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Tribal factor, low voter
turnout mark Jordan polls

71 years on, the UN busy discussing Middle East crises

London

P 

reliminary results of Jor-
dan’s parliamentary elec-
tions indicated that tribal-
linked figures are likely to 
dominate the country’s 

130-seat legislative body.
The elections were also marked 

by a return of the Muslim Brother-
hood to parliament in addition to 
an increase in the number of wom-
en MPs.

Turnout of 37%, down from 56% 
in 2013, cast a shadow over the 
polls, especially when taking into 
account the decision by Islamists 
not to boycott the election, as they 
had in previous votes. Disillusion-
ment with the process, especially 
among young Jordanians, was cited 
by some as a likely cause.

“What’s the point in voting? No 
matter who is elected the outcome 
is the same,” said Tariq Masharqah, 
26, an auditor based in Amman. 
MPs, he said, “don’t serve the coun-
try and there is no accountability 
when problems happen”.

Ali Jawarna, a Jordanian who is a 
university lecturer in Britain, said 
tribal and regional loyalties dictat-
ed voting choices.

“Candidates make it to parlia-
ment due to their tribal or area af-
filiations. This has always been 
the case and always will be. Even 
Brotherhood members are elected 
that way,” said Jawarna. “We don’t 
have democracy.”

But he said he would have voted 
along the same lines had he been in 
Jordan.

“If I was in Jordan I would have 
voted for my cousin. I must stand 
by him,” Jawarna said.

Some observers said there is 
hope for change, which could be re-
flected in future elections.

The “elections will test whether 
the independence we have seen 
in the current election cycle is a 
fluke or we are actually witnessing 

a progressive election process that 
is here to stay,” Daoud Kuttab, an 
Amman-based Palestinian journal-
ist, wrote in an opinion piece in the 
Jordan Times.

Others said Jordan’s problems go 
deeper.

“The (albeit limited) constitu-
tional ‘powers’ given to Jordan’s 
elected deputies are shared equally 
with a non-elected House of Sen-

ate, whose members are appointed 
by the king — the holder of all key 
powers within the state,” wrote 
Fadi al-Qadi, a human rights com-
mentator based in Amman, in an 
opinion article for the New Arab.

The Muslim Brotherhood, via its 
political arm, the Islamic Action 
Front (IAF), formed alliances with 
non-Islamists under the banner of 
the National Coalition for Reform 
(NCR) and secured 16 seats in par-
liament.

This is lower than the 30 seats it 
had hoped for but still more than 
other established parties.

The notable increase of women 
MPs, who won 20 seats, compared 
with 18 out of 150 in 2013, was cause 
for celebration for some activists. 
Five women won seats outside the 
15-seat quota and there were a re-

cord 252 female candidates.
“It’s a sign of growing acceptance 

among the public,” Asma Khader, a 
former Jordanian minister, told the 
British newspaper the Guardian.

Others warned that having more 
female MPs does not automatically 
mean they will defend women’s 
rights.

They would either “focus their 
work on service to their own com-
munities” or “direct their work to-
wards their party’s agendas,” Mai 
Abul Samen, the head of the Wom-
en’s Committee at the Senate, told 
the Jordan Times.

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

New York

T 

here were gimmicks, the 
occasional gimlet eye and 
long goodbyes. For an 
institution that is techni-
cally past retirement age, 

the 71st UN General Assembly in 
New York moved nimbly enough 
through the usual business of diplo-
macy.

Slick-tongued Binyamin Netanya-
hu, the Israeli prime minister, invit-
ed Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian 
Authority president, to address Is-
rael’s parliament. The Palestinians 
slammed the “new gimmick” and 
Israeli intransigence ahead of the 
50th anniversary of the occupation.

Five-and-a-half years after the 
Syrian conflict began, the United 
States and Russia wrangled over the 
parlous state of the second failed 
ceasefire, which went into effect 

September 12th.
US Secretary of State John Kerry 

dramatically declared that the fu-
ture of Syria was “hanging by a 
thread”; Russian Foreign Minister 

Sergei Lavrov strenuously denied 
responsibility for failing to preserve 
the fragile peace.

Neither the Russians nor the Syr-
ian regime were involved in the 

September 19th bombing of an aid 
convoy headed for Aleppo, Lavrov 
claimed, forcing Kerry into a mo-
ment of undiplomatic exasperation. 
He wagged his finger at Lavrov dur-
ing a UN Security Council meeting 
and said the Russians were living in 
a “parallel universe”.

If there was a theme at this Gen-
eral Assembly, it was about the lim-
its of international cooperation and 
the ever-greater need for it.

Addressing his last General As-
sembly as US president, Barack 
Obama warned of the disruptive 
forces that imperil global linkages 
and world institutions, the rise of 
populism, protectionism and the 

politics of throwing up walls. “A na-
tion ringed by walls would only im-
prison itself,” Obama warned, add-
ing that “the world is too small for 
us to simply be able to build a wall” 
to keep out extremists.

In a sign of the times, the nor-
mally mild-mannered Ban Ki-moon 
delivered a charged address, his last 
as UN secretary-general. Admitting 
to “deep concern” about the state of 
the world as he prepares to leave of-
fice after nearly a decade, he spoke 
of “grave security threats” and ex-
coriated world leaders’ failure to 
solve armed conflicts, govern for 
all and deny violent extremists the 
ideological space to flourish.

The results are obvious in Yemen, 
Libya, Iraq, Afghanistan, the Sahel 
region, Ukraine, South Sudan and 
North Korea, he said, adding that 
the Israeli-Palestinian impasse is 
“madness” and in Syria, “the bar of 
depravity sinks lower”.
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A Jordanian voter participates in parliamentary elections, in Amman, Jordan, on September 20th.
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UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (R) speaks at a high-level 
civil society event of the UN Summit for Refugees and Migrants 
at the United Nations, on September 19th.
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Washington

T 

he opening session of the 
UN General Assembly 
(UNGA) featured the usual 
cavalcade of world leaders 
trekking to the podium in 

the newly renovated General As-
sembly Hall to pronounce their con-
cerns about the state of the world 
and their suggestions for making it 
better.

Not surprisingly, much of the con-
versation focused on the war in Syr-
ia and the global refugee crisis. Also 
not surprisingly, very little tangible 
progress was made on either issue.

Outgoing UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon criticised — but did 
not call out by name — world lead-
ers whom he accused of “feeding 
the war machine” in Syria. “Present 
in this hall today are representatives 
of governments that have ignored, 
facilitated, funded, participated 
in or even planned and carried out 
atrocities inflicted by all sides of the 
Syria conflict against Syrian civil-
ians,” Ban said.

Ban did, however, point to Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s govern-
ment as the major responsible party 
for the bloodshed in Syria, prompt-
ing the Syrian Foreign Ministry to 
declare Ban’s 10-year term in office 
a failure. It is unusual for a UN sec-
retary-general to cast blame on a 
member nation in a forum as public 
as the opening of the UNGA.

US President Barack Obama de-
clared there was no military solu-
tion to the war in Syria but admitted 
that the violence “will not be quick-
ly reversed” and said the world was 
in the midst of a struggle between 
authoritarianism and democracy. 
Obama took an especially harsh 
public stand against Russia and its 
president, Vladimir Putin, accusing 
Moscow of “attempting to regain 
lost glory through force”.

Obama’s words do not bode well 
for prospects of US-Russian coop-
eration on Syria or anywhere else. 
Nevertheless, US Secretary of State 
John Kerry and Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov conferred on 
the sidelines of the UNGA.

As Ban and Obama were speaking, 
the US-Russian agreement designed 
to bring a halt to violence in Syria 
was unravelling in bloody fash-
ion after just a short time in force. 
Over the subsequent few days, the 
United States and Russia exchanged 
blame for the air attack on an aid 
convoy that killed 20 people. Staf-
fan de Mistura, the UN special en-
voy for Syria, said only the United 
States and Russia could negotiate 
and enforce a truce.

There was some progress made 
in New York, however, on the issue 
of refugees and migrants. At a one-
day special summit led by Obama 
and other leaders on the sidelines of 
the UNGA, representatives from 50 
countries pledged to take in an ad-
ditional 180,000 refugees before the 

end of 2016, raising the total num-
ber for the year to 360,000.

The UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) estimates that 
more than 1 million refugees require 
resettlement this year.

Participant countries pledged to 
increase financial aid to the United 
Nations and other humanitarian 
organisations by $4.5 billion more 
than 2015 levels.

“We are facing a crisis of epic pro-
portion,” Obama said at the sum-
mit. “We cannot avert our eyes or 
turn our backs. To slam the door 
in the face of these families would 
betray our deepest values.” The US 
president acknowledged, however, 
that “the politics can be hard”. He 
praised Canada and Germany in 

particular for their responses to the 
refugee and migrant crisis.

In his speech before the UNGA, 
Jordan’s King Abdullah II offered a 
defence of Islam and said false per-
ceptions of the religion by many in 
the West bred intolerance. He also 
chastised extremists who say they 
act in the name of Islam: “They 
want to wipe out our achievements 
and those of our ancestors, to erase 
human civilisation and drag us back 
to the dark ages.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi devoted part of his address to 
trying to persuade Israel to “write a 
bright page” in Middle East history 
and make peace with the Palestin-
ians based on a two-state solution. 
Sisi said the festering Israeli-Pales-

tinian conflict remains at “the core 
of regional instability”.

Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, told the UNGA that Turk-
ish troops might push further south 
into Syria to create a 5,000-sq.-km 
safe zone. He called for internation-
al action against the exiled preacher 
Fethullah Gulen, whom Erdogan 
accuses of plotting the July coup in 
Turkey. Erdogan said Gulen’s move-
ment was “a terrorist organisation” 
bent on “subduing the whole world, 
far beyond Turkey”.

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

Lebanon’s President of the Council of Ministers Tammam Salam addresses the 71st session of the 
United Nations General Assembly, at UN headquarters, on September 22nd.
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W 

ith diplomatic ten-
sion rising at the UN 
General Assembly 
over Syria and viola-
tions of the US-Rus-

sian-brokered ceasefire mounting 
across the country, US Secretary of 
State John Kerry and Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov tried to 
salvage their deal, which they said 
was the only realistic alternative to-
wards ending the war.

Despite its structural flaws and 
lack of an enforcement mechanism, 
seen in the attack on an aid convoy 
in Aleppo and the bombardment by 
the Syrian regime, the ceasefire of-
fered the United States and Russia 
an opportunity to coordinate coun-
terterrorism efforts while reducing 
violence and civilian casualties.

According to the deal reached 
September 10th, a nationwide 
ceasefire would be put in place un-
der which Syrian President Bashar 
Assad would refrain from launching 
air strikes across the country. The 
rebels would abstain from clashing 
with regime forces or aiding Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (JFS), formerly 
known as al-Nusra Front, which is 
regarded by the United States and 
Russia as a terrorist organisation af-
filiated with al-Qaeda.

One of the agreement’s precondi-
tions is for the aid to be delivered to 
the besieged areas of eastern Aleppo 
and, if implemented after ten days, 
Russia and the United States would 
start a joint coordination centre and 

carry out operations against JFS 
and the Islamic State (ISIS). The de-
liveries have been impeded by the 
regime and negotiations are under 
way to agree on a mechanism for aid 
delivery.

Armed violations in the form of 
clashes and continued fighting have 
been blamed on both the regime 
forces and the rebels in Aleppo, near 
Hama, in Jobar and in Quneitra.

Faysal Itani, a senior fellow at 
the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East, said that 
if “we measure the ceasefire against 
the classical understanding, as a 
cessation of hostilities, then it is not 
holding.” But, Itani added: “Secre-

tary Kerry went to great lengths to 
manage expectations and aim for a 
significant reduction in violence.”

The United Nations hailed the 
“huge drop” in civilian casualties 
throughout the early days of the 
ceasefire before hostilities broke 
down last week. Instead of the aver-
age of 30-40 civilian deaths per day, 
the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights was reporting few civilian 
casualties during the first week of 
the ceasefire.

Tobias Schneider, a defence ana-
lyst based in Washington who fol-
lows Syria closely, said: “Despite all 
minor and major violations along 
the front lines, the cessation of hos-

tilities succeeded at dramatically re-
ducing civilian casualties across the 
country by temporarily restricting 
the Russian and Syrian air forces.” 
He said “this brief breathing space 
alone would have justified some of 
the diplomatic charades surround-
ing the deal”.

Schneider warned, however, that 
“the return of regime and Russian 
air strikes against opposition popu-
lation centres, combined with its 
[the Syrian government] continued 
refusal to allow much-needed hu-
manitarian aid into besieged East 
Aleppo, spell the end of the current 
cessation of hostilities”.

The realities of the Syrian war and 
the lack of an enforcement mecha-
nism for the ceasefire agreement 
make it unlikely to survive until 
the next US administration takes of-
fice in January, in the opinion of 
both Itani and Schneider. “Clearly, 
neither side [Russia and the United 
States] was able to secure sufficient 
buy-in or trust from their Syrian 
partners or indeed has sufficient lev-
erage to force compliance,” Schnei-
der said.

Itani noted that Iran is the el-
ephant in the room and holds more 
leverage on the ground and over As-
sad than Russia does. Itani called 
for a new agreement with “enforce-
ment mechanisms while being tied 
to a political process, and to make 
sure the opposition gains capability 
to compensate for the weakening of 
JFS, so that they can get on board 
with the anti-JFS effort”.

For the United States, the deal 
offers an opportunity to balance 
the US administration’s legacy in 
Syria by attempting to reduce the 

human suffering. For Russia it pre-
sents a valuable window to cooper-
ate with Washington against JFS, 
a jihadist group that has attracted 
Russian fighters and others from 
the Caucasus. Schneider described 
the agreement as “likely the last at-
tempt for the current US administra-
tion to affect the wider Syrian civil 
war. While Kerry seems eager not to 
leave office without some success 
on the issue, Obama would likely be 
fine passing the issue on to his suc-
cessor.”

For Russia, however, a failure 
would spell trouble said Schneider, 
who pointed out that, in light of 
the inability of the Assad regime to 
achieve a military victory, “Russian 
President Vladimir Putin needs the 
West and its regional allies for a dip-
lomatic solution to the conflict that 
can absolve Moscow of its military 
responsibilities in Syria and elevate 
the Kremlin back to international 
standing.”

For now, however, neither the 
United States nor Russia is ready to 
walk away from the deal and see in it 
the only plausible alternative for the 
bloodshed. As the two countries at-
tempt to negotiate a new truce, the 
deal with its merits and flaws will 
likely remain the only template for 
US policy until January 20th, when 
the next administration takes office.

Joyce Karam is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

US and Russia try to salvage Syria’s wobbly ceasefire
Joyce Karam

For now, neither the 
United States nor 
Russia is ready to walk 
away from the deal.

US Secretary of State John Kerry (C), Staffan de Mistura, UN 
special envoy for Syria (R) and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov attend the International Syria Support Group meeting on 
September 20th  in New York.

UN General 
Assembly strong 
on talk, weak
on action
Mark Habeeb

Not surprisingly, much 
of the conversation 
focused on the war in 
Syria and the global 
refugee crisis.
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US-Russian 
cooperation on Syria 
or anywhere else.
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Beirut

T 

he Syrian ceasefire that 
took effect September 
12th is a dead duck. An at-
tack on a UN aid convoy 
outside the northern city 

of Aleppo, the epicentre of this most 
savage of Middle Eastern wars, the 
night of September 19th halted 
an initiative that was seemingly 
doomed before it began.

There are suspicions that the at-
tack, purportedly by Russian or 
Syrian warplanes, may have been 
payback for an air strike carried out 
September 17th by the US-led West-
ern coalition in which nearly 100 
Syrian soldiers were killed in Deir 
ez-Zor in north-eastern Syria. US of-
ficials said it was an accident. Con-
spiracy theorists in Damascus think 
otherwise.

Repeated violations of the cease-
fire, largely attributed to Russian 
or Syrian government forces, have 
deepened US suspicions that Mos-
cow and Damascus seek only to 
bolster Syrian President Bashar As-
sad’s position. They have an eye on 
a post-conflict transitional govern-
ment headed by the Syrian presi-
dent that will essentially do Mos-
cow’s bidding.

In this climate of international 
mistrust, heightened by the diver-
gent US and Russian objectives in 
Syria, the prospect for diminishing, 
let alone ending, the violence is fad-
ing.

Any attempt to stitch together a 
new cessation of hostilities will be 
more difficult. Given US President 
Barack Obama’s reluctance to get 
dragged into the Syrian maelstrom 
before his second term ends, the 
chances are he will be willing to 
make more concessions to Moscow 
and leave his successor to clean up 
the mess.

US Secretary of State John Kerry 
and Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov met at the UN headquarters 
in New York on September 21st, ef-
fectively blaming each other for the 
collapse of the ceasefire.

The Syrian Army had declared 
that dead on September 19th. There 
are many reasons for this, but ac-
cording to regime sources in Da-
mascus, the primary cause was the 
US air strike on Deir ez-Zor.

The Russians and the regime 
believe that the attack could not 
have been an accident. The sources 
stressed that behind locked doors 
the Russians and Assad’s inner cir-
cle are firmly convinced the attack 

was the work of US Defense Secre-
tary Ashton Carter aimed at sabo-
taging Kerry’s September 9th agree-
ment with Lavrov.

Conspiracy theories like this are 
almost a way of life in the Middle 
East but Carter has been highly 
critical of the September 9th cease-
fire agreement and said the United 
States was giving too much to Mos-
cow in exchange for too little.

Some in the US administration 
say the deal was lopsided in Rus-
sia’s favour, while others attest it is 
illegal because a US law passed in 
2014 prohibits any military coop-
eration with Russia following the 
Crimea invasion.

It was clear there were deep divi-
sions within the US administration 
regarding the ceasefire, mainly on 
grounds that it benefits the Rus-
sians and thus Assad. Obama, how-
ever, saw the deal as a good step 
forward because it could achieve 
some results, however minimal, 
such as getting humanitarian aid to 
the civilians trapped in Aleppo.

The failure to relieve their suffer-
ing was another key reason for the 
collapse of the ceasefire. The Syr-
ian Army was supposed to open a 
humanitarian corridor to allow a 
UN convoy of 31 trucks carrying aid 
for 78,000 people into the besieged 
rebel-held eastern sector.

However, after withdrawing, the 
troops moved back, claiming they 
were being attacked by Islamist 
forces, though it is more likely the 
Syrian move was in response to the 
US strike on Deir ez-Zor.

Whatever the cause, sources 
in Damascus and Beirut say that 
what destroyed the deal — for now 

anyway — was the United States’ 
refusal to place three powerful re-
bel groups, including the Turkish-
backed Ahrar al-Sham and the Sau-
di-supported Jaysh al-Islam, on the 
list of terrorist groups to be targeted 
by joint US and Russian air strikes.

These sources say that, despite 
the bitter recriminations being 
hurled by all sides, the unspoken 
belief in Damascus is that there is 
hope the ceasefire agreement can 
be resuscitated with assurances 
from Russia despite US misgivings 
and concern about divulging opera-
tional intelligence to the Russians 
while getting nothing in return.

That will be easier said than done 
amid the mutual accusations of bad 
faith but the Russians hold the high 
cards — and the military muscle 
— in Syria, and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin can afford to toss 
Kerry a few bones to keep Obama 
quiet.

The problem will be convincing 
the Pentagon and the CIA, where 
senior officials say Russia’s objec-
tive is to prop up Assad’s wobbly 
regime at every turn, a key element 
in Putin’s vision of reviving Russian 
influence in the Middle East, while 
proclaiming Moscow’s earnest in-
tent to crush the Islamic State.

There are key officials in the 
White House and the State Depart-

ment who take a long-term view of 
the Syrian imbroglio and favour ne-
gotiating with Moscow rather than 
chancing an escalating proxy war or 
even direct confrontation with an 
expansionist Putin.

Outside intervention by the Unit-
ed States, Russia, Iran, the Europe-
ans, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and others 
has added another lethal layer of 
complexity and has undoubtedly 
kept the war going.

Turkey’s military intervention 
on August 24th underlined the per-
plexing cycle of constantly shifting 
alliances in the Syrian war which 
make diplomatic efforts to end the 
carnage, in which up to 400,000 
people have been killed, so pro-
foundly difficult.

Outgoing UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon said as much follow-
ing the destruction of the UN aid 
convoy near Aleppo September 
20th. “Powerful patrons that keep 
feeding the war machine also have 
blood on their hands,” he said.

But Moscow shows no sign of 
easing off its hard-hitting policy of 
keeping Assad in power for its own 
strategic objectives. The Syrian 
regime continues to blatantly vio-
late ceasefires and internationally 
accepted rules of engagement by 
hammering civilian targets or starv-
ing opposition-held towns to terror-
ise its own people. It has repeatedly 
singled out medical centres and hu-
manitarian aid operations.

“It appears that the Syrian regime 
now enjoys a sense of utter impu-
nity,” the Guardian, a liberal British 
daily, said September 20th. “It has 
nothing and no one to fear. Neither 
Bashar Assad nor his forces have 

any reason to believe they will be 
held to account for their actions.”

The main problem is that there 
is no clear-cut concept of what a 
post-war Syria — its historic cities 
reduced to rubble, the country torn 
into competing power centres and 
half its pre-war population of 23 
million driven from their homes 
and into poverty — has yet emerged. 
And until one does, there is little 
prospect of the bloodletting coming 
to an end.

The kaleidoscope of competing 
forces in this most contrary of Mid-
dle Eastern conflicts is ever chang-
ing as outside powers jockey for 
position to advance their own in-
terests at the expense of the hapless 
Syrians.

Even China is muscling into the 
seething mass of intrigue, with an 
offer to train Assad’s army, some-
thing Moscow and Tehran would 
fiercely oppose.

The pursuit of a transitional 
post-war plan is also blurred by the 
constant tensions within all these 
armies and militias, with the jihad-
ists and the Kurdish peshmerga 
emerging ever-stronger. All these 
rival forces are in constant motion, 
jockeying to improve their positions 
in any diplomatic manoeuvring that 
may ensue — although the pros-
pects in that direction appear in-
creasingly slim.

“None of the external actors 
seems to be fighting with quite 
the same purpose as the others,” 
observed John Jenkins, executive 
director of the Middle East depart-
ment of the International Institute 
for Strategic Studies (IISS) in Lon-
don and a former British ambassa-
dor to Syria.

“No one is articulating a vision 
of what a post-conflict Syria should 
look like: perhaps because there 
isn’t one, except the harsh, reduc-
tionist versions offered by Islam-
ists… The problem is not that bor-
ders are disappearing but that some 
states are fragmenting within these 
borders.”

This, Jenkins noted in an analysis 
published by the New Statesman of 
London in early September, “pro-
vides other states with an excuse to 
colonise the hollowed-out husks of 
their neighbours in ways that might 
prove far more enduring than the 
international settlements of the 
1920s”. Then Britain and France, 
the first world war victors, carved 
up the Middle East between them in 
what proved to be the last hurrah of 
their respective empires.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

News & Analysis Syria

Ed Blanche

In this climate of 
international mistrust, 
the prospect for 
diminishing, let alone 
ending, the violence is 
fading.

Amid big power rivalry, Syrian peace is harder to find
A rebel fighter walks next to Syrian Army soldiers prior to evacuating the besieged Waer district in the central Syrian city of Homs, on September 22nd.

A damaged site after air strikes on the rebel-held al-Qaterji neighbourhood of Aleppo, Syria,  on 
September 23rd.
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News & Analysis Jordan

Amman

I 

slamists staged a comeback in 
elections for Jordan’s 130-seat 
parliament, making inroads 
into the large majority of con-
servative tribal politicians in 

the polls, touted as a step towards 
further democracy in the Arab king-
dom.

Preliminary results indicated 
that the outcome of the September 
20th election was heavily depend-
ent on tribal affiliation, producing 
a Chamber of Deputies — the lower 
house of parliament — with nearly 
90 seats commanded by a mix of 
old and new conservative politi-
cians elected due to tribal votes 
and family connections.

The results, announced by the 
Independent Electoral Commis-
sion, also showed that Islamists, 
affiliated with the Muslim Brother-
hood until its fracture in 2015, won 
16 seats.

There were five women who won 
outside a state-designated quota of 
15 seats, bringing the total number 
of women lawmakers to 20, 15% 
of the new legislature. Nine Chris-
tians won seats reserved for their 
minority community, alongside 
three each for the Circassian and 
Chechen minorities.

Preliminary results for Jordan’s 
18th parliament were based on 
counted votes from almost all of 
the country’s 23 electoral districts. 
Election officials said they doubt-
ed the final vote totals would dra-
matically alter the current shape of 
the incoming parliament.

“The outcome of the elections is 
not a surprise,” observed polls ex-
pert Walid Hosni. “With the new 
electoral law and the new system 
of lists, rather than political parties 
competing on a party banner or a 
clear political platform, it was ex-
pected that we would have a heavy 
tribal vote.”

The government held the elec-
tions based on a new electoral law, 

which saw votes going to lists of in-
dependent candidates joining each 
other under one ticket. A handful 
of the country’s fractured 50 politi-
cal parties also fielded candidates, 
as the Islamists did, but on the 
same tickets as independents, not 
on a party banner.

As part of reforms launched in 
2010, Jordan’s government is seek-
ing to consolidate a multiparty sys-
tem revived in the early 1990s. The 
system had been banned following 
a leftist coup attempt in 1956.

However, in the past 25 years 
the number of political parties in-

creased to include 50 small groups, 
most with outdated ideologies, 
such as communism and Nasserite 
and other nationalist movements.

Jordan has said it would like the 
splintered groups to unite into two 
or three mainstream parties es-
pousing clear national agendas and 
to compete in parliamentary elec-
tions based on a party platform.

The polls were touted as a meas-
ured step towards greater democ-
racy in which parliament would 
gradually assume more pow-
ers from the absolute monarchy, 
which would within a few years 

take a back seat as parliament be-
comes increasingly involved with 
the daily affairs of the state.

The new parliament is expected 
to vote for a prime minister from 
either inside or outside of the legis-
lative body. The king must endorse 
parliament’s decision.

Previously, it was the prerogative 
of Jordanian kings to appoint prime 
ministers.

Once picked, the prime minister 
would select a cabinet, which must 
be endorsed by both the king and 
parliament.

The steps are part of a carefully 

designed trajectory, which Jordan 
hopes will lead the public to be-
come more involved in national 
decision-making — a request made 
during street protests at the height 
of “Arab spring” uprisings.

