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Award for Yazidi sex slave underlines stakes in war on ISIS

New Turkish-Russian partnership 
could change balance in Syria

Washington

A 

new partnership be-
tween Turkey and Rus-
sia, sealed during a visit 
by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to Istan-

bul, could alter the balance of pow-
er in the Syrian war and help under-
mine the role of the United States in 
the region, analysts said.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and Putin, after their talks 
October 10th in Istanbul, said they 
hoped to intensify relations quickly 
after overcoming a spat triggered by 
the downing of a Russian fighter jet 
by Turkey on the Syrian border in 
November 2015.

The two countries signed a deal to 
build a multibillion-dollar gas pipe-
line from Russia under the Black Sea 
to Turkey. The Erdogan government 
also said it would look at a Russian 
offer to supply a modern air defence 
system to the NATO country.

Ankara and Moscow remain in 

opposing camps regarding the Syr-
ian conflict, with Erdogan calling 
for the removal of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and Putin supporting 
the Damascus government. How-
ever, there are signs that the rap-
prochement between the two coun-
tries is affecting the five-year war 
tearing apart Syria.

Behlul Ozkan, a political scientist 
at Istanbul’s Marmara University, 
said recent developments pointed 

to a possible “deal”: While Tur-
key was allowed by Russia to send 
troops across the border to counter 
gains by Syria’s Kurds, Ankara had 
most likely agreed that Assad’s forc-
es could take the city of Aleppo, the 
scene of ferocious fighting between 
government troops and Russian 
fighter jets on one side and rebels in 
the eastern part of the city.

The Turkish-Russian rapproche-
ment comes at a time of height-
ened tensions between Moscow 
and Washington over Syria. Joshua 
Landis, director of the Middle East 
Center at the University of Okla-
homa, said Washington had to be 
careful not to “push Turkey into the 
arms of Russia”.

Turkey’s military intervention 
into northern Syria, which started 
two months ago, has met with little 
protest from Russia, the dominant 
military power in Syria.

“Turkey could not have done this 
against Russia’s will,” Ozkan said. 
He noted that Russia could have 
fired on Turkish fighter jets with air 
defence batteries in Syria but did 
not.

Turkey’s push into Syria was de-
signed to drive militants of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) from the border, 
while at the same time checking the 
advance of Syrian Kurdish forces. 
Ankara says the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), Syria’s main Kurdish 
party, and its military arm, the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), are af-
filiates of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), a rebel group in Turkey 
seen as a terrorist organisation by 
Ankara and the West.

Erdogan’s rapprochement with 
Assad’s ally Putin is sure to raise 
eyebrows in Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf states, which have formed an 
informal Sunni alliance with Turkey 
against what they see as an attempt 
by Shia power Iran to widen its in-
fluence.

“This is not sustainable,” Ozkan 
said about Turkey’s current course 
in Syria. “Turkey will be forced to 
choose sides.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Brussels

A 

human rights award for 
a Yazidi woman who 
was raped and tortured 
by members of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) focuses 

much-needed attention on trag-
edies inflicted by the brutal extrem-
ist group on the region and on one 
of Iraq’s oldest minority communi-
ties.

The Vaclav Havel Human Rights 
Prize given to Iraqi activist Nadia 
Murad is a reminder of how much 
is at stake in the fight against ISIS. 
A complex US-backed offensive 
to dislodge the group from Mosul, 
Iraq’s second-largest city, is expect-
ed within weeks. Losing control of 
Mosul would likely spell the defeat 
of ISIS in Iraq.

But for Murad and other mem-
bers of the 700,000-person Yazidi 
community, an ethnic and religious 
minority concentrated in northern 

Iraq in and around Sinjar, the horror 
is ever present.

Murad, who was captured and 

taken to Mosul by ISIS fighters, was 
among 5,000 Yazidi women abduct-
ed to serve as sex slaves as the group 

swept through Iraq. Nearly 4,000 
Yazidi women and girls remain in 
captivity. Murad is calling for the 
establishment of an international 
court to judge crimes committed by 
ISIS fighters.

The $66,000 Havel prize given 
annually by the Parliamentary As-
sembly of the Council of Europe 
for outstanding civil society action 
in defence of human rights, recog-
nised Murad’s courage, dignity and 
determination.

The Yazidis’ plight came to the 
world’s attention in August 2014 
when militants rounded up thou-
sands of people. Men and boys over 
the age of 12 were separated from 

the others and killed if they refused 
to convert to Islam. Six of Murad’s 
brothers were among the thousands 
of Yazidi men and boys slaughtered 
by the group.

Women like Murad, who was 
21 when she was enslaved, were 
forced to convert as well as to watch 
their relatives being shot. Accord-
ing to UN human rights investiga-
tors, Yazidi girls as young as 9 years 
old were treated as “spoils of war”, 
handed around as “gifts” and sold 
in slave auctions.

Murad escaped to Germany, be-
coming a human rights activist and 
the face of a campaign to protect 
her people and other groups that 
Murad says ISIS is prosecuting.

The Havel prize symbolically 
brings attention to the agony of 
women such as Murad, who es-
caped enslavement and rape by 
the militants, but who received lit-
tle or no help to rebuild their lives. 
Amnesty International said several 
of those who were able to escape 
killed themselves or attempted sui-
cide.

A June 2016 file photo shows Nadia Murad arriving at a US Senate 
hearing in Washington.                                                                            (AFP)

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) and Russian President Vladimir Putin attend a press conference following their meeting in
Istanbul, on October 10th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                 (AP)
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A 

spat between Turkey 
and Iraq over possible 
Turkish participation in 
the battle to liberate Mo-
sul remains unresolved 

despite US attempts to calm the dis-
pute ahead of a military offensive to 
retake the northern Iraqi city from 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Iraq is host to an international 
anti-ISIS coalition led by the Unit-
ed States. In addition, it receives 
separate military support from 
Iran. However, the Iraqi parliament 
has singled out Turkey’s presence, 
calling Turkish troops stationed in 
a training camp in Bashiqa, 25km 
north-east of Mosul, an “occupy-
ing” force.

The Iraqi warning came after the 
Turkish parliament extended its 
military operations in Iraq and Syr-
ia for another year.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan stressed that Turkey will 
be taking part in the operation to 
retake Mosul from ISIS, telling Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
“know your place”.

“Your screaming and shouting 
in Iraq is of no importance to us. 
You should know that we will go 
our own way,” said Erdogan. Abadi 
responded on Twitter: “We will lib-
erate our land through the determi-
nation of our men and not by video 
calls” in a reference to the Turkish 
president’s use of his cell phone 
during the failed coup attempt in 
July.

The dispute between Baghdad 
and Ankara over the presence of the 
Turkish troops is not new. The Iraqi 
government had called on Turkey to 
withdraw its forces last December. 
Turkey said its personnel have been 
training peshmerga and Sunni Arab 
fighters to battle ISIS at the request 
of Kurdistan Regional Government 
President Masoud Barzani.

State-run Turkish media showed 
video footage of a news conference 
in Turkey in December 2014 during 
which Abadi, standing near then-
prime minister Ahmet Davutoglu, 

said that he is expecting Ankara’s 
“military, intelligence, arms and 
training support” as “[ISIS] does 
not only threaten the security of 
Iraq and Turkey but also threatens 
the whole region. That’s why there 
must be cooperation on that issue.”

Some observers saw the appar-
ent change of the Iraqi government 
position as owing to pressure from 
Tehran. “Iran wants to extend its 
influence to all of Iraq and not just 
the capital and the south,” said Sa-
bah al-Mukhtar, president of the 
London-based Arab Lawyers As-
sociation. “It sees the presence of 
Turkey as a hurdle to achieve that 
aim.”

Turkish political analyst Galip 
Dalay agreed. “Abadi is listening to 
Iran, not his own people in Mosul, 
but Turkey does not want Iraq to be 
reduced to an Iranian protectorate, 
a mere satellite state,” he said.

Erdogan particularly angered 

the Iran-backed Iraqi Shia militias, 
known as Popular Mobilisation 
Forces (PMF), when he said that 
they “must not be allowed to enter 
Mosul”.

Fears that the liberation of Mosul 
could morph into a sectarian strug-
gle were amplified when the leader 
of Asaib Ahl al-Haq militia Qais al-
Khazali described the assault on 
Mosul as a “preparation for a state 
of divine justice” and a “revenge 
for the killing of Imam Hussein”, 
a reference to the grandson of the 
Prophet Mohammed, the anniver-
sary of whose death is commemo-
rated by Shia Muslims at the festi-
val of Ashura, which this year was 

on October 11th.
“Sunni Arabs as well as many 

Kurds are wary of the presence of 
[PMF] after the liberation of Mo-
sul,” said Dalay.

Dalay also pointed to Turkey’s 
domestic pressures. “Turkish civil-
ians are being killed by terrorist at-
tacks carried out by ISIS and [Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party] PKK militants 
who have a presence in Iraq and 
Syria, and so the Turkish govern-
ment feels it must act to protect its 
people.”

Iraqi militia leaders see Turkey as 
interfering in Iraq’s internal affairs. 
“We did not and will not allow the 
Turkish forces to violate Iraq’s sov-
ereignty,” said Hadi al-Amiri, the 
leader of the Badr Brigade militia.

US State Department spokesman 
John Kirby, speaking October 11th 
in Washington, said that “all of 
Iraq’s neighbours need to respect 
Iraqi sovereignty and territorial in-

tegrity. We want Iraq and Turkey 
to work this out together through 
dialogue.”

It remains unclear, however, if 
Turkey will actually take part in 
the Mosul offensive. “There is no 
international support for the Turk-
ish presence in Iraq,” said Nadeem 
Al-Abdalla, project manager at the 
British-based Anglo Iraqi Studies 
Centre.

“The new political status of the 
city of Mosul after liberation will 
reflect the military make-up of the 
liberating forces,” said Abdalla, 
“but it is not expected to be a dra-
matic redrawing of the socio-eth-
nic composition of the city as the 
American presence will act as a bal-
ance of power to prevent any ethnic 
or demographic change.”

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

Iraqi-Turkish conflict complicates Mosul offensive
Mamoon Alabbasi

Mosul is a ticking bomb, but against whom?

T he shouting match, 
filled with threats, 
displays no limits; no 
end is in sight. For 
days, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan and the Iraqi government 
have been engaged in nasty 
rhetoric over Mosul, as the 
international military offensive to 
retake the strategic Iraqi city 
approaches.

Mosul is said to be the “crown 
jewel” and bastion of the Islamic 
State (ISIS), an important front in 
the war against the jihadist group. 
However, the row between Ankara 
and Baghdad could devolve into 
a military confrontation between 
Turkey’s armed forces and those 
of Iraq.

The spark was Erdogan’s remarks 
to Dubai-based Rotana TV. In an 
“uncensored” version of the tape, 
he said: “Who will then control the 
city? Of course, Sunni Arabs, Sunni 
Turkmens and Sunni Kurds.”

Continuing in the same vein, he 
added that Iraq’s Shia-dominated 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMU) 
troops “should not be allowed to 
enter Mosul”.

Then, he unleashed his rage. The 
Iraqi parliament issued a resolution 
threatening to tear down bilateral 
treaties and taking to the United 
Nations what Baghdad saw as 

Turkey’s illegal military presence 
in Bashiqa, near Mosul. The term 
“occupational force” was used. 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi and his spokesman were 
quick to retaliate, emphasising that 
Mosul was an internal affair and 
Erdogan was simply adding fuel to 
the fire.

Erdogan raised the stakes 
further. Responding to Abadi, he 
said: “You are not at my calibre or 
quality” and “No matter what, we 
will go our own way on Mosul.”

“Who is this Iraqi prime 
minister? He shall know his 
place, first of all. Iraq had certain 
requests from us regarding 
Bashiqa,” Erdogan said, “and now 
they are telling us to leave but the 
Turkish army has not lost so much 
prestige as to take its orders from 
you”.

Iraq denied that it had requested 
Turkey to set up a military camp 
at Bashiqa. Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
echoed Erdogan’s message that 
it is inappropriate to have Shia 
elements in Iraqi forces involved 
in the Mosul offensive. The Badr 
Corps, a large Shia military force, 
issued a statement calling Ankara 
“to pull your troops back from 
the camp or else you collect their 
corpses”.

The US intervention was in 
favour of Iraq, underlining that 
all its neighbours should respect 
its territorial integrity and 
sovereignty.

Both Russia and Iran remarkably 
kept silent.

The non-Sunni segments in and 
around Mosul, particularly the 
traditional allies of Turkey, the 
Turkmens, did not conceal their 
discontent with statements that 
jeopardise their fragile status. 
For the others, the perception of 
Erdogan treating Iraq and Syria 
as Ottoman territory led to sharp 
resentment.

History plays its tricks again. If 
Kosovo was a symbol for Serbian 
identity, Mosul is one carved deep 
into the psyche of republican 
Turkey. It represents the loss 
of precious, oil-rich territory. 
Many Turks, be they staunch 
secular Kemalists or Islamists like 
Erdogan, see this as the result of 
the tricks of Western powers in 
the 1920s. Mosul bears the weight 
of history and the city itself has, 
therefore, turned into a fuse.

It has joined Aleppo as an 
epicentre of a storm. Its fate will 
define the outcome of a Gordian 
knot of problems, merging Syria 
and Iraq into a bundle of full-scale 
explosive conflict.

Mosul, perhaps more than 
Aleppo, emerges as the perfect 
tool for Russian President Vladimir 
Putin to intensify the quest for 
asymmetrical domination over the 
region; at least restoring the power 
balances of the Cold War. Putin 
may think he has caught a golden 
opportunity by observing the 
growing gap between Erdogan and 
US President Barack Obama.

Reading into the Turkish 
president’s disgruntlement with 
the West in general, Turkey is 

set to use its double-layered, 
traditional fears.

Having spectacularly failed 
in its “zero problems with our 
neighbours” policy, Ankara’s 
profound frustration with 
developments has pushed it into 
open enmity with its two southern 
neighbours and its current reflexes 
define its reactionary policies: 
Against Kurdish self-rule or what 
the pro-government media calls 
the “Shia belt” alongside its 
southern border.

Such a narrow-minded policy 
leaves Turkey vulnerable to 
manipulation by every actor that 
intends to expand its regional 
interests. With his own Kurdish 
conflict left bleeding, Erdogan 
wants to forge a lasting alliance 
with Iraqi Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani, although both the 
divisions among the Kurds in 
the region and Barzani’s fragile 
position vis-à-vis Iran and 
Russia, do not promise a stable 
entrenchment.

The problem, in such historic 
moments, is about whom you 
choose as your allies and enemies. 
Erdogan’s issue has to do with 
standing in limbo, by “politics of 
constant tension”.

It threatens not only Turkey but 
also its uneasy ally, the United 
States, as targets of the ticking 
bomb.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Yavuz Baydar

View point
Both Russia 
and Iran 
remarkably 
kept silent.

Responding to Abadi, Erdogan 
said: “You are not at my calibre 
or quality”.

Iraqi militia leaders 
see Turkey as 
interfering in Iraq’s 
internal affairs.
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raq’s federal court, one of the 
highest courts in the country, 
overturned Iraqi Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi’s decision 
to abolish the three vice-pres-

idential posts and the position of 
deputy prime minister. The vice-
presidents were — and are once 
again — Ayad Allawi, Osama al-
Nujaifi and Nuri al-Maliki. With this 
latest legal setback, Abadi is look-
ing more and more like someone no 
one in Baghdad takes seriously.

Abadi’s decision to liquidate the 
positions was praiseworthy, even if 
the intent was likely politically mo-
tivated. Abadi and Maliki have been 
rivals since the latter was more or 
less forced out of the prime minis-
ter’s office so Abadi could take his 
place, although they both hail from 
the Dawa Party.

Nevertheless, the Iraqi bureau-
cracy was filled to the brim with ca-
reer politicians opposing any kind 
of reform so as to benefit from the 
corrupt system.

That said, the federal court 
flipped Abadi’s plan on its head 
by essentially ruling that the vice-
presidents should be restored to 
their posts.

A resurgent Maliki is likely to 
capitalise on this opportunity as a 
golden chance to continue to crip-
ple any sense that Abadi has control 
or authority and is almost definitely 
plotting to make a political come-
back to regain Iraq’s most powerful 
office.

Since being forced out of office, 
Maliki has consistently under-
mined Abadi’s administration and 

government. Maliki has used his 
position as the head of the State 
of Law parliamentary bloc of Shia 
political parties, which includes 
Dawa, to marshal votes against 
measures Abadi would like to see 
passed through parliament or even 
to politically isolate Abadi within 
his own cabinet.

Examples of this are numerous 
but in recent months Abadi has 
been forced to endure the loss of 
two of his most senior ministers 
whose ministerial posts were sunk 
due to political broadsides emanat-
ing from Maliki and his parliamen-
tary allies.

Former Defence minister Khalid 
al-Obeidi, a Sunni who was a mili-
tary engineer, was shown the door 
after he was accused of misappro-
priating political funds designated 
for Iraq’s half-dead efforts at revi-
talising its military. This despite the 
fact that Obeidi inherited a minis-
try that had a problem with “ghost 
soldiers” and that was chronically 
mismanaged and corrupted by Ma-
liki, who was the acting Defence 
minister as well as controlling 
many other ministries, including 
the prime minister’s office.

Less than a month after Obeidi 
was sent packing, veteran Kurd-
ish politician Hoshyar Zebari was 
kicked out of office as Iraq’s Fi-
nance minister. Zebari, hailing from 
the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP), which holds sway in the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in northern Iraq, not only 
served as Finance minister but was 
previously Iraq’s Foreign minister. 
Zebari was accused of corruption 
and financial mismanagement, de-
spite fierce denials.

Apart from Maliki and his bloc, 
the other link between Abadi’s po-
litical misfortunes and his allies in 

the cabinet losing their offices is 
ironically the speaker of the Iraqi 
parliament, Salim al-Jabouri.

Jabouri, a Sunni from the Iraqi Is-
lamic Party which has been widely 
discredited in the Sunni commu-
nity, was accused by both Obeidi 
and Zebari of having a hand in their 
downfall and was also accused of 
corruption and mismanagement, 
charges he denied.

Nevertheless, the fact that two 
senior ministers were toppled as a 
result of a strange alliance between 
the infamously sectarian Maliki and 
the notoriously weak Sunni parlia-
mentary speaker Jabouri suggests 
the ministers may have grounds for 
their accusations.

With Maliki’s return to high of-
fice, it is almost inevitable that he 
will similarly be making a concerted 
effort to topple Abadi from power 
and retake what he deems to be his 
rightful place at the top of the Iraqi 
political hierarchy. Although Abadi 
is by no means an inclusive, anti-
sectarian politician — as evidenced 
by numerous atrocities taking place 
on his watch with no repercussions 
— he is a saint when compared to 
Maliki whose return to power can 
only spell disaster for Iraq.

The fact that Abadi’s decisions 
can be so easily overturned and 
overruled by a number of politically 
compromised bodies, including the 
judiciary, suggests that the Iraqi 

prime minister is not respected by 
his peers and those who do stand 
by him can be relatively easily be 
swept aside by a well-connected, 
ambitious and power-hungry Ma-
liki.

In effect, Iraqi politicians are not 
treating Abadi as if he was the hold-
er of the highest office in the land. 
They are treating him as though he 
was still the Arab dumpling mer-
chant he was when he was living in 
fear of Saddam Hussein in London 
many years ago.

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

Iraqi federal court’s decision shows Abadi without power
Tallha Abdulrazaq

A January 2016 file photo shows Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi speaking in Baghdad, Iraq.
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effort to topple Abadi 
from power.

The high stakes of the Mosul battle

T
he expected battle to 
claim back the 
northern Iraqi city of 
Mosul from Islamic 
State (ISIS) has taken 
on a military and 

geopolitical importance beyond 
Iraq to affect the entire region.

Mosul endured a historic siege 
by Nader Shah’s army during 
the Persian invasion in 1743. 
The British, when occupying 
Iraq in the early 20th century, 
appreciated the strategic location 
of the city. British prime minister 
Lloyd George was keen that 
Britain would be in control of 
Mosul’s oil.

Turkey, during the era 
of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, 
wanted in 1925 to grab Mosul 
but the League of Nations, the 
international body that preceded 
the United Nations, deemed it an 
Iraqi territory. Iraq gained formal 
independence in 1932.

In 2003, Mosul, along with the 
rest of Iraq, fell under US-led 
occupation until 2011 and, in June 
2014, the city was captured by 
ISIS. Now there is an international 
coalition flying over and fighting 
ISIS in Iraq.

Despite its claims to be training 
anti-ISIS fighters, Turkey has 
no business being in Bashiqa, 
20km inside Iraqi territory, but 
it is also hypocritical of the Iraqi 
government to single out the 

intervention of one country while 
allowing others.

The Iraqi government enjoys 
little trust among Mosul’s 
population, following what they 
saw as atrocities that took place in 
other areas liberated from ISIS.

However, remaining true to its 
history, Mosul will not break away 
from Iraq. It will remain despite 
the fact that politicians from 
all sides are planning to make 
personal gains and not working in 
the interests of the country.

Some Sunni Arab figures are 
bargaining to have a role in post-
ISIS Mosul. Kurdish Regional 

Government President Masoud 
Barzani, by offering to help in 
Mosul, is seeking to consolidate 
his grip on disputed ground 
that the peshmerga captured 
from ISIS. Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi, who is weak in 
Baghdad, welcomes the Kurdish 
support.

Outside Iraq, both the United 
States and Iran are looking to 
use Mosul to strengthen their 
influence inside the country.

Internal and external powers do 
not care about the levels of death, 
destruction and displacement 
that will befall the people of 

Mosul. More than 1 million people 
are estimated to be in need of aid 
following the Mosul offensive, 
according to the United Nations.

Under other circumstances, 
only the Iraqi Army should be 
enough to defeat ISIS. Yet we 
have thousands of US and other 
foreign military advisers, tens 
of thousands of Iraqi troops 
and militiamen, the air power, 
intelligence and support of some 
60 countries — all to fight an 
estimated 4,000 ISIS militants?

It is true that ISIS used shocking 
tactics and the Iraqi Army was 
demoralised to begin with. It is 
also true that the persecution 
that many Sunni Arabs suffered at 
the hands of the Shia-dominated 
government made them look 
towards any saviour.

But the brutality of ISIS towards 
all sides — Arab Sunni, Kurd, 
Yazidi, Christian or Shia — has 
united hearts against the terrorist 
group. The moral resolve now is 
much higher.

The problem, however, remains 
that there are political sides that 
want to divide Mosul and Iraq 
along ethnic and sectarian lines. 
They aim to do so by displacing 
the people of Mosul, among other 
means.

The people of Mosul should 
have been armed long ago to 
defend themselves against ISIS, 
instead of being allowed to fall 
victim to the games of territorial 
and political ambitions at their 
expense and at the cost of Iraq’s 
unity.

Majid al-Samarai is an Iraqi 
writer.

Majid
al-Samarai

View point
It is 
hypocritical 
of the Iraqi 
government 
to single 
out the 
intervention 
of one 
country 
while 
allowing 
others.

The problem remains that there 
are political sides that want to 
divide Mosul and Iraq along 
ethnic and sectarian lines.

Pro-government forces drive in military vehicle in Iraq’s eastern Saladin province, 
south of Hawijah, on October 10th, as they clear the area in preparation for the 
push to retake the northern Iraqi city of Mosul, the last Islamic State (IS) group 
held city in Iraq
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ussian President Vladimir 
Putin appears to believe 
he holds all the aces when 
it comes to retaking Alep-
po, at whatever cost, be-

cause he is convinced no one is will-
ing to lift a finger to stop him. And, 
so far, he is right.

Moscow clashed with Western 
governments at the UN Security 
Council in early October, and, for 
the fifth time since 2011, used Rus-
sia’s veto power to block a resolu-
tion against its ally, the government 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad, 
in this instance one proposed by 
France.

Meanwhile, Syrian and Russian 
warplanes continued to obliterate 
entire neighbourhoods of eastern 
Aleppo, held by Syrian rebels since 
2012.

Had the French resolution been 
approved by the Security Council, 
it would have called on Syria and 
Russia to halt their 4-week-old air 
offensive against Aleppo, the most 
intensive of the war and which has 
killed hundreds of civilians and de-
stroyed hospitals, sparking an inter-
national outcry.

Apart from protestations of an-
ger and accusations of war crimes, 
Damascus and Moscow appear con-
vinced that no one is willing or able 
to stop them.

Moscow has no intention of halt-
ing the blistering offensive until 
ground forces reconquer the east-
ern sector of the city. When that 
happens, the Western-backed op-
position will have lost its last major 
urban centre on the Syrian battle-
field.

The important cities of Homs in 
central Syria and the ancient de-
sert city of Palmyra were retaken in 
March. The Mediterranean coastline 
has been in state hands since rebel 
forces were driven out in September 
and the outskirts of Damascus have 
been largely cleansed since the re-
gime retook the strategic town of 
Daraya in September.

The other northern cities like 
Idlib are held by Jabhat Fateh al-
Sham (Conquest of Syria Front), for-
merly the al-Qaeda affiliate al-Nus-
ra Front, while in the north-east, 
Deir ez-Zor, Raqqa and Albukamal 
are controlled by the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

The opposition cannot negotiate 

on their behalf because they are 
totally absent from all of these cen-
tres. The same applies to Kurdish 
towns and villages in eastern Syria, 
all held by Kurdish peshmerga.

Losing Aleppo would be a major 
setback for the political opposition, 
greatly damaging its negotiating 
position ahead of any further UN-
mandated peace talks in Geneva.

Having lost all major urban cen-
tres, they would have very little to 
say at the negotiating table, apart 
from trashing the Russians while 
asking them to halt their attacks 
and calling on Assad to step down. 
Clearly, neither party is willing to 
comply since Moscow and Damas-
cus feel that nobody in the region 
or the international community is 
willing — or able — to stop them.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, the main foreign player 
in northern Syria, was effectively 
sidelined by Putin at a meeting in St 
Petersburg in August.

They met again in Istanbul on 
October 10th and agreed to revive 

a suspended natural gas pipeline 
project to run under the Black Sea 
to Turkey, allowing Russian gas to 
reach Western markets without go-
ing through Eastern Europe, thus 
make it much easier for Putin to cut 
off gas supplies to Ukraine.

The Russians have put their full 
weight behind crushing Kurdish 
ambitions along the Syria-Turkey 
border and did not interfere when 
Turkey invaded the Syrian border 
city of Jarabulus in August, expel-
ling ISIS from Ankara’s backyard.

In exchange for Russian support 
on the Kurdish issue, and Erdogan’s 
wide-ranging purge in the aftermath 
of the July coup attempt, the Turks 
are looking elsewhere — and being 

remarkably silent — about Russian 
military operations in Aleppo.

