A total of 1,264 candidates have 
applied to stand for the polls on 
230 lists, vying for the 130 seats in 
the lower house of parliament, also 
known as the Chamber of Deputies. 
The Elections Law allows contest-
ants to withdraw from the race up 
to ten days before the polls.

The Islamic Action Front, the po-
litical arm of the disbanded Mus-
lim Brotherhood, was also fielding 
candidates to contest the elections 
after boycotting the polls the past 
two terms.

Women, who comprise 49% of 

Jordan’s population of 6.6 million, 
are reserved 15 seats. Despite what 
women describe as difficult to pen-
etrate a man’s world, at least three 
women, who are running as part of 
lists dominated by men, are expect-
ed to win seats outside the govern-
ment-set quota.

Jordan has been seeking to unify 
its 33 splintered political parties 
— with archaic ideologies, such as 
Communist, Ba’athist and Arab na-
tionalists — into two or three main-
stream political groups that would 
contest future elections based on 
party platforms. To avoid engaging 
the shattered parties in the upcom-
ing elections, Jordan introduced 

lists that unified aspirants with sim-
ilar outlooks on one ticket.

Abdullah Nuqrosh, a political sci-
ence professor at the University of 
Jordan, said the adopted procedure 
could confuse the electorate.

“If we want to consolidate a 
multiparty system as we say, we 
should’ve allowed the parties to 
contest the elections,” Nuqrosh 
said. “With the current system, we 
may not have blocs with majority 
seats, thus undermining chances 
of electing a prime minister from a 
parliamentary majority.”

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

Amman

A 

n influx of nearly 1.5 
million Syrian refugees 
plus tens of thousands 
of Iraqis, Yemenis, Lib-
yans and other Arabs 

seeking shelter from wars in their 
homeland has overshadowed the 
presence of 2.2 million Palestin-
ian refugees displaced to Jordan in 
two wars with Israel since 1948.

The Syrian war has topped Arab 
priorities, forcing the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict to the rear as the 
Middle East and North Africa grap-
ple with the aftermath of the “Arab 
spring” revolutions and the rise of 
militant Islam.

Analysts are quick to dismiss 
similarities between Palestinian 
and Syrian refugees in Jordan, al-
though they acknowledge that the 
Syrians are likely to remain in the 
country much longer than initially 
anticipated.

Mousa Ishtwei, director of the 
Centre for Strategic Study at the 
University of Jordan, said no com-
parison could be drawn between 
Palestinian and Syrian refugees 
“because of the differing circum-
stances shrouding each conflict”.

“In Syria, it is a security struggle 
and the possibility that refugees 
are repatriated home any minute 
[that] exists,” he said. “On the 
other hand, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict is existential and Israel 
bans Palestinian refugees from go-
ing home.”

Jordanian newspaper column-
ist Nabil Gheishan speculated that 
even if Syrians ended up staying 

in Jordan for decades, “they will 
eventually return to their home-
land”.

He added, however: “The Pales-
tinians don’t have that luxury.

“They have no land to go back to 
because Israel has either annexed 
it or is gradually doing so to accom-
modate Jewish settlers.”

Hard-line Israeli politicians, 
such as Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman, have proposed alter-
natives to a negotiated settlement 
with the Palestinians.

The hardliners point to Jorda-
nian demographics, claiming that 
Palestinians make up a major-
ity in Jordan. Thus, they say, they 
should be joined by  the remain-
ing  Palestinians in the West Bank,  

who should be vacated to Jordan 
to make room for Jewish newcom-
ers from Europe and Russia.

Jordanians, especially those of 
Palestinian origin, fear a plot to 
topple Jordan’s monarchy and 
drive the usually peaceful Arab na-
tion into chaos.

With hard-line Israeli calls pop-
ping up every few years since the 
1980s — the latest being in 2015 
by Israeli education officials, 
Lieberman, Jewish settlers and 
ultra-orthodox Jewish groups — a 
right-wing Jordanian movement 
emerged in the 1990s and has been 
a source of annoyance to Jordani-
ans of Palestinian extraction.

“Palestinians must pack up their 
bags and go home, with or without 

Israeli consensus,” said Ahmed 
Oweidi Abadi, a former lawmaker 
representing part of the right-wing 
tide.

“This is Jordan, not Palestine,” 
he insisted. “Palestine is west of 
the River Jordan and encompasses 
all lands from the biblical Jordan 
River to the Mediterranean Sea”, 
a reference to modern-day Israel, 
which was founded in British-
mandate Palestine in 1948.

Jordanian officials, however, dis-
miss the Israeli chatter as drivel, 
saying the kingdom has a strong 
army to defend it, international 
alliances to protect its existence, 
well-being and interests and a 
leadership with a global standing 
and connections.

“Jordan is not a cardboard state 
to be blown away,” said govern-
ment spokesman Mohammed 
Momani. Illicit Israeli moves 
would be a violation of the Jewish 
state’s own agreements, primarily 
the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty 
of 1994, which recognised Jordan 
as a sovereign state neighbouring 
Israel, he added.

A national census conducted in 
November 2015 showed that Syr-
ians constitute 46% of non-Jorda-
nians living in the kingdom and 
13.2% of the overall population. 
Of Jordan’s total population of 9.5 
million, Jordanians make up 6.6 
million. The number of non-Jor-
danians who reside in the country 
is 2.9 million — 30.6% of overall 
population.

Palestinian refugees were count-
ed as part of the 6.6 million Jor-
danians because they have full 
citizenship rights in the country, 
including the right to vote and be 
elected or appointed to a public 

post.
Statistics Department Director 

Qasem Zoubi said the Syrian refu-
gee population when the census 
was conducted was 1.265 million, 
compared to an estimated 1.465 
million now.

He said the Syrians were fol-
lowed by Egyptians, mostly 
unskilled labourers in the con-
struction and industrial sectors, 
totalling 636,270, representing 
6.68% of the population. Next in 
number were Palestinians, mostly 
from the Gaza Strip, who do not 
have citizenship rights in Jordan. 
They comprise 634,182 people, 
6.65% of the population.

Iraqis followed with 130,911 (1.3% 
of the population), Yemenis with 
31,163 (0.33%) and 22,700 Libyans 
(0.24%). About 197,385 people of 
several other nationalities, mainly 
Saudis, Kuwaitis and Europeans, 
also reside in Jordan, accounted 
for 2.07% of the population.

Gheishan said Jordan can “never 
be a melting pot for Syrians”.

“How could it be if Syria as a 
country exists and is likely to con-
tinue to for generations to come?” 
he asked.

Voter apathy dampens interest in Jordanian elections

Could Jordan be a melting pot for Syrian refugees as it is for Palestinians?

Jamal J. Halaby

Jamal J. Halaby

A Jordanian woman walks past election campaign posters in the 
Palestinian refugee camp of Baqaa, north of Amman, ahead of the 
parliamentary elections to be held on September 30th.

 Potential voters have 
seen little 
accomplished towards 
enacting reforms 
promised to improve 
living conditions.

Syrian refugees wait in line to get on a bus after crossing into Jor-
dan at the Hadalat reception area on the Syrian-Jordanian border, 
about 320km north-east of the capital Amman.

About 2.2 
million
Palestinian refugees 
have been displaced to 
Jordan in two wars with 
Israel since 1948.
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Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika during an official meeting, last April.
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Algiers

A 

lgerian President Ab-
delaziz Bouteflika dis-
missed a number of sen-
ior military officers, the 
most notable being army 

chief of staff General Abdelghani 
Malti, and appointed General Amr 
Tlemsani to lead the ground forces.

Several judges and procurators 
in military courts in the areas of 
Blida, Oran and Ouargla were also 
dismissed.

Among the top officials sacked 
were General Boumediene Mazouz, 
who was in charge of a number of 
military schools; Brigadier-General 
Khelifa Ghaouar, chief of staff of the 
fifth military point; and General Ha-
chemi Bachiri, chief of staff of the 
second military point of Oran.

Brigadier-General Abdelhakim 
Meraghni is to replace Ghaouar and 
Brigadier-General Hussain Mahsoul 
will take over from Bachiri.

The moves are the latest in a series 
of changes in the military sought by 
Bouteflika since 2013, amid a strug-
gle for power between the country’s 
presidency and the military.

The military grip on power suf-
fered a major blow when Algeria’s 
intelligence strongman, General 
Mohamed Mediene was dismissed 
by the president a year ago.

Unlike previous dismissals in the 
military, which had been leaked to 
the media and stirred up a heated 
debate before being implemented, 
the new firing came quietly and un-
expectedly.

Many questions remain, especial-
ly with regards to the differences 
between the government and the 
military over the possible choices 
of succession of Bouteflika who has 
been ailing.

Since taking power in 1999, 
Bouteflika has sought to remove the 
country’s top brass and restructure 
the military.

Although he was initially sup-
ported by the military, which con-
tinued to back his presidency in his 
ill health, Bouteflika has made it 
clear that he would not be a “quar-
ter of a president” — in a defiance 

of the country’s military and intel-
ligence institutions.

The pace of the conflict between 
the presidency and the military 
establishment had accelerated re-
cently but the roots of the tensions 
go back to the 2004 election, when 
Bouteflika dismissed late general 
Mohamed Lamari from his post as 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff and replaced him with General 
Ahmed Gaid Saleh.

Political observers see a connec-
tion between the new changes in 
the military and a move by some 
members of Algeria’s ruling party, 
the National Liberation Front (FLN), 
to remove Amar Saadani from the 
party leadership.

It is thought that Saadani has be-
come the political arm of Saleh.

Other observers downplayed that 
theory, arguing that dismissals in 
the FLN can easily be arranged by 
the presidency without any push-
back, as is the case with the mili-
tary. They maintain that the change 
of local military leaders is part of 
putting younger officers in charge 
as the military transforms into a 
professional army.

They add that any change re-
lated to Gaid Saleh could come in 
moves among military officials at 
the Defence Ministry. Whether his 
replacement is orchestrated by the 
presidency or from within the mili-
tary, the move might come in No-
vember or next July.

One scenario would be naming 
General Benali Benali chief of staff 
of the armed forces and instead of 
Gaid Saleh, leaving the latter with 
the title of deputy Defence minister.

Benali, the chief of the 5th mili-
tary region with headquarters in 
Constantine covering the border 
with Tunisia, is the most popular 
general with a good record in fight-
ing jihadists.

As for who will be the presi-
dent’s successor, many influential 
networks in Algeria are support-
ing Bouteflika’s brother, Said. The 
country’s top generals, however, 
are seen opposing the naming of 
Said Bouteflika as a candidate for 
president. That is why some ob-
servers see the recent moves in the 
military leadership as steps by the 
presidency to make sure the mili-
tary would not object to Said Boutef-

lika becoming president.
The military shake-up is also 

viewed as aiming to undermine 
the political influence of Saleh by 
dismissing some of his allies in the 
army.

It is worthy to note that the presi-
dent’s decisions to dismiss the mili-

tary officials did not come at the 
expected time of such manoeuvres: 
Around the beginning of July when 
the nation is celebrating its inde-
pendence day.

It comes after the end of the sum-
mer holidays and as parliament 
readies to resume work, leading 

observers to expect additional sur-
prises at the helm of power before 
the beginning of November.

Saber Blidi is an Algerian writer. 
Lamine Ghanmi, an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis, 
contributed to this report.

Algerian president dismisses senior military officers
Saber Blidi

The moves are the 
latest in a series of 
changes in the military 
sought by Bouteflika 
since 2013.

Morocco Islamist leaders engulfed in sex scandal
Saad Guerraoui

London

T 

he Islamist Party of Jus-
tice and Development 
(PJD) in Morocco is fight-
ing to salvage its reputa-
tion, which has been tar-

nished by a sex scandal involving 
senior Islamist figures close to the 
ruling party.

Moroccan Communications 
Minister Mustapha Khalfi banned 
the film Much Loved from being 
screened in Morocco because of its 
explicit sex scenes. Khalfi, howev-
er, has kept mum about the arrest 
of two senior members of the Uni-
ty and Reform Movement (MUR) 
over charges of lewd behaviour in 
public. They were allegedly found 
in a “sexual position” in a car on a 
beach in Mansouria, close to Mo-
hammedia.

The MUR leadership quickly sus-
pended married 63-year-old father 
of seven Moulay Omar Benhammad 
and 62-year-old widow and mother 
of six Fatima Nejjar, both vice-pres-
idents of the Islamist movement.

The MUR is PJD’s religious and 
ideological wing, which, in addi-
tion to having a religious and chari-

table ideology, has been the base 
for many PJD members, includ-
ing Khalfi and Bassima Hakkaoui, 
Moroccan minister of Solidarity, 
Woman, Family and Social Devel-
opment.

MUR thanked the couple for 
their contribution in education and 
preaching. However, their affair be-

came a laughing stock. A 2011 video 
of Nejjar on YouTube shows her 
giving lessons on virtue and sexual 
harassment in a sarcastic way.

Benhammad, a university pro-
fessor and doctor of Islamic educa-
tion, was not immune to criticism 
on social media as he had issued a 
fatwa that was published on MUR’s 

website stipulating that “the exag-
gerated exchange of words of love 
between a husband and wife on so-
cial networks, mainly Facebook, is 
not recommended and could even 
be considered haram”.

In 2000, the Islamist movement 
rallied with PJD against Moroc-
can King Mohammed VI’s planned 
Mudawanna (Family Law) reforms, 
which were to install more gender 
equality.

Sympathisers with the sex scan-
dal couple argue that the arrest was 
a conspiracy against the MUR prior 
to October 7th legislative elections 
upon which Prime Minister Abdeli-
lah Benkirane — the PJD secretary-
general, hopes to win the polls for 
the second time in a row.

However, Benkirane is losing 
popularity because he failed to de-
liver on many of the promises made 
during the PJD’s campaign in 2011. 
Benkirane vowed to fight corrup-
tion and reform the transportation 
sector if he became prime minister 
or step down if he failed to do so.

The image of the PJD as a moder-
ate Islamist party is also in tatters 
because it has chosen ultra-con-
servative preacher Hammad Kab-
baj as its candidate for the trendy 
Gueliz district of Marrakech, which 
is Morocco’s top tourist destination.

Kabbaj, a known Salafist in Mo-
rocco, went to “sister” Nejjar’s de-
fence, arguing that her reputation 
would remain intact despite the 
evidence against her. On his blog, 
he cited a conspiracy against the 
former MUR members, calling it a 
“spinning orchestrated by the Mo-
roccan police to shoot his two col-
leagues”.

Kabbaj sparked civil societies’ 
outrage last year after posting a ha-
dith that talked of killing Jews.

The choice of Kabbaj to represent 
the ruling Islamist party in an up-
market constituency only few days 
after the outbreak of the scandal 
could be seen as a defying political 
message to the Moroccan authori-
ties.

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

Two senior members 
of the Unity and 
Reform Movement, the 
PJD’s religious and 
ideological wing, were 
arrested over charges 
of lewd behaviour in 
public.

The vice-presidents of the Unity and Reform Movement (MUR) 
Islamist party, Fatima Nejjar (L) and Moulay Omar Benhammad.

The pace of the 
conflict between the 
presidency and the 
military establishment 
had accelerated 
recently.
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Tunis

M 

any Libyan officials 
are not happy with 
UN Envoy to Libya 
Martin Kobler or his 
predecessor, Ber-

nardino Leon. They said the United 
Nations took the wrong approach 
to resolving the Libyan crisis when 
the international body tried to form 
a Presidential Council and the Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA).

From that outlook, the United 
Nations appears to be ignoring trib-
al and local conflicts. It also shows a 
lack of awareness regarding the na-
ture of Libyan society, which views 
tribal authority as important in po-
litical or even military matters.

For two years, Libya has been di-
vided between two governments, 
each with its own parliament.

The country’s Islamists, who had 
dominated the General National 
Congress (GNC) in 2012, lost their 
parliamentary majority in the 2014 
legislative elections, which formed 
the new House of Representatives 
(HoR).

Refusing to hand over power, the 
Islamists formed an alliance with 
the Libya Dawn militia, which ex-
pelled forces loyal to the new par-
liament from Tripoli in what is now 
known as the  “airport battle”.

The HoR, backed by the Libyan 
National Army (LNA), which is 
headed by General Khalifa Haftar, 
moved to the east of the country.

The division prompted the Unit-
ed Nations to launch negotiations 
aimed at forming a unified gov-
ernment and army to face growing 
threat of the terror groups, particu-
larly the Islamic State (ISIS). How-

ever, negotiations between the two 
Libyan rivals led to the formation of 
a third government, in addition to 
the existing two, when parliament 
refused to recognise it.

Parliament Speaker Aguila Saleh 
accused the United Nations and 
Kobler of being ignorant of what is 
going in Libya, calling for the coun-

try’s dossier to be handed to Arab 
states instead of the international 
body.

Libyans have been bitterly di-
vided by armed conflicts and power 
struggles since the 2011 NATO-
backed uprising that led to the 
overthrow of Libyan leader Muam-
mar Qaddafi.

Observers have long stressed that 
the United Nations will not achieve 
the desired agreement between 
Libya’s rival government before se-
curing a comprehensive reconcili-
ation between the components of 
the Libyan society.

Ehtuish Farag Ehtuish, minister 
of Health during the Qaddafi era, 
said foreign powers are not really 
devoted to finding a solution to 
Libya’s crisis as they are more con-
cerned with their own interests.

“For the reconciliation dialogue 
to succeed, it must involve all com-
ponents of Libyan society,” he said, 
“but the West still insists on the 
exclusion of some of the important 
parties in the Libyan scene, such 
as the supporters of the former re-
gime.”

Ehtuish stressed that the so-
lution must come from Libyans 

themselves, who should “not wait 
for an outsider to do the job”, urg-
ing his countrymen to stop the in-
fighting.