The Islamists’ comeback to Jor-
dan’s politics was perhaps one of 
the most significant outcomes of 
the polls. A broad-based govern-
ment with representative opposi-
tion should help Jordan sell any 
future cuts in subsidies.

It could also reinstate popular 
trust in parliament, which has 
eroded over the years. Jordanians 
have been largely critical of their 
parliament, describing it as “doc-
ile” or a rubber stamp to the state, 
unable to monitor the cabinet or 
question corrupt officials.

Apathy was cited the main rea-
son for the relatively low turnout 
of 1.5 million out of the 4.1 million 
eligible electorate.

The Islamic Action Front (IAF), 
the political arm of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, is Jordan’s largest 
and most organised opposition.

The group boycotted elections in 
the last decade to protest alleged 
procedural fraud in previous elec-
tions as well as a state-drafted elec-
toral law that it says favoured the 
king’s loyalists. Jordan has changed 
the electoral law at least five times.

“We’re back in business and 
we’re satisfied with the number of 
seats we won,” Muslim Brother-
hood Association leader Hamza 
Mansour said to cheers and loud 
clapping by party supporters.

Before the elections, other Mus-
lim Brotherhood Association lead-
ers said they expected the group to 
win as many as 30 seats.

The Brotherhood has been di-
vided into two groups since a gov-
ernment crackdown in 2015. One is 
hawkish and is banned by the state, 
while the other is more moderate 
and has acquired necessary licens-
ing to replace the old movement. 
The new group is called the Muslim 
Brotherhood Association.

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

Amman

T 

he system: The Cham-
ber of Deputies, the 
lower house of the two-
chamber parliament, is 
elected once every four 

years. The king dissolved the pre-
vious parliament months before 
its term was to end, to replace a 
legislature widely criticised as 
docile.

The House of Senate, or the up-
per house, includes 65 members 
appointed by the king.

The 130-seat lower house ap-
proves laws and monitors govern-
ment performance. The king, who 
enjoys significant powers under 
the constitution, can dissolve par-
liament.
Turnout: About 1.5 million of a 4.1 
million-person eligible electorate; 
51% of them are women in a coun-
try of 6.6 million. By tradition, the 
royal family does not vote.
Political groups: Thirty-nine of 
50 small and fractured political 
parties — a mix of right, centre, 
left and Islamist — fielded 222 can-
didates (18% of the total contest-
ants) on 232 lists.

Other candidates — also a mix 
of right, centre, left and Islamist 
leaning — ran as independents or 
part of lists.

The Islamic Action Front (IAF), 

once the political arm of the frac-
tured Muslim Brotherhood, won 
16 seats. IAF, which is Jordan’s 
largest and most organised oppo-
sition group, boycotted elections 
during the last decade, partly to 
protest an electoral law that has 
been amended at least five times.
The candidates: 1,252 people, 
including 258 women and 254 
former lawmakers, ran for office, 
many of them on lists or as inde-
pendents, counting on tribal af-
filiation and family connections. 
Nine seats were reserved for 
Christians, who make up about 
4% of the population. Three seats 
were reserved for the Chechen 
and Circassian minorities and 15 
were designated for women in 
line with a quota under the elec-
tion law of 2012.
The issues: Campaigning was 
largely muted; Jordanians were 
preoccupied with bread-and-but-
ter issues as well as wars in the 
region and militant violence that 
drove hundreds of thousands of 
refugees to seek shelter in Jordan, 
exacerbating economic conditions 
and overwhelming education, 
health care and other services.
Voting system: Universal suf-
frage. Voters mark ballots to 
choose one candidate from a list of 
contestants in their constituency 
and another from nationwide lists.

Forming a cabinet: The party 
winning a majority of seats in the 
lower house of parliament will 
consult with other blocs and inde-
pendents to pick a prime minister, 
who would then be approved by 
a vote of deputies. This would be 
the first time the chamber picks 
its own prime minister, as op-
posed to the traditional method in 

which one has been appointed by 
the king. The prime minister is to 
choose his cabinet. The members 
can either be serving lawmakers 
or politicians from outside parlia-
ment. All cabinet members must 
win a subsequent parliamentary 
vote of confidence before they are 
formally installed by royal decree 
from the king.

Jordan

The vote brought the 
total number of 
women lawmakers to 
20, 15% of the new 
legislature.

A Jordanian woman shows her ink-stained finger after casting 
her vote in the parliamentary elections at a polling station in the 
capital Amman, on September 20th.

Jordanian officials count ballots after polls closed at a polling station for parliamentary elections in Amman, Jordan, on September 20th.

Tribal politicians, more women elected 
but apathy reigns in Jordan’s elections
Jamal J. Halaby

Jordan elections key facts



5September 25, 2016

W 

eapons allegedly 
meant for Houthi 
rebels were inter-
cepted in Yemen, a 
discovery that ap-

parently supports a complaint that 
Saudi officials recently filed with 
the United Nations.

According to a report in the Lon-
don-based pan-Arab daily Al-Hay-
at, Marib Governor Sultan al-Arada, 
who is a supporter of Yemeni Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi, said 
authorities in Marib and the Yemeni 
Army continue to try to cut off sup-
plies to the Houthis, an Iran-allied 
militia.

Arada said an attempt in August 
to smuggle weapons and explo-
sives from the Hadramawt region 
to Sana’a was foiled. The arma-
ments were reportedly discovered 
in trucks with Omani licence plates.

“Arada did not confirm an exter-
nal link to that shipment, indicat-
ing that the trucks were carrying 
Omani licence plates but it was not 
possible to confirm any Omani au-
thorities’ connection to that,” Al-
Hayat reported.

Oman, a member of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC), was 
considered neutral in the Yemen 
conflict. However, Yemeni sources 
previously told The Arab Weekly 
that a rift had developed between 
Saudi Arabia and Oman over what 
Riyadh views as Muscat’s pivot 
towards the Houthi rebels in their 
conflict with the Yemeni govern-
ment.

The sources said the Saudi-Oma-
ni tensions were apparent when the 
delegation negotiating on behalf of 
the Houthis and former president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh’s General Peo-
ple’s Congress (GPC) party in Ku-
wait was prevented from travelling 
from Muscat to Sana’a.

The delegation, which included 
high-ranking Houthi leader Mo-
hammed Abdulsalam and the GPC’s 
Aref Awad al-Zoka, had boarded a 
plane provided by the sultanate. It 
was prevented from flying directly 
to Sana’a because the no-fly zone 
maintained by Riyadh requires all 
aircraft to land in the Saudi city of 
Jeddah for inspection and identifi-
cation of passengers.

The Houthi delegation returned 
to Sana’a recently on a plane pro-
vided by US Under-secretary of 
State for Political Affairs Thomas 
Shannon as part of a US drive to 
kick-start diplomatic talks.

Saudi authorities were taken by 
surprise in late 2014 when learning 
that Oman brokered talks between 
the United States and Iran that led 
to the nuclear agreement between 
Tehran and world powers.

In January, when a mob attacked 
the Saudi embassy in Tehran over 
the execution of a radical Shia 
preacher whose followers were 
tied to a number of police killings, 
Oman did not sever or downgrade 
diplomatic ties with Iran.

Recently a Washington-based 
think-tank revealed Iran has 50 

tonnes of material that can be used 
to create nuclear weapons stored in 
Oman but under the Islamic repub-
lic’s control. This not-publicly-dis-
closed exception from the United 
States and its negotiating partners 
was done so Tehran could meet a 
deadline related to the removal of 
economic sanctions.

Sources in Muscat confirm an 
investigation into the spreading of 
Shia ideas in Omani society, with as 
many as 500 recent converts to the 
Twelfth Imam Shia sect from the 
traditional Abadi and Maliki sects. 
The Twelfth Imam is the branch of 
Shia Islam that is Iran’s official reli-
gion.

Houthi weapons intercepted in Omani trucks
The Arab Weekly staff

A June 2016 file picture shows Marib Governor Sultan al-Arada (bottom-2ndR) speaking on June 7, 
2016, in the city of Marib.                                                                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz of Saudi Arabia confers with a member of his 
delegation during a high-level meeting on addressing large movements of refugees and migrants at 
the UN General Assembly in New York, on September 19th.

The armaments were 
reportedly discovered 
in trucks with Omani 
licence plates.

London

S 

audi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Nayef bin 
Abdulaziz denounced the 
Justice Against Sponsors 
of Terrorism Act, recently 

passed by the US Congress, that al-
lows families of victims of the Sep-
tember 11th, 2001, attacks to sue 
the kingdom, calling it “a serious 
threat to the sovereign rights”.

Speaking during his first address 
to the UN General Assembly, Prince 
Mohammed, who is also the king-
dom’s Interior minister, highlight-
ed Saudi Arabia’s record fighting 
terrorism.

“Saudi Arabia was one of the first 
countries that suffered from terror-
ism,” Prince Mohammed said, add-
ing that the kingdom since 1992 has 
foiled 100 terrorism operations but 
also suffered 18 terrorist attacks.

“Before September 11th, Saudi 
Arabia had signed agreements with 
other Arab states to fight terror-
ism,” Prince Mohammed said. The 
kingdom was waging “an unrelent-
ing war against terrorist groups”, 
he said, adding that Saudi Arabia 
was a party to 12 international 
agreements to fight terrorism.

The Saudi crown prince warned 
that the United Nations as an in-
stitution had to reform to confront 
the challenges facing the world 
and the Middle East in particular, 
from wars in Yemen and Syria and 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict, as 
well as the refugee crisis.

“We either join together in a 
collective effort to address the dif-
ficult challenges and disasters we 
are confronted with in the world or 
fail and in doing so history will not 
be on our side,” Prince Mohammed 
stated.

“The type and scale of the chal-
lenges we confront require us to 
work hard towards the reform of 

the UN system, increase the effec-
tiveness of the Security Council 
and revitalise the role of the Gen-
eral Assembly and all the relevant 
bodies of the United Nations,” he 
added.

Prince Mohammed’s speech 
touched on a number of issues 
related to the Middle East, par-
ticularly the refugee crisis. Saudi 
Arabia has provided aid to Syrian 
refugees of more than $800 mil-
lion.

“The kingdom has received 
around 2.5 million Syrian citi-
zens and it is keen on not treating 
them simply as refugees or putting 
them in refugee camps,” he said. 
“On the other hand, the kingdom 
safeguarded their dignity and en-
sured their safety by granting full 
freedom of movement and issuing 
residency permits for hundreds of 
thousands of Syrians who wanted 
to remain in the kingdom.

“The kingdom has also given 
them access to the labour market 
and provided health care and edu-
cation free of charge. There are 
more than 141,000 Syrian children 
pursuing their education free of 
cost.”

With regards to the war in Syria, 
Prince Mohammed called for a po-
litical transition by supporting the 
moderate opposition, while also 
faulting the international com-
munity for its failure to “take con-
certed decisions to save the Syrian 
people from the crimes that take 
place there, murders, destruction 
and displacement, all of which is 
made by President Bashar Assad”.

The Saudi crown prince said his 
country called on Iran to “desist 
from all of the policies of discrimi-
nation, racism and sectarianism 
and to begin to build positive rela-
tions with its neighbours on the ba-
sis of the principles of good-neigh-
bourliness and non-interference in 
the internal affairs of other states”. 
He also condemned Tehran’s sup-
port for “terrorist militia groups” 

in Bahrain, Kuwait, Yemen, Iraq, 
Syria and Lebanon.

Prince Mohammed called for an 
end to the Israeli occupation of 
the Palestinian territories and con-
demned Israel’s “terrorist practices 
and acts of aggression”.

“Achieving any progress in end-
ing the Palestinian-Israeli conflict 
seems impossible in light of the 
continuation of the Israeli settle-
ment policy, the tampering with 
the holy city of Jerusalem ruining 
the Arab, the Islamic and Christian 

identity of the city and the heart-
less policy of repression practised 
against the Palestinian people,” he 
said.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Saudi Arabia calls for UN reform
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Prince Mohammed 
called for a political 
transition in Syria by 
supporting the 
moderate opposition.

Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Nayef 
bin Abdulaziz 
denounced the Justice 
Against Sponsors of 
Terrorism Act.

News & Analysis Gulf
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T
he UN General Assembly, where every country on 
Earth has a voice, is in session in New York. About 135 
heads of state and government and more than 50 
ministers are taking turns addressing the annual 
gathering, one that has always been rich in clichés, 
caterwauling and cynicism. Every year there seem to 
be additional reasons to ask if the United Nations — a 

multilateral body formed in 1945 — is still relevant.
This year, even its outgoing head, Secretary-General Ban 

Ki-moon, did not sound so sure. Speaking at the end of his ten-
year tenure, Ban lamented developments in Syria: “Just when we 
think it cannot get any worse, the bar of depravity sinks lower.” 
And he expressed unhappiness about the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict: “The prospects for a two-state solution are being lowered 
by the day.”

Criticism of the United Nations often seems to stick because its 
list of failures is so long. It has been unable to deliver justice for 
the Palestinians, to force Israel to respect international law, to 
bring about peace in Syria or to find a political solution to the 
conflict in Yemen. To be fair, the United Nations is hampered by 
the veto power held by a small group of countries since the end of 
World War II but its track record is not stellar.

Even so, the United Nations was able to cobble together a 
government of sorts for Libya but the country remains splintered 
and there are fears that a mighty power struggle over its oil wealth 
is about to ensue.

So is the United Nations sclerotic and unfit for purpose?
It was never meant to be a world government. With all its 

divisions and disagreements, it is an irreplaceable global actor in 
terms of aid and peacekeeping efforts. With 65.3 million people 
displaced worldwide — about 10 million of them in the Middle 
East — the United Nations is more relevant than ever before.

In our troubled world, it is always the last resort, the sole 
international entity that can channel humanitarian impulses 
through to some of the most benighted places. In recent days, the 
United Nations managed to resume the delivery of food and 
medicine to 40,000 desperate and besieged people in Moadamiya, 
near Damascus. It has plans to dispatch aid to other hard-to-reach 
Syrian towns as well, such as Madaya, Kefarya, Foua and 
Zabadani.

Then there is the United Nations’ ability to take the long view. At 
the turn of the millennium it identified eight development goals, 
ranging from halving extreme poverty rates to halting the spread 
of HIV/AIDS and providing universal primary education. These 
goals galvanised efforts by countries and development institu-
tions to meet the needs of the world’s poorest. From this year, a 
new set of 17 sustainable development goals provides the frame-
work for the global effort.

The United Nations is good at such unflashy acts for the com-
monweal. On climate change, it is forging ahead. The COP 22 
conference, in Morocco next November, aims to create an inde-
pendent body to monitor and verify countries’ pollution levels, a 
huge advance if it were achieved.

Indeed, if the United Nations did not exist, we would have to 
invent it.

The UN still
serves a purpose

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Is ‘French Islam’ possible?

T
he results of a recent 
survey about French 
Muslims published by 
France’s liberal 
think-tank Institut 
Montaigne fuelled 

more controversy than most 
similar surveys in the country in 
recent years.

According to the survey, A French 
Islam is Possible, 5.6% of France’s 
population is Muslim. This figure 
runs counter to the unjustified 
fears of Muslim migrants swarming 
France and gradually replacing the 
natives.

Contrary to another common 
misperception, the overwhelm-
ing majority of Muslims in France 
are French citizens; only 26% are 
foreign nationals. They are also 
mostly younger, with 84% under 
age 50, and more socioeconomi-
cally challenged than the rest of 
the population; 38% are not part of 
the active labour force compared 
to 16% among the rest of France’s 
population.

The study results come a few 
months after the Nice terrorist 
massacre and the Paris shootings 
of last November. Muslims of North 
African origin were implicated 
in both incidents. Since then, the 
issue of Muslim immigrants in 
France has been one of the most 
hotly debated topics of the pre-
electoral season.

As they look to the 2017 presi-
dential race, candidates from the 
far right, as well as some from the 
more mainstream right, have been 
trying to use the migrant issue to 
their advantage.

Former president Nicolas Sarkozy 
raised eyebrows when — in an over-
simplification of French history by 
the son of Hungarian and Greek 
migrants — he addressed natural-
ised foreigners saying: “Once you 
become French, your ancestors are 
the Gauls.” In other words, Arabs, 
Africans and other ethnic groups 
need not apply.

In this heated political context, 
the survey has provided ammuni-
tion to both sides of the debate. For 
many of France’s staunch secular-
ists, it came as a shock that most 
French Muslims said they believe 
in religious rites and are inclined 
towards conservative mores. Ma-

jorities said they buy halal 
food and support the wear-
ing of the hijab by women.

More problematic, how-
ever, is that about 28% of 
Muslims in France adhere 
to an ultra-conservative 
form of Islam, which toler-
ates such practices as the 
wearing of the niqab and 
burqa.

According to Hakim Ka-
roui, author of the survey and 

a former French official, a younger 
and poorer segment of the Muslim 
minority aims by its adherence to 

this “reactionary form of Islam” to 
“buttress its revolt” against a soci-
ety in which it is not integrated.

“When you have four or five 
times less chance of getting a job 
because you have a Muslim name, 
it makes no sense to speak of the 
republic or of equality,” he said.

The survey is, in many regards, 
reassuring about the adherence of 
the majority of French Muslims to 
the French secularist value system 
of laïcité: 66% of Muslim respond-
ents said they see secularism as 
guaranteeing the free practice of 
religious faith and 84% consider 
religion a private matter.

The problem may be that the 
survey reflects a sharp contrast 
between attitudes of the fairly 
religious Muslim community 
compared with the non-Muslim 
majority whose ties to religion have 
frayed.This contrast is partially the 
result of the enduring influence 
of the culture and societal trans-
formations of North Africa, from 
which 60% of French Muslims 
hail. Maghrebi migrants, whether 
naturalised or not, did not sever 
cultural ties to their countries of 
origin. Because of those ties, they 
were not immune from the sweep-
ing tide of conservatism which 
gradually replaced the early mod-
ernist aspirations that predomi-
nated after independence.

Socioeconomic dissatisfaction 
and related feelings of margin-
alisation, especially among the 
ill-educated and the underem-
ployed, fuelled an identity crisis. 
Resentment of Western policies 
towards Iraq and Palestine further 
shaped attitudes, as did the narra-
tives promoted by the preachers of 
radicalism.

An additional influence is the 
internet. The survey revealed that 
70% of Muslims in France said they 
go online when they need informa-
tion about their religion. It is likely 
that a minority of disgruntled 
Muslims will never get on with the 
(secularist) programme. Others are 
likely to emerge from the sidelines 
only when they see that they have 
a stake in their own society. 

But it remains a fact that integra-
tion has succeeded with the vast 
majority of French Muslims. That 
is no minor feat and the Institut 
Montaigne survey proves it.

The survey, however, does point 
out that one-in-four French Mus-
lims are not registered to vote and 
only one-in-two said they will cast 
a ballot in 2017.

One easy way for French Muslims 
to demonstrate their adherence to 
French values is by changing their 
voting patterns and participating 
in the 2017 elections — elections in 
which they are inescapably one of 
the key issues of debate.

Oussama Romdhani is 
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab Weekly.

66% of French 
Muslims see 
secularism as 
guaranteeing 
freedom of religion. 
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Opinion

T
he Bank of England 
has released a new 
5-pound note with 
images of Queen 
Elizabeth II on one 
side and Winston 

Churchill on the other. Churchill 
has received accolades for his 
semblance in concluding World 
War II, entirely whitewashing 
his less illustrious relationship 
with the Middle East, and Iraq in 
particular.

Churchill, knighted in 1953, 
was voted by the British public 
as the greatest Brit of all-time in 
2002, beating the likes of William 
Shakespeare and Charles Darwin. 
Regarding the decision to place 
Churchill on the 5-pound note, Sir 
Mervyn King, Bank of England 
governor stated: “Sir Winston 
Churchill was a truly great British 
leader, orator and writer. Above 
that, he remains a hero of the 
entire free world.”

An ironic statement consider-
ing under Churchill’s rule, Britain 
invaded, occupied, colonised and 
removed Iraq’s freedom in 1941, 
while Britain was battling Ger-
many for expanding its empire.

Churchill’s views on colonial-
ism have often been considered 
racist and others have referred 
to him to as a white supremacist. 
He once said: “I do not admit, for 
instance, that a great wrong has 
been done to the Red Indians of 
America or the black people of 
Australia. I do not admit that a 
wrong has been done to these 
people by the fact that a stronger 
race, a higher-grade race, a more 
worldly wise race to put it that 
way, has come in and taken their 
place.”

Quotes such as this put into 
perspective Churchill’s opinion of 

the Iraqi people, when 
his country occupied 
Iraq in 1941, as that of 
being a lower social 
class. When invad-
ing Iraq, a letter on 
May 3rd, 1941, to Sir 
Kinahan Cornwallis by 
Churchill highlighted 
that all forms of force 
were legitimate to 
recapture Iraq: “If 

you have to strike, strike 
hard. Use all necessary force.” By 
May 6th, following bombings by 
Britain on Iraqi soil, more than 

2,000 Iraqi casualties had been 
registered.

The destabilisation of Iraq by 
Churchill was only for short-term 
gains for the British and no con-
cerns were considered for the Iraqi 
people. Churchill, in a letter to 
Colonel Archibald Wavell, wrote 
he should not “bother too much 
about the long future in Iraq. Your 
immediate task is to get a friendly 
government set up in Baghdad 
and to beat down Rashid Ali’s 
forces with the utmost vigour.”

Political scientist Toby Dodge 
explains in Inventing Iraq that 
much of the British occupation of 
Iraq was paralleled in the recent 
US occupation; occupations con-
founded by short-term visions and 
fuelled by self-interests as well as 
a quest for oil.

Prior to the 1941 invasion of 
Iraq, Churchill was involved in 
quelling the 1920s Iraqi revolt 
against the first British occupa-
tion of the country. At the time, 
Churchill authorised the use of 
chemical weapons “against recal-
citrant Arabs as an experiment”. 
Ironic, considering the justifica-
tion for ousting Saddam Hussein 
was the possession of weapons of 
mass destruction. Churchill went 
on to explain that “gases can be 
used that cause great inconven-
ience and would spread a lively 
terror”, a statement that today 
would likely raise red flags under 
current Prime Minister Theresa 
May’s Prevent programme.

Modern-day Iraq is a by-product 
of years of exploitation at the 
hands of colonialism, chiselled 

duplicitously from rich Mesopota-
mian history. Access to oil shifted 
the power in World War II in Brit-
ain’s favour but, as philosopher 
Frantz Fanon highlights, the “rest 
of the colony follows its path of 
underdevelopment and poverty”.

For many of the 400,000 British 
Iraqis living in Britain, seeing the 
face of Churchill, a man that has 
a less than illustrated history in 
their homeland, on a daily basis 
may not be welcomed.

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.

Whitewashing Churchill

Ahmed Twaij

Under Churchill’s rule, 
Britain invaded, 
occupied, colonised 
and removed Iraq’s 
freedom in 1941.

The new polymer 5-pound Sterling note featuring Sir Winston Churchill.

A tumultuous crisis 
has engulfed 
contemporary 
Islam. Daily acts of 
bloodshed and 
killing of Muslims 

and non-Muslims alike are being 
committed by Islamist extrem-
ists justifying their actions in the 
“name of Islam”. Many Muslims 
stress that such actions are an 
abhorrent violation of their faith; 
other Muslims disagree.

Although an uncomfortable 
truth for some, Salafi-jihadist 
groups use Islam’s religious scrip-
ture to defend atrocities they carry 
out. In this polarised and divisive 
climate, what can be agreed on is 
that never before has the battle for 
the heart and soul of Islam been 
more critical.

Despite making up just less than 
5% of the British population, Mus-
lims in the United Kingdom are 

involved in this battle on 
both sides. More than 850 
British Muslims, including 
A-grade schoolgirls, have 
travelled to Syria, leaving 
Britain and their families 
to join the Islamic State 
(ISIS). They were said to 
believe that, as Muslims, 
they were required to live 
in a caliphate and that 
Britain — the same country 

that opened its doors to their 
parents — is the enemy to Islam 
and to them.

The growing extremism and 

intolerance brewing in Britain’s 
Muslim communities have spilled 
over into violence. Tensions 
between Sunni and Shia commu-
nities are rising. In April, Ahmadi 
Muslim Asad Shah, a 40-year-old 
Glasgow shopkeeper, was killed in 
an attack by a Sunni Muslim, Tan-
veer Ahmed, 32. Shah, well-liked 
by his neighbours and his local 
Scottish community, was repeat-
edly stabbed in a frenzied and 
unprovoked attack.

ISIS supporter Mohammed 
Syeedy, 21, was found guilty of 
killing Imam Jalal Uddin, 71, in 
northern England. Consumed by 
the extremist and violent takfiri 
ideology of Salafi-Islamism, Sy-
eedy disagreed with Jalal Uddin’s 
Sufi-inclined beliefs.

Highlighting the slow death of 
cultural and religious diversity 
that once was the foundation of 
Islam’s teachings, Syeedy and 
Ahmed attacked their victims be-
cause they could not accept their 
religious beliefs and practices. The 
victims were not Muslim enough 
in their eyes. Ironically, at the 
time of the killings, many Muslim 
groups perceived both killings to 
be motivated by Islamophobia.

While there is growing anti-
Muslim abuse in Britain, the sorry 
truth was that these deaths rep-
resent the tip of the iceberg: The 
growing intolerant takfiri mindset 
and extreme interpretations of 
Islam that continue to influence 
many young Muslims, particu-

larly in an era of social media and 
globalisation.

As Muslims themselves acknowl-
edge, these are worrying times and 
there is no room for complacency. 
The rise of Islamist extremism 
is a phenomenon that engulfs us 
all and the unfortunate truth is 
Islamist-inspired violence is here 
to stay. The killing of ISIS spokes-
man Abu Muhammad al-Adnani 
may be a short-term victory but 
his death does little to dent the far 
more serious long-term challenge: 
Emancipating Islam from the 
Salafi-Wahhabi-Islamist ideology 
that has come to dominate large 
sections of contemporary Islam 
across the world.

Part of this struggle is fun-
damentally a battle of ideas. A 
responsibility inevitably lies on 
Muslims to decide what kind of an 
Islam they would like to champion. 
Islam can be used to justify intoler-
ance, hatred and violence. Alter-
natively, it can stand for morality, 
justice, compassion, human dig-
nity and universal human rights. 
Each and every Muslim — from the 
layman to the theologian — has a 
stake in shaping and defining what 
the values of Islam should repre-
sent.

