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he second major ceasefire
in Syria’s five-and-a-halfyear war, which went into
force September 12th under a US-Russia deal, appears to be a test of trust between
the two powers and breathing space
for the fighting parties to boost their
positions on the battlefield.
The cessation of hostilities resulted in a significant drop in violence
across the country, despite violations that each side blamed on the
other. The most serious breach occurred September 16th with fierce
battles between government troops
and opposition forces in Damascus’s eastern neighbourhoods of
Qaboun and Jobar.
If the ceasefire holds for seven
consecutive days, the relatively
peaceful situation is expected to
set the ground for unprecedented
coordination between Moscow and
Washington in their fight against
jihadist groups and could open the
door to new UN-sponsored peace
talks.
Under the ceasefire agreement, all attacks are to stop except those targeting the Islamic
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda-linked
militants, including Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham.
Observers fear that the deal,
which has to be renewed every 48 hours, will be particularly difficult to implement
in areas where Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham has formed alliances
with local rebels. The first major
truce earlier this year soon started
to fray and then totally collapsed.
The moderate opposition backed
by Washington has yet to accept the
deal, complaining that it was still
waiting for details. Syrian President

A Syrian man carries three girls on a bicycle in the north-eastern Syrian city of Qamishli,
on September 13th.
Bashar Assad, who agreed to halt
the fighting for a week, has vowed
to recover all the land he lost in the
war.
“The truce agreement is a veiled
attempt for procrastination that will
give government forces time to rearrange their ranks and try to make

The truce appears
to be a test of trust
between the two
powers and breathing
space for the fighting
parties.

up for the territory they had lost
especially in northern rural Hama,”
said Monzer Makhous, spokesman
for the Syrian opposition High Negotiations Committee.
Mistrust is also evident between
Moscow and Washington, which accused each other of failing to meet
obligations under the still unclear
truce terms.
With the ceasefire designed to
pause the Syrian civil war long
enough for the United States and
Russia to focus air strikes on Islamic
extremists taking advantage of the
chaos in the embattled country,
there are fears the Kurds could be
targeted if they do not comply.

“If the Kurds do not abide by the
US instructions, confrontation will
be inevitable between them and the
Free Syrian Army in Manbij (northern Syria),” one opposition source in
the northern region said.
With details of the deal still not
made public, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov
confirmed Assad’s future is “purely
Syrian business” and the US-Russian agreement does not deal with
it.
Samar Kadi is an Arab Weekly
section editor based in Beirut.
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Haftar seizes oil terminals, raises stakes in Libya conflict
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he tone of the opposition
of Western powers backing Libya’s unity government to the seizure of
the country’s key oil terminals by General Khalifa Haftar’s
forces has become more strident
than that of most staunch rivals of
the anti-Islamist strongman in eastern Libya.
Oil ports at Ras Lanuf, Sidra and
Zueitina were captured by forces
under the command of Haftar, who
opposes the UN-supported Government of National Accord (GNA) and
supports the rival government in
the east.
While most of Haftar’s rivals
called for dialogue and restraint to
prevent a flare-up of violence after
almost six years of chaos and strife
in Libya since the overthrow of
Muammar Qaddafi, Western allies
urged Haftar to withdraw his forces
from the oil facilities.

A member of forces loyal to General Khalifa Haftar looks on at the
Zueitina oil terminal, on September 14th.
Libyan analysts predicted the seizure of the oil outlets would be followed by intense fighting between
Haftar’s camp, backed by anti-Islamist forces outside Tripoli and in
the south, and the Islamist-camp

backed by powerful militias in the
capital and western regions.
Haftar is allied with Libya’s parliament, which is based in the country’s far east and has not approved
the GNA in part because of differ-

ences over who commands the
army.
The internationally recognised
parliament Speaker Ageela Saleh
said Haftar’s move was by “popular demand” and was endorsed by
Libya’s legitimate institutions. He
said Haftar “liberated the fields and
the terminals from the occupiers
and those hindering exports”, referring to militia commander Ibrahim
Jadhran, who commands the Petroleum Facilities Guard.
Jadhran’s militia seized the oil
terminals in 2013 and has tried to
export illegally in the past. It is now
allied with the UN-backed government.
Libya’s conflict has paralysed its
once booming oil sector, denying
the country an estimated $100 billion in revenues over the past three
years because of Jadhran’s blockade.
The United States, France, Germany, Italy, Spain and Britain said
the GNA is the “sole steward of
these resources”, adding that “Libya’s oil belongs to the Libyan people”.

Haftar’s forces handed over the
oil facilities to the control of the National Oil Company, which is under
the official umbrella of the GNA.

Libya’s conflict has
paralysed its once
booming oil sector,
denying the country
an estimated $100
billion in revenues.
Libyan political activist Kamel al
Houni said: “Haftar’s move could be
the first step towards other rounds
of war”. He said he sees two scenarios: either Misratan militias backed
by the West launching a counteroffensive with GNA backing or Haftar
pressing ahead towards Tripoli. “It
is not clear which scenario could
materialise first,” he said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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For now, US and Russia find common ground in Syria
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

part from its two engineers — Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov
and US Secretary of
State John Kerry — nobody is happy with the US-Russian
deal on Syria. It certainly won’t end
the war but rather pave the way
for future cooperation that might
— much later — lead to a breakthrough.
The Syrian opposition is trashing
the deal as a tailor-made to accommodate the interests of Damascus
while state-run media are treating it politely, so as not to upset
their Russian allies, but expressing doubts that it will succeed. Officially, the Syrian government has
welcomed the US-Russian deal,
promising to abide by it.
The US-Russian deal produced
five documents, which have not
been fully revealed by either Moscow or Washington. Speaking at a
news conference September 13th,
Sergei Lavrov said confidentiality
of the deal came at the request of
Kerry. He called for translating the
deal into a UN Security Council resolution and “not keeping it secret,
as Washington wants”.
The top Russian diplomat was
hinting that something specific had
been agreed upon in Geneva that
the Americans did not want to publicise because it signalled a U-turn
for US policy on Syria.
The deal, after all, contained no
mention of a “political transition”
as outlined by Security Council
Resolution 2254 or the Vienna communiqué of October 2015. It said
nothing about the establishment of
a “Transitional Government Body”
as specified by the Geneva Conference of 2012 and nothing about
elections or the fate of Syrian President Bashar Assad. It also made no
mention of refugees, their right of
return or political detainees in Syrian prisons, much to the horror of
the Syrian opposition.

US Secretary of State John Kerry and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) shake hands at the conclusion of their news conference,
on September 10th, following their meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, where they discussed the crisis in Syria.
On paper, the agreement calls for
a nationwide one-week ceasefire
in Syria. If it succeeds, the United
States and Russia will set up a joint
operations room to coordinate
their war on terror, namely against
the Islamic State (ISIS) and Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham — the former al-Nusra Front, which was the al-Qaeda
branch in Syria.
One sticking point is a major US
concession that allows the Syrian
Air Force to strike positions held by
the armed opposition.
Speaking September 13th at the
US State Department, Kerry said:
“Assad is not supposed to be bombing the opposition because there
is a ceasefire. Now he is allowed to
target al-Nusra but that will be on
strikes that are agreed upon with
Russia and the United States.”
This was the first statement in
five years hinting at cooperation
between the United States and
Syrian militaries. It is easy for the
Syrians to claim that any target is
either affiliated or infiltrated by
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, after all, just

like the Russians have been doing
since they entered the Syria war a
year ago.
For its part, the Syrian government has agreed to evacuate the
Castello Road leading to the besieged city of Aleppo, previously
used as the main lifeline for the
armed opposition, bringing money
and arms from neighbouring Turkey.

If the two sides find
common ground now,
then more can be
agreed upon later.
This was a major point in the USRussian deal — a major concession
from Moscow. The Castello Road
was recaptured by the Syrian Army
in July, giving government troops a
full siege of opposition-held parts
of eastern Aleppo, with its 250,000
inhabitants. The armed opposition briefly recaptured it in early
August, ahead of a high-profile
meeting between Russian Presi-

dent Vladimir Putin and Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
but it once again fell to the Syrians
and Russians, and Putin wants it to
become the major route for transferring UN aid to Aleppo.
The Syrian Army has agreed to
withdraw 3.5km from the road and
to withdraw all heavy artillery by
500 metres, transferring Castello
into a demilitarised zone, manned
by the Russian Army and the Syrian
Red Crescent (a Damascus-mandated non-governmental organisation). Some 600 Russian troops
arrived at the Hmeimim airbase on
the Syrian coast to carry out the
job, marking the first deployment
of Russian soldiers to the Syrian
battlefield. They will make sure
that nothing but food and medicine
— no weapons — reaches Aleppo.
This basically means postponing
a major confrontation in Aleppo,
the strategic city in northern Syrian, coveted by all players since
2012. If Aleppo fell completely to
the Russians and their Syrian proxies, it would have meant a collec-

tive collapse of the northern front
and a speedy end to the Syria war.
The Americans did not want that to
happen.
Putting Aleppo “on hold” and
concentrating only on the transfer
of humanitarian aid means that the
US-Russian deal will not end the
Syria war. Far from it, it maintains
the status quo and tests seriousness
of the super powers in doing business of Syria in what remains of US
President Barack Obama’s tenure at
the White House.
The Americans want to see how
serious the Russians are in forcing
their Syrian friends to comply with
the ceasefire while Moscow wants
the United State to help eradicate
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, which has
inflicted a heavy toll on government troops since 2012.
If the two sides find common
ground now, then more can be
agreed upon later.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

Uncertainties mark Syria’s ceasefire
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

E

xperts are not certain at
this stage whether the USRussian brokered ceasefire
in Syria can hold for a long
period of time or if it can
pave the way for a potential settlement between the warring parties.
The ceasefire, considered holding
despite minor violations by rebel
and government forces, excludes
the Islamic State (ISIS) and Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham, formerly known as
al-Nusra Front.
If the ceasefire holds and aid is
delivered to besieged areas, Washington and Moscow plan to coordinate air strikes against ISIS and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham.
UN Special Envoy Staffan de
Mistura was, however, expressing
frustration with the Syrian government for not doing its part in allowing the access of aid to Aleppo.
Another hurdle would be the separation of moderate rebel groups
from the hard-line Jabhat Fateh alSham, which Washington and Moscow consider a terrorist group.
Russian Deputy Foreign Minister
Mikhail Bogdanov told the BBC that
Russia would target areas where
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham fighters are
located, even if moderate opposition forces are with them. He added
that this has been agreed to by the
United States.
Details of the Russian-US agreement are unknown. France has
called for them to be made public.
The ceasefire allowed Syrians to
enjoy a much-needed period free of

violence. The most recent cessation
of hostilities was in February, also
brokered by the United States and
Russia, and ended with government
and opposition forces trading blame
for violations.
Expectations for a permanent settlement for the conflict in Syria are
not much higher this time. Despite
the high toll of the conflict — estimated at more than 400,000 killed
— the main belligerents and their
backers do not seem to be too exhausted to continue the war.
“For the ceasefire to have any

chance to succeed it must be built
upon additional local deals from the
bottom up as well as top down,” said
Chris Doyle, director of the Londonbased Council for Arab-British Understanding (CABU).
“The monitoring mechanism
needs to be robust and considerably larger and more effective than
in 2012,” said Doyle, adding that
“other confidence-building measures must include a sizeable release
of detainees”.
“This all ultimately must lead to
a viable political process that de-

livers real change in Syria, including the end of conflict,” said Doyle,
who added that he was sceptical
that such measures were going to be
adopted on the ground.
His doubts were shared by Scott
Lucas, professor of international
politics at the University of Birmingham, England.
“Every party to the conflict in
Syria is looking to use the ceasefire
for improving its military position,”
said Lucas, who is also the editor of
EAworldview.com website, which
focuses on Syria.
“The only exception is US Secretary of State John Kerry, who is
genuinely looking for a political solution to come out of it,” Lucas said,
adding that the Pentagon was not
convinced by the ceasefire deal.
Each side is trying to secure what
it holds.
“Russia delayed agreeing on such
a deal with the US until it made sure
that the regime’s siege of Aleppo
was firm and, ahead of the ceasefire, the regime intensified its air
strikes against rebel-held areas in
Idlib,” noted Lucas.
Opposition forces also needed a
break from regime bombardment
to consolidate control in areas they
hold and Lebanon’s Hezbollah militants needed a period to breathe,
argued Lucas.
Kurdish militants of the People’s
Protection Units (YPG), who have
agreed to observe the ceasefire, welcomed the lull following the Turkish bombardment of their positions.
At the same time, the Turks, continued Lucas, will use the opportunity
to consolidate the presence of the
rebels they back in the area.
“Although no side is keen on

maintaining the ceasefire, no one
wants to fire the first shot and be
blamed for the ceasefire’s collapse,”
he said.
Despite the general lack of will to
find a political settlement, no party
is capable of winning the war or expanding its territory significantly.
“Even with the help of Iran, Hezbollah, Iraqi and Afghan Shia militias, the Syrian regime does not
have enough manpower to expand,”
Lucas said. “The rebels, on the other
hand, have the manpower but they
lack sufficient military capabilities
to take on the regime.”

Each side is trying
to secure what it
holds.
The regime, backed by the Russians, has dominated the Syrian
skies with its airpower, the bulk of
which targeted rebel-held areas.
The US-led coalition focused its
air strikes on ISIS-held areas. Turkey’s recent air strikes sought to
push back ISIS and YPG presence
along Syrian-Turkish border areas.
Both the United States and Turkey
have avoided bombing regime positions.
A joint US-Russian bombardment
of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham positions
could tilt the balance of power in
the regime’s favour in northern
Syria. The side that would fill the
vacuum in ISIS-held areas once the
militants are forced to evacuate
them would also benefit from the
US-Russian deal.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor based in
London.
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Syrian Kurds’ calculations, between Turkey and US
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

I

n December 1945, a small area
of Iranian Kurdistan, centred
on the city of Mahabad, declared itself an autonomous
republic and the Iranian government could do nothing about
it as the area was within the Soviet
zone of occupation during second
wold war and its aftermath. The
Soviets provided some assistance
to the fledgling Kurdish republic
but it operated mostly on its own.
US intelligence officials who
visited Mahabad in 1946 were impressed with the new republic’s
leader, Qazi Muhammad, a softspoken Kurdish intellectual. Although he was only in charge of a
small piece of territory, Qazi Muhammad had a large map on his
office wall depicting the boundaries of a larger Kurdistan, one encompassing territories in Iran, Iraq,
Turkey and Syria. It was a map of
the nationalists’ dream.
Despite the sympathies of US officials towards the Kurds, strategic
issues soon trumped their personal
feelings. When Soviet troops left
north-western Iran in May 1946,
the Iranian Kurds and Azeris, who
also had established an autonomous republic, were vulnerable. In
December 1946, Shah Mohammed
Reza Pahlavi, with US encouragement, sent in Iranian troops to reclaim the territory. Qazi Muhammad was arrested and hanged for
treason in 1947.

The Syrian Kurds are
in a stronger position
today than were their
brethren in 1946.
US support for Iran’s territorial
integrity and the shah, a pro-Western ally in the burgeoning Cold
War, was far more important than
supporting Kurdish nationalism.
This history has relevance to the
present era. In the fight against the
Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria, US military officials (and US Special Forces

on the ground) have been impressed with the fighting ability of
the Syrian Kurds, most of whom are
affiliated with the People’s Protection Units (YPG), the armed wing of
the Democratic Union Party (PYD).
They have been the most effective
fighters in Syria against ISIS.
Politically, the Syrian Kurds have
created an autonomous proto-state
called Rojava in eastern and northern Syria that flies its own flag and
has its own administration. Rojava
means “west” in the Kurdish language, signifying the western portions of Kurdistan.

PYD officials would be
wise to declare loudly
their support for a
federated and united
Syrian state.
But US support for the Syrian
Kurds has run up against Turkey’s
deep antipathy towards the PYD
because of its reported links with
the Kurdish Workers’ Party (PKK)
in Turkey, which has fought an
armed separatist campaign against
Turkey since 1984. Both Ankara
and Washington consider the PKK
a terrorist organisation.
Turkish troops, backed by air
strikes, have moved into parts of
northern Syria ostensibly to clear
ISIS fighters from the town of Jarabulus with the support of the
Free Syrian Army. However, a large
part of the mission was to strike
YPG fighters and, in the words of
the Turkish Defence Minister Fikri
Isik, prevent the Kurds “from joining their east and west cantons in
Syria”.
The PYD not only controls northeastern Syria but also an enclave
north of Aleppo.
More ominously, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said:
“We will continue until we uproot
this terror [PYD] organisation.”
Syrian Kurds captured the ISIScontrolled city of Manbij just west
of the Euphrates River and south
of Jarabulus this summer and were
supposed to relinquish it to the
Free Syrian Army because it is an
ethnic Arab town. There are con-

Turkish tanks head to the Syrian border, in Karkamis, Turkey, in early September.
flicting reports on whether all of
the Kurdish fighters have left.
During his late August visit to
Ankara, US Vice-President Joe
Biden, who went to Turkey to assure Erdogan of US support in light
of conspiracy theories about the US
role in the failed Turkish military
coup — felt compelled to address
the Syrian Kurdish issue. Biden
said there would be no Kurdish
corridor in Syria or separate Kurdish entity on the border and underscored that Washington supported
a “united Syria”. Biden also threatened to end US support for the Syrian Kurds if they do not exit Manbij.
These statements caused anxiety
among Syrian Kurdish groups that
the United States has been training

and fighting with for two years. It
sounded like the United States was
planning to sell them out for the
goal of supporting the more powerful Turkish state. The Kurds have
seen this movie before.
Biden, who was often a critic of
Turkey when he was a US senator,
may have hyped up the rhetoric to
assuage his Turkish hosts. The Syrian Kurds are in a stronger position
today than were their brethren in
1946 in large part because they are
helping the United States pursue a
strategic goal (destroying ISIS) but
the Kurds are still vulnerable to
the much larger Turkish military
forces.
US President Barack Obama, at
the Group of 20 summit in China,

reportedly advised Erdogan to concentrate on ISIS targets, not the
Syrian Kurds, It is unclear whether
the Turks would desist from their
campaign against the Kurds.
PYD officials would be wise to
declare loudly their support for a
federated and united Syrian state
with autonomous regions. This is
a reasonable position to take given the nature of the conflict and
would receive considerable attention and support in Washington despite Turkish opposition.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
is a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.

Jabhat Fateh al-Sham dominates Aleppo rebels
despite losing senior commander

View poi nt

Abdulrahman
al-Masri

A

top figure of al-Qaeda’s rebranded
branch in Syria was
killed in an aerial
assault that targeted
a secret meeting of
the rebel coalition’s leaders in
Aleppo.
The militant commander, known
by the nom de guerre Abu Omar
Saraqib, was killed during an air
strike at Kafr Naha, a village 15km
west of Aleppo city. Abu Omar was
a founding leader of Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham (JFS), formerly known as
al-Qaeda franchise Jabhat al-Nusra,
and the general commander of the
JFS-led coalition of Jaysh al-Fateh.
Abu Omar’s deputy, Abu Muslim
al-Shami, was reportedly killed in
the same air raid.
JFS released a statement confirming Abu Omar’s death, stating that a
jet belonging to the US-led coalition
carried out the attack. A spokesman
for the US Department of Defense
said the American military played
no role in the death of Abu Omar.
An al-Qaeda ideologue in Syria,
Abu Abdullah al-Muhaysini, sug-

All will lead to an
international consensus
that allows regime forces
to advance in Aleppo.

gested in an audio recording that
the Assad regime was responsible
for the killing of Abu Omar.
Limited details have emerged
about the death of Abu Omar and it
remains unclear who is responsible
for the raid that killed him. It was
unknown whether JFS leader Abu
Muhammad al-Jolani was present at
the targeted meeting.
Abu Omar, whose real name was
Ossama Nammourah, was a veteran
figure of al-Qaeda and fought within Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s group
in Iraq against the United States
in 2004. He played a major role in
al-Nusra Front’s capture of Idlib
governorate in 2015 and the group’s
expansion into Aleppo. Rebel forces
credited Abu Omar with commanding the prominent operation that
broke the regime’s siege on East
Aleppo.
Analysts suggested that Abu
Omar’s death signifies a major blow
to Jaysh al-Fateh and the rebels’
performance in Aleppo. The rebels
lost the strategic Ramousa district
to the regime and Abu Omar is the
highest ranking person in Jaysh
al-Fateh killed to date. The rebels’
holding of Ramousa, however, was
not likely to continue due to the
increasing regime deployment of
forces and Damascus’s air power
advantage.
Jaysh al-Fateh, a coalition of
Islamist rebel factions, led by
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, is considered
the most powerful rebel force in

Aleppo. In addition to the loss of
the Ramousa district, the rebels in
Aleppo, particularly JFS, are likely
concerned with the security breach
that allowed the location of the
leaders’ meeting to be known to the
attackers.
This breach has probably been
cause for mistrust and suspicion
among the groups in Jaysh al-Fateh,
ultimately serving the regime’s interests in diverting rebels resistance
in contested Aleppo. Further, it is
expected the event will delay the
rebel’s efforts to establish military
unity among the groups.
JFS maintains that the United
States was behind the attack, adding to the group’s narrative that the
Americans wish to attack all rebel
forces to provide the regime with
means to recapture Aleppo.
The recent US-Russia ceasefire
further feeds into JFS’s narrative.
The agreement framework will
focus on distinguishing nationalist rebels from al-Qaeda forces in
Aleppo — something Russia has
long demanded — so the US-led
coalition can target JFS along with
the Islamic State (ISIS).
However, with JFS, unlike ISIS,
being embedded in local communities and among rebels, it would
be very hard to target JFS without
attacking rebel positions, unless
nationalist rebels are empowered
enough to become able to reject
JFS themselves, which seems quite
unlikely.

The death
of Abu
Omar came
two days
before the
US-Russia
agreement
and may
have
influenced
the rebels’
stance on
the pact.

The death of Abu Omar came two
days before the US-Russia agreement and may have influenced
the rebels’ stance on the pact. JFS,
along with most rebel factions with
Islamist-leanings such as Ahrar
al-Sham, opposes the cessation of
hostilities. JFS has played a role in
disengaging rebel groups in northern Syria from the international
community, especially when it
comes to ceasefires.
Regardless of who carried out
the attack that killed Abu Omar,
the strategy of air strikes in Aleppo
will push rebels towards adopting
an al-Qaeda-like ideology, placing
JFS in a dominant position over opposition factions. All will lead to an
international consensus that allows
regime forces to advance in Aleppo
against what would likely be called
whole-terrorist rebels.
To maintain the existence of nationalist and non-terrorist rebels in
Aleppo, a different approach must
be adopted by the international
community, namely by the United
States, to empower nationalist rebels to counter JFS expansion. It is
clear that JFS, despite losing senior
figures, is effectively manipulating
rebels’ decisions and gaining local
support.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle East
and Syria in particular.
He can be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Forces opposed to Libya’s unity government ride a truck in the Zueitina oil terminal on September 14th.

Haftar’s military move creates new situation in Libya
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

W

hen forces led by
General Khalifa Haftar swept through
key oil facilities in
eastern Libya, they
met almost no military challenge
despite the stakes involved.
The capture of the oil terminals
upsets the balance of political forces in Libya and makes the survival
of the leader of the UN-brokered
government in Tripoli less likely.
The Government of National Accord, headed by Fayez al-Sarraj, is
almost entirely dependent on oil
revenues for its income. It said Libya was at a “turning point” after the
assault on the oil ports.
No rival military force is considered able to threaten Haftar’s success in putting most of the country’s oil wealth under his grip.
Misrata militias, the main military power of the government in
Tripoli, are tied up battling Islamic
State (ISIS) fighters in Sirte. Any attempt to roll back Haftar’s gains by
mobilising other militias protecting
the government from rival Islamist
groups would likely throw Tripoli
into more chaos.
“The operation was carefully
prepared in total secrecy with regard to ammunition, weapons and
soldiers. The storming and takeo-

ver of the gates of the terminals
were carried out in a record time of
about 15 minutes,” Colonel Fawzi
al-Mansouri, one of Haftar’s military spokesmen, said of the capture
of the oil facilities.
“The resistance lasted 45 minutes with some fleeing and others
were taken hostage and the seizure
of their weapons,” he added in a
statement.
Three soldiers were slightly
wounded, Mansouri said, detailing
the capture of the oil terminals of
Ras Lanuf on September 12th and
Zueitina the day before. Brega and
Sidra followed within 24 hours.
“The latest outpost of Jadhran
was taken over,” Mansouri said in
reference to the commander of the
Petroleum Facilities Guards (PFG)
forces, Ibrahim Jadhran, an ally of
the Tripoli authority who had controlled the terminals since 2013.
About 90% of Libya’s oil exports
flow through the seized facilities.
PFG militiamen are recruited
from tribes scattered near oilfields
and oil terminals and other faciliities including al Magharba tribe of
Jadran.
“The whole operation was prepared with the support of tribal
chiefs. The tribal chiefs and leading
figures of the tribes gave orders to
their men in the PFG to avoid using
their weapons and withdraw or let
Haftar’s forces take over the facilities,” said Libyan political activist
Kamel al-Houni.

