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Aoun’s election in Lebanon
carries regional implications

New Turkish-Iraqi spat as Mosul battle continues

London

T 

urkish and Iraqi leaders 
traded barbs after Ankara 
announced it was de-
ploying more troops and 
artillery near its border 

with Iraq.
Turkey has some 700 troops 

stationed at Bashiqa camp, where 
they trained Sunni Arab and Kurd-
ish peshmerga fighters to combat 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Mosul. 
Forces from Iraq’s Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) recently 
liberated Bashiqa with Turkish 
support.

The central Iraqi government, 
which opposes the Turkish pres-
ence, was enraged at the prospect 
of further involvement by Turkey. 
“The invasion of Iraq will lead to 
Turkey being dismantled,” Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi 
said during a televised news con-
ference.

“We do not want war with Tur-

key and we do not want a confron-
tation with Turkey but if a confron-
tation happens, we are ready for it. 

We will consider [Turkey] an en-
emy and we will deal with it as an 
enemy,” Abadi said.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mev-
lut Cavusoglu denounced Abadi’s 
remarks, accusing the Iraqi prime 
minister of being too weak to fight 
“terror organisations” that are tar-
geting Turkey while having bases 
in Iraq, in a reference to ISIS and the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).

“If you have the strength, why 
did you surrender Mosul to terror 
organisations? If you are so strong, 
why has the PKK occupied your 
lands for years?” Cavusoglu asked.

In the past two years, Turkey suf-
fered an increase in terror attacks 
by ISIS as well as the PKK and its 
affiliates, leading to the death of 
scores of Turkish civilians and se-
curity officials in addition to for-
eign tourists.

Turkish Defence Minister Fikri 

Isik said, with the new deployment, 
“Turkey is preparing in advance for 
whatever happens” during the bat-
tle for Mosul, which began on Oc-
tober 17th. Turkish Deputy Prime 
Minister Numan Kurtulmus said 
the armoured convoys were sent 
to the border because “this neigh-
bouring fire can spread to us”.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said Turkey would not 
allow the district of Sinjar in the 
province of Nineveh, where Mosul 
is the capital, to become another 
PKK base.

Turkey said it was also concerned 
about the fate of Arab Sunni civil-
ians and Turkmen in Mosul, Tal 
Afar and Kirkuk. Iraqis are divided 
over the presence of Turkish forces 
in Iraq but the anger towards An-
kara coming from Iran-backed Shia 
militias has been more hostile than 
that of the central government.

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

Beirut

T 

he election of Michel 
Aoun as president of 
Lebanon and his ap-
pointment of long-time 
rival Saad Hariri as prime 

minister after two-and-a-half years 
of crippling political gridlock have 
drawn a regional sigh of relief.

It has probably averted a political 
and economic meltdown but this 
unlikely partnership between two 
politicians who have been at dag-
gers drawn for years has wider im-
plications in the Middle East.

The most important of these is 
that Shia Iran, striving to become 
the Middle East’s paramount pow-
er, has shifted the balance of power 
away from Saudi Arabia, the bea-
con of the mainstream Sunnis, in 
a continuing confrontation that 
could affect the entire region.

Despite the evident political 
compromise that occurred in Leba-
non, it is clear “that neighbouring 
Syria and nearby Iraq are not the 
places to look for signs of such a 
compromise”, the US-based global 
security consultancy Stratfor ob-
served.

Aoun, an 83-year-old former 
army commander who has long 
hungered for the presidency, final-
ly secured it on October 31st, pri-
marily through a ground-breaking 
alliance with the Iranian-backed 
Hezbollah, the most powerful force 
in Lebanon, on February 6th, 2006, 
that breached Lebanon’s rigid sec-
tarian barriers.

The pact was based on Aoun se-
curing the presidency, with Hez-
bollah’s support. Six months later, 
Hezbollah triggered a 34-day war 
with Israel.

Under a 1943 agreement, Leba-
non’s president must be a Maron-
ite, while the prime ministry is 

reserved for Sunnis and the speak-
ership of parliament for Shias.