Many theologians are making 
such a stand. Scholars such as 
Sheikh Abdullah bin Bayyah, who 
leads the Abu Dhabi-based Forum 
for Peace, have argued that the 
values of equality, human rights, 
freedom, democracy and even neu-

tral secularism are fully reconcil-
able with Islamic teachings. What 
is desperately needed is to amplify 
such messages to the masses, 
especially on social media. This 
is, after all, the same medium by 
which ISIS spreads its hate-filled 
messages to young Muslims.

Responsibility also falls on 
non-Muslims to stand in solidarity 
with Muslims who are on the front 
line battling Islamist extremism, 
to speak out against anti-Muslim 
bigots whose hate speech incites 
violence against Muslims; to sup-
port the struggle of those Muslims 
across the world who are brave 
enough to challenge intolerant and 
extreme religious clerics or politi-
cal leaders who turn a blind eye to 
human rights and instead clamp 
down on freedom and individual 
liberty. To do so will place us all on 
the side of human rights and plu-
ralism in recognition of our shared 
humanity.

This requires bravery, resil-
ience, ethical principles and a 
commitment to what can only 
be described as the generational 
struggle of our time. There is a bat-
tle taking place and it is one that 
we must win for all our sakes.

Sara Khan is co-author of The 
Battle for British Islam: Reclaiming 
Muslim Identity from Extremism. 
She is also co-director and co-
founder of Inspire, a British 
counter-extremism and women’s 
rights organisation.

The battle we must win

Sara Khan

Salafi-jihadist 
groups use Islam’s 
religious scripture
to defend atrocities 
they carry out.
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Beirut

F 

orty-six years after the 
death of Gamal Abdel 
Nasser on September 
28th, 1970, opinion is di-
vided as never before over 

what to make of the iconic Egyp-
tian leader and his legacy of Arab 
nationalism. Much of this is due to 
the turbulence gripping Egypt and 
with the collapse of authoritarian 
states that were once perceived as 
“Nasserist”.

Some people say that if it were 
not for Nasser, we would not have 
had five solid decades of military 
rule in Syria, Iraq, Egypt and Libya.

Nasser’s times were very differ-
ent from those of today, yet the 
similarities are shocking to a new 
generation of Arabs who never 
knew the effect he had on the Mid-
dle East.

As a young Egyptian Army officer 
and decorated hero of the 1948 Pal-
estine war, Nasser’s rise to power 
began when he came into contact 
with other officers in the Iraqi and 
Syrian armies who, like himself, 
were furious about their collective 
defeat by the newly established 
state of Israel.

These men were roughly of the 
same age and military rank, hailed 
from rural backgrounds and had 
grown up in colonial times under 
the British and French. Colonial-
ism, capitalism and imperialism, 
they claimed, were the source of all 
their woes.

All of them blamed civilian re-
gimes for the fiasco in Palestine and 
vowed to take revenge against the 
moneyed and landed urban elite in 
their respective countries.

The first to act was the Syrian 
army commander, Husni al-Zaim, 
who staged a bloodless coup in 
Damascus in March 1949. This un-

doubtedly inspired the so-called 
Free Officers in Egypt, who toppled 
King Farouk in July 1952 and set 
up a ceremonial figurehead named 
Mohammad Naguib until 1954, 
when Nasser officially assumed the 
Egyptian presidency.

Other coups quickly followed in 
Baghdad, where pro-Nasser offic-
ers seized power and overthrew the 
monarchy in 1958, and in Tripoli, 
where a young Muammar Qaddafi 
toppled the Libyan monarchy in 
September 1969, publicly proclaim-
ing himself the “next Nasser”.

Since then, most military rulers 
have admitted that they were in-
spired by the ambitious Egyptian 
leader, including the late Hafez As-
sad, who rose to power in Damas-
cus in November 1970, two months 
after Nasser’s death, and Saddam 
Hussein, who became president of 
Iraq in the summer of 1979.

Watching Nasser nationalise the 
Suez Canal in 1956 and ward off an 
invasion by Britain, France and Is-
rael was a life-changing experience 
for these young officers, who hoped 
that one day they would achieve 
similar feats and walk in Nasser’s 
footsteps.

Empowering the poor and build-
ing a socialist economy focused on 
industry and agriculture were high 
on their priority list and so were 
broader goals such as eradicating 
the state of Israel and combating 
Islamic parties, including the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, which tried and 
failed to assassinate Nasser in 1954.

Nasser retaliated with an iron fist, 
sending Brotherhood members to 
the gallows. So did Assad, Qaddafi 
and Saddam. The crackdown led 
these parties to move collectively 
into the Arab underground, only 
to emerge with a vengeance after 
the outbreak of the “Arab spring” 
in 2011.

This time, they were more pre-
pared, hardened by years of operat-
ing secretly. They were also better 
armed by regional allies such as Qa-
tar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia.

In Syria, they formed the back-
bone of the Syrian National Council 
and its successor, the Syrian Coali-
tion, and in Libya, they took over 
the state after toppling and killing 
Qaddafi in October 2011.

The same happened in Egypt it-
self, with the stunning victory of 
Brotherhood leader Muhammad 
Morsi. But he ruled for only one 
year, from June 2012 to July 2013, 
before he too was toppled by a Nas-
serist officer, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

It seemed as though Egypt had 
come full circle, from Nasser to Sisi. 
The two leaders spoke the same 
language and had identical goals re-
garding the Egyptian Brotherhood.

Syria and Egypt waged war 
against Israel twice, in 1967 and 
1973. During the first conflict 
known as the Six-Day war, Syria lost 
the Golan Heights and Egypt the Si-

nai peninsula. The armies of both 
countries were crushed, putting 
them at daggers drawn with the 
United States, which was accused 
of backing Israel, and firmly in the 
lap of the Soviet Union.

Nasser was a frequent guest at the 
Kremlin and a firm ally of power-
ful Soviet premiers. Despite a con-
stant flow of Russian arms, money 
and military experts starting in the 
1960s, Moscow’s backing failed to 
secure the return of even an inch of 
land seized by Israel.

Egypt, under Nasser’s succes-
sor, Anwar Sadat, parted ways with 
the Soviets in the early 1970s, then 
signed a historic peace agreement 
with Israel in 1978. Syria remained 
allied to Moscow — a link that bore 
fruit with Russia’s September 2015 
intervention in Syria’s civil war that 
prevented the downfall of Hafez 

Assad’s son, Bashar.
On the Arab street, ordinary peo-

ple remember Nasser fondly, par-
ticularly the poor who romanticise 
about the days when bread was 
cheap, housing was affordable and 
class divisions were less visible. 
But the educated elite eventually 
lashed out against him, branding 
him a brutal autocrat who estab-
lished a police state in Egypt, an 
example followed by Syria, Iraq and 
Libya.

If it were not for the emergence 
of these autocracies, there would 
have been no uprisings in the Arab 
world in 2011 — and none of the vi-
cious wars ravaging the region to-
day.

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

Cairo

C 

airo looks set for a new 
confrontation with rights 
groups after an Egyptian 
court upheld a freeze on 
the assets of five human 

rights activists and three non-gov-
ernmental organisations (NGOs) 
in the latest development of a case 
that dates to 2011 involving the al-
leged receipt of foreign funds with-
out government authorisation.

The court upheld an adminis-
trative order issued in February 
freezing the assets of the Hisham 
Mubarak Law Centre, the Cairo 
Institute for Human Rights Stud-
ies and the Egyptian Centre on the 
Right to Education. Activists Hos-
sam Bahgat, Gamal Eid, Bahey El-
din Hassan, Mustafa el-Hassan and 
Abdel Hafiz Tayel had their per-
sonal assets frozen. The court also 
ordered the lifting of a freeze on the 
assets of the activists’ family mem-
bers.

Eid is the director of the Arabic 
Network for Human Rights Infor-
mation; Baghgat is founder of the 
Egyptian Initiative for Personal 
Rights and Hassan is director of the 
Cairo Institute for Human Rights 
Studies. The Hisham Mubarak Law 
Centre is led by Hassan and the 
Egyptian Centre on the Right to Ed-
ucation is led by Tayel.

“The situation now represents a 
serious threat to those working for 
human rights groups in Egypt, par-

ticularly as other measures have 
also been taken against those in-
volved in this case including travel 
bans,” Tayel said.

“The latest decision is consist-
ent with the work that was started 
by the regime three years ago in its 
attempt to put an end to the work 
of civil society organisations in the 
country that began with targeting 
civil society and charity organisa-
tions affiliated to the Muslim Broth-

erhood organisation,” he added.
In an official statement follow-

ing the court decision, the Egyp-
tian Centre on the Right to Educa-
tion pledged to carry on efforts to 
“change security practices against 
human rights… despite the ongoing 
assault by the state and its institu-
tions on all forms of civil organisa-
tions and initiatives in Egypt”.

Hassan pledged to continue to 
promote human rights. “The inde-

pendent human rights organisa-
tions in Egypt will continue to fulfil 
their moral duty to all Egyptian citi-
zens, regardless of their political, 
religious, ethnic or sexual orienta-
tion, regardless of the upcoming 
asset freeze, and regardless of the 
cost,” he said in a statement.

As many as 37 NGOs face charg-
es of illegally receiving foreign 
funds in a landmark case that was 
launched after Egypt’s 2011 revolu-
tion, known as Case 173 of 2011. Ac-
cording to Egypt’s penal code, NGO 
workers found guilty of illegally 
receiving foreign funds can be sen-
tenced to 25 years in prison. Travel 
bans have been issued against at 
least 12 NGO directors, including 
Tayel. Activists warned that could 
be the prelude to the filing of crimi-
nal charges.

Cairo has faced increasing inter-
national criticism for its human 
rights record with Human Rights 
Watch (HRW) warning that the de-
cision to freeze assets could “eradi-
cate” human rights in Egypt. “Egyp-
tian authorities are single-mindedly 
pushing for the elimination of the 
country’s most prominent inde-
pendent human rights defenders,” 
warned HRW deputy Middle East 
and North Africa Director Lama 
Fakih.

“Egypt’s international partners 
should not be fooled by repression 
cloaked in the guise of legalistic 
procedure,” she added.

Cairo University political 
science Professor Hassan Nafaa 
said Cairo was seeking to exploit 
“loopholes” to restrict the work of 

human rights groups.
“This has focused on the issue of 

foreign funding received by these 
organisations,” he said but denied 
this meant that the court case was 
politicised. “The law is simply being 
decisively implemented,” he said.

In an interview with US Public 
Broadcasting Service host Charlie 
Rose against the backdrop of the UN 
General Assembly, Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi sought to 
play down criticisms over Egypt’s 
human rights record, including the 
case over foreign funding.

“There is a misunderstanding re-
garding this case, which is giving a 
negative impression about Egypt,” 
he said.

Sisi stressed that more than 4,000 
NGOs operate in Egypt and provide 
valuable services to society. He also 
said there have been some issues 
due to a certain “faction” in Egypt 
that is opposing the government’s 
push for security and stability, rou-
tinely resorting to violence.

Ahmed Gamal is an Egyptian 
writer.

Remembering Nasser: Arab renaissance to endless war

Egypt faces new human rights criticism over NGO cases

Sami Moubayed

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) greets Abdel-hakim Nasser, son of Egypt’s former 
President Gamal Abdel Nasser (background poster), during the first anniversary of launching the New 
Suez Canal and the 60th anniversary of nationalising the Suez Canal in Ismailia, Egypt, last August.

Opinion is divided as 
never before over what 
to make of the iconic 
Egyptian leader and 
his legacy of Arab 
nationalism.

Nasser’s times were 
very different from 
those of today.

Egypt

Egyptian human rights activist Hossam Bahgat (C) leaves the 
courtroom in Cairo as an Egyptian court examines a request to 
issue a travel ban and freeze the assets of him and a fellow rights 
activist, last April.

Ahmed Gamal

“The situation now 
represents a serious 
threat to those 
working for human 
rights groups in 
Egypt.

Abdel Hafiz Tayel, 
Egyptian activist.



9September 25, 2016

Erbil

A 

proposed Iraqi bill to 
grant immunity to Popu-
lar Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) fighters has been 
criticised as an attempt to 

whitewash alleged war crimes com-
mitted by militiamen during battles 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

Critics said they fear the move 
could encourage additional rights 
violations once militias that operate 
under the PMF umbrella know they 
will not be held accountable. An ad-
ditional concern is that it is unclear 
whether the immunity would re-
main in place after the war against 
ISIS ends.

The timing of the proposal has 
also raised suspicions.

The proposal was put forward by 
the al-Mowaten bloc, which is part 
of Iraq’s Shia-dominated ruling Na-
tional Alliance coalition. The draft 
bill has the support of 70 lawmakers 
and is to be presented to parliament 
soon, said Hamdiya al-Husseini, a 
parliamentarian from the bloc.

Immunity from prosecution will 
most likely affect the rights of Sunni 
Arabs who suffered a sectarian back-
lash when Diyala, Saladin and Anbar 
provinces were liberated from ISIS.

The most recent allegation was 

that more than 50 civilians from al-
Mahamda tribe in Saqlawiya, north 
of Falluja in Anbar, were killed by 
the militias during an offensive 
against ISIS. The civilians were said 
to be carrying white flags and were 
following routes allocated them by 
the Iraqi Army for those wishing to 
evacuate the area during the battle 
with ISIS.

In addition to alleged summary 
executions, militias took captive 
more than 600 civilians whose 
whereabouts remain unknown.

Sources inside Anbar also claimed 
more than 3,000 civilians had disap-
peared from the province since the 
end of 2015. The civilians had fled 
ISIS in Falluja but were captured by 
militiamen at al-Razaza crossing, 

which was under the control of al-
Abbas militia.

The rise of the power of militias 
in Iraq has been at the expense of 
the state. The militias are acting 
with impunity, even without im-
munity from prosecution. Their de-
ployment of roadblocks and patrols 
in cities including the capital itself 
are carried out without official 

oversight.
The rise of the militias first came 

following the US-led 2003 invasion 
of Iraq but their involvement in poli-
tics has become stronger after the 
call by Shia religious authorities to 
form the PMF to fight ISIS.

Supporters of the militias, some 
of which receive funding from Iran, 
refer to the PMF as the “sacred mo-
bilisation forces”. Others expressed 
concern about the militias challeng-
ing the authority of the government, 
including Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi.

Militiamen have been accused of 
having a prominent stake in the pro-
tection of people allegedly involved 
in corruption. This has led critics to 
view the proposed legislation as le-
gal cover for organised crime.

The United Nations and human 
rights organisations have docu-
mented numerous violations com-
mitted by Shia militias. Despite a 
pledge by the Iraqi prime minister 
to take a hardline against such vio-
lations in January 2015, reports of 
right abuses have continued and 
US officials fear a repeat of the mi-
litia abuses in Mosul could end any 
chance of reconciling between the 
county’s Sunni and Shia communi-
ties.

“Virtually every conversation that 
we have had internally with respect 
to planning for Mosul — and virtual-
ly every conversation that we’ve had 
with the Iraqis — has this as a central 
topic,” a senior Obama administra-
tion official told Reuters in August.

Marwan Yassine al-Delimi is an 
Iraqi writer.

Baghdad

A 

s the showdown ap-
proaches with the Iraqi 
Army, backed by the 
Shia-dominated mili-
tias and Kurdish pesh-

merga with aerial support by the 
US-led coalition forces, Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants are preparing 
for a protracted war over Mosul.

Residents said trenches were 
dug around the city and neigh-
bourhoods on the corners were 
cleared of residents. All areas on 
the city border were said to have 
been booby-trapped.

The residents said those who 
were removed were taken to com-
pounds inside Mosul run by ISIS 
and are likely to be used as human 
shields if the jihadists begin to lose 
the battle.

“The bottom line is that ISIS is 
extremely anxious of the coming 
confrontation, thus, has been mak-
ing plans. We can see it digging the 
trenches,” said Ahmed, a Mosul 
resident who declined to be identi-
fied further for fear of reprisal.

He said ISIS is “clearly nervous, 
as we can see from its fighters in 
the streets. If you look at one of 
them, you’re in trouble. He would 
walk up to you and start a fight, 
thinking that you reported him to 
Iraqi security or that you’re pursu-
ing him.”

Another resident, also speaking 
on condition of anonymity, said 
the number of ISIS’s foreign jihad-
ists in Mosul has diminished over 
the past few weeks.

“The reason is one of two: Either 
because EU countries have forbid-
den their citizens from travelling 
to Iraq and Syria and are keeping 
a closer watch on people leaving,” 
he said, “or, it could be because 
some of the foreigners involved 
with ISIS, specifically Arabs, are 

actually drug dealers, who came 
to Mosul to make financial gains or 
convicted criminals who found a 
safe haven in the city.”

As for non-Arab foreigners in 
Mosul, which ISIS captured in 
lightning attack in 2014: “We hear 
that many of them have already es-
caped to Raqqa in Syria with their 
families”.

“We don’t see any foreigners in 
Mosul anymore,” said the resident, 
who explained that non-Arabs 
stood out in the crowd because 
many were blond, green-eyed with 
light-coloured skin. “Their accent 
in Arabic was heavy and we were 
able to distinguish they weren’t lo-
cals,” he said.

Another Mosul resident, who 
declined to be identified, said ISIS 
foreigners have “found a safe ha-
ven in Tal Afar and two other vil-
lages just outside Mosul”. He said 
he overheard his cousin, an ISIS 
fighter, talking about the plans 
over the phone.

The Mosul residents spoke in 
separate interviews, some in text 
chats or brief calls on social me-
dia networks. They all reported 
a shortage of food, medicine and 
medical supplies but insisted that 
it was manageable and that no cas-
es of famine have been reported.

Mohammed Shafiq, a journalist 
working for an Iraqi TV channel, 
said the Shia-dominated Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) will cer-
tainly be involved in Mosul’s lib-
eration.

He said his information came 
from top government officials, 
despite opposition by Mosul resi-
dents of a force accused of atroci-
ties against Iraqi Sunnis in other 
areas seized back from ISIS.

“[The PMF] taking part in the 
battle over Mosul means that ISIS 
is assured of a significant loss be-
cause al-Hashed al-Shaabi (PMF) 
will help eliminate the number of 
militant fighters very quickly as 
the army advances,” he noted.

Political analyst Fayiz al-Ka-
naan said ISIS is part of Iraq’s po-
litical mess, which saw successive 
Shia dominated cabinets shun 
the Sunnis, who were ostracised 
after the collapse of Saddam Hus-

sein’s regime.
“The real battle against Daesh is 

the wider political battle in Iraq,” 
he said, using an Arabic acronym 
for ISIS. “What helped Daesh win 
and stay in Mosul is a group within 
the community that allowed it to 
do that.”

He said the support allowed ISIS 

to “build bases and tunnels under-
ground, not to mention the grue-
some operations that the group 
carried out, like the execution of 
prisoners of war, killing and instill-
ing fear in the hearts of families as 
well as the destruction of Iraqi an-
tiquities”.

Kanaan maintained that unless 

the Iraqi government “rebuilds 
the bridges of trust with the Sun-
nis, ends their isolation and incor-
porates them into the system, the 
current violence and stalemate 
will persist”.

Azhar Rubaie is an Iraqi journalist
based in Baghdad.

Iraqi draft bill would grant immunity to Shia militias
Marwan Yassine al-Delimi

Azhar Rubaie

Immunity from 
prosecution will most 
likely affect the rights 
of Sunni Arabs.
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ISIS feels the heat as showdown over Mosul nears

All areas on the 
city border were
said to have been 
booby-trapped.

Members of the paramilitary Popular Mobilisation Forces take part in a joint military parade with 
Iraqi security forces in Baghdad, Iraq, last July.
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Lebanon fails again to address refugee crisis

L
eaders from around 
the world assemble in 
New York every 
September for the UN 
General Assembly. This 
event is yet another 

occasion to show the world the 
abysmal failure of the interna-
tional system that the United 
Nations has come to embody.

The UN pulpit featured many 
leaders who spoke about the 
plight of the Syrian people and 
the ever-growing challenge to 
end a war that has left a county 
in ruins with more than 11 million 
of its people either internally 
displaced or refugees. However, 
none of the speeches went beyond 
the expected parameters of such 
occasions or presented any real 
plan of action.

Lebanese Prime Minister 
Tammam Salam’s speech was a 
case in point, as the Lebanese 
state fails to deal with the Syrian 
refugees, perhaps one of its 
most serious challenges. Salam 

merely urged the international 
community to immediately come 
to the aid of Lebanon, which 
hosts about 1.2 million registered 
refugees.

The crux of Salam’s plea was 
to demand that the international 
community “devise a detailed 
road map for the safe and 
honourable return of the Syrian 
refugees who are present in 
Lebanon to their country”. While 
Salam’s demand might essentially 
come off as sound, it reflects 
how the Lebanese state, which 
has been without a president 
since April 2014, has failed to use 
the international support at its 
disposal to transform the refugee 
crisis to its own benefit.

Recently, the ambassadors of 
France, China, Russia, Britain 
and the United States and the 
UN special coordinator for 
Lebanon visited Salam to show 
support for his country and 
urge the squabbling political 
elite to expedite the election 
of a president. They further 
“encouraged the government of 
Lebanon to show global leadership 
and put forward constructive 
proposals in this connection 
[refugees]”.

Salam’s proposal at the United 
Nations was, unfortunately, 
neither constructive nor did it 
exhibit global leadership. Rather 
it dealt with the refugee crisis as 
a hot potato that the Lebanese 

simply wanted to toss away.
Making matters worse were 

comments by Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil, who 
said in a speech to a Lebanese 
diaspora group in New York that 
he supports a change in the law to 
allow Lebanese women married 
to foreigners to pass on their 
nationality on to their offspring.

But, he said, the children of 
Lebanese women married to 
Palestinians or Syrians should not 
be granted Lebanese citizenship. 
Those who back such a change 
argue that many of the men among 
the estimated 450,000 Palestinian 
refugees and 1.5 million Syrian 
refugees in Lebanon would marry 
Lebanese women and never 
return to their homelands. That, 
they argue, would also upset 
the delicate sectarian balance in 
Lebanon and greatly increase the 
number of Sunni citizens.

Some civil society and human 
rights activists branded Bassil’s 
remarks as racist.

The xenophobia that Bassil and 
other Lebanese factions have 
been peddling is not new. It is a 
rehashing of the discriminatory 
tactics that have been used against 
the Palestinian refugees since the 
start of the Lebanese civil war in 
1975. The insistence of comparing 
the case of the Palestinians to the 
Syrian refugees is deceptive and 
extremely counterproductive to 
the Lebanese state.

While the danger of Palestinian 
naturalisation was indeed 
imminent during the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation’s armed 
presence in Lebanon, Syrian 
refugees have no similar armed 
structure to achieve this or the 
intention to declare Lebanon 
a surrogate homeland. Giving 
Lebanese women the right to pass 
on their nationality will never 
apply to all the refugees but rather 
to a very small minority who are 
eligible by law to receive it.

Lebanon stands to benefit 
from the international moral 
and financial support it could 
potentially receive provided a 
sober and inclusive refugee policy 
is devised. However, what most 
Lebanese politicians seem to agree 
upon is to continue to allow the 
refugee challenge to float in limbo 
and to keep crying wolf.

This tactic in addition to the 
lack of strategic vision to deal 
with the refugees and other key 
regional issues if allowed to persist 
will only make Lebanon more 
irrelevant and thus not worthy of 
saving from the wolf or even from 
the Lebanese themselves.

Makram Rabah is a doctoral 
candidate at Georgetown 
University’s history department. 
He is the author of A Campus 
at War: Student Politics at the 
American University of Beirut, 
1967-1975.

Makram Rabah

View point
The 
Lebanese 
state has 
failed to 
use the 
international 
support at its 
disposal.

 Making matters worse 
were comments by 
Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil.

Beirut

T 

he fate of former Leba-
nese prime minister Saad 
Hariri and his Future 
Movement depends on 
the outcome of delibera-

tions between Hariri and Saudi offi-
cials in Riyadh, sources close to the 
movement told The Arab Weekly.

It was not clear which Saudi offi-
cials Hariri met with but the recent 
talks focused on the debt crisis sur-
rounding construction firm Saudi 
Oger, which Hariri owns. The talks 
over Saudi Oger, one of the king-
dom’s top construction firms, will 
be pivotal in deciding Hariri’s fate 
as Future Movement leader while 
he faces increasing political pres-
sure in Lebanon.

Reuters reported that the talks 
aimed at saving Saudi Oger had 
collapsed, with the firm facing a 
multibillion-dollar debt restruc-
turing. There was no official state-
ment from Riyadh, Saudi Oger or 
Hariri regarding the talks. Political 
observers in Lebanon waited to see 
the outcome.

The Future Movement an-
nounced that it was postponing its 
party conference from October to 
November, citing logistical issues. 
Sources within the Future Move-
ment revealed that the postpone-
ment is due to the party awaiting 
the results of Hariri’s talks with the 
party’s main backer.

According to the sources, who 
spoke on condition of anonymity, 
Riyadh could seek to take a number 
of different approaches in the talks.

Those include Saudi Arabia with-
drawing political and financial sup-
port from Hariri, which could lead 
to his retirement from politics. Ri-
yadh could also reaffirm its support 
for Hariri and the Future Movement 
as its main face in Lebanon or Saudi 
Arabia could seek to pursue a new 
policy based on supporting both 
the Future Movement and other 
Lebanese political parties to serve 
Saudi interests in Lebanon, the 
sources said.

Diplomatic ties between Beirut 
and Riyadh have been tense since 
Lebanon failed to join other Arab 
governments in condemning at-
tacks last January on the Saudi 

embassy in Tehran. Riyadh cut $3 
billion in military aid and another 
$1 billion to Lebanon’s security ser-
vices in response. Many regional 
observers expressed concern about 
the effect this had on the political 
crisis in Lebanon.

Lebanon has been without a pres-
ident for more than two years amid 
a deadlock between the Future 
Movement-led March 14 alliance 
and the Hezbollah-led rival March 8 
alliance. The Future Movement has 
lately denied that claim that Hariri 
could be willing to accept the Hez-
bollah-backed candidacy of Free 
Patriotic Movement leader Michel 
Aoun for president and also denied 
this was based on a Saudi veto to 
the idea of Aoun as president.