“That is why there was no bloodshed. The operation was very
peaceful because of the broad backing of the tribes and their chiefs,”
he said.
“Even Jadhran was aware of
the upcoming operation. He had
evacuated his family from the area
more than one week before the attack.”
Houni said that tribes in the eastern oil basin switched their backing from Jadhran to Haftar because
they see Haftar as the “saviour of
Libya” from its political infighting
and regional and ideological divides.

prime target for jihadists. ISIS, in
fact, aspires to open routes between
southern Europe and North Africa
for dispersed fighters in northern
Mali and southern Algeria after they
were forced from the Libyan city of
Sirte”.
Information obtained from members of recently dismantled cells
shows ISIS elements, who have been
recruiting, planning and financing
terrorist plans, are stationed close
to the Moroccan-Algerian border
and the buffer zone between Morocco and Mauritania.

rorist operations inside Morocco.
In May, ISIS issued an audio recording threatening — for the first
time — to target tourist complexes,
security sites and headquarters of
foreign companies in Morocco.
“The terrorist group is considering a number of attacks, counting,
in this, on local members who have
never left the country,” Manar Slimi
said. “Some of whom are in close
contact with other radicals in Syria,
Libya and Moroccan detention facilities, like the suspected element
who was recently arrested following the dismantling of the threemember terrorist cell in Oujda.
“So far, Moroccan intelligence
services have succeeded in confronting the escalating threat of
ISIS, in spite of the regional instability, insecurity in some border areas,
and the attempts of ISIS to infiltrate
the Moroccan territory from the
south, especially from the Sahel
region and the Moroccan Sahara or
from the east and the north.”
Abdelhak el-Khayam, directorgeneral of the Judicial Research
Central Office, confirmed that Morocco had its security alert at the
highest levels and was monitoring
the borders and terrorist threats, especially from the Tindouf region in
southern Algeria.

About 90%
of Libya’s oil
exports flow
through the seized
facilities.

“They dumped Jadhran as he
proved lacking vision to propose an
alternative to the crisis. He floated
the idea of protecting the oil wealth
from corrupt politicians in Tripoli
by shutting down the oil exports,”
said Houni.
“But over time, that move proved
wrong because the closure had cost
the loss of a lot of revenues from
the oil for the whole population,”
he added.
The victory for Haftar is likely to

Pre-emptive measures thwart
ISIS attempts to target Morocco
Mohamed Alaoui

Rabat

M

orocco has made
a steady effort to
confront
terrorism
through monitoring
sleeper cells and dismantling terrorist groups. As part
of this pre-emptive security policy,
which has been widely recognised
as efficient, the Interior Ministry
recently announced the destruction
of an Islamic State-linked cell that
was purportedly planning attacks in
Oujda, Saidia, Fez and Debdou.
Despite the change of tactics and
infiltration techniques that proved
successful in other countries, the
Islamic State (ISIS) has been unable to attack Moroccan or foreign
interests in the kingdom. It appears
that the Moroccan authorities have
remained vigilant, relying on intelligence about ISIS methods and
movements to foil several terrorist
threats said to be in advanced stages of preparation.
Abderrahim Manar Slimi, chairman of the Maghreb Centre for Security Studies and Policy Analysis,
told Al Arab that “the geo-strategic
location of Morocco makes it a

Morocco has made a
steady effort to
confront terrorism
through monitoring
sleeper cells and
dismantling terrorist
groups.
According to official information,
ISIS has leaders who hold Moroccan
citizenship and there are believed
to be more than 1,600 Moroccan jihadists in Syria, Iraq and Libya, of
whom about half have pledged allegiance to ISIS.
Moroccan Interior Minister Mohamad Hassad did not shy away
from revealing the extremists’ intention to return and carry out ter-

bolster his image after he was seen
in the West as having no role in the
settlement of Libya’s problems because of his negative view about
building a democracy in the country under the dominance of Islamists, whom he views as terrorists.
The United States and other
Western countries have called on
Haftar’s forces to withdraw from
the seized oil terminals, ironically
drawing a rebuke on September
12th from the internationally recognised parliament, which had
elevated Haftar to field marshal to
reward him for the move.
The United States, France, Germany, Italy, Spain and Britain said
Sarraj’s government was the “sole
steward of these resources”, adding that “Libya’s oil belongs to the
Libyan people”.
“The ports of Zueitina, Brega,
Ras Lanuf and Sidra were handed
over to the National Oil Company”
(NOC), said Colonel Ahmad Mesmari, another spokesman for Haftar.
“The entire oil crescent is under the NOC’s administration,” he
added, stressing that a force under
Haftar’s control would continue
to guard the ports without any involvement in the operations.
UN envoy Martin Kobler had
struck a deal with Jadhran in July
to try to resume oil exports but the
move failed.
The NOC blamed Jadhran, who
attempted to sell oil tanks without

government approval, for causing
the country to lose more than $100
billion from his blockade of oil exports.
“I said always that General Haftar
must have a role in this joint united
army structure, and I would like to
sit together with him and discuss
it,” Kobler said after briefing the UN
Security Council September 14th.
Claudia Gazzini, senior Libya
analyst at the International Crisis
Group, a Brussels-based non-governmental organisation, wrote on
its website: “Any military response
coming from western Libya is likely
to be met with resistance from eastern tribes, especially where it concerns the terminals”
Zine Cherfaoui, an Algerian security analyst, said if Haftar’s allies
and their opponents fail to reach a
compromise, including giving Haftar and the east a significant role in
the security structure of the government to offset their “mistrust”
of the Islamists the military advance might ultimately ignite more
violence.
“Haftar and his allies’ goal is to
deal with rivals from a position
of strength to impose his army
and men as the guardians of postQaddafi Libya. But this game is
dangerous. With it, he risks offering
the Libyans only civil war because
Sarraj’s government and his allies in
Fajr Libya (Islamist camp) will certainly not sit on their hands for long
time,” Cherfaoui said.

A member of the Moroccan Central Office of Criminal
Investigation (BCIJ) shows during a press conference by the BCIJ’s
chief Abdelhak el-Khiam, ammunition and weapons seized by
Moroccan authorities as they carried out raids against a “terrorist
cell”, in the capital Rabat, last February.
As a result of sensitive relations
between Morocco and Algeria,
which has been involved in supporting and financing the Polisario
Separatist Front of Western Sahara,
the difficulty lies in ensuring coordination at the highest level to ward
off terrorist threats.
Moroccan authorities have been
coordinating with European countries, notably France and Belgium,
towards curbing ISIS threats.
The security cooperation has
helped France and Belgium ward
off terrorist attacks, including an attempt to hit the headquarters of the

French intelligence services.
“Because of this cooperation, ISIS
is trying to put an end to success of
the Moroccan intelligence model in
fighting terrorism and eliminating
its nests. Unfortunately, the terrorist attempts are in perfect harmony
with the interests of some regional
intelligence services that are striving to change the balance. And, this
reveals the danger emanating from
some border areas,” said Manar
Slimi.
Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan
writer.
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Jordan’s
election to yield
parliament of
conservative
incumbents
Jamal J. Halaby

Amman

J

ordanians head to the polls
September 20th to elect a
new parliament, a vote lauded as a step towards overhauling the system of power-sharing and giving the people
a wider participation in decisionmaking.
Analysts predict the election will
produce only a handful of candidates elected to parliament for
the first time. The bulk, according
to surveys, is expected to be conservative politicians from previous
parliaments winning re-election.
At least 254 of 1,252 candidates vying for parliament’s 130 seats are
former lawmakers.
Critics argue that the expected
victory of conservatives is due in
part to a confusing electoral law,
weak and fragmented political parties and voter apathy, which will effectively allow tribal identities and
individual personalities — rather
than ideologies or political platforms — to dominate the polls.
Perhaps the most significant development would be Islamists affiliated with the Islamic Action Front
(IAF) — the political arm of the
splintered fundamentalist Muslim
Brotherhood — staging a comeback
and winning the largest bloc in parliament, Jordanian electoral officials admit in private.
The elections are seen as a barometer of popular sentiment,
frustrated by a domestic economic
crunch and civil wars and militant
violence in neighbouring countries, but that will really have a little effect because in Jordan gerrymandering ensures that tribal East
Bank Bedouins — who form the
bedrock of support for the ruling
Hashemite dynasty — get the lion’s
share of seats in parliament.
At most, IAF will win 33 seats,
about 25% of the elected Chamber
of Deputies, the lower house of
parliament, IAF leader Abdul Majeed Thneibat said.

“This is an accurate estimate
based on real data from a hive of
strategists and statisticians calculating campaigns and polls,” said
Thneibat, who said his group fielded 70 candidates on 20 lists in 15 of
Jordan’s 23 electoral districts.
Officials with the independent
Electoral Commission, insisting
on anonymity, said their estimate
is that IAF may end up with 10-15
seats in parliament. Though the
number is much less than IAF’s
projections, it is far from the nearest rivals among right-wing, nationalist and leftist parties who are
likely to muster only a few seats.
Local authorities sought to stack
the ballot against IAF by reserving
a disproportionate number of seats
for groups such as Christians, Circassians and Chechens, as well as
women but the IAF outwitted them
by reaching out to the minorities.
There are at least five Christians on
IAF’s list.

The bulk of elected
members is expected
to be conservative
politicians from
previous parliaments
winning re-election.
Still, there may be some benefits
to getting the Islamists on board.
More poor, unemployed and frustrated young Jordanians are leaning towards the Islamic State (ISIS)
militants. Some Jordanian jihadists
who fought alongside the group in
Syria and Iraq are returning home.
In 2016, there were at least three attacks on Jordanian security blamed
on ISIS. Jordanian courts say there
are more than 588 militants, mostly young Jordanians on trial for
ISIS-related conspiracies.
And, despite foreign aid to assist
cash-strapped Jordan to deal with
an influx of more than 1.5 million
Syrian refugees and tens of thousands of others from Iraq, Libya
and Yemen, Jordan’s moribund
economy is sliding towards bankruptcy. Public debt has climbed
from 82% of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2014 to 94% in 2016.

Turbulence ahead? Supporters of the Islamic Front Action party during an election rally, in Amman,
on September 2nd.
“The presence of Islamists in
parliament will bode well with any
future government plans to sell
painful cuts in subsidies, if backed
by a government with broad representation,” said Abdul-Kareem
Dughmi, a liberal ex-lawmaker.
Jordan clamped down on the
Muslim Brotherhood after its local
leaders adopted fiery anti-government positions, taking advantage of
the victory of the mother group in
Egypt. The Jordanian crackdown,
which continued through 2016, resulted in splitting the Brotherhood
into two groups: Hawks who were
eventually banned and doves who
were licensed and given the Brotherhood’s name.
IAF, Jordan’s largest and most
organised opposition party, stayed
away from the two latest elections
in protest of a government-drafted
electoral law it claimed reduced
votes in its favour. The law has
since been changed at least five
times.
Elections expert Walid Hosni
said the law’s latest version was no
better, however.
“The new law hinders a sufficient political and representational
diversity to voters, which means
the outcome will be a docile parliament eyed by voters with suspicion
and sometimes mockery,” Hosni
said.
Hosni also blamed the country’s
50 licensed political parties, which
have consistently been very weak

and unpopular due to both structural obstacles and cultural attitudes, for the tumult. Of the 1,252
candidates contesting the elections, only 222 are affiliated with
IAF and other political parties.
It would seem that the election
law’s requirement that candidates
run on lists could boost political
party participation but tribal identities and individual personalities
are likely to dominate the elections
rather than ideologies or political
platforms.
Hosni said the election would
employ an “open list proportional
representation system” for the first
time. However, the “complexity of
this law may adversely impact voter turnout and significant amounts
of ballots could potentially be invalidated because they are completed incorrectly”, he said.
There are 4.2 million eligible
voters, of whom 1.7 million are expected to cast a ballot. Elections officials said apathy may keep many
away, especially since a vast majority of the electorate is preoccupied
by bread-and-butter issues, overwhelmed by refugees and anxious
of mounting violence around Jordan, more than the patriotic slogans of candidates pledging to defend Jerusalem’s al Aqsa mosque.
Voter turnout for this election is
a concern. When the Washingtonbased International Republican
Institute (IRI) conducted its latest
poll on Jordanian public opinion in

April, only 38% of respondents said
that they were likely to vote in the
elections, down from 47% in May
2015.
The result is in line with an August poll by Jordan’s Phenix Centre
for Economic and Informatics Studies, in which 38.9% of respondents
stated an intent to vote. When the
Phenix Centre asked those not intending to vote why they were
abstaining, a plurality — 30.5% —
cited dissatisfaction with the previous parliament’s performance.
Only 5% of IRI’s poll respondents
said the outgoing parliament had
accomplished anything commendable.
Jordan has said the elections
were a step towards further democracy, in which the monarchy would
start handing over some of its absolute powers to parliament. The
government said, as a first step, it
hoped that the polls would lead to
electing a prime minister from a
parliamentary majority, ending the
monopoly of Jordanian kings to appoint premiers.
For Hosni, the upcoming parliament may not lead to the election
of a prime minister.
“The small and scattered blocs
in parliament with no political
platforms are likely to resort to the
king to help out by picking one for
them,” he said.
Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly.

Will Jordan’s elections turn out to be just another Groundhog Day?

View poi nt

Mamoon
Alabbasi

J

ordanians are preparing
for parliamentary
elections with a mixed
sense of expectations.
On the face of it, many
aspects of an election
involving 230 lists competing for
the 130-seat lower house appear to
be positive. The new bloc voting
system, which replaced the oneperson, one-vote method that had
been used since 1993, is touted as
fairer and more diverse.
Authorities have vowed that this
election would not be marred by
fraudulent incidents, as was the
case in some previous polls.
Female candidates are more
optimistic about their chances
in securing parliamentary seats
beyond the quota system. Women
make up about 52% of the more

A sweeping victory would
put the Brotherhood on a
collision course with the
government.

than 4 million people registered to
vote. Out of 1,293 candidates, 257
are women.
A new youth movement called
Shaghaf was set up to address
concerns of young voters.
Social, as well as traditional,
media are abuzz with election
campaigns and discussions. The
streets are filled with pictures of
candidates.
There are, however, many people who are not optimistic that the
elections will produce anything
other than more of the same, if not
more trouble.
This is mainly focused on three
factors: The view that the political
system will still be held hostage
to tribal alliances, corruption
and lack of accountability; the
fact that, regardless of the election outcome, key decisions will
be determined by the monarchy;
and the power struggle between
the government and the Islamists
could blow out of control.
The Islamists, predominately
represented by the Muslim Brotherhood’s political arm, Islamic
Action Front (IAF), have decided
to take part in full force, reversing
a decision to boycott the elections.

The IAF, campaigning to attract
voters beyond its traditional Islamist base, is hoping to secure 20%
of the overall seats. It formed the
non-partisan National Alliance for
Reform (NAR), whose lists include
Arab Christians, Circassians, nationalists and other non-Islamists.
The government, which has officially banned the Muslim Brotherhood and shut down many of the
group’s offices, has not disallowed
the participation of its members
via NAR.
By allowing NAR to take part,
the government is hoping to give
the elections legitimacy as it
has succeeded in avoiding mass
boycotts of the polls, which could
lead to instability in the streets. It
wants Brotherhood members to
be part of the opposition but not
be strong enough to dominate it or
come to power.
The government’s decision
to ban the Muslim Brotherhood
and recognise its splinter group,
the Muslim Brotherhood Society
(MBS), was likely taken to pressure the Islamists to return to the
political process instead of casting
doubt on it.
It also helps the government

Many
people who
are not
optimistic
that the
elections
will produce
anything
other than
more of
the same,
if not more
trouble.

to have a diluted Islamist voice,
now divided into four parties: the
Brotherhood’s IAF/NAR, MBS, the
Zamzam Initiative and al-Wasat
but the gamble could backfire if
the Muslim Brotherhood wins
more seats than the government
envisages.
The stakes are high for the
Brotherhood, too. A sweeping
victory would put it on a collision
course with the government, this
time with a sharper axe to grind.
The Muslim Brotherhood would
face a new task post-elections:
dealing with non-Islamists partners. Forming alliances ahead of
polls is not the same as working
with them after the vote, where
the differences would be tested
over a longer period of time.
It also remains to be seen how
genuine the Muslim Brotherhood’s
reform bid is. If it goes too far, it
may stray from its original base.
Yet the government-Muslim
Brotherhood power struggle is
not a concern to many Jordanians
who have given up in seeing any
real change come to their political
system.
To them, the election is a part of
just another Groundhog Day.
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The Arab world’s water
crisis is not going away

F

reshwater is pitifully scarce in the Middle East and
North Africa. Home to 6% of the world’s population,
the region has less than 2% of the planet’s water.
Fourteen of the world’s 33 most severely waterstressed countries, to use the technical term that
measures competition for surface water with the rate of
its depletion, are in the region, according to the World
Resources Institute, a non-profit organisation in Washington.
Water will determine the present and the future of most Arab
countries, their sense of security, the well-being of their citizens. It
could guarantee peace or trigger wars. It is a source of concern after
a summer in which temperatures soared to 50 degrees Celsius.
Iraqis protested about power and water cuts and a longer drought
than usual parched the West Bank. In North Africa, countries such
as Tunisia anxiously discovered the limits of their water resources.
The World Bank said Kuwait, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates,
Egypt and Qatar have the lowest renewable freshwater resources
per person in the world. Yemen may be the first country to actually
run out of water.
This would be a dispiriting rundown anywhere at any time but it
is especially bad for a region where populations are expected to
double to more than 600 million within 40 years and where climate
change will reduce rainfall by 20%. Meanwhile, temperatures will
rise to levels that make heat waves ten times more likely than
today.
Water scarcity will not just leave the MENA region more thirsty, it
will be more fractious, too. It can provoke conflict within countries
and tensions between them. The Palestinians, who rely on a
mountain aquifer beneath land Israel occupied in 1967, are acutely
resentful that Israeli water allocation has not risen in line with
population growth.
The UN Conference on Trade and Development, the United
Nations’ main development agency, notes that Israel “confiscates
82% of Palestinian groundwater for use inside its borders or in its
settlements while Palestinians must import from Israel more than
50% of their water”.
The Syrian uprising, which began in the south of the country,
became militarised in the north where drought-hit farmers had
surged into cities after years of failed crops.
The result is a conflict (partly sparked and complicated by other
factors, too) that has raged for five years, left more than 400,000
dead and displaced nearly 11 million Syrians.
Climate change and ensuing drought are factors that render life
more difficult for rural and urban populations alike. They are also
possible triggers of social unrest in the Middle East and North
Africa.
There is a need for urgent action. Better management of water
resources has to be a priority. More efficient irrigation practices,
rainwater harvesting and expanding and strengthening water
infrastructure will help. New advances are making desalination
technologies more cost-efficient. Consumer awareness drives are
essential to spread the word about the need to avoid excessive
water consumption. Cuts in water price subsidies are probably
unavoidable.
Water resources are too precious to squander. The time for action
is now.
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What do Iraq, Syria and
Lebanon have in common?

T

here is very little to
indicate that the
ceasefire in Syria agreed
between the United
States and Russia is
viable. In my view this
agreement, which includes a
Khairallah Khairallah
number of secret terms, is indicative of how Washington has caved
to Moscow, not just in Syria but in
the Middle East as a whole.
It is a damning condemnation
of outgoing US President Barack
Obama’s foreign policies that, over
the past eight years, have seen the
rise of Moscow and Tehran as major
forces in the Middle East. This is
something that was enshrined in
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action, otherwise known as the Iran
nuclear deal.
Even though this agreement
technically took place between Iran
and the P5+1 (the United States,
Britain, France, Russia, China
and Germany), it is ultimately an
agreement between Washington and
Tehran. The Obama administration
only embarked on this agreement
after it came to believe that Iran was
the most important country in the
region and normalising relations
with it would ultimately serve US
interests.
This meant turning a blind eye to
Iran’s expansionist regional project,
which is based on promoting
sectarianism, including even
establishing sectarian proxy militias
in a number of Arab states.
Given Russia’s and Iran’s
military intervention in the Syrian
conflict, it is clear that Syria is a
victim of the Iran nuclear deal.
Compared to previous presidents,
Obama’s foreign policy team seems
enamoured with Tehran and it has
completely failed to understand that
there is a delicate balance of power
in the region that, if breached,
will result in major instability and
insecurity across the Middle East.
The problem is that the Obama
administration has tinkered in this
balance of power, and the chaos that
is raging across the Middle East is
the result.
Three Arab states, more than
others, have paid the price for the
Obama administration’s
flawed foreign policy,
It is clear that Syria
namely Iraq, Syria and
is a victim of the Iran Lebanon.
With each day that
passes,
Tehran’s grip on
nuclear deal.
Iraq becomes increasingly
apparent, as does
Washington’s acquiescence
to this new state of affairs.
Indeed, one could argue that
Washington is doing everything in
its power to guarantee this.
From Tehran’s influence on the
politics in Baghdad to the presence
of the Popular Mobilisation Forces,

Iran has become the biggest player
in Iraq. No reasonable person can
defend Saddam Hussein’s brutal
regime but at the same time no
reasonable person can claim that
Iraq today — swathes of which are
under Islamic State control — is
better off.
More than any other event, the
US invasion of Iraq in 2003 played a
pivotal role in changing the balance
of power in the region in favour of
Iran, particularly as post-war Iraq
saw the rise of a dangerous form
of sectarianism that quickly swept
across the region.
As for Syria, the recent ceasefire
agreed by the United States and
Russia is the best evidence of just
how much Washington has given
up for Russia and Iran. Sectarian
militias allied to Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps,
including Lebanon’s Hezbollah,
remain on the ground in the country
ready to defend Syrian President
Bashar Assad, who looks more and
more likely to be able to hold on to
power in one form or another.
Under previous negotiation
attempts, Assad remaining in
power, whether in a transitional
capacity or not, was unthinkable. It
is clearly Assad’s backers, Iran and
Russia, that are running the table in
Syria.
The United States is also ignoring
the role that Iran is playing in
Lebanon and the efforts that Tehran
is exerting to turn the country into
an Iranian protectorate. The country
has been without a president for
more than two years while its
parliament is virtually paralysed
by political infighting; meanwhile
Hezbollah and its allies are
seeking to push for constitutional
amendments that would change
the ruling system in the country
and place more power in their own
hands.
Hezbollah, which ultimately
is nothing more than a sectarian
militia, has disrupted political
life in the country to push for this
dangerous change in Lebanon’s
constitution.
So what is the common factor
between Iraq, Syria and Lebanon?
It is the Obama’s administration’s
commitment to indulge Iranian
transgressions to protect the nuclear
deal, no matter the cost.
Unfortunately, Iraq, Syria and
Lebanon have paid the price for
Obama’s hands-off Middle East
policies. Ironically, if Washington
had played a more active role in
the region over the last eight years,
there could be no doubt that the
Middle East would have been much
better off today.
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
writer.
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‘What is Aleppo’: A nothing on grand scale of American ignorance

