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he ruling Islamist Justice
and Development Party
(PJD) won the largest number of seats for the second
time in Moroccan legislative election polls but still must
compete with the secularist Authenticity and Modernity Party (PAM) to
fashion a coalition government out
of a fragmented political scene.
The October 7th vote for the
House of Representatives took
place amid a climate of stability five
years after constitutional reforms
introduced by King Mohammed VI.
The Moroccan monarch delegated
limited but unprecedented powers
to the elected prime minister after
protests in 2011.
The Interior Ministry announced
that the PJD had won 125 seats in
the 395-seat legislature, followed
by the PAM with 102 seats. Istiqlal
— the Independence Party — was
next with 46 seats, early returns indicated.
Those results show a gain of 18
seats by the PJD but the PAM more
than doubled its 2011 election wins
of 47 seats. Istiqlal had 60 seats in
the previous legislature.
Winners in about 80% of the 395
House seats parliamentary had
been determined by early October
8th. Many of the last-determined
seats were reserved for women and
young people to be chosen from the
lists of the winning parties.
The initial results reflect the polarisation of the Moroccan political
scene and the two leading parties
have ruled out any coalition between them.
PJD’s comfortable lead makes it
likely to return as the primary party
in the next government. However,
PAM could forge alliances with parties that had been in the previous
coalition to form a strong opposition, which will make it tougher for
the new Islamist-led government to
pass legislation.
Lowering the minimum threshold

A Moroccan voter casts his ballot at a polling station for the parliamentary elections, in Rabat,
on October 7th.
to enter the parliament from 6% to
3% made it possible for most of the
30 parties that competed to claim at
least one legislative seat.
Overall turnout was estimated
at 43%, which was considered disappointing but perhaps a sign of
unhappiness among the electorate
with the current leading parties.
Moroccan Interior Minister Mohamed Hassad downplayed PJD ac-

The vote took place
amid a climate
of stability five
years after reforms
introduced by King
Mohammed VI.

cusations of voter fraud by authorities in favour of its liberal rivals.
“The election was transparent
and had gone well,” Hassad said.
Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane, who is the PJD leader, suggested that the party would accept
the result, telling supporters in
Rabat: “Today is a day of joy for all
Moroccans because it’s a day where
democracy won.”
Morocco’s Islamists forged a coalition government with liberals,
conservatives and communists following 2011’s election. The outgoing
government is credited with implementing a number of reforms, such
as the overhaul of state pension
funds by raising workers’ contributions and retirement age to 63 by
2022 despite trade unions’ strong
opposition.

The Benkirane-led government
also continued the trend of higher
foreign direct investment (FDI).
Morocco has seen its FDI rise more
than 11% since 2010. The vigilance
of security institutions, which
foiled many terror attacks in recent
years, also helped boost the climate
of stability.
However, the Islamist party,
which has been shaken recently
by scandals, failed to deliver on its
promise to curb unemployment and
fight corruption, which were among
pledges that drew Moroccans to
vote for them in 2011.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Arab education shortcomings overshadow ‘back to school’ season
Samar Kadi

lic education,” noted Maha Shoeib,
an education expert and professor
at the Lebanese American University. “Even if some private schools
are of poor quality, the only thing is
that you have accountability there,
which is not the case in public
schools.”

Beirut

A

s millions of Arab students stream back to
schools and universities
after summer vacation,
it is a time of financial
stress for many parents who often
prefer private schools to get their
children a better education and
improve their future employment
chances.
Although the Middle East and
North Africa region has made great
strides in education, for too many
students “schooling” has not been
synonymous with “learning”. The
generally poor quality of education
and the disparity between what
students learn in school and the
skills required in the job market
have impeded economic growth
and employers’ ability to hire local
workers, according to a World Bank
report.
The report, Education in the Middle East and North Africa, said that

For too many
students in
the Arab world
“schooling” has not
been synonymous
with “learning”.
Students line up to enter a classroom in their new uniforms on the
first day of classes in Baghdad, Iraq.
school systems in the region are
generally of low quality, notably so
in the state sector, and that basic
skills are not being learnt. This is
particularly true in Lebanon, where
less than 25% of students are en-

rolled in state schools.
“The situation in public schools
is not improving at all. Enrolment
has been dropping since 2007 as
the majority opt for the private sector because of poor quality of pub-

Unmotivated teachers lacking
proper training and outdated curricula are a core part of the problem. “We need reforms badly,”
Shoeib said, noting that between
1994 and 2010 there were at least
four attempts to reform education
systems. However, corruption and
sectarian considerations and lack
of political will hindered efforts to
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introduce changes.
Attempts to reform educational
systems have also been resisted
elsewhere in the region. In Jordan,
the Ministry of Education’s removal
of some Quranic quotes and sayings
of the Prophet Mohammad from elementary school textbooks angered
parents and teachers.
Reformers in Algeria are being
harshly assailed by Islamists and
conservatives.
Acquiring education is generally synonymous with hopes for
a better future. In the Arab world,
the shortcomings of education are
compounded with dealing with
refugees from war-torn countries.
Many schools must accommodate
refugee children in addition to their
regular students. The number of
Syrian children in Lebanon in need
of education is 25% more than the
300,000 Lebanese students in state
schools.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

More on education:
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Economy, environment and war
of words marked Moroccan campaign
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

P

arliamentary
elections
in Morocco culminated
a heated battle, which
often focused on environmental and economic
issues, between the Authenticity
and Modernity Party (PAM) led by
Ilyas el-Omari and the ruling Islamist Justice and Development Party
(PJD) of Prime Minister Abdelilah
Benkirane.
In Ba M’hammad village, during
his election campaign tour, Benkirane blasted PAM for “bribing”
people to get their votes. He said he
was fighting “bandits” who want
to control the country’s wealth and

Turnout was reported
by the Interior
Ministry as 43%.
install their influence everywhere.
Omari accused Benkirane of having done nothing to improve education or health care. During the
campaign he stressed that voters
should not give the Islamist-led
government another opportunity
to lead Morocco because it misused
international loans and failed to
achieve job growth and economic
development it had promised.
In an interview with the Associated Press, the PAM leader suggested
that the Islamist-led government is
responsible for the radicalisation
of Moroccan youth, especially in
his northern region of Tangier-Tetouan-Al Hoceima.
Omari said PAM would support
more women in high-ranking government positions to counter “the
misogyny” of Benkirane and the
PJD, a reference to there being only
one female minister in the current

Abdelilah Benkirane, secretary-general of Morocco’s Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD) speaks during a news conference at
party headquarters in Rabat, early October 8th.
cabinet.
Omari’s campaigning apparently
reached voters as PAM saw a sharp
increase in the number of seats won
October 7th from 47 in the previous government to 102 in the next
395-seat House of Representatives,
early results indicated.
Benkirane’s PJD also increased
its representation, although not
as dramatically. The ruling party
showed a net gain of 18 seats to

125. That figure is short of a majority needed to control the legislature
outright and PJD will again need to
put together a coalition to consolidate to power.
One of its previous coalition partners Istiqlal — the Independence
Party — was third with 46 seats,
down from its 2011 election win of
60 members in the legislature.
Turnout was reported by the Interior Ministry as 43%, said to be

Moroccan King
Mohammed VI attends
an agreement signing
ceremony, on September
27th, in the royal palace
of Tangier.

Morocco: A brief chronology
The Arab Weekly staff,
with wire services

Rabat

H

ere are key dates in the
reign of King Mohammed VI of Morocco, as
the country announced
the results of its October 7th legislative elections:
— July 23, 1999, Mohammed ascends the throne at age 35 on the
death of his father Hassan II, who
ruled for 38 years.
— July 30, 1999, the new king is
crowned and gives his first speech,
saying he wants to fight the poverty
that affects the majority of the Moroccan population.
— May 16, 2003, a dozen suicide

bombers kill 33 people and wound
scores more in Casablanca. Most of
the victims are Moroccan. Parliament adopts an anti-terrorism law
that considerably strengthens judicial and police powers.
— April 2004, King Mohammed VI
announces religious reforms aiming
to counter the rise of fundamentalist imams.
— February 2011, against the backdrop of the “Arab spring”, thousands of Moroccans join marches
clamouring for change.
— April 28, 2011, a bomb attack on
a café in Marrakech leaves 17 dead,
including foreign tourists.
— July 1, 2011, Moroccans vote massively at a referendum in favour of
what the king describes as a “comprehensive constitutional reform”,

which devolves many of the king’s
powers to the prime minister and
parliament, while preserving the
king’s political and religious preeminence.
— November 25, 2011, the Islamist Justice and Development Party
(PJD) takes the lead in legislative
elections, after decades in opposition.
— September 24, 2016, campaigning
begins for parliamentary elections
that pit the PJD against the liberal
opposition Authenticity and Modernity Party (PAM).
— October 7, 2016, legislative elections in which the PJD wins the
most seats for the House of Representatives — but not a majority —
followed by PAM. Another coalition
government is expected.

relatively disappointing although
not far off the 45% who voted in
2011.
Among Omari’s attacks was an assault on PJD’s choice of candidates,
some of whom are relatives of Islamist political leaders.
“Our candidates were selected
for their competence and not by
nepotism such as the PJD,” he said.
The Moroccan prime minister’s
wife Nabila Benkirane, daughter
and son vied for seats. Mimouna
Aftati, wife of MP Abdelaziz Aftati,
is also on the PJD candidacy list.
Relatives of prominent political
figures from other parties also ran
for office. Naoufel Chabat, the son
of Secretary-General of the Independence Party (PI) Hamid Chabat,
competed in Fez despite being
implicated in a fraud case regarding the elections for the House of
Councillors a year ago. He was recently handed an eight-month suspended prison sentence.
Most of the parties set out green
policies in their manifestos, highlighting a growing awareness to
want to protect the environment.
The PJD called for the development of an integrated water strategy by 2050, without providing
details on how to implement it.
The ruling party also called for an
accelerated
anti-desertification
and reforestation strategy and for
boosting funding to fight industrial
pollution.
PAM proposed a pollution tax
and encouraged the purchase of solar panels to generate clean energy.
It also said it wanted to develop a
programme aimed at reducing the
consumption of fossil fuels.
The National Rally of Independents (RNI), headed by Foreign
Minister Salaheddine Mezouar,
proposed to develop ecological
tourism and curb pollution caused
by public transport. It also called
for the adoption of a government
policy in line with Morocco’s commitments during the United Nations’ COP 22 conference on climate
change, which is scheduled for November in Marrakech. Mezouar is
president of COP 22.
Most of the political parties said
they would seek to improve Morocco’s economy through boosting
exports, small and medium-sized
enterprises, increasing public investment in various sectors and reducing unemployment.

PJD offered an array of economic
measures designed mainly to support structural change of the national economy through the promotion of the industrial sector and
strengthening economic productivity and competitiveness. It said it
wanted to promote Moroccan exports and sustainable development.
PAM put an emphasis on the promotion of small and medium-sized
enterprises, offering to increase domestic and foreign investments as
well as public-private partnerships.
The opposition party proposed a
five-year tax exemption for new industrial firms.

Left out of the process
were hundreds of
thousands of
Moroccans living
abroad.
The Federation of the Democratic
Left (FGD), a left-wing coalition of
the Unified Socialist Party (PSU),
the Socialist Democratic Vanguard
Party (PADS) and the National Ittihadi Congress Party (CNI), promoted a national industrial policy
targeting high value-added sectors
in a bid to create jobs, diversify economic partners and promote small
and medium-sized enterprises.
FGD, which is led by fast-rising
political figure Nabila Mounib, said
it would like to diversify the national economy and review free trade
agreements that it says have worsened Morocco’s budget deficit and
debt. It also proposed an overhaul
of the financial sector through reforming the banking system and the
stock market.
The extreme left Annahj Addimocrati party (Democratic Path),
led by Mustapha Brahma, boycotted
the elections, which “do not serve”
Moroccans’ interests, it said. Brahma said he considers PJD and PAM
nothing but “two sides of the same
coin”.
Left out of the process were hundreds of thousands of Moroccans
living abroad, who were excluded
from having their say in their countries of residence despite being
guaranteed the right to vote in the
constitution. The Interior Ministry
cited technical and logistical difficulties in opening polling stations
across Western countries.
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Pride but also
frustration one
year after Tunisia
Nobel Prize
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisia’s political and intellectual elites, wrestling
with the country’s many
challenges, express a lingering pride about the
Nobel Peace Prize awarded to civil
society groups in the country a year
ago but also disappointment and
frustration over the failure to build
on the prestige of the honour.
The announcement last October
of the award brought excitement to
Tunisians. Many expected immediate gains to result from the attention
given to the Peace Prize, including
more foreign investment, increased
aid from international powers, fewer hurdles to travel abroad to work
or study, as well as enhancement of
Tunisia’s reputation.
Tunisians wanted the world to
appreciate the special traits that allowed the country to be a success in
the “Arab spring”, rather than the
dubious distinction of being one of
the region’s largest exporters of jihadists.
Tunisia is mired in deep social and
economic crises even if it remains
the only promising Arab experiment
with a bold multiparty democracy
and liberal politics.
The Norwegian Nobel Committee
announced on October 10th, 2015,
the Nobel Peace Prize for 2015 was
to go to the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet for its contribution to
ensuring Tunisia’s peaceful transition to democracy in the wake of the
overthrow of former President Zine
el-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011.
The National Dialogue Quartet
included four organisations in Tunisian civil society: the Tunisian General Labour Union (UGTT), the Tu-

nisian Union of Industry, Trade and
Handicrafts (UTICA), the Tunisian
Human Rights League (LTDH) and
the Tunisian Bar Association.
The Quartet members played
the role of mediators to advance a
peaceful political development and
gained the peace prize committee’s
attention for their collective facilitation of the process, not for the
separate individual roles as organisations.
As a result, Tunisia has established a constitutional system that
guarantees fundamental rights for
the entire population, irrespective
of gender, political conviction or religious faith and belief.
Before the Quartet stepped in,
Tunisia’s nascent democracy was
teetering, with secularists challenging the rule of the Islamist Ennahda
party in the autumn of 2013.
The assassination of a left-wing
politician prompted the opposition
to boycott the constitutional assembly, leaving the government paralysed, the constitution unfinished
and the country near civil war.

Many expected
immediate gains to
result from the
attention given to the
Peace Prize.
In Egypt, which had followed Tunisia in the “Arab spring” uprisings,
the military, backed by massive civilian support, moved to oust the Islamist government, prompting radical secularists in Tunisia to consider
taking a cue from Cairo.
The four civil society organisations jumped onto the fray at the
end of 2013 to get the rival camps
to reach a peaceful outcome. The
Islamists agreed to step down and

A 2015 file picture shows the Chair of the Nobel Committee Kaci Kullmann Five (L) with the winners
of the 2015 Nobel Prize, Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet members, attending the Nobel Peace
Prize award ceremony in Oslo.
be replaced by a caretaker technocratic government that organised
new elections and the mainly secularist opposition returned to work
with Islamists to finish writing the
constitution.
“I deem the win by the Quartet of
the Nobel Peace Prize an important
milestone in Tunisia’s history but
unfortunately public opinion did
not give it the significance it merits,”
said Hatem Ben Salem, the head of
the presidency-run Tunisian Institute of Strategic Studies (ITES).
“Public opinion saw it as reward
for the Quartet but the Nobel prize
should have constituted an opportunity for Tunisia to build a new image and even fashion a new vision
for the country that goes beyond the
stature of the Quartet,” he said.
“We had to remember that the
Nobel prize came to crown the success of dialogue in Tunisia. Today as
we hear the drums of war between
big powers and even in Europe, we
have to remember that Tunisia was
on the brink of a civil war and pulled
back from that path thanks to dialogue.
“The dialogue helped all political
and social parties forge a consensus

and reach compromises to avoid a
serious and very dangerous crisis,”
he added.
Houcine Abassi, secretary-general
of the UGTT, which was one of the
recipients of the Nobel prize, said
he deplored the insufficient support received by Tunisia from global
powers and international financial
institutions.
“The backing of the friends of Tunisia and its partners for the success
of its democratic transition must
take into account the circumstances
of the country as it works to nurture
its nascent democracy,” he said.
“They are not dealing with our
country from that point of view. We
need to explain to them the situation better to help it more, and that
will benefit the whole Arab region.”
According to Hichem Elloumi, a
senior official of the Tunisian business federation (UTICA): “Tunisia’s
main challenge is to succeed in its
economic transition. The crisis during the five years since 2011 had
truncated the average growth threefold.”
Financial experts pointed to the
latest report of Davos Economic Forum, which ranked Tunisia 95th out

of 138 countries in economic competitiveness for the 2016-17 period
down from 32nd in 2009-10 as an indication of the deterioration of the
country’s economic standing.
“The Davos figures for Tunisia
were frightening but the more worrying aspect is that Tunisians are
not aware of the looming catastrophe that will hit their country if
that deterioration was to continue
and with it the freeze of investment
by local businesses and the flight
of foreign investors,” wrote Habib
Lassoued, a senior editor with the
large-circulation daily El-Chourouk.
Some Tunisians believe the Nobel
Peace Prize should have been used
to promote the crucial international
investment conference, which it
plans to have in November.
Ben Salem said: “I do not fathom
why we did not take advantage of
the large Nobel networks to help
Tunisia organise the planned conference, which is vital for Tunisia’s
economy. Behind these networks
lay huge forces and great potential
for money and investment.”
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Competing interests in Libya
View poi nt

Elissa Miller

A

s in 2011, when NATO
launched its ill-fated
intervention in Libya,
it appears that the
North African country
has once again
become a battleground for competing Western and regional interests.
Following the takeover of several
of Libya’s main oil ports by
strongman Khalifa Haftar, a
number of Western and regional
powers, including Italy, France,
Britain, the United States and
Egypt, issued a joint communiqué
affirming “solidarity with the
Libyan people”.
While such key international
players regularly pay lip service to
a Libyan-led peace process that
preserves the unity and sovereignty of the country, on the
ground those players seem to be
doing little to support the Libyan
people. Rather, it appears unlikely
that foreign powers will place
Libyans’ interest above their own.
For Italy, stabilisation of Libya is
key, given the significant threat of
migration and potential spillover
of terrorism into Europe. For that
reason, Italy has sought to stem
the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS) in
its former colony. However, while
Italy has allowed armed American
drones to fly out of its Sigonella
Naval Air Station to conduct

It appears unlikely that foreign
powers will place Libyans’
interest above their own.

operations against ISIS, it has
refrained from committing more
fully to rooting out the terror
group.
Italy has endorsed the internationally recognised Government of
National Accord (GNA) led by
Fayez al-Sarraj but key Italian
officials have spoken of the need to
“go forward in seeking an agreement with… General Haftar”. He
leads the Libyan National Army
(LNA) and is behind the House of
Representatives’ (HoR) refusal to
endorse the GNA. By expressing
willingness to engage with Haftar,
Italy, like many foreign powers
operating in Libya, seems to be
hedging its bets.
France, another major Western
power supporting Sarraj and the
GNA, has sent special forces to
Benghazi to support Haftar’s LNA.
Although French forces have
withdrawn from Benghazi,
security sources did not rule out
their return. There have been
reports that British forces joined
those of France in supporting
Haftar in Benghazi. Like France,
Britain seems willing to play both
sides by officially supporting the
GNA while lending backing to
Haftar to ensure that its influence
is strategically well placed.
The United States, while wary of
taking military action in Libya, has
been more active in seeking to
establish security in the country. In
August, the United States began air
strikes against ISIS in Sirte in
response to a formal request from
Sarraj’s government. This move

signalled US commitment to the
Libyan forces fighting ISIS in Sirte;
however, it remains to be seen
what role the United States will
play following the operation to
stabilise the city.
The rivalry between the inhabitants of Sirte and the forces of
Misrata, who have been leading the
charge against ISIS in the city,
makes it impossible for the
Misratan fighters to maintain a
military presence there after ISIS is
ousted.
Should the next US administration want to avoid the mistake
made in 2011 by failing to ensure
post-conflict stabilisation, the
United States will need to stay
engaged in Libya beyond the
immediate goal of defeating ISIS in
the country.
Egypt has a significant stake in
the outcome in Libya, given the
two countries’ shared border and
the threat of ISIS. Egypt’s support
for Haftar is rooted in his antiIslamist campaign and President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has repeatedly
expressed support for the HoR as
the government of the Libyan
people and lauded Haftar and the
LNA. Still, Egypt continues to join
the international community in
rhetorically recognising the GNA as
the sole legitimate government of
Libya.
Western actors seem willing to
dismiss this contradiction; Italian
Foreign Minister Paolo Gentiloni
recently stated that “Egypt has
always said that it supports the
UN-driven stabilisation process

Like France,
Britain
seems
willing to
play both
sides.

and that it supports Sarraj’s
government”, a comment that
seems naïve at best.
Amid this manoeuvring, the
recent joint communiqué seems like
a farce. The statement refers to the
GNA as “the sole legitimate recipient of international security
assistance” and urges Libyans to
“decide their own future without
foreign interference”. UN Special
Representative for Libya Martin
Kobler continues to call for a “unity
of approach” among the wider
international community towards
the country. In the current environment, there appears to be little
unity among the international
actors engaged in Libya. The GNA
continues to struggle amid a lack of
credibility on the ground while
international actors violate their
own rhetoric regarding the body’s
legitimacy and sovereignty.
Libyans are in need of stability
and security. However, when
international players act out of their
self-interests and engage through
proxies, the interests of ordinary
Libyans are swept aside. The
restoration of public law and order
would not only benefit Libyans, it
would benefit the international
players intervening in Libya.
However, until long-term
stabilisation efforts are elevated
over short-term, self-interested
actions, Libyans will continue to
suffer.
Elissa Miller is an assistant director
at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri
Center for the Middle East.
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D-day looms for Mosul battle but questions remain
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

M

ore than two years
after the fall of Mosul
to the Islamic State
(ISIS), the battle to
liberate Iraq’s second
largest city appears imminent.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi said in September that he
expected the military offensive
in Mosul to begin in October, although in later pronouncements
he said he would decide in “the
last minute” when to give the goahead.
British Defence Secretary Michael Fallon said the operation
to liberate Mosul would begin
“within weeks” and French Defence Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian
said “there will soon be the main
attack”. Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan said the military offensive would begin October 19th.
Iraqi officials said they expected
the liberation to be swift and uncomplicated.
“The capture of Mosul will be
finished in record-breaking time,”
spokesman for the Iraqi army, General Yahya Rasool, told the Financial Times.
Optimism was also expressed by
Abadi in a recent interview with
CNN.
“Mosul is supposed to be easier
than these other cities outside Mosul, which we’ve been liberating,
because these are the outskirts,”
Abadi said. “They’re supposed to
be more pro-Daesh than the city
itself,” he added, using the Arabic
acronym for ISIS.
“We are planning for a fight for
many months but we anticipate
the fight for Mosul will be easier
than probably Ramadi.”
The United States leads the antiISIS coalition that provided Iraq
with air cover, trained its soldiers
and sent 5,000 troops — mainly
military advisers — to Iraq. US officials said Iraqi forces are ready for
the Mosul offensive.
Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs
of Staff General Joseph F. Dunford,
Jr. said in September that Iraqi

Fighters from predominantly Sunni Arab forces take part in a training session before the upcoming battle to recapture Mosul in Bashiqa,
on October 6th.
									
(Reuters)
forces “will have in early October
all the forces marshalled, trained,
fielded and equipped that are necessary for operations in Mosul.”
Observers, however, said they
fear complications during and after the liberation of Mosul.
Reports from Mosul indicate that
ISIS has tightened its grip on the civilian population it is holding hostage in the city and is not expected
to leave without bloodshed, booby-traps and “tunnels of fire”.
The United Nations and aid
agencies have said they are not
ready to cope with the hundreds
of thousands of people expected
to be displaced once the offensive
begins in Mosul, which is home to
around 1.5 million people.
The Save the Children charity
warned that the assault threatens
“to put more than half a million
children in the line of fire unless
safe routes and other civilian protection measures are put in place”.
Authorities in Iraq’s Kurdish region, which already hosts some 1.5
million internally displaced people, warned that they might not
receive more people if they did not
receive additional aid.

There is also the issue of coordination between the various
military forces, which include the
US-led coalition, the Iraqi Army,
various Iran-backed Shia militias
fighting under the umbrella of the
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF),
the Kurdish peshmerga and the
Arab Sunni fighters and tribesmen.