The Qataris, once hard-line back-
ers of Assad’s opponents, have long 
quit the Syrian scene. Saudi Arabia 
is too entangled in Yemen and its 
internal problems to give much at-
tention or money to Syria’s rebels.

Since Russia intervened in Sep-
tember 2015, Saudi Arabia’s access 
to Syrian cities and towns has been 
severely curtailed.

The United States is too busy with 
its bruising presidential election 
to do anything constructive about 
Syria and will likely remain indiffer-
ent until a new administration takes 
over in January 2017.

That gives Putin time to retake 
territory he sees as vital for what is 
called “Useful Syria”, namely Da-
mascus and its environs, the Ala-
wite heartland in the north-west, 
the Mediterranean coast and the 
central region that binds it together. 
The rest of the country is consid-
ered irrelevant.

Military sources in Damascus 

predict that the Aleppo fighting 
will halt by the end of October, well 
ahead of the November US elec-
tions, with the rebels either forced 
to surrender or be wiped out.

But the battle for Aleppo is not as 
clear-cut as that. The government 
may be firmly in control in the met-
ropolitan west of the city but every-
thing to the east, including the Old 
City, is still in rebel hands.

East of the city, government con-
trol extends more than 30km from 
Aleppo International Airport all the 
way to the Kuweires airbase, recent-
ly reconquered and now being used 
by Russian warplanes. The rest of 
the territory is in ISIS’s hands.

Putin seems determined to have 
his way, regardless of what Euro-
pean leaders and US politicians say. 
His resolve to take Aleppo seems to 
be greater than any country’s will-
ingness to stop him.

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

Putin determined to crush Aleppo — and who’s to stop him?
Sami Moubayed

Syrian boys cry following Russian air strikes on the rebel-held Fardous neighbourhood of the northern embattled Syrian city of Aleppo 
on October 11th.
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 Putin seems 
determined to have 
his way, regardless of 
what European 
leaders and US 
politicians say.

What’s Russia up to in Syria?

R
ussia has used its veto 
right five times in the 
UN Security Council in 
the last five years to 
save Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s regime 

but it took it four-and-a-half years 
to decide to directly intervene on 
the ground in Syria.

It has been a little more than 
one year since Russian planes 
were sent to the aid of the Syrian 
Army but few gains have been 
realised against either the armed 
opposition groups or the political 
opposition. Russia, however, still 
has time left during the next few 
months. The United Nations and 
the United States are both lame 
ducks waiting for the end of their 
leaders’ terms. Betting on the 
positions of the next US president 
or of the next UN secretary-gen-
eral is risky.

Having time, though, will not 
save Assad’s regime nor will it 

delay Russia’s definite defeat. 
Betting on Russia’s defeat springs 
from Russia’s colonial history. 
Neither St Petersburg nor Moscow 
scored a clear colonial victory 
except in the immediate vital 
space of tsarist Russia or that of 
the Soviet Union.

With 17,075 sq. km the Russian 
Federation is the largest country 
in the world. Russia’s population 
stands at 143 million. Neither 
Napoleon nor Hitler was success-
ful in invading Russia for Russia 
defends its vital space very well. 
At the same time, neither the 
Soviet Union could score a 
definite victory in Korea or in 
Afghanistan.

If Russia’s experience in 
Afghanistan is any indication, its 
presence in Syria will not last 
more than eight years but there is 
no sign of its end. There are signs 
of escalation, however.

There is a debate in the Security 
Council between Russia and the 
United States with French backing 
and shy German support. Militar-
ily, there is a fleet of six Russian 
warships and four supply ships 
stationed in the Mediterranean. 
Further out at sea a similar US 
fleet “backed up” by a French 
destroyer, two US submarines and 

one British submarine. A US 
aircraft carrier and four more 
warships are on their way towards 
the Red Sea.

On the Russian side, the 
Bosporus strait has witnessed 
unusual movements of Russian 
ships, including the aircraft 
carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, en 
route to the eastern Mediterra-
nean. In addition, there were 
persistent reports of US warplanes 
flying near the Russian base at 
Hmeimim in Syria as well as of 
Russian warplanes close to US 
ships in the Mediterranean.

One can say that US fleets are a 
common sight in the Mediterra-
nean and their crossing of the Red 
Sea or Strait of Hormuz is a not 
unusual. However, the move-
ments of the US Navy are tied to 
Russian manoeuvres judged 
provocative by NATO. Turkey is a 
NATO member and was definitely 
not reassured by the movements 
of the Russian Navy through the 
Bosporus.

After the ridiculous show at the 
Security Council, Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s sudden visit 
to Turkey adds to the confusion 
surrounding Russian-American-
NATO relations. Turkey has 
always voiced its support of the 

Syrian revolution but it seems that 
Turkey has given up on the United 
States and Turkish Prime Minister 
Binali Yildirim chose to defend 
Ankara’s interests through the 
Russian channel.

It seems difficult to predict the 
outcome of the battle for Aleppo. 
France, Spain and their allies 
failed to pass a Security Council 
resolution for a no-fly zone over 
Aleppo. The British ambassador to 
the United Nations had harsh 
words for the Russian veto and we 
can bet that we are going to 
witness a flow of new weapons to 
the Free Syrian Army. The 
Russians understand the game 
and warned against targeting its 
forces in Syria and the forces of 
the Syrian Army.

All indicators point to a long war 
by proxies in Syria between the 
United States and Europe on one 
side and Russia on the other. A 
direct confrontation can only be 
nuclear. Russia is knee-deep in the 
Syrian quagmire and, as long as it 
steers clear of Israel, there will be 
no need for the United States and 
its allies to confront it head on, 
even at the cost of an additional 5 
million Syrian victims.

Ali al-Ayed is a Syrian journalist.

Ali al-Ayed

View point
It seems 
difficult to 
predict the 
outcome of 
the battle for 
Aleppo.

Russia has used its veto right 
five times in the UN Security 
Council in the last five years to 
save Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime.
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S
yria’s main 
opposition group 
has called for 
foreign allies to 
supply rebel forces 
with ground-to-air 
missiles to counter 
deadly air raids on 
rebel-held sections 

of Aleppo. With Russia backing 
one side in this never-ending civil 
war and the United States backing 
another, it is easy to see a repeti-
tion of the Afghanistan crisis and 
its dire consequences in Syria.

As a brief reminder, when the 
Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan 
in December 1979, the Cold War 
was at a peak. So as not to ap-
pear that the United States was 
directly involved in the crisis, US 
involvement in Afghanistan was 
channelled through the CIA. The 
US spy agency, according to some 
records, supplied the anti-Soviet 
mujahideen some 500 Stinger 
missiles. Other sources say a more 
accurate figure would be closer to 
1,500-2,000 missiles along with 
250 launchers.

The Stinger is a man-portable 
air-defence system (MANPAD). It 
operates as an infrared surface-to-
air missile. It is shoulder-held and 
requires a single operator.

A report published in a 1993 US 
Air Defense Artillery publication 
states that Afghan mujahideen 
succeeded in scoring 269 kills with 
a 79% kill ratio. If these figures 
are accurate it would make the 
Stinger responsible for more than 
half of the Soviet Union’s losses in 
Afghanistan.

The Soviets claimed the figures 
were grossly exaggerated and 
that they only lost 35 fixed-wing 
aircrafts and 63 helicopters.

By the end of the war, a con-
siderable number of Stingers 
remained unaccounted for. This 
raised fears that some of the 
hundreds of missiles, which cost 
$183,300 each, made their way to 
al-Qaeda.

Armed with a $55 million budg-
et, the United States attempted 
to buy back missiles it could and 
what was floating around on the 
black market. The US government 
claims it recouped most of the 
Stingers. However, some estimates 
claim there were about 600 mis-
siles unaccounted for and in the 
hands of yesterday’s allies, who 
have become today’s adversaries.

Syria offers the ideal ground 
for testing new weapons whose 
makers are eager to show in com-

bat situations. Thus the urge to 
provide those weapons to various 
factions in the field.

However, given the complexity 
of the crisis and flip-flopping of 
loyalties and alliances, Russia and 
the United States should be very 
careful whom they arm and what 
they arm them with as, without a 
doubt, these weapons will eventu-
ally be turned against those who 
provided them.

Instead of escalating the con-
flict to dangerous heights, both 
Moscow and Washington should 
endeavour to find solutions and 
resolutions to the conflict.

The danger in escalating an arms 
race in Syria lies in the instability 
and lack of long-term dependabil-
ity found in the vast majority of 
the groups involved in the fighting 
in Syria.

The anti-government coalition 
fighting to overthrow the regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad is 
made up of several dozen factions. 
Many owe their existence to those 
who pay their salaries and provide 
them weapons and resources. 
From the United States to Saudi 
Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab 
Emirates, Turkey and Iran, many 
of the rebels, again depending on 
their financial backers du jour, 
find it necessary to switch their 
allegiance and alliance to survive. 
Many of these rebel groups owe 
their existence to al-Qaeda or the 

Islamic State (ISIS).
With several thousand anti-

American fighters and an equal 
number of combatants opposed 
to Russia’s support of the Syrian 
regime, introducing more sophis-
ticated weaponry into the theatre 
of operations would be a grave 
mistake.

Given the growing numbers of 
loose cannons among opposition 
groups in the country, having 
Stinger missiles, or the equivalent, 
in their possession is tempting the 
devil. While the Stinger does not 
represent a threat to high-altitude 
commercial airliners, it does have 
a killing ability up to 7,000 metres, 
good enough to hit planes on ap-
proach or departure from commer-
cial airports. Of course, it can hit 
military aircraft within its target 
range.

Rather than contribute to the 
creation of a future problem and 
set the stage for a disaster, it would 
be highly beneficial if the major 
powers involved in the Syrian con-
flict could accentuate their efforts 
at finding a negotiated end to the 
conflict and to renew their efforts 
at peace-building.

Raising the stakes by arming the 
antagonists with more sophisticat-
ed weaponry simply prolongs the 
agony of the Syrian people.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Claude Salhani

Raising the stakes by arming the 
antagonists with more sophisticated 
weaponry simply prolongs the agony 
of the Syrian people.

Russia, US should be careful who they arm in Syria

SyriaDebate

T
he growing 
humanitarian 
crisis in the 
northern Syrian 
city of Aleppo 
and elsewhere in 
the country, 
fuelled in large 
part by Syrian 

and Russian air strikes, has led to 
consternation and condemnation 
in the United States but neither 
US policymakers, nor the major-
party candidates are offering 
much in the way of practical ideas 
to solve it.

Even US Secretary of State John 
Kerry, who has spent many hours 
meeting with his Russian coun-
terpart to try to end the violence 
and start a political process, has 
expressed deep frustration and 
anger over the course of events. 
All of these efforts, including a 
negotiated ceasefire, have come 
to naught. Kerry on October 7th 
said that the Syrian regime and 
the Russian government should 
be investigated for war crimes.

In a candid moment with a 
group of Syrian exiles a few days 
earlier, Kerry revealed that he had 
been long in favour of US military 
action in Syria but had lost that 
argument with the White House 
several years ago.

Other members of the adminis-
tration of US President Barack 
Obama have expressed frustra-
tion over the Syrian crisis. 
According to the Washington 
Post, when Kerry’s recent 
cease-fire deal with Russia fell 
apart, Obama ordered his subor-
dinates to come up with new 
policy ideas.

One of these ideas, proposed by 
some Pentagon officials, was to 
use cruise missiles against Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s forces in 
Aleppo. This position was 
supported by many State Depart-
ment officials who had argued for 
a more robust policy.

When a meeting was convened 
at the White House, however, top 
Defense Department officials 
reportedly backed off from the 
idea and instead proposed giving 
more arms to rebel fighters and 

ramping up the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Apparently, 
they did not want to risk a 
confrontation with Russia over 
Aleppo.

All of this is consistent with 
Obama’s often-repeated assertion 
that there is “no military solu-
tion” to the Syrian conflict. 
Obama presumably wants to keep 
the focus on ISIS by relying on air 
strikes and US special forces to 
bolster Syrian Kurdish forces and 
select Arab fighters.

The US candidates for president 
also seem bereft of new ideas for 
dealing with the Syria crisis.

During the October 9th presi-
dential debate, Democratic Party 
nominee Hillary Clinton said she 
was opposed to deploying US 
ground troops in Syria and that, if 
elected president, she would 
provide more arms to Syrian 
Kurds and Arabs fighting ISIS, as 
well as target ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi.

This position is nothing new. It 
is essentially what the Obama 
administration already is doing 
even if Clinton’s rhetoric sounds 
more hawkish.

Clinton did say that she sup-
ported a no-fly zone and a “safe 
zone” for Syrian refugees in the 
area but she did not elaborate on 
how it would be created and 

defended.
Republican Party nominee 

Donald Trump was even less 
forthcoming. He listed a series of 
atrocities perpetrated by ISIS as a 
way of emphasising the threat 
posed by terrorism — and perhaps 
to detract viewers from the 
recently leaked tape of his lewd 
comments about women.

Later in the debate Trump said 
that while he does not like Assad, 
he underscored that Assad, 
Russia and Iran “are killing ISIS 
and they have lined up because of 
[our] weak foreign policy”. 
Trump conveniently avoided the 
question about what to do about 
the mounting humanitarian crisis 
in Aleppo and openly disagreed 
with his running mate, Mike 
Pence, on this issue.

During the vice-presidential 
debate on October 4th, Pence said 
that “provocations by Russia 
should be met with American 
strength and if Russia [continues] 
to be involved… in this barbaric 
attack on civilians in Aleppo, the 
United States of America should 
be prepared to use military force 
to strike military targets of the 
Assad regime.”

When asked during the October 
9th debate to comment on Pence’s 
remarks, Trump said: “He and I 
haven’t spoken, and I disagree.”

This is the first time in recent 
memory that a presidential 
candidate and his running mate 
have had an open disagreement 
about a major foreign policy 
issue, though Pence later 
attempted to finesse the issue by 
claiming that the presidential 
debate moderator had misrepre-
sented his comments on Syria.

Sadly, it is likely that nothing 
new will happen in terms of a new 
US policy approach towards Syria 
over the next few months — and 
maybe beyond.

The Obama administration, 
worried about a military entan-
glement and a possible clash with 
Russia, seems unable and unwill-
ing to deal with the grave situa-
tion in Aleppo, while neither of 
the presidential candidates is 
offering any new ideas that could 
mitigate the Syrian crisis.

Future historians will undoubt-
edly write that, besides condem-
natory statements, the US 
political establishment did 
nothing to stop one of the worst 
humanitarian crises of the early 
21st century.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.

The Obama administration seems 
unable and unwilling to deal with 
the grave situation in Aleppo.

US officials unable to deal with Syrian conflict

Gregory Aftandilian

Smoke rises from buildings following air strikes on Damascus' rebel-held eastern suburb of Zamalka, 
on October 12th.                                               (AFP)
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I
nvesting in girls — 1.1 billion, so more than one-seventh of 
the world’s population — equals investing in a better 
world. Young girls will grow up to become mothers, the 
mainstay of their families, the linchpins of their communi-
ties, the driving force of change and progress.

Unfortunately, many girls do not grow up to become 
wives and mothers. They are forced into marriage and 

motherhood heartbreakingly early. Around the world, every 
seven seconds, a girl younger than 15 is married. This is espe-
cially true of girls during conflict and humanitarian disasters, 
not least the Syrian conflict.

According to a report from Save the Children, the interna-
tional non-governmental organisation, girls suffer the most 
during national crises and they are disproportionately affected 
by conflict. Their lives change in dramatic and dangerous ways 
with families often choosing to marry them off shockingly early 
in the hope of keeping them safe or pushing the economic 
burden of feeding them on to someone else.

Save the Children highlighted the story of a 14-year-old Syrian 
refugee girl in Lebanon, who was married at 13 and is pregnant. 
It calls the girl “Sahar”, though that is not her real name, and 
quotes her sad acceptance of life as she lives it: “I am a child 
raising a child.”

The agonising reality is that Sahar is just one of many children 
raising children. Misty Buswell, Save the Children’s Regional 
Advocacy, Media and Communications director for the Middle 
East, quotes a study in Jordan a couple of years ago. It showed 
that about one in four Syrian refugee girls between the ages of 15 
and 17 was married, double the rate before the start of the 
conflict.

This affirms figures collated in 2015 by a Lebanese university. 
That study by St Joseph University said that 23% of female 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon were child brides. The BBC is now 
reporting that child marriage is alarmingly on the rise among 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon and that parents are finding hus-
bands for girls as young as 12.

What can they expect of life and what can be done to help 
them expect more than is currently on offer? To be a child bride, 
as Save the Children says, triggers a cycle of disadvantage. The 
married girl child is denied the right to health, education and 
vocational opportunities. She is at greater risk of contracting 
sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. She is more 
vulnerable to disparate forms of violence.

Ultimately, she is at greater risk of death because complica-
tions during pregnancy or childbirth are the second leading 
cause of mortality among adolescent girls aged 15-19.

There is no argument about the enormous challenges of 
ending child marriage and the particular problems of getting 
refugee families to recognise that their young daughters do not 
have, as Save the Children notes, just two options: to be victims 
or to be wives.

The case must be robustly — and consistently — made in 
defence of child refugees. They should be having an education 
and preparing for their future, not having children.

Stopping the tragedy 
of child brides

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The myths and reality 
of the education and 
extremism nexus

A recent World Bank 
study concluded 
that recruits of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
are likely to be 
well-educated. That 

this caused surprise is itself 
surprising, given that previous 
studies into causes of violent 
extremism in various conflicts 
and parts of the world have not 
shown lack of education as a main 
driver.

Despite that, this popular belief 
persists, partly because it suits 
parties and interests to portray 
ignorance as the culprit rather 
than injustices and grievances in 
which they play a part. In other 
words, the issue of education is 
sometimes used as a diversion. 
There is also a tendency to simplify 
violent extremism as driven by 
a single or predominant factor 
— one size fits all — either out of 
expediency, laziness or ignorance.

A 2013 study by the International 
Centre for the Study of 
Radicalisation, stated: “The most 
commonly cited reasons for 
[foreigners] joining [Syrian] rebel 
forces are the horrific images of the 
conflict, stories about atrocities 
committed by government forces 
and the perceived lack of support 
from Western and Arab countries.”

There is no evidence or reason 
to believe that a lack of education 
makes people more sensitive to 
injustice, perceived or otherwise. 
Education can arguably contribute 
to a greater awareness of injustices 
and grievances that push people 
to violent extremism. However, it 
can also be argued that education 
becomes almost irrelevant when 
people are pushed to violence by 
their surroundings.

For example, pro-Israel 
propagandists push the falsehood 
that the Palestinian education 
system teaches children to hate 
and be violent. However, there 
is no greater influence than 
Israel’s military occupation 
and colonisation of Palestine 
territories, which dominates every 
aspect of Palestinian life.

A textbook preaching peace and 
coexistence becomes meaningless 
to a child whose home has 
been demolished, whose loved 
one has been jailed or killed or 
whose movement is controlled 
by walls and checkpoints. The 
same holds true of Iraqis during 
the US occupation. Insurgents 
did not benefit from Iraqis’ level 
of education but from their 

understandable anger at the 
invasion and occupation of their 
country.

The World Bank study, while 
shedding light on the education 
levels of ISIS recruits, leaves 
important questions unanswered. 
There is no indication of the 
quality of education. According 
to the study, “poverty is not 
a driver of radicalisation into 
violent extremism”. However, 
that assumes that one cannot be 
poor and educated. Many poor 
societies, in the Arab world and 
beyond, place great emphasis on 
education.

Most ISIS recruits had jobs 
prior to travelling to join ISIS but 
we do not know what kind of 
jobs or whether they were happy 
in them. The higher level of 
education one receives, the more 
disaffected they may be if they feel 
that their potential, efforts and 
academic investment are not being 
adequately realised.

Sadly, efforts in certain countries 
to address the link between 
education and radicalisation have 
taken a draconian approach of 
monitoring teachers and pupils. In 
April, the United Nations’ special 
rapporteur on the right to freedom 
of assembly said Britain’s Prevent 
programme risked “promoting 
extremism rather than countering 
it” because it had “created unease 
and uncertainty around what 
can be legitimately discussed 
in public”. This points to the 
fundamental problem of defining 
what constitutes extremist 
sentiment.

There is no quick or universal 
fix to violent extremism and 
all relevant factors — including 
education — must be considered. 
However, regarding the Middle 
East in particular, the focus 
seems to be decidedly on military 
strategies, dealing with effect 
rather than cause. That approach, 
when taken on its own, is part of 
the problem rather than part of the 
solution.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

Editorial

Opinion

Sharif Nashashibi

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 7602 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel Sections Editor
 Samar Kadi

Contributing Editors
 Mamoon Alabbasi

Rashmee Roshan Lall
 Senior Correspondents

Mahmud el-Shafey (London) 
Lamine Ghanmi (Tunis)

 Regular Columnist
Claude Salhani

Correspondents
Saad Guerraoui (Casablanca) 

Dunia El-Zobaidi (London)
Roua Khlifi (Tunis)

Thomas Seibert (Washington) 

There
is no 
quick or 
universal 
fix to 
violent 
extremism.

Military 
strategies 
deal with 
effect rather 
than cause.



7October 16, 2016

Opinion

T
here is no disguising 
it anymore. Britain is 
turning sharply right.

Led by a 
Conservative Party 
that is increasingly 

beginning to sound like France’s 
far-right National Front, post-
Brexit Britain is attacking 
foreignness wholesale. Foreign 
workers are in its sights. So are 
foreign students.

Hard Brexiteers, many of 
whom are senior government 
ministers, appear busily engaged 
in fumigating the political arena 
for pesky, liberal ideas such as 
openness and inclusiveness. They 
are turning concepts — universal 
commerce, free markets and 
transnational human rights — 
advanced in the late 18th century 
by Thomas Paine into foreign 
notions. But Paine, who was 
born in England, migrated to the 
British American colonies only in 
his 40s. In many ways, his ideas 
grew out of English soil.

This is pest control 
masquerading as immigration 
policy. What is so pestilential 
about the foreigner? British 
Prime Minister Theresa May 
warns that foreign doctors are 
in the country for no more than 

an “interim period”. Her home 
secretary, Amber Rudd, suggests 
two further ways to reduce 
foreign decontamination: Limit 
the number of international 
students at British universities 
and force companies to reveal how 
many foreign staff they employ. 
The outcry over the last step 
forced a U-turn but the British 
government’s direction of travel 
remains clear.

All three proposals are bad for 
Britain plc, turning universities, 
hospitals and other workplaces 
into foreigner-unfriendly zones. 
They undo the marketing 
campaign that British universities 
have successfully run for 
years around the world as they 
competed with Australia and 
New Zealand for full fee-paying 
international students. More 
crucially, they make a nonsense 
of Britain’s claim to be outward-
looking and an attractive place to 
visit, live or work.

And yet, the idea of the 
pestilential foreigner seems to 
be taking hold. It may ultimately 
prove to be self-harming.

Just 18 months ago, beset by 
staff shortages, Britain’s National 
Health Service hired 3,000 
doctors from at least 27 countries, 

including Iraq and Syria. Turfing 
them out will not help British 
patients.

One out of every three British 
employees in the fledgling 
technology sector was born 
overseas. Driving out the 
“foreigner” would jeopardise this 
industry, which is striving to build 
a global tech hub to rival Silicon 
Valley.

International students bring 
$17 billion to the British economy 
and create more than 130,000 
jobs. Keeping them away will 
impoverish British universities.

The government is playing 
with the idea of a tiered visa 
system that would tie students’ 
admittance to their chosen 
university’s ranking and subject 
of study. Foreign students’ right 
to work while studying, to work in 
Britain after graduation, to bring 
along family and to arrive without 
passing an English language test 
would become a lottery. Students 
seeking admission to universities 
ranked lower than Oxford or 
Cambridge may find it hard to get 
a visa.

All students and all universities 
are not equal, the home secretary 
has said. True, but surely the 
colour of their money is the same 

no matter where they spend it?
However, the most menacing 

proposal is the now-abandoned 
attempt to force businesses to 
reveal how many foreign staff 
they employ. Steve Hilton, who 
advised former prime minister 
David Cameron on policy, 
described it as worse than Donald 
Trump’s proposal to ban Muslims 
entering the United States. 
Ministers might as well announce 
that “foreign workers will be 
tattooed with numbers on their 
forearms”, he wrote in the Sunday 
Times.

If that sounds like gross 
overstatement, consider this: The 
British home secretary justified 
her name-and-shame proposals 
for companies in the name of 
open discussion. “If we do talk 
about immigration, don’t call me a 
racist,” Rudd said.

Yes, absolutely. It is not racist to 
talk about immigration. What one 
says, however, might very well be 
racist.

That was.

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

A
s the US presidential 
race enters its final 
stages, the question 
of how both major 
party candidates 
plan to defeat 

Islamic State (ISIS) and the threat 
its brand of violent jihadism 
poses to the United States and 
other Western countries is 
proving to be a hot topic.

Strategies generally focus 
on fighting ISIS in Syria and 
Iraq. However, if the new 
administration fails to formulate a 
coherent Libya policy to replace US 
President Barack Obama’s passive 
wait-and-see approach, then any 
gains made against ISIS in the 
Levant will likely be cancelled out 
by the group’s penetration across 
North Africa.

US foreign policy has failed 
to fully engage or understand 
the complexities of the Libyan 
political and military landscape 
or address why ISIS has been so 
successful in seizing territory in 
Libya, most notably in former 
leader Muammar Qaddafi’s 
birthplace of Sirte.

Indeed, since the attack carried 
out by jihadist group Ansar al-
Sharia on the US special mission 
in Benghazi in 2012, the United 
States has adopted a hands-off 
approach to foreign policy in 
Libya. This political distancing has 
grown more pronounced as Hillary 
Clinton has sought to play defence 
every time she is questioned about 
the fallout from the attack.

In response to US Ambassador 
Christopher Stevens’ death, the 
United States could have doubled 
down; instead it withdrew. This 
disengagement has helped sustain 
an environment in Libya in which 
ISIS and related groups have 
thrived.

When the United States 
launched Operation Odyssey 
Lightning on August 1st, a 
campaign of air strikes against 
ISIS targets in Sirte, the response 
was framed entirely in terms of a 
finite counter-extremism military 
intervention rather than deriving 
from an understanding of US 
interests inside Libya or a clear 
policy on what the post-Qaddafi 
political settlement should be.

The US air strikes were launched 
following a request from Bunyan 
Marsous (BM) militia forces, which 
are aligned with Libya’s UN-
brokered Government of National 
Accord (GNA) and which have 
been fighting a ground assault 
against ISIS in Sirte since late May. 

Although ISIS fighters have been 
driven back to a 3-sq.-km enclave 
in north-eastern Sirte, BM fighters 
continue to suffer heavy casualties 
from explosive devices and suicide 
attacks.

Nevertheless, with US air 
support they are likely to liberate 
Sirte in the near future. As and 
when this happens, past US policy 
indicates that Washington will 
be inclined to declare victory 
and withdraw from Libya, both 
militarily and politically.