A

nyone still surprised
at or smirking about
the ignorance on
Aleppo displayed by
American candidate
for president Gary
Johnson should take a look at
Rashmee Roshan Lall
choice examples of US statecraft
and policymaking.
Just more than 25 years ago,
George H.W. Bush, the United
States’ 41st president, was advised
by senior aides to accept Saddam
Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait
because, so the argument went,
the electorate would not care
about a country of which it had
never heard. No one, said the
aides, would even notice the
change from one Arab strongman
to another. Pulitzer Prize-winning
American author Daniel Yergin
described Bush aides’ magnificent
logic in his 2011 book The Quest:
Energy, Security, and the Remaking
of the Modern World.
As it
happened,
There is probably no greater Bush ignored
the argument
manifestation of proud and
but the fact
that it was
ignorant American
advanced
cluelessness than the
at all says
great
candidacy of Donald Trump. adeal
about
American
ignorance and
the extent to
which it plays a part in political
calculations.
US President Barack Obama

recently acknowledged his
countrymen’s cluelessness while
in Laos for the Association of
South-east Asian Nations (ASEAN)
summit. “If you are the United
States, sometimes you can feel
lazy and think, you know, ‘we’re
so big, we don’t really have to
know anything about other
people’,” Obama said
Consider the Himalayan heights
of Americans’ lazy ignorance
about the world. Fifteen years
after 9/11 and the invasion of
Afghanistan, many still consider it
to be an Arab and Middle Eastern
country rather than in south
central Asia. On my way from
Washington to Kabul a few years
ago, I remember being aghast at
some US officials’ stated belief
they needed to learn Arabic to
make themselves understood
in Pashto- and Dari-speaking
Afghanistan.
Even Pakistan, which is
squarely in South Asia, is
sometimes referred to as part of
the Middle East. This is largely
on account of Americans’ general
incomprehension of Islam as a
world religion, Arab as a racial
category and the reality that
Muslims live in different countries
all over the world, not just in the
Middle East.
A 2011 Pew Research Center
survey indicated that 42% of
Americans correctly identified
the crescent and star with Islam
from a set of four religious
symbols including the Christian

cross and the Star of David.
Ordinary Americans, their
political representatives and
counterterrorism officials have
repeatedly displayed profound
ignorance about the difference
between Shia and Sunni Islam.
A 2008 poll by Newsweek
magazine had 39% of respondents
acknowledging they did not
know which sect represented the
majority of Muslims worldwide.
A scant 20% correctly identified
the Sunnis as the largest group.
In 2014, Pew discovered that only
29% of Americans asked knew
enough to pick Iran as the Shiamajority nation from a list of four.
This followed a stubborn and
predictable chain of ignorance
that stretched all the way up to
the very top of US intelligence
and law enforcement, as well
as legislators with oversight of
security matters. Ten years ago, in
his role as national security editor
at Congressional Quarterly, Jeff
Stein wrote about his revealing, if
dispiriting, straw poll of American
officialdom and policymakers’
basic general knowledge of
Islam. From the head of the
FBI’s national security branch
to the vice-chairman of a House
intelligence subcommittee, he
found little clarity about core
concepts.
It may be reasonable to assume
that things have not changed
much in the last decade. Not
because the 2016 US presidential
election has thrown up this

embarrassment — third-party
candidate Gary Johnson’s
lamentable ignorance about
Aleppo, Syria’s largest city, the
epicentre of the country’s civil
war, a time capsule of culture and
man’s footprint on our planet.
Johnson heads the Libertarian
Party ticket, has almost
consistently polled less than 10%
among American voters and has
no serious chance of ever getting
to the White House unless it is as a
marijuana advocate.
But there is probably no greater
manifestation of proud and
ignorant American cluelessness
than the candidacy of Donald
Trump. He has consistently
advocated defiantly wrongheaded and misinformed policies.
That the presidential candidate
of one of America’s two major
parties should advance illegal
and ethically dubious measures
— killing extremists’ families, the
torture of suspected terrorists,
seizure of the oil wealth of
an invaded country and an
ideological test for visa-aspirants
to the United States, to name a
few of Trump’s prescriptions
for America’s ills — is proof that
many American voters do not see
ignorance as disqualifying their
leaders.
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.

Can Turkey find a way out of its impasse?

H

aving been dragged
into the vortex of a
new wave of
punitive measures
en masse, with a
seemingly unending institutional purge that has
Yavuz Baydar
led to the dismissal of nearly
100,000 state employees and
paralysis of the media, Turkey is
once more facing an old problem
that refuses to go away.
Meanwhile, the Kurdish issue
is knocking at Ankara’s door
with urgency, signalling further
political and social crises.
It did not take a long time
before the euphoria stemming
from the defeat of the putschists
July 15th to turn the Justice
and Development Party (AKP)
government’s eyes into alienating
parliament’s third largest elected
group, the People’s Democratic
Party (HDP), by way of threats and
punishment.
Emergency rule, which was
introduced a week after the
coup attempt had, from day one,
raised concerns that the decree
regime would be instrumental
to hammer the vast electorate in
south-eastern provinces of Turkey,
which election after election,
solidly stood behind the secular,
pro-Kurdish HDP.
As expected, it is now put into
practice. Backed by a decree,
which was accompanied by the
loud approval of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, the
government ordered seizure of
24 municipalities in the mainly
Kurdish provinces under the
control of the HDP, based on
the accusations that their local
funds were channelled to the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)
and its branches. No clear
evidence was made public
Turkey is once more and Kurdish rage is rising.
Jailed PKK leader
facing an old problem Abdullah Ocalan was
allowed a visit — the first
that refuses to go
in almost two years — by
away.
a relative and his message
was short.
“What goes on is
an endless war, with
no winners,” he told
his brother. “It was not us who
ended the (peace) process. If the
(Turkish) state is ready, we can
solve this issue in six months.”

Turkish police detain a teacher during a protest in Diyarbakir, on
September 9th.
The message has not echoed
positively in government circles.
Erdogan said the seizure of
municipalities was a “delayed
measure”. Turkish Prime Minister
Binali Yildirim implied that
other HDP municipalities would
be seized and run by appointed
trustees, signalling a stronger
showdown.
Another top figure of the AKP,
Bulent Turan, went further,
saying that “the very HDP party
must be taken over by a trustee”.
Newly appointed Interior Minister
Suleyman Soylu joined the chorus,
announcing: “We will be ruthless.”
Against the backdrop of
deepening tension, with the HDP
remaining defiant, there are even
more signs of showdown.
Abdulkadir Selvi, a columnist
close to the AKP, wrote that the
takeover of the municipalities,
would be followed by arrests
of some HDP deputies, whose
parliamentary immunity has
already been lifted. There are

already eight of them subpoenaed
and the leader of the HDP,
Selahattin Demirtas, stands next
to be called to interrogation.
The picture is rather clear: After
the coup attempt, the AKP seems
to have forged a new alliance
with the old hard-liner forces of
the state and the new strategy
is two-fold. Somewhat copying
the Sri Lankan model, which
annihilated the Tamil guerrillas
out of efficiency, Erdogan is
gambling on attempting the same.
The reasoning that seems to
have enveloped Ankara has also
a fallback plan — an “exit B” —
which is inspired by the way Israel
deals with the Palestinian issue: a
sustainable crisis.
Its political self-esteem fortified
by the rule by decree regime,
Erdogan relies on two elements.
First is the decision he made in
July 2015, before turning down
peace talks that imposed Turkey’s
National Security Council and the
staunch support of the Nationalist

Movement Party (MHP) for the
new hard-line policy.
These two elements, he hopes,
will lay the ground for him to
introduce an almighty presidential
system in Turkey, in case of
success.
Tactical changes in the
counterinsurgency are already
under way, as new details emerge
through the analysis of some army
experts:
The military strategy in the rural
areas will no longer be based on
employing mobile combat units.
With the decree, the governmentsponsored village guards, made up
of pro-government Kurds — about
90,000 strong and who know the
terrain well — will be deployed
not only in their home provinces
but all over the south-east. The
rumours have it that an unknown
number of paramilitaries would
also be engaged.
Ankara plans to install in cities
a neighbourhood guard system,
similar to village guards, by
arming pro-state Kurdish youth in
critical towns. It was what Sultan
Qaboos bin Said Al Said of Oman
did in the 1970s when he deposed
his father and inherited a war in
the southern province of Dhofar.
It was the only success story of
a rebellion in the Middle East
coming to a peaceful end and in
which both sides in the dispute got
what they wanted.
Regionally, Ankara will try to
isolate the PKK by strengthening
ties with the Kurdish Regional
Government in northern Iraq,
cooperating more closely with
Iran on border security and
undermining the Kurdish
nationalist Democratic Union Party
domination of northern Syria.
There is nothing new about
most of this. Cynics say it is like
applying the same experiment
over and over, expecting a
different result.
What is new is that the old
choreography has a different,
larger stage — regionalisation of
the Kurdish issue. It remains to
be seen whether Erdogan’s high
gamble will drag Turkey deeper
into the regional quagmire or, as
many doubt, out of it.
Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based
in Istanbul.
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Smooth running of the haj as 1.8 million attend
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he recently concluded haj
season, in which an estimated 1.8 million made
the pilgrimage to Mecca
in a show of Islamic unity,
was a resounding success, according to most accounts, despite efforts by Iran to exploit the annual
event in Saudi Arabia.
Saudi Arabia, reeling from last
year’s tragic stampede in which
hundreds of people died, worked
to ensure this year’s pilgrimage ran
smoothly. Officials utilised the latest technologies and put forward
new approaches to old problems.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud and his cabinet oversaw the
event.

Officials utilised the
latest technologies
and put forward new
approaches to old
problems.
Ahead of the haj, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei launched a tirade against the
kingdom over 2015’s deadly stampede, which prompted officials in
the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
to rebuke Tehran, accusing it of trying to politicise the annual Muslim
pilgrimage.
“Saudi Arabia firmly rejects that
this great ritual is used to achieve
political goals or sectarian differences, especially that God has
called upon all Muslims to perform
pilgrimage without discrimination,” King Salman said.
“Exaggeration (in religion) and
extremism are abhorred… When it
enters the body of the Muslim nation, it spoils its unity, future and
image before the world. There is no
salvation from this affliction except
to uproot it without mercy and with
the unity of Muslims, to destroy
this epidemic,” he added.
With safety at the forefront of
Saudi authorities’ planning, all pil-

A Saudi security officer monitors live feed screens showing Muslim pilgrims in the holy city of Mecca, along with highways and highdensity areas, during haj, in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, on September 13th.
grims travelling to Mecca were provided with electronic bracelets that
carried information such as medical history and passport numbers.
The Saudi Interior Ministry established an emergency civil defence
plan, designed to utilise the kingdom’s domestic defence forces. According to Director-General of Civil
Defence Lieutenant-General Suleiman bin Abdullah al-Amr, more
than 17,000 officers participated in
the security plan, which addressed
issues such as “13 probable hazards”, based on scenarios from previous haj seasons.
Also in response to last year’s
stampede, the Jamarat area was
redesigned and infrastructure expanded for better crowd control.
The Haj Ministry introduced a strict
timetable for pilgrims to perform

the stoning ritual to avoid congestion. Surveillance drones were
deployed over Mecca, alerting authorities if help or intervention was
needed.
“The haj was extremely wellorganised. Every year it gets a little
better but this year was a quantum
leap,” Saudi journalist and TV news
producer Essam al-Ghalib said.
Ghalib, who has covered the annual Islamic gathering since 2002,
said he noticed something different this year. “I was very impressed
with the soldiers and security personnel. Everybody had a smile on
their face and were helpful and
careful when interacting with pilgrims,” he said. “They weren’t
shouting at people like I’ve seen in
previous years. It appears that they
have had some training of how to

deal with the public.”
Ghalib said this year’s planning
resulted in less crowding, adding
that, besides being the most organised haj, there was also a palpable
sense of camaraderie.
“The king was there overseeing
things and all government ministers were there. You could see the
minister of Health in his medical
garb helping out the pilgrims,” he
added.
On Twitter, the Saudi population’s preferred platform of expression, users attributed the success of
the haj to a lack of an Iranian presence.
“Iran was absent and so incidents
[in the haj] were absent. The Muslims were able to carry out the haj
safely and securely, which proves
that they are behind every inci-

dent,” Jeddah-based Fatima Baumar posted on Twitter.
Zahra al-Jahshi, a Qatif-based
Saudi-national who says she is
Shia, tweeted; “Iran’s absence from
the haj and there not being a stampede is further proof that the latest
Mina [2015 stampede] incident was
planned by Iran.”
The haj — the fifth pillar of Islam
— is a ritual Muslims should perform at least once. A pilgrim must
be an adult Muslim with a sound
mind and physical ability to perform the rituals. The worshipper
must have the financial resources
to make the pilgrimage and provide
for dependents.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the
Gulf section editor of The Arab
Weekly.

With diplomacy on hold, Yemen fighting intensifies
The Arab Weekly staff

London

W

ith the diplomatic
drive to end the
16-month-old war
in Yemen all but
dead, fighting between the Iran-allied Houthi rebels
and forces loyal to the internationally recognised government of Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi has intensified.
Fighting on the outskirts of Taiz
resulted in the death of 40 people
September 15th, according to the
Hadi government, in what it described as an attempt at imposing a
siege on the city.
Saudi forces earlier shot down a
missile fired by Houthi rebels towards the Khamis Mushait airbase
in south-western Saudi Arabia. Retaliatory air strikes from the Saudiled coalition killed several Houthi
leaders, local media reported.

The negotiators will be
returning with a
comprehensive
ceasefire proposal put
together by the United
States.
Saudi officials, citing the firing
of ballistic missiles into its territory, lodged a complaint with the
UN Security Council over what
it described as Iran’s continued
smuggling of weapons to militias in
Yemen.
A report submitted by Saudi UN
Ambassador Abdullah bin Yahya

al-Maalami charged that Tehran’s
actions violated Security Council
Resolution 2216 and demanded
the international community stop
it from sending weapons. He also
emphasised the kingdom’s right to
defend itself.
The complaint said Saudi Arabia
had been subjected to “abrupt attacks” by Houthi rebels and supporters loyal to deposed president
Ali Abdullah Saleh. Maalami said
ballistic missiles fired from Yemen
resulted in the killing of hundreds
of civilians, damage to the infrastructure, including schools and
hospitals, in the southern Saudi cities of Najran and Jazan.
The Saudi ambassador also said
the kingdom was targeted with
nearly 30 ballistic missiles, which
included an Iranian-made Zelzal 3,
launched at Najran on August 31st.
Maalami cited several instances
in which foreign naval forces intercepted Houthi militia-bound vessels laden with weapons shipped
from Iran.
“The kingdom confirms its right
to take the appropriate measures to
confront the threats posed by the
Houthis and Saleh forces who are
financed by Iran and that it would
spare no effort to protect its security and integrity, Yemen and the
region according to the UN charter
and the international law,” Maalami
added.
In what could be the start of new
diplomatic drive, the Saudi-led coalition allowed Houthi negotiators
stranded in Oman since the collapse of talks in August to return to
Yemen.
The negotiators will be return-

A Yemeni fighter loyal to President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi stands on an armed pick up truck near
Kahbub, on a mountainous area overlooking the strategic Bab el Mandeb Strait at the entrance to the
Red Sea, on September 15th.
ing with a comprehensive ceasefire
proposal put together by the United
States, which is providing the Houthis the plane ride home, according
to Reuters.
Officials in Washington said the
plan was an extension of the efforts US Secretary of State John
Kerry initiated in Jeddah. Kerry in
late August said he had agreed in

talks with Gulf Arab states and the
United Nations on a plan to restart
peace talks on Yemen with a goal of
forming a unity government.
The war in Yemen began after
Shia Houthis and their allies overran Sana’a in September 2014,
eventually seizing most of the
country and leading to Hadi fleeing
to Saudi Arabia.

An Arab coalition, led by Saudi
Arabia and supported by the United States and Britain, began an
air campaign against the rebels in
March 2015. Arab coalition ground
troops later entered the fight. According to UN estimates, more than
6,600 people have been killed since
the start of the fighting, with 2.8
million people displaced.
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GCC, Arab League
blast US 9/11
lawsuit legislation
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he
Gulf
Cooperation
Council (GCC) and the
Arab League have thrown
their support behind
Saudi Arabia after the US
House of Representatives passed
a bill that would allow relatives
of victims of the September 11th,
2001, attacks to sue the kingdom
for compensation.
The Justice Against Sponsors of
Terrorism Act (JASTA) would limit
sovereign immunity of countries.
The bill, which the House passed
unanimously on a voice vote two
days before the 15th anniversary of
the terror attacks that killed nearly
3,000 people at the Pentagon, in
Pennsylvania and New York, could
result in the United States becoming vulnerable in courts around the
world, the Obama administration
said. The US Senate unanimously
passed the measure in May.

“This law is contrary
to principles of the
UN charter and the
established rules of
international law.”
Arab League
Secretary-General Ahmed
Aboul-Gheit
US President Barack Obama has
said he would veto the measure.
The Arab League denounced JASTA, with a statement by SecretaryGeneral Ahmed Aboul Gheit saying:

“This law is contrary to principles
of the UN charter and the established rules of international law.”
He said the bill was not based on
international norms or principles of
relations between states.
GCC Secretary-General Abdul
Latif al-Zayani said the bill contradicted “the bases and principles of
relations among countries, as well
as the principle of sovereign immunity, a firm principle in the international laws and norms”, adding that
“undermining this principle would
inflict negative repercussion on relations between countries”.
UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan said:
“This law is not equal with the
foundations and principles of relations among states and represents
a clear violation given its negative
repercussions and dangerous precedents.”
Media in the GCC also came out
swinging. “The kingdom of Saudi
Arabia, its people and society have
become suspects without a crime,
only on hypothetical grounds,”
wrote Abdulaziz Sager, head of the
Gulf Research Centre, in the Saudi
daily Okaz, stressing that US investigations into the 9/11 attacks “did
not find a shred of evidence showing that Saudi Arabia was directly or
indirectly involved in the incident”.
“In case this bill was used to target Saudi Arabia, the kingdom’s
leadership would be obliged to reconsider the nature of its relation
with the United States… All options
will be available and the United
States will not be immune from
losses,” Sager added.
The lead editorial in UAE’s AlKhaleej, titled US extortion, echoed
similar sentiments, describing the
legislation as “an attempt to politi-

US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) drinks tea with Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir
(2L) upon his arrival in Jeddah, on August 24th.
cally and financially extort the Arab
Gulf States, a breach of mutual relations among our countries and a
violation of the most basic rules of
international law.
“The United States practises
blatant extortion, however, isn’t
it time for Arab countries to take a
clear and decisive stance to protect
their interests from this tyranny
that targets them?”
With a more aggressive defence
of the kingdom, Saudi writer Mohannad Mubaidin wrote in Al-Yaum
newspaper that Washington was
responsible for “the on-going war
in Afghanistan, destroying, occupying and undermining Iraq as well
as all crises and open wars in Lebanon, Gaza, Syria, Yemen and Libya”
，stressing that Washington “will
continue to exploit the September
11th [attacks] as an excuse against
Islam and the Arabs”.

The Saudi government had
warned that if the legislation were
enacted, it would sell its US investments. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir accused the US Congress
of “stripping the principle of sovereign immunity, which would turn
the world for international law into
the law of the jungle”.
In July, the missing 28 pages of
the 9/11 Commission Report were
declassified. “The conclusion of
the 9/11 Commission is — or was,
as they wrote — they found ‘no evidence that the Saudi government
as an institution or senior Saudi officials individually funded al-Qaeda’,” White House spokesman Josh
Earnest said upon the documents’
release.
Chairman of the US Senate Select
Committee on Intelligence Richard
Burr, R-North Carolina, and ViceChairwoman Dianne Feinstein, D-

California, urged the public to read
the results of follow-up investigations by the CIA and the FBI as they
debunked conspiracy theories and
unfounded allegations.
Despite Riyadh and Washington working closely on numerous
regional issues, including the war
Syria and the fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda,
Saudi-US relations during the
Obama administration seriously
stumbled over the US attitude towards Iran. Riyadh and other GCC
capitals have viewed Washington
as bolstering Tehran and enabling
it to increase its destabilising activities in the region, especially after
sanctions were lifted as a part of the
Iranian nuclear deal. Saudi Arabia,
which has maintained strong ties
with both main political parties in
the United States, is said to remain
optimistic about the future.

US-Saudi relations in rough waters
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

B

oth the Obama administration and the US Congress seem to be having
doubts about the continued efficacy of the close
US-Saudi relationship that has been
the norm since the 1940s. Although
Congress is more openly critical of
the relationship than the administration, it is unlikely that bilateral
ties will improve in the remaining
months of the Obama presidency.
From the perspective of the
Obama administration, the Saudis
have pursued some problematic
policies. First was their opposition to the Iran nuclear deal, which
Obama sees as his signature success
story in the Middle East. Although
the Saudis reluctantly endorsed the
deal, they remain deeply sceptical about it and continue to worry
about Iran’s behaviour.

What has disturbed
the US-Saudi
relationship most,
however, was the
recent passage of the
9/11 legislation.
The Saudis were also put off by
Obama’s comment, in an interview
in the Atlantic magazine, that “the
competition between the Saudis
and the Iranians, which has helped
to feed proxy wars and chaos in
Syria and Iraq and Yemen, requires
us to say to our friends as well as to
the Iranians that they need to find
an effective way to share the neighbourhood”.
From the Saudi perspective, this

was a sign that Obama was tilting in
favour of Iran despite his administration pledging to sell Riyadh very
sophisticated military hardware to
allay their fears about the nuclear
deal.
Washington has also been concerned about the Saudis’ inflaming
the Sunni-Shia conflict. In January,
for example, the US State Department indirectly criticised the Saudis’ execution of the opposition
Shia cleric, Nimr al-Nimr. That execution led to the torching of the
Saudi embassy in Tehran as well as
protests in Shia areas of the Arab
world.
Iran has also helped fuel this sectarian conflict. Iranian Supreme
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei accused Saudi authorities of “murdering” Muslim pilgrims in last year’s
haj. In response, Saudi Arabia’s top
Wahhabi cleric charged that Iran’s
leaders were “not Muslims”.
Next is the Saudi penchant,
pushed by its Defence minister,
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, to play
a more assertive military role in
the region and engage in sectarian
proxy wars. The Saudi-led war in
Yemen against the Houthi rebels,
who follow the Zaidi branch of Shia
Islam and have received Iranian assistance, has been indirectly supported by US logistics and intelligence assistance, but US officials
have deep reservations about it.
This conflict has resulted in high
numbers of civilian casualties
partly due to Saudi air strikes, thus
hurting the US image in Yemen, and
allowed al-Qaeda in the Arabian
peninsula and the Islamic State
(ISIS) to make territorial gains in
Yemen.
Reports from August indicate
that the US military has withdrawn

a planning team based in Saudi
Arabia that had been helping coordinate the Saudi and UAE air campaign in Yemen, in part because of
concerns about being too closely
associated with air strikes that have
caused civilian casualties. A spokesman for the Pentagon emphasised
that cooperation with Saudi Arabia
since the Yemen conflict escalated
this summer “is modest and is not
a blank check… at no point did US
military personnel provide direct or
indirect approval of target selection
or prosecution”.