ISIS has tightened its
grip on the civilian
population it is
holding hostage in the
city and is not
expected to leave
without bloodshed
“Despite talks of coordination
between the many factions, the
fact remains that there is no unified military command,” said Sabah al-Mukhtar, president of the
London-based Arab Lawyers Association. “If there are indeed any
agreements, who is going to enforce them?”
US warplanes, coordinating with
the Iraqi government, mistakenly
killed 21 Arab Sunni fighters, in
a strike on Kharaib Jabr village,

south of Mosul on October 5th.
Arab Sunni fighters have long
complained of receiving insufficient materiel and military support
from the authorities, unlike their
Kurdish or Shia counterparts. They
play an important role in the antiISIS offensive, as most of the city’s
inhabitants are also Sunni Arabs,
but they remain far too weak to
liberate the city alone.
The Iraqi Army, which is entrusted with the major role of the
offensive inside Mosul, may not be
strong enough to do the job alone.
Although the army is more trusted
by the local population than the
PMF, “it is still not viewed as a
national army for all Iraqis”, said
Mukhtar.
The PMF is said to be prohibited
by the government from entering Mosul for fear its forces might
carry out indiscriminate attacks
against the civilian population in
the city, following allegations of
atrocities in other areas liberated
from ISIS.
Human Rights Watch urged the
Iraqi government to prevent Shia
militias “implicated in laws of war
violations” from taking part in

operations in Mosul, and to “take
steps to protect civilians fleeing
and in camps from revenge attacks”.
“The last thing the authorities
should allow is for abusive forces
to carry out revenge attacks in an
atmosphere of impunity,” said
Lama Fakih, Human Rights Watch
deputy director of the Middle East
and North Africa.
It remains unknown what will
happen if the PMF, which is taking part in operations in rural areas
around Mosul, decides to enter the
city.
There are fears over the role that
will be played by peshmerga forces
as Kurdish officials have openly
said they will hold on to territories
they view as theirs, though they
have denied having any design on
Mosul.
Baghdad, however, remains
wary. “The aim of the battle should
not be territorial conflicts but to
free the citizens from the persecution of ISIS,” Abadi warned.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor based
in London.

Who will prosecute war crimes in Iraq?
View poi nt

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

W

ith the news
that Amal
Clooney, the
celebrity
human rights
and international law attorney, has made
plans to bring the Islamic State
(ISIS) to justice by prosecuting
them in international criminal
courts, those observing Iraq over
the past 13 years would be
forgiven for asking the question:
“Who will take Baghdad to court
to answer for its war crimes?”
The answer is, predictably and
sadly, no one.
Clooney’s proposed case against
ISIS seeks to determine the group’s
guilt for an alleged genocide
against the Iraqi Yazidi community. The very idea that ISIS will
submit to any court’s jurisdiction
is quite laughable and one gets the
distinct impression that such legal
actions are perhaps motivated by
other agendas.
The United States leapt to the aid
of the Yazidi minority in 2014 and,
by March 2016, the US House of
Representatives had declared that
the horrors inflicted upon them
by ISIS were “war crimes, crimes

Under Iranian tutelage,
the rulers of Baghdad’s Green
Zone have either directly killed
Iraqi civilians or turned a blind
eye to terrorist militias.

against humanity, and genocide”.
No one can deny the first two
crimes definitely occurred and are
an accurate description of what
occurred, as the Yazidis suffered
unspeakable evil. Yet can one truly
define what happened as genocide?
Etymologically, “genocide”
refers to the killing of a people,
which therefore implies that a significant proportion of that people
have to be exterminated before
it can be properly and logically
termed a genocide. In the Yazidis’
case, and before the United States
rescued them from ISIS’s depravations, the United Nations confirmed that 5,000 Yazidis had lost
their lives to ISIS violence.
While that number is staggering,
it does not constitute genocide.
The Yazidi minority in Iraq has a
population of more than 500,000
people, which means that about 1%
of the total population was massacred by ISIS. There can be no doubt
that ISIS, given the opportunity,
would have carried out a genocide against them but the United
States’ intervention in August 2014
forestalled that tragedy from ever
unfolding.
Yet if the world is content with
calling the killing of 5,000 Yazidis a
genocide, one would imagine that
the inhuman brutality of Baghdad
against its own people would be
denounced all over the world as
a genocide, just as former Iraqi
leader Saddam Hussein was feted
as an architect of genocide for vio-

lence he inflicted upon dissidents
and separatists.
Under Iranian tutelage, the rulers of Baghdad’s Green Zone have
either directly killed Iraqi civilians
or turned a blind eye to terrorist militias that they deem to be
friendly to them and their larger
political ambitions.
The examples of crimes against
humanity and war crimes committed against Iraqi civilians by Iraqi
authorities and their allies since
the US-led invasion in 2003 are far
too many for any one article to list.
However, recent examples from
the fight against ISIS are sufficient
in painting a picture of Iraq acting
with legal impunity as the world
obsesses over only ISIS crimes.
In the early days of ISIS’ advance,
panicked Iraqi Security Forces (ISF)
responsible for administering and
guarding government jails committed what can only be described
as a war crime. Rather than either
releasing their prisoners or leaving
them unmolested, ISF wardens
decided to put prisoners to death in
summary executions that rivalled
ISIS in their ghoulishness. Human
Rights Watch reported in July 2014
that 255 prisoners, mostly Sunnis,
lost their lives this way.
During the campaign to recapture Falluja last summer, the
virulently sectarian Shia Popular
Mobilisation Forces (PMF) descended on the township of
Saqlawiyya. There, they unleashed
an orgy of viciousness against the
locals, with Anbar governor Sohaib

No one
seems to
be willing
to raise the
case of the
Iraqi people,
especially
the Sunni
Arabs.

al-Rawi confirming that they killed
at least 49 people and another 643
disappeared. Nobody knows what
happened to these missing people,
now likely dead.
US President Barack Obama
seems to have forgotten his origins
as a lawyer, as he has done nothing
to apply pressure against Baghdad
by utilising the significant leverage
of US air power patrolling the skies
keeping the ISF and PMF safe from
ISIS militants. Rather than making
US aid contingent on Iraq abiding
by international law and human
rights, Obama stays silent as Iraq
kills its own people with blind sectarianism, sowing the seeds for an
ISIS successor organisation.
So, while celebrity lawyers married to celebrity actors raise the
profile of cases of alleged genocide
committed against specific peoples
and cultures, no one seems to
be willing to raise the case of the
Iraqi people, especially the Sunni
Arabs, who have long suffered the
extreme, prejudiced and violent
barbarity of the Iran-backed rulers
of Baghdad.
Until the concept of justice and
human rights are introduced to Iraq
and until its population is humanised in the eyes of the international
community, the country will continue to be a breeding ground for
extremism and violent ideologies.
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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Lebanon dialogue, a conduit for Iran, Saudi Arabia
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

F

or almost two years, Lebanon’s principal rivals —
Iran-backed Shia Hezbollah and the mainly Sunni
Future Movement — have
been engaged in a regular, quiet
and low-profile dialogue to defuse sectarian tensions that have
reached alarming levels in the small
multi-confessional country.
Despite deep differences and the
inability to reach agreement on issues such as Hezbollah’s arsenal
and its participation in the fighting
in Syria alongside President Bashar
Assad’s regime, the two parties opted for keeping the contacts — making their dialogue the only open
channel between Sunnis and Shias
in the region and thus indirectly
between their rival sponsors: Saudi
Arabia and Iran.
Tensions between Hezbollah,
led by Hassan Nasrallah, and the
Future Movement, headed by former prime minister Saad Hariri,
grew following the assassination
of Rafik Hariri, Saad Hariri’s father
and long-time prime minister, who
was killed in a huge truck-bombing
in Beirut on February 14th, 2005.
The subsequent withdrawal of
Syrian forces from Lebanon, the establishment of the Special Tribunal
for Lebanon that accused Hezbollah members of being behind Hariri’s assassination, and Hezbollah’s
show of force by sending its fighters to take control of Beirut in 2008,
were the first signs of a Sunni-Shia
conflict that has been exacerbated
by the war in Syria and Iran’s upper
hand in Iraq.

The Hezbollah-Future
Movement meetings
helped maintain a
level of stability in
Lebanon.
“We couldn’t leave things go out
of hand in an already inflamed region… and reach the point where
the situation could explode within
seconds,” said Samir Jisr, a parliamentarian and one of three members representing the Future Movement at the dialogue sessions with

Hezbollah.
The dialogue, which started in
December 2014, was limited to the
two sides discussing the election of
a new head of state after president
Michel Suleiman completed his
term in May of the same year and
to defuse sectarian tension.
While they have failed to pave
the way for electing a new president, the Hezbollah-Future Movement meetings helped maintain
an acceptable level of stability in
the country, which found itself
deluged by more than 1.5 million
Syrian refugees. Most important,
they eased Lebanese fears of likely
Sunni-Shia violence on their own
territories.

The conflict in
Lebanon is affected
by the Saudi-Iranian
dispute.
“The dialogue achieved very little and less than what we aspire
for,” Jisr said, adding on a realistic
note that the relative stability Lebanon is enjoying was due to the fact
that “the big powers don’t want to
move the war to Lebanon but if
they decide otherwise, it will take
less than 24 hours for the whole
country to plunge into violence:
Tension, fears and weapons are all
there”.
However, Jisr appeared confident that, sooner or later, the present dialogue will turn into “a more
serious, in-depth one”.
“This is a preliminary phase…
waiting for changes in the region,”
he said.
No doubt, the conflict in Lebanon has many internal roots but it
is also affected by the Saudi-Iranian dispute and the political struggle over influence in the region.
In that context, maintaining the
dialogue between Hezbollah and
the Future Movement, clearly with
the consent of their respective patrons, represents an open channel that could open the way for a
much-needed regional dialogue
between Iran and Saudi Arabia.
“That means that this cold war
between Iran and Saudi Arabia,
which is destructive to both and
to the region, could be contained
and stopped by regulating their
disputes,” said Michel Nawfal, a

A February 2016 photo shows Saudi Ambassador to Lebanon Ali Awad Assiri (C) receiving Sunni
clerics during their visit to express their solidarity with Saudi Arabia, at the Saudi Embassy in Beirut,
Lebanon.
(The Associated Press)
political analyst and expert in Iranian and Turkish affairs. “At the
end, there is no escape but to have
a dialogue.”
Nawfal suggested a mechanism
similar to the 1975 Helsinki accords, which were meant to reduce
tension between the Soviet and
Western blocs by securing their
common acceptance of the postsecond world war status quo in Europe.
The region may not be yet ready
for such a deal as “the world is
changing and the features of this
new world are not clear”, he said.
“But to lessen the losses, we should
by all means create a mechanism to
contain the disputes.”
Turkey, according to Nawfal, is
“eligible and prepared to be the

mediator” between Saudi Arabia
and Iran, taking into consideration
the good relations Ankara enjoys
with both as well as its strategic positioning in the Islamic world and
internationally.
He said that the diminishing role
of the Western world is allowing
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to have “a big margin of manoeuvre”, emphasising that whenever a mechanism for initiating a
rapprochement between the two
sides is in place, it would be then
possible to define the issues of the
conflict.
“This is the only way to tell the
Iranians that there are limits for
their presence in the region, that
they are adopting an unbalanced
strategy which could benefit them

now but not in the future for the
simple reasons there are other big
blocs: Saudi Arabia and Egypt — so
not to say the Sunni bloc,” Nawfal
noted.
Consequently, the leaders in
Iran and Saudi Arabia should be
convinced that “no one can beat
or break the other” and that they
should seize the opportunity to get
together while the big powers are
almost inactive in the region.
Turkey would then be filling a
gap largely left by an ailing Egypt,
which should have been the one
mediating between Iran and Saudi
Arabia, Nawfal concluded.
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.

Alone, Hariri is seeking a president for Lebanon
Mohamad Kawas

Beirut

T

he flurry of consultations
by former prime minister Saad Hariri towards
ending Lebanon’s presidential vacuum signals
a commitment to the independent
political system. Meanwhile, other
fragmented Lebanese forces are
trying to come up with ways to bypass the National Pact of 1943 and
the Taif agreement of 1989, which
together resulted in the current
power structure.
Hariri seems to be working alone
in an intricate search for a president
to fill the power vacuum at Baabda
Palace but the political elite in the
country does not seem very eager
to end the constitutional farce that
has been blocking the election of
the only Christian president in the
Arab world.
It appears that the two main candidates for president — Suleiman
Frangieh and Michel Aoun — are
leaving the issue to Hariri, the leader of the Future Movement, as if the
matter did not affect Christians in
Lebanon and in the Middle East as
a whole.
Hezbollah looks preoccupied
with an agenda that it shares with
Iran, including regional ambitions
in Lebanon, Yemen, the Arab Gulf
states, Iraq and Syria. Lebanon’s

troubles are low on Hezbollah’s
agenda and, hence, the Baabda race
has turned into a childish fuss exploited to divert attention from the
Shia movement’s blunders in Syria.
Whenever Hezbollah is requested to support one of the two main
presidential candidates, who are
both allies of the group, it falls silent, holds on verbally to the candidacy of Aoun or stands behind the
talents of parliament Speaker Nabih Berri in defending the so-called
package deal on the presidency.
In the face of all this idleness,
Hariri stands alone, knocking on

doors. Until recently, he endorsed
painful
initiatives,
proposing
Frangieh for president and then
pitching Aoun for the ceremonial
post.
The two main presidential candidates are both allies of the “axis
of resistance”, which includes Syria
and Iran on the regional level and
Hezbollah on the national level.
And, it actually looks surreal that
Hariri, the leading political ally of
Saudi Arabia in Lebanon, is struggling to arrange things for the “sons
of Iran” and pave the path for them
to sit on the top of the Lebanese po-

Lebanon’s former prime minister Saad Hariri (C) attends a political
event held by the Future Movement, last April, in Beirut.
(Reuters)

litical establishment.
Hariri continues to suggest that
he is not aware of the whispers being spread by some parties, which
are hoping to abandon the Taif
agreement and move towards the
adoption of a political system that
produces new quotas dictated by
Hezbollah. If there were a failure to
call a constitutional convention, as
Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah
hopes, the labours and schemes to
abandon the Taif deal would never
stop.
The Future Movement and the
supporters of the Taif agreement
reject the package deal as a precondition for the election of a new
president. Recently, Maronite Patriarch Bechara al-Rai also joined the
opposing camp, arguing that such
a deal violates the constitutional
principles and strips the Christian
president of his prerogatives.
The idea of the package deal rests
on a suggestion that failures to
agree on a prime minister, the formation of the next government and
an electoral law will block the election process, which has long been
overdue since the departure of former president Michel Suleiman in
May 2014. Berri’s position suggests
that obstruction has become the essence of the political game. It also
implies that dealing with the current stalemate necessitates a violation of constitutional principles.
In recent years, Hezbollah has
blocked any decision or resolution

that seems unfavourable to its interests. The movement is incessantly working to impose a form
of political Shiism on the Lebanese
governing system, if not by means
of weapons, then by way of some
manoeuvres such as the Doha
agreement of 2008, which resulted
in the fall of the entire political system into the hands of Hezbollah
and Tehran. Berri seems to believe
that obstruction is no more occasional or incidental. It has rather
turned into an authentic Lebanese
tradition at the very heart of the political system.

The political elite in
the country does not
seem very eager to end
the constitutional
farce.
Hariri’s critics may consider his
moves a form of surrender to the
options of Hezbollah. Yet, the critics
are failing to see that Hariri wants a
president for Lebanon while Hezbollah wants all of the country for
itself. And, when the Lebanese
would vote to elect a president,
their ambitions would not be consistent with the objectives of Hezbollah, which only hopes to control
the political institutions with the
aim of serving its own agenda.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.
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Welcoming
the new UN chief

I

t has to be a good omen that Antonio Guterres, the next
secretary-general of the United Nations, was unanimously
supported by the UN Security Council. In a rare show of
unity, none of the five veto-wielding permanent members
of the Security Council tried to block Guterres’s candidacy.
Even Russia, which holds the Security Council presidency and had previously said it wanted an eastern
European in the United Nations’ top job, applauded Guterres’s
selection.
This is the nearest thing to a mandate for the next secretarygeneral. He will need it. In 1945, the job was described by the
first UN boss as the most impossible in the world. That remains
just as true today.
Guterres, a former prime minister of Portugal and UN High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), will take charge of the
organisation at a deeply troubling time marked by wars and the
unprecedented problem of population displacement with which
he is all too familiar.
With 65 million people displaced by conflict, destitution and
terror, this is the biggest refugee crisis since the second world
war. Establishing a realistic plan to address the migration crisis
will hinge to a great extent on resolving the multiple conflicts of
the Middle East and North Africa and preventing others from
erupting.
When he takes over from Ban Ki-moon on January 1st,
Guterres will have to fine-tune the United Nations’ role in trying
to bring some measure of stability to Syria. Ongoing strife and
terror elsewhere in the region, especially in Iraq and Libya, will
have to be on his radar screen.
It will be also unreasonable to ignore the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict or think that without a fair settlement it will just go
away.
Overall, the international stakes are too high to let such
problems fester.
Fortunately, Guterres has the right experience to address
these enormous tasks in the right spirit. Which is to say, he sees
them as inextricably interlinked and inescapably urgent for
every country and every part of the world.
In February 2015, he spoke about the refugee issue in a severe
and unusually frank manner. Visiting Sweden in his capacity as
UNHCR, Guterres warned of a backlash if Europe did not do
more to share the refugee burden, which disproportionately
rests on Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan. For Europe to ask Syria’s
neighbours to open their borders at the time it closes its own
would be a mistake, he said. And Europe urgently needs to fix
its “dysfunctional” asylum system.
Guterres was right about the backlash. He has been praised for
speaking out strongly while at the UN refugee agency but as UN
secretary-general he has to do more. He must require — and
inspire — the world to act in concert on Syria. This is easier said
than done. The Security Council is divided on the Syrian conflict. Two of its permanent members — Russia and the United
States — have given up all pretence of fashioning a ceasefire and
are not even talking to each other. Meanwhile, the brutality and
bloodshed continues.
Addressing the urgent issues in the Middle and North Africa
will unavoidably be among Guterres’s top priorities.
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As it now
stands, there
is very little
hope, if any,
for a peaceful
resolution
to the
devastating
conflict.

A

40-minute conversation US Secretary of
State John Kerry had
with Syrian opposition leaders at the
end of September
was recorded and leaked to the
New York Times. It reveals a
treasure trove of information as
to the mindset of US diplomacy
regarding the Middle East and
sheds more light on the inertia
shown by US President Barack
Obama’s administration on Syria.
As Kerry pointed out, very few
within the Obama administration
are willing to use force and the
US Congress would not likely
authorise any such action.
“A lot of Americans don’t believe
that we should be fighting and
sending young Americans to die
in another country,” Kerry said
during the conversation in New
York.
Kerry explained why a resolution
to the crisis in Syria is unlikely
at this point, at least insofar as
Americans are concerned.
As the months and years pass,
the problems related to Syria
become more complicated and
harder to resolve. What initially
was a Syrian civil war has morphed
into a complex trans-regional
conflict involving Russia, the
United States, Turkey, Iran,
Hezbollah, the Kurds, Saudi Arabia
and several other oil-rich Gulf
states and almost anyone in Syria
old enough to load and fire an
AK-47.
With the exception of the United
States, the other players in the
conflict will scarcely hesitate to
send in more fighters and more
weapons.
In Washington, however, the
mood is quite different. With only
months left before leaving the
White House, Obama is not about
to engage a significant number of
US forces in another interminable
Middle East war.
As the death toll mounted in
Syria, there was some faint hope
in mid-September when Kerry
conferred with Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov and the
Russians and the Americans jointly
announced the implementation of
a ceasefire.
However, like all other tentative
accords that came before it
intending to put a stop to the
war, this one, too, was shortlived. After the collapse of the
ceasefire, Aleppo came under
renewed aerial bombardment,
perhaps the fiercest yet as the
Syrian government forces backed
by Russian warplanes seemed
resolved to remove the opposition
from the city.

As it now stands, there is very
little hope, if any, for a peaceful
resolution to the devastating
conflict.
In his conversation with
the opposition leaders, Kerry
suggested they bring about
political change in Syria through
free and fair elections under
supervision of the United Nations
with strict control to ensure that
no foul play occurs.
At this point in the conflict,
after five years of intense fighting
that has ravaged entire cities,
killed more than 400,000 people
and displaced nearly a quarter
of Syria’s population, does Kerry
truly believe having elections
would be feasible and that the
outcome would be reliable?

With regards
to Syria,
Washington
has dropped its
big stick and
no one seems
to be listening.
If he does, there is a bridge in
Brooklyn he might be interested in
buying.
Suggesting that Syrians bring
about change through elections
at this stage is unrealistic and
worrisome, to say the least,
and demonstrates how little
understanding of the situation in
Syria the administration has been
able to grasp.
Elections in Syria were always
rigged in favour of the standing
candidate of the ruling party,
where traditionally the incumbent
would get about 99% of the vote.
There is no reason why that would
change.
How do you have elections
in a country devastated by war
and with huge numbers of the
population displaced?
In the past, what made the
United States and its diplomacy
powerful and respected, though
not necessarily loved, was its
ability to rely on its military might
to support its diplomacy, if and
when needed. As US president
Theodore Roosevelt was quoted
as having said: “Speak softly and
carry a big stick; you will go far.”
With regards to Syria,
Washington has dropped its big
stick and no one seems to be
listening.
Claude Salhani is a columnist for
The Arab Weekly. Follow him on
Twitter @Claudesalhani.
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Much like Gary Johnson, we all need a global education

Oussama Romdhani

One still
expects
Americans,
citizens of
the world’s
richest, most
powerful
country, to
have a better
grasp of
international
affairs.

G

ary Johnson, the US
Libertarian Party
candidate for
president, keeps
drawing blanks.
Asked on September
28th by MSNBC’s Chris Matthews
to “name one foreign leader that
you respect and look up to,
anybody” in any country of the
world, Johnson struggled to pick
a name. Finally, he could only
say “I guess I’m having an
Aleppo moment”. It was his
second such moment in just a
few weeks.
In an earlier MSNBC interview,
Johnson was asked what he
thought of the tragic situation in
Aleppo, Syria’s oldest, most warravaged city, which has been in
the headlines worldwide. “What
is Aleppo?” he replied.
The Libertarian candidate
should obviously brush up on
world affairs. He should also have
better foreign policy advisers and
maybe appear on MSNBC less
frequently.
But Johnson is not the only one
in Washington having “Aleppo
moments” these days. Two key US
senators — Senate Foreign Relations Committee Chairman Bob
Corker, R-Tennessee, and Senate Armed Services Committee
Chairman John McCain, R-Arizona
— drew criticism recently for
geographical inaccuracies in their
statements.
McCain asked Corker “suppose
that unimpeded, the Houthis, the
clients of the Iranians, had taken
over the country of Yemen. What
would that do? Would that indeed
pose a threat to the Straits [sic] of
Hormuz, where they are already
harassing American naval vessels?”
Seemingly unaware, as was his
questioner, that Yemen is nowhere near the Strait of Hormuz,
Corker replied: “It creates greater
instability in a region that already
has had tremendous amounts
of it. But no question, I mean, it
borders the strait and again it puts
more of that in Iranian hands.”
Such comments have received
a lot of play in the international
media, including in the Arab
world, as an illustration of US
politicians’ ignorance of all things
international.
But the debate raises an important question. Would politicians, university students and
the general public in the Arab

An April 2015 file picture shows demonstrators standing around
a map of the Mediterranean Sea in Marseille, as they protest
European migration policies.
world demonstrate any better
knowledge of world facts? Hard to
say. Not many surveys have been
conducted on the topic.
In the Arab world, basic ignorance of the facts too often combined with conspiracy theories
many times produce inaccurate
and absurdly slanted explanations
of international issues. That’s
not surprising, considering the
failings of the region’s educational systems and the demagogic
nature of the prevailing political
discourse in the region.
Arab youth are open to the
world. They use the internet and
smartphones to search for global
opportunities. But sectarian,
tribal and partisan impulses have
encouraged insularity. Radical
Salafists, in particular, are trying
to destroy all bridges to universality, be they cultural or economic.
In today’s world, proficiency in
English provides any aspirational
global citizen with a universal
tool of communication but Arab
educational systems do not ensure adequate training in foreign
languages.
In the Arab world, social media
are increasingly among the main

sources of information but Facebook and other online forums
more frequently carry barbs,
rumours and vitriolic attacks than
objective facts, thereby feeding
fear and ignorance.
This is why it is not a priority
for many in the Arab world to
call out their leaders even when
they manifestly have a hard time
understanding the way politics in
the West functions. Many of the
leaders themselves share in the
vague notions that the West does
not “know us” or is “unfair to us”
in the global decision-making
process.
Even so sophisticated an Arab
leader of yesteryear as Tunisia’s
Habib Bourguiba displayed his
low expectations of his hosts’
knowledge on a visit to the United
States in 1986. Asked by members of a US business delegation
how things were back home, the
normally courteous president
snapped, “You keep on confusing Tunisia with Indonesia. Is
this acceptable?” Bourguiba,
who was not fluent in English,
had been briefed about how little
Americans knew about Tunisia
and thought the Americans were

asking about Indonesia.
It remains true, however, that
one might expect Americans,
citizens of the world’s richest,
most powerful country, to have
a better grasp of international affairs. More particularly, US policy
makers whose decisions affect
millions around the world.
Today, a lot in the ClintonTrump White House race hinges
on foreign policy issues. Everywhere, and not just in the United
States, voters bereft of the facts
of life in the global arena, are increasingly vulnerable to populist
manipulation. That was the case
during Britain’s debate on Brexit.
It could be yet again a crucial
factor in forthcoming European
elections.
If Americans are not particularly
proficient in foreign languages
and au fait with foreign cultures,
it is because of an insulation they
could afford (or could not escape)
based on their history, geography
and economics. For decades,
institutions such as the National
Geographic Society have documented Americans’ lack of familiarity with world geography.
A recent survey by the Council
on Foreign Relations and National
Geographic Society showed that
only 29% of US college students
were able to identify Indonesia as
a Muslim-majority country. Just
28% knew that the United States
is treaty-bound to defend Japan.
But the survey recorded some
progress compared to decades
past: 81% of respondents said current world events are “extremely
important” if not “very important” to know. That might suggest
a thirst to learn more about the
world.
Stereotyping and ignorance on
the part of US politicians is difficult to tolerate. The truncated
interpretations and inaccurate assumptions offered as facts about
the world by Arab politicians can
have critical implications.
Lack of grasp of international
issues can carry even more critical consequences for the Arabs,
today and tomorrow. Progress in
the Arab region dictates a mindset
that is more in tune with global
realities and is better equipped for
international engagement and we
all, not just Gary Johnson, need
global literacy.
Oussama Romdhani is Editor-inChief of The Arab Weekly.