The two presidential candidates’ 
attitudes and backgrounds as 
relates to Libya and ISIS appear 
to back this up. In the September 
26th debate between Donald 
Trump and Hillary Clinton, 
Trump commented that “I think 
we have to get NATO to go into 
the Middle East with us… and 
we have to knock the hell out of 
ISIS”. Presumably then, once a 
military victory can be declared 
against ISIS in Sirte, a Trump 
administration would consider 

that job done in Libya.
In Clinton’s case, the criticism 

and controversy she has faced 
over her handling of the Benghazi 
attack is likely to mean her 
administration would try to 
distance itself as much as possible 
from Libya, also leading to a 
hands-off approach post-Sirte.

Both policy approaches to 
Libya would ultimately be self-
defeating. Destroying ISIS’s 
hold over Sirte does not mean 
destroying ISIS in Libya, nor does 
one military victory eliminate the 
threat of other equally dangerous 
and potent jihadi groups emerging 
and wreaking havoc in North 
Africa. Recent clashes between 
ISIS fighters and pro-GNA forces 
30km south of Sirte confirm 
analysts’ predictions that key 
ISIS leaders and commanders 
have slipped out of the city and 
regrouped in the desert, meaning 
the threat ISIS poses in Libya is far 
from extinguished.

Furthermore, it is important 
to remember that ISIS’s success 
in establishing foundations in 
places like Sirte is a symptom, not 
the cause, of the chaos, political 
division and lack of state control 
that have come to characterise 
post-Qaddafi Libya. As long as 
these chaotic conditions persist, 
the root of violent jihadism will 
endure and even thrive in Libya, 
no matter whether certain groups 
or units of fighters are defeated in 
one particular place or battle.

Consequently, if the United 
States wants to truly address 
the threat posed by a powerful 
jihadist group with free rein over 
large parts of oil-rich, smuggling-
rich, weapons-rich North Africa, 
then US policy efforts must 
be directed towards creating 
and supporting a long-term 
sustainable political solution in 
Libya.

Without political unity and 
stability, Libya’s economy will 
crumble, conflict will spread and 
the state will be powerless to 
prevent the country’s unravelling. 
In this scenario, ISIS and like-
minded groups will continue 
to disrupt the stability and 
security of Libya and surrounding 
countries and the new US 
administration will have no 
weapons in its arsenal to prevent 
it.

Jason Pack is founder of 
EyeOnISISinLibya.com and the 
North Africa analyst at Risk 
Intelligence.

Britain is turning sharply right

US policy on Libya comes up short

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Jason Pack

This is pest 
control 
masquerading 
as immigration 
policy.

US foreign 
policy has 
failed to fully 
engage or 
understand the 
complexities 
of the Libyan 
political and 
military 
landscape.

Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government take a 
position during a battle with Islamic State militants in Sirte, last 
September.
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Beirut

I 

srael’s military conducted a na-
tionwide Home Front exercise 
in September that simulated a 
massive missile onslaught by 
Iran’s powerful Lebanese proxy 

Hezbollah, which generals say will 
hammer the Jewish state’s civilian 
population harder than ever before.

A decade after their 2006 war, in 
which Israel failed to crush Hezbol-
lah as a strategic threat, there is no 
sign that a new conflict is imminent.

Hezbollah has become a power-
ful military force in the region since 
then but is bogged down in the sav-
age war in neighbouring Syria. Is-
rael is not looking for another fight, 
although it wants to avenge being 
fought to a standstill in 2006 by 
what was then a ragtag bunch of Is-
lamic zealots.

There are those in the region, 
however, who are convinced that 
as the hair-trigger Middle East be-
comes ever-more unstable, the next 
war may not be too long in coming.

The objective of Operation Stand-
ing Firm was to prepare Israel’s ci-
vilians for a multi-front war involv-
ing Lebanon, Hamas in the Gaza 
Strip, Iranian Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and Hezbollah in 
Syria’s Golan Heights and possibly 
even Iran itself.

Hezbollah has become a very dif-
ferent enemy than the one Israel 
fought in the summer of 2006. It 
may have suffered heavy casual-
ties fighting in Syria since 2012 but 
it has also learned how to fight con-
ventional wars, with armour and 
artillery and manoeuvring big bat-
talions rather than the small-scale 
actions that constituted most of its 
combat against Israel between 1982 
and 2000.

The Israelis are convinced they 
would win the next war but they 
acknowledge that the cost in casu-
alties and destruction of their cities, 
pounded by up to 1,500 missiles and 
rockets a day — probably for weeks 
— would be much greater than any 
of the six major wars and count-
less smaller engagements they have 
fought since the state was formed in 
1948.

The military anticipates that 
250-500 people would be killed in 
a prolonged missile bombardment. 
David Daoud, an Arabic-language 
analyst with the Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies (FDD), a 
right-wing Washington think-tank, 
observed in September that those 
statistics “while not catastrophic, 
will still be the highest suffered by 
the Jewish state since… 1948.

“Such a steep price will only be 
bearable if the (Israeli military) suc-
ceeds in dealing Hezbollah a critical 

blow during their next confronta-
tion.”

With the exception of the 2006 
war, in which Hezbollah fired an un-
precedented 4,000 missiles — 160 a 
day — into Israel and a salvo of Scud 
missiles unleashed on Tel Aviv by 
Iraq’s Saddam Hussein in a vain bid 
to drag Israel into the 1990-91 Gulf 
War, the Jewish state’s home front 
has never faced such a potentially 
lethal threat, one that could con-
ceivably draw in Iran and its ballis-
tic missiles.

Israel estimates that Hezbollah 
possesses, courtesy of Syria and 
Iran, as many as 150,000 missiles 
and rockets, at least 5% of them 
long-range precision weapons capa-
ble of reaching all the Jewish state’s 
cities and military bases and the Di-
mona nuclear reactor in the Negev 
Desert south of Tel Aviv.

Spurred by Hezbollah’s ground-
breaking bombardment in 2006, 
Israel has developed a multilayered 
missile defence system. It concedes 
that many missiles will penetrate 
these defences in a prolonged con-
flict probably fought on several 
fronts but the majority of these — a 
recent assessment listed only 95% — 
will be limited-range weapons that 
cannot hit populated areas.

Major-General Gadi Eizenkot, the 
Israeli chief of staff who command-
ed the northern front against Hez-
bollah in 2006, conceded in January 
that the Lebanese movement is the 
Jewish state’s “main enemy” and 
“posed the most serious threat to 
Israel”.

Although there is no threat of an 
imminent conflict with Hezbollah, 
both sides regard 2006 as unfin-
ished business. Some Israeli gener-
als favour hammering Hezbollah 
before Iran develops nuclear weap-
ons.

They are preparing for what they 
deem to be the inevitable next 
war, a prospect enhanced by Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions to lead a 
Shia-dominated Islamic crescent 
stretching from the Gulf to the Med-
iterranean to upend 1,400 years of 
Sunni control.

The key battleground, Israel’s 
northern border, has been quiet 
for a decade but it remains vola-
tile. Now Syria’s southern border 
with Israel in the war-divided Golan 
Heights is increasingly becoming 
a potential flashpoint as the IRGC 
and Hezbollah seek to confront Is-
rael there as well, extending the 
long-established Lebanese front 
onto the strategic plateau that over-
looks northern Israel, the country’s 
breadbasket.

“Alarmingly, the potential for 
conflict is now constant,” the FDD 
observed in a July analysis. “Hez-
bollah continues to exploit the cha-
os of the Syrian civil war to augment 
its already formidable arsenal with 
what Israeli military officials call 
‘game-changing weapons’.”

These reportedly include surface-
to-air missiles that challenge Israel’s 
long-held supremacy of the skies 
and anti-ship missiles that threat-
en the Jewish state’s offshore gas 
fields.

Israel “has declared this a red line 

and in response had repeatedly car-
ried out air strikes to prevent these 
arms transfers,” the FDD noted.

“Hezbollah has absorbed these 
blows silently but the group’s lead-
ership has occasionally felt com-
pelled to respond, even if the re-
sponse has been only symbolic. 
Every skirmish, however, small, 
runs the risk of sparking a larger 
conflict that neither side intends.”

If Hezbollah does strike, it will 
undoubtedly be at Iran’s command. 
Tehran was taken by surprise when 
the 2006 conflict was triggered by a 
Hezbollah attack and the arsenal of 
missiles and rockets Iran had stock-
piled with Hezbollah for use as a 
strategic retaliation against Israel if 
it launched pre-emptive attacks on 
the Islamic Republic’s nuclear facili-
ties was uncovered.

Tehran does not plan to be ex-
posed like that again. “Hezbollah 

is and always was an instrument of 
Iranian power — its forward base on 
the Mediterranean,” the FDD noted. 
“Iranian officials regularly speak of 
Hezbollah’s rocket arsenal as their 
own…

“The Israelis… may seek to pre-
empt a Hezbollah strike. The per-
ceived need to do so grows as Iran 
amassed power across the region. 
However, Israeli officials generally 
believe that the next conflict will be 
one that results from an unexpected 
skirmish that gives way to rapid es-
calation…

“When another war does even-
tually erupt, even under the best 
scenarios, the conflict will almost 
certainly be more devastating to 
both sides than before, leading to 
widespread destruction and loss of 
civilian life.”

Recent efforts by Iran and Hezbol-
lah to take control of the Syrian sec-
tor of the Golan to deploy missiles 
aimed at the Jewish state appear to 
have been blocked by Israel.

But the implications are clear: 
The next war “will not be confined 
to northern Israel and southern 
Lebanon as in the past,” said Beirut-
based analyst Nicholas Blanford, a 
specialist on Hezbollah and author 
of the 2011 book Warriors of God. 
“Next time, the territories of both 
countries will become a war zone…

“An aerial… bombing campaign 
alone will be insufficient and Israeli 
troops will have to be sent into Leb-
anon” in substantial numbers, as 
they were in Israel’s 1982 invasion 
that drove Yasser Arafat’s Palestin-

ians out of Lebanon.
Hezbollah’s long-range missiles 

give it a reach it never had before 
during its 34-year conflict with Is-
rael. It is also expected to launch a 
ground offensive into Israel’s north-
ern Galilee region.

Such an operation would be the 
first Arab military thrust into the 
Jewish state since it was founded 
in 1948 and even if it failed would 
constitute a powerful psychological 
triumph over the long-impregnable 
Jewish fortress state.

If such a landmark operation 
takes place, the Israelis will be ex-
pected to unleash a retaliatory fire-
storm that would encompass all of 
Lebanon.

Eizenkot has long waited to 
avenge the humiliation of his troops 
by Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah’s agile warriors in 
the southern Lebanon panhandle in 
2006 and in the aftermath formu-
lated the so-called Dahiya Doctrine 
for all-out war.

“We will apply disproportionate 
force… and cause great damage and 
destruction,” Eizenkot explained.

This doctrine is named after Is-
rael’s ferocious 2006 aerial blitz of 
Beirut’s Dahiya district where Hez-
bollah had its command centre. The 
objective is to hold all Lebanese ac-
countable for Hezbollah’s actions.

The 2006 war cost Lebanon 1,200 
— mostly civilians — dead and $2 bil-
lion to rebuild its ruined infrastruc-
ture.

If Hezbollah does invade Israel, 
doing what no Muslim army has 
achieved in nearly 70 years, there 
may not be much left standing in 
Lebanon after Israel exacts its re-
venge.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Changed calculations between Israel and Hezbollah
Ed Blanche

Youth walk past Shia movement Hezbollah’s mock rockets, at the former Israeli-run prison of Khiam 
that was destroyed in the 2006 war in the village of Khiam in southern Lebanon, last July.

Members and supporters of Lebanon’s Shia militant group Hezbollah carry the coffin of Mustafa 
Badreddine, a top Hezbollah commander who was killed in Syria, during his funeral in the Ghobeiry 
neighbourhood of southern Beirut, on May 13th.

The Israeli military 
anticipates that 
250-500 people 
would be killed in a 
prolonged missile 
bombardment.

A decade after their 
2006 war, there is no 
sign that a new 
conflict is imminent.

News & Analysis Lebanon
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Cairo

A 

decision by Saudi state-
owned petroleum com-
pany Aramco to suspend 
oil deliveries to Egypt 
puts Cairo in a challeng-

ing situation, uncovers the enormity 
of political differences between 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia and exposes 
Egyptian economic vulnerabilities, 
experts said.

“This decision creates a tough 
situation in Egypt because now our 
country will have to immediately 
pay for its oil imports,” said ener-
gy expert Ibrahim Zahran. “Given 
Egypt’s hard economic conditions, 
this is very difficult at present.”

Aramco told Cairo it would not 
deliver 700,000 tonnes of oil in Oc-
tober, an amount considered indis-
pensable to close a gap between pro-
duction and consumption in Egypt.

The Saudi company did not clarify 
the reasons for the decision but the 
announcement spread fear that it 
would lead to cancelling other ship-
ments stipulated in an agreement 
with the Egyptian government. Ara-
mco signed an agreement in April 
to deliver 700,000 tonnes of oil to 
Egypt every month for five years.

The $23 billion deal allowed Egypt 
to pay for the shipments over 15 
years with the first instalment to be 
paid after three years from the date 
of first delivery.

Now, Cairo will have to pay up 
front to buy oil from other markets. 
The Egyptian Petroleum Ministry 
said it had negotiated the delivery of 
the 700,000 tonnes of oil from other 
markets.

Petroleum Ministry spokesman 
Hamdy Abdel Aziz explained that, 
under the Aramco agreement, Egypt 
would pay $700 million for each 
shipment of Saudi oil.

“If we buy the same amount of 
oil from other markets now, we will 
have to pay close to $1 billion, given 

the rise in oil prices, compared with 
prices in April,” he said.

The extra amount will pressure 
Egypt’s foreign currency reserves, 
which rose in September to $21.5 
billion from $19.5 billion after Saudi 
Arabia sent a deposit of $2 billion to 
Egypt’s Central Bank.

Egypt, which suffers from a 
marked drop in tourism and export 
revenues and continues to recover 
from political and security unrest, 
has been struggling to prop up re-
serves to secure food imports.

It has requested an International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) loan of $12 bil-
lion but IMF conditions for the loan 
demand Cairo cut subsidies, float its 
currency and bring in other reforms 
that could trigger public anger and 
political and security unrest.

“This is why Aramco’s decision 
is totally untimely and threatens 
to make Egypt totally incapable of 
securing its oil needs,” Zahran said. 
“This means that our factories can 
stop working.”

Some observers attribute Aram-
co’s move to a late-September deci-
sion by the Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 

to cut output to 32.5 million-33.2 
million barrels per day (bpd), the 
first output cut since the 2008 finan-
cial crisis, to keep oil prices at $50 a 
barrel.

In Egypt, however, the decision 
led to questions about Egyptian-
Saudi ties. Despite apparent amity 
and Saudi economic support, Egypt 
has been following policies that are 
often in opposition to those of Saudi 
Arabia, experts said. Syria, they add-
ed, is an example of the policy dif-
ference between the two countries.

“Egypt will not abdicate its stance 
on the need for preserving Syria’s 
territorial unity, the unity of its army 
and the wellbeing of its state institu-
tions,” said Tarek Fahmi, a political 
science professor from Cairo Uni-
versity. “Saudi Arabia, on the other 
hand, wants just the opposite.”

Saudi Arabia insists that Syrian 
President Bashar Assad step down 
before a negotiated solution is 
reached to the crisis in Syria.

Egypt, which has a non-perma-
nent UN Security Council seat, vot-
ed in favour of a Russia-sponsored 
resolution calling for suspending 
support to Syrian opposition groups. 
The vote angered Saudi Arabia and 
triggered fierce criticism of Egypt in 
Saudi media.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi defended the vote and said 
Aramco’s decision had nothing to do 
with it.

“Some observers thought that 
halting the October shipment was 
in response to that issue,” Sisi told a 
gathering of army officers. “I say no; 
take note that this is a commercial 
deal.”

He said Egypt was keen on its 
“historical” ties with the countries 
of the Gulf and warned against cre-
ating tension between Egypt and 
those countries.

Nonetheless, observers say that, 
apart from Syria, Saudi Arabia ex-
pects more from Egypt in Yemen, 
where Riyadh is embroiled in a war 

against Houthi militias.
Egypt has contributed naval units 

to the Yemen campaign but Saudi of-
ficials apparently expected more in 
return for its economic aid, Fahmi 
said.

Egypt also has been unable to 
follow through on an agreement to 
transfer to Saudi control two Red 
Sea islands Egypt occupied before 
the 1967 war with Israel at the re-
quest of Saudi Arabia.

An Egyptian delegation is to soon 
travel to Riyadh to seek to temper 
Saudi anger, media reports said, but 
Aramco’s move opened the door 
for debate about how Saudi Arabia 
should act towards Egypt.

“Saudi Arabia shouldn’t think it 
is a superpower that dictates poli-
cies to others, because Egypt is 
not a marginal state that should 
blindly obey orders,” wrote Abdul-
lah al-Senawi in the Egyptian daily 
al-Shorouk. “Both Saudi Arabia and 
Egypt have no interest in clashing 
because each of them needs the 
other.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Tough time for Egypt after Aramco oil cut
Ahmed Megahid

Rights advocate sceptical about role of Egypt institutions
Cairo

T
he outgoing head of 
the Human Rights 
Committee in 
Egypt’s parliament 
said he does not 
trust state institu-
tions to take actions 
needed to improve 

human rights in Egypt.
“Sorry to say state officials 

become very nervous when you 
mention human rights to them,” 
Mohamed Anwar Sadat said. 
“Human rights as an issue needs 
revision and direct intervention 
from the president.”

Sadat, a nephew of Egypt’s late 
president Anwar Sadat, resigned 
as head of the Human Rights 
Committee in August to protest the 
lack of cooperation on human rights 
issues.

Sadat and his 39 colleagues 
on the committee had created 
subcommittees to focus on specific 
areas, including political rights and 
economic rights. They planned 
a series of field visits to Egypt’s 
prisons and hospitals. They also 
wanted to travel outside of Egypt, 
including to the office of the UN 
High Commissioner for Human 
Rights in Geneva.

However, none of the visits were 
approved by parliament Speaker Ali 
Abdel Aal.

Sadat said Abdel Aal shunned 
him when he wanted to discuss 
salaries of army generals. Another 
time, the speaker accused him of 
writing a “negative” report about 
human rights conditions in Egypt 
and sending it to an international 

organisation.
Sadat said when committee 

members wanted to visit a prison, 
hospital or school, the parliament 
speaker, who has to approve 
the trips, told them the security 
apparatus had refused the requests.

“The security apparatus controls 
parliament, which violates the 
independence of this parliament,” 
Sadat said. “This parliament 
needs to work independently from 
security agencies.”

Human Rights Watch in 2015 
described Egypt as a country in 
crisis. It said authorities imprisoned 
tens of thousands of people, 
effectively banned protests and 
outlawed the country’s largest 
opposition group, the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

“Law enforcement forces 
committed torture and enforced 
disappearance, and deaths in 
custody continued,” Human Rights 
Watch said. “At least 3,000 people 
were charged or sentenced in 
military courts.”

The National Council for Human 
Rights, a local agency, concedes 
some violations in its 2015 report, 
released in August. The council 
referred to torture in police 
stations, the death of prisoners in 
police custody and the enforced 
disappearance of some people.

Sadat said there is a lack of 
readiness inside decision-making 
circles in Egypt to improve human 
rights conditions.

“Whenever you speak about 
human rights, the answer is always 
that Egypt is in a state of war and 
that such discussions should be 
delayed until this country becomes 
more stable,” Sadat said. “The 
government believes that opening 
up to rights and civil society 

freedoms will further destabilise 
the country.”

The result of such an attitude, 
Sadat said, is that most of Egypt’s 
human rights violations go 
unaddressed.

Some question Sadat’s 
assessment and his motivations, 
said Mohamed al-Ghoul, a 
lawmaker and a member of Sadat’s 
committee. By resigning Sadat only 
wanted to appear in the news, he 
said.

“He resigned only when the 
legislative session would have 
ended after few days,” Ghoul 
said. “He only wanted to make 
a show because if he had really 
been maltreated by the parliament 
speaker, he could have resigned 
long before the session ended.”

Sadat said most members of the 
Human Rights Committee had 
thought of resigning long before the 
legislative session ended in early 
September because they were sure 
they would not be allowed to act 
against human rights violations.

A video on social media shows 
Abdel Aal fiercely castigating Sadat 
for inquiring about the salaries of 
army generals.

Sadat added the timing of his 
resignation was meant to send a 
strong message about parliament’s 
readiness to handle human rights 
violations.

“I wanted to send the message 
that my decision wasn’t hasty 
but taken after I had seen enough 
evidence that nothing good would 
come out of this parliament,” he 
said.

Sadat said he does not plan to 
seek another term as committee 
chairman in the new legislative 
session, which started on October 
4th. He said that another committee 
member, who is a retired police 
officer, will most likely fill the post 
in the new session after receiving 
strong support from Abdel Aal.

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

I n t e r v i e w

Hassan Abdel Zaher
Sadat, a nephew 
of Egypt’s late 
president Anwar 
Sadat, resigned as 
head of the Human 
Rights Committee 
in August.

The 
government 
believes that 
opening up 
to rights and 
civil society 
freedoms 
will further 
destabilise 
the country.”

News & Analysis Egypt

A man walks past graffiti depicting relations between Egypt and Saudi Arabia in Cairo, on October 12th.

Take note that this 
is a commercial 
deal.”Egyptian President

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
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Tunis

T 

he internationally backed 
Libyan Government of 
National Accord is seek-
ing to break the coun-
try’s air travel isolation 

through cooperation with Tunisia.
Afriqiyah Airways, one of Libya’s 

two state-owned airlines, has en-
tered into a partnership with the 
Aviation Training Centre in Tuni-
sia by acquiring 20% of the centre’s 
capital.

Libyan Minister of Transporta-
tion Miled Maatoug said the step 
would provide Libya with signifi-
cant savings in money and time. 
Libya formerly trained its pilots in 
Europe.

Maatoug encouraged other Lib-
yan companies, including Libyan 
Airlines, the other state-owned car-
rier, to join the partnership with the 
centre to make it a major training 
facility in North Africa and a train-
ing destination for African pilots 
and flight personnel.

Afriqiyah Airways President 
Mohamed al-Fortiya said the part-
nership would be an asset for the 
company as it would contribute to 

improving the performance of Lib-
yan pilots.

Libyan air travel connections 
to the rest of the world have been 
hampered by instability and vio-
lence since the 2011 overthrow of 
despot Muammar Qaddafi. Airlines 
closed their offices in Tripoli fol-
lowing what became known as the 
“airport battle” of 2014.

Tripoli International Airport was 
heavily damaged as Islamist militias 
of the Dawn of Libya Coalition and 
rival Zlitan forces fought for control 
of the installation. Battles broke out 
around Benghazi’s Benina Interna-
tional Airport, the second largest in 
Libya, before forces loyal to General 
Khalifa Haftar gained control of the 
facility.

Libyan planes resumed flights 
to Tunis last May, one month af-
ter the Presidency Council, which 
performs the functions of a head 
of state for the Government of Na-
tional Accord, was established in 
Tripoli.

Tunisian authorities had closed 
the airport to flights from Libya fol-
lowing terrorist incidents in Tuni-
sia in 2015. Hundreds of Tunisian 
jihadists are said to be based in 
Libya. The Tunisian Transportation 
Ministry said then that the only Tu-
nisian airport open to flights from 
Libya would be Sfax International 
Airport, 270km south of Tunis.

Maatoug said that, starting in No-
vember, Tunisian airline Tunisair 
would resume flights to and from 
Tripoli.

Tunisian Transportation Minister 
Anis Ghedira said Tunisian authori-
ties would send a technical com-
mission to investigate safety con-

ditions in Libyan airports with the 
resumption of Tunisair flights to 
Tripoli dependent on the commis-
sion’s report.

Maatoug also said the Govern-
ment of National Accord had 
agreed with the British Civil Avia-
tion Authority to work with the 

Security Committee of the Libyan 
parliament on how to meet EU re-
quirements for lifting the European 
flight ban on Libya. The Libyan gov-
ernment is looking at resuming air 
traffic between Libya and Europe 
next June.

Maatoug said the Libyan govern-

ment was building a new terminal 
in Tripoli, repairing the existing air-
port and improving Mitiga Interna-
tional Airport, 8km east of Tripoli 
city centre.

Mouna Elmahrouki is a Tunisian 
writer.

Libyan government seeks to end air travel isolation
Mouna Elmahrouki

Passengers wait at the check-in at Tripoli's militia-controlled Mitiga Airport as flights were resumed 
after planes from the internationally recognised air force struck the airport on March 3, 2015.
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Afriqiyah Airways, 
one of Libya’s two 
state-owned airlines, 
has entered into a 
partnership with the 
Aviation Training 
Centre in Tunisia.

The way out of the Libyan crisis

F 
or five years, we have 
witnessed the unre-
lenting clash between 
political wills in Libya 
and their failure to 
unite behind a set of 

national priorities. What is 
particularly worrisome is that 
these clashes have reached an 
unprecedented crisis level, 
threatening to collapse the Libyan 
state, to irremediably tear the 
country’s social fabric and to 
completely drain its wealth and 
reserves.

The political agreement, signed 
by the parties in the Libyan 
conflict on December 17th, 2015, 
could offer a viable solution 
despite the reservations of some 
parties due to lack of trust. Once 
appropriate modifications are 
introduced, Libya can push ahead 
with plans for national unity.

The following areas require 
urgent attention:

The Libyan parliament suffers 
from weak management. It is 
divided and continues to experi-
ence an identity crisis. Its com-
mittees have stopped working 
and it simply stalls and wastes 
time. There were no real legal 
sessions in which members could 
speak freely and objectively in 
line with internal bylaws.

Parliament has also failed to 
produce a balanced national 
discourse in which every politi-
cal, regional or social sensitivity 
in Libya can be debated. Such a 
discourse is dearly needed to lay 
the foundations for the proper 
resolution of political violence 
and its components (transitional 
justice, reparation, reconcilia-
tion, rehabilitation, etc.) so that 
the situation in Libya can gradu-
ally evolve towards full stability.

The Presidential Council also 
suffers from internal blockage. 

Some members are not concern-
ing themselves with the affairs of 
the state and are stalling the 
implementation of the National 
Unity Government programme. It 
is crucial that the security and 
economic measures — disarming 
militias, reinvigorating the 
economy, and full national 
reconciliation — of this pro-
gramme be implemented.

Some members of the council 
are rejecting the principles of 
political participation and refuse 
to make concessions for the sake 
of the national good. They could 
have used their differences and 
energies to create a pluralistic 
approach to national issues aimed 
at the same objective, namely 
bringing security and stability to 
the country through the adoption 
of a unifying and permanent 
constitution and free presidential 
and legislative elections.