The Saudis remain
deeply sceptical about
the Iran deal and
continue to worry
about Tehran’s
behaviour.
Some members of Congress also
voiced concerns about the Yemen
conflict. During a Senate Foreign
Relations Committee hearing earlier this year, Senator Chris Murphy,
D-Conn., said he had a “hard time
figuring out what the US national
security interests are” in Yemen.
In response, US Secretary of State
John Kerry said the administration
had lent support to the Saudis because they were threatened by the
Houthi rebels.
Kerry went on to say the United
States would not reflexively support all of Saudi Arabia’s proxy wars
against Iran — a telling comment
indeed.
What has disturbed the US-Saudi
relationship most, however, was
the recent passage of legislation by
Congress that allows families of the
victims of 9/11 to sue Saudi Arabia
for damages based on allegations
that some Saudi officials had a role

The US Capitol, in Washington.
in the attacks.
Obama opposes the legislation
and plans to veto it but reports indicate that he might want to do this
via the “pocket veto” — which allows him to put the bill aside during a congressional adjournment,
effectively killing it — rather than
veto it outright. Republican Party
candidate for president Donald
Trump has been much more critical
of Saudi Arabia than Hillary Clin-

ton, the nominee for president from
the Democratic Party, has been and
could exploit an Obama veto.
Whichever way the bill is vetoed,
the fact that Congress even passed
the legislation with no significant
opposition indicates that the USSaudi relationship is in rough waters. For its part, Saudi Arabia led
the Gulf Cooperation Council countries in issuing a strong condemnation of the legislation.
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Iraqis fear a bloodbath in post-ISIS Mosul
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

Baghdad

W

ith the expected
liberation of Mosul,
residents are saying
they worry about
the day-after scenario that might be bloodier than
the military operation to recapture
the city from Islamic State (ISIS)
militants.
Locals fear acts of vengeance
against relatives and neighbours
who joined ISIS. Threats of reprisal
killings against people linked to the
militants have started with postings
popping up on social media showing pictures and addresses of ISIS
“collaborators” with a message:
“Death and revenge will be yours
very soon.”
Other tribulations include disputes over properties of people who
fled the city to escape ISIS. Some
property was bought or seized by
families that stayed in Mosul.
Equally significant is the potential for conflicts with the Kurds. The
Kurds are eager to annex areas near
Mosul and draw new administrative borders, which might lead to a
bloody Arab-Kurdish conflict.
The population of Mosul, which
totalled 2 million before ISIS took
control, had a unique diversity of
ethnic and religious groups. Some
were persecuted and forced to leave
the areas after ISIS militants seized
the Arab, Sunni-dominated northern city in 2014.

Locals fear acts of
vengeance against
relatives and
neighbours who joined
ISIS.
Christians were forced to leave
their houses, which were confiscated. Members of the Yazidi religious minority were either killed
or enslaved. Men who served in the
security forces under the Shia-dom-

inated government were executed.
As Iraqi soldiers, Kurdish peshmerga and Shia militiamen close in
on Mosul, local officials fear that
such brutal acts by ISIS could bring
about counter acts of revenge.
Bashar al-Kiki, a member of the
Nineveh Provincial Council, said
the chances for vengeance acts are
“real”.
“We expect that some people will
try to take the law into their hands
against local militants who killed
their relatives. Daesh’s practices in
the city have led to social divisions
and enmity among the residents,”
Kiki said, using ISIS’s Arabic acronym.

Equally significant is
the potential for
conflicts with the
Kurds.
The revenge drive is simmering.
There have been many postings on
Facebook, showing pictures, names
and even addresses of locals who allegedly joined ISIS and took part in
atrocities against residents.
Kiki predicted that the situation
in Mosul after ISIS “will be more
difficult than the situation when it
ruled”.
Another sticking issue is the
property non-Muslim families left
when they escaped the militants.
Hundreds of displaced Christian
and Yazidi families are living in the
Kurdish autonomous region and
outside Iraq. ISIS seized their properties and sold them.
In late 2015, the Baghdad government banned real estate dealings in
Mosul but the move came late and
some houses now have two owners.
Um Fadi, a Christian woman who
fled Mosul with her family, leaving
two houses behind, said she has no
place to live after the city is liberated. She said one of her houses was
turned into a bomb-making factory
and the other was seized by a local
who told her, through a third party,
that he has no intention to give it
up.

A displaced Iraqi gives the coordinates of ISIS militants to the Iraqi army, south of Mosul, last August.
“I have a long and difficult way
to reclaim my two houses,” she said
from her rented apartment in the
Kurdish city of Erbil.
Dildar Zibari, a local official, said
the situation in Mosul will be chaotic because no plans were made on
how to run the city after recapturing it.
“There is no clear vision on how
to create a united administration
that would be able to run the city.
The central government and Kurdish authorities and local government need to coordinate on the best
ways to help the city after Daesh
but till now this is not happening,”
he said.
The Kurdish ambition to annex
areas around Mosul in post-ISIS
era could ignite a war with the Iraqi Army, backed by Shia militias.
Masoud Barzani, president of the
Kurdish Regional Government, has

demanded a greater role for Kurds
in running Mosul in return for
Kurdish military support in the war
against ISIS.
Earlier, Barzani said peshmerga
fighters were drawing with their
own blood new borders for the
Kurdish region.
Recently, former prime minister
and Shia politician Nuri al-Maliki
told the US ambassador that he was
“concerned” about Mosul’s future.
He cited the Kurds’ expansion ambitions and accused them of seeking
to “persecute the Arab and Christian residents of Mosul”. Kurdish
officials accused Maliki of trying to
ignite “a future war in Mosul”.
Recently, Kurdish officials floated
an idea to divide Nineveh province
into three parts: One for the Sunni
Arabs, one for Yazidis and a third
for Christians living in the plains.
Some, however, fear that the Kurds

would annex the last two areas later
Abdul-Rahman
Allowaizi,
a
member of parliament from Mosul,
warned that suggestions to divide
Nineveh serve “the Kurdish expansionist schemes”. He accused Kurdish forces of forcing Arab families
out of the areas near Mosul.
The issue of the disputed areas
between the Kurds and the central government has previously led
to deadly clashes in several areas
in northern Iraq, he said, adding:
“This scenario could be repeated in
Mosul.”
“Kurdish forces are preventing
Arab families from returning to
their homes in the areas liberated
from ISIS,” he said. “This is a dangerous policy that might lead to
new wars.”
Sameer Nouri Yacoub is a
journalist based in Iraq.

Mistakes made since 2003 should not be repeated in Mosul

View poi nt

Ahmed Twaij

O

ther than the
invasion of Iraq,
two key decisions in
the aftermath of the
2003 war have
shaped the state of
the country today. Unelected and
inexperienced administrator of
the Coalition Provisional
Authority (CPA) Paul Bremer
enforced CPA Orders 1 and 2; the
de-Ba’athification process of Iraq
barring Ba’athists from a role in
the new Iraq and the disbanding
of the Iraqi Army.
In a country where the only
political party that existed was
the Ba’ath Party, these decisions
alienated thousands of otherwise
peaceful individuals.
The concept of disarmament,
demobilisation and reintegration
(DDR) rose in popularity in the
early 1990s as a means to establish a lasting peace. Mats Berdal, a
professor of Security and Development at King’s College London,
explained how DDR needs to be
considered as a sequential process
involving a systematic collection
of weapons from combatants,
the disbanding of warring parties
and the provision of alternative
sustainable livelihoods.
Not only have unsuccessful
DDR programmes proven to be

The de-Ba’athification
of Iraq affected up to
100,000 Iraqis, including
40,000 teachers.

detrimental to countries they are
implemented in but they have
severe ramifications in the region,
highlighted by the Liberian civil
war.
Today, 13 years after the invasion of Iraq, the mistakes by the
CPA not only destabilised Iraq but
the unrest has spread across the
region.
Following approximately two
decades of experience in DDR
programmes prior to the ousting of Saddam Hussein, Iraq was
not considered a unique case by
the United States. In March 2003,
plans for reintegrating the Iraqi
Army were finalised and more
than $70 million were pledged
by the Pentagon for Iraq’s DDR
process. This money was never
spent on the project and remains
unaccounted for. By May 2003, a
mere one week into Bremer’s authoritarian rule of Iraq, the leader
of the CPA reversed any plans for
reintegration.
Order 1, the de-Ba’athification
of Iraq, affected up to 100,000
Iraqis, including 40,000 teachers
who joined the Ba’ath Party since
no alternative was available under
the iron-fisted rule of Saddam.
This decision prevented many
Iraqis from being able to support
themselves or their families.
With the rising insecurity in
Iraq, grievances turned into anger
and the formation of insurgency
groups initially against the occupying US forces and eventually
giving rise to the Islamic State
(ISIS). At the time, the Baghdad
CIA station chief warned Bremer,
regarding Order 1: “By nightfall,
you’ll have driven 30,000 to
50,000 Ba’athists underground

and in six months, you’ll really
regret this.”
Zahraa Ghandour, an Iraqi filmmaker, described how her neighbours — a former schoolteacher
and the teacher’s husband who
worked as a manager of a factory
belonging to Saddam’s government — were both prevented from
returning to work in the new Iraq.
Ghandour said: “They were a very,
very peaceful family. The husband
was only part of the Ba’ath Party
by name. After years of going
through financial hardships, starvation for him and his family and
repeatedly trying but being prevented from seeking employment
due to his prior affiliation with the
Ba’ath Party, he joined al-Qaeda to
the approval of his whole family.”
The Iraqi Army was disbanded
with the signing of Order 2,
driving hundreds of thousands
armed and experienced military
personnel underground. This left
a massive security gap, which
was exploited by looters and later
filled by non-state actors. Many
frustrated ex-soldiers eventually
took up arms and created insurgency groups.
Douglas Feith, US undersecretary of Defense for policy, said the
de-Ba’athification process was
partially a marketing strategy as
rolling back the process would
“undermine the entire moral justification for the war”, especially
considering the weapons of mass
destruction claim turned out to be
false.
In 2011, Nuri al-Maliki repeated
the mistakes of Bremer. Iraq
passed through years of heavy
sectarian violence and war. In a
movement known as the “Awak-

As Iraq
steps to
liberate
Mosul
from ISIS,
provisions
must be
taken to
ensure
mistakes
are not
repeated.

ening”, tribal leaders were promised that, after ending the sectarian war, they would have a role in
the future of Iraq.
The success of the Awakening
was met with the disarmament
of the tribes by the Maliki regime
with no reintegration. A further
broken promise by the government resulted in some of those
fighters, up to 90,000 according to
US Department of Defense, pledging allegiance to ISIS.
As Iraq steps to liberate Mosul
from ISIS, provisions must be
taken to ensure mistakes are not
repeated. A full DDR programme
must be formulated for the 1 million-plus citizens of Mosul, many
of whom have had no option other
than being forced to interact with
ISIS. As shown before, without
reintegration, the resulting alienation will lead to the formation of
new terrorist organisations.
In the last month, Iraqi forces
have prevented families from returning to Tikrit due to allegations
of affiliations with ISIS, families
whose alienation is likely to push
them to support other terrorist
organisations. In the post-ISIS
world, to maintain peace, the
mistakes of the US occupying
forces and Iraqi government must
be avoided and transitional justice
coupled with DDR must be implemented.
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.
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Is Lebanon heading towards a constituent assembly?
Mohamed Kawas

Beirut

T

here are rising fears in
Lebanon, which has been
without a president for
more than two years,
that its beleaguered government fails and there will be no
choice but to demand a constituent
assembly to change the country’s
constitution and its political system.
Member of Parliament Talal Arslan, head of the Druze-dominated Lebanese Democratic Party —
which has close ties to Damascus
and Hezbollah — was among the
latest Lebanese political figures to
call for a constituent assembly.
“Lebanon is on the brink of catastrophe,” he said at a news conference. He added that a constituent assembly to change a system
of rule that was agreed by the 1989
Taif agreement that ended Lebanon’s civil war was the only way
to return things to normal in the
country.

Many in Beirut suspect
that Hezbollah’s
actions during the
presidential vacuum
aim to pressure Prime
Minister Tammam
Salam to resign.
Lebanese Forces MP Antoine
Zahra countered, saying: “What is
required is to elect a new president,
not hold a constituent assembly.”
But Arslan’s call is not as concerning as what can be expected
by those who stand behind him, as
his statement is expected to be followed by actions that will seek to
force Lebanese politicians to move
towards a new settlement along
the lines of the 2008 Doha agreement. It was this agreement that

ended an 18-month political crisis
in Lebanon and brought about the
election of Lebanon’s most recent
president, Michel Suleiman.
Domestically, former prime minister Saad Hariri’s Future Movement, which leads the March 14 alliance that rivals Hezbollah’s March
8 alliance, is facing its “worst
period” according to diplomatic
sources, owing to uncertainty over
Hariri’s future as leader and that of
construction company Saudi Oger,
which he owns.
Hezbollah
Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah called for a constituent assembly in June 2012 to
build a “real state”, as he put it.
This is something that March 14
views as an attempt by Hezbollah
to impose a Sunni-Shia-Christian
status quo on the Lebanese political
system, rather than the ChristianMuslim parity that is enshrined in
the Taif agreement constitution.
Arslan’s warnings about the collapse of Lebanon’s political system
are demonstrated by Hezbollah’s
recent behaviour seeking to bypass the state and impose its will
through force of arms and dragging the country into the conflict in
neighbouring Syria.
Many in Beirut suspect that
Hezbollah’s actions during the
presidential vacuum — boycotting
parliamentary sessions and refusing to budge from their support
of presidential candidate Michel
Aoun — aim to pressure Prime Minister Tammam Salam to resign.
Given the presidential vacuum and
parliamentary paralysis, this could
land Lebanon in a constitutional
crisis and necessitate the constituent assembly Arslan is calling for.
The March 14 alliance rejects any
constituent assembly at this time,
saying that the current circumstances would not allow for a balanced debate due to Hezbollah’s
ability to bring its arms into play.
Hezbollah has a clear agenda of its

A general view of a parliamentary session in the Lebanese capital Beirut.
own that aims to change the status
quo in Lebanon and impose a political system that is more in line with
its agenda, as dictated by Iran.
Of course, not everybody agrees.
MP Nabil Nicolas of the Change and
Reform bloc, which is allied with
Hezbollah and headed by Aoun,
has blamed Hariri’s Future Movement for the impasse, saying that
Lebanon has reached a “dead end”
and that a constituent assembly is
the only way out. The bloc denies
that a constituent assembly would
benefit any one party over any other.
Lebanon’s media have been
ablaze following leaks that appear

to reveal that Hezbollah wants to
create a vice-presidential post that
would be held by a Shia figure who
would be in charge of security services. The post of president would
remain for a Maronite Christian,
who would be commander-in-chief
of the armed forces and also in
charge of Lebanon’s foreign affairs,
while the prime minister (a Sunni)
would oversee government and domestic issues. The latest calls for a
constituent assembly seem to confirm the leaks.
Deputy head of Lebanon’s Higher
Shia Islamic Council Sheikh Abdul
Amir Kabalan, who has close ties to
parliamentary Speaker Nabih Berri,

called for this a few months ago
based on the need to establish a
“civil state away from intolerance”.
Berri, who heads the Shia Amal
Movement that is part of the Hezbollah-led March 8 alliance, has
said he has no interest in a constituent assembly.
This is the same Berri who put
forward a “package deal” in June
that involved resolving the presidency, the government and the
electoral law. However, many observers said the “package deal” is
a mask for a constituent assembly.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.

Speculation in Lebanon about Hariri retiring from politics
Shadi Alaa al-Din

Beirut

T

here has been speculation
recently about Future
Movement leader and
former Lebanese prime
minister Saad Hariri deciding to retire from politics. Those
who are putting forward that opinion cite financial troubles faced by
Hariri, who owns construction firm
Saudi Oger, which is undergoing
major debt restructuring.
In addition to this, a number of
Sunni figures may be better placed
to deal with the political situation
and enjoy a more harmonious relationship with Saudi Arabia, which
has taken a more confrontational
position towards Lebanon.

“Without Hariri,
Lebanon’s Sunnis
will fall prey to more
extremist views .”
Lebanese political analyst
Naufal Daou
The financial crisis surrounding
Saudi Oger, which is expected to
result in thousands of Lebanese
workers losing their jobs, will hurt
Hariri’s popularity at home. Hariri’s
political position, one that is based
on moderation and compromise,
is no longer finding major support
among Lebanon’s Sunnis, given the
various crises the country is facing,
not to mention the wider regional
situation. Hariri’s traditional positions seem completely unrealistic
to many Lebanese.
After his tenure as prime minister, Hariri went into self-imposed
exile in Paris, citing domestic se-

curity threats. There were many
changes in Lebanon while he was
absent, something that Hariri does
not seem to have realised.
Hariri’s return did not revitalise
the Future Movement or the March
14 alliance that it leads. Hariri’s
opponents, and particularly Hezbollah, have benefited from the
Future Movement’s failures, while
Lebanon’s Sunnis have been disenchanted by Hariri’s inability to
deal with the various crises faced
by Lebanon, not least Hezbollah
embroiling the country in the Syrian conflict.
There is rising sectarian extremism in Lebanon and the Middle
East as a whole. This has hurt Hariri’s position in Lebanese politics in
the short term, although that may
be reversible in the long term.
One analysis says the political intransigence in Lebanon is because
each side is seeking to strengthen
future negotiating positions. Once
those negotiations take place, political life in Lebanon would return
to a semblance of normality.
If that is the case, then Hariri
and his policy of moderation and
compromise will be indispensable, even if there seems to be a lack
of popular appetite for it now. Of
course, if Hariri does retire from
politics, he will not be around to
advocate moderation and compromise.
Future Movement Member of
Parliament Kazem al-Khair said
Hariri retiring from public life was
“not on the table”, adding that
“Hariri is a force on the ground and
will never accept giving up his presence and what this represents”.
He denied that the crisis surrounding Saudi Oger could force
Hariri to step back from politics.
“The whole world is going through
a financial crisis and this is something that all [Lebanese] parties

Former Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri, leader of Lebanon’s parliamentary majority, takes a
selfie with his supporters after he cast his vote during the Municipal Elections, outside a ballot
station, in Beirut, last May.
are facing, particularly Hezbollah,
which is facing financial problems
due to its involvement in the Syrian
conflict and the daily death toll and
the financial repercussions of this,”
he said.
Lebanese political analyst Naufal
Daou said that if Hariri did retire,
that would strengthen extremism
in Lebanon. “Without Hariri, Lebanon’s Sunnis will fall prey to more
extremist views,” he said.
Daou said Hariri was indispensable for Lebanese politics, even
for his political rivals. “In spite of

all the problems between them,
even Hezbollah would prefer Hariri
to remain,” Daou said. “Yes, they
want him weakened but they also
want him because he is the only
one who can ease the tensions [in
Lebanese politics].”
Future Movement MP Ahmed
Fatfat said talk about Hariri retiring
was part of a wider political campaign against him. “The forthcoming Future Movement party conference [scheduled for October] and
the regional visits being carried out
by Hariri and Future Movement

ministers confirm that there is no
truth to rumours that he is preparing to retire,” he said.
Fatfat reiterated Daou’s warnings
that a Lebanon without Hariri is a
Lebanon that is easy prey for extremism, saying: “This would open
the door for rising extremism and
political exclusion. Saad Hariri is a
national necessity because he leads
the only party that can cross the
sectarian divides in Lebanon.”
Shadi Alaa al-Din is a Lebanese
writer.
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US and Israel sign unprecedented military aid deal
The Arab Weekly staff

Washington

T

he United States and Israel have signed the largest
military assistance agreement in US history, one
that will provide Israel
with $38 billion in military technology and equipment over ten years.
The agreement, reached after
long and at times difficult negotiations, was signed September 14th
at the US State Department by Jacob Nagel, Israel’s national security
adviser, and Thomas Shannon, the
third-highest ranking US diplomat.

The agreement will
help Obama counter
criticism that he was
insufficiently
supportive of Israel.
The deal will begin in US fiscal
year 2019 and represents an $800
million annual increase in military
aid to Israel over the two countries’
current agreement, which expires
in 2018.
In a White House statement, US
President Barack Obama said the
agreement was “based on a genuine
and abiding concern for the welfare
of the Israeli people and the future
of the state of Israel”, which the
president said was “unwavering”.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu issued a statement saying that the agreement demonstrates that “relations between Israel and the United States are strong,
powerful”. He said disagreements
between the two countries, which
have been frequent during Obama’s
tenure in office, “are disagreements
within the family [that] do not impact the great friendship between
Israel and the US”.
One of the sticking points in negotiations over the agreement was
US insistence that Israel’s ability to

US Undersecretary of State Thomas Shannon (R) and Israeli Acting National Security Adviser Jacob Nagel shake hands after participating
in a signing ceremony for a new ten-year pact on security assistance between the two nations at the State Department in Washington, on
September 14th.
spend a portion of US aid on Israelimade military products be phased
out so that eventually all of the
money must be spent on US military industries. Israel ultimately
conceded the point even though it
likely will mean reduced revenues
for its defence sector.
The new agreement removes Israel’s ability to spend any of the funds
on fuel for its military, as it was allowed to do under the previous
agreement, and Israel agreed not
to request additional funding from
Congress unless war breaks out.

But since by law all US spending
originates in congressional legislation, there is nothing to prevent a
member of Congress from proposing annual increases in aid for Israel
and, given Israel’s strong standing in Congress, any such requests
would not be a surprise. It would
then be up to the president to challenge or accept the additional funding.
One of Israel’s victories in the
new agreement — in addition to the
substantial increase in the overall dollar amount of aid — was the

inclusion of annual funding for Israel’s missile defence programme.
Under the current arrangement,
these funds were appropriated
separately each year by Congress
legislation and the annual amounts
varied.
Some observers expressed surprise that Netanyahu was willing
to strike a deal with Obama, given
the testy relationship between the
two leaders, and some of the Israeli
prime minister’s advisers wanted to
wait and negotiate with the next US
administration.

But Netanyahu apparently calculated that securing a deal with
Obama would prove the deep roots
of the US-Israel relationship. It also
prevents military aid to Israel from
becoming the target of US budget
cutting, at least for the next ten
years.
As for Obama, the agreement will
help counter criticism that his administration was insufficiently supportive of Israel.
(The Arab Weely staff with the
Associated Press)

Proxy arms race: Russia delivers Iran S-300s, US provides Israel F-35s

View poi nt

John C.K.
Daly

D

espite intense
Western pressure,
Russia has shipped a
consignment of
S-300 surface-to-air
missile defence
batteries to Iran.
Russia and Iran signed an $800
million contract in 2007 for the
systems but Moscow refused to
provide the anti-aircraft defence
batteries under the pretext that
the agreement was covered by
the fourth round of the UN
Security Council sanctions
against Iran over its nuclear
programme.
Last year, Russian President
Vladimir Putin lifted the S-300
delivery ban after international
negotiators agreed to remove
economic sanctions against
Tehran in exchange for its pledge
to ensure that all its nuclear
research would be for peaceful
purposes.
That agreement undercut
Israel’s opposition to Iran’s
civilian nuclear programme,
which the Israeli government
has frequently hinted could be
subjected to attack if it believed
it led to Iran developing nuclear
weapons. S-300 surface-to-air
missile batteries could greatly
complicate an Israeli air attack
on Iran, which is why Tehran has
spent nearly a decade trying to
acquire them.
Russia has delivered half
the contracted S-300 air

Russia has delivered half
the contracted S-300 air
defence systems to Iran.

defence systems to Iran. The
head of Russia’s Rostec Corporation, Sergei Chemezov said
deliveries were to be completed
by the end of the year.
Seeing those shipments as
degrading Israel’s military
capabilities, Washington has
fast-tracked supplying F-35
advanced stealth jet fighters to
Israel along with an aid package
estimated to be worth $38
billion.
The Israeli F-35s have undergone operational testing and the
first planes are to arrive in Israel
in December. They are specifically intended to nullify Iran’s
S-300s and preserve Israel’s
qualitative air superiority edge
in Middle East skies.
The Israeli Air Force will be the
first outside the United States
with an operational stealth
squadron. Israel’s air superiority
will not come cheaply; F-35s can

cost more than $100 million
apiece, with Israel intending to
procure a total of 100 of the
aircraft.
Heightening the Israeli
government’s concerns about
Russian armament shipments,
the Israel Defence Forces is
concerned that S-300s could be
deployed from Iran to Syria or
Lebanon.
Russia is weighing the financial and diplomatic benefits of
increased arms sales to Iran
against the risk of upsetting
other countries, including the
United States, Saudi Arabia and
Israel, the latter two viewing Iran
as an existential threat.
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
countries, increasingly alarmed
by Russia providing advanced
weaponry to Iran, are also
receiving additional US assistance. Last November the United
States approved a $1.29 billion

A US chief test pilot of the F-35 Lightning II speaks with an Israeli
officer ahead of an F-35 Lightning II cockpit demonstration in the
Israeli city of Herzliya, near Tel Aviv, last April.