Foreign powers “are only manag-
ing the crisis” in Libya, he noted.

Kobler is viewed with mistrust by 
officials from both Libyan camps, 
who wish to see him replaced. He 
is especially viewed with suspicion 
by the HoR and Haftar, who see 
him as siding with the GNC-backed 
government in Tripoli.

Mouna Elmahrouki is a Tunisian 
writer.

UN approach to Libyan conflict criticised
Mouna Elmahrouki

Libyan political leaders attend a UN-sponsored meeting of the Libya Dialogue committee on September 5th, in the Tunisian capital, 
Tunis.

Kobler is viewed with 
mistrust by officials 
from both Libyan 
camps, who wish to 
see him replaced.
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Libya: Unity first, military victories second

B 
oth the Americans and 
their Libyan allies 
have been declaring 
their impending 
victory against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in 

Sirte but maybe, as with other 
“mission accomplished” 
moments, we should remain 
sceptical.

A new phase of internecine 
conflict is likely on the horizon 
and, lacking unity of purpose, 
one-off military victories mean 
little. In fact, they may exacerbate 
the Libyan scene’s centrifugal 
tendencies.

In early August, the United 
States launched air strikes against 
ISIS in Libya at the behest of the 
largely Misratan Bunyan Marsus 
(BM) forces. They are aligned with 
Libya’s UN-brokered Government 
of National Accord (GNA) and 
have been fighting a full-scale 
ground assault against ISIS in 
Sirte since late May. Although BM 
fighters have sustained many 
casualties from retaliatory suicide 
and improvised explosive device 
attacks, with American air 
support, they may be on the verge 
of liberating the city.

Paradoxically, far from symbol-
ising the destruction of violent 
jihadism in Libya, the potential 
liberation of Sirte is likely to cause 
greater instability within the 
country because of the precarious 
realignment of power that will 
inevitably follow. Victory against 
ISIS in Sirte should confer greater 

political legitimacy on the GNA. 
However, it would also likely 
stoke tensions between the GNA 
and its rival government, the 
House of Representatives (HoR). It 
is also unclear if the very same 
Misratan forces who led the 
fighting in Sirte under Bunyan 
Marsus would continue to back 
their erstwhile political patrons.

Although the interests of the 
pro-Western GNA and various 
Misratan militias have aligned in 
their desire to take back control of 
Sirte, many of these same militias 
were part of the largely pro-Islam-
ist, anti-Western Libya Dawn 
alliance that took control of 
Tripoli in 2014 and waged war 
against the HoR and General 
Khalifa Haftar’s anti-Islamist 
Operation Dignity in eastern 
Libya.

The heavy losses sustained by 
Bunyan Marsus in the battle for 
Sirte, and the GNA’s perceived 
lack of support for them during 
the campaign, could lead to an 
internal split among BM fighters 
between those who remain loyal 
to the GNA and those who want to 
take greater political power for 
their brigades as their just 
desserts. In fact, some command-
ers may fancy themselves popular 
enough to become military 
dictators over the newly liberated 
territories.

Although Haftar’s Libyan 
National Army (LNA) is suppos-
edly waging its own war against 
ISIS and other jihadist groups in 
Benghazi and eastern Libya, 
Haftar and his political patrons in 
the Tobruk-based HoR have made 
clear that they view a victory by 
their Misratan rivals in Sirte as a 
fundamental threat to their 
ambitions. Despite both the BM 
and LNA espousing strong 
anti-ISIS rhetoric and committing 
fighters to combat ISIS in Sirte and 
Benghazi, respectively, these two 
bitterly opposed factions want 

sole control of the surrounding 
oil-rich areas.

Both may actually fancy their 
chances of using their victories to 
become military hegemonies over 
all of Libya. This desire to use 
their competitive campaigns 
against ISIS to project power, 
garner international support and 
control territory has made it 
impossible for them to collabo-
rate. Victories as separate entities 
make the emotional and struc-
tural hurdles to a compromise 
even greater.

Consequently, the LNA and HoR 
have made clear their aim to 
nullify any potential political 
gains that the destruction of ISIS 
in Sirte might confer on the GNA 
and Misratan forces, especially in 
terms of increased Western 
support.

Indeed, on August 22nd, after 
several months of delaying the 
vote, the HoR used a technicality 

in the UN agreement to vote 
against the proposed GNA 
ministerial list, throwing the 
legitimacy and political power of 
the GNA into question once more.

This competition for control of 
the country’s resources is a 
primary factor preventing 
compromise between Libya’s 
main political blocs and can be 
seen playing out in the tug of war 
for political control of Libya’s few 
real institutions, most notably the 
Libyan Investment Authority 
(LIA), the country’s sovereign 
wealth fund. Despite its assets 
being technically frozen, the LIA 
has three rival contenders for the 
chairmanship, each under the 
sway of a different political 
faction.

In short, limiting or even 
destroying ISIS’s hold over Sirte 
does not mean destroying ISIS in 
Libya. The group’s successes in 
establishing foundations in 
disparate places throughout Libya 
is a direct symptom of the chaos, 
political division and lack of state 
control that has plagued the 
country since the fall of Muammar 
Qaddafi in 2011. Very little stands 
in the way of ISIS’s regrouping in 
Libya’s southern expanses.

To eradicate the roots of violent 
jihadism in Libya, a sustainable 
political solution is required. 
Without this, instability, civil 
conflict and statelessness will 
persist and individual military 
victories against ISIS will do little 
to eliminate the threat of jihadist 
groups constantly relocating, 
regrouping and continuing to 
wreak havoc in Libya and across 
North Africa.

Jason Pack is founder of 
EyeOnISISinLibya.com and a North 
Africa analyst at Risk Intelligence. 
Rhiannon Smith is deputy director 
at EyeOnISISinLibya.com and 
managing director at Libya-
Analysis.

Jason Pack 
and Rhiannon 
Smith

View point
The 
potential 
liberation 
of Sirte 
is likely 
to cause 
greater 
instability 
within the 
country. 

To eradicate the roots of 
violent jihadism in Libya, 
a sustainable political 
solution is required.

A pilot of the Libyan Air Force, on September 
4th, aboard a fighter jet on the tarmac of the 
Air College in Misrata, that was turned into an 
air base for jets targeting the positions of ISIS.          

(AFP)
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Special Focus G20 summit and the Middle East

Washington

T 

he United States and Tur-
key have resolved to kiss 
and make up after weeks 
of differences and of-
ten bitter exchanges that 

tested the limits of one of the oldest 
partnerships in the Middle East.

“Both sides recognise that they 
need each other,” said Kemal Kiris-
ci of the Brookings Institution in 
Washington. For the United States, 
Turkey was a “pain in the neck ally” 
but also a partner of 70 years, he 
said, adding: “Are you really just go-
ing to dump him and move on?”

US President Barack Obama, who 
met with Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan on the fringes of the 
Group of 20 summit in China, was 
full of praise for the way Turkey de-
feated a coup attempt by parts of its 
armed forces in July, battling terror-
ism and helping in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria.

“Turkey is a strong NATO ally, 
a critical member of the coalition 
against ISIL,” Obama said, using an-
other acronym for the Islamic State. 
He did not mention the arrests of 
tens of thousands of people follow-
ing the coup attempt. Erdogan said 
the United States was a “strategic 
partner and a very close ally”, call-
ing the bond between the two coun-
tries “a model partnership”.

Only ten days earlier, US Vice-
President Joe Biden had a decidedly 
frosty meeting with Erdogan in An-
kara. Pro-government media in Tur-
key accused the United States of be-
ing involved in the attempted coup 
and in efforts to create a Kurdish re-
gion in northern Syria to cut Turkey 
off from the rest of the Middle East.

“America is laying siege to Turkey 

and is trying to destroy it,” Ibrahim 
Karagul, editor of the pro-Erdogan 
newspaper Yeni Safak, wrote on 
August 25th. A Turkish government 
minister accused Washington of be-
ing behind the coup attempt. A re-
cent opinion poll said 90% of Turks 
did not trust the Americans.

One reason for the accusations 
was that Washington rejected Turk-
ish demands to immediately arrest 
and extradite Fethullah Gulen, an 
Islamic scholar and a former sup-
porter of the Turkish government, 
whom Erdogan accuses of hav-
ing staged the coup attempt. After 
his meeting with Obama, Erdogan 
touched on the subject but in a 
much softer tone. Evidence against 
Gulen “will be amassed and they 
will be submitted to our friends in 
the United States” to bolster the ex-
tradition request, Erdogan said.

Turkey’s intervention into Syria 
near the border town of Jarabulus 
with a second stage in which Turk-
ish tanks and pro-Turkish militia 
groups crossed into Syria further 
west has boosted Ankara’s confi-
dence and the Turkish role in Syria.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim said the swift military ad-
vance in northern Syria “repulsed” 
terrorist groups from the border 
area. The action deprived ISIS of its 
last toehold along the 900km Turk-
ish-Syrian border, a longstanding 
aim of the US-led coalition fighting 
the jihadists. Losing access to the 
border cut ISIS supply lines used to 
bring in weapons and fighters.

Turkey does not want to stop 
there. Erdogan said he proposed 
to Obama and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin establishing a no-fly 
zone over land seized by Turkey’s 
forces and their allies. It was not 
clear how the planned ceasefire, 
agreed to by the United States and 

Russia and to go in effect September 
12th, would affect those plans.

For Ankara, Turkey’s rapid ad-
vance into Syria served to make 
another point to Washington: The 
fact that Turkish troops and Sunni-
Arab allies of the Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) could push back ISIS so quick-
ly shook the US argument that the 
Syrian Kurds are the only efficient 
fighting force against the extremists 
in Syria.

“Turkey is saying: ‘Yes, we are 
ready to conduct military opera-
tions if we choose to do so,’” said 
Andrea Taylor, associate director of 
the Rafik Hariri Center for the Mid-
dle East at the Atlantic Council in 
Washington.

Turkey said it is wrong for the 
United States to rely on the Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD), Syria’s 
main Kurdish party, and its People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) militia. Both 
the PYD and the YPG are linked to 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
a rebel organisation that has been 
fighting against Ankara since 1984 
and that is considered a terrorist 
group by Turkey and the West.

Washington’s insistence on train-
ing and arming Kurdish fighters in 
Syria has developed into a major 
problem between Turkey and the 
United States. For Turkey, prevent-
ing the unification of two Kurdish-
controlled regions in northern Syria 
was a major reason to send troops 
across the border in the first place.

“Turkey hopes that this operation 
will serve its long-term interests,” 
said Oytun Orhan, an analyst at the 
Centre for Middle Eastern Strategic 
Studies (ORSAM), a think-tank in 
Ankara. “The most prominent is to 
prevent the PKK/YPG from having a 
unified territory in northern Syria,” 
Orhan told the pro-government Dai-
ly Sabah newspaper in Turkey.

But Kirisci said Turkey, which 

had been accused by Western gov-
ernments of dragging its feet in con-
fronting the threat posed by ISIS, 
had also realised that it had to do 
more to combat ISIS. “Turkey rec-
ognises that that they have to fight 
ISIS seriously and not just mess 
around,” Kirisci said.

The Obama administration has 
expressed support for Turkey’s Syr-
ia operation, while telling the Syrian 
Kurds to withdraw but Washington 
has not cut its support for the PYD 
and the YPG in Syria, even though 
Turkey would like to see that hap-
pen.

Taylor said despite their differ-
ences on Syria and other issues, the 
United States and Turkey could be 
expected to keep working together. 
“Regardless of whether or not the 
US agrees with what the Turkish 
leadership is doing, Turkey is abso-
lutely critical,” she said. “We can’t 
turn our back on Turkey.”

As US builds bridges with Turkey, tensions simmer
Thomas Seibert

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) and US President Barack Obama in Hangzhou, China, on 
September 4th.

“America is laying 
siege to Turkey and is 
trying to destroy it.”

Ibrahim Karagul, editor 
of the pro-Erdogan 

newspaper Yeni Safak

“We can’t turn our 
back on Turkey.”

Andrea Taylor, associate 
director of the Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East 

at the Atlantic Council in 
Washington

A ‘death stare war’ in Hangzhou turned into the Syria deal

T
he Syrian conflict is not 
over yet. The ceasefire 
has not yet begun but 
the United States and 
Russia have at least 
agreed that this — the 

week of Eid al-Adha — can be the 
start of a new season of hope in 
the 5-year-old conflict.

No one could have predicted this 
outcome when the US and Russian 
presidents met at the Group of 
20 summit in the Chinese city of 
Hangzhou about a week ago. It is 
understood that Barack Obama 
and Vladimir Putin discussed 
the proposed deal but their body 
language did not signal they might 
be close to agreement.

Amusingly, both men were 
captured by a photographer in “a 
death stare war”, as social media 
has been calling the intense fixity of 
their expression.

And yet, the Americans and 
Russians have agreed to renew 
the ceasefire in Syria, beginning 
September 12th. There is to be 
a cessation of all air and ground 
attacks by all parties, including the 
forces of President Bashar Assad’s 
regime.

This is good news except that 
it is heavily larded with caveats 
and caution. When US Secretary 
of State John Kerry and Russian 

Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
announced the deal in Geneva 
early September 10th after half-a-
day of talks, they could not even 
muster enough hyperbole to call it a 
turning point.

It is a possible turning point, they 
said, after years of a brutal war, 
the deaths of more than 400,000 
people, the displacement of 
millions and a global refugee crisis 
that has caused political ructions in 
Europe and the West.

Somewhat dispiritingly, Kerry 
and Lavrov made clear that 
trust was in short supply but 
opportunities must be seized. “No 
one is building this based on trust,” 
said Kerry. “It is based on oversight, 
compliance, mutual interest. This 
is an opportunity and no more than 
that until it becomes a reality.”

Will it? Can the ceasefire slowly 
wind down Syria’s war, force out 
the extremists, allow time to bind 
wounds and rebuild shattered 
communities in their bombed-out 
cities?

Those who speak from experience 
say it can be done, if there is enough 
international political will.

Muhamed Sacirbey, a former 
Bosnian foreign minister and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s first ambassador 
to the United Nations, was party to 
the 1995 Balkan peace negotiations 
in Dayton, Ohio.

In Syria’s suffering, he sees 
parallels with his own country.

In Aleppo, Syria’s largest city, 
he sees a tragic twinning with 
Sarajevo in 1992, when the Serbs 
were inflicting what would become 
the longest siege of a capital city 

in the history of modern warfare. 
But NATO acted, albeit belatedly, 
said Sacirbey, and innocent Bosnian 
civilians were saved.

The same must happen for Syria, 
even though military intervention 
has become a deeply unpopular 
concept in the decades since NATO’s 
proactive stance in Bosnia. Iraq and 
Libya have made it unfashionable to 
suggest that foreign forces can — and 
should — use all available means 
to save civilian lives and stop the 
bloodshed. However, even limited 
intervention would save hundreds of 
Syrian lives each week, particularly 
with the ending of the biggest 
driver of death and displacement — 
indiscriminate air strikes.

A “no-bombing zone” established 
by the United States and a coalition 
of allies would protect civilians from 
the brutality of Assad’s forces. And 
perhaps it might prompt the regime 
to consider a creative political 
solution that allows Syria to be 
rebuilt.

Perhaps. Lavrov said the regime 
in Damascus was in agreement and 
that Russia will do “what depends 
on us (but) not everything does”.

He has a point. And yet the onus 
will be on the Russians to nudge 
Assad towards a vision of Syria that 
is in a more tranquil state than the 
temporary cessation of war.

Without the Russians delivering, 
this deal is a non-starter.

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

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point
No one 
could have 
predicted 
this 
outcome 
when the US 
and Russian 
presidents 
met at the 
Group of 20 
summit.

Without the Russians 
delivering, this deal is a 
non-starter. ‘Death stare’. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) meets with

his US counterpart Barack Obama at the G20 summit in 
Hangzhou, on September 5th.
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Special Focus G20 summit and the Middle East

London

G 

lobal energy markets 
welcomed the announce-
ment that an agreement 
by Saudi Arabia and Rus-
sia to address the global 

oil glut had been reached.
Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-

Falih and his Russian counterpart 
Alexander Novak pledged to “act 
together” to stabilise energy mar-
kets. Neither minister, however, 
provided details on how the issue 
would be tackled.

The announcement, made at the 
Group of 20 summit in China, came 
ahead of a meeting of the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) in Algeria, which 
Novak is scheduled to participate 
in. The prospect of a production 
freeze might become a reality if 
Moscow has its way.

Novak was quoted by Russia’s of-
ficial news agency as saying that 
the agreement under discussion 
would see a six-month output 
freeze at levels maintained dur-
ing July, August or September. In 
an interview on Al Arabiya news 
channel, Falih said an output freeze 
would be “favourable” but was not 
necessary because the market was 
steadily improving.

The Saudi delegation at the G20 
meeting, was led by Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, who met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin to discuss 
common concerns, particularly the 
war in Syria. Riyadh and Moscow 

support opposing sides in the con-
flict but are both battling the Islam-
ic State (ISIS).

Following his meeting with Prince 
Mohammed, who is also Saudi De-
fence minister, Putin, described 
Saudi-Russian relations as friendly 
and stated that the two countries 
“agree on the need to work together 
in some way or other on the world 
oil market”.

“Saudi Arabia did not rule out the 
possibility of freezing production 
and there have been long-running 
discussions on this issue,” Putin 
said.

However, analysts say the talks 
went much further.

“Russia and Saudi Arabia are 
working together to resolve out-
standing regional issues and the 
two countries are getting closer in 
terms of relations with each addi-
tional new step and understanding 
reached,” said Alexander Shumilin, 
director of the Centre for the Analy-
sis of Middle East Conflicts at the 
Russian Academy of Sciences.

Shumilin stressed that an agree-
ment between the two countries on 
the stability of oil prices is economi-
cally motivated, beneficial to both 
and is not necessarily tied to politi-
cal issues in the Middle East.