So now, for the first time, the 
Tehran-backed Shias have unprec-
edented influence in the presiden-
tial Baabda palace, although it re-
mains to be seen how they use it.

This new era in Lebanese politics 
suggests that, even though Tehran 
had to accept Hariri, named prime 
minister on November 3rd, it has 
supplanted Riyadh, which had 
championed Lebanon’s Sunnis and 
had strongly opposed Aoun’s nom-
ination to fill the politically danger-
ous presidential vacuum.

This was caused in May 2014 
when the six-year presidential 
term of Michel Suleiman, another 
ex-army commander, expired with 
parliament unable to elect a suc-
cessor, largely through the machi-
nations of Hezbollah.

The breakthrough, via French 
mediation, only came after Hariri, 
his popularity at an all-time low, 
endorsed Aoun after months of 
backing the Maronite leader’s ri-
vals. Significantly, Hezbollah ab-
stained from endorsing Hariri.

The Saudis have been gradually 
giving up on Lebanon as Hezbol-
lah’s power grew.

In 2015, Riyadh, increasingly 
alarmed at Iran’s influence growing 
in Lebanon, cut off billions of dol-
lars in military aid to protest anti-
Saudi pronouncements by Aoun’s 
son-in-law, then Foreign minister. 
Riyadh withdrew its ambassador in 
September.

The Aoun-Hariri partnership, 
part of a complex power-sharing 

agreement, is an unlikely, and po-
tentially volatile, one.

Hariri, 46, leader of the Sunni-
dominated March 14 alliance, pre-
viously served as prime minister 
of a national unity government in 
2009-11 that was eventually sabo-
taged by Hezbollah.

His endorsement of Aoun is all 
the more surprising since the event 
that propelled him into politics — 
the February 14th, 2005, assassi-

nation of his billionaire father and 
former premier Rafik Hariri — alleg-
edly involved Hezbollah.

Four of its members have been 
indicted by a UN-mandated court 
in The Hague. Hezbollah denies 
any involvement.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Beirut

T 

he euphoria that accom-
panied the election of a 
Hezbollah ally, Christian 
veteran leader Michel 
Aoun, as Lebanon’s presi-

dent after a nearly 30-month politi-
cal vacuum and the return of Sunni 
leader Saad Hariri to the post of 
prime minister, will soon dissipate.

Restoring Lebanese faith in the 
state, consolidating government 
institutions that were close to col-
lapse due to the prolonged political 
dysfunction and divisions, reviving 
the ailing economy and confront-
ing various security dangers are no 
easy tasks.

Aoun, the octogenarian former 
army commander who achieved 
his long-time ambition of becoming 
president after 26 years of what he 
described “a long path of struggle”, 
will have to prove he is capable of 
keeping his promises: Preserving 
the state, introducing the aspired 
reforms and fighting corruption. 
Hariri, who is yet to succeed in 
forming the desired “national ac-
cord” government, is to shoulder 
the hard responsibility of shoring 
up the economy.

Both have made enough con-
cessions to secure their new posts 
but, along with the country’s other 
political leaders, they must adopt 
a totally different mentality in ap-
proaching state affairs if they are 
to succeed in stabilising the multi-
confessional country.

Hezbollah’s powerful arsenal and 
military involvement in the Syria 
war was apparently shelved at least 
for the time being, with anti-Hez-

bollah Muslim Sunni and Christian 
political leaders realistically admit-
ting that this is a too-shaky issue to 
tackle.

The focus would be more on solv-
ing the country’s most urgent inter-
nal problems and whether Aoun’s 
reign will make a difference and 
change the country.

“I hope he (Aoun) will not forget 
his reform programme and stay 
true to it,” said Yezid Sayigh, a sen-
ior associate at the Carnegie Middle 
East Center in Beirut. “I also hope 
that he will not deal with it as if he 
is in a military battle. It rather needs 
dialogue, good thinking (about how 
to introduce the needed reforms).”

Sayigh argued that Lebanon’s vi-
tal problem lies in the fact that it is a 
“failed state” with its political class 
not carrying out its duties.