It is also important not to repeat 
the mistakes made by members of 
the previous National Council 

who tried to set up a Supreme 
Council of State while this 
important institution was still in 
gestation. The result was that one 
political orientation tried to 
dominate the advisory council, 
leading to extreme conflicts 
among the proposed members. 
Some of them tried to usurp the 
powers of the legislative branch 
and others stalled the transition 
process and extended the crisis 
through the remaking of the 
National Congress.

The state of political polarisa-
tion and divisiveness due to 
refusing to implement the 
political agreement gravely 
affected the country’s national 
economic and service institu-
tions, which were emptied of 
their competent technical and 
managerial staff. Managerial 
appointments in those companies 
were dictated by political or 
power allegiance.

Because some parties in the 
crisis do not accept the concept of 

a national state and recognise 
only political or ideological 
allegiances, these parties refuse 
to cooperate with Libyan sides 
and are always seeking the 
support of their regional and 
international ideological patrons. 
Very often these international 
partners are embroiled in their 
own internal affairs and cannot 
offer suggestions useful to Libya. 
Confusing signals from these 
countries perpetuate the crisis in 
Libya.

The fervour with which some 
parties in the Libyan crisis 
continue to appeal to interna-
tional partners will lead to the 
internationalisation of the 
conflict and will weaken the 
national reconciliation efforts. 
Foreign-backed militias will 
continue to do battle, leading to 
new polarisation and further 
weakening of the state. They will 
give birth to numerous tiny armed 
groups that will inevitably take 
advantage of the security void 
and will turn the lives of helpless 
citizens into a living hell.

To remedy the situation, we, all 
Libyans, must frankly discuss all 
issues and voice our fears and 
concerns. We must lay new 
bridges of trust without excluding 
anyone as long as he or she is 
committed to Libya’s territorial 
integrity and respects Libyan 
lives.

We should not go back to 
square one but must move 
forward with our project. We 
must all show our patriotism by 
accepting a single national 
reference and submitting to the 
principles of peaceful alternation 
on power, respecting the results 
of ballot boxes and of having an 
independent military institution 
and backing it in fighting terror-
ism.

All of this must be committed to 
a document rooted in the national 
agreement process that we can 
call the National Peace Pact.

Ismail al-Sharif is a member of 
the Libyan Chamber of Deputies.

Ismail
al-Sharif

View point
The 
Presidential 
Council also 
suffers from 
internal 
blockage.

The political agreement, signed 
by the parties in the Libyan 
conflict in December 2015, 
could offer a viable solution.

A May 2016 file picture shows Libyans taking part in a protest in the eastern
coastal city of Benghazi calling for military forces to recapture the southern city 
of Sirte from ISIS without foreign intervention.
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The biggest winner in Morocco’s elections

M
orocco’s success 
in the country’s 
second free 
legislative 
elections is 
indicative of 

King Mohammed VI’s foresight 
and leadership. The result is the 
peaceful coexistence in the same 
legislative body of “Justice”, an 
Islamic party, and “Authentic-
ity”, a civil-state party.

The biggest winner in the 
elections is Morocco itself. Its 
citizens demonstrated their 
capacity to improve political life 
in their country without resort-
ing to extremism or violence. 
Since the popular approval of the 
country’s 2011 constitution, 
Moroccans have shown a clear 
determination to carry on with 
reforms on all levels.

Islamists in Morocco under-
stood the message. They 
accepted the democracy game 
and tried to benefit from it. They 
proved that they were practically 
the only party in Morocco that is 
well organised and disciplined. 
Naturally, they won the legisla-
tive election by securing 125 of 
the 395 available seats. That’s an 
increase of 18 seats from the 

previous election.
By winning the election for the 

second time and after five years 
in power, the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (JDP) demon-
strated that it can resist the usual 
“rusting” that befalls most 
parties in power. It also demon-
strated that it enjoys a solid 
popular base that is not affected 
by any kind of failure or scandal, 
including the sex scandals which 
have smeared some of the party 
leadership from both sexes.

The JDP has indeed improved 
its position in the parliament 
while much older parties, 
including the Independence 
Party, were unable to rehabilitate 
themselves in the eyes of their 
traditional voting bases. The 
Independence Party did secure 
41 seats but the real rising star in 
the voting was the Authenticity 
and Modernity Party (PAM), 
which came in second.

Under the leadership of Ilyas 
el-Omari, PAM claimed 102 seats 
in the new parliament. Because 
of fundamental differences of 
vision and orientations, it is 
difficult to predict an alliance 
between the JDP and PAM. The 
JDP has repeatedly claimed its 
independence from the Muslim 
Brotherhood but having a strong 
secular party facing the Islamists 
can only be beneficial to 
Morocco. It is all about balance of 
power.

The fact that there are two 

powerful parties eyeing each 
other in the new parliament does 
not mean that the remaining 
parties in Morocco should simply 
step aside. On the contrary, they 
should strive to transform and 
improve themselves so that one 
day there will be real pluralism in 
heading the government.

The elections were also 
significant in signalling that 
Morocco, a country lacking 
significant natural resources, is 
assuredly continuing on the road 
to development and democracy. 
Moderation is the hallmark of 
this march. It enables the 
country to improve in all spheres 
by relying on its citizens, the 
focus of attention of King 
Mohammed VI and Morocco’s 
principal wealth.

In Morocco, the peaceful 
coexistence of different religions 
and different nationalities is 
possible. Education is given high 
priority and the king himself 
supports and encourages the 
teaching and learning of foreign 
languages. There is a general 
conviction that teaching foreign 
languages does not in any way 
affect the importance and preser-
vation of Arabic in the country.

It is also not an accident that 
the recent elections were 
peaceful. With the general 
acceptance of the 2011 constitu-
tion, free and democratic 
elections have become normal. 
Despite the JDP’s comfortable 

majority in the new parliament, 
Prime Minister Abdelilah Ben-
kirane, the JDP leader, will 
refrain from ignoring the views 
and ambitions of other parties or 
exclude them from decisions of 
national importance.

Morocco’s Islamists will seek 
the participation of people from 
both the right and the left of the 
political spectrum in forming the 
new government. The reason is 
that none of the parties in 
Morocco is capable of imposing 
its agenda and its policy choices 
on the others. More importantly, 
nobody is willing or can veer 
from the national choices 
represented essentially by 
preserving the country’s territo-
rial integrity and citizen rights, 
particularly women’s rights.

It is also significant that all 
regions and districts enthusiasti-
cally took part in the elections, 
especially the desert districts.

While its neighbours are stuck 
in the past, Morocco has its eyes 
fixed on the future. The recent 
elections are just a glimpse of 
that bright future envisioned for 
his kingdom by King Mohammed 
VI. It is this vision that enabled 
Morocco to intelligently sidestep 
the pitfalls of the “Arab spring” 
and effectively progress towards 
more openness and develop-
ment.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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View point
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future.

Moroccans demonstrated a 
capacity to improve political life 
in their country without 
resorting to extremism.

Casablanca

I 

t was expected that the rul-
ing Islamist Justice and De-
velopment Party (PJD) would 
emerge with the most seats in 
Morocco’s legislative elections 

— and it did — but several tradition-
al parties in the country had major 
setbacks and a group seen as close 
to the monarchy showed a strong 
rise.

PJD came out ahead in its fierce 
political battle with the liberal Au-
thenticity and Modernity Party 
(PAM), which is considered close to 
the palace, but the fight polarised 
the North African country.

The PJD won 125 out of the 395 
seats for the Moroccan House of 
Representatives in voting October 
7th, beating the PAM, which se-
cured 102 seats. Morocco’s Istiqlal 
Party (PI), which dates to 1937 and 
fought for the country’s independ-
ence, was third with 45 seats.

The PJD gained 18 more seats 
than it won in the 2011 election and 
PAM more than doubled its total.

The elections were a major set-
back for traditional parties such as 
the PI, the Socialist Union of Popu-
lar Forces (USFP) and the Party of 
Progress and Socialism (PPS). The 
PI lost 15 seats, the USFP 19 and the 
PPS four.

The Federation of the Democrat-
ic Left (FDG), which was presented 
as a “third way”, won just two seats 
despite the growing popularity of 
its leader Nabila Mounib and back-
ing from Moroccan intellectuals 
and artists.

Salaheddine Mezouar, secretary-
general of the National Rally of 
Independents (RNI), which won 
37 seats, submitted his resignation 
to the party’s politburo a day after 
the announcement of the election 
results, considering himself as “re-

sponsible” for the results, which 
saw his party’s representation fall 
by 15 seats.

Analysts said the electoral suc-
cess of PJD and PAM was no sur-
prise.

“The PJD’s dominance of the 
Moroccan political scene in recent 
years is due to the lack of strong 
competitors who meet the criteria 
of their party on the ground in or-
der to win the voters’ confidence,” 
said political analyst Mohammed 
Afry.

“The two axes of politics and the 
oldest parties in Morocco — the PI 
and USFP — lost their track by los-
ing confidence placed in them by 
the electorate. Both parties are suf-
fering from internal problems.”

“The PI with its history and con-
tributions to many achievements 
in post-independent Morocco and 
its symbolic value in the political 
scene suffers from a lack of consen-
sus among independents around 
their Secretary-General Hamid 
Chabat and his popular speeches. 
The USFP suffers from the same 
problem as its internal conflicts ex-
plain calls for dissent from time to 
time.”

In July 2013, Chabat caused a 
political crisis that almost led to 
early parliamentary elections after 
five ministers of his party resigned 
from the PJD-led government, cit-
ing disagreements with the ruling 
Islamist party. His decision cost the 
party in September 2015 municipal 
and regional elections.

“While the traditional parties 
continued betting on their past 
and symbolism in the struggle and 
resistance against colonialism as 
their electoral capital more than 
their dependence on setting out 
clear programmes that resonate 
with the Moroccan voters, PJD took 
advantage of this negative bet and 
got closer to voters in their daily 
lives through associations that deal 
with charity work in remote and 
marginalised areas as well as link-
ing religious discourse with politi-
cal action,” Afry said.

The government led by Prime 
Minister Abdelilah Benkirane car-
ried out many reforms. It over-
hauled the compensation fund that 
resulted in the liberalisation of oil 
prices and passed controversial re-

form of the retirement system.
The government was also cred-

ited with lowering foreign debt, 
which reached the highest levels 
since 1998, by implementing aus-
terity measures that encountered 
strong opposition from trade un-
ions and community groups.

However, the Islamist party 
failed to tackle rising unemploy-
ment and fulfil its promises in 2011 
to fight corruption.

Nabil Adel, director of the Re-
search Institute of Geopolitics and 
Geo-economics at ESCA School of 
Management in Casablanca, said 
PJD owed its success in the elec-
tions to reforms it carried out.

“Benkirane managed to widen 
his electoral base thanks to deci-
sions made by his government, 
such as the increase of the mini-
mum wage and scholarships for 
students, pensions for widows 
and price reduction of many medi-
cines,” said Adel.

Afry echoed Adel’s remark.

“The reform that PJD used as a 
slogan in its campaign was a key 
factor in attracting voters. The 
number of those who voted for PJD 
in 2011 rose by more than 700,000 
voters in the October 7th voting be-
cause of the party’s large workshop 
that included many sectors rather 
than its Islamic reference,” said 
Afry.

Adel said PJD ministers showed 
“they have clean hands in politics, 
something that Moroccans value a 
lot besides the fact that Benkirane 
speaks a language that Moroccans 
understand”.

The PAM, which was founded in 
2008 by Fouad el-Himma, an ad-
viser to King Mohammed VI, saw 
its number of parliamentary seats 
increase from 47 to 102.

The fast-rising party refused to 
forge an alliance with the PJD led by 
Benkirane, who was reappointed 
by the king to form a new cabinet.

“Our position is clear and cate-
gorical for two reasons: First, there 

is a huge difference between the 
party that topped the elections and 
us in terms of managing public af-
fairs in our country such as the re-
tirement system and the compen-
sation fund,” Aziz Benazzouz said 
in a television interview.

“Second, if we want to enter into 
talks with the PJD, the latter has to 
review its reference and project… 
It has to publicly announce its ties 
with the Unity and Reform Move-
ment, which is a branch of the 
Muslim Brotherhood movement,” 
he added.

Adel said Morocco “needs a gov-
ernment that includes the tradi-
tional parties in order to instil the 
democratic practice while widen-
ing the power of the executive and 
reinforcing the power of the parlia-
ment in enacting legislation and 
approving reforms”.

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

PJD’s win in Morocco elections seen as ‘no surprise’
Saad Guerraoui

A Moroccan woman voter casts her ballot October 7th during the parliamentary elections at a polling 
station in Rabat.                             (AFP)

The PJD won 125 out 
of the 395 seats for 
the Moroccan House 
of Representatives
in voting on October 
7th.
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Ramallah

P 

alestinian municipal coun-
cillors in the West Bank 
and the Gaza Strip who 
had stepped down ahead 
of local elections sched-

uled for early October returned to 
work after the government post-
poned the vote for six months.

The Central Elections Commis-
sion (CEC) advised Palestinian Pres-
ident Mahmoud Abbas to delay the 
vote after the Palestinian high court 
ruled that the elections should go 
forward in the West Bank, con-
trolled by Abbas’s Fatah party, but 
not in the Gaza Strip, which is run 
by the Islamist group Hamas.

The local elections, although less 
politically decisive than legislative 
and presidential elections, gener-
ated regional interest when Hamas 
agreed to participate in the polls. 
It would have been the first time 
since 2006 the Palestinians had an 
election in which both Hamas and 
Fatah took part.

The cabinet decided that local 
councils should resume duties un-
til elections are complete, a spokes-
man said.

The decision came after months 
of preparations and deliberations 
between Palestinian factions in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip, the 
Palestinian Authority and the CEC 
to facilitate elections last held four 
years ago. Hamas did not partici-
pate in that vote.

Hamas said it would take part in 
this year’s elections to refute allega-
tions that the movement sought to 
monopolise power in Gaza. Despite 
fears by many Palestinians that one 
faction would foil the elections, the 
participation and cooperation of 
Hamas was seen as a positive sign.

Fareed Taamallah, media coor-
dinator at the CEC, said the com-

mission met with all factions in the 
West Bank and the Gaza Strip and 
signed a code of conduct, signalling 
their approval of the committee’s 
decisions, including the implicit 
cooperation with Hamas in Gaza.

The CEC received 163 objections 
to the electoral lists in the West 
Bank and Gaza, he said. The com-
mittee rejected 156 of the appeals 
and approved seven.

Fatah supporters accused Ha-
mas of attempting to sabotage the 
elections with its objections and 
prevent Fatah from participating in 
Gaza.

After much legal wrangling, the 
Supreme Court on October 3rd an-
nounced the elections could take 
place in the West Bank only and not 
the Gaza Strip. The date was to be 
within one month.

Many Fatah supporters were 
quick to laud the court’s decision, 
describing it as a victory. Some Fa-
tah officials accused Hamas of try-
ing to use the elections to maintain 
the division of power between Fa-
tah in the West Bank and Hamas in 

Gaza, which has existed since the 
2006 election and near civil war be-
tween the two factions a year later.

“Hamas holds full responsibil-
ity for crippling the democratic 
process by interfering in the elec-
tions, submitting illegal objections 
and referring to illegal courts,” said 
Mohammad Shtayyeh, a member of 
the Fatah Central Committee.

Hamas said Fatah sought to avoid 
the elections out of fear of losing.

The CEC recommended postpon-
ing the elections for six months as 
“such decision will further deepen 
the internal division between the 
West Bank and Gaza strip and harm 
the public interest and the demo-
cratic process in Palestine.”

Taamallah said the CEC had two 
options: Have the elections in the 
West Bank only or to postpone the 
polls.

While Hamas and Fatah continue 
to blame each other, Palestinians in 
the West Bank and Gaza questioned 
the court’s decision and whether 
the two sides were really interested 
in reconciliation.

According to a poll conducted by 
Vision for Political Development, 
67% of those surveyed said they 
opposed the decision to postpone 
the elections and 61% said Fatah 
supported it due to fear of internal 
division.

Meanwhile, 40% of respondents 
said Fatah made the decision to 
hinder the elections when Hamas 
announced it was participating.

Some political analysts weighed 
in saying the court’s ruling was 
politically motivated. Others sug-
gested that Fatah might have feared 
losing the elections amid growing 
confusion and tension within the 

movement as well as its loss of sup-
port on the national level.

West Bank political analyst Adel 
Samara said it was possible that 
Fatah decided to postpone the elec-
tions until the Fatah conference is 
held to allow time to review inter-
nal affairs and return stronger.

“I believe that local elections 
should be held by the people with-
out any political interference, but I 
think if elections did take place, it 
could have resulted in more com-
plications,” he said.

There is a shared belief among 
Palestinians that with the absence 
of peace on the national and social 
level, it is not the best time to have 
elections.

“How can elections be held in 
a fragmented country, where the 
legislation in Gaza is different from 
that in the West Bank?”, Samara 
asked. “While postponing the elec-
tions might have contained the is-
sue, it doesn’t solve it.”

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.

Political disputes postpone Palestinian council elections
Malak Hasan

Palestinian high court judges enter the courtroom in Ramallah on October 3rd, to announce that upcoming municipal elections will be 
held only in the West Bank and not in the Hamas-controlled Gaza Strip.
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61%
of Palestinians say 
Fatah supported 
postponing 
elections due to fear 
of internal division.

How can elections 
be held in a 
fragmented 
country, where the 
legislation in Gaza 
is different from 
that in the West 
Bank?”

West Bank political analyst
Adel Samara.

What the Palestinian leadership can do

T
here is no doubt that 
the Palestinian 
people have been 
enduring unimagina-
ble suffering since 
1948 through no fault 

of their own.
The lion’s share of the blame is 

laid at the door of the state of 
Israel. World powers, then and 
now, have made sure that the 
balance of power never tilts in 
favour of Palestinians. Arab and 
regional leaders, for different 
reasons, have failed to liberate 
the Palestinians from occupation 
or help their refugees return 
home.

But the Palestinian leadership, 
namely Fatah and Hamas but 
also other minor factions, must 
not be exempt from blame. 
Today their unity is more needed 
than ever, yet it appears far from 
being realised.

Palestinian unity does not 
necessarily mean forming a 

national unity government. An 
end to the in-fighting would do.

An end to division would mean 
an agreement on having long-
overdue parliamentary and 
presidential elections. It should 
spell an end to the crackdown on 
dissent, liberties, freedom of 
expression in the West Bank and 
Gaza, as no party would be 
threatened by its rival.

This spirit of non-anonymity 
could spread to Palestinian 
refugees across the globe, many 
of whom still identify with one 
faction or another. It could even 
strengthen the ties with Pales-
tinians living in occupied East 
Jerusalem and inside Israel, as 
unity would highlight their 
collective heritage instead of 
partisan politics.

Independence, unfortunately, 
is not around the corner. There is 
no diplomatic breakthrough 
foreseeable in the near future. 
Israel does not feel compelled to 
accept the Arab peace initiative, 
on the table since 2002. Neither 
the United States nor Russia will 
press Israel over the Palestin-
ians.

It is unlikely that another 
Arab-Israeli war will be breaking 

out any time soon and even then 
a military victory is not guaran-
teed. Arab wars, like their peace 
treaties, have failed to bring 
liberty to Palestinians.

There is certainly no hope in 
the so-called axis of resistance, 
which is knee-deep in innocent 
Syrian blood.

For better or for worse, Iraq’s 
Saddam Hussein will not be com-
ing back from the grave. Nor will 
Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser. 
Many Palestinians are surely 
missing the era of Palestine 
Liberation Organisation leader 
Yasser Arafat or Hamas founder 
Ahmed Yassin but those days 
have long gone, too. Not that any 
of the four leaders succeeded in 
liberating the Palestinian 
territories.

That is the hand that the 
Palestinian people are dealt. The 
Palestinian leadership should 
not add to their misery.

There is always hope for a 
better tomorrow and the strug-
gle for independence would 
never stop but, during these 
troubled times, the last thing the 
Palestinian people need is 
another layer of oppression, on 
top of the military occupation of 

the West Bank and the siege of 
Gaza.

Harassing singers and street 
vendors in Gaza or pressuring 
journalists in the West Bank does 
not help the cause of independ-
ence.

Palestinian leaders in the West 
Bank and Gaza are being accused 
of corruption, favouritism, 
mismanagement and heavy-
handed intolerance to criticism 
or differences of opinion. All the 
while, people are complaining of 
deteriorating standards of living 
that they say could be avoided if 
only the leadership made better 
efforts.

The Palestinian leadership is 
not expected to achieve the 
miracle of overnight independ-
ence, but what it can do is end its 
in-fighting and allow people to 
live more freely.

In order to hold a better 
position vis-à-vis Israel, as well 
as secure a better standing 
internationally, the Palestinian 
leadership must first win over its 
own people, who will be the real 
makers of miracles. By then the 
miracle of independence would 
be called the natural course of 
history.

Mamoon 
Alabbasi

View point
There is 
certainly 
no hope 
in the so-
called axis of 
resistance, 
which is 
knee-deep 
in innocent 
Syrian blood.

An end to division would mean 
an agreement on having long-
overdue parliamentary and 
presidential elections.
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egun at the Kapitan An-
dreevo crossing between 
Bulgaria and Turkey, the 
new European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency 

(EBCG) is responsible for monitor-
ing and controlling the European 
Union’s borders at a time when 
more economic migrants and refu-
gees than ever before are seeking 
entry.

The EBCG will have more than 
double the staff and greater powers 
as Frontex — the agency previously 
responsible for EU border control — 
as the EU leadership moves to deal 
with the worst global refugee crisis 
since the end of the second world 
war.

The new agency, inaugurated 
October 6th, will include a rapid 
deployment force of 1,500 border 
guards and a technical equipment 
pool that can be sent to countries 
facing heavy migration flows with 
the aim of establishing a coher-
ent system that enforces stronger 
controls on external borders while 
safeguarding freedom of move-
ment within the European Union.

EU Commissioner for Migration 
Dimitris Avramopoulos hailed the 
EBCG as a “milestone” in European 
border management. “From now 
onward, the external EU border of 
one member state is the external 
border of all member states — both 
legally and operationally,” he said.

Slovak Prime Minister Robert 
Fico, whose country holds the ro-
tating EU presidency, said: “By 
launching the EBCG, we are creat-
ing a new reality at our external 
borders… It will help us to get back 
to Schengen.”

Under the EBCG’s mandate, not 
only will it be able to quickly de-
ploy border guards and equipment 
it can provide “operational assis-
tance” to neighbouring countries. 
The agency will station liaison of-

ficers in EU countries and will be 
able to carry out “vulnerability as-
sessment” of members, providing 
assistance and advice to members 
regarding handling of border is-
sues, which, if not met, could re-
sult in punishment.

The EBCG will have a signifi-
cantly larger budget than Frontex 
to help the agency meet its respon-
sibilities. Frontex had a declared 
budget of $195 million for 2016. The 
EBCG budget for this year is esti-
mated at $265 million, with this set 
to increase to $315 million in 2017 
and reach $360 million by 2020.

“The new agency is stronger and 
better equipped to tackle migration 
and security challenges at Europe’s 
external borders. Its mandate has 

wider scope and new powers that 
will allow it to act effectively,” 
EBCG Executive Director Fabrice 
Leggeri said.

While some analysts praised the 
new agency, questions remain over 
how the EBCG will differ signifi-
cantly from Frontex, which strug-
gled to deal with the crisis.

“It’s not clear whether Frontex 
was ever effective in terms of its 
explicit and formal goal. The EBCG 
doesn’t look to be anything differ-
ent from Frontex. The only thing 
that is different is the number of of-
ficials who will be at the direct dis-
posal of the agency, otherwise it’s 
basically a revival of Frontex,” said 
Giacomo Orsini, a researcher at 
the University of Essex in England 

specialising in a study of European 
borders.

Following a refugee deal with 
Turkey, Italy has replaced Greece 
as the so-called front-line in the 
migration crisis, with hundreds of 
people trying to cross the Mediter-
ranean from Libya on a daily ba-
sis. About 700 migrants seeking to 
make the perilous Mediterranean 
crossing died over a three-day peri-
od in May, exposing the dangers of 
the crossing. As of late July, 3,000 
people had died attempting the 
crossing this year. That number is 
expected to reach 5,000 by the end 
of the year.

The EBCG is unlikely to be any 
more effective than previous EU 
attempts to monitor and control its 

maritime borders, said Orsini, who 
has carried out research at the Ital-
ian island of Lampedusa, which is a 
major migrant destination.

“I can tell you with a high degree 
of certainty that in terms of effec-
tiveness of border control at sea 
we are at zero,” he said. “All what 
you see is the maximum that can 
be done, despite the huge invest-
ment. What you don’t see, the grey 
area, is happening south of Sicily 
where there are many Lampedu-
sas that are not receiving the same 
media or political attention. These 
kinds of sea crossings cannot be 
controlled.”

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

EU beefs up border agency but questions remain
Mahmud el-Shafey

EU Commissioner for Migration, Home Affairs and Citizenship Dimitris Avramopoulos (C) shakes hands with Frontex and European 
Border and Coast Guard Agency (EBCG) officials at the Kapitan Andreevo checkpoint, at the Bulgaria-Turkey border, on October 6th.                                                                                                                                             
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  (AFP)

The new agency, 
inaugurated October 
6th, will include a 
rapid deployment 
force of 1,500 border 
guards.

News & Analysis

Germany terror attack plot foiled by Syrian refugees
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

G 

erman police arrested 
a 22-year-old Syrian 
refugee on suspicion of 
planning a bomb attack 
in Germany after other 

migrants recognised the suspect 
from a picture on a wanted post-
er and detained him, authorities 
said.

Jaber al-Bakr, a Syrian believed 
to have ties to the Islamic State 
(ISIS), was the target of a nation-
wide manhunt after 1.5 kilograms 
of explosives and bomb compo-
nents were found in an apartment 
he was staying in in Chemnitz in 
eastern Germany.

Two days into a nationwide 
manhunt, a Syrian man entered a 
police station with a photo of Bakr 
on his phone, saying that he and 
his two roommates had caught 
him. Police went to an apartment 
in Leipzig, about 100km from 
Chemnitz, and found Bakr tied up.

Saxony police confirmed the 
circumstances surrounding Bakr’s 
arrest but would not reveal much 
more. “The people who gave the 
tip are, of course, in danger,” the 
police chief acknowledged.

Details of the alleged bomb plot 
were scarce but, if some of the 
claims are true, a major terror plot 

was averted. Bakr committed sui-
cide in his cell and questions were 
asked as to how he was able to kill 
himself while in custody and what 
information, if any, he gave to the 
police before his death.

“His [Bakr’s] approach and be-
haviour suggest an ISIS context,” 
Joerg Michaelis, president of the 
Saxony crime office, said. German 
Interior Minister Thomas de Mai-
ziere said Bakr appeared to be plan-

ning a terror attack similar to those 
in Brussels in March and Paris last 
year.