Time for MENA Americans to stand up and be counted

Rashmee Roshan Lall

The US wants
to include a
MENA
category in
its 2020
survey.

T

wo-hundred-andthirty years after the
United States’ first
constitutionally
mandated census, the
country wants to
include a MENA category in its
2020 survey. The Middle EastNorth Africa option, if it comes to
pass, is breathlessly described by
commentators as a massive
realignment of federal racial
definitions.
Its implications are immense. It
will shrink the white population almost immediately because people
of MENA origin — estimated at 1.8
million-3.7 million — are currently
counted as white. More importantly, it will render Middle Easterners,
Arabs and North Africans — no matter if they are mixed race LebaneseMexican like actress Salma Hayek
or Armenian like reality television
celebrity Kim Kardashian — instantly visible.
That can only be a good thing
in terms of politics and policy,
despite the extreme fears voiced by
the paranoid and gentle concerns
raised by the prudent.
Consider the import of having an
accurate tally — age, sex, countries
of origin — of people from a certain
region. They would be able to track
and cite discriminatory treatment
with respect to housing and education, seek political representation

in line with their numbers and apply for federal government grants
for minority-run small businesses.
As a voting bloc, albeit cutting
across different religious, racial,
ethnic and cartographical lines,
people of MENA-origin would have
decided clout. They would become
a distinct group for the purposes
of health research and the tracking
of employment and educational
trends.
As Helen Hatab Samhan of the
Arab American Institute recently
said: “It helps these communities
feel less invisible…It’s a good step,
a positive step.”
She is right about the positive nature of being counted. The United
States’ founding fathers considered
census data so important they
made it part of the constitution.
They believed that representative
democracy was fundamentally
premised on numbers because
representation should be based on
population strength if it is to be
viable and true. They wanted each
community to get the right number
of representatives in government.
And, as Penn State sociology and
demography Professor Gordon de
Jong pointed out, census tallies
help with the equitable distribution
of federal and state public funds for
educational programmes, health
care, law enforcement and highways that serve a community.

Unfortunately, there are two
basic problems with the proposal
to include a MENA category in
the US Census in 2020. There may
be marked public disagreement
with the change. Even if everyone agreed, US President Barack
Obama’s administration may simply run out of time to enact it.
The Office of Management and
Budget (OMB), the largest executive entity within the White House,
published a proposal on September
30th in the government’s official
journal the Federal Register. It
specified a month’s public consultation on whether to add a MENA
category, which groups to include
and what it should be called. This
is part of the attempt to solve the
Census Bureau’s headaches over
the inclusion of Turkish, Sudanese
and Somali Americans in the MENA
grouping.
There is no certainty the White
House consultation will generate the sort of positive vibes that
MENA classification advocates,
such as the Arab American Institute, want. An “Arab or Middle
Eastern” census category was first
proposed by the OMB in 1994 but
agreement could not be reached on
its composition.
Twenty years later, Obama’s OMB
formed an Interagency Working
Group to consider ways to improve
federal data collection on race and

ethnicity and a MENA classification
was once again proposed. Again,
no one could agree on the basis
of measurement — should it be
language, geography or something
else.
Now, the White House is trying
again but attempts to be statistically inclusive are viewed with suspicion by some Arab Americans who
fear it could enhance the government’s ability to monitor and track
citizens. The fear is understandable. We live in the age of Donald
Trump and Islamophobia.
It is also a part of a larger distrust
of government and official data collection. Even without a MENA category, questions have become more
numerous and specific than the six
asked in the first census in 1790:
The name of the head of the household, the number of free white
males older than 16, the number of
free white males younger than 16,
the number of free white females,
the number of other free persons
and the number of slaves.
But that is because the United
States is becoming more diverse
and a MENA census category would
be recognition of the reality.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
contributing editor for The Arab
Weekly. Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Who really was Shimon Peres?

Khairallah Khairallah

Despite this
long career,
not once
was Peres
able to take
one step
towards
real peace
in the
Middle
East.

Sid Ahmed Ghozali

The
achievements
of women in
the Iranian
opposition
are a real
threat to the
mullahs’
regime.

S

himon Peres, who
served as Israeli
president, prime
minister and Defence
minister, was depicted
as a dove in favour of
peace with the Palestinians.
Some have even said that he
strove for peace.
In reality, Peres’s nice discourse
of peace with the Palestinians and
cooperation with Arab countries
was part of the strategy of giving
cover and lustre to the Israeli
occupation.
Peres, who started his long
political career as head of the
office of David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s
first prime minister, died late last
month at the age of 93. Despite
this long career, not once was
Peres able to take one step towards
real peace in the Middle East.
Peres was always hesitant and
deceitful. He was never able to
score a decisive electoral victory
when he was leading the Labour
Party. He drew evenly many times
with the right-wing Likud Party
and was able to work out with
it a formula for alternating the
premiership between Likud and
Labour.
He was prime minister a second
time following Yitzhak Rabin’s
assassination in November 1995.
During that period, he fell into the
trap of Operation Grapes of Wrath,
unwittingly paving the way for
Binyamin Netanyahu’s electoral
victory in May 1996. Operation
Grapes of Wrath was the code
name for a small-scale military
campaign against Lebanon during
the premiership of Rafik Hariri.
At every major occasion, Peres
remained unable to take any major
and decisive steps. For example,
following Rabin’s assassination
he delayed general elections in
Israel for six months. He did not
and could not realise then that
this delay was advantageous
to Netanyahu, who had been
implicitly in collusion with the
naysayers to peace from within
the Arab region and even from
outside it, namely Iran. At that
time, Iran was doing its best,
even relying on Hamas suicide
bombers, to torpedo the Oslo
peace negotiations.
It is true, however, that, while
he was Foreign Affairs minister in
Rabin’s cabinet, Peres had been
instrumental in reaching the

A May 1994 file picture shows Yasser Arafat (R), president of Palestine Liberation Organisation
(PLO) and (from L to R) Israeli Foreign Minister Shimon Peres, Russian Foreign Minister Vladimir
Kosyrev, Israeli Premier Yitzhak Rabin, Egyptian Foreign Minister Amr Mussa (behind) and Egyptian
President Hosni Mubarak as they pressure the PLO chairman who refused to sign a chapter of the
Gaza-Jericho autonomy agreement.
(Agence France-Presse)
1993 Oslo peace agreement but it
is also true that he did not know
how to protect this deal through
the creation of a large coalition in
Israel in support of peace and by
beginning the implementation of
it on the ground.
The Oslo agreement died with
Rabin’s assassination. It became
clear down the road that Peres
was not cut out to be a leader. He
was excellent as second in charge
but failed every time he was in
charge. Under Ben Gurion and
before the 1967 war, he succeeded
in obtaining weapons from France
and in building Israel’s nuclear
programme.
He was an excellent executor
but he was no more than a wolf in
sheep’s clothing pretending to be
working for peace.
We all remember that the
1979 peace agreement between
Egypt and Israel was the result
of personal determination by the
late Egyptian president Anwar
Sadat and Israeli prime minister
Menachem Begin. A similar
agreement in 1994 between Jordan

and Israel was possible because
both the late King Hussein and
Rabin were determined to achieve
it.
King Hussein had always
known that, unlike Rabin, Peres
was unreliable; he would say
something but do the other while
Rabin was a serious adversary with
clear-cut opinions and positions.
Those who dealt with Peres
found it difficult to trust the man.
King Hussein considered him
deceitful. Yasser Arafat and Peres
did not take each other seriously.
Peres was not worried about Hafez
Assad’s regime in Syria because
they both found it beneficial to
maintain the status quo of no-war,
no-peace in the region.
The status quo on the ground
in Jerusalem, the West Bank and
the Golan Heights is maintained
to this day. It guarantees the
continuous grip of the Syrian
regime on the lives of the Syrian
people even with the help of
Iranian militia and the savagery of
Russian President Vladimir Putin.
The 1996 Qana massacre, in

which more than 100 people
were killed in Lebanon during
Operation Grapes of Wrath,
revealed Peres’s true self. He
desperately wanted to win the
elections in Israel even at the cost
of numerous victims in Lebanon.
Peres was never a man of peace
despite being awarded the Nobel
Peace Prize in 1994. He firmly
believed that Israel’s interest lies
in maintaining Israel’s occupation
of Palestinian lands at all costs.
In more than one international
conference he declared that
the West Bank was “disputed
territory”.
Peres and Netanyahu were just
two sides of the same coin with
one difference. Unlike Netanyahu,
Peres was never capable of
playing politics inside Israel and
winning. Since his early days in
Ben Gurion’s cabinet, he always
excelled in playing second fiddle
but failed every time he played a
leading role.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.

Women could be game changers

A

bout 150 years ago,
Iranian women
validated their
political presence
through their
contribution to the
tobacco protest against a concession granted by the shah to Great
Britain. In the beginning of the
20th century, women in Iran
participated in the Constitutional
revolution, which led to the
curbing of the shah’s absolute
powers and the establishment of
parliament.
Women played a major role
in the Iranian nationalist
movement, under the leadership
of Mohammad Mosaddegh in
the 1950s. They supported the
prime minister in his decision to
nationalise the oil industry and
his efforts to confront the British
blockade that was imposed to
obstruct nationalisation.
When the armed resistance
began against the rule of the shah
in the 1960s, women participated
actively and joined the two main
militant organisations — the
Organisation of Iranian People’s
Fedaian, and the People’s
Mojahedin Organisation of Iran.
All this history of political
participation did not serve the
Iranian women when the leaders
of the Islamic Republic rose to
power. In a description of women
and an enumeration of their
distinguishing characteristics,

Ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani
insists on “weakness” and “a
failure to bear the different
burdens and responsibilities”.
As one of the architects of the
regime of the Islamic Republic,
Rafsanjani said in 1986: “Justice
does not mean that all laws should
be the same for women and
men… The differences in body,
height, sturdiness, voice, growth,
muscle quality, physical strength,
perseverance in the face of
disasters and resistance to disease
in women and men show that men
are stronger and more capable in
all these areas… Men’s brains are
larger… These differences affect
the delegation of responsibilities,
duties and rights.”
That seemed the position of
all clerics in Iran, with none of
them able to answer the following
questions: Do women get selfconfidence from men in light of
this vision? What if a man neglects
his wife or cheats on her? What
will she do? How can justice be
achieved in such a case?
No soul can imagine the extent
of oppression and humiliation
in Iran. Perhaps only in the
Islamic Republic would a female
opposition figure be flogged then
put to death while pregnant for
“concealing information and
inciting against the regime”.
Against this distressing
reality, the women in the Iranian
opposition today are not only

enjoying equal rights with men,
they are also playing a full role
in all fields, even those that are
supposed to be limited to men.
From Iran to my country,
Algeria, we should honestly admit
that we have gone through a
similar experience of resenting
women. Yet, I am absolutely
certain that no one can doubt
the contribution of the Algerian
women to the revolution. I am
also quite sure that no one can
question that some women
militants have become a symbol
of resistance in our country,
notably Djamila Bouhired, Djamila
Boupacha and others.
Against the backdrop of these
admirable contributions, I wanted,
as a prime minister in 1990, to
appoint a woman minister for
Mujahideen so as to honour
women militants and highlight
our appreciation of women’s role
in the independence struggle.
I was summarily surprised
by the reaction of activists who
expressed concern over the
initiative. Others plainly opposed
the idea. These reactions forced
me to back down on this project,
which I viewed as a gift for all
militants.
Besides this initiative, I worked
on my government’s plan to
ensure parity in ministerial
positions, with the aim of
achieving equality between
men and women. This course

of action was opposed by highranking officials as soon as it was
proposed.
When I offered ministerial
portfolios to women, they
accepted but later turned them
down for fear of disagreements
with their husbands. In 1989,
when I held the position of Foreign
minister, I tried to name the first
female ambassador but as Algerian
law stipulates that a husband and
a wife should not be separated, I
had to find a solution. I found it
when I named a qualified woman
and gave her husband the second
position. With the government
and the president refusing the
idea, I eventually had to name
the husband and wife to the same
rank.
In my country, the lack of
self-confidence drives women to
decline senior positions and men’s
tendency towards predominance
constitutes a real obstacle.
Here, we can understand
the relevance of the Iranian
opposition’s model, which
made room for women’s active
participation in political life. The
achievements of the opposition
in this context are a real threat to
the mullahs’ regime, with women
probably being the potential main
contributor to their eventual
demise.
Sid Ahmed Ghozali is a former
Algerian prime minister.
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Putin’s Syria mission: Third time lucky for Assad
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

R

ussian President Vladimir
Putin has staked much
on his bold military intervention in Syria to save
the regime of long-time
ally President Bashar Assad, even
risking a collision with the West.
But it is the result of links between Moscow and Damascus that
go back to 1919, when a Syrian parliamentarian-turned-revolutionary
named Ibrahim Hananu implored
Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin for
Bolshevik assistance to fight the colonial French.
When the armies of Israel, Britain and France launched the Suez
war against Egypt in October 1956,
then-Syrian president Shukri alQuwatli travelled to the Kremlin to
plead for help.
He was the first Syrian head of
state to visit Moscow since bilateral
relations were established in 1944.
Addressing Soviet leader Nikita
Khrushchev, Quwatli thundered:
“Send in the great Red Army that
defeated Hitler!”
Neither Lenin nor Khrushchev
complied, of course, but in the
early 1940s, Quwatli corresponded
with Joseph Stalin, who sent his
foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, to Damascus with clear instructions to recognise leaders of the
anti-French resistance as the de
facto representatives of Syria and
to ignore anyone associated with
colonial France.

The price paid by
Russia in Syria is not
high for a country
desperate to reposition
itself as a superpower.
On Bastille Day 1944, Molotov
snubbed mandate officials by refusing to attend French Army celebrations on Salhieh Street in central
Damascus. In February 1946, he

vetoed a French draft resolution
at the United Nations aimed at extending France’s mandate in Syria.
Ten years later, Quwatli visited
Moscow during the Suez war and
Syria cuddled up to the Eastern
bloc. It signed an arms deal with
Czechoslovakia, exchanged diplomatic relations with Communist
China, trade agreements with Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary and a
student exchange programme with
East Germany.

Moscow’s support for
Damascus during the
Arab-Israeli war of
1967 took the
relationship to new
heights.
In August 1957, Defence Minister
Khalid al-Azm signed a long-term
interest-free economic and military
package with the Soviets, shortly
after the US and British embassies
closed in Damascus, thrusting Syria
firmly into the Cold War.
Moscow’s support for Damascus during the Arab-Israeli war of
1967 took the relationship to new
heights and, in 1970, the Soviet Union opened a naval base in the port
city of Tartus, the first in the USdominated Mediterranean.
In October 1973, the Soviets supported Syria during the third major
Arab-Israeli war.
In October 1970, Syria’s thenpresident Hafez Assad signed a
Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with Moscow. Over the following 45 years, thousands of Russian
military personnel were sent to
Syria, along with technicians to operate the Euphrates High Dam.
Syrian arsenals were packed with
Soviet arms and heavy military
equipment. Syrian students were
given grants to Moscow colleges.
By the mid-1990s, the majority of
all public sector company directors, cabinet ministers and senior
Ba’athists had received their university education in the USSR.
They created a shadow lobby

Russian soldiers patrol the ancient Syrian city of Palmyra, last May.
for the Soviet Union in the upper
echelons of power in Damascus.
The Soviets objected when SyrianUS relations improved during the
Clinton administration in the 1990s
but, for five decades, never once
did Syrian state-media criticise the
Soviet Union, even during its final
disintegration.
When the Georgian Army rumbled into the breakaway state of
South Ossetia in August 2008, the
Kremlin responded with a fullscale invasion of South Ossetia, on
the orders of Putin, then the prime
minister.
Bashar Assad was the first international leader to pay a solidarity visit to the Kremlin, a fact often
overlooked by Syria watchers. He
told Russia’s Kommersant newspaper: “Everywhere there’s total disinformation, distortion of facts and
international attempts to isolate
Russia. It is important that Russia
takes the position of a superpower.”

Asked if Syria would accept air
defence systems from the Russians, Assad replied: “In principle,
yes.” That was seven years before
Putin sent Russian warplanes to
intervene in the Syrian civil war in
September 2015 to aid Assad.
During those years, the world
mistakenly believed that SyrianRussian relations were history, given Assad’s frequent meetings with
French president Nicolas Sarkozy,
Turkish leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan and a colourful assortment of US
congressmen.
He only visited Moscow three
times from 2000 to 2008 and thenRussian president Dmitry Medvedev visited Damascus once in
late 2008, while Putin has made
no visit at all. Although the ”great
Red Army that defeated Hitler” was
never a match for the American one
that ended the second world war,
it was apparently always ready to
stand by its Syrian ally.

(Agence France-Presse)

Syrian-Russian relations were
never the product of the current
war and trying to understand them
through the narrow prism of that
conflict will never explain why Putin has intervened militarily in Syria
and seems in no hurry to disengage
anytime soon.
Historically it was Syria, not
Egypt, that was Moscow’s gateway
to the Arab world and Putin used it
to return to the global stage as an
international heavyweight.
Although Syria is costing him
about $3 million a day, the military
losses have been negligible compared to other wars — four Russian
aircraft shot down and ten personnel killed.
That is hardly a high price for a
country desperate to reposition itself as a superpower via Syria.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

Russian general says Moscow is ‘here to stay’ in Arab world
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

R

ussia’s strong post-“Arab
spring” resurgence in the
Middle East and North
Africa “is here to stay”
with a strategy that aims
at entrenching Moscow’s influence beyond the defence of the
Orthodox church or the revival of
its inheritance from the Soviet Union-era in the region, the head of
a think-tank linked to the Kremlin
said.
Retired Russian lieutenant-general Leonid Reshetnikov, the chief
of the Russian Institute of Strategic
Studies, warned that Libya might
become “another Syria” as Islamic
State (ISIS) fighters could flee to
North Africa after their defeat —
within “six months at the latest”
— in Syria.
The former senior military officer, however, warned that Russia will not intervene in the North
African state as it is doing in Syria.
“Libya is a European priority, not
a Russian one. Russia can only cooperate with Europe in fighting terrorists there and restoring stability
and peace in Libya,” said Reshetnikov in an October 4th address to
researchers, diplomats and senior
officials, including top military officers, at a conference in Tunis
organised by the presidency-affiliated Tunisian Institute of Strategic
Studies.
Reshetnikov worked as analyst
for the foreign wing of Russia’s intelligence service SVR. His institute
was a secret offshoot of the SVR
before being transformed into the

A 2015 file picture shows a banner displaying the portrait of
Russian President Vladimir Putin on Cairo’s landmark Qasr al-Nil
bridge.
Kremlin’s studies and analysis arm
under President Vladimir Putin.
“Russia is restoring its position
and role in the world stage with its
full strength especially in the Arab
world,” said Reshetnikov adding
that “Russia’s role is to reinforce
stability in the world in a multi-polar global stage, to ward off tyranny
towards states and interference in
domestic affairs of countries and
protect territorial unity of all countries.”
Russia’s links to the Arab world
grew from interests to shield the
Orthodox Church during the tsarist empire. Interest waned when
early Soviet Union leaders decided
the region was no fertile ground for
Marxism potential.
Only during the Cold War did
the Soviet Union build alliances

with Arab countries, such as Egypt,
Iraq, Algeria and Libya, as part of
the fight against the West as Arab
national liberation movements did
not depend on the Soviet support.
Arab countries benefited from
rapprochement with Moscow before the demise of the Soviet Union
as Arab governments kept political
and ideological ties with the Soviets at the lowest level while optimising gains from military and
economic cooperation.
Soviet military personnel were
directly involved in the sides of
Egypt and Syria after the 1967 war
with Israel.
With the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the dominance of free
market liberalism, Moscow’s influence ebbed, leaving piles of unpaid
debt worth billions of dollars with

Arab states.
Aswan dam in Egypt and ElHajjar steelworks in Algeria’s Annaba remain old milestones of the
economic cooperation with Soviet
Union.
“Russia has returned to the Arab
world. We are back to our interests.
We are back to the positions we had
lost a while ago. Our relations with
the Arab world are older than 230
years. Our ties to the Arab world
are more than 400 years,” said
Reshetnikov as he compared the
timeframe of Russia’s historic ties
to the Arab region with those of the
United States.
“Our tasks in the region are to
stem the collapse of Arab states,
to restore and protect the unity
and sovereignty of the Arab states
against projects and plots to dismember them as are the cases with
Syria, Iraq and Libya and the list is
lengthy,” he said.
“We are back to protect Arab
states and we are against the projects of regime changes and rebuilding states,” he added in reference to Western support for “Arab
spring” transformations.
Labidi Mohamed, a human rights
activist, said: “It is sad to hear you
explaining that Russia is basing its
diplomatic strength on the use of
force while the Americans do the
same even though they use another language . The loss of peace
is the casualty of such showdown
and it is terrible for the evolution of
the international relations between
peoples and nations. Where are the
human rights and the rights to peoples to live in peace and dignity?”
The general answered: “Russia
seeks peace and will defend peace
on the global stage.”

Reshetnikov, summarising the
direction of his country’s policy in
the Arab world, said: “Russia seeks
to help in the development of the
Arab states. Russia is at the beginning of the road. The desire and the
activity will intensify each day.”
He said Russian eyes are on the
“Arab world as testing ground for
radical political Islam” with the
aim of shielding its 15 million Muslim population from the growing
Islamist influence spreading into
Russia.

Reshetnikov said
Russia does not seek
alliance with Iran, just
cooperation as a good
neighbour.
Reshetnikov ruled out closer
links with Saudi Arabia, arguing
that Riyadh plays a role in helping
Islamist extremists in Russia and
elsewhere.
“The Saudis proposed to Russia that it leaves Syria and gets
billions of dollars as a reward. We
dismissed such a proposal. Russia is not the kind of country to be
bribed to change its foreign policy,”
he said
He said Russia does not seek alliance with Iran, just cooperation
as a good neighbour on the same
scale as Moscow sees Turkey and
Poland.
“It will take us no more than six
months maximum to finish with
Daesh in Syria with the help of our
allies the Syrian Army, Hezbollah
and the support and assistance of
Iran,” said Reshetnikov using Arabic acronym for ISIS.
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JASTA reverberates throughout Gulf region
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

T

he US Congress’s override
of US President Barack
Obama’s veto of the Justice Against Sponsors of
Terrorism Act (JASTA) reverberated across the Middle East,
with officials and the general public
condemning the law.
“The enactment of JASTA is of
great concern to the community of
nations that object to the erosion of
the principle of sovereign immunity,” an official at the Saudi Foreign
Ministry said. The unnamed speaker cited by the official Saudi Press
Agency said this precedent would
have a negative effect on all countries, including the United States.
JASTA gives families of 9/11 victims the right to sue the Saudi
government for liability despite a
US government investigation that
determined the attacks were not
sanctioned by Saudi Arabia. The
loss of sovereign immunity is an
issue that concerns most governments, as a number of its officials
reacted to the new legislation on
social media:
“Populist legislation in the JASTA
case prevailed over rationalism,
which is required in all matters of
international law and investment
risks. The repercussions will be
serious and enduring,” wrote UAE
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs
Anwar Gargash on Twitter. Bahrain Foreign Minister Khaled bin
Ahmed described the law on Twitter as “an arrow launched by the US
Congress at its own country”.
Regional media either condemned the law or pondered what
this meant for Saudi-US relations.
“A perfect blackmailing law,”
Khalid al-Malik wrote in the Saudi
newspaper Al Jazirah.
“We stood by America and understood its stances and policies. We taught our children in its
universities and deposited large
amounts of our savings in its financial institutions,” Malik said in his
opinion piece.
“This is America that conspires
against us and reveals, through upholding of JASTA, an unprecedent-

View poi nt

Mohamad
Abou el-Fadl

A January 2015 file photo shows US President Barack Obama participating in a receiving line with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud, at Erga Palace in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.
ed suspicious position towards us,”
he added.
Writing in Lebanon’s leftistleaning Al-Safir, Suleiman Nimr
stressed that Saudi Arabia “possesses many economic, and even
political, tools that could threaten
Washington’s interests not only in
the Arab and Islamic region but inside the United States itself.”
“Riyadh could halt arms deals
with Washington… It could reduce its imports from the United
States, withdraw its investments
and about $115 billion of financial
reserves out of the country,” Nimr
said.
A lead editorial in Egypt’s Al-Dustour said: “Saudi Arabia feels that
it was stabbed in the back after upholding JASTA.” “Riyadh might decide to scale down its counterterrorism cooperation with Washington,
which was not influenced by the
lukewarm relations since Obama
took office in 2009,” it added.