“Both are working in earnest to 
find speedy solutions to the Syrian 
and Yemeni crises, although there 
are a lot of obstacles,” Shumilin 
said. “The insistence of the two 
countries to continue cooperating 
and coordinating will contribute 
to gradually remove these obsta-
cles until a full understanding is 
reached on resolving the crises in 
the region.”

Saudi Arabia also took the op-
portunity at the G20 summit to 
generate interest in its ambitious 
Vision 2030 reform plan. The brain 
child of Prince Mohammed, who is 
also head of the kingdom’s Council 
of Economic and Development Af-
fairs, the plan is designed to wean 
the kingdom’s economy off its oil 
dependency while creating jobs and 
stimulating the private sector.

The plan includes selling a stake 
in the world’s most valuable com-
pany, Saudi Aramco, as well as cre-
ating the world’s largest sovereign 
wealth fund.

To that effect, the deputy crown 
prince’s meetings in China involved 
a who’s who of global leaders and 
decision makers, including US Sec-
retary of State John Kerry, British 
Prime Minister Theresa May, Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, UN 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
and French President François Hol-
lande.

In a related development, 
Bloomberg News reported that Sau-
di Arabia could cancel billions of 
dollars’ worth of projects and slash 
ministry budgets by 25%.

The report, which quoted an 
unidentified official, states that the 
government is looking into thou-
sands of projects valued at about 
$69.3 billion, with one-third of them 
possibly on the chopping block. The 
report said a separate plan includes 
the merging of some government 
ministries and eliminating others.

Since mid-2015, Saudi Arabia and 
fellow Gulf Cooperation Council 
states have curtailed spending on 
construction projects and some 
have reduced energy subsidies to 
limit budget deficits caused by low 
oil prices.

Vision 2030 and energy agreements define Saudi talks at G20
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Saudi Arabia also took 
the opportunity at the 
G20 summit to 
generate interest in its 
ambitious Vision 2030 
reform plan.

Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
met with Russian 
President Vladimir 
Putin to discuss 
common concerns.

Middle East likely to pay price for Obama’s antics at G20 summit

U
S President Barack 
Obama’s baiting of 
Russia and China at 
the Group of 20 
summit in Hang-
zhou, China, is bad 

news for the Middle East region 
and the world at large.

Obama was clearly eager to strut 
on the world stage while leaving 
real problems to his successor. 
He took empty, reckless public 
postures, picking fights with both 
Russia and China when the United 
States is seriously committed in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and to preserving the unity 
of Iraq. It is also walking a tight-
rope between its old Turkish and 
new Kurdish allies.

Obama in his seven-and-a-half 
years as US president has never 
shown the slightest interest in 
history or military strategy — and 
it shows.

At the G20 he jumped deep into 
the pit of strategic over extension, 
committing the United States to 
ongoing dangerous confrontations 
with the other greatest global 
powers — Russia and China.

He told China he was deter-
mined to keep US air and mari-
time forces in Beijing’s face to 
enforce freedom of navigation on 
US terms through the South China 
Sea. Yet this is only a peripheral 

interest for the United States, 
while Japan and South Korea 
are prosperous, stable and 

powerful enough to take care of 
themselves.

At the same time, Obama talked 
tough — or at least tried to — when 
he met with Russian President 
Vladimir Putin. US media, with 
clear administration encourage-
ment, have been huffing and puff-
ing about alleged Russian hacks 
intended to embarrass Obama’s in-
tended successor, Hillary Clinton, 
and influence the US presidential 
election.

All the flood of e-mail and con-
fidential document releases have 
done is expose material embar-
rassing to Clinton that the US 
media did not dig out themselves.

Obama would have done better 
to rein in the dangerous brink-
manship and adventurism he is 
permitting with US forces and 
NATO allies in Ukraine. It was only 
after a democratically elected gov-
ernment in Ukraine was toppled 
by a violent coup in February 2014 
as Obama complacently watched 
that Moscow retaliated by selling 
more lethal missiles and nuclear 

technology to Iran.
Instead of focusing on the grow-

ing regional threat of Iran, vastly 
increased by the catastrophic nu-
clear agreement last year, Obama 
wants to look macho on the world 
stage. Playing such games, how-
ever, is only going to distract him 
further from confronting Iran or 
taking any serious sustained at-
titude towards regional extremism 
and solving the Syrian civil war.

Weak men bluster and bluff, 
then imagine they are strong. That 
is what Obama did at the Group of 
20 meeting.

Obama apparently thinks he can 
coast home in the last months be-
fore the presidential election and 
strut tough and tall on the world 
stage. He imagines he can get out 
of office with Clinton elected and 
be free forever of the consequenc-
es of his actions.

But Obama is wrong.
Where he saw himself as a proud 

man standing tall on the world 
stage, others saw a blustering pho-
ney, who boasts of a Nobel Peace 

Prize he never deserved, never 
earned.

Obama stood up — in his own 
imagination — to Russia and 
China. In reality, he just plunged 
ahead on a course towards US eco-
nomic collapse through an endless 
clash with China.

Even worse, he took another 
step on the road towards thermo-
nuclear confrontation and world 
war with Russia.

Obama’s conduct in Hangzhou 
will not be scrutinised or even 
criticised by the worshipful US 
media but it plunges the United 
States and the American people 
far further down the road towards 
global war and existential crisis 
under his successor.

Martin Sieff is a senior fellow 
of the American University in 
Moscow. His most recent books 
— Gathering Storm and Cycles of 
Change, a study of US politics 
from Thomas Jefferson to Barack 
Obama — are available at www.
martinsieff.com.

Martin Sieff

View point

Obama was 
clearly eager 
to strut on 
the world 
stage while 
leaving real 
problems 
to his 
successor.

Weak men bluster and 
bluff, then imagine they 
are strong.

G20 summit leaders pose for a group photo, in Hangzhou, China, on September 4th.

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Muhammad bin Salman bin Abdulaziz arrives to attend the G20 summit 
in Hangzhou, Zhejiang province, China, on September 4th. 

(Reuters)
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Taybeh, Israel

O 

ren Rimon, 19, is an Is-
raeli Jew who incurred 
the wrath of her govern-
ment, family and friends 
when she refused to sign 

up for mandatory military service.
Having grown up close to her 

mother’s leftist-leaning ideology, 
Rimon refused to serve in the West 
Bank, where more than 2.5 million 
Palestinians have endured humili-
ation, despair, imprisonment and 
violations of human rights under 
Israel’s military occupation since 
1967.

“I grew up in an anti-militaristic 
home,” she said. “My mother took 
me to (pro-peace) demonstrations 
so, from a young age, I was exposed 
to the real face of occupation. When 
I was 15, I decided that I did not 
want to serve in the army.”

“It would have been a crime for 
me to serve in an army that is tak-
ing basic human rights from and 
controlling the Palestinians,” she 
insisted.

Rimon is among dozens of Israelis 
in the West Bank who have refused 
conscription or abandoned their 
military posts. Some complain that 
they do not want to serve as part 
of an occupying force ruling other 
people while others say they do not 
want to risk their lives for a cause 
they do not believe in.

Israeli government officials say 
the rejectionists and deserters are a 
small number and do not represent 
a serious threat to Israeli military ef-
fectiveness. The officials declined 
to provide figures of how many peo-
ple are involved.

Conscription in Israel is manda-
tory for Israeli Jews, Druze and Cir-
cassians.

When the time came for conscrip-

tion, Rimon said she “ignored” the 
calls to enlist but she pointed out 
that due to unspecified “physical 
disability”, she was excused and 
was signed up for national service.

“My mother was happy but my fa-
ther’s family was not,” Rimon said. 
“My friends, who I had many angry 
discussions with, felt that I was run-
ning away from my duties.

“It was difficult,”
Now, Rimon is a member of Me-

sarvot — Hebrew for “reject” — a 
network that deals with the military 
conscription refusal process.

“We have public events to talk 
to youth about the occupation and 
encourage them to learn about their 
option to refuse to serve,” she said.

Critical of the hard-line policies 
of right-wing Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, Rimon ex-
plained that “it’s not the army; it’s 
the government’s policy that allows 
an 18-year-old boy with an M-16 au-
tomatic rifle to control a 70-year-old 
man, break into his house and put 
him in a terrible situation”.

“It is unbelievable that Israel at-
tacks Gaza every few years,” she 
said, referring to the eastern Medi-
terranean coastal strip, which came 
under three Israeli wars since 2007. 
That year, the militant Hamas forci-
bly seized power from the moderate 
Palestinian Authority responsible 
for the West Bank.

“Israelis do not seem to see what 
the government is doing,” Rimon 
said. “If someone says that a Pales-
tinian child should not be killed, he 
is considered a traitor.”

“People were silent during the 
Holocaust,” she said, referring to 
Nazi Germany, when millions of 
Jews were massacred.

“Now, we talk about it every 
year,” she said. “We as Israelis need 
to ask ourselves this question: ‘How 
can we be quiet while we are occu-
pying another people?’”

Since the 1967 Arab-Israeli War in 
which Israel seized the West Bank, 

including the traditionally Arab 
eastern sector of Jerusalem, and 
Gaza, the security situation is dete-
riorating in the absence of a negoti-
ated settlement. Palestinian-Israeli 
peace talks broke off years ago, with 
no sign they would resume anytime 
soon.

Israel has been usurping lands in 
the West Bank, creating a new sta-
tus quo in an area that must return 
to Palestinians under a negotiated 
settlement.

At least 62% of the Palestinian 
landscape is filled with an infra-
structure of Israeli-only roads, mili-
tary roads, hundreds of checkpoints 
and Israeli soldiers, all in place to 
protect more than 547,000 settlers 
who live in 125 illegal settlements 
and 100 outposts, excluding East 
Jerusalem and the southern West 
Bank city of Hebron.

Rimon recollects that in 2014, un-
der the slogan Shministim, Hebrew 
for “12th graders”, a group of 60 
students wrote to Netanyahu, de-
claring their refusal to serve in the 
military.

“In these territories, human rights 
are violated and acts defined under 
international law as war-crimes are 
perpetuated on a daily basis. These 
include assassinations (extrajudi-
cial killings), the construction of 
settlements on occupied lands, ad-
ministrative detentions, torture, 
collective punishment and the une-
qual allocation of resources such as 
electricity and water,” the students 
said.

Khaled Farrag, 35, is a Druze from 
Rama in the upper Galilee. In 1999, 
at the age of 18, he was called for 
military service.

“My family was very politically 

aware of and connected to its Arab 
and Palestinian identity,” he ex-
plained. “I grew up knowing that I 
was not going to serve in the army 
that not only has occupied my na-
tion but has also fragmented the 
Palestinian population by impos-
ing the army service on the Druze,” 
Khaled said.

The consequence of refusing was 
two months in military prison.

Khaled is part of a campaign 
called Urfod — Refuse, Your Peo-
ple will Protect You. The campaign 
encourages Druze to connect with 
their Palestinian identity. Addition-
ally, it offers legal and psychological 
support.

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

In Israel’s army, voices rise on the right to serve or desert
Noreen Sadik

An Israeli soldier stands guard in front of Palestinians waiting to cross a checkpoint at a road next to 
the Palestinian town of Al-Fawwar in the occupied West Bank.Urfod — Refuse 

campaign encourages 
Druze to connect with 
their Palestinian 
identity.

Conscription in Israel 
is mandatory for 
Israeli Jews, Druze and 
Circassians.
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Damascus

N 

o one in Syria has been 
spared the ongoing 
war, but the country’s 
500,000 Palestinians 
have paid a particularly 

heavy price. Their camps have been 
targeted, destroyed and depopulat-
ed in more than five years of fight-
ing.

The majority of Palestinians have 
been displaced inside Syria or forced 
to flee to Lebanon and Jordan while 
Palestinian armed factions have tak-
en sides in the fighting, mainly join-
ing regime forces.

Although the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO) sought to keep 
a neutral stance at the beginning of 
the conflict, Palestinians in Syria are 
split over the war. Those support-
ing Hamas joined the opposition 
and those affiliated with the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine-
General Command (PFLP-GC) back 
the government of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Regime allies say supporting it 
“is an ethical and national duty” 
and that what is happening in Syria 
is largely due to its Arab national 
stances and its support of the Pales-
tinian cause.

Palestinian camps sustained 
heavy bombardment and became 
battlegrounds, notably Yarmouk, 
near Damascus and home to 
150,000 refugees; the camp of De-
raa, which is under opposition con-
trol; Nayrab and Handarat camps in 
Aleppo, as well as the camps out-

side Damascus.
Yarmouk remains the hardest hit 

because of its location near the en-
trance of Damascus, which made it 
an attractive target for opposition 
groups, in addition to the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the former al-Nusra 
Front, which has since cut its affilia-
tion with al-Qaeda.

“(The destruction) of Yarmouk 
was done by an Israeli decision be-
cause this camp sums up the mem-
ory of the Palestinian people and it 
is regarded as the capital of the Pal-
estinian diaspora,” said a pro-Assad 
Palestinian commander, on condi-
tion of anonymity.

“The problem is not the physical 
destruction of the camp as much as 
the displacement of the people. This 
is exactly what Israel wants, to dis-
solve the Palestinians in the Syrian 
society or force them to emigrate.”

Scores of fighters have been re-
cruited from Yarmouk and other 
Palestinian camps. Armed units 
were set up by the PFLP-GC, Fatah 
al-Intifada, the Palestinian Struggle 
Front and al-Saiqa in coordination 
with the Syrian Army to protect the 
camp and repel attacks by opposi-
tion groups.

Other Palestinian groups, notably 
Aknaf Beit al-Maqdis, sided with 

Syrian opposition fighters in Yar-
mouk and smaller units joined the 
ranks of the Free Syrian Army on 
other fronts.

“We have joined the Free Syr-
ian Army since the beginning of the 
armed revolution because the Syr-
ian people are our brethren and we 
face what they face,” said Abu Obei-
da Maqdissi, a Palestinian fighter 
with Ahrar al-Sham Brigade outside 
Aleppo.

“Dozens of Palestinian youngsters 
are engaged within the Army of Is-
lam in Gouta Sharqiyah (near Da-
mascus) and in units fighting on the 
southern fronts. Some have joined 
al-Nusra Front after deserting the 
Palestinian factions that have stood 
with the regime against the people,” 
Maqdis said.

Palestinian Struggle Front Sec-
retary-General Khaled Abdel Majid 
said his group sustained more 
than 3,700 dead and thousands of 
wounded in battles in Yarmouk.

“Militarily, we are allies of the 
Syrian army but the latter did not 
intervene in the camp leaving mat-
ter in the hands of the Palestinian 
factions,” he said. “Had the army 
entered Yarmouk right from the be-
ginning, it would have regained full 
control of the camp as it did of its 
environs.”

Of all Palestinian factions back-
ing the Syrian regime, the Palestin-
ian Liberation Army (PLA), which is 
attached to the Syrian chief of staff, 
remains the most organised.

“PLA headquarters in rural Da-
mascus have been targeted more 
than once because it is closely allied 
to the Syrian regime. Its positions 
were also attacked by the Islamic 

State in the (southern) province of 
Sweida, inflicting heavy casualties 
among its ranks,” Abdel Majid said.

The Palestinian official revealed 
that efforts to settle the situation 
in Yarmouk were under way and 
that al-Nusra Front was preparing 
to leave the camp for Idlib in agree-
ment with the Syrian government.

“We hope that a similar deal will 
be reached to transport ISIS mem-
bers to Raqqa, and as such the camp 
will be returned to its people with-
out further destruction and fight-
ing,” he said.

PFLP-GC official Anwar Raja ar-
gued that Palestinian camps have 
paid a dear price for standing with 
the Syrian regime.

“We are part of the war waged 
against Syria that had harboured 
the Palestinian resistance forces 
and offered Palestinians a dignified 
life and all their rights. That is why 
we have refused to stand against 
the Syrian state right from the be-
ginning, whereas Hamas stood by 
the opposition through Aknaf Beit 
al-Maqdis brigade, which indulged 
in destroying Yarmouk camp,” Raja 
said.

He said the PFLP-GC suffered 400 
dead and more than 800 wounded 
in Yarmouk, while in Handarat and 
Nayrab camps in Aleppo, the casual-
ty toll among the regime-backed al-
Quds Brigade is estimated at 1,500 
dead and wounded.

Palestinians pay heavy price in Syrian war
Khalil Hamlo

A June 2014 file picture shows a former resident of Damascus’ 
Yarmuk Palestinian refugee camp, playing the piano in the middle 
of the street near destroyed buildings in the southern Damascus 
suburb.

The majority of 
Palestinians have been 
displaced inside Syria 
or forced to flee to 
Lebanon and Jordan.
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Egyptian Finance minister:
Reform ‘must start today, not tomorrow’

News & Analysis Egypt

The Egyptian regime and youth:
Taking the wrong turns

S
ince the 2011 uprising 
that toppled former 
president Hosni 
Mubarak, the relation-
ship between Egypt’s 
youth and their rulers 

has not been easy.
These include the eras of the rule 

of the Military Council, the Muslim 
Brotherhood and incumbent Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Even though the country’s 
young people played a prominent 
role in two uprisings — the second 
uprising was against the rule of 
Muhammad Morsi, who hails from 
the Brotherhood — they were not 
awarded a real place in decision-
making.

The youth had first demanded 
having revolutionary courts for the 
symbols of the Mubarak regime 
and the dismissal of those who 
were associated with the old state.

When the Military Council, 
which took charge of the country 
following the fall of Mubarak, did 
not go as far as the young people 
wanted, they chanted: “Down, 
down military rule”.

Following the presidential elec-
tions that put Morsi in power, the 

youth’s general relationship with 
the state initially improved but 
before the end of Morsi’s first 

year in power, the relationship 
deteriorated rapidly.