Saudi
armament
imports
have soared
275% since
2011.

deal to replenish the Saudi Air
Force after it had depleted much
of its arsenal in bombing in
Yemen. On August 9th, the US
State Department approved a
possible sale worth $1.15 billion
of more than 130 Abrams battle
tanks, 20 armoured recovery
vehicles and other equipment to
Saudi Arabia.
In a clear sign of how Riyadh
views regional instability, Saudi
armament imports have soared
275% since 2011, a figure that will
doubtless rise if Russia continues
providing Iran with advanced
weaponry.
In a sign that the two advanced
weaponry systems may yet clash,
Iran announced the deployment
of its S-300 missile batteries
around its underground uranium
enrichment nuclear site at
Fordow. As Israel has repeatedly
vowed to take military action if
necessary to prevent Iran from
achieving a nuclear weapons
capability, Israeli F-35s may well
be ordered into Iranian skies
contesting air supremacy with
those Russian-made defences,
hardly a comforting scenario for
the region.
Beyond considerations of
shovelling large amounts of
advanced weaponry into a
volatile region, an issue still
unaddressed by the international
community is the military
imbalance between Israel and
other Middle Eastern countries, a
situation that the US government
is apparently determined to
maintain. Since 2011, armament
imports by Middle Eastern
countries increased 61% overall.
John C.K. Daly is a Washingtonbased specialist on Russian and
post-Soviet affairs.
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Russia unlikely to bring Abbas, Netanyahu together
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

A

lthough
PalestinianIsraeli negotiations remain stalled, Russia and
other world powers are
trying to get Palestinian
and Israeli leaders to negotiate even
before the United States’ traditional
role as sponsor fizzles out with the
approaching presidential elections.
After Israel flatly rejected an initiative by French President François
Hollande to restart Israeli-Palestinian talks, Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu postponed a
meeting with Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas that
Russian President Vladimir Putin
had planned to host in September.
An Israeli official said chances for
the meeting to be held under Moscow’s auspices still exist.
“The most important thing is that
Palestinians drop preconditions to
the meeting,” the official told The
Arab Weekly, insisting on anonymity, citing the sensitivity of the information.
Abbas has said he was not interested in another photo opportunity
with the Israeli leader but wants to
get to certain issues to make progress towards a comprehensive
peace settlement. Israel, however,
insists on an open agenda for the
meeting.

The last time Abbas
and Netanyahu
publicly met was in
2010.
Despite the interpretations of Netanyahu’s decision to postpone the
meeting, Abbas affirmed his commitment to peace and readiness
for any encounter with the Israeli
leader.
The proposed meeting received
attention because it was called for
by Russia, which has gained a higher
profile in the Middle East, fighting
alongside forces allied with Syrian
President Bashar Assad. It has also
been trying to take over from where
the United States left off as the main

broker in Palestinian-Israeli peace
negotiations.
The last time Abbas and Netanyahu publicly met was in 2010. Despite media reports of unpublicised
correspondences or a handshake
and greeting at international forums, the two have reached a dead
end with Netanyahu’s insistence on
bilateral talks and Abbas’s preconditions.

Netanyahu accused
Abbas, by insisting on
preconditions, of
having no desire to
meet.
While Abbas reiterated willingness to meet Netanyahu anywhere
around the world, Palestinian officials were quick to rebuke Netanyahu.
Abbas’s spokesman Nabil Abu
Rudeineh said Netanyahu “had
once again shown a lack of seriousness in searching for a just peace
based on the two-state solution, especially as settlement activities and
Israeli violations continue against
the Palestinian people”.
He said the decision to postpone
the meeting with Abbas confirms
Israel’s desire to evade any international peace initiative to save the
peace process.
Deputy-Secretary of the Fatah
Central Committee Jibril Rajoub
said Netanyahu wants to manage
the conflict instead of end it.
Netanyahu accused Abbas, by insisting on preconditions, of having
no desire to meet.
“Palestinian spokespeople clarified that they are prepared to meet
but that they have conditions — the
release of prisoners and they also
want to know beforehand what will
be the end result of the talks,” he
said recently at a news conference
in The Hague.
The Palestinian presidency reiterated that moving the peace
process requires Israel to meet its
obligations, namely stop illegal settlement construction, release the
fourth batch of prisoners and commit to international peace resolutions to establish a Palestinian state
based on 1967 borders, with East Je-

A November 2015 file photo shows Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) talking with
Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas at the UN Climate Change Conference, in Le Bourget, outside
Paris.
rusalem as its capital.
However, the question that arises
is the futility of efforts to have any
direct negotiations between the
Palestinians and Israelis when both
have made their positions clear.
Political analysts said the meeting will never take place because
for Abbas to meet and shake hands
with Netanyahu without achieving
some of the demands will damage
the Palestinian Authority’s image,
which is suffering due to internal divisions and growing criticism inside
and out.
Analyst Abdul Satar Qasim said
Abbas would “suffer a major loss if
he meets Netanyahu without securing some of the demands he insisted on for several years”.
On the other hand, Israel is adamant to keep the Palestinian cause
away from the international arena
because the roof of Arab and Pales-

tinian demands is much lower than
the international one. “This is why
Israel rejected the French and Russian initiatives but approved the
Egyptian,” said Qasim.
There is a Palestinian understanding that there is an attempt to foil
the French initiative by introducing
a new one that would free Israel of
its obligation in front of the international community, especially after rejecting the French initiative,
which had received approval from
many governments.
Analyst George Jaqaman said
Egypt was doing Israel a favour by
foiling the French initiative while
Russia was aiming to become more
involved in the peace talks due to
a power vacuum since the US-led
talks hit a standstill in April 2015.
While Abbas insisted that he
would never relinquish his preconditions to negotiations, his state-

ment that he was willing to meet
anywhere opens questions on
whether he would eventually agree
to meet with no preconditions.
Jaqaman said he believed the
meeting would never happen because Abbas would damage his
status internally and prove that the
Palestinian Authority was acting for
survival only, instead of doing what
is best for the Palestinian people.
Netanyahu will not agree to Abbas’s preconditions and is more invested in creating a reality on the
ground. Therefore, Palestinians
should focus on their strategies and
the expansion of the Zionist project
in the Palestinian territories, especially with the latest Israeli plans to
annex parts of the West Bank, Jaqaman explained.
Malak Hasan is a reporter based in
Ramallah.

Language is another Arab Israeli barrier
Noreen Sadik

Taybeh, Israel

W

hen Sana Jammaliyeh
and Haitham Haddad
designed a white tote
bag with bold Arabiclanguage imprint on
one side, the two Arab Israelis never
thought that their product would become so popular.
After a photograph taken of one
carried by a passenger on a train
in Berlin, the bag and its message,
which read: “This text has no meaning, except to terrify those who are
afraid of the Arabic language”, went
viral.

1.7 million

Arab Israelis consider
Arabic their official
language.

Indeed, it is a bad joke that could
inflict security hazards on its holder
but the designers insisted they did
not mean to endanger anyone’s life.
Rather, they said they sought to
highlight the extent of stereotyping
against Arabs and their language in
Israel.
“We made the bag specifically for
people who are terrified of the Arabic
language in my community,” Jammaliyeh wrote on her Facebook page.
“The idea is fear of the Arabic language, which is extracted from our

reality,” Haddad said, referring to
prejudice, stereotyping, misunderstanding and suspicion of Arabs in
Israel’s larger Jewish community.
“Let go of the Arabs and enough
with media stereotyping,” Jammaliyeh pointed out separately in a video
posted on her Facebook page.
Both designers refused several
Arab Weekly calls and text messages
to be interviewed, citing “personal
reasons”. However, Jammaliyeh verified the accuracy of her Facebook
comments in a reply text.
Although Haddad and Jammaliyeh
found a humorous way to ridicule
those who are wary of Arabic, discrimination in Israel surrounding the
language is not a laughing matter.
Of Israel’s population, 20% is Palestinians who remained in their homes
when Israel was created in the 1948
Arab-Israeli war in British-mandate
Palestine. Although Hebrew is the
country’s official language, the 1.7
million Arab Israelis consider Arabic
their official language and mother
tongue.
During the British mandate of Palestine between 1922 and 1948, Hebrew became an official language
along with Arabic and English. However, when Israel was proclaimed,
Hebrew maintained its status and
spread more than Arabic, which is
considered an official language but
has little relevance to the majority.
The Arab identity in Israel is tied
to the Arabic language. While many
Palestinians include Hebrew in their
speech, some fear this will ultimately
erode the language.
Thabet Abu Rass, executive director of the Abraham Fund Initiative,

a non-profit company that promotes
coexistence and equality among Israel’s Jewish and Arab citizens, said
he believed that “Jews are taught that
Arabic is the language of the enemy”.
“Since Israel’s inception, the government has worked to minimise
the status of the Arabic language as
a way of Judaising the country. They
even distort Arabic words, including
the names of old Arab villages, in the
hope that over time, the Arab names
will be forgotten,” Abu Rass said.
Discrimination against Arabic has
manifested itself in several basic
ways, making life for some Arab citizens who do not know Hebrew more
difficult.
Underlining how politicised the issue is, hard-line, right-wing parties
in the Israeli Knesset submitted bills
recommending the removal of Arabic
as an official language, with Hebrew
remaining as Israel’s only official language.
Some Israeli politicians disagreed.
On May 24th, the Knesset celebrated
what it termed as an Arabic Language
Day. Knesset Speaker Yuli-Yoel Edelstein said: “Despite the fact that the
mother tongue of most of our citizens
is Hebrew, we cannot and should not
ignore the Arabic language or push it
away from the public sphere or from
the landscape of our lives in general.”
Numerous topics relating to the
Arab population, including public
transportation in the Arab sector, the
teaching of Arabic in Jewish schools,
providing court services in Arabic,
providing online government services in Arabic and Arabic signage in
mixed cities were discussed. In spite
of that, implementation is slow and

This tote bag stirring controvery reads: “This text has no meaning,
except to terrify those who are afraid of the Arabic language”.
inequality is clearly evident.
A study by the Abraham Fund Initiative in April 2013 studied 34 government websites and concluded
that about one-third have no Arabic
content.
In 2002, Adalah and the Association for Civil Rights in Israel (ACRI)
petitioned the Israeli Supreme Court
regarding the lack of Arabic on municipal signs in cities that have Jewish and Arab populations, such as Tel
Aviv-Jaffa, Lod, Ramle, Acre, Upper
Nazareth and Beersheba. The court
ruled that municipal signs should be
in Hebrew and Arabic.
However, 14 years later, some of
the cities still ignore the ruling. Last
year, the municipality of Beersheba
replaced street signs in Arabic with
new ones in only Hebrew and English.
In the Mediterranean port city of
Haifa, where 10% of the population is
Arab, the Ministry of Transportation
vowed that, by the end of August, Arabic would be added to its road signs.

Hebrew maps and electronic signs
— some even catering for the deaf —
have since been posted but nothing
in Arabic.
According to a study of Israeli Jews,
17% of those asked said they can understand Arabic, 10% can speak it
fluently and 1.5% can write fluently.
Next year, Jewish fifth and sixth
graders will begin learning Arabic.
By contrast, Arab school children begin learning Hebrew from grade one.
However, a 2013 survey showed that
45% of Arabs have difficulty with Hebrew.
According to a Pew Center report,
nearly 48% of Israeli Jews said Arabs
should be deported or exiled from Israel. Religious people tend to be particularly supportive of such a move:
About 71% of respondents said they
agree that Arabs should be expelled.
Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a
Palestinian-American citizen who
has written on issues affecting that
community.
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Grozny conference stirs criticism of al-Azhar
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

C

racks are appearing in a
front Saudi Arabia is trying to form with al-Azhar,
the Cairo-based highest seat of Sunni Islamic
learning, days after its grand imam,
Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, attended a
conference in Chechnya about who
should be called a Sunni.
Organisers did not invite anyone from Saudi Arabia to the lateAugust gathering in the Chechen
Republic, although 200 religious
scholars from other countries were
asked to attend.
The Saudis were especially angered by the failure of the conference’s final communiqué to include
Wahhabism, the branch of Sunni Islam followed by most Saudis, on the
list of “true Sunnis”.
Also excluded was Salafism, an
ultraorthodox branch of Sunni Islam followed by millions of Egyptians and Saudis and financially
backed by Saudi Arabia.

Several Saudi writers
and scholars called on
Saudi Arabia to turn its
back on Egypt after the
Grozny conference.
“The conference is part of a new
intellectual war against Saudi Arabia,” said Saudi writer Mohammed al-Bishr. “Those who paid all
this money to host 200 scholars
in Grozny did not do this because
they loved those who attended the
conference but because they hated
those who did not attend it,” he
wrote in the Saudi newspaper Kol
al-Watan.

Several Saudi writers and scholars expressed similar sentiments
and called on Saudi Arabia to turn
its back on Egypt after the Grozny
conference, which Osama al-Azhari, the religious adviser to Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, attended.
Al-Azhar issued a statement saying that it had nothing to do with
the final communiqué of the conference and its participation was
restricted to a speech delivered by
Tayeb.

“There is no conflict
between al-Azhar and
Saudi Arabia.”

Sheikh Abbas Shouman,
a senior official of al-Azhar
“Al-Azhar did not organise this
conference,” said Sheikh Abbas
Shouman, a senior official of alAzhar. “There is no conflict between al-Azhar and Saudi Arabia.
We have contacted the organisers of
the conference to get clarifications
on the final communiqué.”
This, however, seems to be less
about the conference and more
about Saudi efforts to control alAzhar, partly to maintain its selfproclaimed leadership of the Sunni
Islamic world and partly to fortify
its front in the battle against Shias,
experts said.
Saudi Arabia has been trying to
win al-Azhar to its side, spending
tens of millions of dollars on projects desired by the religious institution and its university.
The projects included the renovation of al-Azhar mosque in southern Cairo, funding an al-Azhar
television channel, financing the
construction of a hostel for thousands of foreign students and of-

The main mosque in the Chechen regional capital of Grozny, Russia.
fering free pilgrimages to al-Azhar
leaders and scholars.
When he visited Cairo in April,
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud visited al-Azhar mosque
and met with Tayeb. He was the
first Saudi monarch to visit al-Azhar
since 1946.
Some experts said Saudi Arabia
has been trying to control al-Azhar
by financially supporting some of
its Salafist leaders.
“It actually spends a lot of money
to do this,” said Ahmed Kerima, a

professor of comparative jurisprudence at al-Azhar University. “The
problem is that those Salafists — like
Wahhabis — believe that they are
the only true Muslims in the world.”
He called the Salafists and the
Wahhabis the new “Kharijites” — a
despised splinter sect of early Islam
accused of killing indiscriminately
and falsely labelling other Muslims
as infidels.
Kerima said the Egyptian government should refuse to back the
Wahhabis who financially support

the Salafists, describing the Salafists
as an “impediment on the way of reforming al-Azhar”.
Shouman did not deny that Saudi
Arabia and al-Azhar stand united
against Shias and Iran’s growing influence.
“Al-Azhar is totally against growing Shia influence in the region,” he
said. “Saudi Arabia strongly backs
this role.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Studies on Ethiopian
dam on Nile may
come too late
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

T

wo French consultancy
firms have been chosen to
conduct studies for Ethiopia, Egypt and Sudan on
the technical and environmental effects a multibillion-dollar
hydroelectric dam Ethiopia is constructing on the Nile will have on
the two downstream countries.
The studies are expected to take
11 months, which means that Ethiopia will have finished construction
on the disputed Renaissance Dam
by the time they are completed.
“The studies will be useless and
the two riparian states will be faced
with a situation they cannot alter,”
Egypt’s former Irrigation minister
Mohamed Nasr Allam said. “Ethiopia is only wasting time until it constructs the dam and puts Egypt and
Sudan in an irreversible situation.”

“Ethiopia is only
wasting time until it
constructs the dam
and puts Egypt and
Sudan in an
irreversible
situation.”
Egypt’s former
Irrigation minister
Mohamed Nasr Allam
With an annual share of 55 billion
cubic metres of water from the Nile,
Egypt, which has a population of 91
million, already suffers a water deficit of almost 20%. The deficit will
increase as the population grows
and as Ethiopia starts filling the Re-

naissance Dam reservoir next year.
The dam is expected to shatter
Egypt’s agricultural development
plans, which are indispensable for
feeding its growing population. This
is why there is alarm among Egyptians.
The three countries signed a declaration of principles on the dam in
March 2015 vowing to cooperate on
the Nile and not cause significant
harm to each other. However, the
declaration is non-binding.
Non-binding, too, are the results
of the studies of the two French
firms, according to Walid al-Haqiqi,
the spokesman of the Egyptian Irrigation Ministry.
“The studies will only explore the
effects the construction of the dam
will have on the two downstream
states,” Haqiqi said. “However,
none of the three states is under any
obligation to act in the light of these
recommendations.”
This is Egypt’s calamity. Ethiopia
says the construction of the dam is
vital for its economic development.
A sizeable part of the country is
prone to drought and famine. Ethiopia says electricity generated from
the dam will also bring in muchneeded funds for the economic welfare of its people.
This, however, is less about economic development and more
about Ethiopia’s desire to bring
Egypt to its knees, Allam said.
“Ethiopia wants to shift the focus
of ongoing negotiations from the
impacts of the dam to water itself,”
Allam said. “It wants to negotiate
with Egypt over water and sell it to
Egypt in the future.”
This is why he is among experts
calling for halting what they describe as “useless” negotiations
and starting a new course of action.
One of the scenarios proposed is for

A March 2015 file picture shows Ethiopian workers at a construction site of the Grand Renaissance
Dam near the Sudanese-Ethiopian border.
Egypt to resort to the UN Security
Council to get international support
for suspending dam construction.
However, water expert Nader
Nour Eddin said it is too late to do
this.
“We have followed the wrong
course from the very beginning and
Ethiopia succeeded in wasting time
until the dam became a fact on the
ground,” Nour Eddin said. “There
can be no international arbitration
while the dam is almost complete.”
The studies by the two French
firms will cost $6 million, paid by
Egypt.
The three countries were given
copies of the technical and environmental study contracts. Sudan and
Ethiopia have approved the con-

tracts but Egypt has not, according
to media reports.
It took the countries almost three
years to settle on the companies
that would conduct the studies and
the duration of conducting these
studies. They are also expected to
take time to agree on the terms of
the studies’ contracts.
Ethiopia is, meanwhile, actively
implementing the Renaissance Dam
project and preparing plans for constructing other dams on the Nile.
In a 2013 meeting with ousted Islamist president Muhammad Morsi,
which was broadcast on state TV by
mistake, a group of Egyptian politicians called for bombing the Ethiopian dam. One of the politicians
suggested paying the Ethiopian

opposition to stoke tension in the
country with the aim of suspending dam construction. This is why
Ethiopians do not trust Egypt, observers said.
Egypt does not apparently trust
Ethiopia either.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi has been preparing the public
for the dry days to come by initiating seawater desalination projects
and sewage treatment plants.
“Acute water shortages will be
strongly felt here as of next year,”
Nour Eddin said. “We are heading
towards tough days.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher is
a Cairo-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.
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Reconstruction in MENA

Syria’s reconstruction offers opportunities for Lebanon
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

H

aving experienced a
long, destructive war
and a difficult, yet incomplete process to
rebuild their country,
Lebanese have the will and skills
to assist their Syrian neighbours
in their reconstruction drive. They
know well that, sooner or later, the
guns will fall silent, a political settlement will be put in place and
Syria’s battlefields will be turned
into huge reconstruction sites. They
need to be ready when this moment
comes.
Lost in their own never-ending
political disputes, Lebanese officials are simply not preparing to
benefit from Syria’s reconstruction.
The private sector, which has maintained a good flow of business between the two countries despite the
war, needs government and publicsector support.
“May I beg for Lebanon not to
wait,” said Abdullah Dardari, deputy executive secretary of the UN
Economic and Social Commission
for Western Asia (ESCWA).
Dardari cautioned that for Lebanon to benefit from rebuilding Syria, it would need to fix its domestic
infrastructure, including highways,
railways, ports and airports, as well
as its business environment with
dramatic reforms.
“Massive investment is needed…
That’s easy and the money is available by the international community. It takes a political decision by the
government of Lebanon,” he said.

“May I beg for
Lebanon not to
wait.”
Abdullah Dardari, deputy
executive secretary of
the UN Economic and
Social Commission for
Western Asia (ESCWA)
With no president elected since
May 2014, a dormant parliament
and an almost paralysed cabinet,
Lebanon is becoming dysfunctional and risks losing hundreds of
millions of dollars in international
loans for key development projects.
The parliament, considered an elec-

toral body and not a legislative assembly, should meet only to elect
a president, something it has failed
to do despite calling 44 sessions to
elect a successor of Michel Suleiman, whose term ended in May
2014.
The legislature had a single session last November to pass banking
and financial reforms and approve
needed credits by international and
foreign donors. Other reforms are
on hold.

The Lebanese have the
will and skills to assist
their Syrian
neighbours in their
reconstruction drive.
Dardari’s concerns are shared by
Lebanese businessmen and former officials, who say they fear the
country would waste another opportunity to revive its economy and
make up for the losses incurred because of the Syria war and the burden of hosting 1.5 million refugees.
Wajih Bizri, the president of the
International Chamber of Commerce Lebanon, urged the public
sector to act, detailing the need for a
good infrastructure to channel commodities and supplies to Syria and
for having better roads and ports.
“The chain needs to be complete.
If the Lebanese do not do their
homework, whether the private or
public sectors, they will not be able
to benefit from the reconstruction
in Syria,” Bizri said, complaining
that no one in Lebanon is conscious
about what’s going on and what
should be done. He said the problems were the political disputes and
quotas.
Rebuilding Syria is expected to
attract much international interest.
Lebanon, however, could become
a starting point due to its potential
and strategic advantages: Proximity
to Syria, the historic ties between
the two countries and the many
complementary aspects of their
economies, in addition to Lebanon’s
human resource specialisations and
banking sector.
“But we have to begin preparing
from today… to determine what
kind of services will be needed and
start positioning ourselves,” said
Raya el-Hassan, chairman-general
manager of Tripoli Special Economic Zone and former Finance minister.
The 550,000-sq.-metre special

Workers at a construction site in the area of Dbayeh, north of Beirut.
economic zone, which was conceived in 2008 and formally established in 2015 to mainly address the
socio-economic problems in longneglected Tripoli in northern Lebanon, was designed to attract local
and foreign investments but can
also act as a platform for companies
wishing to participate in the reconstruction of Syria.
“When we started, this special
economic zone was not on the radar
screen of any donor,” Hassan said.
“The donor community is now seeing it as a vital project.”
Referring to the Tripoli International Fair — a 1 million-sq.-metre
exhibition area — the Tripoli port
and refineries as well as the nearby
Kleyate Airport, she said if all these
neglected or “dormant” installations and mega projects are put together, “they could potentially create a huge impact”.
With the Tripoli port set to be
further expanded to accommodate
an expected surge in export-import
and transit activities, a $60 million
pledge by the Islamic Development
Bank and the World Bank to help

construct a railway linking Tripoli
to the Syrian border, and the private
sector showing interest in operating
the Tripoli International Fair, preparations are picking up.
“If everything goes according to
schedule, I see a huge potential,”
Hassan said.
Industrial zones are set to be created, starting in Baalbek, Terbol and
Hermel — three eastern Lebanon
areas close to the border with Syria
— as part of a project by the UN Industrial Development Organisation
(UNIDO) and funded by Italy.
With or without government support, Lebanese businessmen are set
to grasp the Syria reconstruction
opportunity.
“Syria needs everything today
from food supplies to construction
materials, so having a source (of
supplies) next door is the first option for Syrians to deal with,” said
Bizri. “As long as you offer quality and price, you have the priority.
Then, there is the flexibility of delivering the goods immediately and
by land, in addition to many advantages we have over the others.”

With the immigration of large
number of middle-class, educated
Syrians, there will be a greater need
for educated and skilled Lebanese
in post-war Syria, especially in the
banking sector, he said.
Bizri argued that peace in Syria
would not be achieved overnight
but rather “will be gradual in certain regions where security will improve and become more peaceful
than other areas. And this is better
for the Lebanese who would adopt
an easier way to increase the volume of business between Lebanon
and Syria.”
To Dardari, the most advantageous things about having Lebanon
engaged in rebuilding Syria are the
Lebanese themselves: the intellectuals, bankers, information technology experts and creative people.
“Lebanon suffered from destruction but it was very limited. A company managed to rebuild Beirut,”
the UN official, a Syrian, concluded.
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.
She is based in Beirut.