The mostly “decomposed” state 
institutions are almost absent and 
unable to provide basic and essen-
tial services, such as uninterrupted 
power supplies, clean drinking wa-
ter and removing the rubbish from 
the streets to the proper function-
ing of the judicial and security ser-
vices.

“A state of vacuum was created 
with the politicians’ failure in run-
ning the country, putting the whole 
burden on three institutions — the 
army, internal security forces and 
general security — to preserve civil 

peace and security on the borders 
as well as implement policies that 
should have been essentially adopt-
ed by the government,” Sayigh said.

Holding the Syrian refugees re-
sponsible for Lebanon’s ailments is 
simply unrealistic.

“Such a (Lebanese) mess started 
long before the coming of the Syr-
ian refugees,” Sayigh said, warning 
against pressuring the 1.2 million 
registered refugees to leave the 
country by adopting “suppressive 
and coercive measures”.

Although hosting such a huge 
number of refugees constitutes a 
real burden on Lebanon and, de-
spite the consequent social and cul-
tural effects, their presence carries 
numerous benefits in being an ac-
tive and indispensable force in the 
Lebanese economy and bringing in 
a considerable amount of interna-
tional aid. That they are scattered 
throughout the country and not 
placed in isolated camps was a plus 
for Lebanon, which, Sayigh said, 
presented “a successful model” of 
embracing refugees.

The fear, mostly voiced by the 

Christians, of refugees’ prolonged 
presence and possible security 
threat is understandable but not 
totally justified. For five years 
now, there have been no signs of 
radicalisation among young Syrian 
refugees and no serious clashes re-
ported with their Lebanese hosts.

Sayigh warned against any exag-
geration in that regard and of Aoun 
and his party officials maintaining 
“a speech that exceeds fear to be-
come a hostile one”.

“Would the new president be-
come aware that the fear mentality 
does not produce wise policies?” he 
asked.

Nassif Hitti, a Lebanese former 
diplomat with the Arab League, 
said Aoun’s presidency will be at “a 
crossroads” between his promises 
while in the opposition and “the re-
ality of sharing power along sectar-
ian basis”.

“It will be difficult for Aoun to 
play the reformer if he does not 
start with his own people, try-
ing to put a new, different team to 
the government… and to distance 
himself gradually from Hezbollah,” 

Hitti said.
Hezbollah, Sayigh said, is stuck 

in a paradox over its role in the 
Syria war and the need to get out 
of there without “real solutions in 
(its) hand”. The Iran-backed party 
is also facing the vexing issue of be-
ing part of the Lebanese state, with 
deputies in parliament and minis-
ters in the government, but “effec-
tively does not find solutions to the 
citizens’ daily problems”.

Under a win-win formula, Aoun 
and Hariri are now in power and 
most political forces are to be in-
cluded in the new government. 
Would they be able to put their 
many disputes aside, rejuvenate 
the deteriorating economy, stop the 
widespread corruption, which they 
are behind, end the Hezbollah-pro-
voked rift with the Gulf states and 
lure back the tourists?

The expectations are huge but 
Aoun’s election is unlikely to 
change much.

Dalal Saoud is the Deputy Editor-
in-Chief of The Arab Weekly. She is 
based in Beirut.

Prospects of real 
change in Lebanon 
in doubt after 
election of Aoun

Lebanese President Michel Aoun (L) meets with his new Prime Minister Saad Hariri at the 
presidential palace in Baabda, east of Beirut. on November 3rd.           (AP)
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Aoun has no agenda for Lebanon except 
more sectarianism

I 
t was neither Lebanese 
democracy nor a solid 
economic salvation agenda 
for the country that carried 
Michel Aoun to the presi-
dency. It was not his 

programme for fighting corrup-
tion, nor was it the promise to the 
end of the sectarian-based system 
of power sharing that had turned 
the state into religious and 
sectarian fiefdoms. What brought 
Aoun to power was something 
completely different.