Hans-Georg Maassen, head of 
German’s domestic intelligence 
agency, told local media that initial 
investigations suggested the target 
was one or more of Berlin’s airports. 
Bakr was not thought to be working 
alone and police arrested another 
Syrian, a 33-year-old identified as 
Khalil A., who rented the apartment 
where police found the explosives.

Bakr and Khalil A. arrived in Ger-
many among the 890,000 asylum 
seekers who flooded into the coun-
try last year as part of the open-
door refugee policy championed 
by German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel that has been facing increasing 
criticism. The three “Syrian heroes 
of Leipzig” — as a headline by Ger-
man broadcaster Deutsche Welle 
referred to them — who captured 
Bakr probably arrived in the same 
wave.

“Ninety-nine percent of Syr-
ians in Germany are good people 
and would fight against terrorists 
for Germany any time. There is an 
Arabic saying: ‘If you offer me your 
house, I will offer you my blood.’ 
The Germans have helped us — in 
a hundred years we won’t forget 
that,” Syrian refugee Jihad Dar-
wech, who lives in Leipzig close 
to where the Bakr was detained 
by other Syrian refugees, told 
Deutsche Welle.

“It is meaningful that this has be-
come a feel good story after it was 
revealed that it was other refugees 
who stopped him,” said security 
expert Olivier Guitta, managing di-
rector of GlobalStrat, a risk consul-
tancy firm.

Many Germans, including Mer-
kel, thanked the three Syrians for 
their efforts, pointing to them as a 
sign of the success of her refugee 
policy. Others, however, point to 
Bakr and Khalil A., in addition to 
previous attacks carried out by ref-
ugees, as the epitome of the threat 
represented by Merkel’s open-door 
refugee policy.

The Chemnitz terror plot and 
how it was foiled illuminate both 
sides of the refugee debate in Ger-
many. There have been calls for the 
three Syrian refugees who foiled 
the plot to be awarded Germany’s 
Order of Merit, the only federal 
decoration of Germany. Others 
flouted theories that the three un-
named Syrians are being hailed as 
part of a government conspiracy 
to change the national mood in the 
refugees’ favour.

 The Chemnitz terror 
plot and how it was 
foiled illuminate 
both sides of the 
refugee debate in 
Germany.

Police barrier tape and a vehicle of a forensic team block off the 
entrance to an apartment in the Paunsdorf district of Leipzig, 
Germany, on October 10th, 2016.                                                            (AFP)

Migration crisis
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ranian retired brigadier-general 
Mohsen Rafiqdoost, a former 
minister for the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
and prominent figure in mili-

tary circles, recently provided un-
precedented insight into Iranian 
wartime imports during its 8-year 
war with Iraq, which broke out in 
1980 when the Iranian regime was 
just a year old.

Traditionally, Iranian officials 
avoid sharing much detail about the 
logistics of their defence affairs be-
cause it would shed light on sensi-
tive Iranian dependence on its part-
ners. This is problematic because it 
contradicts the self-reliance post-
revolutionary leadership in Iran 
tried to instil in the country’s insti-
tutions and people from the begin-
ning, especially in military affairs.

The 1979 revolution in Iran had 
huge repercussions for the Iranian 
military. A purge of officers regard-
ed as loyal to the shah or resistant 
to the revolution, combined with an 
abrupt end to relations with Iran’s 
traditional defence suppliers to rad-
ically alter the landscape of Iranian 
defence set-up.

Under the shah in the 1970s, Iran 
was going through a massive mod-
ernisation programme and its armed 
forces were being equipped with 
best-in-class technologies mostly 
manufactured by the United States 
and Britain. The revolution meant 

that any outstanding orders or de-
liveries were cancelled by Western 
suppliers and stringent measures 
were taken against companies or 
countries from providing Iran with 
spare parts or technical assistance 
equipment Iran had in-service.

Iran did not have to rebuild its 
defence capabilities entirely from 
scratch but a radical strategic redi-
rection for its military was the only 
assurance for survival. Independ-
ence, self-reliance and Iran’s new 
revolutionary ideals were together 
to guide this new approach to de-
fence, in which the IRGC, rather 
than the regular armed forces, be-
came the lead force.

The post-1979 Iranian leader-
ship developed a new defence doc-
trine to embrace these realities and 
transformed Iran into a regional 

“resistance” force. Asymmetric 
warfare rather than conventional 
force superiority was the new guid-
ing principle for Iran where tactics, 
techniques and procedures (TTPs) 
became more important than the 
performance parameters of equip-
ment itself.

Though the long war with Iraq 
proved testing and threatened the 
survival of the regime in its earliest 
days, it was also crucial in highlight-
ing military vulnerabilities to the 
Iranian leadership, helped stream-
line capacity-building efforts and 
lead the IRGC to the blueprints of 
the military model it was to adopt.

As Rafiqdoost’s recent interview 
shows, despite Iran’s revolutionary 
ideals espousing self-reliance, the 
country had little other option but 
to equip itself initially with weap-

ons it could source from North Ko-
rea and Eastern bloc countries such 
as Poland, Hungary and Yugoslavia. 
Syria and Libya also became weap-
ons suppliers to Tehran for geopo-
litical reasons, despite ideological 
divergences.

The watershed moment for Iran’s 
defence was when Tehran connect-
ed with China. As Iran began buying 
in high volume directly from China, 
it gradually moved away from East-
ern bloc suppliers and, according to 
Rafiqdoost, it was this bourgeoning 
Iranian-Sino defence relationship 
that prompted Russia to begin sell-
ing weapons to Tehran.

Since then, Iran became the most 
important export market for Rus-
sian defence products, including 
fighter aircraft such as the MiG-29 
and Su-24, submarines such as the 
Kilo-class, and air defence systems 
such as the recently delivered S-300 
— even if business has not always 
been smooth.

China, which eventually sold 
more strategic weapons such as 
cruise missiles to Iran, essentially 
helped Iran lay the foundations for 
its indigenous missile programme. 
The Iranian missile programme, 

which is the cornerstone of Iranian 
defence strategy and deterrence, 
emerged after Iran learned the art of 
reverse engineering missiles it had 
acquired from different sources. 
Here is where Iran really developed 
self-reliance in defence.

There is another crucial dimen-
sion to Iranian defence — its asym-
metric warfare doctrine aims to 
avoid direct confrontation with the 
enemy, compensate for technologi-
cal inferiority through effective use 
of surprise and deception and cre-
ate a complex battlefield that makes 
sustained operations difficult for its 
adversaries.

It is in this perspective that Iran’s 
regional alliance with Hezbollah, 
Hamas and the Houthis, can be 
properly understood from a per-
spective of military strategy and its 
ability to fight by proxy.

Iran’s conventional armed forces, 
such as its regular air force and navy 
are not a reflection of the military 
capabilities of Iran — they are lim-
ited in terms of quality and quantity. 
However, when analysed as a whole, 
Iran’s defence and deterrence are 
robust — the IRGC, its missile pro-
gramme, Iranian doctrine and TTPs 
and alliance with non-state actors 
around the region, combine to posit 
one of the most complex threats a 
country could pose to its technologi-
cally more superior adversaries.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai and 
maintains a cross-disciplinary focus 
in international security, defence 
policy and strategic issues.

As elections 
loom, Khamenei 
manoeuvres in Iran’s 
political minefield

How have Iran’s military capabilities developed since 1979?

Gareth Smyth

Sabahat Khan

London

I 

ranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei’s “request” 
to former president Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad not to run in next 
May’s presidential election il-

lustrates his dislike of unpredict-
ability. In 27 years as leader, Khame-
nei has sought to build consensus 
among the political class, seeing 
elections as a means to demonstrate 
public confidence in the Islamic Re-
public.

However, even managed elec-
tions have proved to be unpredict-
able and competition between the 
country’s political factions can be 
intense.

Another former president, the re-
formist Mohammad Khatami who 
held office from 1997-2005, pro-
voked a backlash from “principlist” 
parliamentary deputies, conserva-
tive clerics and the security estab-
lishment when he sought to relax 
censorship and introduce wider so-
cial freedoms.

Khamenei saw little choice but to 
back a crackdown on students im-
patient with the speed of Khatami’s 
reforms and, after the reformist 
president was re-elected in 2001, 
the leader stood by as the watch-
dog Guardian Council barred many 
reformist candidates, including sit-
ting deputies, from the 2004 parlia-
mentary elections. Henceforth the 
council’s role was widely seen as 
partisan.

The 2005 presidential election 
appeared to go well for Khamenei. 
He intervened to allow two reform-
ists to run, so demonstrating the 
validity of the election, while the 
Ahmadinejad’s victory showed a 
principlist candidate could triumph 
by extolling the egalitarian values of 
the 1979 revolution. But Ahmadine-
jad’s abrasive, impulsive nature cre-

ated problems.
His religious populism — mobi-

lising support through mosques, 
religious singers and appeals to the 
Twelfth, or “Hidden”, Imam whom 
Shias believe will one day emerge 
from occultation — alienated senior 
clerics, who were further alarmed 
by moves such as the president’s 
call in 2006 for women to attend 
soccer matches, regarded by many 
clerics as forbidden.

Ahmadinejad’s economic pop-
ulism — subsidised loans for hous-
ing or marriage, infrastructure 
projects pledged on the president’s 
trips around Iran’s provinces — en-
couraged fiscal imbalance and left a 
banking sector with a large level of 
debt and non-performing loans.

Ahmadinejad’s international as-
sertiveness — extolling the Iranian 
nuclear programme and question-
ing the existence of the Jewish 
holocaust — was initially popular 
across much of the Arab and Mus-
lim worlds but in time alienated 
Arab and Western leaders.

Tough energy and financial sanc-
tions imposed by the United States 
and the European Union in 2012 
raised the cost of the nuclear pro-
gramme.

Ahmadinejad had poor relations 
with parliament and the judiciary 
but his cardinal error was ques-
tioning the leader’s authority. Af-
ter Khamenei backed the president 
in the 2009 election, when street 
protesters challenged the validity 
of Ahmadinejad’s victory in a surge 
of dissent, the leader was repaid by 
Ahmadinejad questioning his au-
thority.

In the most vivid instance, Ah-
madinejad in 2011 failed to show up 
for work for 11 days after Khamenei 
insisted he should replace the Intel-
ligence minister. The president’s 
conservative critics spoke of a “de-
viant current”.

As the 2013 election approached it 
was clear that Ahmadinejad, consti-

tutionally ineligible for a third con-
secutive term, was grooming a suc-
cessor in Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, 
his first vice-president and relative 
by marriage.

Could he pressure the Guard-
ian Council to let Mashaei run? 
It seemed Ahmadinejad thought 
he might by threatening to reveal 
“files” on leading Iranians (he gave 
a taste to parliament by playing a re-
cording of Fazel Larijani, brother of 
parliamentary Speaker Ali Larijani, 
apparently trying to buy a state-
owned factory at a bargain price).

The threat did not work. The 
12-member Guardian Council, six of 
whom are appointed by Khamenei, 
barred Mashaei. An eventual field 
of six candidates was topped by Ira-

nian President Hassan Rohani, who 
beat several principlists and won 
a popular mandate to deliver the 
landmark nuclear agreement with 
US-led global powers in July 2015.

While the deal could not have 
been signed without Khamenei’s 
support, a deal involving the “Great 
Satan” was too much for many prin-
ciplists, who would dearly love to 
remove Rohani come May.

Over the past year, Ahmadinejad 
has re-emerged in the public eye, 
touring the country as conservative 
websites and social media discussed 
the possibility he might stand again.

A poll taken in June by Canada-
based IranPoll put his popular-
ity rating just 8 percentage points 
behind Rohani, compared to 27 
points back in May 2015. Disquiet 
with Rohani appeared to relate to 
74% of Iranians complaining there 
had been no improvement in the 
economy as a result of the nuclear 
agreement.

Khamenei’s response was re-
strained but decisive. The official 
IRNA news agency reported a meet-
ing at which the leader “requested” 

Ahmadinejad not to run, prompt-
ing the former president to write to 
Khamenei saying he had “no plans 
to take part in the elections next 
year” and that he would be proud 
to “continue as a small soldier of the 
revolution and servant of the peo-
ple”.

No doubt Khamenei would like 
Ahmadinejad confined to such a 
role. Principlists might instead sup-
port a presidential candidate like 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps commander and a key strate-
gist who has organised resistance to 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and 
Syria and furthered Iran’s expan-
sionist ambitions.

With either Soleimani, highly 
popular but a regime stalwart, or a 
re-elected Rohani, Khamenei would 
have a president less likely than ei-
ther of his predecessors to provoke 
instability or challenge the leader’s 
authority.

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent for the Financial 
Times in Iran from 2003-07.
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A 2005 file picture shows former Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (R) kissing the hand of 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (C) after receiving a certificate declaring him president.

Canada-based 
IranPoll put 
Ahmadinejad’s 
popularity rating just 
8 percentage points 
behind Rohani.

Asymmetric warfare 
rather than 
conventional force 
superiority was the 
new guiding 
principle for Iran.

Iranians take pictures of the Simorgh (Phoenix) satellite rocket 
during celebrations in Tehran to mark the 37th anniversary of the 
Islamic revolution, last February.
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Instances of Islamophobia examines worrisome phenomenon

T
he word “Islamopho-
bia” has become 
common in recent 
years in public dia-
logue and across 
international media. 

The contributors to Instances of 
Islamophobia analyse interviews 
and speeches of heads of state and 
also offer suggestions for counter-
ing the image of Muslims as the 
suspect “other.”

Steven Fink discusses Islamo-
phobia within American Christian 
Zionism, whose leaders interpret 
the biblical verse Genesis 12:3 to 
mean that Christians will suffer 
consequences if they “curse” 
instead of “bless” Israel. The focus 
on this narrative leaves no space 
for negotiation with Palestinians or 
tolerance of Muslims.

“While conflict may arguably be 
an appropriate label to characterise 
contemporary Israeli-Palestinian 
relations, the fear-based mindset 
infusing the Genesis 12:3 narra-
tive effectively obstructs Christian 
Zionists from even considering 
this relationship as an opportunity 
for cooperation and dialogue,” 
Fink writes. “The dehumanisation 
of Muslims and justification of 
violence against them [is] a tragic 
result.”

Brian Klug analyses David Cam-
eron’s speech on terrorism at the 
47th Munich Security Conference.

“The language of race that 
Cameron uses is also the language 

of empire, in which white and 
non-white signify the difference 
in status between ruler and ruled,” 
Klug writes. “This…explains Cam-
eron’s voice; the point or angle from 
which he speaks about Islam.”

Klug accuses Cameron of us-
ing his authority as British prime 
minister to place Islam wherever he 
sees fit: “he takes it upon himself to 
give a ruling on the very nature of 
Islam, separating the ‘perverse’ and 
‘warped’ variety from the straight 
and true. He draws a line around 
Islam, placing it in the box called 
religion and posting a Keep Out sign 
on the door to the political arena. 
He puts it in its place, the place he 
assigns to it [as] the British prime 
minister.”

Klug argues further that by “dis-
ciplining Islam, barring it from the 
political arena, confining Muslims 
to peaceful and devout observance 
of their religion, Cameron is doing 
the equivalent of keeping the na-
tives — the non-whites — in their 
place; all of which could certainly 
be called racist.’

Farid Hafez analyses an interview 
with Jorg Haider about Islam in 
Austria and finds that “racist ele-
ments can be observed in his ethno-
pluralistic argumentation as much 
as in his use of conspiracy theories.” 
He further argues that Haider not 
only uses Islamophobic language 
for its populist political appeal, but 
actually advocates the implementa-
tion of Islamophobic laws: “Just as 

not all Irish people were engaged in 
terrorist activities during the Trou-
bles, not all Muslim people support 
violence nor hold any truck with 
those who engage in terrorism in 
the name of Islam to further their 
own particular political ends.”

Carr suggests the Irish and Mus-
lims can use their shared experi-
ence of being suspects to challenge 
the perception of Muslims as the 
threatening “other” and provide a 
platform for meaningful discus-
sion abroad about the securitisa-
tion of Muslim communities.

Halim Rane and Nora Amath 
discuss the role of Australian 
media in influencing policies 
and public opinion towards 
Muslim asylum seekers. “Aus-
tralia’s response to Muslim 
asylum-seekers exhibits 
significant Islamophobic 
tendencies,” they write. “The 
media’s unwillingness to 
challenge government pol-
icy and tendency to adopt 
anti-asylum seeker political 
discourse appears to have 
resulted in increasingly 
hostile policies towards 
asylum seekers, which 
in turn tends to reinforce 
anti-asylum seeker attitudes among 
the Australian public.”

Laura Navarro suggests that 
media could avoid favouring 
culturalist explanations of the dis-
crimination of Muslim women by 
giving more consideration to legal, 

educational, political and economic 
aspects when reporting on the 
situation of Muslim women. She 
also argues that media institutions 
could support greater access by 
immigrant women not only to the 
mass media but also the so-called 
“third sector” media and work to 
counteract the US monopoly on 
film distribution circuits and news 
agencies.

“In these discourses [over Islam], 
there is not a real con-
cern for the condition of 
women but rather the will 
to defend a geopolitical 

space in which the West 
seeks to maintain its posi-
tion of superiority and the 

Orient strives to challenge 
that position.” Navarro 

writes. She notes that while 
many in the West regard 

headscarves as oppressive of 
women, many Muslims make 
the same argument about 

Western pornography.
Stephane Lathion offers 

some final suggestions to 
encourage intra-community 
debate within multiple Muslim 

communities, to speak less of 
Islam and Muslims and instead 

privilege the terms of citizens 
and civic-mindedness and to no 

longer use religious terms like jihad 
outside of their context.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi
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Some US Muslims planning to vote for Trump, 
despite his reputation
Thomas Seibert

Washington

D 

onald Trump has made 
headlines in the US pres-
idential campaign with 
statements casting Mus-
lims as a national secu-

rity threat and by publicly feuding 
with the parents of a Muslim-Amer-
ican soldier killed in Iraq. However, 
for some of America’s 3.3 million 
Muslims, the New York developer 
and reality TV star remains their 
choice for president in November’s 
election.

“He is not anti-Muslim, he is anti-
radicalism,” said Sajid Tarar, 56.

Tarar, a Pakistan-born real estate 
entrepreneur who lives in Maryland 
and is the founder of the group Mus-
lims for Trump, said the Republican 
presidential candidate was right to 
draw attention to the threat posed 
by Islamic extremism. He added 
that Trump stood for conservative 
values that many Muslims agreed 
with. “We are not here to promote 
same-sex marriage,” Tarar said.

The sharp differences of opinion 
about Trump within the US Muslim 
community reflect deep divisions 
in US society as a whole. Even as 
many US Muslims reacted strongly 
against what they see as efforts by 
Trump to stir up anti-Muslim sen-
timent and to present them as a 
group that cannot be trusted, those 
such as Tarar are planning to vote 
for the billionaire businessman be-
cause he stands for characteristics 
that they would like to see reflected 
in US policy.

Tarar said that while he did not 
agree with everything Trump said, 
the candidate was a political outsid-
er who was badly needed in Wash-
ington. As for some of Trump’s 
more controversial statements, 

such as the call for a temporary ban 
on Muslim immigration, Tarar said 
the Republican was reacting to an 
existing problem with Islamist ex-
tremism. “We have a right to pro-
tect our country,” he said. “Muslims 
have a duty to be loyal to the coun-
try they live in.”

Tarar, who said he has about 
5,000 supporters in Muslims for 
Trump, addressed the Republican 
convention in Cleveland in July, 
which officially nominated Trump 
as the party’s candidate. Much was 
made of hecklers shouting “No Is-
lam” during his speech but Tarar 
said there was only one man who 
was shouting.

Polls indicate the majority of 
Muslim Americans are likely to 
vote for Democratic Party nominee 
Hillary Clinton on November 8th. 
In a survey of about 2,000 Muslim 
voters conducted earlier this year 
and released by the Council on 
American-Islamic Relations (CAIR), 
11% of respondents said they were 
planning to vote for Trump as op-
posed to 46% for Clinton. Support 
for Trump was strongest among 
Muslim respondents in California 
and Florida, the poll indicated.

In general, Muslim voters stated 
deep concern about Islamophobia, 
according to the poll, with 24% of 
Muslim voters asked listing anti-Is-
lam sentiments as their biggest con-
cern. Muslim Republicans, howev-
er, were more concerned about the 
state of the economy than Islamo-
phobia.

Trump’s credentials as a busi-
nessman play a big role for his Mus-
lim supporters. Naveed Sadiq told 
the Chicago Tribune that he saw 
Trump as somebody who could 
jump-start the economy. “I look 
at it not as a Muslim, more as an 
American,” Sadiq told the news-
paper. “I look at a guy like Donald 
Trump and say: ‘I’m willing to take 
a chance.’”

Tarar said many Muslim Ameri-

cans were not well-informed about 
the American political system be-
cause they came from places with 
no functioning democracies and 
lacked citizen participation in the 
political process.

“Muslims hardly vote. They are 
not active in politics,” he said. Tarar 
moved from Pakistan, then a dicta-
torship under General Muhammad 
Zia-ul-Haq, to the United States as 
a 23-year-old law school student 
during the presidency of Ronald 
Reagan in the 1980s. “I started to 
see freedom with my own eyes,” he 
said.

The experience left a deep im-
pression. Tarar gives speeches to 
motivate fellow Muslims to learn 
more about US politics and get in-
volved. “This is always hard work,” 
he conceded. One of the reasons 
so many Muslims were siding with 
Clinton and the Democrats was a 
media bias against Trump, he said.

Tarar is also confronted with anti-
Muslim prejudices in his own party 
and in the United States as a whole. 
According to the Pew Research In-
stitute, about half of Americans say 
that at least some Muslim Ameri-
cans are “anti-American”. Republi-

cans are more likely to be concerned 
about the rise of Islamic extremism 
than Democrats, the poll indicated.

Tarar, a father of four, said he 
knew that he was facing an uphill 
battle but that he wanted to keep 
pursuing a double aim. One was to 
demonstrate to fellow Americans 
that Muslims “are not bad people”, 
as he put it. The other aim was to 
show young members of the mi-
nority group “how to become good 
American Muslims”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Sajid Tarar (L) and Donald Trump.

Trump’s credentials 
as a businessman 
play a big role for his 
Muslim supporters.

He is not anti-
Muslim, he is anti-
radicalism.”Sajid Tarar, 

a Pakistan-born real estate 
entrepreneur
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Jordan tensions boil over with Israeli gas deal
Raied T. Shuqum

Amman

J 

ordanian government-
owned National Electric 
Power Company (NEPCO) 
has signed a 15-year, $10 bil-
lion agreement with Noble 

Energy to supply it with gas from 
the American company’s stake in 
Israel’s Leviathan natural gas field.

Jordan has no oil and gas of its 
own and imports 98% of the fuel it 
needs to generate electricity.

The country used to import nat-
ural gas via the Arab Gas Pipeline 
from Egypt, which supplied 88% 
— approximately 1 billion cubic me-
tres of natural gas per year — of Jor-
dan’s needs to generate electricity. 
However, repeated attacks on the 
pipeline since 2011 forced Jordan’s 
power plants to find other suppli-
ers and sent its energy bill to record 
highs.

The deal with Noble Energy 
would enable Jordan to import 
around 8.5 million cubic metres of 
gas per day, about 40% of its needs.

NEPCO said feasibility and tech-
nical studies indicated the deal 
should help it achieve a $600 mil-
lion annual surplus and keep elec-
tricity prices down.

According to NEPCO, the agree-
ment would allow Jordan to utilise 
gas fields discovered in the Pales-
tine territories, Cyprus and Egypt 
by making “Jordan part of regional 
project by the European Union and 
the Union for the Mediterranean 
aimed at taking advantage of gas 
finds in the eastern Mediterrane-
an”.

It would also allow Jordan to 

diversify energy supplies in light 
of the attacks on the Egyptian gas 
pipeline.

NEPCO signed a letter of intent 
with Noble Energy in Septem-
ber 2014 to research supplying its 
power stations with gas from the 
Mediterranean field off the coast 
of Haifa. The letter of intent led to 
contentious debates within Jordan 
and many members of parliament 
and activists rejected the idea of 
importing gas from Israel.

In 2015, Abdullah Ensour, then 
the prime minister, said the plan 
would be put on hold “until the US 
company settles its ongoing legal 
dispute with Israel”. Israeli Anti-
trust commissioner David Gilo had 
rescinded an agreement with Noble 
Energy and Delek Group allowing 
the two companies to retain major-
ity stakes in Israel’s two biggest gas 
fields, Tamar and Leviathan.

NEPCO said the 1994 Jordan-Is-
rael peace treaty regulates the two 
countries’ relations. According to 
the company, the deal with Noble 
Energy is only one future gas im-
port option.

“Signing the deal is in line with 
the government’s policy to diver-
sify its energy resources and in-
crease the competitiveness of the 
major national industries,” the 
state-owned company said in a 
statement.

Jordan cannot only rely solely on 
renewable energy to meet electric-
ity demand, which, according to 
official figures, rises 6-7% annu-
ally, but also needs natural gas, the 
statement said.

According to the government, 
Jordan will continue to import liq-
uefied natural gas through the ter-
minal in Aqaba.

Government spokesman Mo-
hammad Momani said it was shal-
low to suggest that Jordan supports 
the Israeli occupation by signing 
the gas deal.

“We are the one country most 
capable of confronting this oc-

cupation,” he said in televised re-
marks. The matter should be put in 
perspective, he said, since Jordan 
had a peace deal with Israel and 
long-standing bilateral trade agree-
ments.

The deal is a strategic choice 
based on the need to diversifying 
energy supplies and does not put 
Jordan at Israel’s mercy as some 
had suggested, Momani said.

Activists threatened to sue the 
government over the gas deal with 
Israel, which they said would hurt 
the kingdom’s economy.

“The government prefers to sup-
port the terrorist Israeli entity with 
billions of dollars instead of invest-
ing in renewable energy projects 
and creating jobs for Jordanians,” 

said a member of the Jordanian 
National Campaign Against the Gas 
Agreement with the Zionist Entity 
group who declined to be named.

The group said it formed a legal 
team in cooperation with the Jor-
dan Bar Association to file a lawsuit 
against the government calling for 
the cancellation of the agreement.

“It is a deal rejected by the peo-
ple of Jordan. It has long-term 
economic, political and moral con-
sequences that would affect the 
country. By signing the agreement, 
our national security and economy 
will be at the mercy of the Zionist 
entity,” said Sireen Itani, a mem-
ber of the boycott, divestment and 
sanctions (BDS) movement in Jor-
dan.

The deal would see Jordan in-
vesting and developing Israel’s en-
ergy sector, she said.

“A good percentage of our elec-
tricity bills would be sent to Israel. 
We would be funding its next war 
on Gaza,” she said.