Reconstruction is hostage to corruption in Iraq
Sameer Nouri Yacoub

Baghdad

B

illions of dollars in Iraqi
state funds are being
squandered. Ambitious
infrastructure projects
do not advance beyond
the drawing board. Angry Iraqis
who took to the streets demanding
improved services received only
empty promises. State corruption
is blamed as the major obstacle
facing Iraq’s multibillion-dollar reconstruction drive but still thrives.
Iraqi analysts said the scene is
unlikely to change. They said Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi is
preoccupied with political problems to ensure that he is seen as
a politician loyal to his country
and that his party, many leaders of
which are accused of corruption,
remains at the head of the Shiadominated government in Baghdad.
Iraqi cabinet officials acknowledge that the war against terrorism, a term Iraqis use to point to
their military campaign against
the Islamic State (ISIS), is eating
up almost half of Iraq’s budget —
perhaps even more if expenditures
are carefully calculated to consider
dwindling revenues due to falling
oil prices.

“The prime minister is too weak,
lawmakers, political and religious
parties don’t want to rock the boat
so that they won’t lose their sway
and perks, while corruption will
remain entrenched,” said Baghdad
analyst Jawad al-Tae.
“Without organised help from
political parties, people are too
weak to force a change to this sour
reality.”
Abdul-Karim Abtan, a member of the parliamentary Integrity
Committee, said about $450 billion
was wasted because of widespread
corruption by governments that
have ruled Iraq since Saddam Hussein’s regime was toppled in the
US-led invasion in 2003.
“It is important that Iraq keeps
trying to retrieve the stolen funds
and to identify corrupt people and
bring them to justice,” he said.
It is widely believed in Iraq that
senior government officials started
taking commissions to help foreign
firms, mostly American at the time,
win contracts from Iraqi ministries
and other government offices. In
return, the officials provided legal protection for contractors who
eventually failed to complete the
projects assigned to them, leaving
the country with a huge shortage
of electricity, water, schools and
hospitals, while existing facilities
and infrastructure were neglected
and maintenance almost non-ex-

istent.
Iraq ranked 161st out of 168
countries in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions
Index. Hundreds of schools, hospitals and infrastructure projects
have not been completed despite
huge amounts of money spent, according to government statistics.

Obeidi’s revelations
showed that
politicians do not
hesitate to make profit
from the military in a
critical period.
The Iraqi government and the
United Nations have signed an
agreement to boost the capabilities
of Baghdad to detect, investigate
and prosecute high-profile and
complex corruption cases.
Under the agreement, international investigators will be assigned to help Iraqi government
auditors tasked with investigating
corruption.
“This agreement will help identify corrupt officials and those investigators will be working away
from the pressure of powerful parties,” said Abtan.
The effects of corruption on Iraqis have worsened with the sharp
decline in oil revenues caused by
receding crude prices and the costs

of the war against ISIS, Tae said.
Enraged by daily hardships, Iraqis have staged anti-corruption
protests to demand that corrupt
officials be brought to trial. Abadi
gave a weak response to the demands with a partial cabinet reshuffle that was supposed to replace
party-affiliated ministers accused
of embezzlement with independent technocrats.
Even this small step faced obstruction by Iraq’s parliament,
which is controlled by powerful
parties keen to maintain their privileges. Abadi eventually bowed to
the pressure and agreed on technocrats brought on by the parties.
“The changing of faces is not the
solution because any minister who
would refuse to take care of the interests of powerful parties will be
dragged to parliament and voted
out,” said Baghdad resident Mehdi
Abdul-Sahib.
Earlier in August, Iraqis were
jubilant to see Defence Minister Khaled al-Obeidi publicly accuse parliament Speaker Salim
al-Jabouri and other lawmakers of
extortion by asking for bribes and
shares in lucrative military contracts in return for sparing him
parliamentary questioning.
Obeidi’s revelations showed that
politicians do not hesitate to make
profit from the military in a critical period when Iraq is faced with

sectarian strife and Iraqi soldiers
are fighting Sunni militants who
control significant parts of their
country.
Yet, the shock came a few days
later, when a judicial panel acquitted Jabouri of corruption charges
for lack of evidence. Iraqis were
angered by the acquittal in a country where a small robbery investigation and trial could take months.
The Iraqi prime minister also
voiced his surprise.
Meanwhile, about 60 lawmakers
signed a petition to have a vote of
no-confidence in Obeidi.
“The planned no-confidence
vote is a clear message to all ministers that they will face Obeidi’s fate
if they dare to speak out publicly
against powerful corrupt politicians,” Iraqi lawmaker Ali al-Bedeiri said.
On August 25th Iraqi lawmakers
voted to remove Obeidi, triggering
public anger.
Iraqi politician Izzat al-Shahbandar said corrupt cabinet ministers and lawmakers formed a
united front to “teach the Defence
minister and anyone else a lesson
on how to keep their mouths shut
when they see corruption in their
ministries”.
“What we’re witnessing now is
an absurd drama of the victory of
the corrupt and the demise of the
honest,” he said.
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Russia’s calculations in Iran
Gareth Smyth

London

T

alks between Russia and
the Organisation of the
Petroleum
Exporting
Countries (OPEC) over
freezing oil production
fell through in April but may resume
as OPEC members meet on the sidelines of the International Energy Forum in Algeria. The main problem
in April appears unresolved: What
to do about Iran, which wants to
expand exports after the easing of
international sanctions.
The Saudis have insisted that any
freeze should not allow Iran to increase production and maintained
this position after the recent announcement during talks at the
Group of 20 summit in China that
Riyadh had reached an agreement
with Moscow. The Saudis remain at
odds with Russia, whose president,
Vladimir Putin, has called for a production cap that would allow Iran
the exports levels it enjoyed before
punitive US and EU sanctions bit in
2012.
Russia is playing the honest broker. In an interview with Bloomberg
News at the Eastern Economic Forum in Vladivostok before the G20
meetings, Putin stressed his hope
that everyone “interested in maintaining stable and fair global energy prices will in the end make the
necessary decision”. He also called
the Saudis “partners” and praised
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz as “very
reliable”.

The spat over Russia’s
use of a base near
Hamadan was
temporary.
There is a tendency in Washington to assume that, as rivals to the
United States, Iran and Russia must
be natural allies. This has been encouraged by their cooperation in
bolstering Syrian President Bashar
Assad during the five-year Syrian
war.

But parliamentary questions in
Tehran embarrassing Iran’s senior
officials after Russia announced its
planes were using an airbase near
Hamadan for Syrian bombing missions highlighted the complexities
of relations between the two nearneighbours. Their alliance over Syria sits amid diverging interests and
motivations.

The Russian-Iranian
alliance over Syria sits
amid diverging
interests and
motivations.
The spat over Russia’s use of the
base — leading to official Iranian assurances it had just been to refuel
and was temporary and therefore
did not violate Iran’s constitutional prohibition on foreign military
bases — reflected Iranians’ memories stretching to the 1828 Treaty of
Turkmenchay when Imperial Russia
acquired under the threat of force
Iranian-held territories, including
Armenia and much of Azerbaijan.
More recently, the Soviet Union intervened in Iran during and after
World War II, particularly in backing
separatist movements among Iran’s
Kurds and Azeris.
True, Iran and Russia are nuclear partners. Moscow completed
and supplies Bushehr, Iran’s only
atomic power station, and is in
long-running talks about building
more but in 2006 Russia backed the
US-led international move to refer Tehran’s nuclear programme to
the UN Security Council. This was
a jolt for Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
the supreme leader, who had been
assured by the then top security
official Ali Larijani that his “tilt to
Moscow” could prevent such an
eventuality. Instead the referral
led to UN sanctions that would be
removed only when Iran agreed to
limit its nuclear capacity.
Today’s alliance of Russia and
Iran in Syria does not preclude
Moscow’s close relations with Israel as well as Saudi Arabia: Russia’s
intelligence coordination with Tel
Aviv has been enhanced to improve

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) talks with his Azerbaijani counterpart Elmar
Mammadyarov (C) and Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif (R) during a summit in Baku,
last August.
early identification of each other’s
aircraft in Syria’s skies. Regarding
energy, while Russia backs Iran’s
desire to expand oil exports, the
two sides have never developed
potential for cooperation in a global
gas market where their combined
share is 35.5% of reserves (Iran
18.2%, Russia 17.3%).
The two countries do coordinate
through the Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (SCO), in which Moscow supports Iran’s request to upgrade from observer to full status.
But the SCO is less a political alliance than a forum for basic coordination between Russia and China
and the central Asian former Soviet
republics (also beginning next year,

new members India and Pakistan).
China has good relations with Saudi
Arabia, its largest supplier of crude.
For many years, to the alarm of
Israel and some in Washington,
Russia has supplied arms to Iran,
including recently the S-300 surface-to-air missile system. These
missiles are primarily defensive and
less advanced than Antey 2500 missiles that Russia supplied to Egypt.
“Nothing the Russians have provided [Iran] so far has materially
changed the military balance in the
region,” said Sam Gardiner, consultant and former US Air Force colonel.
“Ten years ago, Israel defined the
S-300 as one of its red lines with respect to Iran, [meaning] they would

have to initiate a conflict if the Iranians got the system. We have not
seen that kind of reaction as they
more recently acquired the system.
I have concluded that is because
Israel has found ways to penetrate
and neutralise the S-300.
No doubt Tehran would like more
advanced weapons. Iranian Defence Minister Hossein Dehghan,
calling Moscow’s announcement of
its use of the Hamadan airbase as
“showing off” and “discourteous”,
was evidence of a wider frustration
with Moscow.
Gareth Smyth was chief correspondent for the Financial Times in
Iran from 2003-07.

Iran seen provoking tensions with US at sea
View poi nt

Claude Salhani

A

s tensions between
Russia and the
United States over
Syria abated
slightly, tensions
between Iran and
the United States continued to
build, risking an all-out confrontation between the US Navy and
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC).
Naval units of the IRGC have systematically harassed US Navy warships in the Gulf at least 30 times
since January. This represents a
50% increase when compared to
the same time period of 2015. In
each case, an Iranian vessel or vessels approached the US warships
within weapons range.
According to a report by US Navy
Commander Jeremy Vaughan, a
visiting fellow at the Washington
Institute think-tank, IRGC boats
have approached US vessels at a
distance that could have compromised the security of the vessels
and the sailors and US Marines
who serve aboard those ships.
“On at least three occasions,
they closed to a distance that
could make a collision more likely

If the harassment
continues, it is only a
matter of time before a
confrontation takes place.

A military vessel from Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps that approached
a US warship crossing the Strait of Hormuz, last July.
or could render US ships nearly defenceless to a boat packed with explosive charges,” wrote Vaughan,
who served on a number of deployments aboard ships in the Gulf.
Recent altercations include Iranian IRGC-Navy craft interfering
with the USS Nitze, a destroyer, in
late August and the USS Firebolt,
a coastal patrol boat, in early September.
“Incremental erosion by Iranian
vessels of the safety zone surrounding US ships and a bias by
some US commanders towards
restraint have thus created a situa-

tion in which Iranian warships are
operating at distances that would
have been in the past, and should
be at present, considered imprudent,” Vaughan wrote.
He said that “quiet and indirect
diplomacy” is needed to prevent
“an accident or an incident” involving US and Iranian naval forces that could adversely affect the
broader US-Iran relationship.
The US Navy officer said if the
trend continues it could set the
stage for a wider confrontation between Iran and the United States.
If the harassment continues, it

“In 2015,
there were
300 close
encounters
between the
IRGC-Navy
and US Navy
vessels.”
US Navy
Commander
Jeremy
Vaughan

is only a matter of time before a
confrontation takes place, the outcome of which would drag the region into another Middle East war,
endangering the stability of Gulf
states and possibly affecting the
flow of oil through the Gulf. That,
in turn, would have a serious effect
on the world’s economy.
The Americans managed to steer
the Iranians clear of their armada
in the Gulf. However, given the
number of incidents, all it takes
is one confrontation to get out of
hand for the whole situation could
escalate.
In 2015, there were 300 close encounters between the IRGC-Navy
and US Navy vessels, culminating in a highly provocative rocket
launch near the USS Harry S. Truman aircraft carrier, Vaughan
wrote.
In January, the IRGC-Navy
seized ten riverine command sailors who had strayed into its waters
and directly overflew the Truman
with an unmanned aerial vehicle.
In the last month, IRGC-Navy forces approached four US warships,
drawing so close there was a danger of collision. The USS Squall, a
patrol craft, fired warning shots at
the Iranians.
“Navy commanders are taught
that the use of force in self-defence
requires the presence of all three
components of the “threat triangle”: capability, opportunity and
intent, Vaughan said.
Claude Salhani is the Opinion
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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The Refugee Crisis

Digital crisis in the refugee migrant age
Ibraheem Juburi

London

“

W

hen we don’t
have Viber, we
use WhatsApp.
When
WhatsApp
stops
working, we use Messenger” says
a Syrian refugee going by the alias
Raed. But his words could be a common refrain of many fellow refugee
migrants.
For them, a smartphone is not a
display of prosperity but an essential tool for survival. A recent study,
however, suggests that digital care
for displaced persons is dangerously limited.
Mapping Refugee Media Journeys,
a report released in May by the
Open University in London, shows
that carrying a smartphone can be a
problem as well as a blessing without the right corresponding digital
aid.

For migrants, a
smartphone is not a
display of prosperity
but an essential tool
for survival.
“Digital care is about the affordances of the technology: The
resource and its provision of timely
news and information,” says Margie Cheesman, one of the leading
researchers of the report.
Two of the main problems migrants deal with are limited access
to sustainable information and
their distrust of conventional news
outlets.
It is via chats with fellow migrants on Facebook and WhatsApp
that most seek advice.
A 19-year-old Syrian recently
having arrived in German said in
an interview with The Arab Weekly: “I mainly used WhatsApp and
Facebook. Advice from my family
and friends — [they are] more use-

ful than the news. It helped me
find safe passage and keep in touch
with my parents back home. Especially when I knew I could go days
without internet connection sometimes.”
The Mapping Refugee report echoes the Syrian’s thoughts. “[News]
organisations and government
agencies are shying away from
fulfilling their responsibilities [of
supplying valuable information to
migrants] for fear of being seen to
facilitate refugees coming to Europe,” the report said.
Lucas Burghardt, who spent four
months volunteering at the Macedonian-Greek border, discussed the
challenges: “It takes time to open
an information tent, install a generator, set up WI-FI so people could
start their application process and
learn their rights.
“Legal info is different in every
country. In Germany, it’s different
by state. The only thing the info
tents could do was show them their
options… You can’t tell them necessarily what’s going to happen when
they get to Germany.”
The perils of being smartphonewielding migrants often lie in two
realms: The obvious physical risks
such as theft and the traceable
digital footprints that they leave
behind. Traceability in itself is not
necessarily a bad thing: Real-time
data tracking has sped up service
responses and allowed friends and
relatives to aid migrants in forging
safe passage through a minefield of
adversity.
However, extremists and smugglers are often equally tech-savvy
and are capable of spinning the tables of digital prowess to suit their
own interests.
“People are being persecuted for
their religion, and they’re paranoid
and afraid of people in extremist
groups and other non-state actors,
as well as state actors. Anonymity
can be essential,” Cheesman said.
Migrants interviewed for the
report echoed that view, voicing
fear at the repercussions of film-

A September 2015 file picture shows a Syrian woman using her cell phone as she carries her passport
in a waterproof bag after her arrival on a ferry from the Greek island of Lesbos at the Athens’ port of
Piraeus.
ing distressing events. Raed said:
“You, as a guy in Syria, using your
camera and filming what’s happening, you’re risking your life and a lot
died because of it”. He went on to
say that “Daesh (an Arabic acronym
for the Islamic State) went to Turkey and executed them [dissenters]… The same goes for the Syrian regime, if you film something
against it, you disappear; many
people disappeared.”
Upon arrival in Europe, gaps in
information persist. Another Syrian law graduate, alias Abdel Kader,
emphasised these grievances: “We
are reborn now. We want to know
everything on this country: Studies, work, driving licence, transpor-

tation card… metro, buses, touristic
places.”
Raed proposed in the report that
what was needed was an app that
“contains some laws concerning
foreigners, immigrants and refugees; the social organisations…,
health, insurance; what are the
required documents to register to
organisations and insurance; what
are the services they provide.”
This is not to say that coders and
app companies have all been asleep
at the wheel. InfoAid is a mobile app
developed by a couple in Hungary
that provides users with information about medical care, transport,
and common national practices.
Refugermany emerged from an ap-

plication development competition
and supplies similar services to migrants arriving in Germany. Where2Help is the Austrian equivalent.
Despite these efforts, the research suggests that quick tech
fixes such as these may not be sufficient.
As Cheesman put it: “[Technology] must go hand in hand with
sustainable on-the-ground support, such as old-fashioned paperdistributed information. What we
need are bottom-up ways of integrating real life with the digital,
which is also arguably real life.”
Ibraheem Juburi is an intern with
The Arab Weekly.

Syrian children working to survive in Turkey
Dasha Afanasieva

Istanbul

M

una Awwal wants to
go to school but she
needs to go to work.
Muna says she is 10
years old. Nine, corrects her father, Mahmud, as they
sit in the family’s second-floor flat
in Istanbul’s textile district. Muna
and her family arrived in Turkey
from Syria in 2013.
For the past few weeks she has
helped her father and 13-year-old
brother, Muhamed, in a basement
they rent, making cheap tops,
dresses and T-shirts for other textile suppliers. Her father said some
of the clothes are sold in Europe.
The family is from the city of
Aleppo and fled fighting in May
2013, he said. He shoos his children
out of the room and settles on the
carpeted floor. Now, he said, he relies on three of his five children to
get by.

Turkey houses more
refugees than any
other country: 2.73
million of them
Syrians, more than
half of whom are under
18.
The Awwal family’s situation is
not unusual. It adds to questions
about how safe Turkey is for families fleeing war.
“It’s not normal at all to make
my child work — with me or with
anyone else,” Mahmud Awwal said
in June. “It’s not good but we have
no other choice. It’s very common

here in Turkey.”
Over a few days in April and May,
Reuters journalists met with 13 Syrian children in three Turkish cities
who said they have jobs making
clothes or shoes, even though Turkey bans children under 15 from
working. Another four who were
older than 15 said they worked up
to 15 hours a day, six days a week,
despite a law that says those up to
17 can only work 40 hours weekly.
Dozens more children who were
working were unwilling to talk.
In March, Brussels and Ankara
agreed a deal that allows Europe to
send back to Turkey migrants who
went through the country on their
way to Europe.
In April, European Council President Donald Tusk called Turkey
“the best example in the entire
world of how to treat refugees”.
The United States is not so sure.
Turkey’s “efforts to protect the
growing and highly vulnerable
refugee and migrant communities
in the country remain inadequate,”
the US State Department said in a
July report.
Groups such as Amnesty International have documented Syrians
being shot at by Turkish border
guards as they tried to cross into
Turkey, living in squalor or deported back into the fighting.
Turkey houses more refugees
than any other country: 2.73 million
of them Syrians, more than half of
whom are under 18. Ankara said
it has spent more than $10 billion
helping refugees. It does not recognise them as refugees but, at least
on paper, it does offer protection,
including free education and basic
healthcare to those who register.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has said some Syrians may

Syrian refugees, including children, work at a clothing workshop
in Gaziantep, south-eastern Turkey.
even win Turkish citizenship.
Stephanie Gee, a fellow at Human
Rights Watch, said Europe is “woefully ignoring” the problem of protecting children: “Unless Turkey
can ensure that Syrian kids go to
school, I think the whole question
of effective protection is moot.”
An official in Erdogan’s office said
it is the West that should do more.
“Turkey is safer for refugees than
any other country,” he said.
On balance, cheap refugee workers are more of a bonus than a

burden for Turkey, said economist
Harun Ozturkler of the Centre for
Middle Eastern Strategic Studies in
Ankara. They boost profits that lead
to new investment.
Until this year, Syrians were not
entitled to work permits, so they
worked informally. Ankara started
to issue permits in January but
a government official said only a
few people have qualified because
workers either need to be selfemployed or obtain the support of
their boss to apply.

The Awwal family lives and
works in Zeytinburnu, an industrial district of multistorey concrete
apartment blocks in Istanbul. Textile workshops and outlets sit at
street level.
In Awwal’s basement, Muna
helps carry fabric between seamsters. Her brother Muhamed works
on the machines. The children work
11-hour days, Mahmud Awwal said.
He does not pay them.
Awwal got a temporary protection card soon after he arrived in
2013, he said. At first, he subcontracted work from a Turkish man
and tried to send the children to
school but he could not sign them
up because he did not have papers
to prove where he lived.
Then the Turkish worker shortchanged him. His son Muhamed
started work at another sweatshop
for about $60 a week but, after
some weeks, the boy’s boss would
halve his pay so Awwal took on his
own son and tried to stick with fellow Syrians.
His eldest son, Mustafa, who is
15, found a job with a Kurd called
Dogan. When there are enough orders to work every day, the boy’s
$100-a-week wage covers the family rent.
Dogan also helped Awwal, introducing him to a middleman, “so
now we are both doing different orders for the same brands”. If there
are enough orders, Awwal and his
children make about $800 a month
from the family workshop.
A Turkish government official
said: “Relevant ministries have already been working on this issue,
and have punished the slightest
abuse.”
(Reuters)
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The rise of right-wing extremism in Europe
Hassan M’saddek

Paris

E

urope is facing a rising
tide of right-wing extremism. Extremist parties
— whether called rightwing or far-right or ultranationalists — are in government
in Finland, Austria, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland.
So far, those groups are in government just as coalition partners
but indicators are that Europe is
experiencing a distinct move to the
right amid rising rhetoric against
migration and the idea of open borders. This is something that could
become a threat to European unity,
particularly given Britain’s decision
to leave the European Union following a referendum in which the
main issue was migration.
In light of what is the worst refugee crisis since the end of World
War II, a number of EU governments have taken stances that
seem to go against the stated objectives and values of the union, particularly in terms of human rights
and freedom of movement. The
European Parliament has seen the
rise of right-wing extremist parties,
with 23% of the members of the
body belonging to far-right-wing
parties.

23% of the members of
the European
Parliament belong to
far-right-wing parties.
In three EU members, right-wing
extremist parties — the National
Front in France; Britain’s United
Kingdom Independence Party
(UKIP), which played a pivotal
role in Brexit; and the Danish People’s Party in Denmark — enjoy the
strongest share of their countries’
representation. Their policies focus on immigration.
As for the humanitarian policy
taken by German Chancellor An-

gela Merkel to receive refugees and
migrants during this unprecedented crisis, it is one that increasingly
seems it might cost her political
future.
The European Union is confronted with a growing wave of nationalistic tendencies, which are most
prevalent among right-wing parties and which could threaten the
very existence of the union. While
even the left-wing parties, which
traditionally have been more supportive of the EU project, are causing problems with populist policies
that seek to incite the general public against the elite and undermine
the credibility of the authorities.

If it fails to come up
with an effective
solution to this crisis
and check the rise of
right-wing parties, the
European Union may
be facing an existential
threat.
There is a call to prioritise national security and national interests over the European Union’s
interests, even with regards to sensitive issues such as human rights
and the asylum dilemma. This is
something that is increasingly being seen in the policies taken by
the governments of Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, which are going so far as to ignore EU laws and
conventions on the pretext that the
will of the people must prevail.
Hungary has refused to accept
mandatory migrant relocation
quotas set by the European Union
and has scheduled a referendum
on the issue, with hard-line Prime
Minister Viktor Orban calling for
people to vote against the EU directive. This idea — national interests
trumping EU responsibilities — has
weakened the credibility of the
union as a single body able to take
unified decisions.
Greece, which has faced the
brunt of the refugee crisis as a
result of refugees arriving from

French far-right party National Front (FN) supporters during a political rally in Brachay, northeastern France, on September 3rd.
Turkey, has also seen the rise of
right-wing parties, particularly the
Independent Greeks, who are in a
coalition government with the far
left-wing Syriza. This coalition of
extremists of opposing sides is necessitated by the country’s ailing
economy, which was hardest hit by
the 2008 global financial crisis and
is unable to meet the requirements
of dealing with all these refugees.