Many young people who were 
left-leaning or secular said the 
Muslim Brotherhood was excluding 
all other political directions from 
power. They accused Morsi’s gov-
ernment of trying to “brotherise” 
or “Islamise” the state — i.e. make it 
follow the directives of the Muslim 
Brotherhood or give it an Islamist 
orientation.

Morsi was toppled in 2013 and a 
temporary government was put in 
place until Sisi was elected presi-
dent. Despite the change of govern-
ments, the relationship between 
the youth and the state remained 
tense. In fact, it became worse amid 
a security crackdown on dissent.

Less room for opposition was 

tolerated and dozens of youth 
protesters were arrested. The 
space for freedom of the press and 
expression had been significantly 
reduced, reminding people of the 
Mubarak era.

The harsh economic conditions 
that the country is experiencing 
had led to a greater public discon-
tent with the government. Now the 
government has become more leni-
ent towards youth dissent so as not 
allow the situation to be exploited 
by the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
is opposed to the state.

More young people, who had 
been arrested for illegal protests, 
are being released by the govern-
ment. This came about as many 
had refused to accept government 
invitations for dialogue as long as 

their colleagues remained impris-
oned.

Charges against dissidents are 
being dropped, especially against 
activists who are popular among 
the youth or who have links to 
rights organisations.

The government is also more 
careful not to incite public anger 
with high-profile arrests or draw 
the attention of the Western media.

The latest batch of releases by the 
courts included critics of the Egyp-
tian government’s findings that the 
two Red Sea islands of Sanafir and 
Tiran belonged to Saudi Arabia.

Their release was understood 
by observers as being signalled by 
Sisi, who is planning to free 300 
youth for health and humanitarian 
reasons.

These are moves in the right di-
rection as the security grip strategy 
has failed.

As Ahmed Mahran, head of the 
Cairo Centre for Political Studies, 
noted: The Egyptian government 
is reversing its policies of heavy-
handedness when dealing with 
dissenting youth.

Sisi, Mahran continued, is perus-
ing a policy of listening more to the 
country’s youth, as they call for 
social and economic changes.

From that perspective, it appears 
that Egypt has begun a new phase 
in dealing with its youth. It is set on 
the path of democracy and is break-
ing away from the decades of the 
iron security fist that was widely 
rejected by human rights organisa-
tions.

Ahmad Hafez is an Egyptian writer.

Ahmad Hafez
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Egypt has begun a new 
phase in dealing with its 
youth.

Egyptian students shout slogans during a demonstration against 
the education minister and the education system  outside the 
Ministry of Education in the capital Cairo, last June.                      (AFP)
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A
mr el-Garhy 
might be the 
most unfortu-
nate Finance 
minister in 
modern Egyp-
tian history.

When he was 
assigned the post in the govern-
ment of Prime Minister Sherif 
Ismail in March, Egypt’s budget 
deficit was 9.9% of gross domestic 
product (GDP), its foreign debts 
were $53.4 billion and urban infla-
tion was 8.4%.

A few months into the job, the 
situation has gotten worse as he 
and his team work to redress the 
financial balance and rescue the 
economy. In the process, they 
have concluded that Egypt is in 
urgent need of financial and tax 
reform.

“And this reform cannot be 
delayed. It must start today, not 
tomorrow,” Garhy told The Arab 
Weekly in an interview. “If we do 
not initiate the reform today, the 
cost will be exorbitant.”

The reform effort, which has 
included electricity, water and 
transport subsidy cuts and a 
newly approved value-added tax 
(VAT) that will raise commodity 
prices sharply, has created public 
outrage.

This comes on top of a more 
than 40% increase in the price of 
vegetables, fruit, chicken, other 
meat and electrical appliances 
over the past three months.

Garhy and his colleagues said 
they will do their best to shield the 
poor — almost 27% of the popu-
lation of 91 million — from the 
downside of the reform measures 
by exempting commodities con-
sumed by the poor from the new 

tax and increasing spending on 
social welfare programmes.

“We have exempted around 65 
commodities categorised as ones 
consumed by citizens with limited 
income,” Garhy said. “We have 
also raised spending on social wel-
fare programmes to $15.8 billion 
from $3.7 billion.”

His critics accuse him, however, 
of preferring easy solutions to real 
reform. One of them is Ahmed 
al-Tantawi, a legislator who voted 
against the VAT in parliament.

Tantawi says Garhy is only out 
to collect money, not from the 
rich, but from the poor to bridge 
the budget deficit.

“He is only honestly imple-
menting the instructions of the 
International Monetary Fund 
(IMF),” Tantawi said. “Instead of 
making real reform, Garhy and his 
government take money from the 
pockets of the poor, making them 
poorer.”

He said when parliament de-
bated the VAT in August, he and 
like-minded members of parlia-
ment proposed alternative taxes 
for bridging the budget deficit of 
$33 billion, including a real estate 
tax and taxes on citizens with high 
incomes.

“Unfortunately, none of these 
suggestions were listened to be-
cause the government only wants 
to take the easy route of squeezing 
the poor dry of money,” Tantawi 
said.

Economists say Garhy and his 
government have their hands tied 
and have few options to choose 
from. They need money instantly 
to prop up foreign currency re-
serves — now $16.5 billion — which 
is why they are applying for a $12 
billion loan from the IMF. They 
also need to bridge the budget 
deficit and this can be done with 
additional revenue.

The VAT is predicted to bring 
in up to $3.6 billion in annual 

revenues.
“Although this will be a small 

contribution, the tax is one step 
on the road to the needed tax 
reform,” said Yumn al-Hamaki, an 
economics professor from Cairo 
University. “Together with the 
tax, the government will incentiv-
ise production, reduce spending 
and fight corruption, which will 
redress the economic situation.”

Other economists say Egypt has 
to slash the $5.4 billion a year it 
spends on electricity subsidies to 
reduce the budget deficit on one 
hand and honour its obligations 
to foreign petroleum companies, 
especially after raising the price 
of buying the natural gas neces-
sary for the operation of electricity 
plants from these companies on 
the other.

Garhy said the austerity meas-
ures, subsidy cuts and the new 
tax have nothing to do with the 
IMF loan but are prerequisites for 
survival.

“Some people call these reforms 
bitter and painful, but I like to 
call them indispensible,” Garhy 
said. “We have no option but to 
go ahead with these unpopular 
reforms.”

“Our economy is diverse and 
we have a very good chance to 
make this economy stand on its 
feet again,” he said. “To do this, 
we have to take some painful 
measures or things will get out of 
control.”

Hassan Abdel zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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$3.7 billion.”
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Muslims of different nationalities attend a lecture at the al-Azhar mosque in Cairo, on April 19, 2016.

Debate Political Islam

Al-Azhar failing to confront Muslim Brotherhood

The secret history of Yemeni Salafism

T
he relationship 
between Egypt’s 
Muslim Brother-
hood and 
al-Azhar is 
littered with 
hostility. 
Al-Azhar, Egypt’s 
oldest religious 

body, and the Muslim Brother-
hood, historically the most 
powerful Islamist group in the 
country, have vied over who 
represents Islam in Egypt, 
contributing to the difficult 
situation that the country finds 
itself in.

During the era of President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi, al-Azhar has been 
tasked with “renewing” religious 
discourse and clamping down on 
Islamic extremism. As for the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, after an ill-fated 
year in power, the group has been 
outlawed once again and designat-
ed a terrorist organisation.

In a speech before al-Azhar schol-
ars in January 2015, Sisi called for 
new religious discourse to fight ris-
ing Islamic extremism. “We are in 
need of a religious revolution. You 
imams are responsible before God. 
The entire world is waiting for your 
word… because the Islamic world 
is being torn, it is being destroyed, 
it is being lost… by our own hands,” 
he said.

But al-Azhar’s previous position 
towards the Muslim Brotherhood, 
compared to its position today, 
was much stronger. In the past, 
al-Azhar was known for its fierce 
ideological and jurisprudential 
battles against the Muslim Broth-
erhood’s interpretation of Islam, 

Egyptian researcher 
into Islamist groups 
Hussein al-Qadi said.

“After the presi-
dent called for a 
renewal of religious 
discourse, al-Azhar 
has failed to chal-
lenge extremist 
ideology. Earlier 
generations of al-
Azhar scholars, 
particularly during 
the 1940s, responded 

much more strongly to the Muslim 
Brotherhood attempts to monopo-
lise religious discourse for political 
gain, publishing a number of books 
and opinions about this,” Qadi said.

“They were involved in defend-
ing moderation… but they have 
practically vacated this role now,” 
he said. Al-Azhar’s senior officials 
are suffering from “weakness and 
inability to challenge extremism, 
and provide an attractive and mod-
erate vision of Islam to the youth in 
an appropriate way”, he added.

Author of Al-Azhar’s Position 
Towards Muslim Brotherhood, 
Qadi said that al-Azhar historically 
played an important role in check-
ing the Muslim Brotherhood, a role 
that appears to have been aban-
doned at a time when it is needed 
more than ever.

“They used to fight ideology 
with ideology, with their books and 
opinions being published across 
the country for access to all. These 
publications demonstrated clearly 

how the Muslim Brotherhood devi-
ated from the principles of Islamic 
Dawah  (proselytisation)… leading 
the way to the path of violence and 
terrorism,” Qadi said.

More than a year after he called 
on al-Azhar scholars to renew and 
reform religious discourse, Sisi 
hinted that Egypt’s oldest religious 
institute had failed to carry out this 
mission.

“You are the one responsible for 
religious discourse and God will 
ask me whether I am satisfied [with 
your performance] or not,” he told 
al-Azhar Grand Sheikh Ahmed al-
Tayeb in June.

“The role of clerics is not to give 
speeches in mosques but to spread 
peace among humanity… We must 
stop and change our religious 
rhetoric from mistaken ideas that 
lead to terrorism,” he added.

Criticisms of al-Azhar and its fail-
ure to tackle Islamic extremism are 
on the rise domestically. Al-Azhar 
has particularly faced strong criti-

cism for refusing to follow direc-
tions issued by Egypt’s Ministry of 
Religious Endowments, which has 
been seeking to clamp down on 
extremist preachers.

After shutting down a number of 
unregulated zawya or neighbour-
hood mosques, the ministry an-
nounced that Muslim clerics would 
be required to read from a single 
script, prepared by the ministry, 
during weekly Friday sermons. Al-
Azhar rejected the move, with the 
Council of Senior Scholars, which is 
headed by Tayeb, saying this would 
“freeze” religious discourse in the 
country.

Al-Azhar has since announced 
the establishment of a new educa-
tion body from which future imams 
must graduate. In the meantime, 
many analysts wonder whether 
al-Azhar is doing enough to fight 
extremism.

Mohsen Awad is an Egyptian 
writer.

A s 2015 drew to a 
close, many 
said al-Qaeda’s 
most active 
franchise, 
al-Qaeda in the 
Arabian 
Peninsula 
(AQAP), had all 

but been extinguished but as a new 
conflict between Iran-backed 
Houthis and an Arab Gulf military 
coalition makes headlines, AQAP 
has been able to re-expand amid the 
chaos.

AQAP’s fighters, centred around 
the strategic southern port city of 
Mukalla, number in the thousands 
and they have taken control of five 
cities and two provincial capitals 
since the start of 2016. Why has 
AQAP’s dangerous Salafist jihadist 
ideology found such fertile ground 
in Yemen?

According to Ahmed Mohamed 
al-Dagshe, a researcher into Islamic 
groups, the roots of modern Salafism 
in Yemen can be traced to Yemeni 
scholar Sheikh Muqbil bin Hadi al-
Wadi’i, who founded a well-known 
Salafist school in Dammaj in the 
country’s northern Saada governo-
rate.

Wadi’i studied in Saudi Arabia 
under a succession of 
Salafi scholars, includ-
ing former Grand Mufti 
Abd al-Aziz ibn Baz and 
was arrested over sus-
picions of involvement 
in the Grand Mosque 
seizure in 1979. After 
a few months in jail, 
Wadi’i was released and 
returned to Yemen.

“Following his return 

to Yemen, Wadi’i began by establish-
ing a madrassa in Dammaj, known 
as the Dar al-Hadith institute. He ini-
tially received support and assistance 
from the biggest Islamist group in the 
country, the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Divisions quickly erupted between 
Wadi’i and the Brotherhood after he 
criticised some of their views, which 
led to him producing a school of 
thought that differed from the vision 
of the Brotherhood and which spread 
across Yemen,” Dagshe said.

Dagshe, author of Salafism in Yem-
en, said Yemen’s Salafists had been 
monolithic under Wadi’i, focusing on 
scholarship within Yemen’s Salafist 
schools and charity work. After his 
death in 2001, Yemen’s Salafism frag-
mented between those who wanted 
to continue along the course charted 
by Wadi’i and those who craved 

greater political participation.
“Salafism began to be divided 

between those who accepted po-
litical participation and those who 
rejected it in around 1991 after some 
students and supporters of Sheikh 
Muqbil bin Hadi al-Wadi’i began to 
express concerns about the difficult 
situation people in Yemen were fac-
ing and how the politics of the time 
were affecting this. This led to the 
establishment of a number of Salafist 
charities to provide assistance to the 
people… but the real division came 
after Wadi’i’s death in 2001 when 
many Salafists decided to enter poli-
tics directly,” Dagshe said.

Salafism in Yemen can be di-
vided into three forms, according 
to Dagshe. First, a continuation of 
Wadi’i’s traditional form of Salafism, 
which is taught at Dar Al-Hadith, led 

by Sheikh Mohammed al-Imam, and 
other institutes formed by Wadi’i’s 
students. Then there is so-called 
new Salafism, which embraces 
political participation and is epito-
mised by Yemen’s largest Salafist 
political party, Al-Rashad Union. The 
party, which in 2012 became the first 
Salafist party established in Yemen, 
was established at Al-Ahsan Charity, 
a Salafist organisation with links to 
Wadi’i.

While these two schools of 
thought have a clear and direct 
link to Wadi’i, the third form of 
Salafism practiced in Yemen does 
not, although Wadi’i’s teachings did 
pave the way for its proliferation. 
“The third and final form of Salafism 
to have emerged in Yemen is that 
which can be described as violent 
jihadist Salafism, as represented by 
al-Qaeda and other groups like it,” 
Dagshe said.

Wadi’i famously criticised al-Qae-
da and founder Osama bin Laden, 
asserting that orthodox Salafism 
eschews political participation and 
especially political violence. In a 
1998 interview, Wadi’i said: “I sent 
a warning to [bin Laden] and made 
it clear to his followers that what 
we do [as Salafists] is proselytising, 
nothing more.”

Wadi’i’s death in 2001 coincided 
with al-Qaeda’s global rise. The 
group has expanded in Yemen from 
a few soldiers carrying out hit-and-
run attacks into a de facto mini-state 
in southern Yemen, with an army 
of thousands and control of the 
country’s third-largest port. So what 
is next for Salafism in Yemen?

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

Mohsen Awad

Saleh Baidhani

Criticisms of 
al-Azhar and its 
failure to tackle 
Islamic extremism are 
on the rise in Egypt.

Wadi’i’s death 
in 2001 coincided 
with al-Qaeda’s 
global rise.

A general view of the streets with banners establishing rules of 
conduct by al-Qaeda militants in the Yemeni port of Mukalla, in 
the Hadramawt province, 480km east of Aden, before al-Qaeda 
was chased out of the location.
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I 

ran has 50 tonnes of material 
that can be used to create nu-
clear weapons stored in Oman 
and under the Islamic repub-
lic’s control, a report by the In-

stitute for Science and International 
Security, a Washington think-tank, 
stated.

The motivations behind the stor-
age of the nuclear materials came 
with the revelation by the think-
tank that Tehran received last-
minute “secret” exceptions from 
the United States and its negotiat-
ing partners, known as the P5+1, to 
meet the deadline for the removal 
of economic sanctions.

The Institute for Science and 
International Security, in a report 
released September 1st, said the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) placed detailed limitations 
on Iran’s nuclear programme that 
needed to be met by January 16th, 
2016.

The report said Iran met most of 
the conditions but some nuclear 
stocks and facilities were not in 
accordance with set limits by mid-
January and the Joint Commission 
secretly exempted the Islamic re-
public from those limits.

The think-tank revealed that 
among the exemptions were two 
that allowed Tehran to exceed the 
limits set by the deal as it pertains 
to how much low-enriched uranium 
(LEU) Iran could keep in its nuclear 
facilities, with a senior official stat-
ing, off the record, that without the 
approved exemptions, the deadline 
would not have been met.

According to the report, a loop-
hole was agreed to that would al-
low before the deadline for Iran to 
export heavy water in excess of the 
JCPOA’s 130 tonnes cap for sale on 
the open market.

However, with no buyers, the 
Joint Commission allowed Iran to 
store large amounts of heavy wa-
ter in Oman but still under Tehran’s 
control, in effect, “allowing Iran 
to exceed its cap of 130 tonnes of 
heavy water as it continues to pro-
duce heavy water at its Arak facil-
ity”, the report said.

“There are a number of points 
regarding the Iranian nuclear agree-
ment that warrants concern and has 
led some in the US to question it, 
while others are enthusiastic about 
the agreement,” said Alex Vatanka, 
senior fellow and Iran expert at the 
Middle East Institute in Washing-
ton.

Vatanka attributed the exemp-
tions to the Obama administration’s 
determination to secure an agree-
ment with Iran under any circum-
stances, adding that this agreement 
was not just a demand from Wash-
ington but that there were other 
parties, including Moscow, exerting 
pressure for this agreement.

The revelation of Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) member Oman’s 

involvement in facilitating matters 
for the Islamic republic, with the 
approval of the Joint Committee 
comes at a time when the majority 
of the GCC have either severed ties 
with Tehran or have downgraded 
relations due to what the council 
describes as Iranian interference in 
Gulf Arab affairs.