Following two-and-a-half years 
without a president and more 
than 40 parliamentary sessions 
devoted to electing a president, 
the parliamentary alliance 
between Aoun and Hezbollah was 
successful in using the excuse of 
no quorum to block parliamen-
tary elections. There was an 
unwise constitutional blockage 
imposed by the presidency of the 
parliament that led to the void in 
the position of president of the 
republic all this time.

So, instead of coming to the 
presidency through the main 
gate, Aoun took the back alleys of 
political manoeuvring and 
fiddling with the constitution.

Democracy in Lebanon was the 

big loser in the affair. Aoun and 
his ally Hezbollah refused to have 
candidates compete for the 
presidency in free and democratic 
elections inside the parliament. 
Aoun and his cohorts insisted on 
designating him president; the 
elections inside the parliament 
would just be a formality.

Aoun and Hezbollah clearly 
signalled that becoming president 
in Lebanon was not the result of 
free and fair elections but of 
working around a fragile balance 
of power based on military might, 
security considerations and 
sectarian struggles.

Thus, the presidency in their 
eyes is not really representing 
and working for the common 
interest of one state and one 
people but that of one faction 
inside one sect using the military 
power of another faction inside 
another sect. The whole opera-
tion marked the end of a demo-
cratic system that had been in 
place in Lebanon for decades.

In his quest for the presidency, 
Aoun had no real agenda for 
saving Lebanon from economic 
collapse. His political discourse 
and moves were centred on 
insisting that the flaws in the 
state originate from the inequity 
in the system of power sharing 
between Muslims and Christians. 
He even asserted the Lebanese 
Sunnis had confiscated some 
Christian shares.

Clearly, he wanted to avoid 

annoying Hezbollah, the same 
party that has gone to extreme 
lengths to flout the authority of 
the state and that has found, in 
Aoun, the perfect cover for its 
rogue actions from illegally 
bearing arms to fighting in Syria.

Aoun has also used sectarian 
discourse to blackmail his 
Christian opponents. He suc-
ceeded in demonstrating that, if 
one wants to win in Lebanon, he 
or she must not shy away from 
using sectarian divisiveness as a 
weapon. All crises must be turned 
into sectarian ones in which the 
various factions vie for spoils to 
the detriment of the state.

Investing in sectarian strife and 
exploiting the theme of threat to 
minorities enabled Aoun to 
obstruct the presidential elec-
tions and gave Hezbollah more 
clout to weaken the power of the 
state.

Hezbollah in Lebanon stood to 
win whether the presidency of 
the state remained void or Aoun 
won it. The remarkable thing in 
the election was that opposition 
to Aoun came from Hezbollah’s 
allies, specifically from Parlia-
ment Speaker Nabih Berri and MP 
Suleiman Frangieh.

Naturally, Aoun, 83, would 
remain true to his election 
platform. Faced with the sorry 
condition of the Lebanese state, 
he will do no more than continue 
to use his slogan Protecting 
Christians’ Rights and just seize 

more state positions for his 
followers.

Constantly playing the card of 
sectarian rights is what many on 
both sides of the fence desire. It 
guarantees continued polarisa-
tion of the society and blind 
allegiance to the so-called leaders 
and obviates the obvious option 
of choosing allegiance to the state 
and the combined authority of 
the constitution and the law. 
Those playing the game of 
divisiveness cannot be more 
satisfied.

The next phase in Lebanon will 
be marked by intense competi-
tion for a share in power. The 
concept of pact brandished by 
Aoun and the special interpreta-
tion of it destroys the concepts of 
state and of citizenship by 
reducing them to a form of power 
sharing. There should not be a 
pact between Muslims and 
Christians that replaces the law 
and denies the principle of 
equality among all citizens.

Aoun knows quite well that his 
new presidential powers cannot 
touch Hezbollah’s illegal weapons 
or forbid their use abroad. 
Hezbollah, in turn, knows that 
Aoun will not broach the topic, 
not out of fear but simply because 
he will continue to play the card 
of sectarian allegiance to the 
detriment of the rights of citizen-
ship.

Ali al -Amine is a Lebanese writer.

Ali al-Amine

View point
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for the 
presidency, 
Aoun had no 
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Instead of coming to the 
presidency through the main 
gate, Aoun took the back alleys 
of political manoeuvring.