Media affiliated with Aoun’s 
Free Patriotic Movement sought 

to strengthen the idea that Hariri 
would accept Aoun as president but 
Future Movement sources said this 
is only an attempt to pressure Hariri 
during a difficult period.

Hariri and the Future Movement 
have confirmed they will continue 
to back Marada Movement leader 
Suleiman Frangieh for president, 
although some analysts have sug-
gested that Hariri could throw his 
weight behind Aoun in a deal that 
would see Hariri become prime 
minister.

According to this analysis, Hariri 
returning as prime minister, even 
with Aoun as president, could be 
part of a campaign to secure politi-
cal and international legitimacy to 
alleviate pressures on Hariri.

Sources close to the Future Move-
ment, however, deny that he would 
need any such political deal to return 
as prime minister, given that the 
Future Movement holds the largest 
parliamentary bloc, and he would be 
able to secure the necessary votes to 
form a new government.

The sources added that the deci-
sion to agree to Aoun as president 
would require a regional and inter-
national agreement and that a fu-
ture president Aoun is something 
that many regional and internation-
al governments object to.

Observers in Riyadh said Saudi 

Arabia may have reservations about 
Hariri and the Future Movement’s 
ability to confront Iran-backed Hez-
bollah in Lebanon but there is no 
real alternative for Riyadh to back in 
the country.

Saudi Arabia delaying a resolu-
tion of the debt crisis surrounding 
Saudi Oger and the lack of clarity 
on Riyadh’s position towards Hariri 
and the Future Movement reflect 
Saudi Arabia’s changing regional 
priorities. They also reflect Riyadh’s 
conviction of the futility of seeking 
to resolve the situation in Lebanon 
given developments in Syria, ques-
tions over Iran’s policies in the re-
gion and the approaching US presi-
dential elections.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer

Talks in Riyadh will decide Hariri’s fate
Mohamad Kawas

Towers under construction at the King Abdullah Financial District in the Saudi capital Riyadh. Towers in the complex are being built 
by the Saudi Oger company and other constructors. The unfinished buildings stand as a symbol of the hard times faced by Saudi Oger, 
which is led by Lebanon’s former prime minister Saad Hariri.

Recent talks focused 
on the debt crisis 
surrounding 
construction firm 
Saudi Oger, which 
Hariri owns.
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Tunis

T 

unisia’s military, widely 
hailed for maintaining a 
non-political role even 
when political power 
might have been easy to 

grab during the ouster of president 
Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011, 
would lose its “exceptional” role 
if the parliament were to grant sol-
diers voting rights, former generals 
and politicians said.

A measure regarding voting 
rights of members of the military 
and government security forces 
has been included in an election 
law to be considered by the Tuni-
sian parliament.

Security experts, former military 
officers, including ex-presidential 
guards chief Ali Seriati and influen-
tial political figures, among them 
former prime ministers Hedi Bac-
couche and Rachid Sfar, gathered 
at a conference organised by the 
National Defence Institute Asso-
ciation to debate the issue.

Giving soldiers the right to vote 
would bring infighting into mili-
tary ranks and threaten army unity 
and discipline when the armed 
forces are struggling with a jihad-
ist insurgency near the border with 
Algeria and the threat of the Is-
lamic State’s spillover from Libya, 
some of the participants said.

Eight former generals and three 
former colonels, backed by five 
civic associations and 15 promi-
nent personalities, including for-
mer ministers, weighed in with a 
rare petition printed in Tunisia’s 
main newspapers calling for the 
rejection of the legislative move.

“[Participating in elections] will 
weaken the spirit of discipline 

within the armed forces and cohe-
sion and unity around their leader-
ship,” said the petition.

Active soldiers and officers do 
not speak publicly about political 
matters in what is called La Grande 
Muette.

Those who seek to allow the 
military into politicking cite the 
exceptionalism of the military to 
cure politics and elections from 
corruption and upgrade the perfor-
mance of political elites who have 
yet to find a way to pull Tunisia out 
of crisis.

If the members of the parliament 
were to stick to the letter and spirit 
of the constitution, the military 
would join the political foray, law 
experts said.

Militaries in the Arab world have 
staged 45 coups but Tunisia’s army 
has steered clear of the political 
landscape since the country won 
independence 60 years ago. The 
conventional wisdom is that Tu-
nisians are of the opinion that the 
military’s refusal to fire on civil-
ians led Ben Ali to leave the coun-
try, making the political change 
relatively peaceful.

The military’s nonpartisan 
mindset is the result of policies en-
acted under Ben Ali and his prede-
cessor Habib Bourguiba. The two 
leaders focused on spending less 
on the military and more on social 
and economic development while 
keeping a balanced diplomacy that 
reduced threats to the country.

Due to its traditional separation 
from politics, the Tunisian military 
enjoys popular credibility and le-
gitimacy, especially compared to 
most other institutions. Tunisia’s 
armed forces have played a less 
overt role in political and econom-
ic rebuilding in the past five years 
than has the Egyptian military.

Mohamed Meddeb, a 64-year-
old former general, said the mili-
tary’s inherent mission was special 
and should not become part of Tu-
nisia’s political process.

He cited the repercussions po-
litical infighting would have on 
military discipline and mindset 
and questioned the feasibility of 
having elections for soldiers based 
in mountainous or desert areas

“There are risks from involv-
ing the military in elections. The 
country has enough problems and 
we have no interest in creating an-
other one,” Meddeb said.

However, Salsabil Klibi, a consti-
tutional law expert at Tunis Uni-
versity, said the bill to allow sol-
diers to vote should be approved 
because the constitution gives the 
right to vote and run for office to all 
citizens of a certain age, including 
members of the military.

“According to the fundamental 
law all citizens are equal and enjoy 
the same rights. There is no excep-
tion for any groups of the popula-
tion and there are no limits,” she 
said.

But Meddeb argued that “the 
exceptional situation of the mili-
tary and the nature of its missions 
[should] exclude the military from 
elections”.

“The military has a very special 
mission: Destroy the enemy. This 
mission tops everything else. It 
has priority above all other rights,” 
he said.

Meddeb said consideration of 
voting rights in the military should 
be “revisited in four or five decades 
when the country will, hopefully, 
be more stable and prosperous”.

He questioned whether mem-
bers of parliament understand 
the implications of the issue. “I’m 

worried that parliament members 
who have not spent one night at a 
military barracks will make their 
decision based on abstract think-
ing without taking into account all 
the complexities of the reality on 
the ground,” he said.

Baccouche, backing the mili-
tary’s right to vote, said: “The mili-
tary has the skills and the nation-
alist energy to impact positively 
elections and politics where mon-
ey buying of votes and corruption 
exist and patriotic military men do 
not accept that.”

Political groups in the parlia-
ment are said to be undecided on 
the bill after 68 hours of debates 
since February, with Ennahda Is-
lamists opposing the bill and anti-
Islamists backing it.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Casablanca

T 

housands of Moroccans 
heeding calls on social 
media gathered in Casa-
blanca to protest the 
“Islamisation of society” 

ahead of parliamentary elections.
The rally September 18th di-

vided protesters and the media af-
ter videos posted on social media 
raised questions about who was 
involved in organising the protest 
against the ruling Justice and De-
velopment Party (PJD).

While some supporters of the 
opposition Authenticity and Mo-
dernity Party (PAM) took part in 
the demonstration, PAM Secre-
tary-General Ilyas el-Omari denied 
that the party had any involve-
ment in the rally.

“Neither have we been invited 
nor asked to participate in this 
event. Within the party, we are for 
freedom of expression, provided it 
is consistent with the law,” Omari 
told Horizontv.ma.

Omari made it known last March 
that he intended to fight the ruling 
Islamist PJD reference documents 
that convey “this other interpreta-
tion” of Islam.

Videos on YouTube showed 
demonstrators expressing anger at 

the PJD-led coalition government 
for failing to deliver on promises 
and called on Prime Minister Ab-
delilah Benkirane to “leave”.

Some who were there on “local 
authorities’ request” to protest 
corruption and other social issues 
said they were stunned when they 
found out that demonstration was 
organised against PJD. Others said 
they did not know what the pro-
test was about, according to videos 
posted by various media outlets.

“Moroccans are facing jobless-
ness, pollution problems, corrup-
tion and the latest demonstration 
was biased. They are accusing the 
Islamist party to take control of the 
society and it’s not true,” said Has-
san el-Baiga from Laayoune.

Houda Bounsir slammed Ben-
kirane on Facebook for not doing 
enough for the North African king-
dom apart from “raising the prices 
of commodities and making the 
poor poorer”.

The Facebook page, which called 
for the “unauthorised” protest, re-
mained anonymous, leaving ques-
tions just a few weeks before leg-
islative elections. However, some 
unions and parties responded to 
the call by taking part in the rally.

Interior Minister Mohamed Has-
sad denied any link with the pro-
test. “We were surprised by the 
march,” Hassad told TelQuel.ma.

He explained that his depart-
ment had followed the call for the 
protest on Facebook and that no 
application for authorisation had 
been made to the ministry, which 
decided not to ban it.

“This is not the time to ban a 
demonstration, a few weeks before 
the elections,” he said.

Many political parties de-
nounced the anti-Benkirane pro-
test as “regrettable” and “aston-
ishing”.

“It is clear that everyone has the 
right to criticise the PJD or Ben-
kirane but this type of event re-
mains regrettable,” said Mohand 
Laenser, secretary-general of the 
Popular Movement (MP).

Ismail Alaoui, former general-
secretary of the Progress and So-
cialism Party (PPS), expressed as-
tonishment at “the way the protest 
was organised, the bits of infor-
mation that have emerged in the 
electronic media and the Interior 

Minister’s statements”.
Justice Minister Mustapha Ram-

id took to Facebook to deplore his 
exclusion from the preparations of 
the elections, scheduled for Octo-
ber 7th.

“In the last local elections, the 
minister of Justice and Freedoms 
made the decisions in consultation 
with the Interior minister in every-
thing that had to do with elections. 
Today… we are witnessing strange 
events,” wrote Ramid.

“The minister of Justice and 
Freedoms is not consulted and 
decides nothing, which means he 
cannot be held liable for any medi-

ocrity, regression, abuse or devia-
tion,” he added.

Hassad downplayed the rift with 
PJD by insisting that his ministry 
has always worked with confi-
dence.

“The Interior minister ensures 
that the mission entrusted by the 
king to both his department and 
the Justice ministry to oversee 
elections will be successfully com-
pleted, and we will solve it togeth-
er,” said Hassad.

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

Bill to grant Tunisian military right to vote sparks controversy

Anti-Islamist protest stirs controversy in Morocco

Lamine Ghanmi

Saad Guerraoui

A December 2014 file picture shows a Tunisian soldier standing guard while employees from the 
Independent High Authority for Elections (ISIE) move ballot boxes from a military vehicle during 
presidential elections.

Militaries in the Arab 
world have staged 45 
coups but Tunisia’s 
army has steered clear 
of the political 
landscape since 
independence.

News & Analysis

“There are risks from 
involving the military 
in elections.”

Mohamed Meddeb,
 Tunisian former general

Maghreb

 The Facebook page, 
which called for the 
“unauthorised” 
protest, remained 
anonymous.

September 18th anti-Islamist demonstration in Casablanca. 
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A more equal future for Saudi women

Tunisia tops
Arab women’s 
representation
in parliament

D
espite its strict 
patriarchal social 
structure and 
gender segregation, 
life for women in 
Saudi Arabia is 

beginning to shift in ways that 
seem small to an outside 
observer but mark significant 
changes for the ultraconserva-
tive Gulf state.

Increasingly worldly, well-
educated Saudi women, who have 
historically had no choice but to 
don the hijab in public, are chal-
lenging longstanding conven-
tions. Inspired by access to the 
internet and travel abroad, a new 
generation of young, ambitious 
women is steadily pushing the 
boundaries of Wahhabi-imposed 
dress codes.

The government has provided 
a small amount of room in which 
to experiment, especially as more 
women join the workforce. The 
number of working women in 
Saudi Arabia rose by 50% from 
2010-15.

With the notorious religious 
police stripped of the power to ar-
rest people for alleged immodest 
dress, dozens of female entrepre-
neurs are selling colourful abayas 
and robes reminiscent of the 
creative designs found across the 
Gulf in Iran.

This creeping liberalisation 
has not happened in a vacuum. 
The precipitous drop in global oil 
prices has forced Saudi Ara-
bia’s leadership to diversify the 
economy and getting women into 
the workforce will be indispensa-
ble to accomplishing this.

One component of Vision 2030, 
Saudi Arabia’s plan to become 

less dependent on oil rev-
enues, involves forming closer 

ties and partnerships with Cana-
dian, US, British and European 
firms. These potential economic 
partners have far more liberal and 
egalitarian views on gender and 
the current Saudi system of gen-
der discrimination threatens to be 
a major obstacle to these efforts.

The kingdom’s international 
critics increasingly call attention 
to incidents of sexism in Saudi 
Arabia, and foreign companies that 
find themselves implicated have to 
answer difficult questions at home. 
What should be most concerning 
to the Saudi government is the 
risk that these cultural differences 
prove too much for potential inves-
tors to overlook. Looking beyond 
Saudi women, the difficulties fac-
ing international businesswomen 
operating in the country is an 
obvious disadvantage.

However, by its own conserva-
tive standards, Saudi Arabia has 
made progress. Women are now 
allowed to work in the hospital-
ity and retail sectors and female 
lawyers were granted licences to 
practise starting in 2013. They can 
be hired as newspaper editors and 

television show hosts. More areas 
of study, including law and archi-
tecture, are now open to women in 
Saudi universities.

Saudi women have proven them-
selves whenever they have had the 
opportunity. Business leaders such 
as Princess Reema bint Bandar Al 
Saud, who formerly led the Riyadh 
branch of the London-based Har-
vey Nichols department store and 
now sits on Uber’s public policy 
advisory board, have made a name 
for Saudi women in the business 
world.

The government has tried to 
make commuting to work easier 
for women, who are still not al-
lowed to drive, including its recent 
$3.5 billion investment in Uber. 
Providing commuting options 
will never be as effective as taking 
much bolder steps, such as allow-
ing women to drive.

Saudi Arabia is not the only 
conservative Islamic country to 
face difficult questions on wom-
en’s rights but neighbours such 
as Jordan and Oman can provide 
examples for approaching these 
issues.

Oman ratified legislation in 2005 
that opened considerable oppor-
tunities for women within the 
confines of sharia, and Jordan is 
home to a robust feminist move-
ment instrumental in pushing gen-
der boundaries. Kuwaiti women 
obtained the vote in 2005.

Tunisia has been ahead of much 
of the Arab world, legislating pro-
gressive women’s rights measures 
in 1956, banning polygamy and 
allowing women to seek divorce. 
A law passed this year in Tunisia 
aims to make sure 50% of local 
council seats are occupied by 
women.

None of these countries have 
perfect records in family law or 
women’s rights in the workplace 
but they do have strong women’s 
movements that tirelessly strive 
for change.

Saudi Arabia should allow its 
budding social movements for 
women’s rights to take shape and 
influence the fabric of society. 
All the royal decrees in the world 
will not secure real liberties or 
participation unless ultraconser-
vative Saudis can be convinced 
of their merits. Beyond driving, 
that means continuing to limit the 
power of the religious authorities, 
freeing jailed activists and sup-
porting these movements in their 
push for changes.

Changing social attitudes will 
pave the way for cultural accept-
ance of women taking a greater 
role in society. For the Saudi 
economy to truly engage with the 
global marketplace beyond the oil 
industry, it must catch up with the 
rest of the region and the planet. 
That means removing the obsta-
cles keeping half of the population 
from contributing to what could be 
a very bright economic future.

Joseph Benzekri is a Tunisian 
businessman based in Paris 
who has worked in the agro-
export business for more than 
two decades. He is active in 
North African civil society as an 
advocate of increased regional 
integration.

Joseph
Benzekri 

View point
Life for 
women in 
Saudi Arabia 
is beginning 
to shift in 
ways that 
mark 
significant 
changes
for the ultra-
conservative 
Gulf state.

This creeping 
liberalisation has not 
happened in a vacuum.

Saudi runner Kariman Abuljadayel prepares for the women’s 100m preliminary 
round at the Rio Olympic games, last August.

Special Focus Women of the Arab world

Tunis

F 

ollowing the formation 
of the new government 
in Tunisia, four members 
of parliament were given 
ministerial portfolios and 

replaced by women in the legis-
lature. This brings the share of fe-
male MPs to one-third of the total 
number of parliament members, 
which is the largest proportion in 
the Arab world.

The new members sworn into the 
Assembly of the Representatives of 
the People are Hajer Ben Cheikh 
Ahmed (Afek Tounes), Lamia Dridi 
(Democratic Alliance), Karima Tag-
gaz (Ennahda Islamist party) and 
Faten Oueslati (Al-Joumhouri).

The four female MPs are filling 
the seats of Riadh Mouakhar, Me-
hdi Ben Gharbia, Saida Ounissi and 
Iyed Dahmani.

That increased the number of 
Tunisian women in parliament to 
73 of the overall 217 seats (33.6%), 
in comparison to an average female 
representation of 27% in the na-
tional parliaments of the European 
Union.

With this increase in the female 
representation in parliament, Tu-
nisia shows again that it is ready to 
join the ranks of countries led by 
strong-minded women.

Over the years, progress in wom-
en’s rights in the North African 
country has been widely recog-
nised as significant and it has set a 
standard for other countries in the 
Arab region.

In July, Habib Essid, then the 
prime minister, lost a vote of con-
fidence and stepped down to make 
way for a unity government. The 
transition was an opportunity to 
enhance women’s progress.

With a significant number of 
women in executive positions of 
responsibility, the cabinet of new 
Prime Minister Youssef Chahed 
proved to be a milestone: Women 
are 23% of ministers and 19.5% of 
the new cabinet.

The youngest member of the 
government is Saida Ounissi, 29, 
who was elected to parliament in 
2014 and has been nominated as 

state secretary in charge of private 
initiative in the Employment and 
Vocational Training Ministry.

The roots of Tunisia’s pioneer-
ing model in women’s rights reach 
back to the beginning of the 20th 
century. It was then that Tahar 
Haddad, a scholar of Tunisia’s Zi-
touna mosque, called for freeing 
women from all of their traditional 
bonds.

In Our Women in the Sharia and 
Society, published in 1929, Haddad 
advocated formal education for 
women and maintained that Islam 
had been distorted and misinter-
preted.

In the name of Islam, Haddad de-

nounced abuses against women as 
“repudiation”, in which a husband 
could divorce his wife without 
grounds or explanation, sending 
her back to her family or leaving 
her for another wife.

Building upon the positive at-
mosphere created by Haddad’s 
writing, Tunisian women advanced 
their own cause significantly by 
playing active roles in the country’s 
struggle for independence.

As a result of strenuous efforts, 
an inclination to act towards the 
best for the country, and the re-
markable foresight demonstrated 
by Tunisia’s first president, Habib 
Bourguiba, women benefited al-

most immediately from the coun-
try’s independence.

In a speech in August 1956, Bour-
guiba paid special tribute to the 
role of women in the independ-
ence struggle and issued a Code of 
Personal Status to “remove all in-
justices” and promulgate “laws re-
habilitating women and conferring 
upon them their full rights”.

Fifty-five years after independ-
ence, the 2011 revolution provided 
women with a new opportunity to 
keep their rights and gain political 
and civil participation.

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Iman Zayat

A December 2014 file picture shows Tunisian deputies attending a parliamentary session.
The share of female 
MPs has risen to 
one-third of the total 
number of parliament 
members, the largest 
proportion in the Arab 
world.
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Rabat

M 

oroccan female judg-
es have proven to be 
efficient in handling 
cases with as much 
impartiality and in-

tegrity as their male counterparts. 
Their work has turned them into 
key players within the Moroccan 
judiciary. From the early 1960s 
to the late 1970s, the number of 
women judges did not exceed ten; 
by late 2015, there were hundreds 
of women judges working in the 
Moroccan court system.

“Women today represent one-
third of the Moroccan judicial body 
and, although we have not reached 
the parity goal stipulated by the 
constitution, we can acknowledge 
that there has been an important 
development,” said Abdellatif 
Chentof, president of the Judges’ 
Club in Morocco.

The rate of women’s participa-
tion in the judiciary is based on 
merit and competency in contrast 
with the quota system used, for in-
stance, in parliament. Women pass 
an examination to join the Higher 
Judiciary Institute just as their 
male colleagues do. They then go 
through the same training as men, 
Chentof said.

In 1961, Morocco became one of 
the first Muslim-majority countries 
to appoint female judges. Accord-

ing to the Ministry of Justice and 
Freedoms, there were 940 women 
judges out of 4,001 sitting judges 
in 2014. That number had risen to 
1,004 by September 15th, 2015.

“Female judges work in courts 
and in various disciplines. They 
occupy several administrative and 
judicial positions at the Ministry 
of Justice, Court of Cassation and 
the different courts,” Chentof said. 
“Some of them are giving lectures 
at the Higher Judiciary Institute. 
They also contribute to the es-
sential and permanent training of 
judges and the various seminars in 
Morocco and abroad.”

Aisha Nasseri, the king’s repre-
sentative at the Civil Court of First 
Instance in Casablanca and presi-
dent of the Moroccan Association 
of Women Judges, said: “The expe-
rience of female judges in Morocco 
is quite exceptional.”

She pointed out that women 
judges had contributed to the de-
velopment of the judiciary system, 
despite ongoing discrimination.

“Despite the achievements of 
female judges, the 50-50 goal, as 
stipulated by the Moroccan consti-
tution, was not reached,” Chentof 
said. “The participation of women 
in positions of authority is not as 
strong as their participation in the 
sitting judiciary. Some positions 
of authority are still dominated by 
men, such as the public prosecu-
tion and positions at the criminal 
division.”

Malika Hafedh, president of a 
chamber at the Court of Cassa-

tion, said: “The Moroccan judici-
ary model is internationally rec-
ognised. Yet, there must be an 
agreement on the participation of 
men and women.

“It should be said that there is 
an obvious imbalance as female 
judges are only assigned to some 
simple cases and left out when 
it comes to major criminal cases. 
Women are totally absent from the 
Military Court and female judges 
have spent years before holding a 

position in the management of the 
Moroccan courts.”

The 2011 constitution set a quota 
for women at the Supreme Council 
of the Judiciary. During elections 
last July, the quota came into play 
and three seats were given to wom-
en, about one-third of the number 
of elected judges, Chentof said.

Nasseri said Moroccan female 
judges remain “quite optimistic 
as a bill by the judicial authority 
clearly stipulates that the Supreme 

Council of the Judiciary is seeking 
parity”.

But according to Nasseri, there 
are only ten women among the 200 
officials who hold top positions in 
the judiciary. A woman has never 
been the king’s representative at 
the restraining courts, attorney 
general or held top positions at di-
rectorates.

Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan 
writer.

Moroccan women judges strive for equal rights
Mohamed Alaoui

A February 2014 file photo shows men and women judges taking part in a protest called by the 
Judges’ Club, an independent organisation of Moroccan magistrates, in Rabat.

In 1961, Morocco 
became one of the first 
Muslim-majority 
countries to appoint 
female judges.

The rate of women’s 
participation in the 
judiciary is based on 
merit and competency.

Special Focus

Maya Morsi: Egyptian women face ‘male-dominated thinking’

Cairo

A
lthough the role 
of women in 
Egypt is changing 
in politics — they 
hold 89 seats in 
the Egyptian 
parliament 
— business, 

industry and other fields, there is 
a long way to go, said Maya Morsi, 
president of Egypt’s National 
Council for Women.

“One of the biggest challenges 
preventing women from holding 
positions in authority is male-
dominated thinking. Few women 
believe that they will be able to 
reach whatever position they want, 
regardless of their abilities,” Morsi 
said in an interview with The Arab 
Weekly.

Morsi is well-known across the 
Arab world as a women rights cam-
paigner. She previously served as 
country programme manager of the 
UN Development Fund (UNDP) for 
Women in Egypt. She was the coor-
dinator of the Arab Women Progress 
report published in 2004 by the 
UNDP. She has organised numer-
ous workshops and conventions 
promoting women’s rights and was 
elected head of the National Coun-
cil for Women in February.

Morsi said women faced a glass 
ceiling in Egypt limiting what they 
might achieve. She said women in 
neighbouring Arab countries enjoy 
far more freedoms and opportuni-
ties. There is no female Egyptian 
provincial governor, for example, 
although there are a few women 
deputy governors, while Sudan has 
no fewer than five female gover-
nors.

“This is why the National Council 
for Women and other women’s 
rights organisations have launched 

a campaign for equality between 
men and women, including even 
putting forward lawsuits to inform 
the highest authorities [about 
this],” Morsi said.

Combating sexual harassment 
and physical violence is one of 
the main missions of the National 
Council for Women. According to 
a UN Entity for Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women 
report published in 2013, 99.3% 
of Egyptian women surveyed 
reported some form of sexual har-
assment.

“The National Council for Wom-
en is exerting tremendous efforts to 
put an end to this phenomenon but 
success cannot take place without 
government action and effective 
social engagement,” Morsi said.

“We have succeeded in chang-
ing the understanding surround-
ing sexual harassment, so people 
understand this includes not just 
physical harassment but also 
mo’aksa [an Egyptian slang term 
encompassing sexual comments 
and gestures]. Girls are more aware 
of their rights and have the cour-
age to submit complaints against 
harassers to the police.”

Even the term mo’aksa, which 
simply means “flirtation” and is 
used to indicate verbal rather than 
physical acts, shows how society 
has traditionally sugar-coated sex-
ual harassment, using a different 
term of taharush (sexual harass-
ment), which has far more negative 
connotations.

The Egyptian government has 
taken steps to confront physical 
violence against women, including 
approving harsher punishments 
for those found guilty of the crime. 
The state has also sought to clamp 
down on female genital mutilation, 
mandating 3-year to 5-year prison 
sentences on parents who force the 
procedure on their daughters.

“This was an unprecedented 
triumph for women and a huge 

turning point for women’s equal-
ity,” Morsi said.

The harsher punishment came 
following the death of 17-year-old 
Mayar Mohamed Mousa this year 
during the procedure. Despite 
Egypt’s official ban on genital mu-
tilation, the practice is widespread, 
especially in rural areas. Rights 
organisations expressed hope 
that stricter penalties will end the 
practice.

“The latest figures from the 
Egypt Demographic and Health 
Survey show that we’re winning,” 
the UNDP said in a report in 2015. 
“Mothers’ attitudes are changing, 
too.”