There is a belief within the other 
GCC members that Muscat is pivot-
ing too closely towards Tehran and 

a fear that its traditional path of 
neutrality has been compromised. 
Saudi authorities were taken by sur-
prise over news that, in late 2014, 
Oman brokered talks between the 
United States and Iran that eventu-
ally led to the nuclear agreement 
between Tehran and world powers.

In January, when a mob attacked 
the Saudi embassy in Tehran over 
the execution of a radical Shia 
preacher whose followers were tied 

to a number of police killings, Oman 
did not sever or downgrade diplo-
matic ties with Iran.

After the think-tank report’s re-
lease, US State Department spokes-
man John Kirby denied the nuclear 
agreement had been breached, stat-
ing: “There’s been no loosening of 
the commitments and Iran has not 
and will not under the JCPOA be al-
lowed to exceed the limits that are 
spelled out in the JCPOA.”

Beirut

I 

ranian influence has been in 
steady decline in Syria since 
Russian war jets entered Syrian 
airspace last September. If the 
Russians get their way, with 

the backing of Ankara and Washing-
ton, it would mean hopes dashed 
for both Saudi Arabia and Iran. Both 
wanted a clean-cut victory and nei-
ther got it and seem to have been 
left out of Syria’s future.

When the Iranians, via Hezbollah, 
entered the Syrian battlefield four 
years ago, many in the Syria oppo-
sition cried foul play. They accused 
Tehran of paying money to convert 
Sunnis into Shias and of “occupying 
Syria”. Stories went viral on social 
media networks saying that Iranian 
businessmen were buying entire 
neighbourhoods in Old Damascus 
and Hezbollah was arming militias 
to guard Shia shrines behind the 
Umayyad Mosque.

A closer look, however, shows 
that in 2012-15, Iran did almost noth-
ing in terms of public diplomacy to 
polish its image before ordinary 
Syrians. This was a Shia theocracy, 
after all, aspiring to rule a country 
whose majority (no less than 75%) 
were Sunnis. Surely it had to endear 
itself to them in order to rule.

On the contrary, Iran seemed to 
have abandoned entire Syrian cit-
ies and towns, which fell to the Syr-
ian armed Islamic opposition, and 
did not lift a finger to protect them. 
During this period, the Islamic State 
(ISIS) occupied more than half of 
oil-rich Deir ez-Zor on the Euphra-
tes river and neighbouring Al-Buka-
mal, in addition to the ancient city 
of Palmyra in the Syrian desert and 
Raqqa, the self-proclaimed capital 
of the terror group.

Half of Aleppo was overrun by 
the armed opposition and so was 
Idlib and Jisr al-Shughour in north-
western Syria, which fell to al-Nusra 
Front, the al-Qaeda branch in Syria. 
In sectarian terms, these were “Sun-
ni cities”.

Iran was seemingly not interested 

in protecting them, given that a bulk 
of its military advisers and Hezbol-
lah proxies were locked down with 
the battles ranging around Damas-
cus. Contrary to expectations, Iran 
did not complain when Russia en-
tered the Syria war last September, 
seemingly satisfied with what it has 
already secured so far on the Syrian 
battlefield. This includes:

— The Shia shrines of Damascus, 
namely Sayyida Zeinab and Sayyida 
Ruqayya. The first, in the south-
ern suburb of Damascus, belongs 
to the daughter of Imam Ali, the 
son-in-law of the Prophet Moham-
mad, while the second contains 
the remains of the infant daughter 
of Imam Ali’s son, Hasan. Both are 
currently beyond danger, manned 
and administered by a collection of 
Iranian and Hezbollah officials and 
military personnel.

— The mountain range that forms 
the majority of the Syrian-Lebanese 
border, along with the entire Kala-
moon district (western Damascus), 
and all border towns that are used 
by Islamic rebels to infiltrate the 
Lebanese town of Arsal, approxi-
mately 150km long, are fully under 
the control of Hezbollah.

— The Damascus-Beirut Highway, 
which is essential for the commo-
tion and communication lines of 
Hezbollah. It is firmly under the 
control of the Syrian Army and Hez-
bollah.

This is where Iranian ambitions 

stop in Syria, for one simple reason: 
Lack of substantial Syrian Shias 
through whom it can infiltrate so-
ciety and rule. The mullahs of Iran 
have an ambitious project in Leba-
non and Iraq because both countries 
have a Shia majority that is willing 
to carry arms, pay money and fight 
to support the cause of the Iranian 
Islamic revolution, which includes 
exporting an Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini-style theocracy and em-
powers Shias worldwide. More im-
portantly, they are willing to die for 
Iran, something that is completely 
lacking among Syrian Shias.

Without such a power base to lean 
on, Iran needs credible alternatives, 
and neither the country’s Sunnis 
nor the Alawites would be willing to 
play along. Contrary to what is por-
trayed in the Western media, Ala-
wites and Shias, currently allied in 

Syria, do not get along and are very 
different when it comes to history, 
ideology and ambitions.

On the other hand, Shias are a 
tiny minority in Syria that does 
not exceed 1-2% of the population. 
Despite their small numbers, they 
have always been treated as A-class 
citizens and have always consid-
ered themselves more Syrian than 
Shia. The rise of Khomeinism after 
1979 and the current conflict have 
not changed this feeling, especially 
in urban centres such as Damascus.

Because of this often overlooked 
reality, Iran realises there are limits 
to its political ambitions in Syria — 
a very low ceiling in fact, that as of 
now, is firm and secure.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

Report claims loopholes in Iran nuclear deal

Iran’s ebbing influence in Syria

The Arab Weekly staff

Sami Moubayed

Iranian Vice President Eshagh Jahangiri standing next to Iranian Atomic Organisation Chief Ali 
Akbar Salehi (C) as Ayatollah Gholam Ali Safaei Bushehri (C-bottom), Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei’s 
representative in Bushehr province, breaks the ground during a ceremony to begin building Iran s 
second nuclear power plant in the city of Bushehr, on September 10th.

There is a belief within 
the other GCC 
members that Muscat 
is pivoting too closely 
towards Tehran.

Iran seemed to have 
abandoned entire 
Syrian cities and 
towns.
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Foundation for Islam
in France to be launched
Mohamed Alaoui

Casablanca

T 

he establishment of a 
Foundation for Islam in 
France to help improve re-
lations between the state 
and the Muslim commu-

nity has been welcomed by many 
French Muslims although reserva-
tions have been expressed about 
the appointment of veteran French 
politician Jean-Pierre Chevènement 
as its head.

After a meeting between French 
Interior Minister Bernard Caze-
neuve and the country’s Muslim 
leaders, France announced the es-
tablishment of the Foundation for 
Islam following a tense summer for 
French Muslims, including terror-
ist attacks and controversy over the 
burqini ban.

The aim of the meeting was to cre-
ate an “Islam of France”, Cazeneuve 
said. “We need an Islam that stands 
with both feet in the republic,” he 
added, asserting that the newly 
formed Foundation for Islam would 
play an important role.

“The aim is to forge an Islam an-
chored in the values of the French 
republic. It will act as a bridge be-
tween the French state and France’s 
Muslims,” Cazeneuve said.

A number of prominent French 

Muslims will sit on the foundation’s 
board, including Moroccan writer 
Tahar Ben Jelloun, Lyon grand 
mosque Imam Kamel Kabtane and 
academic Ghaleb Bencheikh.

Many people welcomed the es-
tablishment of the agency but ques-
tions were raised about the appoint-
ment of Chevènement, 77.

In particular, many observers 
wondered why a Muslim was not 
appointed to head the body. “It’s 
a joke,” civil rights activist Yasser 
Louati told France 24. “It is like ap-
pointing Ronald Reagan to head up 
African-American affairs.”

Hakim el-Karoui, a secular Mus-
lim who participated in the talks 
between Cazeneuve and French 
Muslim leaders, described Chevène-
ment’s appointment as “clumsiness 
at the very least”.

Chevènement, who served as De-
fence minister (1988-91) and Interior 
minister (1997-2000) among other 
government portfolios, did not di-
rectly address the controversy over 
his appointment.

“As a former Interior minister my-
self, I could not turn down the op-
portunity to contribute to this initia-
tive of great interest to the public,” 
he told Agence France-Presse.

Chevènement was criticised for 
comments over the burqini ban con-
troversy, calling on French Muslims 
to practise “discretion”.

“Muslims, like all French citizens, 
should be able to worship freely but 
they must also understand that in 
the public space where there is pub-
lic interest, all citizens should make 
an effort to use ‘natural reason,’” he 
said in an interview with Le Paris-
ien.

All indications seem to be that 
Chevènement’s appointment is a 

temporary measure and that he will 
be replaced by a figure appointed 
from within the new agency.

“He [Chevènement] is the person 
who will help in the beginning,” said 
French Senator Nathalie Goulet, 
who asserted that the most impor-
tant thing at the moment is to get 
Foundation for Islam in France run-
ning as quickly as possible.

Once the centre is operational, 
Muslims will be able to choose its 
president, who should be a Mus-
lim, Goulet, who participated in the 
meeting between French Muslims 
and Cazeneuve, said.

Al-Sadiq al-Othmani, secretary-
general of Supreme Council of 
Imams and Islamic Affairs in Brazil, 
said that it was a good thing that 
a veteran French official, such as  
Chevènement, had been appointed 
to head the new organisation.

“His experience and his history in 
defending France’s stability and se-
curity will be valuable,” he said.

“France, as a secular state, is 
known for its principles of liberty, 
equality and fraternity. All its citi-
zens are equal before the state; there 
is no difference between a Christian 
or Muslim or Jew so long as they re-
spect the values of the republic.”

“France is calling, and it has every 
right to do so, for a French Islam that 
is compatible and consistent with 
the secular values of the state. And 
when we say a ‘French Islam’, this 
does not mean that there are differ-
ent Islams. What France is calling 
for is an enlightened formula that is 
based on the essence of the religion, 
not an over-literal reliance on juris-
tic texts,” he added.

Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan 
writer.

“The aim is to forge 
an Islam anchored in 
the values of the 
French republic.”

French Interior Minister 
Bernard Cazeneuve

A posting board shows the bylaw forbidding 
women to wear burqini at the Ponchettes 
beach, in Nice, south-eastern France.

Why the burqini debate in France is ridiculous

T 
he burqini is a 
relatively new fashion 
trend that consists of 
an outfit made from 
swimsuit material, 
and covers the body 

from head to ankles. As it leaves 
the face uncovered, it does not 
conflict with existing French law, 
which bans face-coverings. The 
Australian woman who invented 
the burqini a decade ago, Aheda 
Zanetti argues that it does not 
symbolise Islam but leisure and 
happiness.

The French minister of Fami-
lies, Childhood and the Rights of 
Women — yes, that is Laurence 
Rossignol’s official and slightly 
ludicrous title — attacked the 
burqini as being an “Islamic 
fashion”, a remark that was most 
unhelpful in the wake of the 
barbarous terrorist onslaught 
France has witnessed in recent 
months.

Fear of Muslims is on the rise in 
France but the government to 
which Rossignol belongs will 
hardly combat terrorism by 
embarking Muslim women in the 
fight.

What does the minister know 
about the life of Muslim women 
in today’s France? What does she 
understand of the diversity of 
Islam? Does she understand that 
not all Muslim men and women 
are not Islamists? Is she simply 
intent of making a victory for the 

extreme right-wing National 
Front more likely in next spring’s 
presidential election?

What she quite fails to under-
stand is that many Western 
women who wear short skirts and 
sexy clothes are not half as 
emancipated as fashion diktats 
led us to believe. Many of these 
clothes are designed by men to 
please men. The glamour look of 
long-legged, slim creatures is one 
to which most women cannot 
aspire — it imprisons them quite 
as much as hijabs and burqinis do.

To measure the level of emanci-
pation of women by the length of 
the skirts they wear suggests 
public discourse in France has 
sunk to new levels. Since when is 
the extent she denudes her body a 
tool of a woman’s emancipation?

The law of 1905 that separates 
church from state in France in no 
way dictates how a woman should 
be dressed nor does it oblige her 
to conform to any code of dress-
ing her faith might recommend. 
Rossignol recently compared 
women who wear headscarves 
through choice to American 
“negroes” who supported slavery. 
The simply use of such a word by 
a minister is shocking indeed and 
suggests an enduring colonial 
attitude among non-Muslim 
women who feel, particularly 
when they are politicians, that 
they are entitled to dictate to 
Muslim women what is in their 
best interest.

In August, a number of mayors, 
especially on the Côte d’Azur 
issued decrees banning the use of 
burqinis — arguing that they 
“ostentatiously displayed 
religious affiliation” and could 
“disrupt public order”.

One official went on the record 
that wearing a burqini could 
demonstrate “an allegiance to 
terrorist movement”. This 

conjured up the threat of bomb-
throwing burqini-clad women in 
Cannes or Nice, towns noted for 
their right-wing, racist mayors 
outbidding one another ahead of 
next year’s election.

That France should be nervous, 
especially in the south where a 
terrorist attack cost 85 dead on 
July 14th is one thing, to think 
that banning burqinis would help 
thwart another terrorist attack is 
another.

The debate illustrates the 
capacity of the French political 
class to tie itself up in knots over a 
subject of minor importance. That 
Nicolas Sarkozy, keen to court the 
votes of National Front electors, 
should add his voice to those who 
support a ban is not surprising.

The prime minister, ever eager 
as the son of a would-be immi-
grant would be to appear more 

French than the French should 
follow hardly constitutes a 
surprise — Manuel Valls loves 
nothing better than bombastic 
speeches that he hopes will avoid 
his socialist party haemorrhaging 
votes next year. With every day 
that passes he sounds more like 
Sarkozy who sounds ever more 
like Marine Le Pen, the National 
Front leader.

Thus the pendulum swings ever 
more to the right, despite the 
reaction of certain ministers such 
as Najet Vallaud-Belkacem, who 
begs to differ from her prime 
minister.

The effect on France’s image 
abroad is sobering. Such debates 
invite ridicule. Some foreign 
correspondents bemoan the 
decline of public debate in France 
— that is hardly new.

Albert Camus, Raymond Aron 
and Claude Levi-Strauss are long 
gone. With a few sane exceptions, 
such as Senator Esther Benbassa 
and the odd minister or journalist, 
much of public discourse seems 
to be barking up the same anti-
Islam tree, stigmatising a religion 
and those who practise it, 
ignoring the many divergent 
voices and trends across a huge 
area of the globe.

While it is right to acknowledge 
that Islam itself and the countries 
where it is the dominant religion 
are being wracked by huge contro-
versies and bloody mayhem that 
is usually political or economic 
rather than religious, the debate 
about the burqini shows France at 
its worse and makes its politicians 
and many of its supposed intellec-
tuals look stupid. In no way is it 
worthy of the country of Voltaire, 
Hugo and Malraux.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Francis 
Ghilès

View point
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capacity of the French 
political class to tie itself 
up in knots over a subject 
of minor importance.



19September 11, 2016

News & Analysis East   West

As ISIS lashes out, beware of the knee-jerk response

W
ith a horrible 
inevitability, 
the acolytes of 
the Islamic 
State (ISIS) 
have ramped up 

their deadly attacks on civilians 
in the Middle East and beyond, 
even as its forces on the ground in 
Syria and Iraq retreat in the face 
of its local and foreign enemies.

It has been a predictable 
response to loss of territory and is 
couched by ISIS ideologues in 
terms of taking the battle to the 
homelands of those it identifies 
as its foes.

“Know that blood has no value 
in the countries of the crusaders 
and that there are no innocents 
there,” warned ISIS spokesman 
Abu Muhammad al-Adnani. “The 
impotent America and its 
supporters think that they scare 
the believers and that they will 
win victory against mujahideen. 
Never!”

The threat, made before Adnani 
was killed August 30th in Aleppo, 
came in the latest edition of the 
group’s Turkish-language 
magazine, Konstantiniyye, and 
was spotted by the Clarion 
Project, a US-based anti-extrem-
ist watchdog organisation.

“America! Have you made the 
world a safer place through your 
war against us or have fear and 
destruction spread over the 

entire world?” Adnani is quoted 
as saying. “Canada, France, 

Tunisia, Turkey and Belgium have 
witnessed this fear and destruc-
tion.”

The statement came after 
high-profile attacks claimed by 
the group, including the killing of 
a French police chief and his wife, 
the death of 84 people mown 
down by a delivery lorry in Nice 
and 49 slaughtered in a Florida 
nightclub.

As before, innocents nearer 
home continued to be the 
principal victims of ISIS-inspired 
attacks, for which the group itself 
has not always taken direct 
responsibility. More than 50 
people died in the bombing of a 
wedding party in Turkey’s 
predominantly Kurdish Gaziantep 
province in August and other 
deadly bombs were used in Syria 
and Iraq.

It has been the attacks on 
Western targets, however, that 
have attracted the greatest 
attention and provoked the 
sometimes panicked responses of 
Western governments.

As it retreats on the battlefield 
in Syria, Iraq and Libya, ISIS is 
reverting to a classic tactic of 
asymmetric warfare based on 
unpredictable outrages anywhere 
in the world and designed to 
unnerve and destabilise the target 
countries.

Whatever the actual chain of 
ISIS command in any given 
attack, the group has been quick 
to exploit the actions of lone-wolf 
operators who were either 
responding to its propaganda or 
felt legitimised by such propa-
ganda to fulfil their own violent 
neuroses.

The ISIS tactic is crude and 
transparent.

First, the group wants to 
engender fear in Western socie-
ties that will lead to pressure to 

either increase or decrease 
intervention in the affairs of the 
Middle East. Both options suit the 
ISIS agenda.

Second, ISIS seeks to promote 
fear of and discrimination against 
Muslim communities in the West 
to push those Muslims towards 
extremism.