Dalal Saoud
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Syria war was 
apparently shelved 
at least for the time 
being.
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Beirut

T 

he election of Michel 
Aoun as Lebanon’s 13th 
president cements Hez-
bollah’s immunity against 
domestic opposition and 

safeguards its military priorities — 
the simmering confrontation with 
Israel and its armed intervention in 
Syria.

Aoun’s inaugural speech, while 
generally bland and appeasing, in-
cluded statements that confirmed 
that Hezbollah has emerged as the 
true winner from Lebanon’s pro-
tracted presidential crisis and vin-
dicated the party’s decision, along 
with its allies in the March 8th 
parliamentary coalition, to boycott 
two-and-a-half years of electoral 
sessions until its candidate was as-
sured success.

Referring to the conflict with 
Israel, Aoun said Lebanon would 
spare no effort “and no resistance” 
to liberate the occupied Lebanese 
territories and “protect our country 
from an enemy that still covets our 
land, water and natural resources”.

This formulation echoes Hezbol-
lah’s justification for maintaining 
the Islamic Resistance, the name of 
its armed wing. Hezbollah’s argu-
ment long ago moved on from the 
assumption that the end of out-
standing disputes between Israel 
and Lebanon would lead to a quid 
pro quo disarming.

In 2006, Ali Ammar, a Hezbollah 
MP, said the “extent of the resist-
ance is not the Shebaa farms nor 
the return of the [Lebanese] pris-
oners [held in Israel, but its extent 
is when it becomes impossible for 

Israel to violate Lebanon’s sover-
eignty even with a paper kite”.

It is highly likely that the army-
people-resistance formula, which 
helps legitimise the Islamic Resist-
ance as an asset of Lebanese de-
fence, will be retained in the official 
statement of the next government.

As for Syria, Aoun also had reas-
suring words for Hezbollah, saying 
that “terrorism”, meaning the ver-
sion practised by extremist Sunni 
groups such as the Islamic State 
(ISIS), should be dealt with through 
pre-emption, deterrence and con-
frontation until it is eliminated.

The key word here is “pre-emp-
tion” as it helps gird Hezbollah’s 
argument that its intervention in 
Syria is intended to defend Leba-
non against attack by groups such 
as ISIS: Better to fight them in Syria 
before they reach Lebanon.

The next government, headed by 
former prime minister Saad Hariri, 
will not pose an obstacle to Hezbol-
lah’s domestic and regional agenda.

Hariri returns to the premiership 
holding a weak hand. His financial 
empire is in disarray; there is no 
cash to sustain his patronage net-
works and his decision to endorse 
Aoun for the presidency has further 
sapped his popular support on the 
Sunni street.

Rivals for the country’s Sunni 
leadership, particularly former 
Justice minister Ashraf Rifi, are be-
ginning to snap at his heels. Rifi is 
sweeping up discontented Sunnis 
not only in his traditional fiefdom 
of Tripoli and the north but also in 
other Sunni regions further afield, 
such as the central Bekaa valley and 
Iqlim el-Kharroub north of Sidon.

Hariri cannot rely on the backing 
of Saudi Arabia as a counterweight 
to Hezbollah and Iranian influence 
in Lebanon. Under King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, Saudi Arabia’s 
interest in Lebanon has shrivelled 
amid more pressing issues for the 
kingdom, such as the war in Yemen, 
the struggle against Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad and domestic 
economic difficulties.

Still, Hezbollah faces pressing 

challenges, particularly the heavy 
cost of the war in Syria on the mo-
rale of the party’s support base, 
even among the cadres themselves.

Iran’s Tasnim news agency re-
ported that 33 Hezbollah fighters, 
including at least two commanders, 
were killed in Syria in October.

Traditionally, the process of re-
cruitment into Hezbollah’s ranks 
takes months and consists of an 
initial vetting procedure, extensive 
religious classes and basic military 
training at the party’s camps strung 
along the flanks of the Bekaa valley.