Even younger, non-political Jor-
danians tended to agree.

“I think the government should 
not accept it since Palestinians are 
murdered in Palestine by Israel 
every day,” said university student 
Heba Khaleed, 19. “And to think we 
would have another contract with 
the Zionist state. We are letting our 
martyrs down.”

Raied T. Shuqum is a journalist 
based in Amman.

Jordanian protesters chant slogans during a protest against a government agreement to import 
natural gas from Israel, in Amman, Jordan, on October 7th.

 Activists threatened 
to sue the 
government over the 
gas deal with Israel.

Why Morocco attracts foreign investment

S 

ince the early 2000s, Mo-
rocco has proved to be an at-
tractive country for foreign 
investors. Before the first 
Arab revolt in Tunis top-

pled president Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali, Tunisians were only too happy 
to boast that their record in attract-
ing foreign investors was second to 
none in the Arab world. That boast 
was somewhat exaggerated but the 
country’s record was impressive. 
That truth no longer holds and Mo-
rocco’s allure for international in-
vestors is not hard to explain.

In the midst of the turmoil in the 
Middle East, North Africa and much 
of Africa, Morocco looks — and is 
— stable. King Mohammed VI suc-
ceeded his father 17 years ago and 
no major political or security upsets 
have been recorded. The monarchy 
weathered the Arab revolts through 
a mixture of political concessions, 
not all of which were cosmetic, 
and an iron (security) hand in a vel-
vet (political and public relations) 
glove. The media are very tightly 
controlled. The Islamists have just 
won their second general election 
in five years but, as always, the buck 
stops at the palace. Key advisers of 
the monarch are as powerful as their 
predecessors were under the pre-
ceding reign of Hassan II.

The sectors that have most ben-
efited from the flows of investment, 
worth $3.9 billion in 2015 were the 
car and aircraft industries, specifi-
cally from companies such as PSA, 
Stelia, Figeac, Aero and Delfingen.

France, Spain and Saudi Arabia re-
main the leading sources of invest-
ment but the African Development 
Bank and the European Develop-
ment Bank are active. The opening 
of the Noor solar power plant, which 

has benefited from $660 million 
(for a total cost of $2.2 billion) from 
these two banks, has proved to be a 
landmark.

Renault’s decision to invest $1.6 
billion in a giant car factory in Me-
loussa near Tangier to produce 
150,000 cars a year in 2012 was a sig-
nal to the world that Morocco was 
succeeding in leveraging its proxim-
ity to Europe and the crossroads of 
important maritime routes.

A note of caution is necessary: 
The car industry may have created 
70,000 jobs in recent years but as 
many have been lost by the closure 
of many small domestic garment 
manufacturers. Foreign investment 
creates few jobs while the state 
spends a lot on infrastructure to at-
tract the likes of Renault and Peuge-
ot.

Furthermore, the state seems to 
be mistrustful of domestic inves-

tors, which is a grave mistake. There 
is plenty of domestic capital in Mo-
rocco, both human and financial. 
To which should be added the $100 
billion of domestic capital held by 
Moroccans abroad which, if people 
were more confident about the fu-
ture of their country, could be in-
vested in the kingdom.

The successful launch and de-
velopment of the intercontinental 
port have opened the area around 
Tangier in the poorer north of the 
country to investment and become 
a hub for car assembly and spare 
parts manufacturing. Aircraft parts 
manufacturing, which a few years 
ago attracted Canadian company 
Bombardier, remains concentrated 
around Casablanca.

Foreign direct investment (FDI) 
has been spurred by the develop-
ment of roads in Morocco, which 
now reach south to Agadir and 

west to Oujda. Faster train service 
between Tangier, Rabat and Mar-
rakech, a major magnet of tourism 
and international conventions have 
helped to expand le Maroc utile 
from a narrow coastal strip between 
Casablanca and Kenitra north of Ra-
bat a quarter of a century ago to a 
much larger geographical area that 
stretches from Tangier to Agadir and 
inland to Oujda near the country’s 
frontier with Algeria.

All major investment decisions 
are made by the monarch, who can 
choose to wave certain rules in the 
investment code. The lines of deci-
sion-making in Morocco function 
well in this respect and make major 
corporations, which invest in real 
estate, banking, tourism and manu-
facturing, feel welcome. The senior 
civil service is well-educated and, 
on the whole, untainted by corrup-
tion.

The same, however, cannot be 
said when small foreign companies 
are involved. They need powerful 
partners in Morocco. Furthermore, 
at the local level, corruption is much 
more common and negotiating the 
administrative layers of decision-
making can be frustrating. For Mo-
roccans without solid political back-
ing it can be well-nigh impossible. 
Another caveat is to avoid sectors, 
such as food processing, in which 
the monarch’s economic interests 
are paramount.

Morocco also benefits from its 
policy of actively promoting its 
commercial and banking links with 
West African countries. Although 
this is not an easy game and requires 
tenacity, it has helped many Moroc-
can companies and helped buttress 
Casablanca as a major hub of inter-
national air traffic. The city is also 
building itself up as a regional centre 
of finance.

Beyond the bold statistics, the 

policy actively pursued by King Mo-
hammed VI is encouraging more 
young Moroccan engineers, bank-
ers and civil service to become 
more open-minded, more attuned 
to the world beyond the borders of 
what was, a generation ago, a very 
inward-looking country.

This does not detract from the 
fact that one-third of Moroccans 
are illiterate and that the wealthy 
seem to be getting wealthier while 
many Moroccans live on the bare es-
sentials. If such obvious social dis-
parities and lack of training are not 
addressed many jobs will not be cre-
ated and medium-term stability will 
not be assured. Foreign investment 
without sufficient domestic invest-
ment does not guarantee long-term 
stability.

The ultimate prize, that of a more 
open Maghreb, remains beyond 
Morocco’s reach as relations with 
neighbouring Algeria remain in 
deep freeze because the countries 
are at loggerheads over the interna-
tional status of the Western Sahara. 
Commercial relations with Algeria, 
from which Morocco buys natural 
gas from a pipeline that runs from 
Algeria to the Iberian peninsula, not 
to mention a multimillion-dollar 
black market in goods between the 
two countries, remain far more im-
portant than officials in Rabat like to 
admit. Morocco’s economic progress 
is slow, at times shaky, but real.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Francis Ghilès

Since the early 
2000s, Morocco has 
proved to be an 
attractive country for 
foreign investors.

Employees of the French Renault group in Morocco work on a 
production line at the new second phase of the Renault factory in 
Tangier.
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Saudi Arabia starts 
roadshow for 
global bond issue

OPEC inviting 
Russia meeting

Saudi Arabia scheduled meetings 
with potential investors ahead of 
its first international bond issue, of-
ficial media reported. An analyst 
told Agence France-Presse (AFP) 
the issue could be worth $15 billion 
as the kingdom tries to adjust its 
economy to cope with the drop in 
oil revenues.

Officials have “assigned a number 
of international and local invest-
ment banks to coordinate a series 
of meetings with bond instrument 
investors”, the Saudi Press Agency 
said.

The bond could be worth $15 
billion, said Patrick Dennis, lead 
Middle East economist at Oxford 
Economics in London. “Demand is 
going to be very good, particularly 
from Asian investors,” he said.

Saudi Arabia has already issued 
domestic bonds but that has led to 
a tightening of bank liquidity, Den-
nis said. At the same time, the king-
dom has very little debt, leaving it 
room to borrow abroad and prevent 
a run-down of its foreign reserves, 
he added.

(Agence France-Presse)

The Organisation of the Petrole-
um Exporting Countries (OPEC) has 
invited Russia and other key non-
members of the cartel to a meeting 
aimed at rebalancing crude prices 
after historic lows, Qatari Energy 
Minister Mohammed Saleh al-Sada 
said.

Sada said the meeting was set Oc-
tober 28th-29th in Vienna.

“This meeting is meant to give 
a better understanding of the best 
way of how to move towards the re-
balancing of the market to the inter-
est of all — not only producers and 
exporters but also the world econo-
my,” Sada said.

It was not revealed which non-
OPEC producers other than Russia 
had been invited to Vienna.

Russian Energy Minister Alexan-
der Novak confirmed that Russia 
had been invited to the meeting in 
Vienna, which is expected to “work 
out a road map for the cooperation 
of our countries” in rebalancing oil 
prices. Novak praised discussions 
during the World Energy Congress 
in Istanbul as “constructive”.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iran unemployment 
hits 12.2%

Iran’s unemployment rate rose to 
12.2% as of mid-June, according to 
recent figures, in a blow to govern-
ment efforts to show economic pro-
gress ahead of elections next year.

The rate from March 20th to June 
20th was up 1.4 percentage points 
from the same time last year, a re-
port by the Statistical Centre of Iran 
said.

Experts said the number of job-
less among the country’s workforce 
of 25.7 million could be more than 
6 million, as the report counted 
anyone over the age of 10 who had 
worked for an hour or more in the 
week prior to the study as “in work”.

Poor economic data could be 
seized on by hardliners opposed to 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani, 
who faces a presidential election 
next May.

Since taking office in mid-2013, 
the Rohani government has slashed 
inflation from more than 40% in 
2012 to a more manageable 8.3%, 
with 4.4% economic growth. How-
ever, hopes the nuclear deal that 
eased sanctions would quickly cre-
ate thousands of jobs have gone un-
realised.

(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsIran tries to cope with water crisis
Gareth Smyth

London

I 

n Iran to assist with a television 
documentary, Kaveh Madanif 
of the Imperial College London 
said he had no doubt how seri-
ous the water crisis was in the 

country of his birth.
“People talk about crisis, but a 

crisis in an extreme event lasting a 
short period,” he said. “What we see 
is irreversible, including the loss of 
lakes that won’t be recovered easily. 
The Middle East is water bankrupt.

“We’ve written cheques with-
out enough money in the account. 
Surface water was our chequing ac-
count and, after that, we started tap-
ping into our savings account, which 
is groundwater.”

Iranians do show growing envi-
ronment awareness. The I am Lake 
Urmia social media campaign, re-
cently launched to raise 1 million 
signatures to present to the United 
Nations, comes with the salt lake in 
north-west Iran having shrunk 90% 
since the 1970s.

Mohammad Ehsani’s documen-
tary Once Hamoun focused attention 
on the drying up of the Hamoun 
wetlands near Afghanistan, where 
the flow from Helmand Rud river 
has been reduced by depleted gla-
ciers and by the diversion of water 
into agriculture.

Iran and its eastern neighbour, Af-
ghanistan, have been in dispute for 
decades over the Helmand and ten-
sions have also risen over Hari Rud 
to the north, where Afghanistan in 
June opened the controversial Sal-
man Dam, partly financed by India.

South of the drying wetlands, 
Zabol, once famous for carpets knot-

ted from local wool, is judged by the 
World Health Organisation as one of 
the two most polluted cities. This is 
due to tiny dust particles blown by 
the “120-day wind” that once cooled 
the city but now chokes it, produc-
ing lung and eye problems. The area 
highlights Iran’s rural depopulation 
due to adverse conditions, especial-
ly water shortages.

Madani said dust storms, land 
subsidence, desertification and 
threats to wildlife and plants all re-
flect the failure of a “hydraulic” ap-
proach, attempts to overcome water 
shortages by large-scale engineering 
such as dams and water transfers.

There is a regional history: Egypt’s 
High Aswan Dam, inaugurated in 
1970 and Turkey’s Ataturk Dam in 
1990.

Most developing countries build 
dams: China creates more hydro-
power annually than the rest of the 
world combined; the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo has a $100 
billion plan for the Grand Inga Dam 
across the Congo, while Brazil’s 
Belo Monte Dam will be the world’s 
fourth largest when operational in 
2019.

Construction of Ethiopia’s Grand 
Renaissance Dam on the Blue Nile, 
started in 2011, has unsettled rela-
tions with Sudan and Egypt, both 
downriver states dependent on the 
Nile’s flow.

Like most Middle Eastern coun-
tries, Iran is particularly vulnerable 
to climate change due to low rainfall 
— 250mm per year is around one-
third the global average — and a vast 
amount of arid land.

But large-scale schemes, includ-
ing dams, have often created as 
many problems as they have solved. 
The Gotvand Dam, in Khuzestan 
province, was constructed on salt 
beds that make water in its reservoir 
too salty to use.

Diverting water into Zayandeh 
Rud, which flows through Isfahan, 
to supply conurbations has encour-
aged further development and so 
increased demand.

“Yes, we can work on the supply 
side with dams, wells, desalination, 

water transfer,” said Madani. “These 
are all technologies that can be used 
at the right time and location — but 
unless we work on demand, we can-
not resolve the problems.”

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
came to power in 2013 pledging to 
tackle environmental problems. He 
appears less convinced than prede-
cessors of the wisdom of dams and 
initially shelved a plan to pump de-
salinated water from the Caspian 
Sea through a 460km underground 
pipeline to Qom, Kashan and Isfa-
han.

The scheme is apparently back in 
planning and Rohani announced in 
March a $400 million allocation for 
part of a far more ambitious project 
to pump water from the Arabian 
Gulf to 16 drought-ridden provinces 
with a total of 47 million people.

The government is taking a differ-
ent tack over Lake Urmia, where it 
has pledged $5 billion for restora-
tion. Joint projects with the UN En-
vironment Programme and Japan 
reflect an alternative approach, in-
cluding changing farming meth-
ods and phasing out water-gulping 
crops.

During a BBC interview at the 

2015 Paris climate change talks, Ma-
soumeh Ebtekar, the Iranian vice-
president with special responsibility 
for the environment, advocated a 
“total U-turn in agricultural policy”.

Such measures could include in-
centives for conservation, water 
pricing, reducing leakage, recycling 
waste water, improving agricultural 
technology and ending subsidies of 
inefficient farming.

But many sustainable practices 
have financial or political costs, 
said Madani, and need time. “Some 
of the crops we produce in Iran are 
more expensive than the same crop 
imported,” he said. “Still, people 
do it, because farmers need to have 
jobs. The root causes of many prob-
lems are outside the water sector.”

Both the 1980-88 war with Iraq 
and international sanctions have 
encouraged Iran to curb imports. 
“[National] self-sufficiency in wheat 
was a justified goal in the past,” 
said Madani. “We thought we had 
enough water but we now know this 
is not possible.”

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

Dry soil at a pistachio field that farmers left behind due to the lack 
of water in an abandoned village near the southern Iranian city of 
Sirjan.

Like most Middle 
Eastern countries, 
Iran is particularly 
vulnerable to climate 
change due to low 
rainfall.

Uber has uneven performance track in Gulf region
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

T 

he rapid rise of ride-hail-
ing app Uber may repre-
sent a global success story 
but in Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries 

two very contrasting strands of its 
story are unfolding.

Not only has Uber’s emergence 
in Saudi Arabia led to the country’s 
investment arm putting $3.5 billion 
into the company, Uber is finding 
itself being styled as a vehicle for 
female empowerment, employment 
and even social reform.

In the United Arab Emirates, 
however, Uber is experiencing a 
bumpier ride. While the $60 billion 
firm points to “significant” growth 
in its Emirates’ operation and sees 
Dubai as a pivotal market, it claims 
red tape is standing in the way of it 
achieving its full potential. Its Abu 
Dhabi service was suspended in Au-
gust after drivers of car companies 
working with it were detained.

This has created a challenge for 
Uber in a regional market where its 
reach and recognition are undeni-
able. Across the Middle East and 
North Africa (MENA) region, Uber 
drivers covered 58 million miles 
in 2015, with rider growth leaping 
500% between the first quarters of 
2015 and 2016 and the number of 
drivers increasing fourfold in the 
same period.

Nowhere has it been better re-
ceived than in Saudi Arabia, which, 
according to Uber Chief Executive 
Officer Travis Kalanick, represents 
“a great example of how Uber can 
benefit riders, drivers, and cities”.

With about 177,000 riders, Uber 

has it been embraced by Saudi offi-
cials and its people since its launch 
in December 2014. It has been cred-
ited with significantly improving ac-
cess to education, jobs and entrepre-
neurship opportunities throughout 
the country, especially for women, 
who are not permitted to drive and 
do not typically take public taxis.

As Saudi Arabia plans to bring 1.3 
million women into its workforce by 
2030 — more than doubling the pre-
sent number — Uber is becoming a 
major factor in achieving that goal.

“The success we have seen is very 
interesting,” said Zeid Hreish, Uber’s 
general manager in Saudi Arabia. 
“We are tackling the very impor-
tant issue of accessibility, allowing 
women to get access to education 
and employment, to start their own 
business, to move around cities.

“Around 80% of Uber riders in 
Saudi Arabia are women. If we are 
helping them to enter employment 
and gain education, that is really big 
for us.”

Uber is also supporting the gov-
ernment’s focus on “Saudisation” 
as part of Riyadh’s National Trans-
formation Programme — addressing 
30% joblessness rates among young 
Saudis — by encouraging more Sau-
dis to drive with Uber. About 1,000 
of Uber’s 9,000 Saudi-based drivers 
are nationals and the company has 
set the ambitious target of bringing 
100,000 more onto the platform in 
the next five years.

“We are very aligned with the 
country’s future, from a Saudisation 
point of view,” Hreish said. “This is 
because of the Saudi government, 
which wants to get Saudis into the 
workforce.

“They have been very helpful and 
the recent move to allow Saudis 
to work as private hire drivers has 
opened the floodgates for more Sau-
dis to join the Uber platform.

“Saudis have been very interested 
in joining Uber. It is a flexible job 
that provides extra income while 
allowing them to work when they 
feel they need to. We have already 
had some major training sessions 
and when we look at the number 
of Saudis who are currently signing 
up with us, we believe we can defi-
nitely reach the 100,000 figure we 
have set.”

Saudi Arabia and its cities, accord-
ing to Hreish, are an exemplar for 
others in terms of the speed with 
which they moved to tap into Uber’s 
potential once they recognised it. 
That potential, he said, stretches be-
yond everyday accessibility and into 
core community needs.

“The Uber app recently helped 
Saudi’s Ministry of Health deliver 
vaccinations by allowing them to 
reach a bigger audience,” he said, 
“such as women, people unable 
to get to hospitals, people who are 
busy and those living in remote ar-
eas.”

Joanne Kubba, Uber’s head of 
policy for the MENA region, said she 
has seen first-hand how Uber has af-
fected the lives of Saudis, especial-
ly women.

“I think the government realised 
there were a lot of factors that Uber 
matched up to — getting women to 
work, getting teachers to universi-
ties,” she said. “The mobility as-

pect for women was tremendously 
powerful, and we have received 
tremendous feedback from so many 
women.”

Uber has admitted that, under the 
existing regulations, replicating its 
Saudi success in the UAE is hard to 
envisage. Christopher Free, general 
manager of Uber UAE, said the com-
pany’s presence in the Emirates — 
3,000 drivers and tens of thousands 
of requests each week — places the 
company in the position where it is 
“good, but could be great”.

Pricing rules and Uber being 
deemed a “premium product”, re-
stricting the availability of some 
services such as UberPOOL, are 
two major hurdles. Under rules set 
by Dubai’s Roads and Transport 
Authority, Uber must keep its UAE 
rates at least 30% more than those 
of traditional taxis

The company is in discussions 
about easing some of the constraints 
but in Abu Dhabi it will soon have 
to adhere to new regulations that 
include requiring Uber and other 
ride-hailing services to register their 
apps, in an attempt to crack down 
on malpractices and black market-
eering by drivers.

“There is definitely room for us to 
grow and for this to be a good busi-
ness but for us to really make a dif-
ference in terms of moving people 
around the city, things would have 
to change,” said Free. “We’re so 
well-aligned with what Dubai wants 
to be. Having key partners like Uber 
in supporting residential and tour-
ism growth and helping the city to 
move is going to be hugely impor-
tant.”

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.

Across the Middle 
East and North Africa 
(MENA) region, Uber 
drivers covered 58 
million miles in 2015.
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In Lebanon, women give birth but not nationality
Samar Kadi

Beirut

S 

amira could not have been 
more proud when her 
16-year-old son Moussa 
was among the highest 
scoring students on official 

exams in Lebanon but her happi-
ness was short-lived because Mous-
sa had to immigrate to Sweden to 
study the subject he loves most, 
forensic medicine.

“Being a non-Lebanese, he found 
out that he could not practise medi-
cine or any other profession that 
requires him to be part of syndi-
cates which restrict membership to 
Lebanese nationals. That was a big 
shock for him,” said Samira, who re-
quested her last name not be used.

Under a 1925 citizenship law, 
women such as Samira who are 
married to foreigners cannot pass 
on their Lebanese nationality to 
their husbands or children who are 
considered like any other foreign-
ers. They are denied work in a num-
ber of professions, need to have 
residence and work permits and are 
not covered by social security.

Despite being a good student, 
Moussa could not enroll in a public 
school when his family was no long-
er able to pay for private schooling. 
“When I tried to register him I was 
told that by minister’s order priority 
is given to Lebanese students and 
that foreigners, even if their moth-
ers are Lebanese, are placed on 
waiting lists until the registration of 
Lebanese is completed. This is pure 
racism!” an outraged Samira said.

Pressing for Lebanese women’s 
citizenship rights has topped the 
civil society agenda for more than 
a decade since the My National-
ity is a Right for me and my Family 

campaign was launched in 2002 as 
part of a bid to reform nationality 
laws across the Middle East by the 
Collective Research and Training 
on Development Action (CRTDA), a 
non-governmental organisation.

Many Arab countries, including 
Saudi Arabia, have reformed citi-
zenship laws since. Lebanon, which 
boasts about being the most liberal 
country in the region, however, has 
not, observed Karima Chebbo, who 
leads the legal unit in the campaign.

“In 2004, the law was amended 
in Egypt, in 2005 in Algeria, in 2007 
in Morocco. Lebanon, Bahrain and 
Jordan are the only Arab countries 
where women do not have the right 
to give their nationality to their chil-
dren and foreign husbands. Even in 
Syria, they were about to amend it 
[before the war],” Chebbo said.

Lebanese officials and politicians 
have always provided a set of ar-
guments to justify their refusal to 
give women the citizenship right, 
mainly the fear from upsetting the 
demographic and sectarian balance 
in the country. They argue that this 
will be an incentive, especially for 
the mostly Sunni Muslim Palestin-
ian refugees, and lately Syrians, 
to marry Lebanese women to es-
tablish nationality and resettle in 
Lebanon.

“This is absurd,” Chebbo said. 
“How come Lebanese men mar-
ried to Syrians or Palestinians or 
any other nationality can grant the 
citizenship to their partners? Don’t 
they cause a demographic imbal-
ance? It is pure discrimination 
against women and an insult to 
them to insinuate that they could 
be easily manipulated and abused 
by foreign suitors.”

In recent remarks reportedly 
made to Lebanese expatriates in 
New York, Lebanese Foreign Minis-
ter Gebran Bassil said he would be 
willing to support an amendment 
to the discriminatory laws if it in-
cluded an exception that would 

bar women married to Palestinian 
and Syrian refugees from passing 
on citizenship to their spouses and 
children.

“He (Bassil) is effectively im-
plying additional discrimination 
against Lebanese women,” Cheb-
bo argued. “Discrimination is not 
only between men and women 
but between women themselves, 
those who are married to Palestin-
ians and Syrians and the rest. It is 
triple discrimination.”

According to Predicament of 
Lebanese Women Married to Non-
Lebanese, an analytical study con-
ducted in 2009, more than 77,000 
people are affected by the citizen-
ship law. The estimate, however, is 
not considered accurate as many 
Lebanese women married to for-
eigners are not settled in Lebanon 

or have not registered their mar-
riages in their home country.

Being married to an American, 
Nadira Daaboul had to be sepa-
rated from her family. Her eldest 
child studied medicine but he has 
gone to the United States because 
he cannot practise in Lebanon. The 
youngest will be leaving soon to 
become an airline pilot as the Leb-
anese flag carrier, MEA, employs 
Lebanese pilots only. Her husband, 
an engineer, is employed in Saudi 
Arabia because he cannot work in 
his profession in Lebanon.

“It is my right as a Lebanese citi-
zen to give my nationality to my 
children, for them to live in my 
country. They spent all their life in 
Lebanon, went to school in Leba-
non, and half of their blood is Leb-
anese. They don’t understand why 

they are treated like strangers,” 
Daaboul complained.

Chebbo said the discriminatory 
citizenship law is a blunt violation 
of the constitution, which says 
male and female citizens are equal 
before the law and have equal 
rights and responsibilities.

“Our objective is to ensure gen-
der equality, regardless of who 
Lebanese women marry, be it 
Palestinians or Syrians or anyone 
else. The law says citizenship is 
transmitted through bloodline,” 
Chebbo said. “Are the babies of 
Lebanese women married to for-
eigners placed in an incubator or 
do they develop in the wombs of 
their mothers?”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

 Pressing for 
Lebanese women’s 
citizenship rights has 
topped the civil 
society agenda for 
more than a decade.

An April 2010 file picture shows Lebanese women holding banners during a demonstration to
demand rights to nationality in Beirut.                                                                                                               (Reuters)

Egypt’s slum dwellers’ relocation project faces challenge
Khaled Osama

Cairo

F 

unding shortages, lack of 
public cooperation and 
rising construction costs 
threaten to stall a project 
for the relocation of mil-

lions of Egyptians from dangerous 
slums to safe housing.

“A huge funding gap is facing the 
project,” Deputy Housing Minis-
ter Ahmed Adel Darwish said. “We 
have alerted the president to this 
gap but he promised to work hard to 
sort it out.”

About 15.5 million Egyptians 
live in more than 350 slums in five 
provinces in what has been called 
by housing and urban planning ex-
perts a “national disgrace”. Almost 
40% of the slums are in Cairo. They 
emerged against the background of 
rising housing prices and the urban 
crush in the last few decades.

Slum dwellers have been viewed 
by the government and many fel-
low Egyptians as a “nuisance” and a 
“shameful reality”. Many structures 
in which they live lack electricity, 
drinking water and sewage removal.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi has tried to tackle the 
housing issue, starting the project 
to move people from slums to safe 
housing.

In May, Sisi had 10,000 fami-
lies moved from Manshiet Nasser, 
which houses about 55,000 people, 

to a beautiful compound called 
Asmarat. It includes 40,000 flats 
on Mokattam Hills, not far from 
Manshiet Nasser.

Only 18,000 flats have been con-
structed in the Asmarat project, 
which will cost more than $100 mil-
lion, according to Mohamed Ashma-
wi, executive director of the Long 
Live Egypt Fund, founded by Sisi to 
collect donations from the public 
for projects such as Asmarat, offer 
free medical treatment to the poor 
and increase sewer infrastructure.

He said since its founding in June 
2014, the fund had received nearly 
$800 million. Sisi had donated half 
of his savings and half of his salary 
to the fund.