Some Western countries have 
obliged with knee-jerk reactions 
such as the ban on the burqini on 
French beaches. Britain has put 
more high-profile armed police 
on the streets of London in a 
country where the police are 
traditionally unarmed. It is a 
measure as likely to unnerve 
locals and visitors as to reassure 
them.

A variety of sometimes heavy-
handed deradicalisation pro-
grammes appear as effective at 
alienating Muslims as they are at 
integrating them more fully into 
mainstream society.

ISIS may be making headway at 
stirring political passions in the 
West, undermining traditions of 
tolerance and exposing Western 
governments as “enemies of 
Islam”.

Such governments have been 
forced to respond to politically 
inspired campaigns by limiting 
personal freedoms to confront the 
enemy within. France’s National 
Assembly voted in July to extend 
a state of emergency for six 
months. It was ordered after 
attacks in Paris in November 2015 
killed 130 people.

French Prime Minister Manuel 
Valls warned: “There will be other 
attacks and there will be other 
innocent people killed. We must 
not become accustomed, we must 
never become accustomed, to the 
horror, but we must learn to live 
with this menace.”

The prevailing hope is that if 

and when ISIS is defeated territo-
rially, it will not be able to recoup 
through a tactic of terrorist 
attacks, however threatening 
these are to governments around 
the world.

One dissenter is William 
McCants, a senior fellow at the 
Brookings Institution, who 
recently wrote: “Even if the 
Islamic State doesn’t immediately 
recover from the demise of its 
government, it will be buoyed for 
years to come by spectacular 
attacks abroad and by its earlier 
state-building success.

“No other Sunni group has 
credibly claimed to re-establish 
the caliphate in its historic 
heartland since the demise of the 
institution in the 1920s,” he 
explained in a Brookings blog.

A counterargument might be 
that all such spectacular cam-
paigns inevitably morph from an 
existential threat into an incon-
venience.

International air travellers are 
accustomed to intrusive travel 
restrictions, introduced in the 
face of a long-abandoned hijack-
ing campaign by elements within 
the Palestinian liberation move-
ment.

Passengers were required to 
remove their shoes at security 
after al-Qaeda’s failed 2001 “shoe 
bomber” attack on a US jetliner.

In the 1980s, London police 
removed garbage bins from the 
streets to prevent Irish republican 
bombers planting devices in 
them. It took 20 years — and a 
peace settlement — to get them 
back.

Harvey Morris has written several 
books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds published in 1993.
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The Islamic State wants to 
engender fear in Western 
societies.

Clinton and Trump audition to be commander-in-chief
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T 

he major party nominees 
for election to be presi-
dent of the United States — 
Democrat Hillary Clinton 
and Republican Donald 

Trump — auditioned for the role of 
commander-in-chief, the respon-
sibility that many, including most 
former presidents, call the most im-
portant aspect of the job.

Clinton and Trump each answered 
questions put to them by a modera-
tor from NBC News and from an au-
dience of US military veterans for 30 
minutes on September 7th. The can-
didates were not on stage — the deck 
of the US Navy’s decommissioned 
aircraft carrier USS Intrepid in New 
York harbour — at the same time.

Each candidate offered reasons 
they would be the better command-
er-in-chief: Clinton emphasised her 
“steadiness” and “temperament”, a 
clear effort to draw a contrast with 
the mercurial Trump. For his part, 
Trump said the fact he had “built a 
great company” and had “travelled 
all over the world” has given him 
“great judgment”. Throughout the 
campaign, Trump has touted his 
business success as evidence of his 
qualifications for being president.

Clinton tried to reassure liberals 
in her party by declaring that the 
use of force “is a last resort, not a 
first choice” and pledged that she 
would never send US ground troops 
to Iraq or Syria, although she did not 
rule out special forces or air support 
— essentially, a continuation of US 
President Barack Obama’s policies.

Neither Clinton nor Trump offered 
any ideas about how to end the civil 
war in Syria but, for the first time in 
the campaign, Clinton said that one 
of her goals as president would be 
to capture or kill Islamic State (ISIS) 
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

Trump said he has a “secret plan” 
to destroy ISIS but gave no hints as 
to what that plan involved, saying 
it is better if a president is “unpre-
dictable”. The real estate magnate 
did say that in his first 30 days in of-
fice he would solicit an alternative 
plan “from my generals” and com-
pare their plan to his and choose 
the option he thinks is best. Trump 
has said on the campaign trail that 
“I know more about ISIS than the 
generals” but he seems willing to at 
least consider their advice.

Clinton defended her support 
for US military action against Lib-
ya in 2011 when she was secretary 
of State, claiming that the US and 
NATO intervention “saved lives” 
and helped prevent Libya from be-
coming “like Syria”. In fact, Libya 
has suffered from five years of inter-
nal conflict, has no broadly accepted 
government and has become the 
North African outpost for ISIS.

On the issue of preventing po-
tential ISIS terrorism in the United 
States, Clinton said an “intelligence 
surge” is needed, as well as greater 
intelligence cooperation between 
the United States and its European 
allies and better coordination of in-
formation between federal agencies 
and local police. She repeated her 
argument that anyone on the US ter-
rorism watch list should be prevent-
ed from legally purchasing guns and 
ammunition. Clinton also pledged 
to work with high-tech Silicon Val-
ley to devise ways to “disrupt ISIS in 
the battle of ideas”.

The former secretary of State of-
fered continued support for the nu-
clear agreement with Iran — “it has 
made the world safer” — and said 
she would enforce it “to the limit”, 

presumably a reference to the use 
of military force. She said the real 
threat posed by Iran was not nuclear 
but rather its activities in Syria and 
Yemen and its support of Hezbollah.

Trump was not asked about ei-
ther domestic terrorism or Iran and 
offered no comments on his own. 
Other than promoting his “secret 
plan” to defeat ISIS, Trump spent 
much of his allotted time criticising 
Clinton and the Obama administra-
tion. He said that under Obama, 
America’s generals have been “re-
duced to rubble”, that the US inter-
vention in Libya was “a terrible mis-
take” and that current Secretary of 
State John Kerry is a “total disaster”.

He also said that he would be “a 
lot slower to go to war” than Clinton 
would be and repeated his argument 

that the United States should have 
seized control of Iraq’s oil fields 
in 2003 because “to the victor go 
the spoils”. Seizing the oil, he said, 
would have prevented the rise of 
ISIS.

Much of the commentary after the 
forum focused on Trump’s contin-
ued espousal of close relations with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin. 
Trump said Putin was a stronger 
leader than Obama and that Pu-
tin shares the US goal of defeating 
ISIS, so “wouldn’t it be wonderful to 
work together”?

Trump may have inadvertently 
revealed the true reason for his em-
brace of the authoritarian Russian 
leader: Noting that Putin has re-
ferred to him as “brilliant”, Trump 
said: “If he says great things about 

me, I’m going to say great things 
about him.”

The candidates’ first face-to-face 
debate is scheduled for September 
26th.

While neither Clinton nor Trump 
offered hope for a dramatic change 
in US policy towards the Middle 
East, both came across as more 
credible than Libertarian Party can-
didate Gary Johnson, who in some 
polls is winning as much as 15% of 
the vote. Asked on September 8th 
what he would do to help Aleppo, he 
replied, “What is Aleppo?”

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

US Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump speaks with Today show co-anchor Matt Lauer 
at the NBC Commander-In-Chief Forum at the Intrepid Sea, Air and Space museum in New York, on 
September 7th.

Neither Clinton nor 
Trump offered hope 
for a dramatic change 
in US policy towards 
the Middle East.
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Economic considerations surround Eid
celebration in the Maghreb
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

M 

uslims in the Maghreb 
will join fellow fol-
lowers of Islam across 
the world to celebrate 
Eid al-Adha, also 

called the Feast of Sacrifice. The 
celebration  was created to revive 
the spirit of sharing and together-
ness.

It also marks the end of haj, the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, by slaughter-
ing a sheep or a goat, the meat of 
which is often shared among family 
and the poor. The ritual symbolical-
ly re-enacts the willingness of Abra-
ham to sacrifice his son Ishmael to 
show his obedience and devotion 
to God.

Talk about the sheep, their pric-
es and the business built around 
selling them topped discussions 
in Maghreb cafés and workplaces 
ahead of the holiday.

The conversations come as a wel-
come distraction from other, more 
difficult issues such as the chaos in 
Libya, looming austerity in Tunisia, 
upcoming parliamentary elections 
in Morocco or political manoeu-
vrings in Algeria ahead of next 
year’s legislative polls.

The sheep business is big and 
diversified. In Morocco it accounts 
for $1.02 billion in a matter of a few 
weeks — the equivalent of the com-
bined profits of the country’s banks 

for three years, according statistics 
from the government’s High Plan-
ning Commission.

Main places and roads, towns and 
villages across the region become 
open markets for the estimated 14 
million sheep and goats slated for 
slaughter.

Many view Eid as an opportunity 
to earn money by selling hay for the 
animals or other materials needed 
for preparing the meat. Many more 
people become one-day butchers to 
help feed city dwellers during the 
occasion.

The “temporary workers of the 
sacrifice” wait in the upscale Souis-
si district in Rabat, Hydra neighour-
hood in Algiers or Ennasr in Tunis 
for customers to pick them up to 
carry out the ritual slaughter in 
people’s homes.

But for most poor and middle-
class families in the Maghreb, Eid 
al-Adha and the social pressures 
to keep up with the neighbours by 
buying an animal to slaughter add 
to a trio of burdensome summer 
expenses. Paying for the seasonal 
holiday and expenses at the start of 
the school year the other two.

The Moroccan Agriculture Min-
istry, in a statement August 4th, 
said the number of sheep and goats 
on the market totalled 8.6 million, 
higher than the estimated demand 
of 5.35 million. It forecast average 
price of the animals at $226-$237 
and an estimated turnover from the 
sale of sheep and goats at $1.02 bil-
lion.

The Stock Breeders Association 
in Algeria said 26 million sheep 
and goats were on the market with 
sheep going for $229-$458.

Mohamed Moussouni, a special-
ist in breeding at Algeria’s National 
Institute of Agronomics, said the 
relatively affordable prices came as 
breeders feared that the drought in 

the country was making it costlier 
to keep sheep on farms.

“For average families, the sac-
rifice is an additional burden as 
around half of the budget goes for 
food in ordinary periods. Rising 
inflation and expenses for children 
heading back to schools stretch 
further financial possibilities to the 
limits,” he said.

Algerian analyst Mustapha Ham-
ouche said: “The whole country 
is talking about the Eid’s mutton. 
Only the issue of the prices of the 
animal is talked over, not the ques-
tion of whether it is a must to ob-
serve the sacrifice by slaughtering a 

sheep or a goat.
“The average faithful citizens 

constitute an advantage for the 
government. They are predictable 
in their aspirations and needs even 
if that benefits wheeler-dealers.”

In Tunisia, the country’s imams’ 
association clashed with the Ag-
riculture Ministry and farmers’ 
groups when the association urged 
Dar al-Iftaa — the Islamic edicts 
body — to temporarily ban the sac-
rifice because of the spread of a dis-
ease among livestock.

The ministry and the National 
Union of Farmers dismissed the 
claims as “unfounded”, arguing 

that the imams have no veterinary 
expertise to address the issue.

The ministry said about 900,000 
sheep and goats are on the market, 
enough for weak demand with av-
erage price of $136-$227 a sheep.

Moroccan writer Rachid Labied 
was among the few in the region 
who openly expressed his feelings 
about the pain the animals might 
experience while being slaugh-
tered. He urged the faithful to pon-
der modern methods to ease that 
suffering.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.

 Many view Eid as an 
opportunity to earn 
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A vendor arranges bags of coal ahead of Eid al-Adha celebration, in Benghazi, Libya, on September 
7th.

Water crisis threatens 
Iran’s pistachio farms
Eric Randolph

Sirjan, Iran

T 

he pistachio trees at the 
village in southern Iran are 
long dead, bleached white 
by the sun, victims of un-
derground water reserves 

having been sucked dry by decades 
of over-farming and waste.

The last farmers left with their 
families ten years ago and the vil-
lage has the look of an abandoned 
Martian colony. The dome-roofed, 
mud-walled homes are crumbling, 
once-green fields are nothing but 
dirt furrows. The only sign of life is a 
couple of drifters camping out in an 
old storehouse.

Pistachios are Iran’s biggest ex-
port after crude oil, with 250,000 
tonnes of the nut produced in 2016 
— a figure recently topped by the 
United States.

In Kerman province in southern 
Iran, cities have grown rich from 
pistachios but time is running out 
for the industry as unconstrained 
farming and climate change take a 
devastating toll.

Near the city of Sirjan, a long 
line of enormous sinkholes looking 
like bomb craters mark the points 
where an underground aquifer was 
pumped dry and the ground simply 
collapsed.

“Farming is being destroyed,” 

said Hassan Ali Firouzabadi, who 
has lived in the nearby village of 
Izadabad for half a century.

His business is barely clinging on. 
Some of his pistachio trees are old 
enough to remember the golden age 
of Shah Abbas in the 17th century 
but the leaves have turned yellow-
green from the salty water he now 
dredges up.

“The well was 6 to 10 metres 
(deep) when I was a child but now 
it’s 150 and the water is bitter and 
salty,” he said.

“This used to be a village full of 
people. Most have left to become la-
bourers and drivers. Ten more years 
and there will be nothing left.”

Iran faces two key challenges — 
dealing with a years-long nation-
wide drought that shows little sign 
of abating and trying to convince 
farmers to stop the uncontrolled 
pumping of water.

Some 300,000 of Iran’s 750,000 
water pumps are illegal — a big rea-
son the United Nations said Iran is of-
ficially transitioning from a state of 
“water stress” to “water scarcity”.

In 2013, Iran’s chamber of com-
merce carried out a survey showing 
that Kerman province was losing 
about 20,000 hectares of pistachio 
farms every year to desertification.

For centuries, Iran relied on one 
of the world’s most sophisticated ir-
rigation systems — a web of under-
ground canals known as qanats that 
carried water from under mountains 
to the arid plains.

But then came the electric pumps 
and chaotic politics of the last cen-
tury. The need to preserve water 
was little understood and secondary 
to self-sufficiency in food produc-
tion — an attitude that persisted into 

the sanctions era.
“We are slowly moving past a 

long-held illusion that we have end-
less resources,” said Mohsen Nasseri 
at the National Climate Change Of-
fice in Tehran.

He said the government is finally 
looking at financial incentives to 
encourage water conservation. One 
scheme offers funding for farmers to 
buy modern irrigation equipment. 
Changing ingrained attitudes, how-
ever, will take time.

“It’s late, but it’s happening,” Nas-
seri said.

Some farmers have taken matters 
into their own hands.

The lushly green pistachio trees of 

Farhad Sharif’s farm near Sirjan are 
an oasis against the flat brown land-
scape.

The family installed a drip-irri-
gation system eight years ago that 
carefully controls the amount and 
quality of water delivered to each 
plant.

“We get more quality and more 
quantity from our pistachio trees 
and we use 70% less water,” said 
Sharif, who runs the business with 
his father.

They strictly limit the size of the 
farm to ensure the underground wa-
ter levels can be replenished natu-
rally.

“Everyone should do it,” he said 

but he knows the problem is money.
Sharif’s family had cash and con-

nections in Tehran that helped them 
secure a loan for the system but 
even their farm cannot avoid the 
wider problems in the area.

Each year, he said, they have to 
pull up the pipes and shorten them 
as water tables deplete and the land 
gradually sinks.

“The problem is more dangerous 
than people realise. There is just not 
enough oversight,” Sharif said.

“What is happening around here 
is a catastrophe — it has reached a 
crisis point.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Dead pistachio trees at a field that farmers left behind due to the lack of water in an abandoned 
village near the southern Iranian city of Sirjan.                                                                                                   (AFP)

With 250,000 tonnes 
of the nut produced 
last year, Iran was only 
second to the US in 
2015.
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Dubai

D 

ubai developers are roll-
ing out scale models for 
the city’s latest grandiose 
property projects despite 
continued drops in real 

estate prices.
Shimmering skyscrapers, golf-

course villas and houses in sprawl-
ing communities are on show at 
Cityscape Global 2016, an exhibition 
with a growing a reputation as the 
venue for launching the emirate’s 
mega-projects.

The centrepiece of the fair was 
Jumeirah Central, an entire district 
with a mixture of residential and of-
fice blocks, hotels and a mall, along 
Dubai’s Sheikh Zayed Road. The 
project is being developed by state-
owned Dubai Holding, the creator 
of the luxurious, sail-shaped Burj Al 
Arab hotel.

Emaar South was a new develop-
ment announced just before City-
scape by Emaar Properties, which 
built Burj Khalifa, the world’s tall-
est tower, among other Dubai land-

marks.
It is to be built in Dubai South, a 

vast desert that hosts Dubai’s sec-
ond airport Al-Maktoum, which is 
planned to become the world’s larg-
est and replace Dubai International 
Airport as the base for Emirates Air-
line.

“It is really amazing to get the 
chance to keep expanding this city,” 
Emaar Chairman Mohamed Alab-
bar said. “Keep in mind that we are 
(only) 40-plus years old… We are re-
ally young as a country and as a city 
and there is a lot to do.”

On the first day of Cityscape Glob-
al 2016, Nakheel — the developer 
behind the man-made archipelago 
of Palm Jumeirah — announced 
an apartment complex that it said 
would “dominate” the skyline.

Dubai became a magnet for prop-
erty investments when it opened the 
sector to foreigners in 2002, stand-
ing out in a region that mostly con-

fines freehold ownership to citizens.
The value of property surged at 

breakneck speed until the global 
financial crisis hit the debt-laden 
emirate in 2009, sending prices into 
free-fall.