The National Council for Women 
monitors the Egyptian media’s de-
piction of women and has criticised 
how popular movies and television 
dramas deal with issues such as 
divorce and sexual harassment.

Morsi said the council asked 
Egyptian youth to monitor Rama-

dan TV dramas for scenes or 
storylines that could be offensive to 
women. “All in all, there were more 
than 1,700 scenes that were clearly 
offensive to women, including 
some that incited violence against 
women,” she said.

Morsi said even television ads 
could be offensive, such as a well-
known dairy product advertise-
ment that could be misconstrued as 
promoting sexual harassment. The 
council was successful in having 
the ad removed but Morsi stressed 
that Egyptians must remain vigi-
lant regarding depictions of women 
in the media.

She called on women to speak 
up against negative media portray-
als. “Women must be a key partner 
in preventing the propagation of 
offensive stereotypes and views,” 
Morsi said.

Najwa Dardiri is an Egyptian
writer.

I n t e r v i e w

Najwa Dardiri

“Women must 
be a key partner 
in preventing 
the propagation 
of offensive 
stereotypes and 
views.”

Maya Morsi, 
president of the 

Egyptian National 
Council for Women

http://www.enigma-mag.com/

Women of the Arab world
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Ramallah

T 

he Ramallah Magistrate 
Court has ordered the 
release of six Palestin-
ian young men who were 
held without charge for 

more than five months.
The men’s case, referred to by 

activists and local media as the 
Kidnapped Six, highlighted a num-
ber of issues, such as alleged po-
litical arrests and the cosy security 
coordination between the Israeli 
Army and the Palestinian Author-
ity’s security services.

Adnan Dameri, spokesman for 
the Palestinian Authority (PA) se-
curity forces, justified that the 
men’s detainment without charge 
was based on “the public prosecu-
tor’s decision to complete the in-
vestigation duly”. He added that 
the “security establishment does 
not have a say after the files are 
converted to the public prosecu-
tion”.

Dameri did not return requests 
for comment.

The Palestinian Authority in 
March informed the parents of 
Bassel al-Araj, 33, that his identity 
card, along with those of Moham-
med Harb, 23, and Haitham al-
Sayyaj, 19, were found on a road 
in the village of Aroura, north of 
Ramallah. The security forces told 
the families that their sons were 
classified as “missing” and assured 
them that they would do their best 
to find them.

About a week later, the security 
services announced that the men 
were in custody.

It was later learned the men 
had been arrested on the day their 
identity cards were said to be 
found. The men claimed they were 
tortured to extract confessions 
from them. The torture, according 
to the Addameer prisoner rights 
organisation, was so harsh that the 
men had to be taken to a medical 
clinic to recover.

Anas Barghouti, a lawyer work-
ing on the case, said media cover-

age has largely ignored the Pales-
tinian Authority’s coordination 
with Israel on the case.

“When the men were arrested, 
there was an immediate Israeli 
news bulletin within the hour talk-
ing about three Palestinian men 
detained with possession of weap-
ons,” Barghouti said. “This doesn’t 
need much analysis or brains to 
figure out how the Israeli media 
automatically knew about this, 
thanks to the strong security co-
ordination between the army and 
the PA.”

Three other men — Seif al-Idree-
si, Mohammed Salameen and Ali 
Dar Sheikh, between the ages of 
19-26 — were arrested shortly after. 
They also claim to have been tor-
tured.

The men are known as political 
activists. In July, Israeli Defence 
Minister Avigdor Lieberman re-
leased a statement boasting that 
the intelligence agency, Shabak, 
had in April arrested members of a 
cell in the Ramallah that was plan-
ning an armed attack on Israel. 
The statement listed the names 

of the members of the cell, which 
matched the names of the men ar-
rested by the Palestinian Author-
ity.

“Despite this, there has been no 
investigation into the weapons and 
the explosives that the men alleg-
edly had,” Barghouti said.

A week after the men’s arrest, 
PA President Mahmoud Abbas was 
quoted by the German newspaper 
Der Spiegel applauding the strong 
security coordination relationship 
between Israel and the Palestinian 
Authority.

“Our security forces are working 
very efficiently to prevent terror,” 
Abbas said. “Just a couple of days 
ago, three young men were tracked 
down and arrested. They were 
planning an attack. In this context, 
our security cooperation with Is-
rael is functioning well.”

The six men had their deten-
tion renewed several times and 
were shunted for several months 
between PA intelligence centres in 
Ramallah, Jericho and Beitunia.

Barghouti said he and another 
lawyer on the case were not per-

mitted access to the investigative 
files of the six men under the guise 
of security. He said, however, the 
Israelis “had immediate access to 
the investigations carried out by 
the PA from the onset, in addition 
to the interrogations carried out 
by the PA intelligence and the con-
versations between the court and 
prosecution”.

The six men went on a hunger 
strike in August, demanding their 
freedom as they had not been of-
ficially charged. They were subse-
quently placed in solitary confine-
ment and denied communication 
with the outside world. The strike 
lasted ten days, after the prosecu-
tion ended its investigation and 
transferred the case to court.

“The PA considers the men’s po-
litical activities as a crime. At the 
same time, the PA does not admit 
that they have any political prison-
ers; they are all classified as crimi-
nals,” said Muhannad Karajeh, a 
lawyer working for Addameer.

It is estimated that there are 
hundreds of political prisoners in 
the West Bank but it is difficult to 

document them all because the 
number fluctuates. Many Pales-
tinian detainees are subjected to 
a “revolving door policy” of the 
Israeli and PA prison system, in 
which upon release from PA pris-
on, they are promptly arrested 
again by Israel, and vice versa.

Before 2011, the detainees would 
be tried in a military court.

Hanadi Sayyaj, the mother of 
Haitham Sayyaj, said her son had 
been sentenced to one year and 
three months by the Israeli army 
for throwing rocks when he was 16.

“Both of Haitham’s arrests have 
been difficult for us but, to be 
honest with you his second arrest 
at the hands of the PA has been 
harder on us,” Hanadi admitted. 
“At least he wasn’t tortured by the 
Israelis.”

The six men, who have been re-
leased from detention, are waiting 
for their next court session, sched-
uled for October 6th. They are not 
speaking to media.

Linah Alsaafin is a Palestinian 
writer based in the West Bank.

The case of the West Bank’s ‘kidnapped six’
Linah Alsaafin

The ‘Kidnapped Six’.

The six men went on 
a hunger strike in 
August.

Israel’s lesson from the Lebanon 1982 invasion: Keep out

A high-ranking 
Israeli official on a 
visit to Washing-
ton said Israel 
must be “sober and 
realistic” in 

addressing the current situation 
in its “dangerous neighbour-
hood”.

Moshe Yaalon, a former Israeli 
Defence minister and military 
chief of staff, told a panel at the 
Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy that, amid the chaos 
and civil wars tearing the region 
apart, Israel’s response should 
follow a few clear principles in 
what he described as an “ongoing 
earthquake”.

The political violence unfold-
ing in the Middle East is shaking 
the foundations of a number of 
Arab countries. Yaalon, who is 
a visiting fellow at the institute, 
cited as examples the situation 
in Egypt, Syria and Yemen and 
cautioned that Israel should not 

intervene in internal Arab affairs, 
as it had done in Lebanon, so 
long as Israel was not directly 
threatened. The real threat to 
Israel is no longer the Arab states, 
which it went to war with four or 
five times in as many decades.

Israel, said Yaalon, must draw 
on lessons learned in Lebanon 
following the June 1982 inva-
sion and subsequent occupation 
of the country and of Tel Aviv’s 
meddling in the internal affairs 
of its northern neighbour, as was 
demonstrated by the support of 
Christian militias and gambling 
on Bashir Gemayel, the leader 
of the Lebanese Forces Chris-
tian coalition to take over the 
Lebanese presidency. Gemayel 
was assassinated and Israel was 
dragged into the Lebanese civil 
war.

Israel, said Yaalon, must re-
main “neutral,” as it has been in 
the Syrian conflict. Democracy 
means more than just having 
elections, he said.

It is always somewhat ironic 
that Israel — the cause of many of 
the region’s troubles — is seen by 
the West as “the only democratic 
country in the Middle East” de-
spite such undemocratic prac-
tices as the continued occupation 
of the West Bank, the collective 
punishment of an entire region 
and the mistreatment of Palestin-
ians. Where is the justification for 

banning Palestinians from driv-
ing on certain highways that are 
reserved exclusively for Israelis 
and, of course, foreign visitors?

The belief that Jeffersonian 
democracy can be taken off the 
shelf and adapted to cultures 
that have had no prior exposure 
to truly democratic traditions is 
wishful thinking.

Syria, Iraq and Yemen are large-
ly the creation of colonial powers 
making decisions on demarcation 
lines and drawing up borders by 
tracing straight lines in the sand. 
Such a creation did not give these 
countries a solid foundation upon 
which to build sound democratic 
systems.

At no time was any considera-
tion given to the fact that these 
redrawn borders separated clans, 
tribes and families. At the same 
time, these adjusted borders gave 
rise to an increase in tensions 
between opposing ethnicities, 
religions and tribes that found 
themselves living on the same 
side of a border, where previously 
their ancestors roamed unhin-
dered by imaginary frontiers.

The lack of continuity in 
Washington’s policy strategy was 
and remains the greatest disad-
vantage to promoting democracy 
in the developing world. The 
conflicts raging in several Middle 
Eastern countries are not isolated 
sideshows but part and parcel of a 

sustainable strategy by opponents 
of freedom and democratic ways 
of life.

Lack of continuity of a sustaina-
ble political strategy in the Middle 
East by consecutive US adminis-
trations — both Republican and 
Democratic — has been one of their 
greatest shortcomings.

Washington’s lack of a coherent 
strategy vis-à-vis Syria, for exam-
ple, is well explained in a recent 
episode of the popular TV show 
Homeland. During a debriefing 
upon his return from areas under 
control of the Islamic State, a CIA 
undercover operative is asked how 
successful was the US strategy in 
fighting the terror group?

“What strategy?” the CIA agent 
replied.

When asked what he believed 
was needed to solve the problem, 
the field operative said: “Two 
hundred thousand boots on the 
ground and an equal number of 
teachers for an indefinite period 
of time.” A senior CIA officer fires 
back: “Well, that’s not going to 
happen.”

Until the day peace really breaks 
out in the Middle East the whole 
region will continue to live pre-
cariously and in a bad neighbour-
hood.

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

Claude
Salhani

View point
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foundations of a number 
of Arab countries.
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Victimisation of Iraq’s children continues
Tallha Abdulrazaq

London

A 

perennial problem afflict-
ing war zones around the 
world is that the first 
victims of barbarity and 
brutal violence tend to 

be those who are most vulnerable 
and who represent the futures of 
their communities.

Most people are instinctually pre-
disposed to preserving the lives and 
health of children, particularly their 
own offspring, yet too often chil-
dren are targeted by those for whom 
short-term victory trumps the need 
for a more lasting, peaceful future.

Iraq is a glaring example of this 
inhuman treatment of children. 
According to report released by 
UNICEF, the UN children’s agency, 
3.6 million children in Iraq are at 
“serious risk of death, injury, sexual 
violence, abduction and recruit-
ment into armed groups”. It is the 
latter of these crimes against chil-
dren that has reared its ugly head 
again in recent days.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) re-
leased a damning report that ex-
posed how militias aligned with the 
Iraqi government recruited child 
soldiers from the Debaga refugee 
camp south of Kurdish-controlled 
Erbil.

HRW said the child soldiers were 
sent to staging grounds in prepa-
ration for the expected assault on 
Mosul, the Islamic State’s last major 
urban stronghold. Militias responsi-
ble for this egregious crime against 

children’s rights were members of 
Sunni tribal factions that are part of 
the larger Shia-dominated Popular 
Mobilisation Forces (PMF).

Sunni armed factions within the 
PMF command structure represent 
a relatively minor power but the 
Shia militias that comprise the over-
whelming majority of PMF man-
power have a long and shameful 
history of recruiting and using chil-
dren as killing machines and cannon 
fodder.

In July 2015, the Associated Press 
reported that the Iran-backed PMF 
had set up camps to train children to 
take up arms and fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS). When asked about 
why they were training to fight, one 
of the children boldly stated: “We’ve 
been called to defend the nation. I 
am not scared because my brothers 
are fighting alongside me.”

These reports were corroborated 
by a UN Security Council report in 
November 2015 that blamed both 
ISIS and the PMF for using children 
as soldiers.

To those familiar with the Iran-
Iraq war, Iranian-sponsored and 
-trained paramilitary units using 
child soldiers should come as no 
surprise. In that brutal eight-year 
conflict, Iranian children were fre-
quently pressed into military ser-
vice and asked to wear necklaces 
bearing the “keys to paradise”.

Iranian Shia extremists were 
promised much the same as their 
more modern Sunni extremist 
counterparts with the mullahs en-
ticing the jihadists of the Iran-Iraq 
war with fantasies of martyrdom 
and being rewarded with virgins in 
heaven.

Therefore, it is only normal that 
the constituent militias of the PMF, 
which is inspired and modelled after 
the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), should follow 
suit. It seems that in this war there 
are no sides that do not see children 

as a military resource. That includes 
ISIS, which established a “Cubs of 
the Caliphate” youth military wing 
and has forced families to hand over 
children to fight its gruesome wars.

While no one expects ISIS to ad-
here to international standards of 
humanity and basic human rights, it 
is gravely disturbing when the Iraqi 
government seemingly sanctions 
the recruitment and deployment of 
child soldiers across Iraq’s hellish 
battlefields. Indeed, in July, Prime 
Minister Haidar al-Abadi officially 
made the PMF one of Iraq’s formal 
military forces alongside the army, 
much like the IRGC in Iran, and it 
is therefore an official part of the 
state’s organs and institutions.

As such, the Iraqi government is 

directly liable and culpable under 
international law for the PMF using 
child soldiers. Protocols I and II of 
the Geneva Conventions specifically 
ban the recruitment of children into 
armed forces. A statute of the Inter-
national Criminal Court (ICC) con-
siders the recruitment and enlisting 
of child soldiers a war crime.

Although Iraq does not accept the 
jurisdiction of the ICC, it is a party to 
other international laws and should 
be held to account.

Sadly, and tragically for Iraq’s 
children, there is simply no ap-
petite to hold Baghdad to account 
for its complicity in turning Iraq’s 
children into killing machines. The 
international community is so ob-
sessed with the short-term victory 

of defeating ISIS in Mosul that it is 
willing to allow yet another genera-
tion of Iraqi children to be scarred 
by incessant violence and warfare 
rather than giving them a chance at 
a peaceful future.

It is almost impossible to be able 
to accurately predict the long-term 
sociological effects of the use of 
child soldiers but Iraq’s next gen-
eration needs to be sheltered from 
violence and sensitised to its dan-
gers, not desensitised to its ubiqui-
tous presence and taught that it is 
a method for solving political and 
social problems.

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

Yazidi child holds a sign that reads, “Let us live in peace” as he stands among colourful pinwheels 
that represent Yazidi women held captive by ISIS militants, near Sharaf Al-Deen temple in Shingal’s 
outskirts, Iraq, last August.

It is almost impossible 
to be able to accurately 
predict the long-term 
sociological effects of 
the use of child 
soldiers.

Manar Abdel Razzak

Gaziantep, Turkey

A 

bdel Aziz Saleh tucked 
his wife and three chil-
dren in the ambulance 
that rushed them to 
hospital and continued 

work with his colleagues in re-
moving the rubble of his collapsed 
building in al-Zarazeer neighbour-
hood in eastern Aleppo.

“What difference would it make 
if I accompanied them to hospital. 
The doctors will take care of them 
there while I can continue work on 
saving people still buried under the 
rubble,” he said after air strikes by 
Russian and Syrian warplanes.

Abdel Aziz Saleh is among 3,000 
Syrians — once shopkeepers, bak-
ers, tailors, engineers and teach-
ers — who make up the Syrian Civil 
Defence. The group, also known as 
the White Helmets, was selected 
among winners of this year’s Right 
Livelihood Award, sometimes 
known as the Alternative Nobel.  
They will share a cash award of 
$350,000 along with activists from 
Egypt and Russia and the Turkish 
independent newspaper Cumhuri-
yet.

An all-volunteer rescue group, 
the White Helmets are credited 
with saving tens of thousands of 
people in opposition-controlled ar-
eas facing bombardment by Syrian 
government and Russian jets. They 
operate in governorates across Syr-
ia, including Daraa, rural Damas-
cus, Idlib, Homs, Hama, Aleppo 
and Latakia. “We have offered 134 
martyrs so far, who were all killed 
while on duty,” said Ammar Aosal-
mo, a senior member of the group’s 
branch in Aleppo.

“When they go out to assist the 
victims, the teams always expect 
that they might become victims 

themselves because the same lo-
cations are often targeted succes-
sively twice and three times after 
the rescuers arrive.”

While a few members had experi-
ence in first aid and rescue work be-
fore the outbreak of the conflict in 
2011, the majority are regular citi-
zens who wanted to help save lives.

“They are university students, 
employees and professionals who 
were driven by humanitarian rea-

sons despite the dangers involved 
in the work. Those who were expe-
rienced among them helped teach 
the others, especially the young 
volunteers,” said Aosalmo, an Eng-
lish-language teacher.

The group’s vehicles and equip-
ment have frequently been dam-
aged or destroyed in bombard-
ments, forcing rescuers to resort to 
almost primitive tools, especially in 
besieged areas.

“Our cars and equipment sustain 
some sort of damage every day. We 
are currently devising a bicycle to 
use in rescue operations in areas 
under siege because it is impossible 
to bring in any equipment,” Aosal-
mo said.

“Our pledge is to assist the 
wounded and alleviate the traces 
of the bombing as much as pos-
sible. We serve all Syrians without 
distinction or bias to any political 
group or military side and cooper-
ate with all those who accept us 
and do not obstruct or restrict our 
work.”

The group, distinguished by the 
white helmets worn by its mem-
bers, came into being spontane-
ously in parallel with the regime’s 
intensive bombing of rebel-held ar-
eas. “The work of civil defence vol-
unteers started at the end of 2013, 
mainly when the regime began us-
ing barrel bombs extensively,” said 
Abdallah Nawlo, the group’s head 
in Aleppo.

“In the beginning, young people 
gathered to search for survivors 
trapped under the rubble using 
simple farm tools. They gradually 
organised themselves into rescue 
teams in every town and city, and 
in early 2014, representatives of 
the different teams got together 
and formed the civil defence body, 
which came to be known as the 
White Helmets,” Nawlo added.

The group soon received support 
from charities and private donors 
in the form of equipment, gear and 
training. “Until late last year, the 
work was completely voluntary, 
but lately we have been assisted 
with heavy equipment like cranes, 
fire trucks and tractors in addition 
to payments of salaries for 300 
members,” Nawlo said.

International organisations and 
charity groups from the United 
States, Canada, Japan and Europe 
have chipped in to support the 

work of the White Helmets.
More than 130 organisations from 

around the world have backed the 
White Helmets’ nomination for the 
Nobel Peace Prize for saving more 
than 60,000 people in the civil war. 
A Facebook campaign in support of 
the nomination carried the group’s 
motto taken from the Quran: “To 
save a life is to save all of human-
ity.”

“The best prize that we can ever 
have is when the fighting and kill-
ing stop and our teams can catch 
their breath and have a respite. 
Long months of non-stop work 
day and night have exhausted and 
drained each and every one,” said 
Aosalmo.

Moataz Abdel Salam, a volunteer 
whose father was killed on duty 
with the White Helmets, said he is 
not discouraged or intimidated by 
his loss. “My father died but I am 
here in his place and if the regime 
kills me, I have many brothers to 
take over.”

“Every single day we face sad sto-
ries of orphaned children, widows 
and people buried under the rubble 
screaming for help. Families come 
to us daily searching for their miss-
ing relatives. They show us pic-
tures, hoping that we would recog-
nise any of them among the victims 
we have rescued, but the victims 
are often dismembered and disfig-
ured beyond recognition,” said an-
other volunteer, Ahmad Abdallah.

Manar Abdel Razzak is a Syrian 
reporter based in the southern 
Turkish city of Gaziantep.

Syrian civil defence volunteers, known as the White Helmets, 
carry a young boy after they dug him out from under the rubble of 
buildings destroyed following reported air strikes on the rebel-
held neighbourhood of Al-Mashhad in the northern city of Aleppo,  
in July.

The group, also known 
as the White Helmets, 
was selected among 
winners of this year’s 
Right Livelihood 
Award.

Syria’s White Helmets, a flicker of life-saving hope
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or many centuries, Iran, 
under various dynasties, 
established an aristocracy 
knitted together by privi-
lege and marriage. Under 

Reza Shah, who assumed the crown 
in 1925, and his successor, Moham-
mad Reza Shah, the Pahlavi dynas-
ty presided over a country that in 
popular belief was ruled by an oli-
garchy of “one thousand families”.

Under the Islamic Republic, some 
have whispered of a new thousand 
families. “My father recently used 
the term about those benefiting 
from sanctions relief,” an Iranian 
academic, speaking on the condi-
tion of anonymity, told The Arab 
Weekly.

“In its first decade [after 1979], 
the Islamic Republic was informal, 
many of the clergy intermarried 
with the bazaar and then a younger 
generation with the [Islamic] Revo-
lutionary Guards [Corps] (IRGC), 
the bureaucracy, the universities 
and wider business interests. Plus, 
families like to have a son in each 
field,” the academic said.

Across the political factions there 
are famous examples of intermar-
riage: Mohammad Reza Khatami, 
dashing younger brother of former 
president Mohammad Khatami, is 
husband to a granddaughter of 1979 
revolution leader Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini; former president 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and his 
controversial vice-president, Es-
fandiar Rahim Mashaei, are linked 
by the marriage of their children.

The belief that former parlia-
mentary speaker Gholam-Ali 
Haddad-Adel is close to Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei is 
supported by a daughter’s marriage 
to Khamenei’s son Mojtaba as well 

as his son Faridaddin’s role in the 
leader’s office.

Haddad-Adel’s second daughter 
is married to Rouhollah Rahmani, 
a US-born computer scientist who 
before returning to Iran worked for 
Microsoft and Amazon.

But of all the influential families, 
the Larijanis are perhaps the most 
prominent. Still the best known of 
five sons born to Ayatollah Mirza 
Hashem Amoli is Ali Larijani, 59, 
who as parliamentary speaker 
helped steer the landmark July 
2015 nuclear agreement with US-
led world powers through the leg-
islature.

A consummate insider, he was 
formerly an IRGC commander, 
minister of Labour, head of state 
broadcasting and the top security 
official. Like his brothers, Ali Lari-
jani was born in the Iraqi city of Na-
jaf, after his father, from a religious 
family in the Caspian province of 
Mazandaran, fled the shah’s rule.

The eldest brother, Moham-
mad Javad Larijani, 65, gained a 
mathematics doctorate from the 
University of California, Berkeley, 
before serving in the 1980s as an 
influential deputy Foreign minister 
but his reputation was damaged by 
revelations of a secret trip in 1997 to 
England to reassure the British that 
conservative presidential candidate 
Ali Akbar Nateqh-Nouri harboured 
no hostile intentions; rumours also 
had Mohammad Javad criticising 
the leader’s competence.

“Mohammad Javad works today 
with the judiciary internationally 
as a director of human rights but 
he’s somehow been sidelined,” said 
the academic. “He wasn’t helped by 
accusations from Ahmadinejad of 
involvement in certain land deals.”

Bagher Larijani, 55, a deputy min-
ister for Medical Education, is more 
of a technocrat. A leading medical 
doctor who specialises in endocri-

nology, he was ranked second in 
the world in 2015 for publications in 
medical ethics by Google Scholar.

As president, Ahmadinejad saw 
himself as challenging the estab-
lishment and in 2013 he took on the 
Larijani brothers, showing parlia-
ment recordings of their involve-
ment in shady business dealings. 
Nearing the end of his second term, 
Ahmadinejad had already clashed 
with Khamenei and with parlia-
ment and had been summoned by 
deputies to defend his Labour min-
ister against impeachment.

Ahmadinejad hit back by show-
ing parliament a video clip of Fazel 
Larijani, formerly cultural attaché 
in Ottawa, apparently discussing 
buying a factory at a knock-down 
price from the state’s social welfare 
organisation. In return, he offered 
to use family connections to se-
cure leniency for Saeed Mortazavi, 

an Ahmadinejad ally and a former 
Tehran state prosecutor facing ac-
cusations concerning three prison 
deaths.

The relevant connection was to 
the rising star among the Larijani 
brothers — Sadegh Larijani — the 
sole cleric among the five who is 
head of the judiciary, a post to 
which Khamenei appointed him in 
2009 after he served on the watch-
dog Council of Guardians.

Like Ali, Sadegh, 55, married an 
ayatollah’s daughter. His father-in-
law is Ayatollah Hossein Vahid Kho-
rasani, a traditional cleric whose 
son Mohsen Vahid was widely pic-
tured in the Iranian media in 2014 
delivering his father’s greetings to 
Khamenei in his hospital bed as he 
recovered from prostate surgery.

Sadegh Larijani is part of a ris-
ing generation of politicised clergy 
close to the leader. With supporters 

now calling Sadegh an ayatollah, 
some analysts see him as a possi-
ble successor when Khamenei dies 
or retires. Should that happen, he 
could count on support from his 
family.

There is popular scepticism, how-
ever. “Some Iranians speak of the 
Larijanis disrespectfully as the ‘Dal-
ton Gang’, the wild west American 
criminal cowboys [including three 
brothers] who became a popular TV 
cartoon in Iran for many years,” the 
academic said.

“But have no doubt, if Sadegh 
wants to be leader, whatever policy 
differences they might have, Ali will 
support his brother. They all will. 
They’re all together and they bring 
many connections with them.”

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

Meet the Larijanis, a power in Iran’s new aristocracy
Gareth Smyth

(LtoR) Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, Iranian President Hassan Rohani, Iran’s 
Parliament Speaker Ali Larijani, and former judiciary chief Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi attending a 
meeting with Iranian senior officials in Tehran, last June.
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Iran’s useful business of tombs and shrines

T
he Iranian regime is 
spending and making 
a lot of money from 
the business of tombs 
and holy shrines.
Before the 1979 

revolution, led by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, there were 
approximately 1,500 shrines in 
Iran. Today, that figure is seven 
times greater, reaching an 
estimated 10,500 across the coun-
try, an average increase of nearly 
300 shrines a year.