Despite the general uproar, analysts say JASTA’s impact on relations might be a short-term phenomenon.

Saudi Arabia feels
that it was stabbed
in the back after
upholding
JASTA.

”

A lead editorial in Egypt’s
Al-Dustour
“The prospect of billions (of dollars) worth of Saudi assets possibly
being frozen by a court order must
make Saudi officials nervous and
understandably so. However, it is
not just the Saudi government that
is extremely concerned about this
possibility but so are Saudi businesses and American businesses
involved in joint ventures with

Saudi companies,” said Saudi analyst Fahad Nazer, adding that this
creates an air of uncertainty in the
business community of both countries.
Nazer said that, in the long term,
Saudi-US relations will endure,
noting that relationship did not
survive and flourish for eight decades by happenstance. “I think that
the clear Saudi preference for US
weapons and training, the $70 billion worth of trade and the close
security and counterterrorism cooperation are enough to sustain
this relationship for the foreseeable
future,” Nazer said.
Some have said that the passing
of the bill was politically motivated
as members of Congress who overrode the presidential veto do not
want to be seen to be voting against
the families of the victims of 9/11,
especially so close to an election.
However, should Saudi Arabia
shoulder the blame for not project-

ing its position more accurately to
the US populace?
“I think there is a fairly wide
consensus in Saudi Arabia that the
kingdom needs to tackle the image problem that it has in the West
in general and in the United States
in particular. You are beginning to
see some push back from Saudi officials in the form of more media interviews and more opinion pieces,”
Nazer said.
“There are even some private efforts under way that are more focused on the American public at
large. All these efforts must continue and intensify if Saudi Arabia
is to once again achieve the favourable standing it enjoyed during the
time of the 1990 Gulf War. I think
it can be done but will likely take
some time.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is
the Gulf section editor of
The Arab Weekly.

More than Saudi Arabia targeted by JASTA

T

he Justice Against
Sponsors of Terrorism
Act (JASTA) has been
perceived as legislation targeting only
Saudi Arabia and
limited to the events of September 11th, 2011. This perception is
true to some extent but what is
certain is that it is not just Saudi
Arabia that is being targeted.
As the saying goes, the devil is in
the details and the details of this
act render many Arab countries
potential targets.
Investigations related to the
September 11th events found no
link between the attackers and the
Saudi government. Consequently,
all efforts to blackmail Saudi
Arabia into changing some of its
political choices failed . What
happened with Saudi Arabia can
easily be duplicated in other Arab
countries.
JASTA, passed by the US
Congress despite strong opposition
from US President Barack Obama,
comes during the administration’s
stated turn from the Middle East
and after its agreement with Iran
that was beneficial to Tehran. That
deal dismayed many in Congress
and the Arab world. Whatever

JASTA was no accident nor did it
just target punishing those who
were involved in the 9/11
attacks.

the goals of the Iran nuclear deal,
JASTA is as much, if not more,
about political expediency than
seeking justice. That does not
reduce the risk for Arab countries
and the Americans’ intentions
should be questioned even if they
change the law after the election.
JASTA was no accident nor
did it just target those who were
involved in the 9/11 attacks. The
objective was much wider than
announced.
Of course, those who
brainstormed, drafted and enacted
JASTA are convinced that those
countries targeted by the act —
Saudi Arabia and others — seem, at
least for now, helpless.

Even in cases in which these
countries opt for the withdrawal
of Arab investments from the
United States or for stopping
such investments, there are laws,
regulations and even conventions
that would prevent the carrying
out of such a move. There will be
no other alternatives but to submit
to US demands.
It is perhaps time to use the
highly suspicious JASTA as
the starting point for an Arab
awakening that would put an
end to all these proxy conflicts
and wars in the region and bring
about a re-evaluation of many of
the policies that have resulted in
the horrible conditions in many

Those Arab
countries
that are still
in one piece
have no
choice but
to reinforce
cooperation
and
coordination
efforts
among
themselves.

The annual meeting of Arab foreign ministers at the Arab League headquarters in
Cairo, on September 8th.

countries, policies that have relied
on involving foreign parties such
as Iran, Turkey and Russia in the
battles in Syria and Iraq.
The experiences of the Arab
region during the past few years
have made it clear that many
countries are eyeing Arab wealth.
Those Arab countries that are
still in one piece like Egypt, Saudi
Arabia, the Emirates, Tunisia,
Algeria and Morocco have no
choice but to reinforce cooperation
and coordination efforts among
themselves in the service of
a political agenda capable of
confronting threats emanating
from JASTA. They need to steer
clear of internal conflicts and even
sometimes unwarranted attacks
on each other, divisions that
have allowed foreign powers to
maintain a grip on essential issues
in many Arab crises.
Perhaps JASTA will serve to
revive the concept of a regional
Arab power that has been forgotten
as each Arab country became
obsessed with its own territorial
survival. In the midst of crises and
civil wars, any Arab country that
succeeds in preserving its unity
despite the divisive plans in place
would indeed escape the laid trap.
When we seriously choose
cooperation and when we would
have our own Arab JASTA,
Washington can no longer dictate
its will to us.
Mohamad Abou el-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer.
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Yemen naval security
beefed up after attack
on UAE ship
Saleh Baidhani

Sana’a

A

vessel
transporting
wounded
Yemenis,
aid and civilian passengers was attacked
while passing through
the Bab el Mandeb strait. It was
hit by guided missiles launched
by the Iran-allied Houthi rebels,
according to a statement by the
UAE Foreign Ministry, which
called the incident “an act of terrorism”.
The UN Security Council
strongly condemned the October 1st attack, saying that it took
“threats to shipping around Bab
el Mandeb, a strategically important shipping passage, extremely
seriously and stressed that freedom of navigation around Bab el
Mandeb in accordance with relevant international law must be
upheld”, while also calling for a
cessation of such attacks.
US State Department spokesman John Kirby called on the
Houthis “to immediately cease
attacks against all vessels. These
provocative actions risk exacerbating the current conflict and

narrow the prospects for a peaceful settlement”.
“This condemnation from the international community represents
a clear stand against the irresponsible practices of the Houthi militias
and the Saleh group who have violated international norms and conventions,” UAE Minister of State
Anwar Gargash said in a statement.
“The recurrence of such attacks
and targeting of the civilian ship
proves that the militias are against
any political settlement of the Yemen crisis,” he said.

The UN Security
Council strongly
condemned the
October 1st attack.
The attack, which apparently
caused no injuries, led the United
States to beef up security around
Bab el Mandeb. Three US warships are operating off the coast of
Yemen, US Defense officials told
Fox News. The officials also said
that the “shoulder-fired rockets”
that nearly destroyed the UAE vessel were supplied to the Houthis by
Iran.
“Sending the warships to the area
is a message that the primary goal

of the (US) Navy is to ensure that
shipping continues unimpeded in
the strait and the vicinity,” the unnamed US Defense official said.
Additional political manoeuvring by the Houthi militia came
a day after the attack. The group
announced a “national salvation”
government in a bid to rival the
internationally recognised government of President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
It said a cabinet of 27 ministers,
headed by former Aden governor
Abdel Aziz Ben Habtoor, a longtime associate of former president
Ali Abdullah Saleh, would run the
country’s affairs. The move was rejected by the United Nations, which
said it only recognised the Hadi
government.
Government sources told The
Arab Weekly that UN Special Envoy for Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh
Ahmed was in Oman recently to
implement a ceasefire approved by
the Hadi government as a prelude
to the resumption of peace consultations.
The sources said the Houthis
had made a “secret” offer through
intermediaries to withdraw from
Taiz province but that move was
viewed by the Hadi government as
being financially motivated.

The offer comes as the Houthis
are strapped for funds after Hadi
fired the country’s central bank
chief Mohammed bin Hammam,
replacing him with government
loyalist Mansar al-Kaiti and ordered the bank’s headquarters relocated from rebel-controlled Sana’a
to government-controlled Aden.
The war in Yemen began when
Shia Houthis and their allies overran Sana’a in September 2014, seizing most of the country. Hadi fled to

Saudi Arabia.
A Saudi-led Arab coalition, supported by the United States and
Britain, began an air campaign
against the rebels in March 2015.
Arab coalition ground troops later
entered the fight. According to UN
estimates, more than 6,400 people
have been killed in the fighting and
2.8 million people displaced.
Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Sana’a.

US-Saudi relations — dark clouds ahead
View poi nt

Bernd
Debusmann

C

“

riticism of Saudi
Arabia has come
out of the closet
and I don’t think
it’s going to go
back in.”
That observation is from
Bruce Riedel, one of the leading
US experts on Saudi Arabia.
Anti-Saudi sentiment in the
United States has rarely been as
widespread and bipartisan as
in the past few months. “Public
opinion (of Saudi Arabia) in
Congress and in America is at
a low,” agreed US Senator Bob
Corker, R-Tennessee, the chairman
of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee.
Congressional scrutiny of ties
with Saudi Arabia, Washington’s
oldest ally in the Middle East,
was spurred this summer by
debate over a bill that would allow
the families of victims of the
September 11th, 2001, attacks on
the United States to sue the Saudi
government. Fifteen of the 19
hijackers were Saudi citizens and
the families allege that some of
them had ties with Saudi officials,
a claim the government denies.
Unusual in a country as deeply
divided as the United States, the
bill was passed unanimously by
both the Senate and the House of
Representatives despite an intense
Saudi lobbying campaign to stop
it. US President Barack Obama
vetoed the bill, arguing it would
open the door to lawsuits against
the US government from citizens
of foreign countries.
The Senate rejected Obama’s
veto on a 97-1 vote. The House
followed to complete the first veto
override in Obama’s presidency.
Did the wrangling over the
bill, pitting powerful lobbyists
against each other, signify a
temporary setback for Saudi sway
in Washington or does it mean the

President Barack Obama vetoed
the bill, arguing it would open
the door to lawsuits against
the US government from
citizens of foreign countries.

end of an era when the publicityshy kingdom exerted enormous
behind-the-door influence not
only on Congress but also on
White House policymakers?
Many analysts suggest the latter
and think the relationship is
likely to become more distant no
matter who wins the presidential
elections on November 8th.
Judging from comments on
Saudi Arabia and its reaction to
the victims’ bill, officially known
as the Justice Against Sponsors
of Terrorism Act, both Hillary
Clinton and Donald Trump would
rethink the complicated US
relationship with Saudi Arabia.
Both candidates said they would
have signed the bill.
Trump has been harshly critical
of Saudi Arabia, arguing that the
Saudis were not doing enough to
compensate the United States for
military protection under the tacit
oil-for-security agreement that
has underpinned the relationship
for seven decades. Clinton has
accused Riyadh of supporting
schools and mosques around the

world that preach Wahhabism and
for not doing enough to stop Saudi
citizens from funding extremist
organisations.
That is the kind of criticism
that Riedel, a former Central
Intelligence Agency analyst
who now heads the Brookings
Institution’s Intelligence Project,
has in mind. It is not new but it
is voiced more loudly and more
publicly than before, a reflection
of growing doubts over the nature
of the relationship.
Inside the US foreign policy
establishment, the debate revolves
around the major pillars of the
relationship and assumptions that
were once conventional wisdom.
Those assumptions were set out
in an essay by two experts on
the kingdom, Michael Stephens,
head of the Royal United Services
Institute in Qatar, and Thomas
Juneau of the University of
Ottawa.
On their list: Saudi Arabia
is stable and it has a strong
preference for maintaining the
regional status quo and therefore

Both Hillary
Clinton
and Donald
Trump said
they would
have signed
the bill.

US Senators Chuck Schumer (L), Richard Blumenthal, and John Cornyn, speak
after the Senate voted to override US President Barack Obama’s veto of a bill that
would allow lawsuits against Saudi Arabia’s government over 9/11 attacks, on
September 28th.			
				
(Reuters)

tended to refrain from starting
wars, preferring to back friendly
regimes with cash and using its
diplomatic weight quietly behind
the scenes. Quiet diplomacy went
out of the window 18 months ago
when Saudi Arabia went to war in
Yemen against anti-government
rebels aligned with Iran, the
kingdom’s rival for regional
dominance.
Analysts say there are questions
over internal stability after drastic
cuts in financial benefits for public
sector employees, the majority
of the workforce, to pay for the
war in Yemen and make up for
shortfalls in oil revenues.
Oil is one of the main reasons
the discussion of US-Saudi ties,
once muted and largely restricted
to the foreign policy elite, is
conducted more widely and at
higher volume: Increased oil
production at home makes the
United States less dependent on
imports from Saudi Arabia and
other Middle East oil producers.
As Trump, who likes to express
himself bluntly, put it: “The
primary reason we are with Saudi
Arabia is because we need the
oil. Now, we don’t need the oil so
much.”
Last April, when Obama
visited Saudi Arabia to reassure
the royal rulers that the United
States remained a reliable ally, a
prominent member of the royal
family broke protocol to publicly
air doubts over Washington’s role
in the Middle East. Prince Turki
al-Faisal, a former chief of Saudi
intelligence, questioned in a CNN
interview “how much can we rely
on steadfastness from American
leadership” and wondered about
the wisdom of depending on
America.
“We need a recalibration of
our relationship,” he said. Next
January, with the inauguration of
a new US president, that process is
almost certain to begin.
Bernd Debusmann is a writer
on foreign affairs based in
Washington. He has reported from
more than 100 countries and was
wounded twice while covering the
civil war in Lebanon.
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Amid Aleppo’s agony, a new Syria takes shape
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he ferocious battle raging
in Aleppo will likely determine the outcome of
the Syrian war and have
strategic
consequences
for the conflict-plagued Middle East
and beyond.
Seizing the rebel-held eastern
sector of the city will give Syrian
President Bashar Assad a victory of
immense proportions.
However, the more probable outcome of the war will be a stalemate,
with Assad’s regime, backed by Russian air power and Iranian ground
forces, holding “useful Syria” —
Damascus and its environs, the
north-western Latakia region, the
heartland of Assad’s ruling Alawite
minority and the Mediterranean
coastline.
Assad’s enemies, including jihadists and Kurdish peshmerga, will
control a patchwork of separate
strongholds in unwanted territory
along the borders of Turkey, Iraq,
Jordan and Lebanon — a probable
source of future unrest.
Assad’s reshaping of Syria’s demography — driving out the majority Sunnis and other troublesome
populations from key centres such
as Damascus or even out of Syria altogether — has accelerated in recent
months as the battle of Aleppo has
intensified.
“Assad seems to be moving from
‘starve or surrender’ to ‘war or surrender’ tactics in order to eliminate
any Sunni presence around Damascus as soon as possible,” observed
Lebanese analyst Hanin Ghaddar in
a paper for the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy.
There is no indication the ethnic
cleansing, begun by Assad’s late father Hafez many years ago, should
stop. But these days, other forces
with ambitions of their own are
at work, posing wider, potentially
threatening strategic challenges.
To a large extent, Tehran, whose
ever-growing military strength in
Syria dominates Assad’s military,

A member of Syria’s pro-government forces guards a lookout point as they advance in Aleppo’s rebel-held Bustan al-Basha
neighbourhood, on October 6th.
is the driving force behind the regime’s demographic strategy.
While it reduces the domestic
threat to Assad’s harsh rule, the Iranians’ main objective is to create a
Shia crescent running from the Islamic Republic through Iraq to Syria
and Lebanon on the Mediterranean
and consolidating Iran’s supply
route to Hezbollah.
The Russians get a firm military
foothold in the Arab world nearly
four decades after the collapse of
the Soviet Union from where to
pose a military challenge to NATO
in the Mediterranean.
Taking eastern Aleppo, which is
being steadily obliterated by Russian bombs and Syrian artillery, is
immensely important to the regime
because it would provide strategic
depth that would ensure the survival of the anticipated Assad-ruled
statelet and thus place the Syrian leader in an advantageous position in any peace negotiations that
might ensue.
The regime and its Iranian-led allies on the ground say the current

bombardment is a preliminary to
an all-out offensive to overrun the
sector.
It seems clear that Putin has ordered Russian forces to pull out
all the stops to achieve that goal
even by bombing helpless civilians
trapped in the ruins of their ancient
city.

The ferocious battle
raging in Aleppo will
likely determine the
outcome of the Syrian
war.
“The Syrian Army and its allies
are in a sustained offensive to recapture… eastern Aleppo,” observed
Robert Ford, the last US ambassador in Damascus, now a vocal critic
of the US failure to intervene in the
conflict during its early stages.
“Unless the balance of the ground
forces drastically shifts, the Assad
regime will eventually retake from
the opposition all of eastern Aleppo
and the outlying districts of Damas-

cus. This may take months but the
balance is certainly in the Syrian
government’s favour.”
It seems nothing can stop the
slaughter. The United States has
severed contacts with Russia following the September 19th collapse
of a ceasefire that lasted barely a
week. Russia retaliated by scrapping a 2000 agreement on disposing of weapons-grade plutonium, a
relatively minor issue, but one that
suggests more trouble to come.
Meanwhile, Putin is beefing up
his forces in Syria, with Russia’s
only aircraft carrier due in the eastern Mediterranean in November.
In September, Isvestia newspaper
reported that he sent an unspecified
number of Su-24 and Su-34 fighters
along with additional Su-25 groundattack jets to Russia’s air base at
Hmeimim outside Latakia, reinforcing the 48 combat aircraft stationed
there since September 2015.
On October 4th, Russia’s Defence
Ministry said it had installed a battery of advanced S-300 missile defence systems at Russia’s naval base

at Tartus, south of Latakia, bolstering longer-range S-400 missiles deployed at Hmeimim — a move that
threatens Israel’s long-held mastery
of the region’s skies.
Since Syria’s rebels have no air
force, beefing up Russian air defences with these weapons was seen as a
clear message to the United States
not to interfere in Syria as tensions
between Moscow and Washington
deteriorate amid mutual recriminations about the collapse of the
ceasefire.
The United States suspended
contacts with Russia over Syria on
October 3rd. US President Barack
Obama’s administration is reportedly mulling tougher military options in the Syrian conflict.
But the bottom line is Putin holds
the high cards in Syria. The United
States, outmanoeuvred through its
own inaction, has no leverage that
would halt the slaughter in eastern
Aleppo.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Plagues, conquests and disasters: Aleppo’s unending troubles

View poi nt

Sami
Moubayed

I

n 1953, Syrian president
Adib al-Shishakli faced an
uprising against his military rule in Damascus. He
famously said: “My enemies are like a snake; its
head is in the Druze Mountain,
its stomach is in Homs and the
tail in Aleppo.”
If the head is smashed, he
argued, then the snake would
die. The analogy pretty much
still applies — only in reverse:
The head of the anti-regime
Islamic rebels is in Aleppo and
the surrounding countryside.
Damascus says that if the head
is chopped off, the snake will
die, possibly bringing an end to
the Syria war, now in its sixth
year.
The eastern part of Aleppo is
the only major urban centre in
the hands of Turkish-backed
rebels. Other cities such as
Raqqa, Deir ez-Zor and Al-Bukamal are in the hands of the
Islamic State (ISIS), while Idlib in
north-western Syria is controlled
by Jabhat al-Nusra, the al-Qaeda
branch in Syria that recently
renamed itself Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham.
If the Syrian armed opposition
is defeated in eastern Aleppo
that would be its most significant battlefield loss since 2011. It

In 2006 Aleppo was proclaimed
“Capital of Islamic Culture” by
UNESCO, becoming a magnet for
Arab tourists.

would also tremendously
weaken the rebels’ negotiating
position ahead of a new round of
any Syrian peace talks.
Syria’s state-run media called
the battle of Aleppo the “Mother
of All Battles”. Many argue that it
will be the last big battle in Syria.
Hezbollah Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah said that
Aleppo was “strategic” for who
wins the war.
Russian President Vladimir
Putin has put his country’s full
weight behind the Syrian Army’s
blockade of eastern Aleppo,
which was completed in July and
broken by the rebels by midAugust. Battles continue to rage
at the city’s borders.
Although Russia’s Defence
Ministry has announced three
humanitarian corridors to
evacuate civilians from east
Aleppo, the city has been
bombed around the clock for
weeks, killing and wounding
hundreds of people.
The city is no stranger to
prolonged sieges and devastation. Aleppo has been at the
crossroads of history for centuries. It has been seized, looted,
torched, occupied and liberated
time and again by various
conquerors.
When not battered by war, it
suffered from natural disasters
and epidemics. In October 1138,
Aleppo was hit by one of the
worst earthquakes in history —
the third deadliest of all time. An
estimated 230,000 people were
killed in the city and its vicinity.
Another earthquake struck on

New Year’s Eve in 1344, ripping
Aleppo to pieces and destroying
its great citadel. A cholera
epidemic killed thousands in
1823, followed by the plague in
1827, which took 20-25% of the
city’s population.
When the Muslim general
Khaled ibn al-Walid marched on
Aleppo, he besieged it from
August to October 637, forcing its
Byzantine rulers to surrender.
The Mongol leader Hulagu
Khan sacked Aleppo in 1260. For
six days he hammered the city
day and night and then overran
it, killed all males and sold
women and children into
slavery.
The citadel was demolished
and Aleppo’s Umayyad mosque
was burned. The same mosque
was destroyed again in the
current war in April 2013.
In 1400, the city was again
besieged and destroyed, this
time by Tamerlane, the powerful
leader from Central Asia. He
massacred the inhabitants and
built a tower of 20,000 skulls
outside the city walls before
marching on Damascus.
In 1850, Aleppo collapsed into
turmoil yet again, this time when
Muslim rioters massacred the
city’s Christians, temporarily
creating a power vacuum that
was filled by local militias. The
Ottomans responded and retook
the city by force.
Located at one end of the Silk
Road, Aleppo was always vital
for traders, being a mandatory
stop for caravans for millennia
until the Suez Canal was opened

Aleppo was
mentioned
by William
Shakespeare
in Othello
(1604) and
Macbeth
(1606).

in the late 19th century, making
sea routes more favourable for
business.
Under 400 years of Ottoman
rule, Aleppo surpassed Damascus in importance, as the main
market for goods coming to the
Mediterranean from the Far East.
The Levant Company of
London, a joint-trading company
charged with handling England’s
trade with the Ottoman Empire,
had its headquarters in Aleppo
until the late 18th century.
Venice opened a consulate in
Aleppo in 1548, as did France in
1562, followed by England in
1583 and the Netherlands in 1613.
So famous was Aleppo that it
was mentioned by William
Shakespeare in Othello (1604)
and Macbeth (1606).
In modern times, Aleppo was
separated from the rest of Syria
by French colonial authorities
and briefly served as capital of a
federal Syrian government in
1922. It produced only two of
Syria’s presidents, the last
democratically elected head of
state, Nazem al-Qudsi (1961-63)
and Amin al-Hafez, the first
Ba’ath ruler (1963-66).
Its support for a Muslim
Brotherhood uprising in the
early 1980s placed it on the
blacklist of then-president Hafez
Assad, who never visited Aleppo
during his 30-year rule.
Aleppo returned to prominence prior to 2011 and ten years
ago was proclaimed “Capital of
Islamic Culture” by UNESCO,
becoming a magnet for Arab
tourists.

October 9, 2016

13

Aleppo’s Ordeal

Special Focus

Covering war
in Aleppo, trying
to stay alive

(Editor’s note: For Karam al-Masri, Agence France-Presse (AFP)
reporter, photographer and videojournalist in rebel-held Aleppo,
the past five years have been a series of tragedies: Detention by the
regime and then the Islamic State (ISIS), the death of his parents
in an air strike, the siege of his hometown, hunger and bombardment. Through it all, he has continued to report, with unwavering
courage, the story of his ravaged city. Here is his story, in his own
words and those by Rana Moussaoui, his colleague in Beirut who
works with him daily.)