A recovery led by tourism, trade 
and transportation pushed prices 
up again in 2012-14 and stirred fears 
of another bubble before they eased 
again at a slow pace.

Prices have dropped about 15% 
since peaking in mid-2014, accord-
ing to a report by property consul-
tancy Jones Lang LaSalle. Another 
consultancy, Cluttons, said prices 
“continued to soften” across the res-
idential market in the second quar-
ter of 2016, losing an average 2.4%.

Cluttons said the average price per 
square foot stands at $375, which 
it said was almost 25% below the 
“market peak” in the third quarter 
of 2008.

“We see the residential real estate 
market bottoming out by the end of 
this year,” said John Stevens, man-
aging director of Asteco real estate 
services. “We’ve seen some slight 
decline but certainly we expect the 
market to be stable.”

Transactions amounted to $15.5 

billion in the first half of the year, 
according to official statistics, with 
Emirati nationals topping the list 
with deals worth $3.49 billion. The 
rest were snapped up by foreigners, 
led by Indian investors with transac-
tions worth $1.9 billion, while Sau-
dis and Britons clinched deals total-
ling $1.08 billion each.

“External factors over the years 
have always affected the appetite 
from certain countries,” said Ste-
vens.

These included the effects of the 
falling Russian ruble in 2015 and the 
British pound this year following the 
Brexit vote.

However, interest is coming from 
elsewhere.

“You’ve seen interest coming 
from other marketplaces. Certainly 
in the past 12 months, we’ve seen 
much greater interest from China, 
for example,” said Stevens.

(Agence France-Presse)

Economy

UAE introduces 
much-awaited 
bankruptcy law

Dutch to help 
build Gaza gas 
pipeline

Iran banks to set 
up in Germany

UAE officials approved a final 
draft of a much-awaited bank-
ruptcy law designed to strengthen 
confidence in the regional business 
hub.

“The law contributes in strength-
ening the financial, economic and 
legislative system in the UAE,” said 
UAE Finance Minister Sheikh Ham-
dan bin Rashid al-Maktoum in a 
statement.

The move puts in place a “sepa-
rate and modern law to avoid bank-
ruptcy cases, including financial 
restructuring, composition proce-
dures, restructuring debts and liq-
uidation funds,” he said.

The law will end the practice of 
sending people to jail for bounced 
cheques until a restructuring plan 
for business owners has been 
agreed with creditors, the National 
daily reported, citing an unnamed 
government official.

“The bankruptcy law helps in at-
tracting foreign investments due to 
the increase (of) trust in the eco-
nomic environment and the flex-
ible legislative infrastructure that 
protect investors’ assets and facili-
tate business,” said the minister.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Netherlands will help Israel 
boost energy and water supplies 
to Gaza, including by building a 
gas pipeline, Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu said.

“We want to help the popula-
tion of Gaza and the first step is to 
improve the supply of energy and 
water… including laying a gas pipe-
line,” Netanyahu said during a visit 
to The Netherlands.

Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte 
said his country had invested in a 
feasibility study for a gas pipeline 
from Israel to the impoverished 
Palestinian territory of the Gaza 
Strip. The Netherlands would also 
facilitate expert meetings between 
Dutch, Israeli and Palestinian offi-
cials focusing on energy and water, 
he said.

“The aim of these meetings is to 
improve the Palestinian economy 
but equally it provides for a more 
fertile ground for political nego-
tiations between the two parties,” 
added Rutte.
(Agence France-Presse)

Two private Iranian banks plan to 
open branches in Munich, officials 
confirmed, as the Islamic republic 
looks for ways around ongoing bar-
riers to international financing.

The central bank announced that 
Middle East Bank and Sina Bank 
would set up in Germany’s Bavaria 
state, following a visit by local Econ-
omy Minister Ilse Aigner to Tehran.

“This is a first since the revolution 
of 1979. We hope to open our branch 
by the end of 2016,” Parviz Aghili, di-
rector general of Middle East Bank, 
said.

Iran’s central bank is also work-
ing with its German counterpart and 
several banks in the country to set-
tle oil exports in euros.

Despite sanctions being lifted un-
der last year’s nuclear deal, major 
European banks have been reluctant 
to work with Iran, fearing continu-
ing US non-nuclear sanctions. Only 
a few small European banks without 
ties to the US have been willing to 
work with Iran, meaning that major 
trade deals have been stalled.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Dubai fair rolls out property projects

Saudis and Britons 
clinched deals 
totalling $1.08 billion 
each.

Transactions 
amounted to $15.5 
billion in the first half 
of the year.

Baghdad and Erbil reach tentative 
agreement on Kirkuk oil sales

Washington

I 

raq’s federal government and 
the Kurdistan Regional Govern-
ment (KRG) have tentatively 
resolved their dispute over the 
export and sales of Kirkuk oil 

produced by the federal government 
in northern Iraq via the KRG-owned 
export pipeline system through 
Turkey. Baghdad, however, left the 
door open to other export routes for 
its Kirkuk oil, including trucking it 
from Kirkuk to Iran, if necessary.

The agreement to resume export-
ing Kirkuk crude through the KRG-
operated pipeline following a five-
month suspension came after the 
appointment of a new Iraqi Oil min-
ister and a visit by KRG Prime Min-
ister Nechirvan Barzani to Baghdad 
to meet with Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi.

This tentative deal reportedly in-
volves splitting sale proceeds from 
150,000 barrels per day (bpd) of 
resumed Kirkuk oil flow 50-50 be-
tween Iraq’s State Oil Marketing 
Organisation (SOMO) and the KRG. 
Additional details are still to be 
hammered out between Iraq’s Oil 
Ministry and the KRG’s Natural Re-
sources Ministry.

Newly appointed Iraqi Oil Minis-
ter Jabar Ali al-Luaibi authorised the 
resumption of Kirkuk crude exports 
through the KRG pipeline to the 
Turkish port of Ceyhan as a “good 
faith” gesture ahead of Barzani’s 
meeting with Abadi.

The prickly relationship between 
Baghdad and Erbil — the two rou-
tinely tussle over budget allocation 
payments, ownership of Kirkuk oil, 
equitable distribution of oil pro-
ceeds and the KRG’s drive for in-
dependence — means there are no 
guarantees that the Kirkuk dispute 
has been resolved.

In February, the KRG began in-
cluding crude volumes from Kirkuk 
oil field production operated by 
the federal government’s North Oil 
Company (NOC) into its own Kirkuk 
volumes in its official monthly ex-

port data, rather than separating out 
the NOC barrels as it had previously 
done.

This suggested that the KRG was 
no longer acknowledging Baghdad’s 
sovereignty over NOC’s Kirkuk-
based oil operations. In March, the 
Iraqi Oil Ministry authorised NOC to 
cease pumping its Kirkuk crude into 
the KRG pipeline system.

Kirkuk oil has been an issue be-
tween Baghdad and Erbil since the 
KRG took control over much of the 
Kirkuk region in 2014, including two 
oil fields, the Bai Hassan and Avana 
fields that had been operated by the 
NOC. Baghdad viewed Erbil’s sei-
zure of the two Kirkuk fields as il-
legal; the KRG has insisted it moved 
to protect the Kirkuk region in the 
absence of Iraqi government troops 
as the peshmerga effectively routed 
Islamic State (ISIS) forces. However, 
Erbil has made no secret that it has 
deemed Kirkuk part of KRG terri-
tory.

When the KRG began exporting 
crude through its pipeline system 
to Ceyhan in mid-2015, SOMO was 
cut out of any oversight of the sales. 
Baghdad has always insisted that 
SOMO be the sole marketer of Iraqi 
crude, of which it considers KRG oil 
to be part. The KRG began its own 
exports after accusing Baghdad of 

not honouring a revenue-sharing 
agreement and not allocating Er-
bil enough money from the federal 
budget.

Iraqi oil officials had warned that 
should an agreement with the KRG 
over the disputed Kirkuk barrels 
not be reached Baghdad would con-
sider a “swaps” arrangement with 
Tehran, in which 150,000 bpd of its 
Kirkuk crude would supply north-
ern Iran with the Iraqi federal gov-
ernment taking the same volume of 
Iranian oil from Iranian ports on the 
Gulf.

The KRG coalition government’s 
minority party, the Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan (PUK) — which is close-
ly allied with Tehran, supports that 
option. It has long argued that the 
KRG’s dominant party, the Kurdish 
Democratic Party (KDP), does not 
equitably share revenues with the 
PUK from oil sales.

A PUK delegation recently trav-
elled to Baghdad to argue the case 
that the KDP should no longer have 

control over Kirkuk oil revenues. 
Not surprisingly, the PUK is actively 
promoting a deal with Iran in which 
two pipelines would carry crude 
from PUK-controlled oil fields in 
Kurdistan into Iran as part of a long-
term “swaps” arrangement.

Both the federal government 
and KRG are reeling from financial 
crises brought about by the costly 
battle waged against ISIS and sus-
tained low oil prices. Baghdad has 
been successful at ratcheting up its 
oil production to about 4.6 million 
bpd but the International Monetary 
Fund anticipates that the Iraqi fed-
eral government will record a $17 
billion budget deficit this year.

The KRG, which produces about 
500,000 bpd from its own territory, 
is unable to meet monthly budget 
expenses, of which it says some 
$800 million is needed to pay civil 
service salaries — with almost 40% 
of that dedicated to peshmerga 
fighters. It would appear that this fi-
nancial pressure is a strong impetus 
for Erbil to come to an agreement 
with Baghdad on sharing Kirkuk ex-
ports, regardless of how temporary 
it may prove to be.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

A 2014 file photo shows a Kurdish peshmerga fighter standing guard as new equipment arrives at 
Kalak refinery on the outskirts of Erbil, Iraq.

Financial pressure is a 
strong impetus for 
Erbil to come to an 
agreement with 
Baghdad on sharing 
Kirkuk exports. The tentative deal 

reportedly involves 
splitting sale proceeds 
from 150,000 barrels 
per day.

Ali Khalil

Jareer Elass
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Syrians seek shelter in caves
Ahmad Ramadan

Northern Syria

F 

ive years into Syria’s civil 
war, families have made 
their homes in caves and 
ancient tombs in a des-
perate attempt to shield 

themselves from barrel bombs and 
artillery bombardments.

Abdel Salam Fadel, from Kansa-
fra, for more than a year has been 
living in one of the tombs and caves 
dotting the hillsides around the 
north-western province of Idlib. 
“For 45 years, I never dared go into 
this cavern but when my house was 
destroyed in heavy bombardment, 
I had no other choice but to move 
in.”

Fadel has organised the 400-sq.-
metre cave into living quarters for 
his large family and a place to keep 
his goats. “Many displaced families 
who lost their homes in the village 
shifted to tens of Roman caves lit-
tering the area. Some caves are 
quite spacious and shared by more 
than one family,” he said.

Idlib province is a stronghold of 
the newly rebranded Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham, which said it cut ties with 
al-Qaeda in late July and changed 
its name from al-Nusra Front. It has 
been regularly targeted by Syrian 
and Russian air attacks.

Northern rural parts of Aleppo 
province have provided natu-

ral shelters for the war-battered 
population. Many like Abdo Cha-
hine from the village of Ratyan say 
they prefer living in a cave over 
a crammed Syrian refugee camp, 
which is also subject to attack.

“The village was totally deserted 
after being destroyed in the begin-
ning of the year in an attack by gov-
ernment forces. My neighbours and 
I settled in tents in a refugee camp 
at first but the place was bombard-
ed, prompting us to seek shelter in 
caves on the outskirts of the [ad-
jacent] town of Anadan, which is 
known as the area of caverns,” said 
Chahine.

The father of five young children 
said he worked for more than ten 
years in neighbouring Lebanon to 
save enough money to build his 
house. “It was all gone in five min-
utes. I saw my house being turned 
into a mound of stones by a barrel 
bomb. I never imagined that I will 
go back to living in caves like thou-
sands of years ago,” he said.

“These caves were dens for 
wolves and hyenas and no one 
dared go near them. They have be-
come dwellings for people instead 
but at least here I can sleep with my 
family safely without fear of being 
buried under rubble,” Chahine said.

Many of the caves are natural 
and others are ancient tombs or 
mine workings. “The areas of ru-
ral Aleppo and Idlib are known 
for comprising hundreds of caves, 
some of which were excavated by 
the Romans and later enlarged by 
the Ottomans,” noted Abdel Kader 
Mohamad, a former professor of ge-
ography at Aleppo University.

“The caves were used in the past 
as rest stations for troops while 
travelling on military campaigns 
and, at a later stage, they served as 

hideouts for revolutionaries resist-
ing French occupation. Today, they 
are dwellings for families fleeing 
the regime attacks,” Mohamad said.

One of the caves in Kansafra was 
turned into a makeshift school af-
ter many school buildings in the 
area were severely damaged in air 
strikes.

“Some 60 students are attending 
underground classes, sitting right 
on the floor after they lost their 
school,” media activist Abdel Aziz 
Khalil said in an online interview.

“Despite the harsh conditions 
and dangers of living in caverns, 
families prefer them to the over-
crowded tented camps where there 

is no privacy, a matter that is quite 
disturbing for conservative Syr-
ian families,” Khalil said. Although 
some caves are fairly spacious, they 
are dark and airless and become 
particularly stuffy when they are 
shared by more than one family.

Rebel fighters are also using the 
caves. Further south in Al-Lajat in 
eastern rural Deraa, hillside caves 
serve as hideouts and training 
space for the rebel al-Omari Bri-
gades, which was set up by a dis-
sident Syrian Army officer from the 
area.

“The caves constituted a safe 
place to gather our fighters. Some 
are quite large allowing us to give 
lessons and training inside,” said 
a group commander going by the 
nom de guerre Abou Hazza.

“The caves in Al-Lajat region are 
also home for more than 150 fami-
lies who took shelter there despite 
the hazards of having their children 
being bitten by snakes and stung by 
scorpions,” he said.

People living in the caves suf-
fer from a lack of food and water. 
Their main form of sustenance is 
the sparse greenery and vegeta-
tion found between rocks on the 
mountains. They have no access 
to health care or medicine, which 
makes them especially vulnerable 
in an area also home to poisonous 
snakes.

There is a sense of history repeat-
ing itself in the caves of Idlib, Alep-
po and Deraa where people lived 
thousands of years ago but modern 
day cave-dwellers yearn to return 
to their homes.

Ahmad Ramadan, a pseudonym 
used for safety reasons, is a 
reporter in northern Syria who 
contributes to The Arab Weekly.

Internally displaced children attend a class inside a cave in the 
rebel-controlled village of Tramla, in Idlib province, Syria.

Northern rural parts of 
Aleppo province have 
provided natural 
shelters for the war-
battered population.

Iraq faces worrisome drug problem
Nermeen Mufti

Baghdad

B 

efore the US-led invasion 
in 2003, the United Na-
tions and Interpol said 
Iraq was completely clean 
of drugs but warned that 

the country could become a con-
suming market as it had quickly 
developed into a transit point on a 
drug-trafficking route to major pro-
ducer Afghanistan.

By 2016, addiction and consump-
tion have become worrisome with 
increased domestic crime, especial-
ly by teenagers seeking to finance 
their habit.

Recently, one of a series of crimes 
that rattled Baghdad involved a 
male teenager who killed his father 
for money to buy cocaine. A female 
university senior was arrested in a 
brothel where she had sex for mon-
ey to buy a local brand of heroin 
called “Crystal”.

Prior to 2003, it was believed that 
no narcotics of any kind could be 
found in Iraq, despite its proximity 
to Iran, a large consumer market, 
and its location between Afghani-
stan and the West. Under dictator 
Saddam Hussein, drug traffickers 
and consumers were sentenced to 
death.

Gradually after the invasion, Iraq 
became a passageway for drugs 
bound for Saudi Arabia and other 
Gulf countries as well as Europe. A 
fraction ended up in the local mar-
ket to satisfy demand mostly by for-
eigners.

In August 2003, the UN Office on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC) said af-
ter a two-week fact-finding mission 
about organised crime and traffick-

ing in narcotics that drugs were “not 
yet a real problem” in Iraq.

However, UNODC warned that a 
“strong possibility of an increased 
drug trafficking exists”. Again, UN-
ODC based its prediction on Iraq ly-
ing along a major drug route from 
Afghanistan.

The UN agency recommended 
that the “criminal justice system 
requires substantial reforms to re-
spond effectively to the challenges 
of organised crime and drug traffick-
ing”.

Iraqi Judge Kadhim al Zaidy said 
in recent research that combating 
drug trafficking required a special 
force, similar to the anti-terrorism 
squads, as a first and immediate 
step and that the force should be 
deployed to all borders and airports.

Lawyer Amjad Hussein said drug 
penalties should be harsher. He 
specifically referred to a 1994 drug 
law, modified in 1996, that states 
that dealing with certain pills and 
medicines either through trafficking 
or selling by a pharmacist without a 
doctor’s prescription is a crime.

“Laws pertaining to combating 
drugs do not suit the present time,” 
Hussein said. “They were more se-
vere in the ‘60s of the last century”.

Almost every week, there are re-
ports of drugs trafficking and drug 
victims.

Ban, the 22-year-old female col-
lege student, was caught in a brothel 
in Baghdad recently. She was quot-
ed as saying that her addicted boy-
friend lured her to try drugs. When 
she became addicted, he forced her 
to work in the brothel to make mon-
ey to buy Crystal.

In Baghdad’s Bataween district, 
known as a hub for drug and sex traf-
ficking, young Iraqi widow Ahlam 
said her monthly use of a specific 
brand of local pills is estimated at 

50,000 Iraqi dinars — about $400.
“I became addicted to these pills 

since my husband was killed dur-
ing the sectarian war,” ten years ago. 
She said she started out as a prosti-
tute, “going with five or more men 
each night, to make enough money 
to buy the drugs”.