On occasions when the govern-
ment wants to evict people from a 
certain area to allow for space for 
a project, it claims that it found 
the remains of a revered figure. 
The figures were often cited as 
the grandsons of Musa al-
Kadhim, a descendant of Prophet 
Mohammad and the much-
revered seventh Shia imam.

The shrine would be accompa-
nied by positive media attention, 
leaving the remaining local 
residents happy with the reli-
gious finding. The small space 
taken up by the new tomb allows 
the government to install other 

projects without paying compen-
sation to the people who had to 
leave their land or homes.

The holy tombs and shrines are 
also a source of substantial 
income, as visitors often donate 
money and valuables for the 
maintenance of the sites, which 
the state takes charge of.

This part of the business proved 
so profitable that Iran has 
expanded its projects of shrine 
building in Iraq and Syria. The 
shrines there also serve strategic 
purposes, where they are used by 
Iran for its sectarian wars in the 
Arab world.

The Iranian regime has found 

another method to benefit from 
the dead.

According to the Iranian 
constitution, the position of the 
country’s supreme leader, which 
was filled by Khomeini till his 
death and is now occupied by 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, is meant 
to serve as acting on behalf of the 
revered Twelfth Imam in Shia 
Islam.

Article 5 of the constitution 
states that “during the absence of 
the removed Twelfth Imam (may 
God hasten his reappearance) 
government and leadership of the 
community in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran belong to the 

rightful God-fearing… legal 
scholar”.

According to Shia teachings, the 
Twelfth Imam, the Mahdi (born in 
869AD), is said to have disap-
peared in 931AD in Iraq and will 
reappear at the end of time. In 
Iranian law, the supreme leader 
takes charge of the country’s most 
important decisions, including 
the declaration of war and peace.

Ruling on behalf of the absent 
Mahdi, the supreme leader 
replaces the people’s sovereignty 
with the absolute power of the 
“government of the legal scholar” 
(known as velayat-e faqih).

So the reasoning goes that 
Khamenei is authorised by the 
Mahdi and the 11 imams before 
him to appoint the head of the 
judiciary, the commanders of the 
armed forces, the head of radio 
and television and six members of 
the Guardian Council.

Some of the attributions 
normally given to the 12 imams 
began to be used to describe the 
supreme leaders.

Not only did Khomeini rule in 
the name of the dead but since his 
death 27 years ago, the former 
supreme leader has become a 
revered figure religiously.

Criticism of Khomeini is harder 
today than during the years when 
he was in power.

Now we hear of “the spirit” or 
“the path” of Khomeini that we 
must follow.

Abass al-Kaabi is an Iranian writer 
of an Arab Ahwazi origin.

Abass 
al-Kaabi

View point
 The holy 
tombs and 
shrines 
are also a 
source of 
substantial 
income.

Before the 1979 revolution, 
there were approximately 
1,500 shrines in Iran. 
Today, that figure is seven 
times greater. An Iranian man takes a picture of women outside the Massoumeh holy shrine in the 

city of Qom, 130km south of Tehran.
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T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has said 
Turkey-backed rebel groups 
under the loose umbrella of 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) 

might continue their advance into Syr-
ian territory to expand their zone of 
control to an area spanning 5,000 sq. 
km. This would include the tactically 
crucial town of al-Bab, currently in the 
hands of Islamic State (ISIS) militants.

Erdogan also renewed his call for 
the establishment of a safe zone along 
the Turkish-Syrian border.

Analysts warned that this new ad-
vance might lead to a conflict of inter-
est with other parties involved in Syria 
and to an escalation of the war.

“Jarabulus has been [taken]. Are 
the city’s residents happily return-
ing? They are. Al-Rai has also been 
[cleansed of ISIS militants]. Now we 
are advancing south as far as al-Bab,” 
Erdogan said prior to his departure 
for the UN General Assembly in New 
York. “Why are we going there? We 
need to make sure that these places 
cease to be a threat to us.”

Local media reported that the Turk-
ish military announced it had hit 67 
ISIS targets between Azaz and al-Rai 
inside Syria and that at least five ISIS 
militants were killed.

Ankara launched the military incur-
sion — dubbed Euphrates Shield — into 
Syria on August 24th, deploying Tur-
key-backed Syrian opposition forces 
as well as Turkish troops with the aim 
of clearing its border areas from ISIS 
and block further territorial gains by 
the fighters of the People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG), the armed wing of 
the Syrian-Kurdish Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), which Ankara says is a 
sister organisation to the outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).

After sealing the southern Turkish 
border at Jarabulus and al-Rai, cutting 
off a crucial ISIS supply route, Turkey 
is pushing to strengthen its position in 
Syria and to roll back YPG territorial 
gains in the country’s north. One way 
to achieve this would be to wrest al-
Bab, a town 30km south of the Turkish 
border, from the hands of ISIS, which 
captured it in January 2014.

“Al-Bab holds important strategic 
values for several reasons,” said Me-
tin Gurcan, a security analyst and 
columnist for Washington-based Al-
Monitor. “Geographically it is a crucial 
spot for the control of the north of Syr-
ia. If Turkey captures al-Bab, it would 
end the dream of uniting the Kurdish 
cantons along the Turkish border as 
well.”

Turkey has long been unnerved 
by the territorial gains of the Kurds 
in northern Syria and the possibility 
of more Kurdish autonomy across its 
border, which might fuel the ambi-
tions of Kurdish insurgents inside 
Turkey.

This position puts Ankara at odds 
with Washington where the YPG is 
seen as a strong ally in the fight against 
ISIS. Gurcan stressed that while the 
first phase of Operation Euphrates 
Shield, with the objective to clear ISIS 
from Turkey’s borders, had been in the 
interest of all actors involved in Syria, 
including Moscow and Damascus, the 
new push by Ankara represented a di-
vergence of interests.

“Ankara wants the green light from 
Washington to capture al-Bab,” said 
Gurcan, “and Washington wants to 
see the performance of the Turkey-
backed FSA on the ground. The Amer-
icans know that the YPG is both moti-
vated and combat-proven in the fight 
against ISIS but it remains to be seen 
how effective the FSA will be. Ankara 
is eager to prove to its allies that they 
can do the job and that the United 
States does not need the Kurds in Syr-
ia anymore.”

Speaking September 20th at the 
United Nations, Erdogan defended the 
Turkish military operation in Syria as 
having brought “peace and stability” 
to “a region taken over by despera-
tion” and reiterated his demand to es-

tablish a “safe zone” or “no-fly zone” 
inside Syria.

“We have been planning to build 
homes and social facilities in a safe 
zone in northern Syria,” Erdogan said 
before leaving Turkey. “This has not 
happened until now but I do hope that 
we will be able to from now on.”

Approximately 120,000 displaced 
Syrians live in camps set up and run by 
the Turkey-based Humanitarian Relief 
Foundation just across the border. Aid 
workers familiar with the area warned 
that some of the camps were danger-
ously close to the front lines of the 

conflict. Turkey has repeatedly argued 
for the creation of safe zones but in-
ternational human rights groups have 
warned that setting them up on the 
Syrian side of the border and refusing 
to allow those fleeing the conflict to 
seek protection could be a violation of 
international law and put vulnerable 
people at risk.

“Calling a place embroiled in con-
flict ‘safe’ matters,” said Gerry Simp-
son, senior refugee researcher at 
Human Rights Watch. “The Geneva 
Conventions, one of the principal 
sources of the laws of war, use specific 

terms such as ‘neutralised zone’ and 
‘safety zone’ to describe places such as 
hospitals that are deemed to be neu-
tral, demilitarised and therefore areas 
of safety that all parties to any conflict 
must respect. It is more likely to be a 
death trap than a place of sanctuary.”

Simpson underlined that the area 
proposed by Turkey was highly con-
tested by all warring parties, making it 
difficult to meet the standards set by 
the Geneva Conventions.

Constanze Letsch is a contributor to 
The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Erdogan continues to push strategy in Syria
Constanze Letsch
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Syrian Kurds’ delicate balancing act
“ T

he Turkish president 
gives the impression 
of attempting to play 
the piano with several 
people at the same 

time.”
This is how Frants Klintsevich, 

vice-chairman of the Russian Fed-
eration Council Committee for De-
fence and Security, described the 
political choreography of Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
given the twists and turns in Er-
dogan’s Syrian policy. Many would 
agree with this sarcastic remark.

It would seem that Erdogan 
believes that both Russia and the 
United States — the two main play-
ers in the region — need Ankara’s 
support to influence regional 
politics.

Keeping his idea of a buffer zone 
and the insistence on a no-fly zone 
for Syria on the table, Erdogan 
hopes to win simply by playing a 
divisive game between the Rus-
sians and the Americans.

Naturally, the Turkish presi-
dent sees disagreements between 
Washington and Moscow over the 
future shape of Syria as a chance 
to reassert a key Turkish role, with 
a strategic priority blocking any 
Kurdish advance to establish a 

form of self-rule along the Turkish 
border.

This notion is the core element 
with which Erdogan agreed with 
the Turkish military, which he 
sees as necessary to forge a new 
nationalist alliance that he hopes 
will secure him one-man rule.

Erdogan has shown that he likes 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
approach in dealing with the West, 
with the crisis in Ukraine an ex-
ample. In many ways this explains 
why Turkey continues its military 
incursion into Syria, which many 
observers predict will be a long-
running one.

On his way to the UN General 
Assembly in New York, Erdogan 
sounded determined to send a 
strong message about how fiercely 
he was opposed to the Syrian 
Kurds, led by the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) and its military arm the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
which continue to be favoured by 
Washington.

Is Erdogan reading the multi-
dimensional Syrian chess game 
correctly? So far Russia is satisfied 
— cautiously — as Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov recently 
declared, so long as Erdogan gives 
up on the idea that Syrian President 
Bashar Assad “must go”. Moscow 
noted, gladly, that Ankara was 
warming up to Damascus.

In that context, the main indica-
tor will be how willing Erdogan 
is to ignore the Syrian advances 
northward, as far as he will be 
given a free ride on expanding, to-
gether with Free Syrian Army (FSA) 
elements, to the disadvantage of 
the Kurdish PYD/YPG forces. On 
that path he treads also carefully by 

talking to the person he sees as the 
good Kurd who can add to Turk-
ish interests — Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani.

This is where many observers 
agree that Erdogan’s vision has 
become myopic. Relations between 
Washington and Ankara have been 
tense and remain so. The rift is no 
longer well-disguised. Erdogan did 
not mince words when, as he left 
for New York, he took shots at US 
President Barack Obama: “They tell 
us not to advance anymore but we 
shall. We shall go as far as we must 
go. We have to get rid of all threats 
to us in this area.”

Erdogan complained bitterly in a 
way revealing that his proposal on 
establishing a safe zone found no 
support from the Americans, the 
Germans or even from the Rus-
sians.

What seems to be taking shape, 
much to Ankara’s displeasure, is 
a shift conjured up at the White 
House that plans to directly arm 
PYD/YPG units fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to take over ISIS’s cen-
tral foothold in Raqqa.

‘”Mr Obama has told aides that 
he wants an offensive well under 
way before he leaves office that is 
aimed at routing the Islamic State 
from Raqqa, the group’s de facto 
capital in northern Syria,” the New 
York Times reported.

“Directly providing weapons for 
the first time to the Syrian Kurds, 
whom American command-
ers view as their most effective 
ground partner against the Islamic 
State, would help build momen-
tum for the assault on Raqqa. But 
arming them would also aggravate 

Mr Obama’s already tense relations 
with Turkey’s president, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. The United States 
and Turkey sharply disagree over 
Syria’s Kurdish militias, which 
Turkey sees as its main enemy in 
Syria,” the newspaper said.

“The review of the military plan 
comes as American commanders 
fear that their timetable to take 
Raqqa was set back after Turkey 
recently plunged into Syria with 
ground forces for the first time. The 
Turkish offensive cut off a crucial 
Islamic State supply route but also 
rolled back the territorial gains of 
Kurdish militias who despite help 
on the ground from American 
Special Operations advisers have 
criticised the United States for ally-
ing with Turkey.”

What may end up as another 
grave miscalculation by Erdogan 
is that Washington and Moscow, 
despite disagreements, give the 
highest priority to trying to find 
compromises with each other. They 
rank this at a higher level than 
agreeing with Ankara.

The issue is at this utterly com-
plicated stage in the Syrian quag-
mire that none of these powers 
would want to have the luxury of a 
persistent, additional warring ele-
ment such as Turkey, seen as sheer 
annoyance, rather than productive.

Nevertheless, given Erdogan’s re-
solve, however erratic it may seem 
on key issues, the imminent phase 
of the Raqqa and Mosul offensives 
will mark a complicated, painful 
affair.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Refugee crisis overshadows German politics
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“I 

f I could, I would turn back 
time by many, many years 
to better prepare myself 
and the whole German 
government for the situa-

tion that reached us unprepared in 
late summer 2015,” German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel said in refer-
ence to the refugee crisis that has 
come to define her 11-year chancel-
lorship.

She was speaking following a 
meeting with leaders of her centre-
right Christian Democratic Union 
(CDU) in Berlin after a state elec-
tion that saw her party, beset by 
criticism over her refugee policy, 
slump to its lowest level since 1990. 
With federal elections set for 2017, 
Germany is bracing for a period of 
intense political jockeying.

The CDU dropped 5.6 percentage 
points to 17.5% of the vote in Berlin 
state elections, behind the centre-
left Social Democrats (SPD), which 
won 21.6% of the vote, and ahead of 
the left-wing Die Linke party, which 
received 15.7%, potentially setting 
up Berlin for its first left-wing tri-
ple coalition between the SPD, Die 
Linke and the Green Party, which 
came fourth.

The far-right anti-immigration 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) par-
ty is set to enter Berlin’s state par-
liament for the first time after win-
ning 14.1% of the vote. Exit polls 
indicated that 98% of those who 
supported the AfD cited migration 
and the refugee crisis as the most 
important issue for them.

This was the second recent elec-
toral defeat for Merkel’s CDU, which 
finished third behind the SPD and 

the AfD in elections in Merkel’s 
home state of Mecklenburg-Vor-
pommern earlier in September, 
leading many political observers 
to raise questions about the party’s 
future.

Merkel pledged to win back the 
trust of voters in an unusually frank 
speech in which she acknowledged 
that she had made mistakes. How-
ever, she did not distance herself 
from an open-door refugee policy 
that has upended German and Eu-
ropean politics.

“If one of the reasons for the 
CDU’s poor showing is that the di-
rection, goal and conviction behind 
our refugee policy haven’t been ex-
plained well enough. I’ll endeavour 
to rectify that,” Merkel promised. 
She acknowledged that Germany 
and Germans faced challenges in-
tegrating refugees and immigrants 
but said this means that everybody 
would have to work harder at it.

“We weren’t exactly world cham-
pions in integration and we waited 
too long before we addressed the 
refugee issue. We have to get better, 
I do as well,” Merkel said.

With Merkel pledging to stay 
the course, observers questioned 
whether she would seek a fourth 
term as chancellor, given the CDU’s 
weak showing in recent state elec-
tions. Even if she does, the SPD 
— current coalition partners of 
Merkel’s CDU but also in electoral 
decline — could seek to field its own 
candidate.

Away from the political manoeu-
vring among Germany’s centre and 
left-wing parties, the far-right AfD 
has entered its tenth regional as-
sembly of the country’s 16 states 
just three years after its creation, a 
warning sign ahead of elections for 
the Bundestag next year.

“In 2017, we will witness Angela 
Merkel fighting for her political life 
and the AfD will become the third 
largest political power in Germany 

— at the least,” AfD deputy leader 
Beatrix von Storch wrote on Fa-
cebook following the Berlin state 
election results.

AfD’s strong showing in Berlin 
demonstrates that the openly anti-
Muslim party “doesn’t just trade 
off discontent in rural areas but 
can establish itself in a city of mil-
lions known for its open lifestyles”, 
the centre-right Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung newspaper wrote in 

an editorial.
“The success of AfD is a wake-

up call that it can’t be taken for 
granted that society is liberal and 
will remain so. Nor can it be taken 
for granted that minorities (and not 
only the refugees) are and will be 
respected,” warned German jour-
nalist and jurist Heribert Prantl in a 
commentary for Germany’s largest 
broadsheet newspaper.

But with Berlin Mayor Michael 

Muller, an SPD member, likening 
the AfD to the Nazi party in the run-
up to the state elections, Germany 
can expect more politically charged 
language. A resurgent right wing 
will seek to exploit the refugee cri-
sis for electoral gain and Merkel will 
have her work cut out if she wants 
to stop the CDU’s decline.

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

The far-right anti-
immigration 
Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) party is 
set to enter Berlin’s 
state parliament after 
winning 14.1% of the 
vote.

Top candidate of the anti-immigration party Alternative for Germany (AfD) Georg Pazderski and AfD 
leader Joerg Meuthen (L) react after first exit polls in the Berlin city-state elections, Germany, on 
September 18th.
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Europeans need candour in handling refugee issue

I
n the week during which the 
Syrian ceasefire started to 
fail, attacks were allegedly 
carried out by American 
Muslims in New York, New 
Jersey and Minnesota and 

the United Nations tried — and 
failed — to get the world to take a 
more kindly view of refugees, it is 
worth turning to Slovenian 
rock-star philosopher Slavoj 
Zizek.

Zizek is always original, 
generally thought-provoking and 
mostly correct in his clear 
diagnoses of the human condi-
tion. A Marxist with an impres-
sive grasp of heavy-duty intellec-
tual concepts, he is also known 
for his propensity for dirty jokes 
and provocative cultural refer-
ences to explain abstruse ideas.

Only Zizek could have diag-
nosed some of the United States’ 
recent problems as the result of 
an unfortunate desire to binge 
without guilt or consequences. 
America’s wars, Zizek once 
wrote, were meant to reconcile 
opposites. “The Colin Powell 
doctrine of warfare with no 

casualties (on our side, of 
course)” was warfare without 
warfare, similar to such American 
products as chocolate laxatives, 
coffee without caffeine and 
cream without fat. Even multicul-
tural tolerance was sanitised, 
allowing for “an experience of 
Other deprived of its Otherness”.

In other words, there was an 
“idealised Other who dances 
fascinating dances and has an 
ecologically sound holistic 
approach to reality, while 
features like wife beating remain 
out of sight”.

Now Zizek has done it again. He 
has voiced an uncomfortable 
truth about the refugee issue. 
Namely, that there is an enor-
mous gulf between Western 
values and those of the thou-
sands arriving in Europe from 
Africa and the Middle East and 
liberal politicians are dangerously 
refusing to acknowledge the fact.

In his new book Against the 
Double Blackmail: Refugees, 
Terror and Other Troubles with 
the Neighbours, Zizek urges 
Europe to conduct a truthful, if 
difficult, dialogue with itself 
about refugees. If not, the far 
right will set the terms of the 
debate, more heat than light will 
be produced and intolerance will 
rise to socially unsustainable 
levels.

How does acknowledging that 
it is hard to share your space with 
strangers — even those deserving 
of help — marginalise the Le Pens, 
the Orbans, the Wilders and the 

Farages? Does a frank and open 
admission of security concerns 
diffuse fear or fan it?

Recent regional elections in 
Germany provide worthwhile 
clues. On September 18th, 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s 
Christian Democratic Union lost 
support in Berlin, while the 
anti-immigration Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) gained from 
people’s anger at her govern-
ment’s generous refugee policy. 
The same thing happened in 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern on 
September 4th, the first of five 
regional elections before a 
general election that is expected 
in September 2017.

Merkel has since admitted she 
should have prepared better and 
worked harder to explain her 
policies, which enabled a record 
million migrants to reach Ger-
many last year.

So what does working harder to 
explain mean in the context of 
the refugee influx? It seems to be 
a euphemism for confronting the 
reality of cultural differences 
between refugees and Europeans, 
openly acknowledging this to the 
German people and admitting the 
inherent difficulties of accommo-
dating thousands of newcomers.

This may not have been enough 
to prevent an enervating sense of 
grievance from taking hold of 
Germans. The task of resettling a 
million new people is large and 
complex and the effects will be 
felt for years. Had Merkel dis-
cussed the problems, perhaps her 

people may have been less 
inclined to believe that right-
wingers are the only ones who 
understand their anguish.

There may never have been 
greater need for European 
candour on the refugee issue. The 
mostly-off, rarely-on ceasefire in 
Syria and the continuing turmoil 
in Libya mean that people will 
continue to haemorrhage out of 
both countries in desperate 
search of sanctuary.

The displacement of millions 
and their passage to Europe have 
triggered centrifugal forces. In 
June, Britons voted to leave the 
European Union with the aim of 
closing their borders. Since then, 
newly emboldened xenophobic 
movements are campaigning 
across the continent in national 
elections in France, the Nether-
lands and Germany, the October 
2nd Hungarian referendum on EU 
refugee policy and the presiden-
tial election rerun in Austria on 
December 4th.

Candour alone cannot reverse 
these political currents but it 
could provide a safety valve while 
politicians struggle with one of 
the great challenges of our time, 
what Zizek calls the “higher 
ethical standard” of accepting 
refugees even though the major-
ity of the people are against the 
idea.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a columnist 
for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can 
be found at www.rashmee.com and 
she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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View point
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Does a frank and open 
admission of security 
concerns diffuse fear or 
fan it?

 The CDU dropped 5.6 
percentage points to 
17.5% of the vote in 
Berlin state elections.
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Trump an unknown factor for US-Israel relations
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A 

t first glance, Donald 
Trump and Hillary Clin-
ton seem united in their 
support for Israel but 
while Clinton is display-

ing a steadfast commitment to the 
Jewish state, some of Trump’s more 
controversial statements and his 
lack of political experience make 
the direction of US-Israeli relations 
under his presidency hard to pre-
dict.

“Trump is a big unknown,” said 
Dan Arbell, a Middle East special-
ist at the Brookings Institution in 
Washington. “It’s hard to say what 
campaign slogans mean for actual 
policy.”

Because the billionaire business-
man has sometimes strayed from 
the United States’s often unques-
tioned commitment to Israel, the 
question is whether a Trump White 
House would change things.

Some analysts doubt it. “US-Is-
raeli relations have a life separate 
from the president of the United 
States,” said Shoshana Bryen of the 
Jewish Policy Center in Washing-
ton. “The US and Israel shared im-
portant common interests.”

Trump would not be the first pres-
ident without a deep knowledge 
of the complexities of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The 70-year-
old real estate mogul is trying to 
present himself as a strong leader, 
unfettered by traditional Washing-
ton thinking and ready to shake 
things up, while Clinton, a former 
secretary of State, is advertising her 
knowledge and experience on the 
international stage.

Trump raised eyebrows last year 
when he said that he would be 
“neutral” in the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict and that he was not sure 
whether Israel was prepared to 
make the necessary sacrifices to 
get a peace deal. Trump was booed 
at the Republican Jewish Coalition 
forum last December when he re-
fused to promise he would recog-
nise Jerusalem as the undivided 
capital of Israel.

The Republican candidate has 
since rowed back, saying: “There is 
nobody more pro-Israel than I am.”

Stephen Kinzer, a visiting fellow 
at the Watson Institute for Interna-
tional Studies at Brown University, 
said Trump was inconsistent. “It 
depends on what day you ask him,” 
Kinzer said. But Trump had at least 
shown with his remarks that taboos 
in US-Israeli relations could be bro-
ken by a candidate without wreck-
ing his election campaign in the 
process, Kinzer said.

Clinton’s goal is to come across 
as unsurpassed in her dedication to 
Israel. She used an interview with 
Israeli broadcaster Channel Two in 
September to point to statements 
by Trump that suggested he would 
use nuclear weapons against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Syria, close to 
Israel, and would allow Saudi Ara-
bia to obtain nuclear weapons.

Kinzer said Clinton was so com-
mitted to Israel that she made sure 
the words “settlement” and “oc-
cupation” were not mentioned in 
the election platform of the Demo-
cratic Party. “She will bend over 
backward to accommodate” Israel, 
Kinzer said.

The former secretary of State has 
announced she would invite Isra-
el’s prime minister to Washington 
for talks if she wins in November, 
signalling a determination to make 
a new start in relations after a frosty 
period under US President Barack 

Obama and Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, who have 
done little to hide their mutual an-
tipathy.

Despite the personal frictions, 
the Obama administration recently 
signed an agreement pledging $38 
billion in US military assistance to 
Israel over ten years, the largest aid 
package the United States ever has 
given to any country.

Bryen said the agreement reflect-
ed the importance of US-Israeli ties 
no matter who occupied the Oval Of-
fice. Given the conflict in Syria and 
potential trouble in Iraq, Iran and 
elsewhere in the region, Israel was 
of crucial importance for Washing-
ton, Bryen said, adding: “You need 
a country that is reliable, that is sta-

ble and that has good intelligence.”
While Israel’s strategic signifi-

cance for the United States is not in 
doubt, the moribund peace process 
between Israel and the Palestin-
ians, a focal point of US policy in 
the past, is not expected to attract 
much attention from the next ad-
ministration in Washington.

Arbell said Clinton as president 
would probably try to avoid some 
of the “mistakes” of Obama’s team 
by not stressing the issue of Jewish 
settlements. “The focus will be on a 
package of steps the administration 
will expect Israel to make”, while 
also formulating demands on the 
Palestinian side, he said. “She will 
not put Israel on the spot.”

Arbell also said he expected a 

Clinton administration to work 
with Israel to calm concerns over 
the nuclear agreement with Iran. 
“It would be a good chance to set 
up an US-Israeli working group to 
monitor Iran’s adherence to the 
deal and other Iranian behaviour,” 
he said.

Clinton has defended the Iran 
deal, telling Israel’s Channel Two 
that it had “made Israel safer”. She 
also did not exclude the possibility 
of giving her husband, former US 
president Bill Clinton, some kind 
of function in US-Israeli relations 
to “benefit from his experience and 
expertise”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

 “It’s hard to say 
what campaign 
slogans mean for 
actual policy.”

Dan Arbell, a Middle East 
specialist at the Brookings 
Institution in Washington

US Republican Party candidate for president Donald Trump addresses the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC) 2016 Policy Conference in Washington, last March.

Demographics to favour Clinton in US presidential race
Gregory Aftandilian

Washington

D 

espite a narrowing of the 
polls between Demo-
cratic Party nominee 
Hillary Clinton and the 
Republican Party’s Don-

ald Trump in the race for president, 
the United States’ changing demo-
graphics have produced more mi-
nority voters, making it difficult for 
Trump to win the election, especial-
ly as minority voters are numerous 
in a number of battleground states.