Karam al-Masri, Rana Moussaoui

Aleppo

B

efore the revolution in
Syria began in 2011, my
life was very simple. I was
a law student at Aleppo
University. Today, I have
lost everything — my family, my
university. I am an only child. What
I miss most is my family, my father,
my mother. Particularly her. I think
about her every day. I see her in my
dreams. To this day, losing her hurts
me. I live alone. I do not have anyone. Most of my friends are gone,
either dead or in exile.
My life since the beginning of
the bombing in Aleppo has become
about trying to stay alive. It is like
I live in the jungle and I am trying
to survive until tomorrow. When
the planes come, I try to shelter in a
more secure building. When there is
artillery fire, I go to the lower floors.
I am constantly fleeing.
Before the siege, I relied on fastfood places but now everything is
closed. I do not know how to cook
and there are days when I only eat
one meal and others when I have
none at all. Before the siege, I spent
the day outside looking for stories
to film. Since the siege, I am hungry
and weaker and I stay at home more.
When the uprising began in 2011,
I was nearly 20 years old. Two or
three months later, I was arrested
by the regime’s political intelligence services. I spent a month in

prison, including a week in complete isolation in a tiny cell. It was
awful but I was released during an
amnesty in 2011. At the beginning
of the uprising there were peaceful demonstrations. There was no
bombing. There was nothing to fear
except detention and snipers in the
street.
The following year, in July 2012,
Aleppo was divided into two, with
the eastern side held by rebels and
the western side by the regime. In
November 2013, when I was 22, I
was kidnapped by Daesh (the Arabic acronym for ISIS). They took
me from an ambulance with my
friends, a paramedic and a photographer. We were all taken to an unknown location. It was worse than
the regime’s prisons. It was very,
very tough.
The photographer and I were
released six months later after an
“amnesty” but our third friend,
the paramedic, was not as lucky.
He was decapitated after 55 days in
prison. They filmed it and showed
us the video: “Look at your friend,
that is what will happen to you
soon.” We were utterly terrified. I
was constantly afraid. I thought:
“Tomorrow it will be my turn, the
day after tomorrow it will be my
turn.”
I still remember every detail. The
165 days in ISIS detention are etched
into my memory. In the first 45 days,
they only fed us every three days.
The food was a half portion of Arabic
flatbread, or three olives or an egg. I
did not see a single shabbih (pro-regime militant) — all those held with

A photo taken on June 8, 2016 shows Karam al-Masri at the site of an air strike next to a hospital in
the al-Shaer neighbourhood of the northern Syrian city of Aleppo.
(Agence France-Presse)
us were rebels, activists and journalists.
I was tortured during both detentions but it was worse with the
regime because they wanted me to
confess who I was working with.
With Daesh, the charges were set
from the beginning — I had a camera
and for them I was an infidel — so
there was no need to interrogate me.

For me the siege of
Aleppo is less difficult
than prison and the
loss of my parents.
I lost my family at the beginning
of 2014, when I was still being held
by ISIS. A barrel bomb hit our building, killing all the residents inside,
including both my parents. I only
found out when I was released. My
friends tried to persuade me not to
go to my house and told me what
had happened. I spent a month
in complete despair. I knew nothing about my parents when I was
in prison and, then when I was released, they were gone. They had
been waiting for news about me and

in the end they were not there to celebrate my release.
In 2016, the city came under siege
but for me the siege is less difficult
than prison and the loss of my parents.
I got the idea of becoming a cameraman in 2012, when I filmed protests with my cell phone and uploaded the images online to show
what was really happening, that it
was not just ten people or just terrorists like the regime said. There
were people who did not want the
regime anymore, they wanted freedom, democracy, justice.
In 2013, I started as a freelancer
with AFP and gradually I improved.
I would watch reports on foreign
channels and see how they filmed,
what angles they used and try to do
the same.
I never thought about becoming a
reporter but over time I have come
to like this job. I have enormous respect for journalism and I am honest
in how I practise it. Even if I sympathise with the opposition and I live
in opposition-held territory, even if
I participate in anti-regime demonstrations, I avoid filming subjective-

ly and taking the opposition’s side in
my work.
I think this job is sacred and I
am very careful. If something is in
doubt or does not seem real, I do not
film it.
Working with journalists abroad
or outside of the besieged areas is
like a window for me to send a message to the outside world.
The massacres and the bombings
have become normal, along with
images of children under rubble, the
injured, bodies torn to pieces. I have
gotten used to it, not like before. At
the end of 2012, during the first massacre, when I saw a man with his
leg torn off, I felt ill and I fainted at
the sight of blood because it was the
first time. Now it is something normal to me.
The hardest thing for me would be
going back to my family home. Until
today, I have not had the strength
to go. Since 2014, it is the only area
in Aleppo that I prefer to avoid, I
cannot bear to. It would stir up old
memories. I am told the building has
been destroyed…
(Agence France-Presse)

For Aleppo’s children, playgrounds are underground
Lizzie Porter

Beirut

T

en-year-old Raghad is
among the Syrian children all too aware what
the war means for her
country’s future. She
knows how beautiful Syria once
was and knows of its lush natural
landscapes but, asked whether she
would like to enjoy them again, she
looked surprised.
“But Syria’s nature has been destroyed by the bombardments and
the war,” she said. Her voice, that
of a child who has seen too much
too young, adds: “Isn’t that obvious?”
Raghad said she would love to be
able to play outside like children in
other countries but living in eastern Aleppo, which has come under
repeated sieges, the risks of riding
on swings and playing in the park
are too great. Sniper fire, missiles
and air strikes are daily occurrences in what was once Syria’s industrial centre but is now at the heart
of the country’s bloody conflict.
Instead, Raghad is among the 250
children who attend one of a group
of five underground play centres in
rebel-held Aleppo.
The organisation Space of Hope
— Fusshat Amal in Arabic — developed the basement playgrounds
after seven children were killed
last November while playing in the
street in Aleppo’s Salaheddin district.
The underground play centres,
where children participate in art,

reading and games and learn how
to access the internet, work in
tandem with Aleppo’s schools.
As some schools opened the autumn term, the city is gripped by
the greatest violence it has seen.
Eastern Aleppo faces the terrifying
threat of “bunker buster” bombs,
which are designed for attacks on
hardened military installations.
They have the capacity to destroy
the basements from which Space
of Hope works. Two major hospitals have been out of service by the
munitions.
Space of Hope officials said they
would keep the basement playgrounds open. It is a case of providing the least dangerous option for
the community’s youngest members.
“This [the bunker-buster bomb]
is a sophisticated weapon. It can
destroy bunkers and tunnels,” said

Space of Hope’s Ahmad Hadad,
from Aleppo, “but schools and the
[underground] schools will work
together.”
In one of the centres, 6-year-old
Ayman said he wants to be a football coach when he grows up and
enjoys practising his technique in
the centre: one 6×10-metre room
is used as a makeshift sports pitch.
Mohammed, a wide-eyed boy
of 6, is one of his teammates. “My
favourite thing is playing football,”
he said from one of Space of Hope’s
centres, whose locations are not
revealed for fear that they become
targets. “I miss the centre on Fridays, when I am not there.”
“There is everything there and
there are no bombs or planes,”
Ayman said.
Unlike Raghad, they are not
old enough to remember playing
outside. They form part of Syria’s

Girls perform during the opening of an underground centre for
children in Aleppo, Syria .
(Reuters)

youngest generation and risk developing a strong association between open spaces and violence.
Aleppo has come under intense
attack after a ceasefire negotiated
by the United States and Russia collapsed. According to the Violations
Documentation Centre, which
monitors the death toll in Syria,
104 children have been killed in the
city and the surrounding area in
the last two weeks.
The charity Save the Children
said that in Aleppo there are
around 100,000 minors living under bombardment and siege. Overall some 7.5 million Syrian children
are affected by the war; 2 million
are not in school.
Raghad is desperate to continue
her education. She said she hopes
to be a teacher herself.
“I wish I could sleep in the centre,” she said. “When we are not
here we just stay at home with our
mother and play.”
She admits to being scared of the
warplanes outside. Her 8-year-old
sister Batool shows that the children know all too well the threat
they pose. “I always see them in
the air and we cannot play outside,” she said.
Raghad said: “I am scared that
the planes will bomb my school
[and] I won’t be able to attend.” She
admits to being a little scared of the
warplanes outside but not all the
children admit to the same fears.
Space of Hope staff members said
putting on a brave face is a common reaction among them.
“When there are bombardments,
they try to convince themselves
that they are not scared,” said Ta-

hany, 33, a Space of Hope teacher,
“but they know their families are
outside and they wonder if they are
hurt. When planes come over they
are obviously really scared.”
The children’s drawings show
that violence has become all too
normal for them. One picture
shows military positions on a hill,
with the valley below filled with
horizontal bodies, scribbles of red
pencil pooling around them.

Overall some 7.5
million Syrian children
are affected by the
war; 2 million are not
in school.
“When I ask the children to draw
what they want to draw, they draw
blood and massacres,” said Tahany,
who is a mother of two children under 2 years old. “Others draw themselves running away from their
homes — because of the stress of
the war some children have problems with their parents, so they
draw themselves escaping.”
For now, Raghad, Batool, Mohammed and Ayman are as safe
as children growing up in eastern
Aleppo can be.
“As a teacher, mother and aunt, I
wish I could see the children playing outside in the future,” Tahany
said, “but at the moment it has
reached a level where the children
have no choice but to play underground.”
Lizzie Porter is a Beirut-based
freelance journalist focusing on
the Middle East.
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Baghdadi fends off challenges for leadership
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

new jihadist is emerging
in northern Syria, commanding the battle for
Aleppo. He is not Syrian
but from Saudi Arabia,
groomed at the hands of a Salafist
cleric from al-Qaeda who mentored
one of the 9/11 hijackers.
Abdullah al-Muhaysini is the
supreme judge of Jaysh al-Fateh
(Army of Conquest), the Islamic
militia that has controlled the city
of Idlib in north-western Syria
since 2015.
He is challenging well-established Syrian jihadists such as Abu
Mohammad al-Jolani of Jabhat
Fateh al-Sham (Conquest of Syria
Front) and, perhaps, even Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi, the self-proclaimed
Iraqi caliph of the Islamic State
(ISIS), for leadership of the jihadist
cause.
All three share the goal of bringing down the Syrian regime of President Bashar Assad and setting up
a theocracy — or an Islamic state
— ruled by a caliphate, according to
their understanding of the Quran.
But these men agree on practically
nothing else.

The warriors led by
Baghdadi and
Muhaysini, are a mix
of Saudis, Kuwaitis,
Chechens, Tunisians
and Chinese.
Jolani said he is more entitled to
rule the Syrian jihadist community
simply because he is the only Syrian among the commanders and because his power base is exclusively
Syrian, unlike the warriors led by
Baghdadi and Muhaysini, who are
a mix of Saudis, Kuwaitis, Chechens, Tunisians and Chinese.
Baghdadi is three steps ahead
of them. He declared his caliphate
and called on all Muslims to pledge
allegiance in June 2014. Its capital
is the Syrian city of Raqqa on the

Euphrates river.
The caliphate boasts all the trappings of statehood: a functioning
bureaucracy, a powerful intelligence service, an army, a media
department and a treasury with oil
money.
Thanks to its sheer brutality, ISIS
has received more media publicity
than all the other jihadist groups
and affiliate branches have sprouted in the Sinai peninsula, Gaza,
Libya, Nigeria, pledging allegiance
directly to him.

Abdullah
al-Muhaysini, the
supreme judge of
Jaysh al-Fateh,
is challenging
well-established
Syrian jihadists.
Muhaysini, the Saudi newcomer,
is charting new territory on the
jihadist map, venturing into metropolitan Aleppo, where neither
Jolani nor Baghdadi have gone.
He commands a major rebel
counteroffensive that broke a
blockade imposed by the Syrian
Army and Russian air power, increasing his popularity among Syrian jihadists as a leader who can
deliver.
Jolani played a lesser role in
the Aleppo fighting and Baghdadi
nothing at all, much to the dismay
of their Syrian supporters. If Muhaysini manages to secure eastern
Aleppo, he could skyrocket to jihadist fame, perhaps outdoing his
rivals.
Baghdadi has already won his
jihadist war medals, thanks to the
cities he controls, ranging from
Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor in Syria to
Mosul in Iraq.
True, he has suffered setbacks,
such as losing Ramadi in Iraq and
Palmyra and Manbij in Syria in recent months, but he still controls
more land than the other two contenders combined and can boast
ISIS branches across the world,
something that neither Muhaysini
nor Jolani can claim.
Jolani rules only Idlib but not

Fighters of the Syrian Islamist rebel group Jabhat Fateh al-Sham cheer on a pickup truck after a
Russian helicopter was shot down in the north of Syria’s rebel-held Idlib province, Syria, last August.
alone or uncontested. He shares
power with Jaysh al-Fatah and Muhaysini.
The one thing that makes Baghdadi secure is that he has something that Muhaysini and Jolani do
not — the ability to claim the Islamic caliphate.
According to the tenets of mainstream Sunni Islam, a caliph can
only come from the Quraysh, the
Meccan tribe of the Prophet Mohammad. Muhaysini is from alQassim, in the heart of the Arabian
peninsula and Jolani is from Syria.
That makes both men officially ineligible.
Shia Muslims claim that the caliph must also be directly related by
blood to the Prophet to be considered ahl al-Bayt (“of the Prophet’s

house”) — another prerequisite neither man fulfils.
Baghdadi has always signed his
speeches and communiqués as
“Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi al-Qurashi
al-Hasani”.
That means he is of the Quraysh
and a descendant of Hasan, greatgrandson of the Prophet. ISIS’s
media arm has published a family
tree to bolster his claim, although
this lineage is strongly contested
by respected Islamic centres such
as al-Azhar University in Cairo and
the Grand Umayyad Mosque of Damascus.
There is only one school of Islamic thought that waves these strict
conditions for becoming caliph,
the Hanafis. The Ottomans went
so far as to take it up as an official

creed for 400 years to justify their
claim to the caliphate since none of
their sultans were from Mecca or
the Quraysh.
But the Hanafi school is too liberal for the Salafists. Baghdadi,
Jolani and Muhaysini write it off as
heretical and liberal, preferring the
rigid and fanatical Wahhabi version
of Islam.
This puts a low ceiling on the
ambitions of Muhaysini and Jolani.
Despite their impressive battlefield
achievements, they can never really challenge Baghdadi.
No matter what they do, they can
never become the caliph, whereas
for many, Baghdadi already is and
this title can take him places in the
Muslim world that Muhaysini and
Jolani can only dream about.

Telegram app is French terror concern
Pauline Talagrand

Paris

S

martphone app Telegram,
favoured by the Islamic
State (ISIS) thanks to the
encrypted messaging it
offers, is proving to be a
headache for French anti-terror investigators.
The free-to-download instant
messenger, which allows people
to exchange messages, photos and
videos in groups of up to 5,000
people, has attracted 100 million
users since its launch in 2013.
It contains features that make it
particularly attractive to jihadists,
who cannot only rest assured that
their private messages are out of
the reach of intelligence officials
but can also disperse propaganda

In France, which has suffered
a string of additional jihadist assaults since the Paris carnage, investigators are dealing with the
fallout from the communications
of an ISIS member suspected of
using Telegram to direct people to
carry out attacks.
Rachid Kassim, a 29-year-old

Frenchman who has regularly appeared in ISIS propaganda videos
shot in Syria or Iraq, was able to
urge some 300 contacts to commit
attacks on home soil, notably publishing a list of targets and scenarios for how to carry them out.
Among his contacts were Larossi
Abballa, who stabbed to death a

The best intelligence
officials can hope for is
to sneak into extremist
chat rooms by posing
as jihadists.
on YouTube-like public channels.
After ISIS gunmen and suicide
bombers massacred 130 people
in Paris in November, Telegram
blocked dozens of public channels
that were being used to spread
extremist messages but Russian
internet guru Pavel Durov, who
founded Telegram with his brother
Nikolai, insisted that not even he
has the power to intercept users’
private chats.

An activist looks at an Islamic State group marketplace on the
encrypted app Telegram, advertising a 12-year-old Yazidi girl as
a slave for the price of $12,500, in a photo taken in northern Iraq,
last May.

senior policeman and his partner
in the Parisian suburbs in June
and two teenage jihadists who cut
the throat of a Catholic priest in a
northern French church in July.
Kassim was in the news recently
after it emerged that female jihadists suspected of plotting to blow
up a car filled with gas canisters
near Paris’ Notre Dame cathedral
were on his contact list.
Unable to get past Telegram’s
impenetrable encryption, the best
intelligence officials can hope for is
to sneak into extremist chatrooms
by posing as jihadists but they are
bound to attract suspicion unless
they talk the talk convincingly.
“Infiltrating is possible but you
have to be a good actor and have a
lot of cultural and religious awareness to get away with it,” one investigator said.
So confident is Telegram in its
encryption that it has offered up to
$300,000 to anyone who manages
to crack its system. The app has
a feature that allows users to set
messages to auto-destruct, making
it impossible to recover them later
for use in investigations.
Even in the realm of public jihadist propaganda on Telegram, it
is “practically impossible to track
the millions of messages that are
exchanged every hour”, one investigator lamented.
French intelligence chief Patrick
Calvar described the app in May as
“the main network used by terrorists”.
“We bump into encryption problems on a daily basis, as the means
of communication multiply along
with the amount of data that we

have to gather,” he said, adding
that encryption is “a major question that only international conventions can decide on”.
The use of such apps, which
soared after Edward Snowden’s
revelations of mass US surveillance
in 2013, has sparked debate over
the balance between internet users’ right to privacy and the need
for security agencies to protect the
public.

Smartphone app
Telegram has attracted
100 million users since
its launch in 2013.
The Interior ministers of France
and Germany have urged the European Commission to regulate encrypted messaging apps.
Telegram’s developers said after
the Paris attacks that they were
“disturbed” it was being used by
jihadists but they are staunchly
pro-privacy and have blasted internet giants Facebook and Google for
giving data to third parties.
French investigators said they do
not know who within the Berlinbased company they should legally
petition for information that could
help piece together a case, such as
confirmation that a suspect is the
holder of a particular Telegram account.
“We do not know who in Telegram to send our requests to —
there is no judicial entity or legal
department like there is at Apple or
Microsoft,” one investigator said.
(Agence France-Presse)
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As ISIS retreats, fears of chemical attacks grow
James Bruce

Beirut

A

s the Syrian war reaches
a crescendo of indiscriminate
bombing,
starvation sieges and
heavy ground fighting,
there are growing concerns that
the Islamic State (ISIS) and the
Russian-backed Damascus regime
could unleash deadly attacks with
chemical weapons.
The most immediate concern is
that ISIS will employ chlorine and
mustard gas, crude versions of
which they are reportedly producing in neighbouring Iraq, to counter a long-anticipated offensive by
the Baghdad government to reconquer Mosul. The northern Iraqi city
was stormed by ISIS in June 2014
and the group’s leader Abu Bakr alBaghdadi proclaimed the caliphate
there soon after.
Amid the rise of fanatical jihadist groups such as ISIS, the abiding
Western nightmare has been that
they would one day unleash chemical or biological attacks on major
cities in the Middle East as well as
in Europe and the United States.

There are growing
concerns that the
Islamic State (ISIS) and
the Russian-backed
Damascus regime
could unleash deadly
attacks.
These fears have grown amid a
series of chemical weapons attacks
carried out by President Bashar Assad’s regime and ISIS in Syria and
Iraq in recent weeks as state forces,
supported by the United States,
Russia, Iran and the Arab Gulf
monarchies, have steadily driven
the jihadists out of territory they
seized in their 2014 blitzkrieg.
Pentagon spokesman US Navy
Captain Jeff Davis said on September 26th the ISIS threat to turn
Mosul into “hell on earth” could
include the use of chemical weapons. “This is real,” Davis declared.
“They’re dead set on it.”
Four days earlier, Colonel Hamish de Bretton-Gordon, former
commander of the British military’s Joint Chemical, Biological,
Radiological and Nuclear Regi-

ment, disclosed that intelligence
reports say ISIS has planted explosives in a major chemical plant
at Mishraq, 20km south of Mosul.
These would be detonated if USbacked Iraqi forces threatened the
jihadist stronghold.
De Bretton-Gordon, recently in
Iraq where he trained Kurdish forces near Mosul on how to counter
chemical weapons attacks, warned
that Mishraq, one of Iraq’s largest
chemical plants, which produces
some 21,000 tonnes of sulphur dioxide a day, is packed with thousands of tonnes of sulphur and hydrogen sulphide.
He calculated that if detonated,
the chemicals would release hundreds of tonnes of sulphur dioxide
and hydrogen sulphide, creating a
toxic cloud with a radius of 10-17
km.
In 2003, a month-long fire at
the plant released an estimated
600,000 tonnes of sulphur dioxide
into the air, the largest recorded
man-made release of the toxic gas.
It killed all vegetation within several kilometres and left hundreds of
people with respiratory problems.
The plant is only 10km north of
Qayyarah airbase, where several
hundred US troops are deployed
with Iraqi forces who captured it
from ISIS in July. Blowing up the
plant during an offensive could effectively disrupt military operations, at least for a time.
The US global security consultancy Stratfor noted that Qayyarah,
which will be critical to the Mosul
offensive, was heavily sabotaged
by the retreating ISIS fighters in a
bid to slow down the impending
push on their most prized possession.
The jihadists also set fire to nearby oil fields, smothering the area
in a cloud of black smoke to slow
down the Iraqi military advance.
Stratfor observed that this tactic
— used, incidentally, by Saddam
Hussein on a much grander scale
in the Iraqi retreat from Kuwait in
1991 — “could be a chilling sign of
what lies in store for Iraq. As the Islamic State loses ground, it is making a concerted effort to ensure its
opponents cannot use the land or
resources it leaves behind”.
De Bretton-Gordon said ISIS has
chemical weapons plants in Mosul
where it is manufacturing mustard
gas. “They have all the precursors
at hand from the oil industry and

all the experts at hand to do it,” he
said.
He said ISIS militants were “making their own mustard gas but I also
believe they have access to some of
[Syrian President Bashar] Assad’s
undeclared stockpile, which could
be as much as 100 tonnes”.
The Organisation for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW)
concluded in October 2015 that
ISIS used mustard gas in Iraq in
2014, the first known use of chemical weapons there since Saddam
was toppled in the US invasion of
March 2003.
Saddam used chemical weapons
against Iranian forces in the 198088 Gulf war, as well as against Iraq’s
Kurds, who waged a separatist war
against his regime.
In the most horrific of those attacks, up to 5,000 men, women
and children died on March 16th,
1988, when Saddam’s warplanes
dropped chemical and nerve
agents, including sarin and possibly cyanide, on the eastern Kurdish
town of Halabja.
It remains the single worst chemical weapons attack on a civilian
population.
Syria was supposed to be free of
chemical weapons in June 2014 af-

ter the Damascus regime handed
over more than 1,180 tonnes of declared toxic agents and precursor
chemicals to the Germany-based
OPCW under a Russian-brokered
agreement.
That intervention by Moscow on
Assad’s behalf averted threatened
US air strikes in retaliation on the
regime for an August 21st, 2013, sarin gas attack that killed more than
1,400 people in a rebel stronghold
on the edge of Damascus.
But in recent months US and
other officials say there has been
growing evidence that the regime
did not surrender all its chemical
stocks and has been using chlorine
gas in artillery and mortar shells as
well as in rockets.
There are also suspicions that
it may also have retained the precursors needed to produce nerve
agents such as sarin or VX that are
infinitely more deadly than chlorine.
Jihadists have been seeking to
develop such weapons since Osama bin Laden set up al-Qaeda in
the 1990s but never succeeded, in
part because US forces and their allies eliminated key figures in that
endeavour.
It is also possible that bin Lad-

en had qualms about using such
nightmare weapons against fellow
Muslims that would alienate the
jihadist organisation in the Islamic
world.
But the emergence of ISIS in Iraq,
with its access to virtually unlimited funds and experts who worked
in Saddam’s secret chemical weapons programme before the US invasion in 2003, changed that.
US intelligence has long suspected that ISIS has laboratories and
production facilities. In February,
the United States apparently obtained hard information confirming that.
US special forces captured the
purported head of the ISIS’s chemical weapons programme, identified
as an Iraqi named Sleiman Daoud
al-Afari, in Badoosh, north-west of
Mosul. That was seen as a breakthrough in the drive to cripple jihadist efforts to develop chemical
and biological weapons capable of
inflicting mass casualties.
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.

A grand cultural dialogue is the only way to fight ISIS
View poi nt

Nassif Hitti

A

ndré Malraux, the
French intellectual
and minister of
Culture under
president Charles de
Gaulle, was quoted as
saying that the 21st century will be
religious or it will not be. It seems
that the prophecy of Malraux was
realised as many argue but in the
worst form.
It is not spirituality that gained
the ground in the 21st century but
radical exclusivist religious and
nationalist ideologies — ideologies
that have given the proof or illustration to the famous and controversial Samuel Huntington’s article
on the clash of civilisations.
The Islamic State (ISIS) is the best
example of what preceded. A group
that many consider second-generation al-Qaeda has spread fast and
far. Its strategy is clear: It wants
to create conditions that illustrate
what it preaches, a clash between
its own definition and interpretation of Islam and that of everyone
else, including the vast majority of

Formal conferences and
semi-formal dialogue of the sort
we have seen since 9/11 are not
enough.