As generous as the donations 
have been, the money is dwarfed by 
the $1.6 billion expected to be need-
ed to complete the project. It is ex-
pected to be completed within two 
years but a lack of funding could 
affect that schedule. Darwish said 
just $168 million is available for the 
project this year.

“The president has promised to 
work hard to solve funding prob-
lems,” he said.

Sisi has often urged the public to 
donate to the relocation project and 
Long Live Egypt Fund. On one occa-
sion, he appealed to every member 
of the public to donate 1 Egyptian 
pound every day via text.

“If ten million Egyptians donate 
a pound by sending a text message 
every morning, we will collect 300 
million pounds every month, 4 bil-

lion every year,” Sisi said in Febru-
ary. That would be about $450 mil-
lion a year.

The relocation project is one of 
several measures adopted by the 
Sisi administration to achieve social 
justice. He has maintained that he 
would not rest until Egypt’s slum 
dwellers are moved to safe housing.

That project, however, faces a 
large number of hurdles, including 
the sharp rise in the price of con-
struction materials.

In 2010, slum development ex-
perts estimated the cost of relocat-
ing the 15.5 million residents of the 
country’s most dangerous slums at 
$95.7 million.

“We did not relocate these resi-
dents then but now the cost of 
relocating them has almost dou-
bled,” said slum development ex-
pert Sherif al-Gohari. “If we do not 
implement the project now, its cost 
will be triple or even four-fold this 
amount of money a few years from 
now.”

The government has said that 
there will be 29 million slum dwell-
ers by 2050 if no action is taken.

Khaled Osama is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

A May 2016 picture shows Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
(R) presenting an Egyptian man with a contract for a new home 
during the opening of the first and second phases of the housing 
project Long Live Egypt, which focuses on development in the 
country’s slums, at Al-Asmarat district in Al Mokattam area, east 
of Cairo.

The government has 
said that there will 
be 29 million slum 
dwellers by 2050 if 
no action is taken.

Under a 1925 
citizenship law, 
Lebanese women 
who are married to 
foreigners cannot 
pass on their 
Lebanese nationality 
to their husbands or 
children.
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A 

n effort to shorten even-
ing prayer times in an-
ticipation of a potential 
government regulation 
to close retail shops at 

9pm is gaining traction among con-
sumers who could gain an extra 
hour of shopping.

Officials with the Saudi minis-
tries of Social Development, La-
bour and Commerce and business 
leaders met recently to discuss the 
logistics and ramifications of clos-
ing shops and some grocery stores 
at 9pm. Pharmacies and restau-
rants would be exempt under the 
proposal.

Saudi Arabia is accustomed to 
the nightlife to avoid shopping 
during the day when temperatures 
can be extremely high. Businesses 
generally remain open until mid-
night with restaurants open as late 
as 3am.

Special exemptions are be-
ing considered for the holy cities 
of Medina and Mecca, which are 
all-night cities given the heavy 
around-the-clock influx of umrah 
and haj pilgrims and Muslim tour-
ists. Shops generally would be ex-
empted from closing early during 
Ramadan.

The recommendation, intro-
duced in 2014, has been met with 
criticism from the business com-
munity. Business leaders see a po-
tential drop in sales, which comes 
at a time when the Saudi govern-
ment is attempting to improve the 

economy by generating non-oil 
revenue and encouraging consum-
er confidence.

While business owners warily 
look at the early closure proposal, 
shoppers appear to welcome the 
change in how long shops close for 
prayer.

Abeer, a 31-year-old mother of 
two boys and who asked that her 
family name not be published, said 
her shopping excursions generally 
begin immediately after Asr — the 
afternoon prayer — which gives 
her about a three-hour window to 
conduct family business without 
interruption. Every business in 
Saudi Arabia closes its doors dur-
ing prayer times during the day and 
early evening, generally for about 
30 minutes.

Sitting at a coffee stand across 
from a closed oud shop at the Al-
Salaam Mall during Maghrib — the 
prayer just after sunset — Abeer 
said Saudis and expatriate workers 
schedule their lives around prayer 
times, adapting easily to waiting 
for business to resume.

“It’s no bother,” she said. “I pray 
at the women’s mosque here in the 
mall, have my coffee and wait. It’s 
time to relax.”

She noted, however, that her 
two preschool-age boys make it a 
challenge to arrive at the mall early 
enough to do shopping. It is always 
a rush to get shopping completed 
before the final prayer of the day. “I 
see nothing wrong with shortened 
prayer times. It gives me an extra 
hour to get things done,” Abeer 
said.

A shop manager in charge of a 
men’s clothing store at Al-Salaam, 
who asked not to be identified, said 
the store could use the extra time 
to boost sales. “To be honest, most 
of us don’t need the 25 minutes to 
go and pray,” he said.

The manager also noted that his 
two non-Muslim employees are 
idle for a total of about one-and-a-
half hours from Asr, which starts 
around 3.40pm this time of the 
year, through Isha, which begins 
around 7.35pm.

Although consumers may wel-
come shorter evening prayer time 
closures, they are less than enthu-
siastic about closing shops at 9pm. 
The goals of early closing times are 

two-fold: To boost Saudisation that 
puts more Saudis in the workplace 
by making working hours more 
attractive and to help employees 
with daytime jobs to get to work 
on time. The proposal, in effect, 
would dramatically reorganise the 
life of workers and shoppers.

“It’s not practical for people to go 
shopping in the middle of the af-
ternoon when it’s the hottest part 
of the day,” said Irfan Mohammed, 
44, an expat worker. “Besides, my 
colleagues and I get off at 5 o’clock. 
Even with shorter times for Salat, 
there would not be enough time to 
take care of my chores before busi-
nesses close at 9.”

Some restaurant owners fear the 

early closing times will have a rip-
ple effect on their businesses be-
cause there will be less customer 
traffic in and around their location 
once retail shops close. “People 
naturally go to dinner after they 
shop,” said one manager of a Chi-
nese restaurant just a block off 
Tahlia Street, Jeddah’s most lively 
retail centre. “Our dinner rush hour 
at 11 would disappear.”

One Saudi businessman said 
stores closing at 9 is no big deal. 
“Change is hard for people but they 
will get over,” he said. “We always 
adapt.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Jeddah

N 

esreen, a 28-year-old 
Syrian, always won-
dered whether her 
Saudi husband would 
ever make good on his 

threat to send her home.
The couple has been married for 

two years after meeting through 
acquaintances. She had arrived in 
Saudi Arabia from Aleppo with her 
parents three years ago. She said 
her marriage was steady and she 
was happy but occasionally her 
husband’s temper would get the 
best of him during a quarrel and 
he would remind her that he could 
send her home anytime. The expe-
rience put a knot in her stomach.

“He would get his mobile and 
log on through Absher and say all 
he had to do was press the final 
exit visa button and it would be all 
over,” she said.

But the squabble would be over 
in a few minutes and they would 
be looking for a movie to watch on 
television, she said.

Nesreen attributes the cause of 
the arguments to two people get-
ting used to one another during 
the early period of marriage. Those 
kinds of incidents are long over, 
she said.

But for many expatriates, do-
mestic spats and even the threat 
of a looming divorce is much more 
than just splitting up and going 

separate ways. A final exit visa is-
sued against their will would have 
grave financial and emotional con-
sequences for someone who gave 
up their life in their home country 
to live in Saudi Arabia.

That changed when the Saudi 
Ministry of Justice made it impos-
sible for Saudis to obtain a final 
exit visa simply to settle a score 
because they want to punish their 
spouses or get a divorce.

“There were too many abuses in 
the law,” said one Saudi newspaper 
columnist. “This evens the playing 
field and protects the expat.”

The final exit visa regulation was 
inherently unfair but widely used 
among Saudis who saw the sim-
plicity and efficiency of the Absher 
electronic visa system to dispatch 
someone who was inconvenient 
in their lives. A legal sponsor of a 
spouse could log on to Absher, fill 
out the final exit visa form and hit 
the button. There was no recourse 
or appeal process.

Absher is an e-services portal ad-
ministered through the Saudi Min-
istry of Interior that allows Saudis 
and expatriates to register and log 
into their account to take care of 
issues ranging from passports and 
traffic to importing labour from for-
eign countries. Even job postings 
are listed.

The electronic system eliminat-
ed the need for most paperwork 
and time-consuming visits to lo-
cal government offices to process 
exit visas. By using Absher, Saudi 
sponsors or expatriates simply log 
on, enter the expat’s residency per-
mit number, sponsor identification 
number, visa number and passport 
number. Exit visas are then auto-
matically processed.

With what is in effect the repeal-
ing of the law, estranged foreign 
spouses are permitted to remain in 
Saudi Arabia to complete their di-
vorce case. The new regulation also 

allows domestic court judges to de-
termine how long it would take to 
finalise a divorce case and stay a 
deportation order. The expatriate 
spouse can grant power of attorney 
to another individual who can fol-
low up on the case in their absence.

Ravi Muhammed, who counsels 
Indian expatriate workers perma-
nently leaving Saudi Arabia after 
many years of employment to tran-
sition back into Indian society, said 

abusing the final exit visa option 
has a far-reaching emotional im-
pact on people.

“These workers have left their 
homeland and built a life here,” 
Muhammed said. “Many have 
achieved responsible positions 
with their companies. They have 
invested their entire lives to make 
Saudi Arabia a better place. Having 
no concrete connections to their 
home country could be psychologi-

cally devastating to anybody.”
Muhammed said he has not pro-

vided counselling to expats experi-
encing a divorce but has seen more 
than a few forced to leave employ-
ment on a final exit visa in what he 
sees as punishment for some in-
fraction.

“This new arrangement gives 
hope to workers that they will not 
fall prey to being abused through 
the final exit visa system,” he said.

Shorter evening prayers endorsed in Saudi Arabia

More rights for expat spouses in Saudi Arabia

Rob L. Wagner

Saudi city view with the Kingdom Tower, background, and Al Faisaliah Tower in Riyadh.                  (AFP)

A file photo shows a Saudi woman using a tablet computer to visit a website offering services to find a 
partner for people who want to get married.                                                                                                                                                         (AFP)
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Some restaurant 
owners fear the early 
closing times will have 
a ripple effect on their 
businesses.

The proposal 
would dramatically 
reorganise the life of 
workers and shoppers.

Rob L. Wagner

This evens the 
playing field and 
protects the 
expat.”A Saudi newspaper 

columnist
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Muslim countries to collaborate on vaccine production
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

T 

he Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC) is de-
veloping an ambitious 
plan to establish a multi-
national company to pro-

duce vaccines and pharmaceuticals 
for countries with predominately 
Muslim populations. The OIC plans 
to include manufacturing and agri-
business to create jobs.

“It’s the first project of its kind 
for the OIC,” OIC spokeswoman 
Maha Alqeel said. “OIC members 
are affected the most by polio and 
malaria and this is just a matter of 
making those countries self-suffi-
cient in producing vaccines.”

Hameed Opeloyeru, assistant 
secretary-general for economic af-
fairs for the OIC, announced the 
vaccine plan during a recent visit 
to Riyadh. He said the project was 
part of consultations with the 57 
members of the OIC to determine 
“how to pool resources to produce 
vaccines”.

Alqeel said the project remained 
“on the table” and was moving 
forward with the assistance of OIC 
members.

In a separate action in July, the 
Islamic Advisory Group for Polio 
Eradication adopted a plan to make 
a final push to stop the spread of po-
lio in Pakistan and Afghanistan. The 
OIC is a core member of the group.

The OIC would act as a facilita-
tor to bring together private com-
panies to produce vaccines and 
other pharmaceutical products to 
encourage use in countries, such as 
in Nigeria, Indonesia, Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, that experience infec-

tious diseases.
The biggest challenge for the 

OIC is to facilitate producing and 
distributing vaccines in rural ar-
eas where immunisation is viewed 
with suspicion. According to the 
Foreign Policy Group, polio thrives 
in conflict zones and countries ex-
periencing political turmoil.

Fewer than 100 cases of polio 
were reported globally in 2015 but 
Afghanistan and Pakistan are the 
only two countries where polio re-
mains endemic, according to the 
Global Polio Eradication Initiative, 
which monitors the disease.

Pakistan has seen a 64% reduc-
tion in polio cases this year com-
pared to the same period in 2015 

but the regions of the Khyber-Pe-
shawar corridor and Karachi and 
Quetta are particularly trouble-
some in health authorities’ efforts 
to eradicate the disease. Although 
the percentage of Pakistani fami-
lies refusing polio immunisation 
for their children is small — about 
2% — there are more than 35 million 
children in the country who need to 
be immunised.

The Global Islamic Advisory 
Group, which is headed by the 
grand imam of the Holy Mosque of 
Mecca, issued a statement in Feb-
ruary 2014 saying that “protection 
against diseases is obligatory and 
admissible under Islamic sharia”. 
The group ruled it is un-Islamic and 

a threat to humanity to fail to sup-
port preventative measures.

To reinforce the message, more 
than 2,000 religious leaders have 
been recruited to issue statements 
on the necessity and safety of the 
vaccines and to dispel misconcep-
tions about the dangers. Imams 
routinely have councils in rural ar-
eas to provide advice and address 
any religious concerns.

“We are encouraging acceptance 
of the vaccines,” Opeloyeru said. 
“We would use Islamic academ-
ics to talk to families to make sure 
these vaccines are accepted. We 
just want to encourage the immu-
nisations in view of the experiences 
we have had.”

Opeloyeru emphasised the only 
role the OIC would play is gathering 
private companies to unite in the 
common goal of vaccine and phar-
maceutical production. The OIC is 
to play no role in oversight, direc-
tion of production nor distribution.

The OIC hopes that by establish-
ing pharmaceutical manufacturing 
in OIC member countries, vaccines 
will become more readily available, 
cheaper to produce and ultimately 
accepted in the more conservative 
regions of Muslim countries.

Opeloyeru, speaking at the trade 
fair, said the project will promote 
investment among OIC members 
that is expected to generate jobs in 
economically disadvantaged areas. 
It will also promote competition 
among Muslim and non-Muslim 
countries, he said.

The key, he said, to committing 
the OIC to establishing a multina-
tional company as well as increas-
ing intra-OIC trade volume was to 
boost public-private partnerships.

Opeloyeru said: “The contribu-
tion of the private sector in our cur-
rent efforts to change the current 
mono-cultural structure of the OIC 
economies and dependence… on 
primary exports is very consider-
able. In this regard, the advocacy 
role of the private sector is crucial.”

A Syrian refugee child receives a vaccination against polio at a refugee camp near the Lebanese 
village of Zahle in the Bekaa valley.

Lifestyles carry health consequences in Gulf region
Ibraheem Juburi

London

L 

evels of obesity and cor-
responding diseases in 
the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region are 
staggering, a report by 

medical journal the Lancet showed, 
particularly in Gulf countries.

The problem is particularly bad 
for women. The rate of obesity in 
women exceeds 50% in Kuwait, Qa-
tar and Libya, while 58.5% of men 
in MENA countries are considered 
overweight or obese.

Obesity has been on the rise in-
ternationally, with 2.1 billion peo-
ple now considered obese or over-
weight, double the number in 1980. 
Non-communicable diseases relat-
ed to weight levels include cancer, 
diabetes and heart disease.

An annual Global Food Security 
Index, published by the Economist, 
showed that Gulf countries have 
seen the most dramatic change in 
diets in recent decades, with 36.7% 
of those populations considered 
obese.

Dr Ayoub al-Jawaldeh, regional 
adviser for the World Health Or-
ganisation, Eastern Mediterrane-
an, said: “Food consumption here 
[MENA] is high-calorie, exceeding 
in six countries, especially in the 
(Gulf Cooperation Council) GCC, 
3,200 calories a day. The average re-
quirement is 2,200.”

Qatar and Kuwait are perfect 
breeding grounds for over-con-
sumption: Incomes are high, popu-
lations are small and public sectors 
well-funded.

They ranked highly in the report’s 
“Affordability” of food, one of three 

criteria — “Availability and “Quality 
and Safety” are the others — used to 
rank countries but rated poorly in 
both other measures.

In addition, there is a noticeable 
absence of national dietary guide-
lines in these areas:  36 countries 
of the 188 countries studied lacked 
such guides completely, many of 
which were MENA countries.

“The culture is also a prob-
lem. There is no awareness about 
healthy food. We have very low 
consumption of fruit and vegeta-
bles as a result.” Jawaldeh said.

Shahzad Agmeh said he had ex-
perienced this first-hand.

“After six or seven years living in 
Abu Dhabi, I gained a lot of weight. 
I was taking pills for high blood 
pressure, high cholesterol, asthma 
and diabetes. You are always inside 
under the air condition. You get so 
lazy ordering fast food over the in-
ternet all the time, you barely have 
to move,” he said.

Agmeh has since recovered and 
acts as a source of inspiration via his 
blog. “They think they are active,” 
he said. My first advice is to get a 
step-counter. They would see that 
they don’t clock more than 2,000 to 
3,000 steps a day on average.”

Obesity is calculated using the 
body mass index (BMI), which 
is derived by dividing a person’s 
weight with the square of their 
height. “‘Overweight” is a BMI of 25 
or greater; “obese” is 30 or greater.

Type 2 diabetes is shockingly 
prevalent in MENA countries.

The International Diabetes Foun-
dation (IDF) said 37 million people 
— nearly 10% of the overall popu-
lation — in MENA have diabetes. 
This figure is predicted to double by 
2035. An obese individual is seven 
times more likely than a person of 
healthy weight to develop type 2 
diabetes; an overweight person tre-
bles those chances.

Non-communicable diseases, 
such as heart disease, diabetes and 
cancer, are so widespread that the 
World Bank estimates that by 2030 
it is expected those diseases will be 

the cause of 81% of deaths in MENA 
and almost 87% in the GCC.

Jawaldeh pointed to the type of 
food people in the region consume: 
“Most of it is high in fat, trans fat 
and total saturated fat. American 
fast food… is the worst. What they 
produce in Europe or America is 
different than what they produce 
in our region. It has higher trans 
fat and they use palm oil, which is 
banned in Europe. So there is no 
quality control here. Even in soft 
drinks, the level of sugar in America 
or Europe is around 10%, while here 
it’s 13%.”

Those statistics have led states 
and private initiatives to ramp up 
efforts to move health standards to 
the forefront of long-term govern-
ment planning.

The UAE’s Vision 2021 programme 
highlights healthcare as a key area 

of focus for the government.
In Qatar, Minister of Health 

Abdullah bin Khalid al-Qahtani 
launched Sahtak Awalan (Your 
Health First), an initiative to en-
courage people to make correct life-
style choices.

Action is not limited to govern-
ments: Landmark Group’s Beat 
Diabetes initiative, launched in the 
UAE to promote healthy living, has 
reached an audience of 6 million 
people across Oman, Bahrain, Qa-
tar, Kuwait and India.

Agmeh said: “The [UAE] govern-
ment has provided free facilities 
to do cycling… to jog, etc. They’ve 
opened parks and beautiful beach-
es but unfortunately the trend is 
changing very slowly. A lot of edu-
cation is required to inspire the 
general public to change.”

Obesity is one of the largest driv-

ers of health care costs in the devel-
oped world. A tax on sugar is being 
debated in Britain and Thailand and 
could be one way of tackling the 
epidemic.

Jawaldeh said the World Health 
Organisation had proposed policies 
on salt reduction, sugar reduction 
and fat reduction.

Cost-effective interventions 
would be to promote healthy di-
ets and oppose marketing for 
unhealthy food, he said. “This 
includes adding taxes to sugary 
beverages. Most countries in this 
region are subsidising sugar and oil. 
This is wrong. We should encourage 
them to subsidise fruit and vegeta-
bles, while promoting physical ac-
tivity.”

Ibraheem Juburi is an intern with 
The Arab Weekly.

Men take part in a group walk during the Qatari National Sport Day in the capital Doha, in February 
2015.

The rate of obesity in 
women exceeds 50% 
in Kuwait, Qatar and 
Libya.

Health

leaders have been 
recruited to issue 
statements on the 
necessity and safety of 
the vaccines.

More than 
2,000 religious
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A 

German journalist who 
became the first West-
erner to report from ter-
ritory held by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) has become 

embroiled in a controversy with his 
country’s leading news magazine 
that questioned the authenticity of 
his latest front-line reporting.

In late September, Jürgen Toden-
höfer had an interview published 
in a Cologne newspaper that was 
said to be with a senior commander 
of the formerly al-Qaeda-linked 
Jabhat al-Nusra, conducted in no-
man’s-land near the battle-torn Syr-
ian city of Aleppo.

Under the headline The Ameri-
cans are on our side, the masked 
commander, identified as Abu 
al-Ezz, claimed that a number of 
countries, including the United 
States and Israel, were actively sup-
porting his jihadist movement in its 
war against the Syrian regime.

Jabhat al-Nusra, which changed 
its name to Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 
(JFS, or Conquest of Syria Front) 
in July when it announced it was 
splitting from al-Qaeda, has been 
excluded from internationally 
sponsored peace talks because of 
its jihadist links.

The interview reinforced a per-
ception, widely shared in some cir-
cles, that the West is supporting the 
most reactionary elements battling 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
Moscow-backed regime.

It also underlined the near im-
possibility of receiving unbiased ac-
counts from any side in Syria’s com-
plex civil war, largely inaccessible 
to outsiders, in which propaganda 
regularly trumps straight news.

The day after the videoed inter-

view was published, JFS denied 
that any such encounter had taken 
place, hinting that the “fake” com-
mander was linked to the regime.

The German news magazine 
Der Spiegel followed with a foren-
sic study of the interview, chal-
lenging the identity of the alleged 
commander and even the location 
where the two men met.

The interview “strangely con-
firmed the war propaganda being 
propagated by the Assad regime — 
that America is indirectly support-
ing al-Qaeda and that the rebels are 
opposed to aid deliveries to civil-
ians”, Der Spiegel wrote.

 Todenhöfer gave the plausible 
response that the jihadist group 
could be expected to deny an inter-
view that might have revealed more 

than it intended. “The fact that my 
critics choose to believe the politi-
cal leadership of a terrorist organi-
sation more than me is messed up!” 
he wrote on his Facebook page.

“It was clear from very beginning 
that Jabhat al-Nusra would deny 
the interview,” he added.

He also contrasted his role as 
a front-line reporter with that of 
his desk-bound detractors. “Some 
things cannot be researched in 
front of a computer but require 
moving one’s butt under great risk 

into the war zones of this world,” he 
wrote.

Rebel-linked groups joined in the 
attempted debunking of  Toden-
höfer, pointing out his alleged sym-
pathy for the Damascus regime. 
The German conducted an inter-
view with Assad in 2012 that critics 
charged gave a propaganda plat-
form to the Syrian leader.

 Todenhöfer had previously at-
tacked Western media coverage 
of the Syrian war as hostile to As-
sad and too sympathetic to his en-
emies.

Der Spiegel had a debate in July 
2012 at which its Syria correspond-
ent, Christoph Reuter, challenged  
Todenhöfer’s view that Assad was 
at that time interested in compro-
mise. Reuter was the author of the 

latest article that set out to debunk  
Todenhöfer’s JFS interview, an 
indication that the antipathy be-
tween the magazine and the for-
mer right-wing German politician-
turned-journalist is long-standing.

Der Speigel was also critical of  
Todenhöfer’s 2014 visit behind 
ISIS lines and a subsequent book 
that topped its own bestseller list. 
“Those who go there… are at the 
mercy of their hosts and are only 
permitted to ask subservient ques-
tions,” the magazine wrote.

While Todenhöfer has been 
mauled at home and undermined 
by a variety of voices among the 
anti-Assad opposition, he contin-
ues to enjoy positive media cov-
erage in Russia, which also sub-
scribes to the theory the United 
States actively supports ISIS and 
other jihadists.

The Kremlin-backed Sputnik 
News carried Todenhöfer’s lengthy 
defence of what it called his “explo-
sive interview”.

“Speaking to Sputnik Deutschland 
about the now-famous interview,  
Todenhöfer explained that he never 
had any illusions that his journalistic 
effort, and its shocking revelations 
about the extent of Western support 
for Islamist terrorists, would cause a 
strong reaction ‘both from terrorists 
and from those who support main-
stream Western policy in the Middle 
East’,” Sputnik News wrote.

As with so much of the infor-
mation coming out of Syria, the  
Todenhöfer interview — authen-
tic or not — appears to have added 
more heat than light to the debate 
over what can be done to salvage 
that benighted country.

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds published in 1993.

Iraqi journalists fleeing hardship at home
Azhar Rubaie

Basra, Iraq

I 

raqis have joined the influx of 
migrants and refugees into Eu-
rope in the past two years and 
some of those were journalists 
back home.

The reasons for leaving include 
persecution by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) as well as harassment by au-
thorities in Shia-dominated south-
ern Iraq or Kurdish-controlled 
northern regions.

Sinbad Ahmed al-Shabaky 
worked as a reporter for pro-Shia Al-
Fayhaa television in Mosul before 
fleeing the northern Iraqi city after 
it fell under ISIS control in June 
2014. He relocated to the Kurdistan 
region and continued working for 
Al-Fayhaa.

Shabaky said there were two 
main reasons he was not going to 
stop working as a journalist. “The 
first reason is to follow my father’s 
path as he worked as a journalist 
before his death and the second 
reason is the patriotic feeling I have 
towards my country Iraq,” he said 
via WhatsApp.

His wife, Zinah Zuhair, worked 
for the same TV channel and, along 
with their three children, had joined 
him in Dohuk.

However, he said he was pre-
vented from freely doing his work 
by Kurdish security forces because 
he reported the flight of internally 
displaced people in Kurdish-con-
trolled areas; so, in August 2014, he 

decided to go to Turkey. He stayed 
there for about six months, before 
heading to Europe.

He said he travelled to Cyprus, 
Belgium, Hungary and Austria be-
fore ending up in Germany. “I was 
arrested and locked up in Belgium 
for 22 days, where they took my fin-
gerprints,” he said. “I suffered a lot 
in my journeys”.

He wanted to let the world know 
of the plight of Iraqis but instead 
works as a cleaner in a newspaper 
printing facility.

Haider Hilfi is another Iraqi jour-
nalist who fled to Germany. He used 
to work for pro-Sunni Al Baghdadia 
TV in the southern city of Basra. 
He said he was arrested by Iraqi 
authorities while reporting on an-
ti-government demonstrations in 
2013.

Following his release, he said he 
received verbal threats from secu-
rity officials and pro-government 
militias. In 2015, he was arrested 
because of his reporting on a dem-
onstration by students in Basra. He 
decided to leave Iraq following his 
release.

“I chose going to Germany be-
cause I heard that there is a great 
freedom for journalists, and there 
are laws that protect the press from 
violations,” he said, also in an inter-
view conducted via WhatsApp.

He now works as the Berlin cor-
respondent for the Iraqi TV channel 
Asia which is associated with the 
small Iraqi National Congress party.

Hilfi, however, said he was sad 
that journalists feel forced to leave 
Iraq. “The emigration of journalists 
means that Iraq is going to become a 
country of repression of freedoms,” 
he said.