According to Abdul Ridha Ali, a 
social worker in an Iraqi court, the 
majority of the addicted people in 
Iraq are from “fragmented and poor 
families, which are jobless and also 
street children”.

Nadhim, a young Iraqi father, be-
came addicted to Crystal, the most 
expensive drug and harmful on the 
neurological system. He is from a 
wealthy background. “I couldn’t flee 

the turmoil in Iraq and I couldn’t 
bear to live without drugs,” he add-
ed.

“As a result of my addiction, I 
started losing everything: my wife 
and two kids,” he said. He said his 
father told him he was ready to help 
him out “provided that I quit imme-
diately”.

“There’s an insufficient number of 
rehab centres in Iraq,” he added.

There are no statistics for the 
number of drug consumers or deal-
ers in Iraq but UNODC insists that 
Iraq has become a “vital” destina-
tion for drug trafficking in the area.

A police officer, speaking on con-
dition of anonymity said drugs sud-
denly poured into Iraq’s streets after 

April 2003, because of the insecu-
rity, chaos and corruption. He said 
while tens of drug storehouses are 
shut down, farms planting marijua-
na are destroyed and raids on deal-
ers and consumers continue.

Hanan Ali, a children rights activ-
ist, said the Iraqi authorities do not 
admit the problems; “therefore, 
solutions have become hard to find 
and apply”.

“Addiction among street children 
jumped 75% since 2003 and even 
those children have become tools in 
the hands of street gangsters to sell 
and distribute drugs,” Ali added.

Nermeen Mufti is an Iraqi journalist 
based in Baghdad.

A 2013 file photo shows seized drugs being incinerated by Iraqi Kurdish security forces in the Iraqi 
northern city of Erbil.

“Addiction among 
street children 
jumped 75% since 
2003.”

Hanan Ali, a children 
rights activist

By 2016, addiction and 
consumption have 
become worrisome 
with increased 
domestic crime.
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Safar Film Festival: A celebration of Arab cinema
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

T 

he third Safar Film Festival 
celebrates a new trend in 
Arab cinema that has been 
particularly defiant of 
deep-rooted social taboos 

and stereotypes of the Arab world.
The biennial event, curated by Ra-

sha Salti, returns to the Arab British 
Centre and Institute of Contempo-
rary Arts (ICA) of London September 
14th-18th.

“The socio-political drama has 
long prevailed in Arab cinema. We 
could see this in the past ten years 
but it has been accentuated in the 
last five years, as filmmakers are be-
coming more emboldened to forge 
their own voice,” Salti said.

“There is (clearly) a shift in inter-
est in what makes a valid story to 
make a film. People are realising that 
taboos are an important element of 
everyday life and are worth high-
lighting in a film.”

Kuwaiti visual artist and film-
maker Monira al-Qadiri offered a 
selection of short films that tackled 
corruption in Kuwait among other 
taboos.

“I made Rumours of Affluence at 
the end of 2011 when there were a 
lot of anti-corruption moves in Ku-

wait. Where does this legacy of cor-
ruption come from? It’s almost like 
it is embedded in our culture now. 
It has become so corrupt, it’s almost 
like you can’t do anything without it 
(corruption),” Qadiri said.

Souk al-Manakh, a documentary 
on the 1980 stock market crash in 
Kuwait was a main inspiration for 
the film.

“I used what I saw in that docu-
mentary but of course we don’t re-
ally know what actually happened,” 
she said. “It’s always about ru-
mours… but we don’t have proper 
anti-corruption laws and the (crash) 
is a black spot in Kuwait’s history. 
There was an oil boom in the 1970s 
so people were just playing with 
money.”

In Behind the Sun, Qadiri used 
videos of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 
in 1991 that she thought were the 

closest to reality. “Many Westerners 
filmed the invasion in a way that I 
believe was far from reality. The vid-
eos that were selected show what 
Kuwaitis really saw and felt,” she 
said.

At the heart of Lebanese film-
maker Sélim Mourad’s compelling 
kaleidoscopic movie This Little Fa-
ther Obsession are questions about 
the significance of lineage in Arab 
societies.

“When I think of myself as a 
unique child, not wanting to marry 
and carry on my family line, I think 
about reproduction,” Mourad said. 
“I have been thinking about it for 
the past 15 years, so it was kind of 
obsessive. Me being homosexual, it 
is about counterbalance on a physi-
cal and spiritual level. Maybe I am 
there to show that there are other 
goals (than reproduction) for hu-

manity.”
In the film, Mourad shows himself 

going on a date with a woman as it 
is one possibility many gay people 
choose to continue their family line 
but it does not really work.

“I told my parents I was homo-
sexual four years before shooting 
the film,” he said. “I (eventually) 
had their emotional support when I 
was going through a break-up. There 
was an inner chemical that occurred 
that made them finally accept it. It’s 
much easier now but we still do not 
like to talk about it.”

Mourad noted that his father was 
afraid people will judge him for be-
ing open-minded. “He really was 
concerned about this film showcas-
ing him as a naive father. I told him 
on the contrary you are a loving fa-
ther,” Mourad said.

“My film shows a quest to find 

one’s self. I think the media tends to 
show that people should not think 
about their ancestry and just to be 
themselves but I think we should 
think about where we come from, 
too.”

Algerian director Salem Brahimi’s 
first narrative feature, Let Them 
Come, is a remarkable adaptation 
of Arezki Mellal’s novel, telling the 
story of a family who must defend 
itself amid the onslaught of violence 
between government forces and 
radical Islamists in 1990s Algeria.

“Algeria’s dark decade was eve-
rywhere and nowhere at the same 
time. When you travel through Al-
geria, you see the (phobia) people 
have with security and the way they 
are jittery about something foreign 
coming in. It was a time of trauma,” 
Brahimi said.

“I chose to have a fiction film to 
give the trauma a face. The problem 
with an analytical approach is that 
people become numbers and there 
is not intimacy. The dynamics of 
the story is not only Algerian. Today 
we say it is Daesh,” he said using an 
Arab acronym for the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Brahimi described Yasmina, the 
mother in the story, as a hidden 
hero, arguing that “women in our 
part of the (Arab) world are the un-
sung heroes”.

“It might seem populist and easy 
to say but history supports what I 
say. The backbone of the Algerian 
revolution, for instance, was the 
women. Not only the logistics and 
food but the resistance itself,” he 
added.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dubai Opera 
sounds high note 
in Middle East’s 
cultural scene
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D 

ubai has joined Milan, 
London, Sydney, Paris 
and Moscow by open-
ing its own opera house 
with an inaugural per-

formance by Placido Domingo, one 
of the world’s most prestigious ten-
ors, to a sold-out house of 2,000.

Domingo opened with Rich-
ard Wagner’s overture from Die 
Meistersinger von Nurnberg. Ac-
companying him were soprano Ana 
Maria Martinez and the 65-piece 
orchestra from the Trieste opera 
house in Italy.

Reflecting Dubai’s resolve to 
forge its own cultural identity, 
Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammad 
bin Rashid al-Maktoum visited 
the Dubai Opera during opening 
concert rehearsals and the formal 
opening.

He issued a statement expressing 
satisfaction with the momentum 
of the UAE cultural scene, which 
he said will reflect positively on the 
community and “encourage them 
to engage in diverse cultural activi-
ties”.

“Culture is a key part of our life 
and represents the cornerstone 
of building societies. It is also the 
mirror that reflects the prosperity 
of community members and the 
momentum that drives us towards 

more innovation and excellence,” 
he said.

Hoda Al Khamis-Kanoo, the 
founder of Abu Dhabi Music & Arts 
Foundation (ADMAF), said: “We 
are very excited by the new Dubai 
Opera as this will bring a perma-
nent home for the performing arts 
in Dubai.”

Kanoo has been organising classi-
cal concerts in Abu Dhabi for years.

“The Abu Dhabi Festival, in its 
mission to perform in all the seven 
Emirates, looks forward to work 
closely together with the Dubai Op-
era to co-commission new works, 
perform classic favourites with the 
aim to enrich culture for all,” she 
said.

An arts aficionado and Dubai 
resident, who had a pre-inaugural 
peek and an opportunity to at-
tend an invited rehearsal, and who 
wished not to be named, said: “The 
Dubai Opera stays true to the aes-
thetics of the city. It is not overtly 
European in its design which is a 
nice touch. The dhow [wooden 
vessels that ply the Gulf waters] 
theme runs throughout, with even 
the balconies in the theatre made 
to look as though they are ship’s 
hulls protruding from the walls.

“I was a little disappointed with 
the seating and the flooring, which 
did make the opera hall feel a tad 
make-shift but, all-in-all, it was a 
great experience and a beautiful 
building!”

“I’ve never attended an opera 
before and so I enjoyed the experi-
ence, even though it really was not 
my cup of tea,” she said. “One very 
nice touch was the addition of a 
screen above the stage that accom-
panied the performance with Ara-
bic and English subtitles. I watched 

an Italian-language opera called 
The Barber of Seville.

A Dubai expatriate and music 
lover, Sarakshi Rai said she was 
overwhelmed by the opening per-
formance. “Domingo was absolute-
ly fantastic. Even at 75 years (old), 
he was at his best and in the second 
half had the crowd singing along 
to popular Broadway hits from 
My Fair Lady and West Side Story. 
The audience did not want to leave 
and he performed for 30 minutes 
more,” she said.

Rai had tried to book the ticket 
for the inaugural concert in April 
but was unsuccessful as the show 
was sold out within three hours of 
the box office opening. Disappoint-
ed but determined, she put her 
name on the wait list. Three weeks 
before the opening she received 
notification that she could book a 
ticket online.

Rai said she was impressed by the 
acoustics, interior and the overall 
ambience of the venue, which she 
described as beautiful.

“As you walk in from the Mo-
hammed Bin Rashid Boulevard in 

the Opera District and reach the 
opera venue, multicoloured foun-
tains and the sculptural name 
board at the entrance greets the 
visitor,” she said, and “the design 
on the outside and the inside has 
the look of a dhow, with Intricate 
carvings on the walls and the plush 
seating for 2,000 people, adding to 
the luxury.”

Work on the Dubai Opera project 
began four years ago with a com-
petition that was won by interna-
tional architectural firm Atkins. 
The project broke ground in May 
2013 and it took about three years 
to construct the building. The end 
product is a stunning glass struc-
ture in Dubai’s heart of commerce, 
leisure and entertainment area. 
The lobby boasts 360-degree views 
and the glass roof acts as a fifth fa-
çade.

The structure’s been innova-
tively designed so that it can ap-
propriately host opera, theatre, 
concert, exhibition, banquet and 
conference occasions. This is pos-
sible through the use of electroni-
cally moving floors, walls and 

ceilings that allow the auditorium 
configuration to change.

Jasper Hope, chief executive of 
Dubai Opera, who was earlier chief 
operating officer of the Royal Al-
bert Hall in London, has attracted 
top acts from across the globe to 
Dubai.

Hope has drawn up a busy cal-
endar with The Pearl Fishers, The 
Barber of Seville, Opera Without 
Words, Coppélia, Giselle, Postcards 
from Vienna, Mozart Gala, Impos-
sible, José Carreras, Vivaldi’s The 
Four Seasons, Sara Baras, Anoush-
ka Shankar, Bejart Ballet Laus-
anne, The Nutcracker on Ice, Slava’s 
Snowshow and West Side Story al-
ready scheduled.

“We are very much looking for-
ward to welcoming many more 
people to the venue over the next 
few days, weeks and months and 
firmly intend for Dubai Opera to 
make a major and lasting contribu-
tion,” he said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Dubai has joined 
Milan, London, 
Sydney, Paris and 
Moscow by opening its 
own opera house.

Night-view of  the new Dubai Opera. 

Sélim Mourad’s kaleidoscopic movie This Little Father Obsession explores the significance of lineage 
in Arab societies.

The third Safar Film 
Festival celebrates a 
new trend in Arab 
cinema that has been 
particularly defiant of 
deep-rooted social 
taboos.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Dubai:
Through September 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 or-
ganisations throughout the United 
Arab Emirates, the Middle East and 
the rest of 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 David 
August, Omar Souleyman and Prins 
Thomas.

Dubai:
September 16th-24th

Cirque Du Soleil returns to Dubai 
with a new concept called Varekai, 
which means “wherever”. The 
acrobatic performances take place 
at the Dubai World Trade Centre.

Tangier:
September 22nd-25th

The 17th Tangier’s Jazz Festival 
hosts renowned international and 
local jazz artists for one of Mo-
rocco’s premier cultural events. 
Festival guests have the opportu-
nity to attend free street perfor-
mances, free dance courses and 
jazz concerts.

London:
October 21st-November 6th 

The Nour Festival of Arts highlights 
the best contemporary Middle 
Eastern and North African arts and 
culture each October and Novem-
ber in venues across Kensington 
and Chelsea in London. The festival 
programme features exhibitions, 
music, cinema, food, talks and 
dance performances.

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 
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 
October — 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.

Tunis:
October 28th-November 5th

The Carthage Film Festival is an an-
nual festival that showcases films 
from the Maghreb, Africa and the 
Middle East. In its 27th edition the 
festival will take place in Tunis and 
other regions of Tunisia over eight 
days. A parallel programme will 
include world cinema projections, 
seminars, debates and meetings. 
The 2016 festival will celebrate the 
50th anniversary of the event’s 
founding in 1966.

Kerkennah

T 

wenty kilometres off the 
coast of the Tunisian 
town of Sfax is the only 
place on Earth where or-
dinary people can own 

parts of the sea: the islands of Kerk-
ennah.

The sea under the small islands is 
owned mostly by fishermen, due to 
their fishing methods that require 
them to set traps in designated 
parts of the water.

Kerkennah — or Cercina, as it 
was called by the Phoenicians — is 
steeped in history and contains 
traces of various civilisations. An 
hour away by ferry from Sfax, 
Kerkennah includes five islands 
first settled in Phoenician times. 
During the Roman empire, the 
Kerkennah islands served as a lo-
cation to watch over the sea and 
became known as the place Sem-
pronius Gracchus, a lover of Julia, 
the daughter of Emperor Augustus, 
was exiled to.

The islands of Kerkennah are 
rich with Roman ruins, most nota-
bly the towers and the old port on 
the eastern side of the islands. Still 
intact, the towers are open for visi-
tors to explore. In addition to his-
tory and culture, visitors can enjoy 
walks on the beach and the sea 
view from restaurants and hotels 
in the tourist zone of Sidi Fredj.

In more modern times, the is-
lands played an important role dur-
ing the country’s struggle against 
colonialism. Habib Bourguiba, 
Tunisia’s first president, sought 
shelter on the islands when he was 
wanted by French colonial officials. 

Kerkennah also was the home of la-
bour union leaders such as Farhat 
Hached, who campaigned against 
French rule during the 20th cen-
tury.

Kerkennah boasts the Museum 
of the Insular Patrimony of Ab-
basia, which showcases the his-
tory and traditions of the islands. 
Opened in 2006, the museum also 
functions as a research centre for 
Mediterranean studies.

“The museum focuses on the 
ethnographic aspect of the daily 
life of the inhabitants of the islands 
[during] the different phases of its 
history from ancient to modern,” 
said Abdelhamid Fehri, university 

researcher of history and founder 
of the museum.

Built in the style of a traditional 
house, the museum takes visitors 
from one room to another, each ex-
ploring a different aspect of island 
life. Visitors see fishing nets that 
were made by family members and 
stored in their homes.

Other parts of the museum are 
dedicated to daily life and wedding 
traditions, including the signature 
drums of the islands: Drummers 
and trumpet players perform in 
front of acrobatic dancers while 
singing and chanting traditional 
songs of the islands.

“Everything is built using the 
original materials of the locals. We 
tried to create a small microcosm of 
island life,” said Fehri.

Fehri said ownership of the sea 
dates to the 15th and 16th centu-
ries. Documents from that time re-
port that locals complained to the 
Bey of Tunis about mainlanders 
trying to steal their sea. The bey is-
sued a decree allowing Kerkennah 
islanders to own land under the 
sea.

“Starting at that point, locals be-
came able to register the parts of 
the sea where they set their fish-
ing traps as owned by them,” Fehri 
said. “The documents are known 
as honorary ownership contracts.”

The fishermen in Kerkennah use 
unique fishing technique called 
charfia, consisting of a net sown 
by hand in a circular shape. Charfia 
nets are displayed in the museum.

“For a good captain or fisher-
man, the fish has to be caught 

alive, which is why the fishermen 
use traps. Using a fishing net, they 
locate the right spots for the high 
tides. Where there is a circle, a ba-
sin is created. The fish enters and 
then it is trapped there until the 
trap is pulled up by the fisherman,” 
Fehri explained. “The second 
method is to install fishing nets in 
the water, make noise in the wa-
ter to catch the jumping fish in the 
nets. The point is to keep the fish 
alive until taken out of the water.”

The islands also are known for 
octopus fishing and residents or-
ganise an annual octopus festival 
in the spring. The festival includes 
folk shows and cooking competi-
tions for the best octopus dish.

“Kerkennah is a virgin land for 
those seeking peace and sooth-
ing quiet. People who like scenery 
that is untouched by modernity 
will enjoy their time here,” Fehri 
said. “Kerkennah is an oasis cov-
ering 140 square kilometres with 
over 60% oasis, a unique case in 
the Mediterranean. The fish, the 
grapes and the figs are all part of 
the wealth that is to be discovered.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Roua Khlifi

Kerkennah, the islands where 
inhabitants own parts of the sea

Fishing boats moored along the coast of the Tunisian island of Kerkennah.

Designated fishing traps in the island of Kerkennah.
(Kerkennah Direct Facebook page)

Kerkennah Folkloric Troupe 

Kerkennah — or 
Cercina, as it 
was called by the 
Phoenicians — is 
steeped in history.

(Kerkennah Direct Facebook page)