Muslims who are the first victims
of its strategy.
This strategy is particularly clear
in the western Mediterranean and
Europe. ISIS and other groups with
a similar ideology pretend to speak
for Islam and on behalf of all marginalised Muslims, hoping that this
feeds into religious and nationalist
extremism in Europe and sparks
an open confrontation, a sort of
civil war, between Muslims and the
societies in which they live.
Is it, in a way, a clash of civilisations that they want to install
between the umma led by its true
representatives and the different worlds of the apostates and
infidels? It is a clash of legitimacies and an endless confrontation
inside and outside the Muslim
world until their definition of Islam
triumphs and dominates; a definition that does not recognise territorial nationalism and what this
latter embodies, implies and forges
as a community of values — one
that does not necessarily contradict
with supranational religious and
humanitarian values.
The 9/11 attacks carried out by
ISIS’s predecessor did not accomplish this but it becomes more likely each time that Europe gives in to
the fear and phobias created by a
simplistically, demonising view of
the “other”. Indeed, the best ally

to radicalism, being religious or
nationalistic, is radicalism itself for
they speak the same language and
confer legitimacy on one’s language
while facing the same exclusivist
language of the “other”.
Formal conferences and semiformal dialogue of the sort we have
seen since 9/11 are not enough.
What is needed today is a comprehensive strategy, one that
develops policies to address the
multiple conflicts and tensions
in the Middle East as well as the
different causes behind the rise
of extremism, religious or other.
These cover a wide range of areas
from the cultural to the religious to
the social, political and economic
reasons that create all together
the conditions for such religious
radicalisation. The security intelligence approach — as much as it is
needed — is not enough. A comprehensive genuine approach for
reform adopted by the concerned
states carries the answer.
The politicisation of primary
identities is a by-product of the
failure of national integration in
many cases, a failure that leads
to marginalisation and exclusion.
Such radical politicisation is also
a main reaction to the policies of
cultural homogenisation, a byproduct of globalisation. This can
feed into identity-based exclusivist

A long road
lies ahead
but this is
a journey
that must
be made.

ideologies, whether religious or
nationalistic.
These exclusivist ideologies are
the driving force behind terrorism.
A comprehensive strategy that
attacks all aspects of such conflict
would need to be multilateral, linking up the efforts of all actors and
parties concerned.
The sine qua non condition for
successful cultural dialogue —
across different cultural worlds
and even within the same one — is
a firm belief in the value of it.
This means that those who seek
change in the other’s values and
perceptions must accept to change
themselves as well. A critical approach to cultural identity — one’s
own and that of the other — may be
a good starting point but it is not
easy.
A long road lies ahead but this
is a journey that must be made.
A piecemeal approach to fighting
ISIS and combating the spread of
radical extremism is guaranteed
to run into a brick wall. Ignorance
and fanaticism will clash with each
other, creating many more walls
of hatred within society instead of
the bridges of mutual comprehension that we must build.
Nassif Hitti was head of the Arab
League Mission in Paris, Rome and
the Vatican. He is based in Beirut.
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Germany says it
is talking to Syrian
Kurds, risking
Turkey’s anger
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

s Turkey and the United
States squabble about
Washington’s
support
for a Kurdish faction in
Syria that Ankara regards as a terrorist organisation,
Germany disclosed it is in contact
with the same group, a development that could increase tensions
between Turkey and its Western
partners.
A leading German deputy, speaking in Washington, said that Berlin
was conducting discreet talks with
the Democratic Union Party (PYD),
Syria’s main Kurdish party, whose
armed wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG), has carved out
Kurdish-ruled regions in northern
Syria.

A leading German
deputy, speaking in
Washington, said that
Berlin was conducting
talks with the
Democratic Union
Party (PYD).
“We are trying to use our diplomatic channels to talk to our Turkish friends but also to use low-level
contacts we have with the political
representatives of the PYD,” said
Niels Annen, foreign policy spokesman for Germany’s Social Democrats in the Bundestag. It was the
first time a senior German politician publicly mentioned the talks.
Turkey claims that the PYD and
the YPG are subgroups of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), a rebel
group fighting for Kurdish self-rule
in Turkey for more than 30 years
and declared a terrorist organisation by Turkey and the West. Washington regards the PYD and the YPG
as the only forces strong and deter-

mined enough to push back against
the Islamic State (ISIS) in northern
Syria and has supported them. The
United States and Germany say
they do not regard the PYD or the
YPG as terrorist outfits.
Annen admitted that Berlin’s approach was ambivalent given that
the PYD’s “mother organisation,
the PKK, is a banned terrorist organisation in Germany”. Still, the
Syrian Kurds were the only efficient
fighting force confronting ISIS,
he said, adding: “We believe that
in that circumstance fighting ISIS
should be our common interest.”
The talks with the PYD were designed to calm tensions between
the Syrian Kurds and Turkey, Annen added. Germany was very
concerned about “an additional
conflict” in northern Syria. “It is
certainly necessary for both sides
to engage in political discussions,”
he said.
A German source said Berlin was
using the contacts with the PYD to
ask the Kurds to refrain from advertising their self-declared autonomy
in northern Syria too loudly. “We
are telling them to tone it down”
because of Ankara’s angry reaction,
said the source, who declined to be
named because he was commenting on confidential talks conducted
by intelligence agencies.
The Kurds have declared what
they call autonomous cantons
along the border with Turkey. One
Kurdish region stretches from the
Syrian-Iraqi border in the east to
the Euphrates in the west with another enclave further west near
Afrin. Turkey is concerned that
Kurdish gains in Syria could lead
to the creation of an independent
Kurdish state that could stir up unrest among Turkey’s Kurdish minority. One of the goals of Ankara’s
military intervention in Syria that
started in late August is to prevent
the two Kurdish regions in northern
Syria from uniting.
Berlin’s talks with the PYD are

Pro-Kurdish demonstrators carry a flag showing Abdullah Ocalan, the jailed leader of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party, as they protest against Turkish authorities during the spring festival of Newroz
celebrations in downtown Hanover, last March.
among efforts by the government
of Chancellor Angela Merkel to
prevent additional tensions in the
Turkish-Syrian border region that
could trigger a new wave of refugees.
Germany, which last year took
in about 1 million refugees, many
of them from Syria, however, has
to tread carefully. It is in conflict
with Turkey because it gave permission for Syrian Kurds to open an
office in Berlin, a step condemned
by Turkish politicians. Ankara also
criticised a visit by PYD leader Salih
Muslim to Germany last month.
This development comes at a
time of deepening distrust between
Turkey and its Western partners.
A deal between the European Union and Turkey to stop the refugee
flow to Europe, which has been
hailed by Merkel as a key reason
why refugee numbers have fallen
sharply since March, could unravel
over a dispute concerning Ankara’s
demand for visa-free travel to the

European Union. At the same time,
US President Barack Obama is looking into a proposal by US Defense
Department to send American military supplies directly to the YPG.

Berlin’s talks with the
PYD are among efforts
byAngela Merkel to
prevent additional
tensions in the
Turkish-Syrian border
region.
“Our position is clear,” a Turkish
diplomatic source told The Arab
Weekly. “For us, the YPG is a PKK
offshoot organisation.” The source
said Ankara’s principal argument
against US support for the YPG is
that it is unacceptable to make a
distinction between “good” and
“bad” terrorist groups. The source
also stressed that Turkey had nothing against Syrian Kurds in general
but was opposed to what it sees as

Kurdish terrorist groups there.
“The YPG has set its goals,” the
Turkish source said in reference to
the Kurdish drive for autonomy in
northern Syria. “For us, it is not acceptable that [the YPG] takes part in
the alliance against [ISIS].”
Germany also is supporting Iraqi
Kurds in their fight against ISIS,
sending tens of thousands of assault rifles, pistols and heavy machine guns as well as millions of
rounds of ammunition and hundreds of portable anti-tank missile
systems to Kurdish government
forces in northern Iraq.
Turkey has warned that Western
weapons could end up with the
YPG or the PKK and be used against
Turkish security forces. According
to unconfirmed Turkish news reports, several Western-made arms
have been spotted being used by
YPG and PKK fighters.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

Rocking the boat
View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

T

he more Turkish
President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan drives
his policy on having a
say over Syria’s future
and insists on expanding influence along his country’s
southern border, the more
resentment from the neighbourhood he faces.
On the eve of the Mosul offensive, Erdogan was once more
vocal, declaring his opposition to
foreign intervention to the Islamic
State-controlled city. “Mosul belongs to those who live in Mosul
and nobody has a right to enter
here,” he said. “When the city is
liberated from [the Islamic State
(ISIS)], only Sunni Arabs, Turkmen
and Sunni Kurds should live there.”
While the emphasis on Sunni
identity is sufficiently underlined,
the question remains whether
such calls echo positively in Iraq
or Syria.
The latter, backed by Russia, has
made it clear that, no matter how
deeply into the Syrian soil Turkish
armed forces may have advanced,

Erdogan sees a prospect of
power sharing in the regional
chess game, which he thinks
will cement his leadership at
home.

the issue of establishing a safe
zone will not be that easy. Both
Moscow and Damascus know that
as long as Ankara’s Kurdophobia
is at play and its rift with the US
administration continues, the
Turkish military presence aimed at
blocking Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG) advances is a fragile one, to be tolerated as long as it
is useful for Assad-regime forces to
weaken the Syrian opposition.
Americans, meanwhile, try to
pursue their own agenda. A Raqqa
offensive is in the making, along
with the one against Mosul, and
there are two lines of argument
against each other in Washington that have to do with the role
of Turkey. One side, the sources
say, thinks that the YPG should
continue to be relied on for decisive combat. The other side says a
NATO military force such as Turkey
should be engaged more, with the
condition of excluding the Kurdish
element in the battle, which is to be
extended into Iraqi territory.
Voices in support of giving
Turkey a lead combat role in the
anti-ISIS offensive have come also
from elsewhere. ”Only Turkey is
in a political and military position
to intervene on the ground over
Aleppo and it is demonstrating this
at present by attacking ISIS. Turkey
can now, because of changed
circumstances, create a crucial
balancing factor in Syria by taking

urgent humanitarian action with
its troops and air power in relieving
the siege of Aleppo,” wrote David
Owen, a former British Foreign
secretary, in the Guardian.
”Turkish military action should
and could be mounted within
hours of a decision by Erdogan. It
would have the power to implement a no-fly zone (NFZ), with protected land corridors for humanitarian aid and the flow of people
both ways into and out of Aleppo,”
he wrote.
“This should be accompanied
by a demand for the withdrawal
of Assad forces to a line between
Hama and Aleppo… [NATO] forces
would guard Turkey from the air
as it conducted this humanitarian
operation. Air activity outside the
NFZ would continue against [ISIS]
in Syria and Iraq by Russia, [NATO]
and Assad forces.
“A Kurdish area of influence in
Syria in relation to [ISIS] would
continue de facto but there would
be no de jure implications, for that
would be both unacceptable to
Turkey and pre-empt a much more
difficult medium-term settlement
of issues that involve Iraq and Iran.’
Emboldened by the growing
pro-Turkish stand, Erdogan sees a
prospect of power sharing in the regional chess game, which he thinks
will cement his leadership at home.
The reality on the ground speaks
differently. No matter what, Tur-

Ottomanism
is lurking
in the
background.

key is seen as an invading force
both in Syria and Iraq because of
its military presence in both countries’ northern territories. This
causes deep suspicion about its
intentions within the Russia-Syria
axis, as well as within the international coalition.
Soon after the Turkish parliament passed a resolution renewing the government mandate for
continued cross-border military
action, a fierce reaction from the
Iraqi parliament added to the tension. Its statement declaring that
Turkey will be seen as occupational force threatens that bilateral
treaties with Ankara be suspended
and condemns Erdogan’s recent
statements.
Once more, Erdogan stands
between his unwaning intention
to assert his will over two southern neighbours, with Ottomanism
lurking in the background, and
the reality. He has been pushing
Iraqi Kurdistan President Masoud
Barzani to take Ankara’s side but,
as Baghdad reads this move, it
complicates the fragile ground as
the Mosul offensive approaches.
Stakes for the Turkish government
are higher than ever before, regardless of full military engagement or
not.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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As Iran polls loom, Kurds sharpen ethnic divisions
Gareth Smyth

London

I

n Iran’s 2005 presidential
election, reformist candidate
Mostafa Moin used a series of
posters featuring Iranians in
an array of traditional clothing
to project himself as a man sympathetic to the half of Iran’s population that hails from its ethnic minorities.
In the 2013 election, the centrist
Hassan Rohani polled well among
both the Baluchis in eastern Iran
and the Kurds in the west.
Treatment of non-Persian groups
remains divided between reformists and pragmatists on one side
such as Rohani, and fundamentalists on the other, who often look to
security solutions. The Kurds and
Baluchis are particularly suspect
not just because both have spawned
armed groups hostile to the Islamic
Republic but also because they
— unlike the Azeris, Iran’s largest
ethnic minority, or Turkic-speaking
nomads — are Sunni Muslims.
Rohani visited Kurdistan in June
and made a speech in Mahabad,
capital of the short-lived Sovietbacked Kurdish Republic of 1946.
He promised to open Kurdish-language centres since the “mother
tongue of ethnic groups, especially
of Kurds, should be respected and
recognised”. The president also inaugurated a petrochemical works,
a rare large jobs provider in one of
Iran’s poorer regions.

The Kurds and
Baluchis are
particularly suspect
because they are Sunni
Muslims.
But this was also a summer with
armed clashes between Iranian
security forces and the Kurdistan
Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI),
which has been largely based in
neighbouring Iraq since it was driven there in the early years of the Islamic Republic.
Tehran claimed this summer to
have killed dozens of KDPI fighters in clashes, while Iranian security officials and commanders condemned the KDPI as “terrorists”.

A new recruit of the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan trains at their base in Koya, northern Iraq, last September.
Brigadier-General Mohammad Pakpour alleged they were supported
by “reactionary states”, meaning
the Arab monarchies of the Gulf.
During a parliamentary session, local deputy Rohulla Hazratposh explicitly named Saudi Arabia.
The KDPI denies it follows anyone else’s agenda, although its
leader, Mustafa Hijri, told the Jerusalem Post in July that “Israel
should be providing help to opposition groups standing against Iran”.
Apart from deciding how to build
support internationally, the party
has for many years faced a challenge in demonstrating a continued relevance to Iran’s Kurds, who
number perhaps 8 million, about
10% of Iran’s population.
The KDPI has to avoid being outflanked by the more militant Party
for Free Life (PJAK), an offshoot of
the Turkish Kurd Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which is gaining
strength through the success of its
Syrian ally in controlling territory
pried from either President Bashar

Assad or the Islamic State (ISIS).
Unlike the PKK, the KDPI has
enjoyed friendly relations with the
Kurdish parties ruling northern
Iraq, which have often been put
under Iranian pressure — witness
this summer’s intermittent Iranian
shelling of areas inside Iraq — to
prevent the KDPI expanding its activities within Iran.
The KDPI has therefore since the
early 1990s spoken of an “armed
presence” rather than an “armed
struggle”. As its deputy leader,
Hassan Sharafi, recently put it: “We
don’t call it armed struggle — we
call it the presence of peshmerga
alongside the people of Kurdistan
who are under the pressure of the
Islamic Republic of Iran. They are
detained, jailed and being monitored. Our peshmerga have a presence… to protect those people.”
With Kurdish nationalist sentiment enhanced regionally by developments in Syria, the KDPI also
argues there has been a toughening
of Tehran’s approach. Hijri has in-

sisted the KDPI cannot give blanket
assurances to the Iraqi Kurdish authorities over its activities.
Both Sharafi and Hijri have said
they believe Tehran has cracked
down on Kurdish dissidents as a
consequence of its 2015 agreement
with world powers over Iran’s nuclear programme.
Facing a presidential election in
May 2017, Rohani will seek Kurdish
support and recently dispatched a
delegation to Sanandaj, Iran’s largest Kurdish city but Ahsan Alawi, a
parliamentary deputy for Sanandaj,
told the Kurdish news website
Rudaw he thought the president
would lose votes.
For many Kurds, differences between Rohani and his fundamentalist critics appear small. While
the Kurds are closer to Persians in
language and culture than to Arabs
or Turks, the overtly Shia nature of
the Islamic Republic often makes
them feel like second-class citizens.
The KDPI’s official policy is fed-

eralism and the party draws on the
political legacy of Abdulrahman
Ghassemlou, a leader assassinated
by Iranian agents in Vienna in 1989
after being lured into talks by Tehran. PJAK wants something far closer to independence.
Few doubt the atmosphere is volatile. In May 2015, riots broke out in
Mahabad and spread to other Kurdish cities, including Sardasht and
Marivan, just days after a 25-yearold Kurdish chambermaid, Farinaz
Khosravani, plunged to her death
from a hotel room. Social media
posts suggested she was fleeing
sexual pursuit by a member of the
security forces.
As winter draws in on the mountains along the Iraq-Iran border,
snow will reduce the forays of both
peshmerga and smugglers. Come
spring, a new political season will
open.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent for the Financial
Times in Iran in 2003-07.

Iran and the Muslim Brotherhood:
An unholy alliance

View poi nt

Abdullah
al-Alami

T

he Muslim Brotherhood and Iran have a
long and complicated
relationship. The
Muslim Brotherhood,
which has been
designated a terrorist organisation
by Egypt and a number of Arab
Gulf countries, is not much
different from a militia.
We have seen how the Muslim
Brotherhood rejoiced at the news
of the 1979 Islamic revolution in
Iran. We also saw, more than 30
years later, how its members
rejoiced when Muhammad Morsi,
a former member of the Brotherhood, signed as president of Egypt
a number of strategic agreements
with Iran and welcomed Iranian
president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
to Cairo in 2013.
This is a relationship that goes
beyond direct bilateral ties to
include Yemen, where both the
Brotherhood and Iran have a
strong presence. The Muslim

We have seen how the Muslim
Brotherhood rejoiced at the
news of the 1979 Islamic
revolution in Iran.

Brotherhood exploited the
unification of Yemen in 1999 to
enter politics, establishing al-Islah
party. The Brotherhood leadership there included many figures
who had fought in Afghanistan
and there can be no doubt that the
Muslim Brotherhood is one of the
reasons, and perhaps even a major
cause, for the chaos that has
enveloped the southern Arabian
peninsula country.
In the past, we saw the suspicious coalition that was formed
between al-Islah and the Houthis,
who are backed by Iran and who
are the main instigators of the
current conflict. These are the
same Houthis who are peppering
southern Saudi Arabia with
Iranian-made rockets.
Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi,
who led the Houthi insurgency
prior to his death in 2004,
received military support from
Iran and lessons about jihad from
Muslim Brotherhood schools in
Yemen. The Brotherhood established a number of such religious
schools across Yemen, which
helped it spread its ideology
among the Yemeni people and
even among those who were not
Sunni Muslims. The result is that
the Muslim Brotherhood schools

have played a large part in fuelling
the internal conflicts that have
beset Yemen.
The ties between the Muslim
Brotherhood and Yemen can be
traced to the early days of the
group. In 1929, Muslim Brotherhood founder Hassan al-Banna
gave a historic speech in Yemen
and met with well-known Yemeni
leader Muhammad Zabara
al-Hassan. Even then, the Brotherhood was seeking to spread its
ideology and views from the
mother organisation in Egypt
across the Middle East.
Since the Islamic revolution, the
ties between the Muslim Brotherhood and Iran have become closer
and closer, culminating during
Morsi’s ill-fated presidency. The
Brotherhood sought to extend its
hand to the mullahs of Tehran,
who welcomed the Brotherhood
with open arms. A Muslim
Brotherhood-affiliated advocacy
and reform group was established
in the Iranian capital to represent
the group in Iran.
But all fragile alliances are
subject to the vagaries of fortune
and there was a seismic shift in
2012 when al-Islah party accused
Tehran of targeting it directly.
Still, Iran and the embattled

Iran and the
embattled
Muslim
Brotherhood
remain
strategic
allies on a
number of
issues.

Muslim Brotherhood remain
strategic allies on a number of
issues. Both specialise in forming
proxy groups and fronts, whether
militias such as Hezbollah and the
Houthis for Iran or sleeper cells
affiliated with the Brotherhood
uncovered across the Arab Gulf.
The Muslim Brotherhood also
pioneered a media strategy that
has been adapted by groups such
as Iran-backed Hezbollah and
even the Islamic State (ISIS). It is a
strategy of promoting its views
and ideology through affiliated
news channels and media outlets
— and the more controversy that
can be created the better.
The Muslim Brotherhood has
entered a new stage in its nearly
90-year history. Its ideology was
instrumental in the establishment
of al-Qaeda and ISIS, which are
wreaking havoc across the region.
Iran-backed proxies, such Hezbollah, the Assad regime in Syria and
the Houthis in Yemen, are also
creating unrest based on Iran’s
desire to export its Islamic
revolution. The Middle East is
trapped between two violent and
self-serving Islamist ideologies.
Abdullah al-Alami is a Saudi
writer.
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Portugal’s Antonio Guterres likely next
UN secretary-general
Mark Habeeb

Washington

T

he UN Security Council
voted unanimously in
support of Portuguese
former prime minister
Antonio Guterres to become the organisation’s next secretary-general. Guterres must be confirmed by a vote of the UN General
Assembly but his approval by the
Security Council makes his election
all but a certainty.
US Ambassador to the United Nations Samantha Power described
the vote for Guterres, who has also
served as UN High Commissioner
for Refugees (UNHCR), as “remarkably uncontentious and uncontroversial”.
If formally confirmed, Guterres
would take over from Ban Ki-moon
as secretary-general on January 1st.
He would be the ninth person to
serve in the post.
Given the tensions among Security Council members, and especially
between the United States and
Russia over Syria and other issues,
Guterres’s uneventful selection
was a rare example of consensus.

Book s

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Khan
argued
the
majority
of Muslim
literature
is
extreme.

His closest competition was from
Kristalina Georgieva, a Bulgarian
former budget chief of the European Commission. No woman has
served as UN secretary-general.
Some non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and activist groups
had pushed for the selection of a
woman as secretary-general and
expressed disappointment with
the choice of Guterres. WomanSG,
an organisation established in 2015
to advocate for the selection of a
woman to the United Nations’ top
post, said on its website: “There
have been eight male secretariesgeneral but never a female even
though women represent half the
world’s population.”