While the infamous far-right Golden Dawn party, described by some
as being a neo-Nazi group, is more
popular than ever and even has a
number of MEPs.
The European Union is struggling
for a coherent strategy to deal with
an unprecedented migration crisis.
It is difficult to develop a long-term
vision in this regard given the different political and economic situ-

ation in each EU member. If it fails
to come up with a mutually acceptable and effective solution to this
worsening crisis and check the rise
of right-wing parties that are prioritising an ultra-nationalist agenda,
then the European Union may be
facing an existential threat.
Hassan M’saddek is a researcher at
Paris-Sorbonne University.

Libya veers towards Somalia on the Mediterranean

View poi nt

Francis
Ghilès

B

eaming with delight
in the sunshine, Nicolas Sarkozy and David
Cameron were
mobbed by Libyan
rebels grateful for
NATO air strikes that had helped
them secure victory over
Muammar Qaddafi. The two
leaders assured the crowd that
“your friends in France and
Britain will stand by you as you
build your democracy for the
future”. That was the surrealistic
scene in Tripoli on September
15th, 2011.
Five years later, the Foreign
Affairs Select Committee of
Britain’s House of Commons,
which boasts a Conservative
majority and chairman, Crispin
Blunt, criticised the intervention
in Libya, which members said
was carried out with no proper
intelligence analysis and drifted
into a goal of regime change,
later shirking its responsibility to
help reconstruct the country.
What the committee’s report
said of Cameron, it could have
said of Sarkozy who did not
bother to listen to the advice of
France’s ambassador in Tripoli,
François Gouyette.
The British chief of the
defence staff, Lord Roberts,
made clear that he opposed
the decision to switch the

The polarisation of Libya
comes with complicated
tribal cross-currents.

strategic goal of the intervention
from the protection of the people
of Benghazi, threatened by
Qaddafi, to regime change for
which Cameron and the thenminister of Defence Liam Fox
bear responsibility. The latter,
who is currently International
Trade secretary, told the committee that the strategic goals
never changed. As a leading
Brexiter, he knows only too well
how to be economic with the
truth — to put it more bluntly, lie.
The report makes clear US
President Barack Obama’s
disappointment that neither
Sarkozy nor Cameron exercised
leadership on stabilisation and
reconstruction. Obama said in an
interview with the Atlantic in
March that Cameron stopped
paying attention and became
“distracted by a range of other
things”, which was also true of
Sarkozy.
It is difficult to disagree with
Obama’s assessment that the war
was “a shit-show”. Nor is it easy
to disagree with Sir Alan Duncan,
a serving Foreign Office minister
who described the plans for
post-war as fanciful rot and an
unrealistic desktop exercise. He
was not alone in thinking that
post-war planners did not know
what was happening on the
ground.
Back-of-the-envelope calculations suggested that Libya could
look forward to a bright future in
the context of what most
observers agreed was an “Arab
spring”. With Africa’s largest oil
reserves and only 6 million
people, democracy beckoned.
Events turned out otherwise.

Today, Libya only produces
12% of the oil and gas it did in
2011. The seizure by forces under
General Khalifa Haftar in eastern
Libya of key oil facilities have
dealt a crushing blow to the
UN-backed Government of
National Accord based in Tripoli.
Haftar’s forces took control of
the port of Sidra and the terminals of Ras Lanuf and Brega but
were facing resistance at the port
of Zueitina and around the
nearby town of Ajdabiya.
UN hopes that the Tripoli
government headed by Fayez
al-Sarraj could unify the country
have been rebuffed by a government and a parliament based in
the east where Haftar’s opponents are convinced he is a
dictator in the making.
Be that as it may, what seems
probable, after the defeats
suffered recently by the Islamic
State (ISIS) is a confrontation
between the two halves of a
country, which, over centuries
has, unlike neighbouring Tunisia
and Egypt, hardly been a “real”
country but rather the juxtaposition of three very different
regions: Cyrenaica, Tripolitania
and Fezzan.
The polarisation of Libya
comes with complicated tribal
cross-currents, thus weaving an
ever-changing tapestry of
alliances and feuds. Add to that
the ever-growing number of
migrants and the competitive
market among smugglers to get
them to Europe and it is clear
that the European Union faces a
perfect storm.
Libya could be described as
lying between two seas — the

It is difficult
to disagree
with
Obama’s
assessment
that the war
was “a
shit-show”.

Sahara and the Mediterranean.
Be they Syrian, Eritreans or West
Africans, migrants face being
kidnapped for ransom or slave
labour, abandoned in the desert,
dying of thirst or drowning in the
mare nostrum.
The United Nations and the
European Union have proved
incapable of coming up with a
solution to what appears an
increasingly intractable problem.
Italy is on the front line but those
migrants from Libya who reach
its shores quickly vanish into
larger Europe. The Libyans,
meanwhile, remain suspicious of
any outside interference in their
country’s affairs.
Cameron refused to give
evidence to the parliamentary
subcommittee in London. In
Paris, it would cross nobody’s
mind to inquire into a policy that
was spearheaded by the former
president. Should anyone be
surprised that defiance towards
European elites — notably in
France and Britain — is growing
apace?
Leaders in both countries do
not deign to come clean on a
policy that was conducted with
no regard for the advice of senior
army and intelligence officers.
To add insult to injury, they
refuse point blank to testify
about “a shit-show”. Fox,
however, is still a senior member
of the British government and
Sarkozy wants to stand in next
year’s presidential election. Qui
dit mieux?
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Policy of US drone strikes likely to continue
after November elections
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he US presidential election
is likely to confirm drone
strikes as key instruments
of Washington’s counterterrorism efforts in the
Middle East, analysts said. Depending on the outcome of the vote between Hillary Clinton and Donald
Trump, even methods some consider torture could make a comeback.
“What do you think about waterboarding?” Trump, the Republican Party candidate for president,
asked during a campaign rally in
June, referring to a method in which
water is poured over a restrained
suspect’s face, resulting in the sensation of drowning. “I like it a lot,”
Trump said. “I don’t think it’s tough
enough.”
Waterboarding was used in US
interrogations of terror suspects
following the al-Qaeda attacks of
September 11th, 2001, but banned
by President Barack Obama in 2009.
Trump said the United States should
lift the ban and step up its fight
against foreign adversaries. “You
have to fight fire with fire,” he said.

The US presidential
election is likely to
confirm drone strikes
as key instruments of
Washington’s
counterterrorism
efforts.
Despite the tough talk, it is not
clear whether Trump as president
could reverse the ban on waterboarding. John Brennan, the director of the Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA), said in July he would
rather resign than oversee a new
programme of waterboarding.
Gordon Adams, a professor emeri-

tus US foreign policy at the American University in Washington, said
that, although Trump had not presented a comprehensive plan on
security matters, statements by the
candidate indicated that “his instincts push him towards such a behaviour”. A possible determination
by Trump to reintroduce techniques
such as waterboarding could lead to
a “major battle with the bureaucracy”, Adams said.
Michael O’Hanlon of the Brookings Institution think-tank in Washington said many in the intelligence
community and in the military
were against using waterboarding “99.999% of the time”. Having called for the reintroduction of
the method on the campaign trail,
Trump could perhaps get around
that opposition by reserving the
possibility of waterboarding for very
few cases. “He would probably keep
it as an option but not use it very often,” O’Hanlon said.
As for the use of armed drones,
O’Hanlon said the unmanned
planes would continue to be used
by the next administration but not
as frequently as they have been by
Obama. “It won’t end but we are
likely to see less of it,” he said.
One reason was that many targets suitable for drone strikes have
already been hit. Also, the United
States can rely on manned fighter
jets in countries such as Syria or Iraq
because the presence of US forces in
those conflicts is no secret.
Hillary Clinton, the Democrat
Party candidate, was known to support Obama’s frequent use of drone
attacks on suspected terrorists during her 2009-13 tenure as secretary
of State.
Adams said he would expect
Clinton to continue drone strikes
because “this is the policy she endorsed when she was in the administration”. Drone attacks are consistent with Clinton’s foreign policy
stance, Adams said. “She’s an inter-

US Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton speaks at a campaign rally in Charlotte, North
Carolina, on September 8th.
ventionist,” he added.
A Trump administration would
also be expected to use drones, Adams said. Although Trump was a
“wild card in foreign policy”, statements by the Republican candidate
suggested that drone strikes would
fit his approach to foreign affairs.
“Drones are such handy things for
a president to reach for,” Trump has
said.
Drone strikes have become a
much-used weapon for the United
States in its fight against al-Qaeda
and the Islamic State (ISIS). Attacks
by unmanned vehicles are less visible and pose less of a risk of diplomatic tensions than strikes by fighter jets. They also carry no risk of
human losses for the US military in
areas where Washington is unwilling to deploy troops.
Government figures released in
July said the CIA and the US military conducted 473 drone strikes

from 2009 through the end of last
year. Drones have killed many highprofile extremists, including the
US-born Muslim cleric Anwar alAwlaki, a senior figure of al-Qaeda
in the Arabian Peninsula. Hafiz
Saeed Khan, an ISIS leader in Afghanistan, was killed in a drone attack last month. According to the US
government figures, as many as 116
civilians have died in drone attacks
since 2009.
Clinton is not expected to endorse
a return of waterboarding but one
former official who has been named
in news reports as a member of a
team of security experts advising
the Democratic candidate has publicly called for targeted assassinations to demonstrate America’s determination vis-à-vis countries such
as Russia and Iran.
“You’re not telling the world
about it, right? You don’t stand up at
the Pentagon and say: ‘We did this’,

right?” Mike Morrell, a former acting
head of the CIA, who is supporting
Clinton in the campaign, told PBS
interviewer Charlie Rose. “But you
make sure they know it in Moscow
and Tehran.”
In Syria, Morrell said the United
States should concentrate on assets
close to President Bashar Assad.
“I want to scare Assad,” he said. “I
want to go after his Presidential
Guard. I wanna bomb his offices in
the middle of the night.”
Morrell said he would destroy
Assad’s presidential plane and his
helicopters on the ground. “I want
to make him think we are coming
after him,” Morrell stressed he was
not calling for Assad’s assassination
but for putting him under pressure
to make him accept a political solution for the conflict.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

Islamicates: A new chapter in the intersection between Islam and sci-fi
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he intersection of Islam
and science fiction goes
back centuries but, at a
time when Islam is the
fastest-growing religion
in the world with more than 1.5
billion followers, representation
of Muslims in the genre is in short
supply, a point one project is trying
to reverse.
The first of several planned anthologies, Islamicates is a free-todownload release of 12 short stories
inspired by Islamic culture. Edited
by Muhammad Aurangzeb Ahmad,
it is the culmination of the Islam
and Science Fiction project.
Ahmad highlighted the importance of Muslims engaging with
science fiction, a genre that has
never been more mainstream than
in 2016. “The representation of
Muslims [in sci-fi] has gradually increased but it is still nowhere close
to representative of their global
population… [but] in the last few
years, we are also seeing some great
science fiction and fantasy being
produced by Muslims,” he said.
“With respect to the characterisation of Muslims, there isn’t any
single way to describe how Muslims are portrayed in science fiction. There are many cases in which
Muslims are cast in somewhat negative light in sci-fi stories that are
set in the near future. On the other
hand, stories set in the distant future have rather positive portrayal
of Muslims,” he added.
The stories in Islamicates were
chosen from more than 70 submissions to the Islamicate Science Fic-

tion Short Story Contest organised
by the Islam and Science Fiction
website. The offerings include tales
of alien invasions, time travel and
mathematical algorithms that allow
humans to predict the future. “The
response has been quite good. The
anthology was downloaded 4,000
times in the first three days,” Ahmad said. “Its release was covered
by Tor and io9, which are the premier science fiction websites.
“The best thing, of course, is to
see the fan reactions when we receive e-mail from people who love
the stories and commend us for the
effort.”
“Awesome! I really want to read
the book. In the north of my country, there is an Islamic population,”
commented Colombian Sebastian
Quintero Santacruz in the news
story announcing Islamicates’ publication. “Excited about the growing diversity in science fiction,”
tweeted Anand Madhvani.
Islamicates is billed as volume
one in a series.
“This volume had a broad focus
on science fiction in general that
is set or inspired from Muslim cultures or the Islamic civilisation,”
Ahmad said. “Future volumes will
be more thematic in nature, e.g. alternate history, distant future, biotech. As with the first volume, they
will have a cash prize competition
for inclusion in the anthology.”
Despite being under-represented
in the genre, there is a long history
of intersection between Islam and
science fiction. True History, written by Syrian satirist Lucian of Samosata in the 2nd century, is considered one of the first examples of
science fiction, dealing with travelling to outer space, meeting alien
lifeforms and interplanetary war-

fare, staples of what would become
the sci-fi genre.
Hayy ibn Yaqhdan by Ibn Tufail
and Al-Risala Al-Kamiliyya fil-Sira
Al-Nabawiyya by Ibn al-Nafis, both
written in the 12th century, deal
with science fiction themes.
As for criticism of Islam’s treatment of women, one of the first
feminist sci-fi books, published
in 1906, was written by a Muslim.
Sultana’s Dream by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain has been described as
a “gender-based Planet of the Apes”
and has influenced many subsequent female sci-fi writers.

The stories in
Islamicates were
chosen from more
than 70 submissions to
the Islamicate Science
Fiction Short Story
Contest.
Islamicates, a term that refers to
the cultural output of predominantly Islamic cultures or polity,
hopes to increase Muslim representation in science fiction.
“I deliberately chose the term
‘Islamicates’ to highlight the fact
that the Muslim world is a vast collection of people and cultures of
varying backgrounds and beliefs.
While the core of these cultures is
Islamic, people regardless of their
religion are part of this civilisation
and everyone should be celebrated
as such,” Ahmad said.
“I think science fiction can help
the Muslim world reimagine its future and provide hope in an otherwise abysmal environment.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Iran banking
hobbled by
Western
reluctance
to engage
Major Western banks are reluctant
to do business with Iran for fear of
US retribution, despite the lifting of
international sanctions following
an agreement on Tehran’s nuclear
programme.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
has said that to reach the target of
8% growth needed to modernise
the industrial sector and relaunch
the hobbled economy, Iran needs
up to $50 billion in foreign investment every year. However, without
the big foreign banks, that looks
impossible.
“For the moment, the little European banks have agreed to work
with us,” said Parviz Aghili, head
of the private Middle East Bank in
Tehran, “but not a single mediumsized or big bank has so far agreed
to do it.”
A major challenge is that while
nuclear-related sanctions were
rolled back in January, the United
States has maintained a raft of other
penalties linked to ballistic missile
testing and human rights violations.
(Agence France-Presse)

Electricity pylons in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.

GCC power markets: Growing reliance
on private investments
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

P

rivate sector investments
are projected to add more
than 200 gigawatts (GW)
of generating capacity in
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, according to
a study published by the Arab
Petroleum Investments Corporation (APICORP). The private sector participation would give GCC
public utilities “a chance to catch a
breath”, the study said.
APICORP foresees reliance on independent power producers (IPPs)
increasing as governments face
lower oil prices, increasing deficits
and lower budgets. The challenge
is how to fit the IPPs in the larger
picture of reformed markets “and
not just as a short-term solution to
rising demand”.

Private sector
investments are
projected to add more
than 200 gigawatts
(GW) of generating
capacity in GCC
countries.
GCC electricity demand has been
rising sharply in recent years, driven by population growth, urbanisation, rising income levels, industrialisation and low electricity prices.
These factors place greater demand
on power generation.
APICORP estimates that GCC
power capacity needs to expand
at an average annual growth of 8%
from 2016-20. To meet rising demand, the GCC will need to invest
$85 billion to add 69 GW of generating capacity over the next five
years. In light of lower oil prices,
it will be difficult for GCC governments to continue supplying cheap
power. The alternative is to seek
greater participation of IPPs in
power generation.

GCC governments intend to retain their monopoly over transmission and distribution networks.
The government firm is to continue
to sell the electricity to distribution
firms, which will be responsible
for selling to the final consumer.
IPPs are usually offered 15-20-year
power purchase agreements (PPAs)
by which the government agrees
to buy the electricity on a take-itor-leave-it basis at a previously
agreed price for the duration of
the contract. This mitigates the demand-side risk. The IPPs also sign
fuel supply-agreements with the
government to mitigate feedstock
prices.
The Saudi Electricity Company
(SEC) is the kingdom’s vertically integrated company. SEC owns most
of the power-generating assets and
almost all transmission and distribution networks. The government
allows the private sector to enter
the generating sector. As a result,
most ongoing and future projects
will be IPPs but SEC will hold major equity stakes. Earlier this year,
the government announced longawaited reforms. The plan calls to
split up SEC, creating four-power
generating companies and establish a separate transmission firm.
Saudi Arabia’s estimated capacity stood at around 80 GW in
2015, with SEC representing approximately 60 GW with the remainder operated by the private
sector. Plans call for the kingdom
to meet rising demand with 28 GW
of capacity in the pipeline. Of this,
12 GW are SEC projects while the
rest are IPPs, Saudi Aramco and
Saline Water Conversion Company
(SWCC) projects.
Financing is a growing challenge
in the kingdom. SEC’s “growing
reliance on external finance might
provide more opportunities for
IPPs to dictate better terms”, said
APICORP, adding that SEC, “which
has always preferred to have a
complete monopoly on power generation realises the need to rely
on non-government funds for its

expansion programmes, and is increasingly relying on domestic and
international financing, as well as
IPPs to fill in the gap”.
The UAE power industry was
devolved from the start so that
the federation’s seven emirates
had control over their power programmes and policies.

More than

70%

of Oman’s power
generation comes
from IPPs.

Abu Dhabi started as early as
1998 to push for private power generation and the single-buyer model. Today, more than 90% of power
generation in Abu Dhabi is generated by IPPs, though state-owned
Abu Dhabi Water and Electricity
Authority (ADWEA) holding major
equity in all projects.
The first independent plant went
on line in 2000, being an independent water and power producer
(IWPP). All subsequent projects
were also IWPPs until Shuweihat 3
was tendered in 2011, becoming the
first IPP in the emirate.
In the medium-term, ADWEA
expects the GDF Suez-operated
al-Mirfa power plant to add 1.6 GW
of generating capacity once completed in 2017. ADWEA will also
offer its 350-megawatt (MW) solar
project under the IPP scheme. APICORP estimates that ADWEA holds
60% equity in ten IWPPs and Fujairah and 80% of al-Mirfa.
Dubai is moving in a similar path
to Abu Dhabi. The Dubai Electricity and Water Authority (DEWA) is
also increasing its reliance on IPPs.
The first clean coal power plant —
the 1.2 GW Hassayan plant — was
awarded in 2015 as an IPP. DEWA
will hold a 51% stake in the project.
Also offered under the IPP model is
Dubai’s large solar park.

The UAE experience demonstrates that although state-owned
DEWA and ADWEA allow for IPPs
in the power sector, the two utilities participate as major equity
shareholders. Private investment
continues to attract interest due
to rising demand and low country
risk. This allows the government
“to lock long-term contracts at very
competitive rates”, concludes APICORP.
Oman was the first GCC member
to involve the private sector in the
power industry. The first IPP in the
region, the 270 MW al-Manah power plant was implemented in 1996.
Today, more than 70% of Oman’s
power generation comes from IPPs.
Oman’s state utility — the Oman
Power and Water Procurement
Company (OPWP) — holds majority equity stakes in all IPPs. The
country plans to integrate renewable in the power mix. The 50 MW
Harweel wind farm contract has already been awarded
Qatar is moving ahead with power generation privatisation. Most
power generation comes from
IWPPs and IPPs, with the stateowned Qatar Electricity and Water
Company (QEWC) holding majority
shares.

GCC electricity
demand has been
rising sharply in recent
years.
Kuwait’s Ministry of Electricity
and Water continues to be responsible for generation, transmission
and distribution. The country has
been slow to open its power sector.
In 2013, the 1.5 GW al-Zour North
gas-fired power plant was the first
project to be built under the government’s public-private partnership programme. The government
owns 60% of the project.
Walid Khadduri is a
Beirut-based Iraqi writer on
energy affairs.

EU court said
wrong to overturn
Morocco trade
pact
An EU trade deal with Morocco
was wrongly quashed, a lawyer to
the bloc’s top court said about a
case, which soured ties between
Brussels and Rabat.
Morocco suspended links with
Brussels after the General Court of
the European Union, the bloc’s second highest court, annulled the deal
on grounds that it illegally applied to
the Western Sahara, a former Spanish colony controlled by Morocco.
The Polisario Front, a group that
seeks independence for the Western Sahara, had challenged the 2012
trade deal. The European Union had
appealed against the court’s decision to quash the pact.
European Court of Justice Advocate General Melchior Wathelet said
the original deal with Morocco did
not apply to the Western Sahara,
making the original objection to it
moot. He said the top court should
“set aside the judgment of the General Court that held that those agreements apply to that territory”.
(Agence France-Presse)

World Bank:
Donations to Gaza
far behind pledges
The World Bank says less than
half the money pledged to rebuild
the Gaza Strip after the 2014 war
between Hamas and Israel has been
disbursed.
The shortfall is among several
reasons the Palestinian economy is
stagnating, with unemployment at
42% in Gaza and at 18% in the West
Bank.
The World Bank said Israeli restrictions are limiting Palestinian
economic competitiveness and driving away private investments.
The bank recommended Israel allow more building in the West Bank
and loosen its blockade of Gaza. It
also called on the Palestinian Authority to cut spending, especially
by reducing pension payments.
(The Associated Press)
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Dubai opens massive Marvel-branded indoor theme park
Aya Batrawy

Dubai

A

s summer temperatures
soared
outside,
the
world’s largest indoor
theme park, featuring
Marvel- and Cartoon
Network-branded rides, opened to
the public on August 30th — the latest in a myriad of new attractions in
Dubai.
The
first
visitors
at
the
140,000-sq.-metre park reflected
the diverse crowds that visit and
live in Dubai, home to the world’s
tallest skyscraper, the Middle East’s
largest mall and a man-made island
in the shape of a palm tree that is
dotted with luxury hotels.
Saudi women dressed in abayas,
the traditional loose black robes
and full face-veil, rode alongside
tank top-wearing British tourists
and Indian families on the park’s
roller coasters and attractions.

Dubai adventure park
is part of an effort to
attract 20 million
tourists annually by
2020, when the
emirate is to host the
World Expo.
Several families with young children complained that some rides
stalled several times. Others said
they were thrilled by the adventure
park’s indoor boulevard that leads
visitors through Marvel and Cartoon Network zones, a “Haunted
Hotel” and a Lost Valley Dinosaur
zone.
The IMG Worlds of Adventure
park recorded about 3,000 visitors
August 30th as temperatures outside reached 38 degrees Celsius.
Ali al-Subai, a visitor from Saudi

Arabia, said he was happy the Gulf
region has a place such as this to
visit. The 26-year-old said he travels to Dubai at least four times a
year and hopes his country can
someday open similar theme parks.
“It’s very, very nice. Better than
I imagined,” he said. “We wish for
this in Saudi Arabia — the rides, the
cinemas.”
The adventure park is one of two
major theme parks opening this
year in Dubai, part of an effort to
attract 20 million tourists annually
by 2020, when the emirate is to host
the World Expo. Last year, about 14
million people visited Dubai, according to the Department of Tourism and Commerce Marketing. The
highest share of visitors came from
neighbouring Gulf countries, with
Saudi Arabia topping the list.
Teens Abdullah Jameel and Sultan al-Suweidi, both from Dubai,
said they enjoyed the park more
than Universal Studios in Singapore. They said the IMG Worlds of
Adventure park wins, in their opinion, because of shorter lines and
more exciting rides.
They beamed after riding the
Velociraptor roller coaster that
swoops through the indoor park,
then juts out into the Dubai desert
surrounding the park before going
back inside. Another main attraction is the Predator roller coaster,
with its sharp, vertical drop.
Spider-Man, too, has his own
ride, a spinning roller coaster that
propels riders through a New York
City skyline, soaring much like
the fictional superhero would as
he fights to save the city from the
sinister Doctor Octopus. A Cartoon
Network-themed Powerpuff Girls
scrambler glides and spins riders
upside down, while a 5D theatre
experience takes guests through an
animated Ben 10 battle scene.
The park aims to attract up to
30,000 visitors on peak days. Along

A woman waits for the Powerpuff Girls – Mojo Jojo’s Robot Rampage ride to begin at the IMG Worlds
of Adventure amusement park in Dubai, on August 31st.
with its 22 rides and attractions,
the park offers visitors 25 retail and
28 food and beverage outlets that
are expected to contribute nearly
a quarter of the park’s overall revenue. At the high-end Marvel Vault
store, an extravagant Hulk-inspired
gold display that holds a pen
with precious stones costs about
$31,300.
Despite thrills at every turn, British tourist Tariq Collins said the entry ticket cost of $82 for adults and
$68 for children was “a bit pricey”.
He said there were not as many attractions for his 5-year-old daughter as he had hoped there would be.