US presidential elections are won 
by the candidate who wins the elec-
toral college, a tally that is made up 
of electoral numbers assigned to 
individual states based on congres-
sional representation and not on 
who wins the nationwide popular 
vote. Key battleground states with 
high electoral vote counts include 
Ohio, Michigan, Florida, Pennsyl-
vania and Virginia. In these states, 
minority voters can tip the balance 
in close elections.

Trump was successful in the Re-
publican primaries largely because 
his lack of political correctness ap-
pealed to many white working-class 
Republicans. Trump’s rhetoric, 
however, frequently offended His-

panics, African Americans, Muslims 
and other minority groups. These 
groups have not forgiven him de-
spite outreach efforts.

Trump recently has been high-
lighting the supposed failures of 
Democratic policies aimed at help-
ing African Americans and asking 
those voters: “What do you have 
 to lose by voting for me?” Many 
African Americans see such com-
ments as patronising and dismiss-
ive of the strides their community 
has made.

Political analysts have suggested 
that such comments by Trump 
were not aimed at African Ameri-
cans but at suburban white, mid-
dle-class Republicans who want to 
hear Trump being more empathetic 
towards minorities.

One of Trump’s main problems 
with the African-American com-
munity has been his role in per-
petuating the birther movement — 
the claim that US President Barack 
Obama was not born in the United 
States and therefore an illegitimate 
leader. This effort to delegitimise 
the first African-American presi-
dent was viewed by many as racist, 
a belief shared by former Republi-
can secretary of State Colin Powell, 
according to his hacked and leaked 
e-mail messages.

Although Trump has admitted 
that Obama was born in the United 
States, he offered no apology for 
his past actions, merely saying that 
he no longer wanted to talk about 
it. This is a political mistake on 
Trump’s part, as African-Americans 
make up about 13% of the elector-
ate. According to recent polls, fewer 
than 3% of African-Americans ex-
pressed support for Trump.

Similarly, despite Trump’s late 
August trip to Mexico and at-
tempted outreach to Hispanics, he 
continues to do poorly with this 
growing demographic, now close 
to 18% of the electorate. Much of 
Trump’s problem with Latinos was 
his labelling of undocumented 
Mexican immigrants as criminals 
and rapists but what upset the La-
tino community even more was 
his attack against US District Court 

Judge Gonzalo Curiel, the son of 
legal Mexican immigrants, who is 
presiding over a lawsuit against the 
defunct Trump University.

Trump referred to the judge as a 
“Mexican”, even though the judge 
was born in the United States, and 
suggested he could not be impar-
tial in the case because of Trump’s 
advocacy of building a wall along 
the US-Mexico border. From all ac-
counts, the judge had impeccable 

credentials and the Latino commu-
nity is proud that one of their own 
has achieved a prominent and re-
spected position. They saw Trump’s 
attempt to question the judge’s 
integrity as both racist and the ul-
timate put-down because of the 
implication that Curiel could not do 
his job properly.

The most recent Republican to 
win the White House, George W. 
Bush, won 44% of the Latino vote in 
2004 and 35% in 2000. Trump will 
be lucky to get half as many Latino 
votes.

The growing Muslim-American 
community is also going to be a fac-
tor in the election.  Muslim Ameri-
cans are close to 2% of the electorate 
and Trump’s anti-Muslim rhetoric 
has galvanised the community to 
register and vote.

Khurrum Wahid, a Muslim-
American lawyer and activist told 
the Washington Post that there are 
close to 1 million Muslim-American 
voters in Florida, Michigan, Ohio, 
Pennsylvania and Virginia. “With 
a decent voter turnout in those 
states,” Wahid said, “Muslims will 
be a swing vote in both the presi-
dential and many close House (of 
Representatives) races.”

Although Clinton has had her 
share of stumbles, it is going to be 
difficult for Trump to win the elec-
tion with such little support among 
minority voters. Clinton’s challenge 
is to ensure that these minorities 
vote in large numbers in November.

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.

The United States’ 
changing 
demographics have 
produced more 
minority voters, 
making it difficult for 
Trump to win the 
election.

Supporters of US Democratic Party Candidate for president Hillary 
Clinton at George Mason University, on September 16th.

Clinton’s goal is to 
come across as 
unsurpassed in her 
dedication to Israel.
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Libya oil chief 
fears 'financial 
collapse' unless 
exports rise

Iran says the 
West needs to 
normalise 
economic
relations

Conflict-hit Libya could run out 
of money next year without a swift 
resumption of oil exports, the head 
of the country's National Oil Corpo-
ration (NOC) warned. 

"It is no secret we are on the road 
to financial collapse," NOC Chair-
man Mustafa Sanalla told AFP in the 
capital Tripoli.

Sanalla was speaking after an oil 
tanker left the key Libyan port of 
Ras Lanuf on September 21st with 
the first crude shipment from the 
terminal in two years.

Libya has Africa's largest oil re-
serves, estimated at 48 billion bar-
rels, but production and exports 
have slumped dramatically through 
years of crisis.

Libya pumped around 1.6 mil-
lion barrels of crude a day before 
longtime strongman Muammar 
Qaddafi's overthrow in 2011, but the 
ensuing chaos slammed production, 
which fell as low as 290,000 barrels 
per day in recent months, according 
to the NOC.

Sanalla warned that without a 
rapid boost to exports, the country 
could be essentially insolvent by 
2017.
(Agence France Presse)

Iran’s delegation to the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency said 
Western countries need to normal-
ise relations with their country, 
pointing out that Tehran has been 
living up to its end of a deal meant to 
crimp the country’s ability to make 
atomic weapons.

Iranian representative Reza Najafi 
noted the UN agency monitoring the 
nuclear pact between Iran and six 
world powers earlier in September 
reported no violations of the deal.

He said it was agreed lifting sanc-
tions “should lead to further coop-
eration with Iran in all fields, which 
regrettably [are] yet to be material-
ised in full”.

He said economic and trade rela-
tions “should be pursued vigorous-
ly, otherwise the future of the agree-
ment would be at stake”.

The European Union and the Unit-
ed States urged Iran to continue to 
fully implement the agreement.
(The Associated Press)

Briefs                Drought grips farms in Tunisia
Lamine Ghanmi

Oued Zargua

M 

ohamed Boukhari 
kicked repeatedly at 
the earth under his 
foot as dust whipped 
across the toasted 

soil that used to be under several 
metres of water of Tunisia’s biggest 
dam.

“The water never ebbed that way 
at Sidi Salem dam. The water you 
see now there is a drop compared 
to the normal huge volume of the 
dam. I have not seen that in 35 
years since it came on stream,” said 
Boukhari, 65.

Fishermen used to ply the wa-
ter on small boats and Boukhari 
said he used to sell fish on the side 
of the road in the village of Oued 
Zargua, 400 metres from the dam, 
which is about 90km from Tunis.

Not a single boat was in sight 
on this day and Boukhari is now 
forced to collect plastic water bot-
tles on the roadside instead of sell-
ing fish to travellers.

“It is sorrowful that silence com-
ing from the dam. You could hear 
birds and fishermen singing or call-
ing one another when the water 
was plenty,” he said.

The Sidi Salem reservoir has a ca-
pacity of 555 million cubic metres 
covering more than 4,300 hectares 
with water levels reaching up to 57 
metres.

The diminishing water in Sidi 
Salem is leaving many villages and 
areas around the dam and beyond 
struggling through a prolonged and 
deepening drought.

“It’s a huge time of uncertain-
ty,” said Ali Trabelsi, a 49-year old 
farmer. His irrigated land of 25 hec-
tares near Goubellat, a small town 
40km south of the dam, depends 
on the water from the Sidi Salem 
reservoir.

The drought has hurt Trabelsi 
and other farmers and is having a 
cascading effect on the agricultural 
community.

“I planted 15 hectares of potatoes 
and tomatoes counting on the wa-
ter from Sidi Salem as usual but the 
authorities are allocating us only 

supply for three hectares.  I had to 
sacrifice the 12 hectares by stop-
ping to water that acreage,” he said.

“They can be saved if the rains 
come in the next few days. Their 
fate is in the hands of God.”

“Imagine my loss, for others and 
for the country,” Trabelsi said. “I 
used to earn 2,000 dinars ($905) 
from each hectare. Each hectare 
needs 200 days of work. Fami-
lies feed their children from such 
work.”

“A catastrophe is looming if God 
is not merciful and the rains do 
not fall in the coming ten days or 
so,” Trabelsi said as he pointed to 
parched farms around him that 
would usually be green with crops 
this time of the year.

“The authorities are cutting wa-
ter supply to the farmers because 
of the drought,” said his neighbour, 
37-year-old Amer Dridi.

“Water allocations are being 
slashed for farmers because of the 
water shortage,” said Dridi, add-
ing that “the only hope is that rain 
comes. If it does, we might be out 
of the woods”.

Civic association the Watchwa-
ter warned in August that Tunisia 
could face a “thirst uprising” mod-
elled on the protest movement that 
jolted the country for weeks before 
the overthrow of president Zine el-
Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.

“The failure to find urgent and 

serious solutions will increase pro-
tests across the country,” it said as 
residents in the central region of 
Kairouan and other provinces in 
the interior blocked roads to high-
light their suffering from water 
cuts.

Nebhana dam in Kairouan has 
dried up completely as has Siliana 
dam in the north.

The Agriculture Ministry warned 
in August that the country would 
be facing a “catastrophic” situa-
tion from the extreme weather if 
it did not rain early in September. 
The few rainstorms that did mate-
rialise were not enough to replen-
ish groundwater reserves or res-
ervoirs, Tunisia’s main source of 
water.

“If rain does not come by the end 
of September, we will have to tap 
the dam’s strategic reserves and 
that’s a very dangerous situation,” 
Sidi Salem dam manager Cherif 
Gasmi said.

Groundwater levels in areas 
without dams have fallen as much 
as 25%, according to the govern-
ment-run water utility Sonede.

The government has pledged 
measures, including speeding up 

several dam projects and the con-
struction of three desalination 
plants in the south but that could 
be of little immediate help to the 
more than 700 towns and villages 
that government officials said suf-
fered water cuts since mid-May.

More than 18 towns and villages 
in the coastal provinces of Mona-
stir and Mahdia suffered cuts of 
more than 14 hours on September 
20th and 21st, according to a state-
ment from Sonede.

The water crisis has been brew-
ing since the summer of 2013 when 
the Tunis area, with a population of 
2.5 million people, witnessed the 
first cuts in water supply.

Tunisia is one of the nations in 
the Mediterranean basin with the 
least water, according to World 
Bank data.

The water issue is only likely to 
become more dire. Studies indicate 
that Tunisia can expect average an-
nual temperatures rising 2 degrees 
Celsius, with likely more frequent 
extreme weather trends such as 
more flooding and more droughts.

Tunisia had planned under Ben 
Ali’s government to add 14 dams to 
be linked with the existing 13 dams 
by 2015 but the successive govern-
ments since 2011 have yet to focus 
on the issue as they have been hin-
dered by the lack of stability and an 
unclear economic strategy, experts 
said.

The Sidi Salem dam near Testour, in Tunisia’s north-west Beja region, which has particularly low 
water levels due to a 30% drop in rainfall in the North African country this year.

The diminishing water 
in Sidi Salem is leaving 
many villages and 
areas around the dam 
struggling through 
drought.

More subsidy cuts expected in Saudi Arabia
The Arab Weekly staff

I 

n line with new economic 
realities, Saudi Arabia is to 
introduce additional auster-
ity measures as the kingdom 
adjusts to the fallout of low oil 

prices.
Subsidy cuts scheduled to take ef-

fect October 2nd will affect several 
services that the government had 
subsidised by 50%, according to the 
Saudi daily Al-Eqtisadiah. The ser-
vices are: passport renewals, driv-
ing licences, residency permits for 
domestic workers, car registration 
transfers, processing traffic fines, as 
well as tariffs on 193 different com-
modities.

According to Saleh al-Afaleq, 
chairman of the Shura Council’s 
Economic and Energy Commit-
tee, the removal of the subsidies is 
meant to rationalise the services 
that had been provided at a cost to 
the state. He said the action had 
been expected, adding that any 
economy based on that kind of sup-
port was unsustainable.

“These new cuts will have very 
little effect on the average Saudi 
citizen as the new fees apply to few 
services,” Afaleq said.

Bloomberg News recently re-
ported that Saudi Arabia was look-

ing into cancelling more than $20 
billion worth of projects and slash-
ing ministry budgets by 25%. The 
report stated that the government is 
looking into thousands of projects 
valued at about $69.3 billion, with 
one-third of them possibly on the 
chopping block. A separate plan 
included merging some government 
ministries and the eliminating of 
others.

In April, Saudi Arabia unveiled 

its Vision 2030 plan, an ambitious 
diversification package of economic 
and social policies designed to 
reduce the Saudi economy’s de-
pendency on oil. The plan also aims 
to improve the transparency and 
efficiency of governmental bodies 
and empower the private sector.

The plan includes selling a 
stake in the world’s most valuable 
company, Saudi Aramco. A survey 
commissioned by the National 

newspaper in the United Arab Emir-
ates indicated that 90% of Saudi ex-
ecutives asked said they agreed that 
the proposed initial public offering 
would “mark a watershed moment 
for the region’s capital markets, 
providing much-needed liquidity 
and broadening the investor base”, 
with 53% “strongly agreeing”.

The kingdom hiked visa fees and 
traffic fines in August. In June, the 
Saudi cabinet approved the National 
Transformation Programme, which 
set a target of $141 billion for non-
oil revenue by 2020. Public sector 
wages and salaries would be slashed 
by 40% over the same period.

Budget deficits, brought about by 
the significant drop in energy-sector 
revenues, across the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC) are predicted 
to peak this year. The combined 
deficit of the six GCC countries is 
forecast to reach $153 billion, up by 
$34 billion from 2015, according to 
the Kuwait-based investment firm 
KAMCO Research.

Its report said Saudi Arabia is 
expected to account for $84 billion 
of the deficit, a slight improvement 
from last year’s record of $98 bil-
lion. The report added that GCC’s 
deficit should start easing in 2017; 
however the collective shortfall 
should average about $100 billion 
until 2021.

A Saudi man looks at the trading board at the Tadawul Saudi Stock 
Exchange, in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.                                                        (AP)

The government has 
pledged measures, 
including speeding up 
several dam projects. Egypt in talks with 

China over $4 
billion loan

An Egyptian cabinet minister said 
the government was negotiating a 
$4 billion loan with China.

Minister of International Coopera-
tion Sahar Nasr was quoted by the 
official news agency MENA as say-
ing that of the $4 billion, $3 billion 
would be spent on development 
projects, mostly in the power sector. 
The remaining $1 billion would be 
used to bolster foreign reserves.

Nasr did not say when the nego-
tiations began or how close Egypt is 
to clinching the loan.

Egypt and the International Mon-
etary Fund reached a provisional 
agreement in August last month on 
a $12 billion loan over three years to 
overhaul the country’s ailing econ-
omy. Egypt must secure at least $5 
billion in bilateral loans to get the 
IMF funds.
(The Associated Press)
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OPEC will face many challenges in Algiers
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T 

he Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC) and non-
OPEC oil producers are to 
meet at the International 

Energy Forum (IEF) in Algiers. 
OPEC plans an informal ministerial 
council on the sidelines of the IEF.

Oil markets are watching the 
OPEC meeting carefully following 
the International Energy Agency’s 
(IEA) revision of figures regarding 
an expected price move towards 
$50-$55 per barrel instead of the 
current $45-$50 per barrel. Earlier 
projections had prices rising in ear-
ly 2017 with a price band of $55-$60 
per barrel coming perhaps in the 
second half of next year.

The IEA Oil Market Report for 
September forecasts, for 2016, a 
gain of 1.3 million barrels per day 
(bpd), a downgrade of 100,000 bpd 
on its previous forecast, due to a 
more pronounced third-quarter 
economic slowdown. Demand is 
predicted to ease to 1.2 million bpd 
in 2017 because of uncertain global 
economic conditions.

OPEC also does not see world 
economic growth rising significant-
ly higher to increase demand. Ac-
cording to the latest OPEC Monthly 
Market Review for September: “The 
trend of the past year’s moderate 
global growth is likely to continue 
in both 2016 and 2017. World [gross 
domestic product] GDP growth 
now is forecast at 2.9% for 2016 and 
3.1% for 2017.

“After particularly low growth in 
the first half in the United States 
and Japan, along with the contin-
ued contraction in Russia and Bra-
zil, these economies are expected 
to pick up in the remainder of the 

year and to show higher growth 
in the coming year. The eurozone, 
the United Kingdom, China and, to 
some extent, India are forecast to 
show lower growth.”

OPEC’s challenge transcends that 
of demand slowdown. What the 
organisation has to observe closely 
is the record-high crude oil and pe-
troleum products stocks that have 
exceeded 3 billion barrels globally. 
As long as stocks remain at record 
levels, they will exert downward 
pressure on prices.

A third challenge for OPEC is how 
to cap its member states’ produc-
tion. Since the collapse of oil prices 
in mid-2014, Saudi Arabia, Iran and 
Iraq have each increased produc-
tion approximately 1 million bpd. 
There are different reasons for the 
increases. First, competition over 
market share. Second, an attempt 
to restore production to pre-sanc-
tions level, as is the case of Iran. 
Third, commitment to production 
contractual agreements with oper-
ating international oil firms.

Finally, OPEC has to deal with 
discord among its members. Ear-
lier this year, Iran refused to cap its 
production until it reaches the pre-
sanctions production level of 4 mil-
lion bpd. Now, Iran is demanding a 
15% share of OPEC production, as 
well as being excluded from any 
agreement in Algiers to cap produc-
tion.

Non-OPEC member Russia, 
which had expressed interest in 
cooperating with OPEC to stabilise 
markets as demonstrated by the 
recently signed Russian-Saudi ac-
cord, is not ready to cooperate with 
OPEC, unless the oil-producing or-
ganisation adopts a unified produc-
tion policy.

OPEC’s strength has emanated 
from its readiness to reduce pro-
duction when prices are falling. 
This policy has changed during the 
current price crisis. OPEC states are 
concerned that, if they slash pro-
duction, they would be replaced 

either by Russian or US crude oil.
Russia produced about 10.8 mil-

lion bpd of crude oil in the second 
quarter of 2016. US shale oil pro-
duction peaked at 4.9 million bpd 
in 2014-15, providing around 50% 
of US production. Moscow can in-
fluence its oil firms. The US shale 
oil industry is made up of scores of 
small independent oil firms with 
credit facilities made available to 
them by US banks and financial in-
stitutions.

The US shale oil industry has 
proved it can increase production 
to high levels and in a relatively 
short period of time. The shale in-
dustry, with a high cost of produc-

tion of approximately $55-$80 per 
barrel, needs high prices to sustain 
high production levels. The shale 
oil industry will slow down as it 
loses the credit facilities if prices 
drop to less than $50 per barrel.

This means that OPEC needs to 
adopt policies aimed at a differ-
ent price target than what was 
achieved earlier ($100 per barrel) 
or risk strong competition from the 
United States and Russia.

It is expected that OPEC minis-
ters will discuss more immediate 
supply-demand issues in Algiers. 
It is not expected that OPEC will 
agree unanimously to cap produc-
tion. It is not expected that Russia 

or other major non-OPEC produc-
ers will agree to cap production, 
as long as there is no unanimous 
OPEC decision.

Global oil supply needs to fall 
by about one-tenth if it is to match 
consumption, Venezuelan Oil Min-
ister Eulogio del Pino said in an 
interview with state-owned oil 
company PDVSA’s internal TV sta-
tion. “Global oil production is at 94 
million barrels per day, of which we 
need to go down 9 million barrels 
per day to sustain the level of con-
sumption,” del Pino said.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

A worker checks the valve of an oil pipe at Al-Sheiba oil refinery in the southern Iraq city of Basra.

OPEC, similar to the 
IEA, is not as 
optimistic as it had 
been during recent 
months.

The consequences of a world awash with oil

W e have been 
warned yet 
again — and by 
no less an 
authority than 
the world’s 

leading energy body — that the 
global oil glut, which brought 
down prices dramatically two 
years ago, is here to stay, at least 
until the middle of next year.

This is not good news for major 
producers Saudi Arabia and 
Russia, let alone for Nigeria, 
Algeria and Iran, whose people 
have grown used to and overreli-
ant on subsidised prices for 
petrol, electricity and food.

Near-record output by the 
Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
combined with weakening 
demand in China and India and 
peak growth worldwide explain 
this state of affairs, which 
benefits many countries in the 
West as it helps keep inflation 
low. Record inventories — 3.1 
million barrels — in industrialised 
nations make their contribution.

Many observers said the 
market would show no surplus by 

this time of the year with a big 
stock drawdown expected in the 
third quarter. The very opposite 
happened and global oil demand 
growth has been revised lower for 
2016 by the International Energy 
Agency by 100,000 barrels a day.

OPEC output edged higher in 
August and Saudi production 
reached an all-time high of about 
10.65 million barrels a day, 
allowing the kingdom to overtake 
the United States for the first 
time since 2014 as the largest 
producer in the world. Kuwait 
and the United Arab Emirates had 
their highest outputs while Iraq 
and Iran raised supplies, the 
latter to the highest levels since 
sanctions against it were lifted.

Libya, however, is stuck in a 
rut, with production averaging 
200,000 barrels a day, 12% of its 
pre-2011 output. General Khalifa 
Haftar’s forces recently seized 
control of the port of Sidra and 
the export terminals of Ras Lanuf 
and Brega, which strongly 
suggests this modest level of 
production will fall further.

In Algeria, production and 
export of crude oil and gas edged 
forward this year as a result of 
measures taken by the former 
minister of Energy, Yousef Yousfi, 
who was sacked in May 2015.

Tunisia, which has increasingly 
resorted to importing gas, will be 
comforted but low prices also 
mean the country is unlikely to 
attract much foreign interest in 
the next few years.

For Algeria, the situation is not 
comfortable. It has exhausted its 

strategic fund and although it 
holds more than $100 billion in 
hard currency reserves, these are 
dwindling. Many major infra-
structure projects have been 
delayed and imports slashed. 
There has been no discernable 
strategy in the way these cuts 
were spread across the country.

Two months ago, the quarterly 
MENA economic analysis of the 
World Bank suggested that 
Algeria’s hard currency reserves 
could decline to $80 billion by 
late 2018. Prime Minister Abdel-
malek Sellal was quick to counter 
that a figure of less than $100 
billion was most unlikely two 
years hence. The World Bank’s 
estimates of reserves were based 
on the projected balance of 
payments deficit provided by the 
Algeria government — between 
$27 billion and $28 billion this 
year, in 2017 and in 2018.

The central bank of Algeria said 
the increase in exports of oil and 
gas and rigorous budgeting will 
help avoid a too rapid decline in 
hard currency reserves but, 
unlike the World Bank, refuses to 
commit itself to a forecast for 
2018. The government has 
certainly been taking drastic 
measures to reduce imports, 
often without the slightest 
consultation of major economic 
operators, not least in the private 
sector.

The reality is that nobody has 
the faintest idea what the 
situation will be in 2018. The 
former governor of the central 
bank, Mohammed Laksaci, was 

sacked this summer for engineer-
ing a de facto devaluation of the 
dinar, a means of slowing 
imports. A cheaper dinar feeds 
into inflation and, if the govern-
ment of Algeria is afraid of one 
thing, it is of social unrest fuelled 
by cuts in subsidies and higher 
prices.

Too many uncertainties enter 
into any calculation of imports: 
Never has the country needed to 
import so many cereals — about 
three-quarters of what its 
population consumes. However, 
never have world prices of cereals 
been so low. So far so good, but as 
any seasoned economist knows, 
hard currency reserves have a 
funny way of falling much faster 
and unpredictably than many 
anticipate.

The really interesting question 
is whether lower oil prices will 
encourage Algerian leaders on 
the path of structural reform, as it 
did a quarter of a century ago. 
That seems unlikely for two 
reasons: One is that reserves are 
at a comfortable level. The 
second is that, unlike in 1988 
when riots nearly brought down 
the regime, Algeria has virtually 
no foreign debt. In 1989, when 
serious economic reforms were 
launched, the country’s foreign 
debt service was equivalent to its 
oil and gas export income. We are 
very far from such a dramatic 
scenario today.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Francis 
Ghilès

View point
This is not 
good news 
for major 
producers 
Saudi Arabia 
and Russia, 
let alone 
for Nigeria, 
Algeria and 
Iran.

It seems unlikely lower 
oil prices will encourage 
Algerian leaders on the 
path of structural reform.

Oil markets are 
watching the OPEC 
meeting carefully.
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Documentaries are staples of Tunis’s Human Screen Festival
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T 

he Human Screen Festi-
val, founded by the Tuni-
sian Cultural Association 
of Insertion and Training 
in 2012, is dedicated to 

documentaries dealing with hu-
man rights issues. Festival organis-
ers have sought to feature cultural 
projects evoking principles of tol-
erance and dialogue.

“The festival is faithful to its ob-
jectives. It aims to sensitise civil 
society to the importance of hu-
man rights culture,” festival Direc-
tor Kamel ben Ouanes said. “It is 
also a space that allows critics and 
human rights advocates to meet 
and talk about the real issues that 
Tunisia is experiencing.

“It is an opportunity to reflect 
on the role of cinema in promoting 
the principles of human rights and 
also valorising the importance of 
culture.”

The fourth Human Screen Festi-
val, which ran in early September, 
dealt with terrorism and women’s 
rights.

“This edition focused on two 
main issues,” ben Ouanes said. 
“First, it dealt with the ways cin-
ema and art can fight terrorism. 
The second issue was women’s 
rights and the threats to women in 
a post-revolution era. In this con-
text, we organised panels around 
these themes in addition to movie 
screening.”

The festival featured 24 films 
competing in three categories: 
long feature films, short films and 
films about women’s rights.

The award for best short film 

was given to Tunisian filmmaker 
Intissar Belaid for her Pousses de 
Printemps (Spring Shoots). Ameri-
can director Gini Reticker won for 
her Trials of Spring, a film about 
women’s rights. A Flickering Truth 
by Pietra Brettkelly from New Zea-
land claimed the prize for best long 
feature.