There are many journalists who 
have remained in Iraq, despite suf-
fering and hardship.

Ali Athab, who works as a pre-
senter at the privately owned Hona 
Baghdad TV, refuses to leave.

“Most scientists, philosophers, 

novelists and writers were born 
from the depth of suffering. If we 
leave Iraq, who will be there to pro-
tect the country? We all have a mas-
sive responsibility to save our coun-
try,” he said.

He said that he was threatened by 
unknown groups in Baghdad, where 
he is based. “I will not stop at any 
red line in my work,” he stressed. 
“Iraq is exactly like my father. If my 
father is sick, I will never leave him 
alone. It is incorrect to leave him 
with this chronic disease.”

Iraqi authorities said they are do-

ing their best to provide protection 
to the members of the media.

“There is high-level coordination 
between our ministry and the Jour-
nalists Syndicate in order to reduce 
any attack on journalists,” said Saad 
Maan, a media official from the 
Ministry of Interior.

“We know that there are many 
cases of assaults against journal-
ists during the course of their work, 
committed by members of the Inte-
rior Ministry but these incidents are 
considered as personal behaviour 
that does not reflect the ministry’s 

policy,” Saad said.
“The Ministry of Interior will 

punish those who attack journalists 
and there is guidance by the minis-
try to facilitate the work of journal-
ists and keep in touch with them as 
well as give them the information 
they need.

“The Ministry of Interior has also 
granted permission to journalists to 
hold guns, in order to protect them-
selves from any risk they face.”

Azhar Rubaie is an Iraqi journalist 
based in Baghdad.

The reasons for 
leaving include 
persecution by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) as 
well as harassment 
by authorities.

A February 2016 file photo shows a stranded Iraqi refugee standing in front of a fence at the 
Greek-Macedonian border as he waits for the border crossing to reopen near the Greek village of 
Idomeni.                                                                                                                                                                             (AFP)

Front-line reporting in Syria can be as perplexing as the war

Jürgen Todenhöfer (R) interviewing an Egyptian ISIS fighter.                                          juergentodenhoefer.de

Harvey Morris

Syria’s complex civil 
war is largely 
inaccessible to 
outsiders.
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Sharjah retrospective remaps Surrealism history
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

E 

gypt’s little-known Sur-
realist art movement has 
been placed in the lime-
light with a major ret-
rospective organised by 

Sharjah Art Foundation (SAF) as the 
emirate seeks to fashion itself as a 
premier art destination by vigor-
ously exploring the pioneering role 
of Arab artists from the 20th-centu-
ry Modernist period.

The exhibition Kamal Youssef: 
Egyptian Surrealism’s Time Cap-
sule, at the Sharjah Art Museum, 
honours the leading Egyptian artist 
and brings focus on Egyptian Sur-
realists, said curators SAF Director 
Hoor al-Qasimi and Cornell Univer-
sity Professor Salah Hassan.

“The Sharjah Art Foundation is 
expanding the narrative of art his-
tory by highlighting the story of the 
Egyptian Surrealist movement, one 
of the most avant-garde but least 
known in early-to-mid 20th-centu-
ry Egypt,” Hassan said.

“The Egyptian Surrealists have 
been one of the most active branch-
es of the Surrealists international 
and its aftermath can be still seen in 
the contemporary art production in 
Egypt.”

The Sharjah exhibition is not the 
only event highlighting Egyptian 
Surrealism, Qasimi said.

“We are also presenting in Cairo a 
major touring exhibition that looks 
at the growth of Surrealism in Egypt 
and its historic influences,” she said. 
That show — When Arts Become Lib-
erty: The Egyptian Surrealists (1938-
1965) — opened September 28th.

Hassan noted that the early-to-
mid 20th-century work by artists of 
the Egyptian Surrealist movement 
“has largely been forgotten or not 

received the kind of critical atten-
tion that this most avant-garde of 
representations of Arab reality de-
served”.

After 70 years of prodigious out-
put of paintings and sculptures, Ka-
mal Youssef, an artist and engineer 
born in Cairo in 1923, continues to 

be a creative powerhouse.
The Sharjah show is a compre-

hensive exposition on the life and 
art of Youssef, who upholds the 
artistic creed of social liberty and 
the integrity of each individual, ir-
respective of class and power, Has-
san said.

Youssef, who settled in the Unit-
ed States in 1956 and lives in rural 
Pennsylvania, started his art jour-
ney in high school and participated 
in an exhibition organised by the 
Art and Liberty Group in 1939. In-
stead of going to art school, Youssef, 
on his father’s advice, studied engi-
neering and later ran a successful 
construction company.

He was also a founding member 
of the Contemporary Art Group, 
which was active in the 1940s. 
While holding on to the cosmo-
politan ethos of the senior group 
of Surrealists of the Art and Liberty 
Group, his participation in the Con-
temporary Art Group was to signifi-
cantly affect his artistic practice.

As Qasimi and Hassan pointed 
out, Youssef had a privileged child-
hood. His early life was divided be-
tween school days in Cairo and va-
cations at his father’s family home 
in Masjid Al-Khidr on the Nile. It 
exposed him to the contrast of the 
comforts of urban living and the suf-
fering of peasants and poor villag-
ers.

Youssef, whose ideas of liberty 
were at odds with the political real-
ity in Egypt, moved from Cairo to 
Paris in the early 1950s and then to 
the United States.

Many of his works from the 1940s 
to the present are displayed at the 
Sharjah Art Museum in semi-chron-
ological order but grouped together 
by recurring themes in his oeuvre, 
which shows his experimentation 
with a variety of styles, techniques 
and media.

His art functions as a time cap-

sule, as the show is titled, because 
the works encompass and absorb 
the changes of modernism and 
postmodernism while evoking po-
litical events across three conti-
nents. At the same time, the artist 
remained true to his roots.

The Fish Monger (1940s) is a med-
itative figure that evokes mythic 
emotions. In Omada (1952), a rest-
ing figure dominates the frame in 
the foreground but the backdrop 
of vernacular architecture and the 
vast plains stretch all around, cre-
ating a 360-degree viewing experi-
ence.

Roosters, cats and birds — soli-
tary or in close natural proximity 
with humans — appear in numerous 
works — displaying an innate resil-
ience that is transcendent.

Through his many works, Youssef 
has done justice to every setting — 
Arab, European or American — and 
expressed his artistic feelings about 
every significant historical event 
during and since the 20th century 
— from the anti-colonial movement 
in the 1940s, to the rise of Egyptian 
nationalism, the avant-garde Paris-
ian life, the turbulent American so-
cial life in the 1960s, the Palestinian 
question and the war on terror.

The exhibition is scheduled to 
run until November 17th, at the 
Sharjah Arts Museum.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Kamal Youssef, Reverie, 1986, oil on board, 48 x 34 cm. 
                                                                                                                                                  (Courtesy of the artist)

The exhibition 
Kamal Youssef: 
Egyptian Surrealism’s 
Time Capsule, at the 
Sharjah Art Museum 
brings focus on 
Egyptian Surrealists.

Maskoon: The Arab world’s first sci-fi and 
fantasy film festival
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

E 

xtending beyond the glitz 
of Hollywood’s block-
buster-saturated silver 
screens, genre films are 
gaining popularity and, for 

more than a decade, festivals have 
provided a platform for specialised 
filmmakers to showcase their films.

In the Arab world, where the in-
dustry has taken a different trajecto-
ry, considerable change has shaped 
the film scene over recent years. A 
number of production companies, 
creative producers and funds have 
proved to be propelling forces and 
support systems for Arab filmmak-
ers interested in exploring less com-
mercial approaches to storytelling.

The Maskoon Fantastic Film Festi-
val — “Maskoon” means “haunted” 
— debuted in Beirut in September 
and ushered in the region’s first fes-
tival for horror, action, fantasy and 
science fiction films.

“The partners backing Maskoon 
reflect the spirit of the festival 
and represent the whole produc-
tion chain from learning the craft 
to showing the work. Each one of 
them has been creating fresh initia-
tives and injecting dynamism in our 
regional cinema,” Myriam Sassine, 
producer at Beirut’s Abbout Produc-
tions, which organised the event, 
said in festival promotional material.

Attracting an eclectic programme, 
the festival showcased a variety 
of films from the United States, 
France, Turkey, India, Iran and 
Greece. The last day of the festival 
saw the screening of genre Arab 
shorts from Lebanon, Qatar, Jordan 
and the Palestinian territories.

“The idea started because we felt 
like there was a lack of genre-orient-
ed films,” Sassine said in an inter-
view. “And all of the Arab films we 
have been producing and receiving 
are mainly dramas or comedies, so 
we thought it would be good to start 
showcasing other types of films and 
showing that they can also be high-
quality films with a new cinematic 
language presented.”

With the gradual evolution of the 
regional film industry, Sassine said 
it was only a matter of time before 
the interest and demand for differ-
ent types of films caught up.

“I think it’s taking time for Arab 
cinema in general on all levels. First, 
there were very few movies being 
produced and now we have more 
and more films being produced and 
there are more co-productions and 
funds and other initiatives happen-
ing. Little by little, the industry has 
become more established. Now the 
time has come to produce differ-
ent kinds of films and to stress the 
importance of genre films,” Sassine 
said.

“Somehow it’s starting to be more 
prolific in terms of themes and sto-
ries and in terms of styles as well. 
The fact that this festival [took 
place], it felt like it was the right 
timing for it and the first edition’s 
success showed us that it was in-
deed the right timing for it.”

Met with some misconceptions 
around the nature of the films, 
Sassine said she is interested in 
breaking beyond stereotypes to re-
flect how sophisticated and influen-

tial smaller films can be.
“There’s a need to first show that 

these films are not just limited to 
the blockbusters of Hollywood and 
are not just cheap movies that you 
watch to entertain yourself. These 
are really high-quality films,” she 
said. “You can [understand] your 
society through these films.”

It is no secret that the socio-po-
litical tensions of the region seeped 
into the scripts of older Arab film-
makers but, as the region has be-
come more globalised, Sassine said 
younger filmmakers seem to be 
breaking from the patterns of their 
predecessors and are exploring new 
territories of storytelling.

“It’s mainly younger filmmakers 
who are interested in doing genre 
films. Maybe the older generation is 
more attached to what they are used 
to. You can see more things happen-
ing than what you used to see be-
fore,” Sassine said.

“Somehow, I think filmmakers 
were used to familiar grounds by do-
ing films that addressed the wounds 
of the (Lebanese) civil war and this 
is what they have been living in for a 
while. Today there are more themes 
they want to talk about and there 
are more topics,” she said.

As the interest for genre films 
in the region continues to mount, 
Sassine affirmed that there is a great 

deal of potential on the horizon.
“This comes from our feeling as 

producers that we would like to re-
ceive different kinds of projects and 
we have started to develop other 
types than what we used to develop 
when we first started in 2005,” she 
said. “We have new upcoming film-
makers who are writing scenarios 
that are totally different than what 
we used to receive three or four 
years earlier. It shows that some-
thing is cooking.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

The event 
constituted the 
region’s first festival 
for horror, action, 
fantasy and science 
fiction films.

The inauguration of the Maskoon Fantastic Film Festival in Beirut, the Arab region’s first festival for 
sci-fi and fantasy films.                                                                                                                                (Jimmy Dabbagh)
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Art in Motion – Making art accessible to all
Samar Kadi

Beirut

“I 

n Lebanon we have lots of 
galleries and art fairs but 
they cater for a certain cat-
egory of people who un-
derstand and know about 

art. We wanted to make art acces-
sible to all,” said Rania Halawi, co-
founder of Art in Motion, summing 
up the idea behind the creation of 
the non-governmental organisa-
tion (NGO).

“By placing sculptors and instal-
lations in public spaces we would 
be making a double achievement: 
Reviving public places in Lebanon 
and exposing the public to art with-
in their natural surroundings.”

Working under the theme of Re-
sistance and Persistence, Art in 
Motion’s inaugural exhibition fea-
tures 24 Arab and international art-
ists displaying their works in René 
Moawad Garden, Sanayeh, one of 
Beirut’s few public parks.

The choice of the place was care-
fully scrutinised, Halawi said.

“We wanted a space in Beirut, 
because it is the capital, and San-
ayeh was the ideal location because 
the garden was originally built as 
an annex to the school of art and 
sculpture under the Ottomans and 
it had witnessed a lot during the 
Lebanese wars when displaced 
people made Sanayeh their home,” 
she said.

“Every tree in Sanayeh has mil-
lions of stories to tell us about the 
resistance of the Lebanese people 
and their determination to survive. 
It is a way of showing the whole 
world that we are still looking at 

beauty despite everything, the (un-
stable) political situation and wars.”

Artists from France, Britain, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, Iraq, Syria, 
the Palestinian territories, Lebanon 
and Kazakhstan came together for 
the event. Some produced their 
work on the spot watched by curi-
ous garden visitors.

“The European artists were asked 
to produce their artwork here in the 
garden because we wanted them to 

have this interaction with the pub-
lic,” Halawi said. “We wanted the 
public who is at Sanayeh every day 
to start seeing how from nothing 
one can create a piece of art.”

The Dome, a structure of wood 
and newspapers by France’s Atelier 
Yok Yok, was a centre of attention 
as the group’s three architects and 
one artist put up the installation 
near the garden’s entrance.

“Many people were watching us. 

Children were curious and asking 
questions about what we were do-
ing,” said architect Luc Pinsard. We 
wanted to have such exchange with 
them and make them watch and 
appreciate our work.”

More than 3,000 copies of news-
papers were used to build the tilted 
dome, which is open on one side 
with a view on the garden’s pond 
and fountain. “It is a simple struc-
ture that is offset in space. It is 
mainly made of newspapers, which 
is not a resistant material but when 
we put layers of non-resistant ma-
terial we obtain something re-
sistant,” Pinsard said.

Syrian sculptor Mustafa Ali’s 
4-metre statue of chrome and shell 
shrapnel representing a floating 
person was largely inspired by the 
conflict in his country.

“The material I used (chrome) 
is very strong and resistant, in 
line with the exhibition’s theme,” 
he said. “The artwork represents 
a figure that is discharging with 
the force of a rocket. It is a person 
that aspires to get out of the crisis 
in which we are living, holding on 
hope though he is floating in the 
air but still trying not to fall in the 
abyss.”

Ali was keen on participating in 
the Art in Motion exhibition, which 
he said encourages an important 
trend in the region.

“In the West, you see public 
spaces decorated with pieces of 
art, which is not the case in our re-
gion. We have little art education,” 
Ali said. “In schools, art is treated 
as a secondary subject. In Europe, 
for instance, it is regarded as the 
best means of expression and en-
richment for children to keep them 
away from radicalism, intolerance 

and negative influences that could 
lead to bad consequences as it did 
here in our region.”

Ninti, by Lebanese artist Nancy 
Debs Haddad, is another artwork 
depicting resistance and resilience. 
“It is the name of a Sumerian de-
ity, the goddess of life, who I tried 
to personify with these two huge 
pieces. She gives life; she is a sav-
iour who we badly need at present 
(in this region). The open arms of 
the installation embrace someone 
who is completely bruised and 
mutilated and try to save him,” 
Haddad said.

“It represents the spirit of the 
Lebanese who despite war and vio-
lence continue to survive, advance 
and live again.”

The exhibition, which runs 
through October 24th, includes art 
performances and workshops tar-
geting schools and university art 
students.

Art in Motion is the outcome of a 
passion shared by three Lebanese 
women and art lovers — Halawi, 
Rania Tabbara and Rayya Farhat — 
who said they hope to have similar 
additional events across Lebanon.

“We felt the lack of public art and 
the lack of education within the 
public about art. So we wanted to 
make art available to all,” Halawi 
said.

The Dome, a structure made of wood and newspapers by 
Paris-based Atelier Yok Yok at Art in Motion exhibition in René 
Moawad Garden Sanayeh in Beirut.

The exhibition 
includes art 
performances and 
workshops targeting 
schools and 
university art 
students.

The art of painting a ‘selfie’
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

I 

t is safe to say that the internet 
has come of age. It is ingrained 
in our daily experience and 
has permeated contemporary 
culture. For some artists, it has 

even become a tool to experiment 
with new modes of expression.

“We have to realise that we’re 
millennial,” Lebanese artist Chris-
topher Rizkallah said. “We have 
this opportunity to be employ-
ing all of these techniques and all 
these new ways of looking at life, 
which I think we don’t fully under-
stand yet.”

Belonging to a generation of art-
ists born after 1990, Rizkallah’s 
paintings echo the digital age in 
which he grew up. His first solo ex-
hibition Aftertaste, at the non-prof-
it Beirut Art Residency (BAR), con-
sisted of a series of self-portraits, 
which in digital terms are referred 
to as “selfies”.

BAR Director Amar Zahr said: 
“Christopher’s work tackles the 
very classical subject of a self-
portrait in a very non-classical 
approach. As part of a generation 
born after the universal availability 
of the internet, his approach holds 
a very strong relationship to tech-
nology.”

Zahr posits that artists are find-
ing modern methods to revisit 
more traditional media. “With to-
day’s commonplace acceptance of 
‘selfies’ comes self-obsession, al-
lowing a full circle to use technol-
ogy as a means back to the ageless 
self-portrait,” he said.

Close-ups of bloody gums, con-
torted body parts and odd erotic 
mouth gestures elicit a jarring first 
impression. Further inspection of 
the fervent brush strokes betrays 
an idiosyncratic quality to the 
work, one that Rizkallah said was 
initiated when he was brushing his 
teeth a little too hard and his gums 
began to bleed. He described it as 
“a moment of both disgust and in-

trigue”. What is typically regarded 
as an ordinary occurrence served 
as an opportunity for self-exami-
nation.

“It is becoming more popular,” 
he said of the shift that many art-
ists have made towards integrat-
ing technology into their practices 
but Rizkallah is steadfast that more 
traditional media will remain just 
as relevant.

“To me there isn’t an art that will 
ever become less relevant. This is 
something that is happening right 
now. It is current. It’s the way to go 
for some people. It’s nice to be able 
to experiment with all these differ-
ent mediums,” he said.

The process involved Rizkallah 
taking pictures of himself with his 
phone and using the images as the 
foundation for the portraits, while 
working in sporadic spurts be-
tween 8pm and 4am.

“Had I sat in front of a mirror the 
outcome would have not been the 
same,” he said. “The fact is that I 

had these pictures on my phone 
and I only looked at them on my 
phone. I never expanded or pro-
jected these images… It [helped] to 
get the feel of the images and then 
take that to the canvas.

“Having access to the internet, 
and [with] photography being so 
readily available, you’re able to 
merge the older arts with the new-
er ones… It’s an interesting way 
where you can come up with out-
comes that are not seen before… 
It’s a way to make more interesting 
art. I think it has become an op-
tion for artists to use technology in 

their practice.”
Rather than shy away from hap-

hazard lapses that can accompany 
the use of cell phone cameras, 
Rizkallah embraced the imperfect 
instances he encountered to con-
struct his paintings. In doing so, he 
managed to illustrate the intrica-
cies of how flawed technology can 
be. This attention to detail charac-
terises the aesthetic of the work, as 
the slightest blur, glitch or discol-
ouration is incorporated on canvas.

He emphasises what he calls “the 
in-between moments” as he fuses 
the mundane with the grotesque.

“That is just my art style I would 
say; it’s always been a kind of iden-
tifier. Even back when I was study-
ing, there was always this darker 
edge to my work. At the same 
time, I’m very much aware that it 
shouldn’t be too dark in a way. It’s 
not just about portraying the gro-
tesque. There’s always a beauty be-
hind it, which is very important to 
me, so with my work I merge both,” 

Rizkallah said.
“Since all the paintings are por-

traits of myself it was very much 
about learning different aspects of 
your personality and seeing how 
my mood affected the outcomes of 
these paintings.”

What emerges from Rizkallah’s 
works extends beyond mere pro-
vocative visual accounts of cell 
phone pictures but rather a reflec-
tion on one’s obsession to create 
a digital identity. His approach 
stands in contrast to the criticisms 
many have cast on his generation’s 
propensity to document every triv-
ial aspect of their lives, as his mo-
tivations appear less of an exercise 
in narcissism and more of a layered 
introspective exploration.

After completing a degree in stu-
dio arts at the American University 
of Beirut, Rizkallah was awarded 
the M&C Saatchi MENA Award, 
which is granted to the student 
displaying the most creative po-
tential.

Close-ups of bloody 
gums, contorted 
body parts and odd 
erotic mouth 
gestures elicit a 
jarring first 
impression.

Self-portraits of Lebanese artist Christopher Rizkallah inspired by mobile phone selfies.
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gypt has started its larg-
est modernisation of the 
Giza Pyramids Plateau and 
its surroundings, pinning 
hopes that the project will 

return the area to the tourist map.
The project, according to the An-

tiquities Ministry, will revolutionise 
the nature of the plateau and the 
surrounding area and alter services 
offered tourists. The project will 
cost $22.5 million, which will be 
paid by the Tourism Ministry.

“This is a dream project that will 
change this area altogether to make 
it fit the importance of the pyramids 
as exquisite antiquities,” said Wael 
Fathi, the Antiquities Ministry of-
ficial supervising the project. “It 
will bring the Giza pyramids back to 
their former glories.”

The Giza pyramids were once an 
irresistible magnet for tourists vis-
iting Cairo. However, now tourists 
have been omitting them from their 

Cairo itineraries because of the dis-
organised nature of the plateau and 
its surroundings.

As tourists approach the pyra-
mids area, camel and horse owners 
pester them to take rides for exag-
gerated prices. Hawkers can be seen 
everywhere, pushing fake products 
on visitors.

At the entrance to the Pyramids 
Plateau there is a barn where a large 
number of camels and horses are 
kept and is the source of a nearly 
intolerable odour. On the plateau 
and on the way to the pyramids and 
Sphinx, the tour is rarely enjoyable 
due to the scorching heat.

The modernisation project seeks 
to end these problems, the Antiqui-
ties Ministry said.  The animal barn 
is to be moved far from the plateau 
entrance. The ministry added that 
several restaurants, cafeterias and 
service centres would be estab-
lished in the area.

Antiquities experts said the pro-
ject will bring back the lost allure of 
the Pyramids Plateau.

“The Pyramids Plateau is almost 
Egypt’s most important tourist site, 

which is why it must be given due 
attention,” said Abdel Halim Nour 
Eddin, an antiquities expert who 
participated in designing the mod-
ernisation project. “The pyramids 
area needs to turn into an open mu-
seum that showcases Egypt’s most 
famous antiquity.”

Financing is one of the challenges 
facing the project, Fathi said. With 
revenues from tourism falling and 
Egypt suffering its toughest eco-
nomic crisis in decades, the Tour-
ism Ministry does not have spare 
funds for the project, he added.

Egypt’s tourism sector was hit 
hard by a series of recent tragedies, 
including the October 2015 bombing 
of a Russian passenger plane over 
Sinai. The bombing led to a series of 

flight suspensions to Egypt’s resorts 
and tourist sites, which crippled the 
tourism sector. It contributes more 
than 11% of the country’s national 
income and employs more than 2.6 
million people.

Tourism visits in April 2016 were 
off 74% compared with April 2015, 
the Tourism Ministry said, adding 
that in June, 329,000 foreign tour-
ists visited Egypt, compared with 
820,000 in June last year.

The drop in tourist arrivals and 
the revenues they generate ex-
posed vulnerabilities in the Egyp-
tian economy, deprived the nation-
al budget of much-needed cash and 
exacerbated unemployment. To 
make up for the losses, Egypt plans 
a series of austerity measures, in-
cluding slashing a sizeable portion 
of subsidies, and is seeking a loan 
from the International Monetary 
Fund.

The Pyramids Plateau modernisa-
tion project will include creating a 
new entrance to the area, away from 
traffic congestion, and the introduc-
tion of an electric train to take tour-
ists to places in the plateau. Fathi 
said the train will drop tourists at 
the exact places where they want to 
spend time and take photos.

He added that documentaries and 
information about the pyramids, 
their builders and Egypt’s history 
would be shown.

Tourism experts said when the 
pyramids are back on Egypt’s tour-
ism map, they will revive the tour-
ism movement in Cairo.

They added, that in recent years, 
many tourists stayed away from 
Cairo and limited their presence in 
Egypt to either the Red Sea resorts 
of Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada or 
the southern ancient city of Luxor.

“Bringing the lost allure back to 
the Giza pyramids will mean a lot 
for the tourism business in Cairo,” 
said tourism expert Ehab Moussa. 
“In the past, some people travelled 
thousands of miles to Egypt from 
their home countries only to visit 
the pyramids but this disappeared 
in recent years because of deterio-
rating conditions in the pyramids 
area.”

Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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Sidi Bou Said, Tunisia:
Through October 22nd

The 11th Musiqat Festival is 
scheduled to take place at the En-
nejma Ezzahra palace in Sidi Bou 
Said. The festival includes a vari-
ety of music shows, such as fado, 
soul and flamenco, from perform-
ers from Iran, India, Spain, Cuba 
and Africa.

London: 
October 21st-November 6th 

The Nour Festival of Arts high-
lights the best contemporary 
Middle Eastern and North African 
arts and culture each October and 
November in venues across Kens-
ington and Chelsea in London. 
The festival programme features 
exhibitions, music, cinema, food, 
talks and dance performances.

Abu Simbel, Egypt:
October 22nd

Twice a year during the Abu 
Simbel Sun Festival, people gather 
at the Abu Simbel temple, built 
along the banks of the Nile by 
Pharaoh Ramses II in the 13th 
century BC, to see the sunrise 
provide a unique show. The 
temple is situated so that twice 
a year — in February and Octo-
ber — on the anniversaries of the 
birth and coronation of Ramses 
II, the sun lights up an internal 
chamber. After viewing statues of 
Ramses and Queen Nefertari, visi-
tors 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, semi-
nars, 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 open-air 
theme park. This entertainment 
and shopping destination in-
cludes 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 sev-
eral characters, with ex-convict 
Jean Valjean at the centre. A 
Broadway touring troupe will per-
form the play at the Dubai Opera.

Beirut:
November 17th-19th

The sixth Beirut Cooking Festival 
will take place at the Biel Pavillon 
Royal. The event brings together 
the best in cuisine, wines, beer 
and spirits. Celebrity chefs will be 
present to meet people and share 
recipes, entertaining dishes, 
cocktail courses and new trends 
in cooking,
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Mohamed Zain

This is a dream 
project that will 
change this area 
altogether.”Wael Fathi,

Antiquities Ministry official

Pyramids Plateau overhaul hopes 
to revive Egypt tourism sector

A man waits for tourists to rent his camel in front of the Great Giza pyramids on the outskirts of Cairo.                           (Reuters)

Cranes work at the site of the Grand Egyptian Museum, which is under construction, near the Giza 
Pyramids on the outskirts of Cairo.                                                                                                                      (Reuters)