Guterres believes
fighting terrorism
should be based on a
strategy of
prevention.
Guterres has long experience
within the UN system and, as head
of UNHCR, has been the organisation’s most vocal advocate for addressing the global refugee crisis.
He has argued that the best way to
deal with humanitarian crises is
through a greater focus on prevention.
In an open candidate’s dialogue
before the General Assembly last
summer, Guterres said: “TV cameras are not there when a crisis is
avoided and it is difficult for governments and international organisations to have prevention as a
priority… But I believe prevention
must be not only a priority but the
priority of everything we do.”
In the vision statement that Guterres submitted to the General Assembly in April when he announced
his candidacy, he wrote: “Understanding global mega-trends is crucial. We live in times of multiple,
evolving and mutually reinforcing
shifts. These dynamics, of geopolitical, demographic, climatic,
technological, social and economic
nature, enhance threats and opportunities on an unprecedented
scale.”
On the issue of fighting terrorism,
which Guterres also said should
be based on a strategy of prevention, he wrote: “Force must be used
when necessary and in accordance
with the UN Charter but let us not
forget that it is also a battle for values.”
In comments made in 2015, Gu-

An April 2016 file photo shows Antonio Guterres as he speaks to reporters on the selection of the next
UN Secretary-General at the UN headquarters in New York.
terres was highly critical of Europe’s
handling of the refugee and migrant
influx. He called Europe’s lack of organisation and an “extremely dysfunctional” asylum system a major
impediment to resolving the crisis.
“To me it is… clear that if Europe
would be properly organised, it
would be a manageable crisis,” Guterres said at a news conference in
Paris. “We’re talking about 4,000
or 5,000 people per day in a union
that has 508 million people. We had
until now 300,000 that crossed the
Mediterranean, which is less than
one per 1,000 of the European population.”
Along with humanitarian crises,
Guterres will face a number of sim-

mering global conflicts in addition
to the Syrian war, including recent
tensions between nuclear powers
India and Pakistan.
In his vision statement, he called
for “a surge in diplomacy for peace”
and promised that if elected he
would “exercise his good offices
and mediation capacity as an honest broker, bridge builder and messenger of peace.”
He also will be tasked with overseeing the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals
and the Paris climate accord.
Jack Leslie, former chairman of
USA for UNHCR, an activist group
that raises funds in the United
States to support the work of UN-

HCR, expressed pleasure with Guterres’s selection. In an interview
with the newswire Devex, Leslie
said: “I think the UN needs a real
activist… given the political climate
that so many countries are facing
and the backlash against globalisation.”
Leslie described Guterres as a
“terrific guy, a big, strategic thinker and a very solid crisis manager,
which, unfortunately, is in great demand these days”.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

In conversation: Sara Khan talks about The Battle for British Islam

T

he rise of extremist
Islamist views
among third-generation Muslims in
Britain and the
failure of Muslim
organisations to effectively
confront those views is the
central concern of human rights
activist Sara Khan’s new book,
The Battle for British Islam.
Khan is the co-founder and
director of Inspire, a counterextremism and women’s rights
organisation. She helped launch
Inspire’s Jihad Against Violence
campaign and the anti-Islamic
State campaign #makingastand,
which was backed by the British
Home secretary.
“7/7 to me was a real shock.
There was no work done to tackle
the issue and no change in policy,”
Khan told a London audience on
September 7th about the 2005
bomb attacks.
Khan spoke about the influence
of British Muslim organisations.
“After 9/11, there was the
thought there was a jihadist
hub in London. The pressure of

terrorism policies by the government and the emergence of British
Muslim organisations posed a
threat. You see them on Islam
channel, you see them at university campuses and they have even
influenced human rights organisations using human rights language
even though they don’t believe
in human rights. We have been
sleepwalking into it and people
have no clue that’s been happening,” she said.
“In 2013, Universities UK, the
body that engages with all the
vice-chancellors, issued a guideline that if an external speaker
requests segregated seating,
universities should accommodate
them. That meant an Islamist
preacher could request segregated
seating and universities will accommodate for that in the name
of freedom of speech. It is absolutely outrageous that we were
going to penalise Muslim women
on the demand of Islamist preachers,” Khan said.
Khan argued the majority of
Muslim literature is extreme
and there is not enough done by

mosques and Muslim charities to
encourage progressive Islam.
“I am a Muslim,” Khan said.
“I have a strong belief in God.
It has always been important
to me since I was a child but
the problem I have experienced is when you read
Muslim books in this country, the dominant narrative
is Wahhabi, Islamist and
Salafist literature. I think a
lot of Muslims don’t want
to accept that.”
She said that for the current generation, religion —
not ethnicity or nationality — is the primary
identity.
Khan lamented that
“there is no strong
counter-movement [to
extremism]. There are
1,600 mosques in this country and
the vast majority do not promote progressiveness in the 21st
century and that in itself is a huge
problem that faces Muslims and
their institutions in this country.
“There are very few Muslim
charities that fund this kind of

work. It has an impact on all of us.
When the state gets involved with
religious affairs, it can get
quite worrying, so ideally
we want the change to
come from Muslims,” she
said.
Nick Cohen, a columnist
for the Observer, said there
was a lack of understanding
by the West of what radical
Islam is.
“Part of the problem for
white people over 30 is we
don’t really know what we are
talking about… People don’t
yet know what radical Islam is,
what the divisions are within
Islam so they have a patronising view of the group ‘the
Muslim’,” Cohen said.
“You can find endless justifications for sex slavery in the
Old Testament or genocide or
prejudice in the Bible. That was
stopped not because of enlightenment but because we destroyed
them.”
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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John Kerry’s political legacy at stake in Syria
Thomas Seibert

Washington

F

or US Secretary of State
John
Kerry,
bringing
peace to Syria is not just
another diplomatic issue:
He sees his political legacy at stake. Kerry, however, is facing strong resistance with Russia’s
determination to keep military
pressure on rebel forces threatening to frustrate his efforts to end
the conflict.
Some analysts say Kerry is on a
hopeless mission.
When his latest initiative to silence the guns in Syria failed,
Washington suspended bilateral
talks with Russia.
“John Kerry is a modern-day
Don Quixote,” said Andrew Peek, a
professor of international relations
at Pepperdine University in California. Peek was alluding to Kerry’s
efforts to work out a deal on Syria
with Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in the face of US President Barack Obama’s reluctance to
commit more American firepower
to the cause.
Kerry, who has been America’s
top diplomat since early 2013, has
invested a huge effort and immense political capital in his campaign to halt the war in Syria but,
as his tenure at the US State Department enters its final stretch, it
is far from clear whether Kerry will
achieve a breakthrough in Syria
and leave office on a high note.

Kerry has spent a
lot of time and
energy but the
premises are all
wrong.

”

Zaher Sahloul,
a Syrian-American
humanitarian activist.
Peek said Kerry’s repeated negotiations with Russia had “turned
from tragedy to farce” because he
lacked the necessary backing from
the White House. “He likes to be
the guy on the ground” conducting

negotiations, Peek said. “It is understandable but it’s not working.”
Other experts judged Kerry less
harshly. “He inherited a bad situation” in Syria, Michael O’Hanlon of
the Brookings Institution said, and
he had to act within tight limits set
by Obama.
Those limits became visible
when Kerry met Lavrov for marathon talks in Geneva to secure a
Syria ceasefire. During a break in
the talks, Lavrov complained to
waiting reporters that US officials
had trouble reaching a consensus
among themselves. “It takes five
hours for our friends to check with
Washington,” Lavrov said.

For US Secretary of
State John Kerry,
bringing peace to
Syria is not just
another diplomatic
issue: He sees his
political legacy at
stake.
As Lavrov spoke, Kerry was on
the phone with Washington seeking a green light on the ceasefire
deal that included an exchange of
intelligence between the United
States and Russia and coordinated
air strikes on extremist groups in
Syria. He got strong resistance from
US Secretary of Defense Ashton
Carter, who said Russia’s support
for Syrian President Bashar Assad
made “the situation in Syria more
dangerous”.
Following hours of internal negotiations Kerry overcame the
scepticism and struck the deal with
Lavrov — only to see the ceasefire
crumble in a matter of days.
Since becoming secretary of
State, Kerry spearheaded the nuclear agreement with Iran and
coordinated the West’s response
to Russia’s annexation of Crimea.
He suffered several high-profile
setbacks, most prominently the
collapse of US-sponsored IsraeliPalestinian peace talks in 2014.
Peek said “fruitless negotiations” were a theme of Kerry’s time
in office. One result, he argued, is
that US allies in the Middle East believe that “America is seeking deals

US Secretary of State John Kerry and UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura attend the
International Syria Support Group Meeting at the Palace Hotel in New York, last September.
at any cost”, not as a power that
stands up to players like Russia.
No one doubts Kerry’s energy
and determination. Earlier this
year, he broke the travel record for
US secretaries of State when a visit
to Bahrain pushed the total distance he has travelled in office to
1.06 million miles.
In a recent editorial, the New
York Times wrote that “there has
been something honourable, even
heroic, about the persistence, hard
work and faith in diplomacy” demonstrated by Kerry. However, as
the paper noted, experts and even
administration officials argued
that Kerry “too often pursues unwinnable goals and settles for imperfect outcomes”.
In the case of Syria, Kerry argues
that there is simply no alternative
to the diplomatic route given that
the United States does not want to

deepen its military involvement.
In a recent speech in Brussels, he
said he felt a “great sense of outrage that Russia has turned a blind
eye to Assad’s deplorable use of
these weapons of war, chlorine gas
and barrel bombs, against his people”. But, he added: “We are not
giving up on the Syrian people. We
are not abandoning the pursuit of
peace.” Washington and Moscow
would still discuss Syria as part of
larger multilateral negotiations, he
said.
“Kerry has spent a lot of time
and energy but the premises are
all wrong,” said Zaher Sahloul, a
Syrian-American physician and
humanitarian activist. Kerry was
unable to change things on the
ground because “diplomacy without power is meaningless,” he
added.
There are signs that Kerry disa-

grees with Obama’s reluctance to
get more involved in Syria. When
51 State Department diplomats
publicly called for stronger US military action against Assad to force
the Syrian leader into peace talks,
Kerry did not rebuke the critics but
expressed support for their position. Under Obama, US fighter jets
have been attacking the Islamic
State (ISIS) in Syria but the president is unwilling to target Syrian
government troops.
Even though Kerry earlier this
year hinted at an American “Plan
B” for Syria that reportedly could
include an increased military involvement, Obama’s reluctance to
use more and greater firepower has
not changed, leaving the secretary
of State with no option but to stick
to the path of diplomacy.
“Obama is asking Kerry to do the
impossible,” Sahloul said.

Most Muslims are well integrated into American society

View poi nt

Tom Regan

T

he picture drawn by
the US media after an
attempted lone-wolf
attack is a familiar
one. The suspect is a
loner, someone who
felt alienated by his or her larger
community, who had “withdrawn” into religion, which had
turned him into a terrorist. The
often unspoken but implied idea
is that Muslims are not a part of
American society, that their
religion makes them too much
the outsider, that they will never
accept American values.
Republican Party candidate
for president Donald Trump has
seized on this theme, arguing that
immigrants to the United States (in
particular, those who are Muslim)
should be tested to make sure they
possess these nebulous American
values.
In reality, the vast majority
of Muslims who call the United
States home are integrated into
American society. They have
played a key role in helping US law
enforcement deal with terrorism,
are as likely to earn $100,000 or
more as any other American and
a greater proportion of them have
college degrees than the general
US population.

The key here is the word
“integrated” rather than
“assimilated”.

They have also played significant, award-winning roles in the
country’s media and entertainment industries.
Muslim Americans were recently awarded some of the Online
News Association’s top honours.
Egyptian-American freelance photojournalist Sima Diab’s portrayal
of Arabs’ lives won the James
Foley Award for Conflict Reporting. (Foley was a freelance war correspondent who was executed by
his Islamic State captors in August
2014.)
In Los Angeles, Rami Malek, one
of the stars of the TV show Mr. Robot, won the Emmy for Best Actor
in a Dramatic Series, a first for an
Egyptian American.
So while Trump was proclaiming
that “assimilation” is difficult for
Muslims in America, he was ignoring almost 300 years of history.
Researchers have shown that Muslims were in America before there
was a United States and many
fought in the Revolutionary war,
the War of 1812, the Civil war, the
first and second world wars, Korea,
Vietnam, both Gulf wars as well
as the war in Afghanistan. Muslim
Americans continue to serve in the
US military.
A 2016 survey by the Institute of
Social Policy and Understanding
found that Muslims who regularly
attended a mosque were more likely to work with their neighbours to
solve community problems and be
registered to vote than those who

don’t attend a mosque.
Well-known researcher Dalia
Mogahed has shown through her
work with her former employer,
the polling firm Gallup, that Muslim Americans have a stronger belief in the US judicial system than
other Americans, that a majority

Trump was
ignoring
almost 300
years of
history.

Girls hold US flags while waiting for US
President Barack Obama, in Windsor Mill,
Maryland, last February.

of them do not say that religion
should play any role in the adjudication of law and that among those
who do, the percentage is actually
lower than the number of Protestant Americans who said religion
should play a stronger role in legal
proceedings.
A Pew Research study in 2011
showed: “Living in a religiously
pluralistic society, Muslim Americans are more likely than Muslims
in many other nations to have
many non-Muslim friends. Only
about half (48%) of US Muslims say
all or most of their close friends
are also Muslims, compared with
a global median of 95% in the 39
countries surveyed.”
The Pew study also indicated
that Muslim Americans also have a
very open attitude towards the role
of women in society, with more
than 90% of respondents saying
that women have a right to work
outside the home.
The key here is the word “integrated”, rather than “assimilated”.
Instead Muslim Americans are
solidly integrated in US society,
proud of their historical and religious heritage, but also proud to
be Americans, a part of the diverse
tapestry that is the real America.
Tom Regan, a columnist at
factsandopinion.com, previously
worked for the Christian Science
Monitor, National Public Radio, the
Boston Globe and the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation.
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Government employees in Saudi Arabia grapple
with new economic realities

A worker at a construction site of a section of the Saudi capital Riyadh’s $22.5 billion metro system. 		

Muhammad Addas

Riyadh

S

weeping salary cuts among
ministers and government
workers, eliminating entitlements and privatising 13
ministries have rattled and
deeply divided the Saudi public but
economists caution the changes,
while deeply affecting the middle
class, are vital to the success of the
government’s economic reforms.
“It means the state will depend
on the people rather than the people depending on the state,” said
Jean-François Seznec, a visiting
associate professor at Georgetown
University’s Center for Contemporary Arab Studies. “It’s a good thing
but not an easy thing.”
The cuts took many Saudis by
surprise. Ministers saw their salaries slashed 20% and members of
the Shura Council, the legislative
body, had stipends cut 15%. All
government workers lost bonus
payments.
However, it was the reduction
in allowances that is likely to hurt
middle-class government workers
the most because the entitlements
represented as much as 25% of their
monthly income. The government

eliminated many transportation
allowances, reduced or dropped
housing payments and special allowances, such as payments to
remain up to date with computer
technology and equipment.
“Most of us have a basic salary
that is not very much,” said one
government worker who spoke
on the condition of anonymity.
“Those allowances gave me a 25%
boost in my salary. I’ve had it for
years and depend on it as my regular income.”

Ministers saw their
salaries slashed 20%
and members of the
Shura Council, the
legislative body, had
stipends cut 15%.
The government formally announced that workers will be paid
according to the Gregorian calendar instead of the Hijri calendar,
which had been in use since 1932.
The change will eliminate about 11
days of wages per year.
“It’s one more economic measure to balance spending,” Saudi
analyst Jamal Khashoggi told Reuters recently. “Of course, people
don’t like it but it’s a sign of the
times. Probably the teachers and

many others will be affected by it.
It shows why it’s important for the
private sector and Saudi [gross domestic product] GDP to diversify.”
One Saudi economist, who
asked not to be identified, said the
cuts were scheduled to be implemented over a 4- or 5-year period.
However, the passage of the Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism
Act (JASTA), the law passed by the
US Congress to allow the families
of 9/11 victims to sue countries for
damages, hastened the cuts because Saudi assets in the United
States could be frozen during legal
proceedings.
“The only good thing I see is
that inflation will slow but it won’t
make much of a difference because
consumer spending will also slow
down,” said the economist, who is
based in Riyadh.
The primary concern among
Saudi economists, he said, is the
ripple effect the reductions will
have on the private sector. Banks
face exposure to commercial loan
defaults if business revenue drops.
He also noted that municipalities
are now taxing small and medium-sized businesses based on the
usage space rather than the size
of exterior signage. Higher local
taxes will result in spiked prices of
goods.

A Saudi man walks past the logo of Vision 2030 after a news conference, in Jeddah, last June.

(Reuters)

(Agence France-Presse)

Seznec said there are mechanisms in place to protect banks and
businesses.
“If there are problems, banks
will reschedule loans,” Seznec
said. “Banks will not try to squeeze
every person. In Saudi Arabia there
is a tremendous amount of personal debt and that is not good
for banks.” He said “if they can
overcome it”, banks will face little
exposure, adding that new bankruptcy laws recently approved by
the Council of Ministers will help
keep businesses operating.

The law passed by
the US Congress to
allow the families of
9/11 victims to sue
countries for
damages, hastened
the cuts.
The reduction in salaries and the
privatisation of the ministries, including the ministries of Justice,
Labour, Health, Housing and Energy, signal a forceful push by the
Saudi government to make the
private sector more attractive to
workers.
The move will improve Saudisation by requiring civil servants to
enter the private sector workforce.
It will also weed out unproductive
government workers because employees will be required to apply
for private sector jobs that were
once in the government domain.
By improving Saudisation, which
requires private businesses to
maintain a quota of Saudi workers, expatriate employees will be
replaced and return home.
About two-thirds of Saudi nationals work for government agencies and foreigners account for the
vast majority of workers in the
private sector. To ease spending
in the public sector, where wages
have become unsustainable, the
government is encouraging Saudis
to move to private employment.
Irfan Mohammed, an expatriate
who has lived and worked in Saudi
Arabia for more than 20 years, said
expats in government jobs such as
ambulance drivers in the public
health sector would find it difficult
to keep their jobs. “It will really be
tough for them,” he said.
Muhammad Addas is a Saudi
writer.

Saudi
government
drops Islamic
calendar
The Arab Weekly staff

Riyadh

T

he
Hijri
calendar
has become the latest casualty of Saudi
Arabia’s cost-cutting
measures. From the
beginning of October — and for
the first time — Riyadh will pay
government workers according
to the Gregorian calendar, making the average working month
for its employees longer and in
line with the private sector.
According to the Jeddahbased Saudi Gazette, the decision by the Saudi Council of
Ministers was announced September 26th and “government
employees will lose 11 days of
payment under the revised
mechanism”. The Hijri calendar — used by many Muslims
countries to determine Islamic
holidays — is lunar-based and
consists of 12 months of 29 or 30
days and is 11 days shorter than
the Gregorian calendar.
The calendar change came
during the same cabinet session that saw the kingdom slash
ministerial salaries by 20% and
curtail allowances and bonuses
for all government employees.
Approximately 70% of Saudi
employees work in government
jobs. Government employees’
salaries and allowances accounted for 45% of government spending in 2015. Working hours in the civil service
are shorter and holidays longer
than in the private sector.
In April, Saudi Arabia unveiled its Vision 2030 plan, an
ambitious diversification package of economic and social
policies designed to reduce the
country’s dependence on oil.
The plan also aims to improve
the transparency and efficiency
of governmental bodies and
empower the private sector.
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OPEC to cut
production,
aims to stabilise
markets
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

O

il ministers from Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting
Countries
(OPEC) members decided in an extraordinary
meeting in Algiers to cut the group’s
production to 32.5 million-33 million barrels per day (bpd), compared
to the August level of 33.24 million
bpd to speed the rebalancing of oil
supply and demand in global markets.
OPEC, however, postponed setting the specifics of how much each
country was expected to reduce production and which countries would
be exempt from the cuts until its November 30th ministerial meeting in
Vienna. A high-level committee was
established to recommend specific
steps.

The decision
indicates worries
about hefty cuts in
the budgets of major
oil companies.
Non-OPEC producers, mainly
Russia, were also asked to cut production.
The decision to cut production is a
policy reversal for OPEC, which has
been increasing production during
the past two years to defend member countries’ market share.
The decision reflects the fears of
producers of the negative effects
that low oil prices have had on their
economies. The decision indicates
worries about hefty cuts in the upstream budgets of major international oil companies.
There is serious concern in the oil
industry that freezing and delays of
upstream investments will result
in unbalanced markets before the
end of this decade. It is feared that

there will not be sufficient oil supplies available to meet incremental
demand by 2020.
The main reason behind the oil
price drop is excess supply in the
market. This phenomenon surfaced
with the fast and high production
of US shale oil in 2014. US oil production peaked in early 2015 at approximately 4.9 million bpd, around
50% of US production at the time.
Russian production also started rising, recording around 11.1 million
bpd, the highest level since the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early
1990s and the highest production
level globally.
OPEC’s Algiers decision reflects
deep differences among the organisation’s members. OPEC adopted
a general policy to cut production.
Will the cut be pro-rata or will the
percentage cuts be different for
each country? What is the production base to cut from? How can the
organisation ensure transparency?
Which countries will be exempted?
Nigeria, Libya and Iran are expected
to be exempted.
Nigeria and Libya are undergoing
political turmoil and militias attacks
against their oil facilities. In Libya,
the Islamic State (ISIS) is leading
the attacks. In Nigeria local militias
in the Niger delta are destroying oil
facilities.
Nigeria has a production capacity
of 2.4 million bpd. Its average production in the past few months has
averaged about 1.4 million-1.6 million bpd. Libya’s production capacity is around 1.4 million bpd. Average
production since the 2011 overthrow
of despot Muammar Qaddafi has
averaged around 200,000-300,000
bpd.
The main obstacle to a unanimous
decision in OPEC has been Iran. Tehran demanded in OPEC’s meeting
last April not to be included in any
production decision until it reaches
its pre-sanctions level of 4 million
bpd. Iran has recently escalated its
demand, raising production levels

Briefs
Egypt foreign
reserves up by
$3 billion
Egyptian newspapers are reporting a $3 billion rise in the country’s foreign reserves last month.
The reports quoted the country’s
Central Bank as saying reserves
stood at $19.59 billion at the end
of September, up from $16.56 billion the month before.
There has been speculation
that another devaluation of the
Egyptian pound was imminent as
part of reforms required by the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
in exchange for a $12 billion loan
over three years to overhaul the
country’s ailing economy.
The official exchange rate for the
US dollar is 8.8 Egyptian pounds,
though at the black market, it
trades for about 13 pounds.
(The Associated Press)

The OPEC and Algeria flags ahead of the informal meeting
between members of the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) in Algiers, on September 28th.
to slightly more than 4 million bpd.
It also wants 12.7% of gross OPEC
production.
Iran has been producing 3.6
million bpd during the last three
months. Tehran projects increased
production in 2017-18 of around
600,000 bpd from the West Karun
oil fields.
OPEC members, including Saudi
Arabia, who had objected to Iran’s
exemption earlier, agreed to the Iranian demands, as it has been demonstrated that Iran is not ready to
increase capacity soon.

The main obstacle to
a unanimous
decision in OPEC has
been Iran.
Market observers have projected
oil prices to increase around $5-$10
per barrel — rising from the current
Brent range of $45-$50 per barrel to
$50-$55 per barrel if OPEC agrees to
cut production.
Iran is asking for an exemption
because it asserts that other states

raised capacity when Iran was under international sanctions. Oil
countries have long-term plans for
exploration and development. In
fact, Iran is undertaking efforts to
increase capacity while Libya and
Nigeria are in turmoil. Geopolitical
disputes also add to differences and
complicate matters.
These questions raise doubts as
to whether OPEC can reach a unanimous decision at the end of November. Russia has informed major
OPEC members that it will not cut
production unless the organisation
has a unified policy.
Budget constraints in most of
OPEC’s members have reached
critical levels. The failure to reach
a decision in November will see a
new and larger supply glut in the
markets. A third year of budget cuts
can cause much domestic problems
in several countries. These two factors could persuade OPEC members
to downplay their many differences
and reach an agreement.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Entrepreneurship offers hope to young Palestinians
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

A

hashtag and a letter from
the Palestinian territories have been trending
on social media but they
did not call on the world
to lift any siege, end a gruelling war
or boycott Israeli settlements’ products, as is often the case.
The hashtag #paypal4palestine
demanded the world’s best-known
online payment company extend
its services to Palestinians in the
occupied territories. Those Palestinians do not have access to the same
service that Israeli settlers in illegal
West Bank settlements use.
Along with a lengthy letter signed
by more than 40 organisations and
companies, including start-ups in
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,
the hashtag drew attention to a new
reality being shaped in a place often seen only as a war zone and as
probably one of the least healthy
environments for aspiring entrepreneurs.
The Palestinian territories continue to suffer from many socioeconomic, demographic, and geopolitical obstacles and are plagued
with an economy dependent on and
controlled by Israel and donor countries. Yet a growing number of Palestinians have been investing their
money, effort and time in start-up

companies.
Sam Bahour, a Palestinian-American management consultant in Ramallah, said more Palestinian young
people are investing money and efforts in start-ups because, although
there is a higher risk, there is the
chance for higher returns.
After the return of the Palestinian
Liberation Organisation (PLO) and
the establishment of the interim
Palestinian Authority (PA) in 1994,
tens of thousands of Palestinians
found the safety of public jobs too
tempting, hindering opportunities
to develop a system that favours the
culture of entrepreneurship in the
territories.
“People look for stability in times
of crisis and, until now, although not
an enabling environment or having
decent salaries, the PA did provide
steady income and job security,” Bahour said.
However, he said the drop in donor support to the Palestinian Authority, rising prices and changing
lifestyles have encouraged more
youth to look for better opportunities, including entrepreneurship.
According to the Palestinian
Central Bureau of Statistics, unemployment rates reached 29.1% in
the West Bank and the Gaza Strip
in 2015. A bureau report said there
were 337,000 Palestinians without
jobs, with the highest unemployment rate in the 20-24 age group.
Mahmoud Tafesh, chief operating
officer of start-up 5Qhqh, an online

platform and social media website
that allows users to share humorous
Arabic content from external sources, said: “After I graduated from university, I realised that it is extremely
hard to find a job. I wanted to be independent and be my own boss.”
Tafesh said launching the company and leaving his regular job were
scary moves at first. Having the
support of Gaza Sky Geeks, the first
start-up accelerator in Gaza, founded in 2011, made all the difference,
he said, and 5Qhqh is playing a crucial role in the region’s development
by creating new jobs.

The hashtag
#paypal4palestine
demanded the
world’s best-known
online payment
company extend its
services to
Palestinians.
The Ramallah-based Arab World
for Research and Development (AWRAD) firm noted that many young
Palestinians are choosing entrepreneurship because their education,
often vocational, empowers them
with the knowledge and skills to
start a business, deal with a constricted labour market or achieve a
personal goal.
Mohammed Kilany, a 34-year-old
serial entrepreneur from Ramallah

and founder of SnapGoal, an application that allows users to watch
instant videos of football goals 20
seconds after play, said start-up creation is the right career for him.
Kilany said he realised that mobile applications are a booming industry. IT start-ups have proved to
be a better alternative to traditional
businesses because, aside from the
physical obstacles found under occupation, the cost of building an IT
start-up is more affordable than investing in a traditional company, he
said.
Yet Kilany said that young Palestinians have a long way to go before they can catch up with Arab
countries that have become hubs
for entrepreneurs. “As a developing
country, entrepreneurship is a new
concept. We have a disconnected
ecosystem that does not encourage
the shaping of a start-up community,” he explained.
Bahour said in addition to economic reasons, there seems to be a
nationalistic drive behind entrepreneurship in the Palestinian territories, part of which is about resisting
Israel’s occupation and sustaining
livelihoods.
“Investing is one tool of non-violent resistance which keeps Palestinians in Palestine. This is the ultimate act of resistance, staying on
the land,” he said.
Malak Hasan is a reporter based in
Ramallah.