While this arduous and thorough 
recruitment process is continuing 
for true believers in Hezbollah’s 
cause, the party is also scooping up 
recruits specifically to fight in Syria, 
luring them with monthly salaries 
and benefits and foregoing vetting 
and religious instruction.

These raw recruits are given a 

month-long basic training course 
before being dispatched to Syria’s 
front lines. There follows a brutal 
Darwinian process in which the 
unlucky or inept are quickly killed 
off while the luckier or more skilled 
live to fight another day.

There is, however, increasing 
anecdotal evidence to suggest that 
some fighters are tiring of the con-
flict, particularly of being deployed 
to places such as Aleppo that are far 
from Lebanon. A common refrain 
from these unhappy cadres is that 
they accept the rationale of fight-
ing ISIS or Jabhat Fatah al-Sham in 
Qalamoun along Lebanon’s eastern 
border or defending the tomb of 
Sayyida Zeynab, the Prophet Mo-
hammad’s daughter, in Damascus. 
But why do they need to fight in 
Aleppo?

Some fighters are refusing to re-
turn to Syria and say they will only 

pick up a gun again and fight with 
Hezbollah during the next conflict 
with Israel. Other fighters are leav-
ing the party altogether.

It is unclear how deep such sen-
timent runs within Hezbollah’s 
ranks but the party apparently has 
formed a unit to address issues of 
low morale, underlining that the 
leadership takes the discontent se-
riously.

Hezbollah may have secured its 
domestic flank through the election 
of its ally Aoun as president but the 
interminable war in Syria will con-
tinue to sap the party’s resources 
and chip away at the morale of 
some cadres.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel 
(Random House 2011). He lives in 
Beirut.

Aoun’s election bolsters Hezbollah as it grapples with Syria fallout
Nicholas Blanford

Mohammed Raad, the head of Hezbollah bloc in Lebanese parliament (L), congratulates the 
newly elected Lebanese President Michel Aoun at the Lebanese parliament, in Beirut, on October 
31st.                                                                                                                                                                                     (AFP)
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The interminable 
war in Syria will 
continue to sap 
Hezbollah’s 
resources.

Michel Aoun: Machiavelli’s Prince or Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince?

M
any Lebanese 
remain divided 
over the country’s 
former army 
commander 
Michel Aoun, who 

after vying for the presidency for 
nearly two decades was finally 
voted to the top job. Just getting 
all of Lebanon’s opposing political 
parties to agree on the candidate 
after two years without a presi-
dent is quite an accomplishment.

Getting those of varying 
political agendas such as Hezbol-
lah and conservative Christian 
parties to agree to sit at the same 
table requires a certain degree of 
political know-how.

A former Lebanese army 
general, Aoun was forced into a 
14-year exile in France because he 
opposed Syria’s presence in 
Lebanon but has now won the 
presidency with Syria’s support. 
But does that make him Niccolo 
Machiavelli’s Prince or Antoine de 
Saint-Exupéry’s Little Prince?

After numerous attempts to find 
a president acceptable to all 
political factions, foreign and 
domestic, the Lebanese parlia-
ment has made Aoun proud with 
his unexpected last-minute 
political alliances. The result 
placed him ahead of his rivals for 
the post, which under Lebanon’s 
sectarian system is awarded to a 

Christian.
Some Lebanese see Aoun as the 

leader who will take the country 
out of its years of political wilder-
ness. Others regard him as a 
renegade officer and loose cannon 
who could well reignite the civil 
war. If nothing else, Aoun is a 
highly controversial, if not 
somewhat enigmatic figure. But is 
he the Prince or the Little Prince?

While Saint-Exupéry, who 
served as a French military aviator 
during the second world war and 
ultimately disappeared in the 
southern Mediterranean when his 
aircraft crashed, may have had 
more in common with the Leba-
nese military officer, Aoun picked 
up more on the practicality of 
politics from Machiavelli.

Despite his political shortcom-
ings, Aoun promised to change 
Lebanon’s stagnating politics and 
do away with corruption and 
sectarianism. This alone has given 
the 83-year-old military officer-
turned politician a head start in 
the race to the presidency.