In addition to screening films, 
debates and panels featuring hu-
man rights advocates and experts 
dealing with controversial themes 
were part of the festival.

Robert J. Landy, president of the 
jury for long features, said docu-
mentaries and cinema can help 
society overcome traumas, such as 
terrorism.

“Documentaries as a genre bring 
fiction too to dealing with specific 
themes. For instance, some of the 
documentaries screened in the 
festival used footage of the revolu-
tion but they used it to tell a story,” 
Landy said.

“It helps to work on some of 
these issues by shedding light on 
the society living in a revolution-
ary culture. There is real footage of 
women being brutalised by police 
and revolution in Tunisia and in 
Egypt. This is the festival to have 
to bring the notions of therapy 
through art to the audience.”

Amna Guellali, director of Hu-
man Rights Watch in Tunisia who 
served as a member of the jury in 
the long feature section, empha-
sised the role of documentaries in 
functioning as therapy for victims 
of human rights violations.

“Art, therapy and trauma are all 
interconnected,” she said. “It is a 
step towards social restitution for 
a victim to participate in a movie 
in order to testify against crimes. 
It helps to leave the traumatism 
they lived behind. For the victim, 

the important thing is to testify in 
front of a camera. This allows them 
to recover their voices. It helps re-
duce their pain.

“Victims of torture can only 
speak again and be heard in films, 
which is important from a thera-
peutic point of view. In systems 
that are repressive, massive viola-
tion of human rights leads to the 
dehumanisation of victims. There 
are social categories that are not 
only dehumanised but are also 
eliminated in genocide. To have 
them give their testimonies is to 
bring them to humanity again. 
Documentaries bring back the hu-
man in them by telling their sto-

ries.”
“It is very exciting to be here. 

All the films were different and 
powerful. There were films about 
the refugee’s voyage from Syria to 
Sweden and to Netherlands speak-
ing about their feelings about their 
experiences. They are very power-
ful,” Landy said.

“The most important thing is 
that the festival is happening and 
it is happening in Tunisia in par-
ticular. It is fascinating that these 
documentaries are providing bet-
ter understanding of what the 
‘Arab spring’ means. I am person-
ally fascinated by revolutionary 
democratic Tunisia.”

Debates about the relationship 
between art and trauma and the 
image of Arab women in cinema 
grew heated.

“It is also a space to understand 
sensitive issues such as terror-
ism,” Landy said. “A man at one 
of the panels asked if a terrorist is 
a human being. That is one of the 
questions to be asked, especially 
now. These questions will resonate 
with me and I think I am lucky to 
have this opportunity to be a part 
of this.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Elyes Baccar, artistic director of the festival, at the closing ceremony.

Festival organisers 
have sought to feature 
cultural projects 
evoking principles of 
tolerance and 
dialogue.

London gallery showcases modern Arab art
Karen Dabrowska

London

T 

he harsh realities of life in 
the Arab world are high-
lighted in the final ex-
hibition based on works 
from the collection of the 

Barjeel Art Foundation displayed in 
South London’s Whitechapel Gal-
lery during the past year. Imperfect 
Chronology: Mapping the Contem-
porary II, the fourth installation in 
the series, focuses on the contradic-
tions in Arab societies and presents 
works that provide a visual com-
mentary of the changes evident in 
Arab world cities.

Featuring diverse and poignant 
works from artists from Algeria, 
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Leba-
non, Qatar and Saudi Arabia, the 
exhibition offers an unprecedented 
insight into contemporary art from 
the Middle East.

One of the most striking pieces is 
by Saudi artist Manal al-Dowayan. 
At first glance, her two delicate por-
celain doves appear to be decorative 
ornaments but closer inspection 
reveals a more fascinating story. 
The doves — traditional symbols of 
freedom — are inscribed with the 
words of permission documents, 
signed by an appointed male guard-
ian, that Saudi women must have to 
travel. Porcelain is used to comment 
beautifully on the role of women in 
contemporary Saudi society.

Curator Omar Kholeif said the 
exhibition is meant to outline a pos-
sible trajectory of recent Arab art at 
a time of hyperactivity across the 
Arab world.

“Our aim is to educate audiences 
about the genealogy of Arab art and 
to relate key moments that heralded 
the region’s contemporary art. It is 
important not to measure the Mid-
dle East according to a European 
yardstick. The chronology seeks to 
speak about what it means to tell 
the history of Arab art through the 
lens of one specific collection. We 
tried not to go for a purely chrono-
logical presentation but evoke dif-
ferent kinds of senses,” Kholeif said 
last January.

As visitors enter the gallery they 
are immersed in the sounds of an 
Arab city: the sermon of an imam, 
the music blaring out of loud speak-
ers, the buzz of street life.

In his video, Egyptian artist Law-
rence Abu Hamdan explores the 
cultural fabric of Cairo through its 
history of noise pollution. The fo-
cus is on two Muslim clerics who 
urge the listeners not to pollute oth-
ers’ hearing with shameful sounds. 
They criticise those who have wed-
dings in the street and emphasise 
that freedom means not violating 
the freedom of others through un-
wanted noise. Ironically, the imams 
are filling the very sonic landscape 
they are trying to clear with their 
own noise pollution.

Sadik al-Fraji produced anima-
tion about the house of his father 
built and lost in the ruins of Iraq. 
Cartoon silhouettes pass through 
a sketch of a beautiful building al-
ternatively lit by the sun and moon 
that disintegrates and explodes.

Qatari-American artist Sophia 
al-Maria devotes her 1.51-minute 
video to a comment on the theme of 

the evil eye: A curse believed to be 
cast by a malevolent glare, usually 
given to persons when they are una-
ware. A large round multicoloured 
eye surveys the ritual slaughter of 
a lamb for the Eid feast, exposing 
the barbarity of the religiously sanc-
tioned killing.

The exhibition is lit up by Egyp-
tian sculptor Iman Issa’s glittering 
column of crystal lights, which the 
artist proposes as a utopian monu-
ment of Cairo’s Tahrir square. Be-

hind the lights is a photograph of 
the bleak, desolate square devoid 
of the revolutionary fervour of 2011 
— the city’s inhabitants need to be 
reminded of its former glory.

The GCC Collective, made up of 
eight artists based in the Gulf, pro-
duced a highly detailed miniature 
model of wood, brass, acrylic, glass 
and fabric of a hexagonal confer-
ence table used at two recent sum-
mits of the Gulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC). Shrinking the massive 

original down to a less intimidat-
ing size this fascinating artefact is 
a comment on power and politics. 
The model is too perfect, suggesting 
that all that glitters is not gold. The 
idea of a GCC is fine in theory but 
how does it work in practice?

A mixed-media installation by 
Marwa Arsanios — All About Aca-
pulco — explores the changing for-
tunes of Beirut’s answer to Aca-
pulco Beach. Suspended from the 
ceiling is a model of one of the most 
famous buildings of Ferdinand 
Dasher known as the spaceship — a 
symbol of the area in its heyday. Its 
decline from a hip beach resort to a 
haven for refugees is registered by a 
collection of photographs.

Known for her subtle subversion 
of familiar objects, Jumana Manna 
removed a limestone bench from 
East Jerusalem into a gallery en-
vironment and called it The Unli-
censed Porch of Jabal Mukhbar. The 
sculpture reveals the complexities 
of life in Jerusalem where the divi-
sions of east and west and who is 
allowed to roam and own land are 
dictated by an individual’s religious 
and ethnic origins.

“It captured a century of aesthet-
ic reflection by artists whose work 
is not necessarily about but un-
disputedly from the context of the 
Arab world,” Whitechapel Gallery 
director Iwona Blazwick said about 
the year-long Barjeel Art Founda-
tion project. “They present a cul-
tural history with complexity, irony, 
beauty and dissent.”

Imperfect Chronology: Mapping 
the Contemporary II runs through 
January 4th, 2017.

Karen Dabrowska is a London-
based contributor to the Culture 
and Society sections of The Arab 
Weekly.

Iman Issa’s proposal for a crystal building.

Imperfect Chronology: 
Mapping the 
Contemporary II 
focuses on the 
contradictions in Arab 
societies.

The fourth Human 
Screen Festival dealt 
with terrorism and 
women’s rights.
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Arab-American actor Rami Malek 
wins Emmy Award
Amr Emam

Cairo 

E 

gyptian-American actor 
Rami Malek expressed 
utmost joy after winning 
the Emmy Award for Out-
standing Lead 

Actor in Drama Series 
for his work as Elliot 
Alderson, a hacktiv-
ist at the centre of 
the USA Network’s 
thriller Mr. Robot.

“I cried of 
happiness and 
didn’t expect 
getting this big 
prize,” Malek told 
The Arab Weekly in 
a private message 
on Twitter. “This is 
something that 
will con-
tin-

ue to live in my memory forever.”
Malek won the Outstanding Lead 

Actor in a Drama Series award for 
his role in Mr. Robot, finishing 
ahead of Kevin Spacey for House 
of Cards and four other nominees. 
Malek was voted the Best Actor in 
a Drama Series at the Critics Choice 
Television Awards and was nomi-
nated in the Outstanding Perfor-
mance by a Male Actor in a Drama 

Series category by the Screen 
Actors Guild Awards.

Mr. Robot, in its second 
season, had six nominations 
at this year’s Emmy Awards. 

In addition to Malek’s acting 
award, Mac Quayle took the 
honour for Outstanding Music 
Composition for a Series (Orig-
inal Dramatic Score). The pro-

gramme was nominated in the 
Outstanding Writing for a Drama 

Series, Outstanding Casting for a 
Drama Series and Outstanding 
Drama Series categories.  It won 

a Golden Globe for Best TV 
Drama Series earlier in 

the year.
Malek, 35, who 

was born in the 
United States to 
an Egyptian fa-

ther, started 
his profes-

sional acting 
career in 2004 
with a guest-
starring role 
on the TV se-
ries Gilmore 
Girls. A short 
time later, he 
voiced char-
acters for the 
video game 
Halo 2.

Malek made 
his feature film 

debut as Phar-
aoh Ahkmenrah in 

the comedy Night at 
the Museum in 2006 
and reprised the role 

in the sequels Night at the Museum: 
Battle of the Smithsonian in 2009 
and Night at the Museum: Secret of 
the Tomb in 2014.

In the psychological drama Mr. 
Robot, which premiered on June 
24th, 2015, Malek plays the socially 
awkward and reclusive hacker-
turned-vigilante Elliot Alderson, 
drawing praise from the tech world 
and Hollywood alike. The show’s 
creator, Sam Esmail, is also an 
Egyptian American.

Upon winning the Emmy, Malek 
described his character in the dra-
ma as “profoundly alienated”.

“The unfortunate thing is I’m not 
sure how many of us would want to 
hang out with a guy like Elliot,” he 
said.

But Malek also said: “I want to 
honour the Elliots because there’s a 
little bit of Elliot in all of us.”

“I am honoured to be recognised 
with such a distinguished and ac-
complished group of actors,” Malek 
added. “I’m honoured to stand here 
and represent my family and every 
single person who has helped me 
get this far. I’m honoured to work 
with a pure visionary in Sam Esmail 
— I wouldn’t be here without you — 
to go to work with an absurdly gift-
ed cast and crew and writers.”

Malek told The Arab Weekly on 
Twitter that the award puts more 
responsibility on his shoulders 
from his audience and family.

“I will focus on choosing my com-
ing pieces for getting more prizes,” 
he said. “I am fond of complex 
roles.”

Malek is not the first American 
actor of Arab descent to win an 
Emmy. Danny Thomas, whose par-
ents were immigrants from Leba-
non, took that title when he won 
Best Actor in a Regular Series for 
his role in Make Room for Daddy in 
1953.

In Egypt, aspiring actors viewed 
Malek’s win as an inspiration.

Budding actor Mohamed Karim, 

who says he is a close friend of 
Malek’s, said his winning the award 
gave hope to scores of young Egyp-
tian actors and actresses who dream 
of carving a niche for themselves on 
the international stage.

Karim, who is a year older than 
Malek, said the inspiration for Arab 
actors to try to make it big goes back 
to such stars as Omar Sharif, the 
Egyptian actor who played Sherif 
Ali in Lawrence of Arabia in 1962 
and the title role in Doctor Zhivago 
in 1965. Sharif, who was nominated 
for an Academy Award for his per-
formance in Lawrence of Arabia, 
died last year at the age of 83.

“Malek’s achievement gives hon-
our to hundreds of actors and ac-
tresses in the Arab world,” Karim 
said. “I hope his successes will open 
Hollywood’s doors wide for other 
Arab actors.”

Cinema critic Tarek al-Shenawi 
said he hopes Malek’s win will help 
end Western fears of an Arab pres-
ence.

“Culture and art can do a lot to 
break the ice between civilisations,” 
Shenawi said. “They are the soft 
power that knows no boundaries.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Actor Rami Malek accepts the award for Outstanding Lead Actor in a Drama Series for Mr. Robot at the 68th Primetime Emmy Awards on September 18th.

Rami Malek appears in a scene from Mr. Robot.  The creative team 
behind the award-winning Mr. Robot knows that if it does not get 
details right, they are going to hear about it. Unlike other shows 
about hackers, Mr. Robot, which wrapped up its second season on 
September 21st, has been praised by the hacker community for 
realistically portraying what they do.

 Mr. Robot, in its 
second season, had six 
nominations at this 
year’s Emmy Awards.

Actor Rami Malek poses backstage with his award for 
Outstanding Lead Actor in a Drama Series for the USA 
network’s Mr. Robot at the 68th Primetime Emmy Awards in 
Los Angeles, California, September 18th, 2016.
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“T
here is magic in the 
trail. It is not just about 
beautiful panoramas 
but about history, cul-
ture and heritage. It is 

a journey walking down history,” 
said Hana el-Hibri, summing up 
the experience of trekking the Leb-
anon Mountain Trail (LMT), which 
crosses the country from north to 
south.

The 440km track, partly mod-
elled on the Appalachian Trail in 
the United States, covers a rugged 
part of Lebanon that is largely un-
discovered.

It took three years of mapping to 
delineate the trail, a project funded 
by the US Agency for International 
Development (USAID). Unlike most 
hiking trails, the LMT was not cre-
ated as such but came together by 
connecting existing footpaths and 
ancient roads.

“Our mountains are ancient and 
footpaths existed for many rea-
sons, to connect the villages, or as 
agricultural roads. You have Phoe-
nician, Roman and Ottoman roads 
and footpaths where people had 

walked for centuries before; we just 
connected them to give the travel-
ler a (unique) way of experiencing 
all this mountain chain,” said Hibri, 
board member of the LMT Associa-
tion, who was part of the first team 
that walked the entire trail over 30 
days in 2009.

The trail winding through the 
mountains crosses 75 villages, val-
leys, pine and cedar forests and 
mountain peaks at an altitude rang-
ing from 600-2,000 metres above 
sea level.

More than 100 archaeological 
sites, including Phoenician, Roman 
and Greek, are found along the trail, 
which is divided into 27 segments, 
each ending in villages where trek-
kers can find accommodations in 
local guest houses, allowing them 
to have an intimate experience of 
rural Lebanon.

Bold hikers can walk the entire 
track while others can join in at any 
segment along the way.

Local guides have been trained to 
escort travellers and inform them 
about the different regions as part 
of the LMT Association’s goal of en-
hancing rural economies.

“They (guides) are young peo-
ple who know their area very 
well and they really make hiking 
in the mountain a far more en-

riching experience because each 
area has its own set of flora and 
fauna, its own myths and history, 
which is communicated through 
people like these,” said Hibri, au-
thor of A Million Steps: Discover-
ing the Lebanon Mountain Trail, a 
memoir of her month-long walk of 
the trail.

“Every single day the scenery 
changed, every single day I was see-
ing new flowers, the colour of the 
soil, the shape of the mountain and 
the type of the trees on the moun-
tains changed.”

One segment of the trail, the 
Baskinta Literary Trail, is of particu-
lar cultural significance as it show-
cases 22 literary landmarks related 
to poets and novelists from the re-
gion, including Mikhail Naimy and 
Amin Maalouf.

“We passed through villages in 
which one can actually see where 
writers drew their inspiration 
from. The Rock of Tanios, which 

Amin Maalouf wrote about, 
Becharre and Wadi Qadi-

sha, which inspired 
Khalil Gibran, 

and the 

Lamartine valley,” Hibri said.
In addition to the natural diver-

sity of the trail, staying in guest 
houses with villagers offers another 
kind of diversity.

“You stay with almost every sin-
gle sectarian group in the coun-
try,” Hibri said. “I thought I knew 
Lebanese food but I discovered so 
many dishes that I had never heard 
of. Different types of cuisines and 
making the same dish in many dif-
ferent ways but despite differences 
they (hosts) all have one thing in 
common, namely their wonderful 
warmth and hospitality.”

Hibri recalled one Dutchman, 
Wim, who participated in the inau-
gurating trail walk telling her at the 
end of the trip: “You know, Hana, 
we stayed with all these people 
and in every single home I felt so at 
home and welcome even though I 
did not understand what they were 
saying to me.”

The LMT Association organises a 
guided hike of the entire trail each 
April but due to higher demand a 
10-day walk was added for October 
this year. The event is used to raise 
public awareness about environ-
mental issues.

“The association’s biggest chal-
lenge is preserving the trail, which 
traverses through different kind of 
land ownership, both public and 
private,” Hibri said, noting that 
100km of the original trail was lost 
to quarries, random roads, garbage 
dumping and developments.

“Unfortunately a lot of the pic-
tures there don’t exist anymore. It 
(conservation) is far more urgent 
than people can appreciate,” she 
added pointing at her book. Con-
sequently, the trail’s trajectory was 
modified to skirt the claimed land.

Nonetheless, the LMT is becom-
ing a magnet for conservation as 
more villages ask to be included on 
trail loops.

Foreign trekkers have been re-
turning every year to walk the trail, 
Hibri points out. “Wim, the Dutch-
man, has come back six times. 
Adrian, the Brit, has done it three 
times. They could hike anywhere in 
the world, but they chose to come 
back because there is a magic on the 
trail.”

The Lebanon Mountain Trail web-
site is http://www.lebanontrail.org/
home.jhtm. Hana el-Hibri’s A Mil-
lion Steps: Discovering The Lebanon 
Mountain Trail is available online 
and in libraries in Lebanon

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Washington:
October 5th-9th 

The annual DC Palestinian Film 
and Arts Festival (DCPFAF) 
returns for a sixth year, bring-
ing 33 films, five talks and an 
impressive visual exhibit to 
Washington. This year’s festi-
val is titled Palestine Across the 
Diaspora: Stories on Home and 
Migration.  The aim of the DCP-
FAF 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 the festival submis-
sions. Carlos Chahine will serve 
as the festival jury president. 
Organisers plan several activi-
ties 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 contem-
porary Middle Eastern and 
North African arts and culture 
each October and November in 
venues across Kensington and 
Chelsea in London. The festival 
programme features exhibi-
tions, 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 tem-
ple, built along the banks of the 
Nile by Pharaoh Ramses II in the 
13th century BC, to see the sun-
rise 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, other 
parts of 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.

Dubai:
November 10th-24th

Les Misérables, a musical based 
on Victor Hugo’s novel set in the 
early 19th century, portrays the 
interactions of several charac-
ters in various social classes, 
with ex-convict Jean Valjean at 
the centre. A Broadway touring 
troupe will perform the play at 
the Dubai Opera.

archaeological sites, 
including Phoenician, 
Roman and Greek, are 
found along the trail.

More than 100

Walking 
the 
Lebanon 
Mountain 
Trail is a 30-day 
adventure that crosses 
the country from north to 
south. 
(Photo courtesy of the LMT Association)

Trekkers on the Mount Lebanon Trail, a 440km trail that crosses Lebanon from north to south.
(Photo courtesy of the LMT Association)

Lebanon Mountain Trail:
A journey into history and heritage
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Sana'a

Y 

emeni Prime Minister 
Ahmed bin Dagher re-
turned to Yemen after the 
country’s Central Bank 
was relocated to the port 

city of Aden, the temporary capital.
Dagher left Riyadh with seven 

other ministers headed for Aden, 
declaring his return to be “final”.

Official sources within the Yem-
eni government said a number of of-
ficials would shuttle between Aden 
and Riyadh to make arrangements 
for a complete return to Yemen for 
the government of President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi, whose insti-
tutions were being managed from 
Riyadh.

Saudi Arabia has pushed for the 
return to Yemen of the country’s in-
ternationally recognised leadership 
as part of the decision to support 
the Central Bank’s move to Aden, 
sources said.

Hadi fired Mohammed bin Ham-
mam as Central Bank governor on 
September 18th and replaced him 
with government loyalist Mansar al-
Kaiti. Hadi ordered the bank’s head-
quarters moved to government-
controlled Aden. The move in effect 
bankrupted the Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels in Sana’a as revenue gener-
ated by Yemen’s relatively small 
energy sector goes directly to the 
Central Bank.

Houthi leader Abdul-Malek al-
Houthi resorted to asking for do-
nations for the poverty-stricken 
citizens of Yemen. “The steps they 
made against the Central Bank 

were mainly directed by the United 
States,” al-Houthi said in a speech 
carried on Houthi-controlled Yem-
eni television. He requested the 
Yemeni people for donations “no 

matter how small”.
In an interview on Al Jazeera, 

Hadi accused Iran of being behind 
the Houthis and former president 
Ali Abdullah Saleh reneging on a ne-

gotiated national dialogue, which 
led to the war. He called the army 
“unpatriotic” for failing to oppose 
the Iran-backed militia.

“Iran has ambitions to reach Bab 

el Mandeb and Hormuz straits. Un-
fortunately, the Yemeni Army did 
not display patriotism and did not 
confront them [the Houthis] head 
on,” he said.

The foreign ministers of Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Britain and the United States, meet-
ing in New York, reaffirmed their 
commitment to resolving the con-
flict in Yemen peacefully. UN Spe-
cial Envoy to Yemen Ismaïl Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed was also in attend-
ance.

The meeting’s final communiqué 
called for “an immediate return to 
a complete cessation of hostilities… 
beginning with a 72-hour ceasefire” 
and demanded an immediate halt 
to all cross-border attacks on Saudi 
territory.

The foreign ministers also called 
on all parties to allow safe, rapid 
and unhindered access for humani-
tarian supplies to all affected gover-
norates and to facilitate access for 
essential shipments of food, fuel 
and medical supplies into the coun-
try for distribution.

The war in Yemen began after 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran Sana’a in September 2014, even-
tually 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 cam-
paign against the rebels in March 
2015. Arab coalition ground troops 
later entered the fight. According to 
UN estimates, more than 6,600 peo-
ple have been killed since the start 
of the fighting, with 2.8 million peo-
ple displaced.

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

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
will host 15,000 Syrians 
over the next five years 
with the aim of sharing 
responsibility of address-

ing the refugee crisis, the govern-
ment said.

“Five years ago, before the Syr-
ian crisis erupted, 115,000 Syrians 
lived and worked in the UAE, join-
ing more than 200 different nation-
alities and ethnicities that make up 
the tapestry of our diverse society 
and whose active and significant 
contributions are a clear rebuttal 
to the global wave of xenophobia. 
Since then, we have welcomed 

more than 123,000 Syrians,” said 
UAE Minister of State for Interna-
tional Cooperation Reem bint Ibra-
him al-Hashemi.

Speaking at the Leaders’ Summit 
on Refugees at UN headquarters, 
Hashemi said: “We meet at a criti-
cal time. The number of refugees 
and displaced persons is the larg-
est in modern history. This crisis 
is being driven by a series of in-
terlinked conflicts, fuelled by ex-
tremism that crosses borders and 
transcends geographies. However, 
what brings us together today is 
our collective commitment to 
strengthening international coop-
eration and action, through a com-
prehensive approach to refugee 
crises.”

According to the UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 

4.8 million Syrians have fled to 
Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt 
and Iraq and 6.6 million are inter-
nally displaced in Syria. About 1 
million have requested asylum in 
Europe.

Hashemi said that during the last 
five years, the UAE had provided 
more than $750 million to support 
Syrian refugees, mainly in neigh-
bouring countries that are facing 
considerable pressure.

One of those countries is Greece, 
where Emirates Red Crescent 
(ERC) announced it was ready to 
start welcoming Syrian refugees at 
one of two camps based there.

ERC Secretary-General Moham-
med al-Falahi said the camp in 
Athens was ready to accommo-
date migrants. Another, in the city 
of Larissa about 360km from the 

Greek capital is to open October 
20th with a capacity of 2,000 peo-
ple.

“We are very proud the Greek 
government officially asked the 
Emirates Red Crescent for aid, 
considering its experience with 
refugees and other services like 
building wells,” Falahi told the 
UAE-based the National newspa-
per.

Falahi said the camps will be di-
rectly run by the Greek Red Cross 
under the supervision of the UAE 
charity.

“The UAE believes that we must 
not just meet the basic needs of 
refugees but we also maintain their 
dignity and offer hope for their fu-
ture.” Hashemi said, adding that 
refugee camps the UAE had set 
up in Jordan, northern Iraq and 
in Greece would provide support 
such as shelter, food, healthcare, 
water and sanitation.

“We are also looking to address 
often neglected services like reha-
bilitation, education in emergen-
cies, cash for food and work, vo-
cational training and care for those 
with mental illnesses,” she said.

The UAE government pledged 
in March to support the voluntary, 
safe and dignified return of Syrians 
to their homeland once the foun-
dations for peace has been laid in 
Syria.

“But until that day comes, the 
UAE will continue to stress the 
importance of meeting the needs 
of refugees as well as the needs of 
host communities through provid-
ing assistance,” Minister of State 
Maitha bint Salem al-Shamsi said 
in a speech at a UNHCR meeting in 
Geneva.

Gulf Edition Yemen

More than 6,600 
people have been 
killed since the start of 
the fighting, with 2.8 
million people 
displaced.

More than 6,600 
people have been 
killed since the start of 
the fighting, with 2.8 
million people 
displaced.

Migrants from Syria wait in the line after arriving at a refugee camp from Pyrgos village in Paphos 
district to Kokkinotrimithia outside the capital Nicosia, Cyprus, September 7th.

Yemeni Prime Minister Ahmed bin Dagher (L) disembarks from a plane as he returns from Riyadh on June 6, 2016, at the International 
Airport of the southern port city of Aden.                                                                                                                                                                                          (AFP)

Hadi government begins ‘final’ return 
to Yemen, Central Bank moved to Aden
Saleh Baidhani
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UAE continues support for Syria’s refugees