“Apart from that, great. Very nicely done,” he said, before adding that
some of the rides were not working.
Park Chief Executive Officer Lennard Otto said this was not uncommon in the theme park industry.
“No theme park today, whether
it’s Disney or Universal, has 100%
upkeep time on their rides,” he said.
“Rides will break. They’re the same
as any other technology. The key
for us to try and manage the experience after that.”
Otto said the park plans to add
five attractions in the coming five
years. It’s “definitely a new feather
in Dubai’s cap” and helps fill a gap

in the Gulf market for quality entertainment destinations, he said.
In October, a $2.8 billion theme
park is to open on the main highway
connecting Dubai with Abu Dhabi,
the UAE seat of government. Dubai
Parks and Resorts will feature a Six
Flags, a Legoland waterpark and
roller coaster, Bollywood-themed
rides and shows and a Motiongate
movie-themed park with a Smurfs
village.
Abu Dhabi is already home to Ferrari World and is planning a Warner
Bros-themed park.
(The Associated Press)

Egypt invests in tourism
promotion, hoping to
change perceptions
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gypt is spending millions
of dollars to promote its
tourist sites internationally as optimism is gaining larger numbers of
foreign tourists will return in the
coming months
The Egyptian Tourism Promotion Authority said it has struck
promotion deals worth $20 million.
“The deals will open the door
for promotion campaigns that
will seek to change mental images
about Egypt as a tourist destination and security conditions in it,”
said Sami Mahmoud, the authority’s head. “They will show foreigners that Egypt is safe for them and
their families.”

“Promotion
campaigns will show
foreigners that
Egypt is safe for
them and their
families.”
Sami Mahmoud, head
of Egypt’s tourism authority
The campaigns are to kick off in
November, the traditional beginning of the tourist season in Egypt.
The country’s tourism sector has
been struggling since October 2015
when a Russian passenger plane
was bombed over the Sinai peninsula only minutes after take-off
from Sharm el-Sheikh International Airport.

A bomb had been planted on
board by the Islamic State (ISIS),
which is active in Sinai, according
to Russian authorities.
The aircraft tragedy prompted
flight suspensions to Egypt from
major tourism markets Russia,
Britain and Italy, crippling a tourism sector that contributes almost
11.4% of Egypt’s national income
and employs 10.5% of the work
force.
The hope is that the new promotion campaigns will change the
perception that Egypt is not a safe
place to visit, according to Adel Abdel Razik, a member of the Federation of Tourism Chambers, a union
of Egyptian travel agencies and hotel owners.
“We hope that the campaigns,
among other measures, will convince tourists to come back,” Abdel
Razik said. “It is important that we
all join hands so that the tourism
sector can overcome its current difficulties.”
Tourism visits in April 2016 were
off 74% compared with April 2015,
the Tourism Ministry said. In June,
329,000 foreign tourists visited
Egypt compared with 820,000 in
June last year, the ministry said.
The drop in tourist arrivals and
the revenues they generate exposed vulnerabilities in the Egyptian economy, deprived the national budget of much-needed cash
and exacerbated unemployment.
To make up for the losses, Egypt
will apply a series of austerity
measures, slash a sizeable portion
of subsidies and obtain a loan from
the International Monetary Fund.
The tourism campaigns, according to Mahmoud, will include ads

A policeman stands guard in front of the Pyramid of Khufu, the largest of the Great Pyramids of Giza,
on the outskirts of Cairo, Egypt.
on major Western TV networks,
posters with photos of Egyptian
tourist sites and a series of tourist
exhibitions.
The first phase of the campaign,
which will be managed by the New
York-based advertising agency J.
Walter Thompson, will include traditional tourist markets, such as
Germany, Russia, Britain and Italy.
Later phases will add China, India,
Japan and Latin America.
Egypt, tourism experts said, has
learnt the hard lesson of depending on specific tourist markets.
Close to 3 million Russians a year
used to visit Egypt early before
the October 2015 passenger plane
bombing. About 2 million British
tourists and 1 million Italian tour-

ists used to travel to Egypt each
year. Decisions by those countries’
governments to suspend flights
to Egyptian tourist destinations
caused serious economic problems.
There are signs the tourism sector is recovering. A Russian security team arrived to check security
measures at Egypt’s airports in advance of Moscow lifting its flight
suspension. Turkey’s national carrier, Turkish Airlines, said it would
resume flights to Egypt in October.
European airlines are following
suit.
The new campaigns, the Egyptian Tourism Ministry said, are
among several steps to bring tourist inflows back to average.

“We have drawn up a long-term
plan to bring tourists back to our
resorts and tourist sites,” said
Omayma el-Husseini, spokeswoman of the Tourism Ministry.
“We will make sure that the plan
will deliver the word to everybody
about Egypt’s tourist attractions.”
Apart from the promotion campaigns, Husseini said, a major tourism conference in the southern city
of Luxor, appearances by international movie stars and well-known
artists in Aswan, Sharm el-Sheikh
and Hurghada and other tourist
hotspots and a variety of entertainment events are being planned.
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Masafat, a platform of Arab-British artistic exchange
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

F

ostering professional and
artistic exchange across
the Arab world and Britain is the aim of Masafat, a
two-part, multi-arts event
in London and Cairo. Thirty Three
Thirty Three, in partnership with
the ICA and VENT, presented the
first edition of the festival in London with the event to be continued
in Cairo.
The British programme included
music performances, films and
talks in which film-makers from the
Middle East and North Africa used
the privilege of living in the West to
highlight the experiences of people
in their home countries.
Slingshot Hip Hop braids together
the stories of young Palestinians
living in Gaza, the West Bank and
inside Israel as they discover hiphop and use it to surmount divisions imposed by the occupation
and poverty, festival promotional
material stated. From internal
checkpoints and separation walls
to gender norms and generational
differences, the documentary is
the story of young people crossing
the borders that separate them, the
statement said.
“Growing up as an Arab in the
USA, all I saw were negative images about Arabs. One time I heard
about Palestinian hip-hop on the
radio and decided to research more
about Arab hip-hop. I found out
that there were about ten Arab hiphop rappers in Palestine.” film director Jackie Reem Salloum said.
“I thought about how privileged I was to be in America and I
wanted to inform the West about
hip-hop in Palestine. I decided to
travel to Palestine with my cousin
and document it and what I found
was just amazing… Both the elderly
and children were at the concerts,
which you don’t really see in the
West. They were so happy I was
spreading their message.”
Salloum pointed out that hip-hop
presented a new way for Palestinians to learn about their history,
which was usually hidden from
them in school. American rappers
such as Tupac Shakur inspired Palestinians to rap about their daily
struggle against the Israeli occupation.

A screen shot from Arash Nassiri’s Tehran-Geles
“The rappers would conduct
workshops in schools to teach (the
students) about hip-hop,” he said.
“Palestinians aren’t really taught
about their history in school, so
hip-hop brought that back by presenting facts through lyrics. They
were taught about their identity
and social issues.”
Palestinian rappers, especially
from Gaza, are faced with the challenge of blockades and financial
hindrance. They are given support
by Arab-American rappers.
“It is hard to create beats in Gaza.
Studio time is very expensive so
Arab-American rappers sent them
beats to use them,” Salloum revealed.
French-Iranian film-maker Arash
Nassiri said he also wanted to reveal the experiences of people from
his home country. He interviewed
Iranians in the United States and

Europe who remember Iran before
the 1979 revolution and presented
their experiences in different ways
in two short films.
His film Tehran-Geles is a fictional
vision of Tehran that uses Los Angeles as its set. During an aerial
journey, personal memories of migrants create an echo of the collective story of the Iranian capital.

Masafat ran in London
in early September
and was scheduled for
September 20th-24th
in Cairo.
“Tehran-Geles and New Days are
like twins,” he said. “They are about
memory and urban space. My inspiration was not through a book or a
story or theory. It is just the desire
I have of space. I documented my

experiences and through that documentation an idea popped up.”
Nassiri’s technique of an aerial
journey encourages viewers to see
Los Angeles from the collective perspective of the Iranians living in the
West, feeling lonely and nostalgic.
He documented immigrants who
left Iran in the ‘70s and remember
the more Western pre-revolution
Tehran, which has gone through a
drastic transformation since.
“Tehran in the ‘70s was influenced by American lifestyle and I
wanted to project the ‘70s in parallel with the present,” he said. “In
the ‘70s there were a lot of Americans commissioned to build malls
or infrastructure like highways.
“It did not have the same feel in
the ‘80s after the wars that Tehran
faced and, of course, after the revolution with the lifestyle completely
changing. There was a metamor-

phosis and an economic depression. The ‘70s city that was known
faded away.”
Filmed during Persian celebrations in spring, Nassiri’s work in
progress New Days shows the inhabitants of Los Angeles as hosts
to memories of Tehran. They speak
Farsi instead of English.
“I wanted to create a tale that was
in transition of time, from one year
to the other. I used the memories of
Iranians to deploy them in the city
using amateur actors reciting Farsi
they hear through a headpiece,” he
said.
Masafat ran in London in early
September and was scheduled for
September 20th-24th in Cairo. The
Arab Weekly was among the sponsors of the event.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

Arab cinema finds its voice

View poi nt

Rasha Salti

T

he story goes that
when the first film
theatre was going to
be inaugurated in
Egypt (around the late
1910s), there was a
question as to how it should be
referred to in Arabic, whether
“cinema” should simply be
appropriated into Arabic or
whether there should be a proper
composite Arabic phrase, as was
the case for train, locomotive,
station, car, electricity, etc.
The Arabic phrase that earned
the most support was dar
al-khayal, which means “house
of the imaginary”. Cinema was in
fact appropriated to Arabic and
dar al-khayal, despite its charm
and relevance, was totally
forgotten. This is an anecdote I
was told several times by older
generation film critics in Cairo,
who probably wanted to start our

Digital technologies for
film and video enabled
democratisation in
film-making.

conversation with an entertaining note. It comes to my mind
often when I want to foreground
the political power of film-making in the Arab world of the past
two decades.
The dissemination of manufactured consent becomes truly
dangerous when it conquers
people’s imaginaries and is
internalised to generate selfcensorship. Dictatorships sit
comfortably when all other
political alternatives appear
untenable and when imagining
new ones is inhibited rather than
prohibited outright. When the
political imaginary is bankrupt,
art can become surrogate territory for imagining the unimaginable, representing the invisible
or censored, saying the unsayable.
The advent of affordable film
and video digital technologies in
the 1990s led to the unprecedented democratisation in
film-making in the Arab world. So
much so that an independent
community sprang up organically
within a few years. In countries
where higher education and
training in cinema was a privilege
only the rare few could afford,
digital technology and film-making workshops enabled the many.
The constraints of securing

permission to film and the
tedious bureaucratic and heavily
policed processes were often
ignored. Film-makers took these
risks knowing that their work
might be banned. On occasion, it
was a fight and confrontation
they wanted because they knew
that pushing boundaries was
worthwhile in itself. As a result,
from the mid-1990s, there has
been a proliferation of short,
medium- and feature-length
works that range from experimental video to mainstream
cinema.
Digital technologies have not
only enabled democratisation in
film-making. They have empowered a very subjective and
personal cinema. Film-makers
have been able to tell the intimate stories of their lives,
insinuating cameras in narratives
spaces where cinema had not
gone before. In contrast with the
film-makers in the 1960s and
1970s, this new generation of
film-makers was not concerned
about a national cinema — what it
should be like — but representing
that which had not been represented, portraying traumas
challenging official narratives,
breaking taboos.
Five years on, the legacy of the
“Arab spring” seems morbid. The

There is no
thematic
thread
stitching
the Safar
Film Festival
programme,
rather the
desire to
foreground
and
celebrate
this wide
diversity of
approaches.

regimes elected to power in some
Arab countries and the conflicts
raging in others overshadow the
profound transformation that has
taken place in Arab society.
Electoral and protest politics are
not the only yardsticks by which
to measure these changes. But,
after the “Arab spring”, auteur
film-makers across the Arab
world directed films that defied
social and political taboos. They
herald the profound transformation that is under way.
In the past 15 years, Arab
film-makers have experimented
in different registers, finding
their own voice uncompromisingly, with low-budget (or
no-budget) independent productions. The social or political
melodrama genre, which had
long prevailed, was challenged.
The most radical experimentation was in non-fiction and
non-narrative film. There is no
thematic thread stitching the
Safar Film Festival programme,
rather the desire to showcase and
celebrates this diversity of
approach and voice.
Rasha Salti is curator of the Safar
Film Festival of contemporary
Arab cinema, which runs at the
Institution of Contemporary Arts
in London.
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Iraqi author Inaam Kachachi wins Lagardere Award
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raqi writer Inaam Kachachi
has won the Lagardere Award
for Arab Novel for Tashari,
which was originally published in Arabic in 2013 and
translated into French in 2016.
Kachachi’s novel focuses on the
displacement of Iraqis during the
past few decades, telling the story
of a female Iraqi doctor and her
children, who live on three different continents.
The word “tashari” in the Iraqi
Arabic dialect refers to the shot
fired from hunting rifle, which
scatters in several directions, symbolising displacement.
Kachachi spoke of the important
role of the book’s translator, François Zabbal. She particularly lauded his ability to explain in French
the complicated references in Iraqi
society.
This can be further appreciated
by considering that novels competing for the same prize were written
in French by Lebanese and Moroccan authors.

Kachachi’s novel
focuses on the
displacement of Iraqis
during the past few
decades.
Born in Baghdad in 1952,
Kachachi studied journalism at
Baghdad University and worked in
the Iraqi media before moving to
Paris to complete her doctorate at
the Sorbonne. In addition to writing novels, she works as a Paris
correspondent for Asharq Al-Awsat
newspaper and Kol Al-Usra magazine.
Kachachi said her next book will
also be about migration, telling a
love story set in Iraq, Venezuela
and France.
“Migration is the stability of the
age. Migration is the daughter of
war,” Kachachi said. “Mixing fiction with reality produces good
work.”
Migration and exile are indeed a
central part of Kachachi’s view of
the world.
In a 2012 interview with the UAEbased newspaper the National,
Kachachi said, although she left
Iraq in 1979, she does not consider

(Photo credit: Kheridine Mabrouk)

herself to be in exile as living in
Paris is “a privilege”.
“I am still continuing to work as
an Iraqi, my books are Iraqi books,
not French books. That is the literature of real life. It is more interesting than imagination,” she said.
Fellow Iraqi writer Hadiya Hussein also took notice of Kachachi’s
focus on their homeland.
“Inaam Kachachi is loyal to the
characters who have spent the best
part of their lives to help build this
nation, which lives in our souls,”
Hussein said. “Kachachi left Iraq,
but Iraq had not left her.”
Whether as a novelist or as a

journalist, Kachachi frequently addresses the plight of women, especially those from the Arab world.
“Most of her articles are about
the struggle and suffering of women,” noted Amman-based Iraqi author Lutfiya al-Dulaimi.
Kachachi’s focus on women
was also noted by Syrian writer
Haitham Hussain, who cited the
heroine in Tashari as “an example
of the strong Iraqi woman whose
character is strongly formed by
knowledge and education”.
“She (the heroine) participated
in the development and enlightenment of her society but the impos-

ing circumstances and the wars led
her to leave her country at the age
of 80,” he added.
Although her writing is in Arabic and her plots often reflect a
deep attachment as well as detailed knowledge of her homeland,
Kachachi is familiar with the Western literary schools of thought, according to Syrian writer Abdullah
Maksour.
Iraqi writer Basim Furat noted
that Iraq is in dire need of more
novelists like Kachachi as the country already boasts of renowned poets.
Branding her an “Iraqi icon”, Fu-

rat said Kachachi’s unsuccessful
efforts in poetry helped her to succeed in writing three novels.
The Lagardere Award for Arab
Novel includes a prize of $11,000.
The award jury issued a $5,500
special mention to Best-seller by
Reda Dalil. The awards are to be
formally presented October 12th in
Paris.
Since its launch in 2013, the Lagardere Award for Arab Novel was
been won by Lebanese writer Jabbour Douaihy, Egyptian novelist Mohammad al-Fakharany and
Saudi novelist Mohammed Hasan
Alwan.

Jona Kallgren

as a musician to present our culture,
our music and show that we can be
together in peace in Europe,” said
Mohamad Fityan, who plays the ney,
a traditional Arabic flute. “I think
the best way to do that is through
music.”
Fityan, an Aleppo native, fled to
Germany in 2015 and was quickly
granted asylum. Others settled in
other countries around Europe and
when the musicians get together for
concerts, it is often an emotional reunion.
“I never imagined that I would
be here in Europe, playing with a
whole orchestra of Syrian musicians
and that we are all living in Europe.
I never imagined that,” said Rasha
Rizk, a soprano soloist who lives in
Paris.
More than 1 million migrants entered Europe in 2015 and Syrians
were the largest single group.
The musicians tire, however, of
seeing the images of their country
at war — the reason for their flight
to Europe — and other negative portrayals of Syrians and hope that the
concerts can help show a glimpse of
themselves in normal times.
“This is us,” said Ghassan Alaboud, who guest directs the orchestra for the Berlin concerts. “This is
Syria and these are the Syrian people.”

Syrian migrant musicians tell Germans: ‘This is us’
Berlin

A

Mohamad Fityan plays the ney, a traditional Arabic flute, during a concert performed by the Syrian
Expat Philharmonic Orchestra in the Concert House in Berlin’s Gendarmenmarkt, on September 11th.

t the neoclassical Concert
House in Berlin’s Gendarmenmarkt square, busts
of German composers
Beethoven, Bach and
Handel looked on as the 65 musicians took their seats for a sold-out
weekend concert.
The Syrian Expat Philharmonic
Orchestra settling in to play represents a much more recent chapter in
German history, consisting entirely
of professional musicians who fled
civil war in their homeland to seek
refuge in Europe.
Founded in Germany a year ago by
Raed Jazbeh, who plays double bass
and acts as the artistic director, it has
since performed concerts across the
country and plans to tour Sweden.
All the members of the orchestra are classically trained and most
studied for at least five years at the
Higher Institute of Music in Damascus. Their recent concert fused a mix
of classical European music, classical Arab music and Arabic folkloric
music.
The musicians’ hope is that their
concerts will give the European audience a reference point to understand Syrian music and culture.
“I feel that it is my responsibility

(The Associated Press)
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Agenda
Dubai:
Through September 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 Morocco’s premier cultural
events. Festival guests have the
opportunity to attend free street
performances, free dance courses
and jazz concerts.

Devil’s Head:
Egypt’s unexplored
natural beauty
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

D

evil’s Head can be totally
cut off of all modern-day
features: Paved roads,
skyscrapers and modern
cars are nowhere to be

found.
Nonetheless, the parched area
— 500km east of Cairo and on the
fringes of the coastal town of Nuweiba on the Sinai peninsula — is
never dissociated from excitement,
rest and meditation.
None of the thousands of people
who visit the area know where its
name came from. Some attribute
the “Devil’s Head” to its location on
the tip of Nuweiba’s Red Sea coast.
Others ascribe it to the magnificent
coral off the coast and its particular
marine life.
Regardless of this, Devil’s Head
has become an Egyptian attraction
unmatched by any tourist site in the
country.
“This is one of the most fascinating places in this country because it
gives nature and meditation lovers
everything they need,” said

Karim Ahmed, a tour guide. “From
the very simple nature of accommodation in the area, to the beach,
the very nice activities visitors can
make there and the food, Devil’s
Head offers visitors an experience
that lingers in their memory for
years.”
Devil’s Head is breathtaking at
first sight. The area, which is made
of a number of camps, depends on
the most basic of requirements for
life. Televisions are rare, toilets are
very simple and the cottage-like
rooms of the camps with their palm
leaf ceilings have nothing in them
but beds, wardrobes and simple
mats on the ground.
Under the austere existence,
however, there is unlimited joy for
nature lovers and adventurers. Outside the simple cottages, visitors
find themselves in direct and uninterrupted contact with the clear
sky, the Red Sea and the soft sands
of the beach.
Jasmine Galal, an Egyptian university student, said she had not
known about Devil’s Head before
friends invited her to a five-day stay
there.
“I did not hear about it before but
when my friends told me about it
I collected information about the
place from the internet and was excited,” Galal said. “When I got
there, however, I

discovered that everything written
about the place was a painful understatement.”
Rich in natural beauty, Devil’s
Head is a place for those who do
not want to spend a lot of money.
The area’s camps charge a visitor a
maximum of $22 per night, including bed, breakfast and dinner.

Rich in natural
beauty, the site is
a place for those
who do not want
to spend a lot of
money.
The camps serve Bedouin cuisine. Breakfast usually includes
fava beans, eggs with pastirma (a
highly seasoned, air-dried cured
beef of Anatolian origin), baba ghanoush (a Levantine dish of eggplant
mixed with onions, tomatoes, olive
oil and various seasonings) and red
tea. Dinners usually contain fish
cooked in a manner suitable to the
type of the catch and rice or pasta.
Most noticeable inside the camps
is the generosity of workers, room
service and the people who serve
food, visitors said.
Galal said she was surprised that
most of the food offered her and her
friends during their stay in Devil’s
Head was more than enough in
each meal.

Washington:
October 5th-9th

“Sometimes I had to leave almost
half the dishes I was offered because
there was so much food, although it
was all so delicious,” Galal said.
Devil’s Head is not, meanwhile,
only about the sky, the breeze, the
sea and the sands, those who know
the place well say.
“It is only the gate to a whole
world of adventure and beauty,”
tourism expert Sameh Osman said.
“Snorkeling, swimming, mountain
climbing, safari, camping and enjoying the sun are but a few of the
activities visitors can make in the
area.”
Close to the area is Tarabeen
fortress, a 500-year-old structure
built by the Mamluk Sultan Ashraf
al-Ghawri to defend Sinai from Ottoman invaders. The fortress was
also used for security purposes, especially during the Muslim pilgrimage season.
Safaris into the desert and mountainous hinterland of Devil’s Head
are always rewarding. The mountains and the hills that fill the space
for kilometres behind the Red Sea
coast assume diverse colours and
offer visitors a generous treat of
beauty.
Snorkeling is a memorable experience in this area with colourful
coral and fish that take divers to a
world of dreams.
“There are so many things to do
in Devil’s Head that any stay, regardless of how long it is, is never
enough,” Galal said. “The area is a
real discovery that continues to resist oblivion, even a whole year after I made the visit.”

The annual DC Palestinian Film
and Arts Festival (DCPFAF) returns
for a sixth year, bringing 33 films,
five talks and an impressive visual
exhibit to Washington. This year’s
festival is titled: Palestine Across
the Diaspora: Stories on Home
and Migration. The aim of the
DCPFAF is to reflect the dynamic
formation of a transnational identity common to Palestinians and
diasporic communities in general.
Beirut:
October 5th-13th
Established in 1997, the Beirut
International Film Festival has
evolved from a mainstream film
festival to an event with eclectic
and daring selections as banned
subjects are the focus of many
of festival submissions. Carlos
Chahine will serve as the festival
jury president. Organisers plan
several activities throughout the
year leading to the festival’s 20th
anniversary in 2017.
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
November 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, 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
annual 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.
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Foreign tourists during a safari in the desert in Devil’s Head.
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