The retired general claims much 
credit for Syria’s rapid exit from 
Lebanon.

This is worrying many Lebanese 
who view Aoun with suspicion, if 
not outright revulsion. Others see 
in him new hope.

“We have to put the past behind 
us,” said Tony Haddad, a close aide 
who lobbies for the general’s 
interests in Washington.

This might not be as easy as it 
sounds. Before his exile, Aoun 
made many enemies when he took 
on the Syrians, then the Christian 
militias in one of the final, but 
harshest, stages of the 1975-90 
Lebanese civil war.

So how do you put the past 
behind you? First, you forgive 
your enemies, hoping they will 
forgive you. Second, you try to 
introduce reconciliation — a 
relatively little-tested concept in 
Lebanon. Third, you try to win the 
people’s trust.

“Transparency is going to be the 
key,” Haddad said. “People trust 
him, they want a clean leader-
ship.”

Haddad said some of the 
antipathy felt by many Lebanese 
towards Aoun was the clash of 
“reformers versus traditionalists”. 
Haddad called Aoun a “reformer” 
who wants to change things. 
Indeed, his uttering this one word, 
“change”, was enough to ensure 
Aoun the support of hundreds, if 
not thousands, of followers.

“I think his vision is beyond 
what most people can compre-
hend in this region,” said Haddad.

It is, however, precisely this 
vision that is being questioned. A 
vision many accuse of being rather 
blurred and quick to forget the 
past.

“Ask him about the millions of 
dollars he received from Saddam 
Hussein,” suggested a Lebanese 
friend. I did ask.

“The general got help from 
Saddam but he gave him nothing 
in return,” said Haddad, adding 
even former US secretary of 
Defense met with Donald Rums-
feld had, in the past, met with the 
now executed Iraqi president.

“The help from Iraq was 
unconditional,” said Haddad. “We 
gave nothing in return.”

“Ask him why is it that he has 
allied himself with the most avid 
supporters of Syria,” said the same 

Lebanese friend. I did ask.
In politics, things change, 

alliances change, explained 
Haddad, adding all Lebanese 
politicians, including opposition 
leader Walid Jumblatt, have in the 
past dealt with Syria.

It was late at night as I sat down 
to write these words and caught 
sight of Machiavelli’s ghost as it 
floated over my desk.

“Niccolo, is this correct? Is it 
true?” I asked.

Looking somewhat ashen and in 
a great hurry to escape Levantine 
politics, Machiavelli replied, 
“Certo, certo,” (sure, sure) before 
quickly disappearing into the 
night.

But if Machiavelli’s ghost ran 
away, my friend persisted.

“Ask him how come he has given 
the Syrians a clean bill of health by 
announcing they are no longer in 
Lebanon under any guise when the 
United Nations hasn’t yet? What 
was his hurry to do so?” added my 
friend.

I did ask.
“The general carries no grudges 

against his former enemies,” 
replied Haddad.

The general may carry no 
grudges but some of the people he 
shelled during the “war of libera-
tion” find it hard to forget. 
Summing up the feelings of many 
Lebanese who fall into that 
category, another friend from 
Beirut simply said: “Ask him when 
he is going back to Paris?”

Alas, the ghost was gone before I 
could get an answer to that last 
question.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Claude Salhani
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The general 
may carry 
no grudges 
but some of 
the people 
he shelled 
during the 
“war of 
liberation” 
find it hard 
to forget.

Despite his political 
shortcomings, Aoun promised to 
change Lebanon’s stagnating 
politics and do away with 
corruption and sectarianism.
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T 

housands of civilians 
have been evacuated 
from parts of Mosul re-
captured by Iraqi forces 
from the Islamic State 

(ISIS) as the militant group’s leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi called on his 
followers not to retreat from the 
fight.

Iraqi troops entered Mosul for the 
first time in more than two years, 
taking control of Gogjali, al-Kara-
ma and al-Samah neighbourhoods 
but increased resistance from ISIS 
is expected in the days ahead.