Turkey sees lower
growth for
troubled 2016
Turkey cut its growth forecast
for 2016 to just more than 3%, as
the global economic environment
and effects of the July failed coup
take their toll on the economy.
The substantial drop in the
growth forecast was the latest in
a series of bad news for Turkey’s
economy after Moody’s downgraded its government debt to junk status and the Turkish lira came under new pressure.
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim
said gross domestic product (GDP)
would grow 3.2% in Turkey in 2016
compared with the previous forecast of 4.5%, indicating growth
would be well down on last year’s
4.0%.
Gokce Celik, chief economist
at Finansbank in Istanbul, said in
a note to clients that the government’s 4.5% full-year growth forecast had been “too ambitious”.
“Even the revised projection might
prove hard to achieve,” she said.
Turkey’s economy grew 3.1% in
the second quarter, slowing sharply from the strong figure of 4.7%.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran offers tax
breaks to boost
tourism
Iran is offering up to 13 years of
tax holidays to hoteliers as it seeks
to boost visitor numbers and revamp its dilapidated hotels.
“All economic activities related
to… tourism will enjoy 100% tax
holidays between five to 13 years
depending on the region,” Deputy Economy Minister Mohammad Khazaei told hoteliers from
18 countries who had gathered in
Tehran.
Since the lifting of international
sanctions under last year’s nuclear
deal, the government of President
Hassan Rohani has made tourism
a top priority for rebuilding Iran’s
struggling economy.
Visitor numbers boomed thanks
to a partial thaw in the country’s
relations with the world, rising
from 2.2 million annually in 2009
to 5.2 million in 2015. By 2025, Iran
is hoping to reach 20 million visitors a year.
Tourism made up 7.6% of Iran’s
gross domestic product in 2015,
“which we hope to increase to
about nine percent in 2016″, he
added.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Jordanians divided on educational reform
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T

he Jordanian Ministry
of Education’s removal
of some quotes from the
Quran and sayings of
the Prophet Mohammad
from elementary school textbooks
has angered teachers and parents
and led to calls for the minister to
resign.
The Jordan Teachers’ Association said in a statement that recent amendments to the curricula
harmed Islamic and Arab values,
as well as the Palestinian cause.
The association said it would form
a committee to deal with the issue.
The Education Ministry called that
a “targeted campaign” that politicised education and challenged
the efforts to improve education in
the kingdom.
“They did some serious changes
in the books for example in religion, whole verses from the holy
Quran and sayings by the Prophet
Mohammad have been removed
and, in Arabic literature, a picture
of an unveiled woman was placed
instead of a veiled one,” said a
teacher at a public school who
spoke on condition of anonymity.
“Meanwhile, in third grade Arabic-language textbooks, a Quranic
verse was replaced by a text on
swimming. In civics, reference is
made to acknowledge Christians
as a demographic component of
the population with pictures of
churches as well as mosques,” she
said.

At the end we all
agree that
there is a need for
reforms.

”

Minister of Education
Mohammad Thneibat
Early this year, Minister of Education Mohammad Thneibat, who
is also deputy prime minister,
stated that the presence of political will and positive change by the
society formed a strong push towards educational reforms in Jordan.
“We have a joint effort by many

around the kingdom calling for
reforming the educational sector,”
he said during a lecture in Amman.” We might agree and disagree
on certain issues but at the end we
all agree that there is a need for reforms. There is a lot of criticism by
non-specialised people while the
committee of specialists worked
hard; the ministry is following
up on whatever is being written
whether positive or negative and
taking their points seriously.”

The Muslim
Brotherhood’s
Islamic Action Front
objects to the
changes.
A number of rallies, including
a sit-in at the Education Ministry,
protested the changes to the curricula of a school system that has
more than 1.9 million students
in 6,924 schools and more than
100,000 teachers and principals.
Students in several governorates
burned tyres and blocked entrances to schools with rocks in demonstrations against the changes to
the curricula.
“I believe they should have studied the issue more and thought of
the impact it will have. I know that
some schools are planning to have
a strike soon just to show the ministry that they don’t approve the
changes,” said first-grade teacher
Hiam Mahmoud.
“I believe the ministry has created an unnecessary crisis. If the previous curricula were encouraging
terrorism, then the unnecessary
changes the ministry conducted
are not the correct answer to address this issue.
“No one is convinced with the
terrorism excuse, however, I see it
as a systematic approach to change
the mentality of the children and
erase anything that is related to religion. We heard many calls for an
open strike and we are still waiting.”
The Muslim Brotherhood’s Islamic Action Front also objected
to the changes, calling them “an
affront to our heritage and values
aimed at distancing future generations from their religion, their Arab
identity, their history and traditions”.

Students at a primary school in Amman.
It urged the government to cancel “negative alterations and focus
on genuine scientific developments introduced by Jordanian
academics”.
Batool Ahmed, a mother of
three, said: “We are proud of our
history and no one complained before about anything in the books,
so why now they are doing this?”
“Home is a school by itself and
we know how to teach our children
the essence of life and how they
should treat their friends and even
strangers. The ministry is making
us doubt our education system
more through the changes they
made. I think they should think
twice before making any changes
to any book,” she said.
But Mohamed al-Khateeb, dean
of the Faculty of Sharia at Jordan
University and a member of the
higher committee to study the
Islamic curricula, said deleting
some verses from the Quran was
not done simply for its own sake

and that the process was part of
the framework to focus on values
within Jordanian society.
“The committee studied well
each letter and word and what is
happening now, especially the objections by some people, [involves]
a personal agenda against development. The committee will work on
revising these points and give their
opinion,” he said.
A group called itself Yes for Developing the Curricula supported
the changes, saying in a statement:
“We are a group of education experts, thinkers, teachers and artists who have examined a number
of the new textbooks, including
the Arabic language, civic education, Islamic studies and science
and believe that they are positive.
“The changes improve the image
of women, encourage cultural and
religious pluralism and enhance
the national and Arab identity.”
The royal family has also spoken
out on education reform efforts in

Jordan.
In 2015 a speech launching the
national strategy for human resources development in Amman,
Queen Rania stressed the need to
prepare students for an evolving
workplace. She pointed out that
“less than 10% of the Ministry of
Education’s budget is allocated
to the development of the educational process compared to 40% in
a country like Finland”.
“Let us equip our schools with
technology and e-learning tools so
that our students become fluent in
the language of the century,” she
said. “We want curricula that enrich learning and expand horizons
of knowledge, so let us establish
a curriculum centre to implement
the latest educational methods
and curriculum development techniques — a model adopted by many
top-performing countries.”
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Egypt’s textbooks still awaiting reform
Amira Fekri

Cairo

E

gypt is unable to counter extremist thinking
because religious education textbooks used in its
schools nurture intolerance and hate towards “the other”,
educators said.
The problem exists in both religious and secular schools.
Textbooks include stories in traditional language and often portray
non-Muslims as kafir or infidels.
Experts say that such a description,
found in a fourth-grade textbook,
could teach children to hate nonMuslims.

Educators say
students are being
implicitly taught that
intolerance and force
are acceptable.
Some textbooks encourage “jihad
against the enemies of Islam” and
support that interpretation with
Quranic verses and hadiths.
Some textbooks justify slavery,
the levy of a special tax on nonMuslims and capital punishment
for apostasy. Researchers say the
texts were probably used to justify
attacks on Coptic Christians and urgently need to be revised.

Amna Nasir, a member of the
Egyptian parliament and professor
of Islamic philosophy at al-Azhar
University, said it would not be
possible to modernise religious discourse without modernising school
syllabuses.
Educational institutions have dismissed the criticism and calls for
change as unwarranted attacks.
But Hana Salah, whose son is at
junior high school in Cairo, said she
was deeply concerned. Her son, she
said, “has become reluctant to open
his religious education textbook”
because the text is so formal and
“removed from modern reality”.
She said she worries that young
Egyptians may turn away from religion altogether because the education system is failing to foster a
spirit of enlightenment and empathy consistent with faith values.
Mohamed Kamel, who teaches
Arabic and Islamic education, said
it was not the teachers were overly
rigid, but the textbooks. They are
“out of sync” with the times, he
said, and teachers have no choice
but to teach that content.
A textbook meant for secondarylevel religious students offers an
example of the “out-of-sync” nature of the educational system. It
quotes Abdullah Ibn Mahmud alMawsili, a seventh-century jurist,
on pursuing war and peace. “When
an imam conquers by force a city,
he may wish to divide it as spoils
of war among the conquerors, or to

An Egyptian girl reads in the library of the Farah elementary school, in Khosoos, a poor town just
outside of Cairo.
leave it under the rule of its original
inhabitants provided they pay the
occupation tax (jizya) and crop tax
(kharaj), or to kill the prisoners or
enslave them or offer them as slaves
to Muslims,” the textbook reads.
Educators said it was inappropriate to teach such a code of conduct
to young people in the 21st century.
Nasir said it was important to re-

move “all texts (that are) likely to
spread extremism and intolerance
among youth and cause discord and
conflicts in the society”.
“When a student is taught that his
Christian classmate is an unbeliever
and finds in other sources that unbelievers are the enemies of Islam
and must be confronted, he or she
will make the link between both

ideas and internalise them,” she
said.
Kamel agreed that students were
being implicitly taught that intolerance and force are acceptable and
some textbooks indirectly defend
the idea that “Islam was spread by
the sword”.
Amira Fekri is an Egyptian writer.
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Controversial Kuwaiti artist undeterred by censorship
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

E

ngulfed in sombre shades
of violet and blue, the
view of an abandoned
amusement park full of
bumper cars elicits distinct feelings of discomfort. At the
centre of the scene, an older man
dressed in a suit forcefully pulls a
young girl dressed as a bride, while
strange masked figures seem blissfully resigned in the moment, staring off with vacant smiles on their
cartoonish faces.
This dystopian world is one of
many in a series of mixed media
works from the It’s a Mad World
exhibition at Beirut’s Ayyam Gallery by controversial Kuwaiti artist
Shurooq Amin.

Society will resist
— yes — but time
and history are on
our side.
Kuwaiti artist
Shurooq Amin

”

Bold in her creative convictions,
Amin is no stranger to the controversy that can ensue from addressing sensitive topics such as child
brides and homosexuality.
In 2012, her similarly titled series
It’s a Man’s World, which explored
the hidden transgressive lives of
Arab Gulf men, was banned from
public view. The setback propelled
the artist forward with a new body
of work. This time, Amin observed,
there has been a shift in attitudes.
“People were more willing to listen and look, to think and discuss,”
she said. “Emerging and younger
artists were also beginning to touch

Shurooq Amin’s The Moving Doll House (The Moving Toyshop by
Edmund Crispin).
upon topics that I had tackled but
were considered taboo previous to
It’s a Man’s World. I had been accused of opening Pandora’s box but
time proved that my actions were
of benefit for the art movement in
Kuwait.”
While conservatism may be woven into the fabric of much of the
region, the arts have provided an
avenue to challenge and project
alternative points of view around
ideas that are considered taboo. As
the region continues to become increasingly globalised, a sort of cultural awakening seems to be afoot
and Amin said she sees censorship
as an irrelevant barrier.
“If there is one thing history has
taught us, it is that change is inevitable and that people resist change.
So, while us artists are pushing
boundaries and breaking moulds,
society will resist — yes — but time
and history are on our side,” Amin
said.
“People eventually come around
because, if they don’t, we will not
evolve and if we don’t evolve, we
will become extinct… Censorship
is becoming more and more ridiculous in an age in which children can

hack into anything online. So, while
censorship may be a nuisance now,
it will eventually become a moot
point.”
Surveying other works in the
show, a straightforward assumption about the provocative nature
of their aesthetic comes to mind.
There also seems to be more beyond mere shock value. At their
core, the works stress the importance of freedom of expression and
the need to take risks, experiment
and embrace diversity of opinion.
“My work intentionally exposes
taboos and openly discusses those
topics that no one wants to discuss
— homosexuality, child brides, corruption and bribery, adultery and
gender double standards, religious
hypocrisy, political hypocrisy, alcoholism, etc.,” Amin said. “The fact
that this provokes people is just a
side effect. My work is never sensationalist or provocative on purpose
but it may very well come across as
sensual while sending out its sociopolitical message, that is true.”
Contrasts seem to dominate
Amin’s canvases. The stark worlds
and scenarios are often offset with
a hint of humour.

Shurooq Amin’s Who’s Afraid of the Big Brave Woman (Who’s
Afraid of Virginia Woolf by Edward Albee).
“Because the message is so dark
and sometimes shocking, I tend to
balance this out aesthetically with
bright colours and with a hint of
sarcasm,” she said. “It’s all done in
a very tongue-in-cheek manner, as
humour is essential when tackling
sensitive subjects like religion, sex
and politics.”

It’s a Mad World
continues at the
Ayyam Gallery in
Beirut through
November 5th.
And this duality is best observed
in her female protagonists. These
are complex characters that maintain a strong presence alongside
their male counterparts. Even
when they seem utterly trapped in
their problematic circumstances,
Amin manages to inject a rebellious
and empowered facet into them.
“The strong female presence is a
two-pronged approach. On the one
hand, the strong female represents
my own voice expressing itself
freely; on the other hand, the pro-

tagonist is almost always a woman
in my story because I believe it is in
her hands to change society. “
“If women banded together,” she
added, “they could alter legislation.
If they banded together, they could
raise an open-minded generation of
future men. Women have the power but they don’t use it.”
Criticisms of her art do not faze
Amin, who said the substance of
the work will remain long after the
controversy has fizzled.
“Everyone has the right to say
what they please but, at the end of
the day, I wholeheartedly believe
that time will prove that my work
reflects an important time-slot of
Arab cultural history. Art is part
of cultural progress; it can liberate spirits, broaden minds, pushes
envelopes, ruffles some feathers
along the way and tackles taboos,”
she said.
It’s a Mad World continues at the
Ayyam Gallery in Beirut through
November 5th.
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.

Academics fight to protect Libyan antiquities
Karen Dabrowska

London

“

W

e can’t go to Libya and our students can’t go to
Libya but we are
building a creative resource for a new generation
of scholars.” That was the message
from Corisande Fenwick, a lecturer
in Mediterranean Archaeology at
University College London, to Libya
Matters workshop participants.
The event, organised by the Centre for Hellenic Studies at Kings
College London and the Society for
Libyan Studies, discussed the safeguarding of Libyan heritage, highlighting the historical and cultural
importance of the North African
country.
While travel to Libya is almost
impossible, foreign academics and
archaeologists say that a great deal
can be done to support Libyan colleagues in protecting their heritage
through information gathering and
training programmes.

The Society for
Libyan Studies is
digitalising 3,000
items from its
archives and hopes
to create online
exhibitions.
For instance, the Society for
Libyan Studies is digitalising 3,000
items from its archives and hopes
to create online exhibitions. It also
set up the Libyan Antiquities at Risk
(LAaR) project — an online photographic reference collection that
will help safeguard Libyan monuments threatened by destruction
and looting.
The project aims at recording and

disseminating information about
Libyan funerary sculptures of the
Hellenistic, Roman and late Roman
periods which are under threat of
being sold on the illegal art market. The sculptures are particularly
vulnerable to being removed from
monuments due to their peripheral
location in ancient settlements.
Hafed Walda, an adviser to the
Libyan Department of Antiquities,
described security as the greatest
challenge for Libyan antiquities.
“The lack of security hinders cooperation between local and foreign groups, research on materials
in museums and collections which
are now stored away, the protection
of sites due to the spread of arms
and lack of law enforcement and the
prevention of illicit trade in antiquities,” Walda said.
He noted that the Libyan Department of Antiquities was still functioning because local communities
are protecting their archaeological
heritage. “In the communities everybody knows each other,” he said.
“If there is a breakdown of the communities you will have total chaos.
It is not total chaos yet but there is
a possibility.”
“Libya needs a government that
has the protection of cultural heritage on its list of priorities, encourages heritage awareness and finds
solutions for the communities in areas surrounding important archaeological sites to halt urban encroachment into sites. One that is capable
of enlisting the international community to help in the development
of the heritage sector and has a
long-term plan for sustainable tourism development,” Walda said.
Collaboration between academics, the Libyan Antiquities Service,
cultural heritage operators, police,
professional antiquities dealers,
museums and other institutions
constitutes an essential part of the
LAaR work.

A Libyan man walking past damaged statues in the ancient Greek city of Cyrene, a colony of the
Greeks of Thera (Santorini) and a principal city in the Hellenic world founded in 630BC, located in the
suburbs of the Libyan eastern town of Shahat, east of Benghazi.
Also speaking at the workshop,
David Mattingly, professor of Archaeology at the University of
Leicester, talked about the Endangered Archaeology in the Middle
East and North Africa (EAMENA)
project, established in January 2015
to respond to the increasing threats
to archaeological sites. The project
uses satellite imagery to record and
make available information about
archaeological sites under threat.
He said satellite images of alJufra oases revealed that, out of 85
archaeological sites, 68 had been
damaged. “They are of international significance as the likely centre
for several Berber polities and for
their crucial role in Trans-Saharan
trade. The surviving sites are under
threat primarily from construction
and cultivation,” he said.
Mattingly drew attention to the

destruction of tenth-century Islamic tombs in the desert town of
Zuwila and the targeted destruction of Sufi marabout shrines, simple enduring structures built over
the tombs of respected mystics.
He pointed out that digital lists of
looted antiquities could be seen as
“hit lists”.
“The message to looters is that if
what you have stolen is on this list,
you won’t be able to sell it. It is a
way of reducing demand for looted
items,” Mattingly said.
The British Foreign Office warning against travel to Libya has made
it impossible for British archaeologists and academics to conduct
training in the country but training
programmes for Libyan archaeologists have been organised in Britain.
Paul Bennett, director of the
Canterbury Archaeological Trust,

organised training for Libyans on
British archaeological sites to assist them in excavation of the Haua
Fteah Cave in Cyrenaica. The cave
has been regarded as one of the
most significant for prehistoric occupation in North Africa and is arguably one of the most important
ancient caves in the world.
Professor Charlotte Roueche, senior research fellow in Digital Hellenic Studies at Kings College, emphasised that working to provide the
tools for a better future for Libyan
archaeologists was vital.
“We can’t provide a time scale for
that better future but it is definitely
going to come,” Roueche said.
Karen Dabrowska is a Londonbased contributor to the Culture
and Society section of The Arab
Weekly.
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Agenda
Beirut:
Through October 13th
Established in 1997, the Beirut
International Film Festival has
evolved from a mainstream film
festival to an event with eclectic
and daring selections as banned
subjects are the focus of many
of festival submissions. Carlos
Chahine will serve as the festival
jury president. Organisers plan
several activities throughout the
year leading to the festival’s 20th
anniversary in 2017.
Tunisia:
Through October 22nd
The 11th Musiqat Festival is
scheduled to take place at the
Ennejma Ezzahra palace in Sidi
Bou Said. The festival includes
a variety of music shows, such
as fado, soul and flamenco, from
performers from Iran, India,
Spain, Cuba and Africa.

Bahla, Oman’s magical oasis

London:
October 21st-November 6th
The Nour Festival of Arts highlights the best contemporary
Middle Eastern and North African
arts and culture each October and
November in venues across Kensington and Chelsea in London.
The festival programme features
exhibitions, music, cinema, food,
talks and dance performances.
Abu Simbel, Egypt:
October 22nd

The Great Fort of Bahla in Oman has undergone restoration
work for more than two decades.

Khaled Abdel Malek

Bahla, Oman

I

t is called Madinat al-Sehr —
the City of Magic. Bahla, one of
Oman’s oldest oasis towns and
once the capital of the sultanate, is home to many myths
and legends of magic. A mysterious
aura surrounds the walled city, a
sign many say proves that magic is
still practised in Bahla, deep in the
country’s heartland, 200 km southwest of Muscat.
Although people are reluctant to
talk about witchcraft and consider it
a feature of the past, Bahla is known
as the birthplace of “jinn” or black
magic, a reputation that predates
Islam.
“No, no, there is no black magic
here,” residents insist, but legends
about Bahla’s magical past include
tales of people being turned into
cows or goats, haunted by spirits
or vanishing when they stood in
cursed places or leaned against certain fence posts.

Besides its reputation of black
magic, Bahla is in itself a magical
place with an impressive fort on a
promontory dominating the oasis
below, its ancient 12km wall whose
construction dates to the pre-Islamic era, its souqs and traditional
trades and artefacts.
The road to Bahla crosses between the majestic Jabal Akhdar,
the western chain of mountains
towering more than 3,000 metres,
and the unique chain of black volcanic mountains or ophiolites. The
road passes near Nizwa, another old
capital of Oman that also has a fort
and an old souq.
Declared a World Heritage Site by
UNESCO in 1987, Bahla Fort with its
attractive towers, including a wind
tower, known as Burj-al-Reeh, became accessible to the public a year
ago after a restoration that took
more than two decades. It is among
the oldest forts of Oman and the
largest.
The age of the fort has not been
confirmed but the diverse architecture indicates that it was built in
different phases as successive rul-

The 12km long ancient wall of Oman’s oasis city of Bahla predates
Islam

The Great Fort of Bahla in Oman’s al-Dakhiliya province after
restoration.
ers added to or renovated parts of it
through the centuries.
Bahla is also home to “magical”
pottery creations, copper artefacts
and silver daggers that adorn many
homes in Oman and abroad. All
these traditional industries are concentrated in the old souq, a short
distance from the fort.
“I learned this profession from
my father and himself from my
grandfather. I will transmit my
knowledge to my elder son Yusuf,
inshallah,” said Ahmed while polishing a silver dagger in his workshop near the souq.
“I have an obligation to transmit
my ancestors’ skills to the next generation and keep the torch burning
otherwise all these traditional professions will just die down, disappear.”
Bahla potters are reputed to have
magic in their fingers but their traditional trade is being increasingly
displaced by mass industrial pottery production.
“Yes, unfortunately the traditional pottery making with the
wheel and a pedal that used to be
transmitted from father to son is
slowly disappearing,” said one visitor to Bahla Souq who asked not to
be named. “You have now Bengalis
and other foreign workers producing pottery in loads.”
Pottery jars dating from the second half of the fourth millennium
BC have been found in old tombs in
the oasis city. Today, one can visit
a few old workshops near the souq
where craftsmen use traditional
methods to make clay utensils and
decorative objects.
The clay comes from the canyon
bed and is labouriously crushed
and squashed to make it malleable
and then fashioned on the wheel
— as potters have done throughout
history. Potters mould and curve
the clay into shapes and pots of different sizes, which are placed in

a dome-shaped kiln heated with
wood and palm fronds.
Although the electric potter’s
wheel has been introduced, one
can still see the kick-wheel used to
make snake pots, which are popular decorative objects traditionally
used to store dates.
Another particular feature of Madinat al-Sehr that has nothing to do
with the “jinn” is the weekly cattle
sale, where farmers from surrounding villages converge on Bahla to
sell their animals.

A mysterious aura
surrounds the walled
city, deep in the
country’s heartland.
“Here is the place where all the
citizens from Bahla come to sell
their cattle every Friday,” said Abdullah Al Shueily, pointing at an
old tree in the middle of the souq’s
square.
“The farmers display their animals by walking them around that
old tree while potential buyers
stand in a circle and offer a price.
It is like an auction. They will keep
on exhibiting their cattle until they
find a good deal with one of the
buyers. You can find this kind of
market mostly in Ad Dakhiliyah
governorate,” said Abdullah， who
is from Al Maamoor, a small village
near Bahla.
With its fort, oasis settlement
and perimeter fortification, Bahla
is an outstanding example of defensive architectural ensemble that
enabled dominant tribes to achieve
prosperity in Oman and the Arabian
peninsula during the late medieval
period. It is also rising as a major
touristic spot in the sultanate.
Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Oman.

Twice a year during the Abu Simbel Sun Festival, people gather
at the Abu Simbel temple, built
along the banks of the Nile by
Pharaoh Ramses II in the 13th
century BC, to see the sunrise
provide a unique show. The
temple is situated so that twice a
year — during February and October — on the anniversaries of the
birth and coronation of Ramses
II, the sun lights up an internal
chamber. After viewing statues
of Ramses and Queen Nefertari,
visitors celebrate by enjoying
food as well as the dance and
singing programmes arranged by
local residents.
Tunis:
October 28th-November 5th
The Carthage Film Festival is an
annual festival that showcases
films from the Maghreb, Africa
and the Middle East. In its 27th
edition, the festival will take
place in Tunis and other regions
of Tunisia over eight days. A
parallel programme will include
world cinema projections, seminars, debates and meetings. The
2016 festival will celebrate the
50th anniversary of the event’s
founding in 1966.
Dubai:
November 1st-April 8th
Global Village is a large seasonal
cultural event in Dubai that offers
an array of festivals, shopping
and entertainment in an openair theme park. This entertainment and shopping destination
includes more than 75 participating countries, dozens of fun rides
and 26 restaurants offering food
from around the world.
Dubai:
November 10th-24th
Les Misérables, a musical based
on Victor Hugo’s novel set in
the early 19th century, portrays
several characters, with ex-convict Jean Valjean at the centre.
A Broadway touring troupe will
perform the play at the Dubai
Opera.

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