“Holding your ground with hon-
our is a thousand times easier than 
retreating in shame,” Baghdadi was 
quoted as saying in an audio mes-
sage that could not be indepen-
dently verified.

Baghdadi also urged his follow-
ers to attack Saudi Arabia and Tur-
key. “Turkey entered the zone of 

your operations, so attack it, de-
stroy its security and sow horror 
within it. Put it on your list of bat-
tlefields,” he said

US Air Force Colonel John Dor-
rian, spokesman for the US-led coa-
lition attacking ISIS, said Baghdadi 
appears to be “losing command 
and control” of his militants.

The United States, France and 
Britain are providing air cover for 
Iraqi forces. The US-led coalition 
has reportedly conducted 16,000 
air strikes against ISIS in Iraq and 
Syria in the past two years. Two-
thirds of them struck targets in 
Iraq.

The commander of the Joint 
Military Operation Command, 
Lieutenant-General Talib Shaghati, 
said more than 5,000 civilians have 
been evacuated from Mosul as Iraqi 
forces inspect recaptured areas in 
the city.

More than 21,000 civilians have 
been displaced since military op-
erations began October 17th, the 
International Organisation for Mi-

gration said. The United Nations 
warned that thousands of people 
were being used by ISIS as human 
shields.

ISIS militants are using booby 
traps, suicide bombers, explosives-
laden vehicles and drones, said Ira-
qi officials, who are consolidating 
territorial gains before cautiously 
moving further inside Mosul.

Fleeing civilians expressed re-
lief that they escaped from ISIS 
but they appeared in need of aid. 
“Some of the kids that arrive are 
barefoot, and they don’t have suf-
ficient water and food,” Alvhild 
Stromme, a media adviser for the 
Norwegian Refugee Council aid 

groups, was quoted as saying by 
Agence France-Presse.

The International Federation of 
Red Cross and Red Crescent So-
cieties told Reuters that “people 
are starting to arrive now from the 
small towns around Mosul” with 
only the clothes they were wearing.

The Iraqi commander of the 
counterterrorism forces, General 
Abdul-Ghani al-Asadi, said a cur-
few had been imposed in Gogjali. 
“For the safety of the families, we 
ask them to stay inside their hous-
es.”

The Shia militias that dominate 
the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF) have succeeded in “cutting 
the [western] supply route of the 
enemy between Tal Afar and the 
Muhalabiya district, reaching to 
Mosul,” said the leader of the Badr 
Organisation, Hadi al-Amiri.

The PMF have not entered Mo-
sul but Adama Dieng, the special 
adviser to UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon on the prevention of 
genocide, said he was concerned 

over “the increasing risk” of sectar-
ian violence or revenge attacks in 
the Mosul.

Amnesty International said the 
Tribal Mobilisation Forces, which 
are made up of Sunni Arab tribal 
fighters, have carried out revenge 
attacks in villages suspected of 
having links to ISIS.

“There is strong evidence that 
Sabawi tribal militia members have 
committed crimes under interna-
tional law by torturing and other-
wise ill-treating residents in Qata 
al-Sabaween in revenge for crimes 
committed by IS,” said Amnesty’s 
Deputy Director for Research Lynn 
Maalouf, using another acronym 
for the Islamic State.

“There is no doubt that IS fight-
ers who are suspected of commit-
ting crimes must be held account-
able in fair trials. But rounding up 
villagers and forcing them to en-
dure public humiliation or other 
violations, including torture, is no 
way of securing justice, truth and 
reparation for victims of IS crimes.”

Thousands of Iraqis evacuated from ISIS-held Mosul

An Iraqi child carries a white flag on a road on November 3rd as she leaves Gogjali, 
which lies on the eastern edge of Mosul, before heading to camps housing displaced 
people.           (AFP)

An Iranian-Kurdish female fighter takes position during a battle with ISIS militants 
in Bashiqa, near Mosul, on November 3rd.                  (Reuters)

News & Analysis Iraq

Iraq braces for ‘post-Mosul syndrome’

I
raqis were judged in a recent 
international survey to be 
the nationality that most 
readily shows kindness to 
strangers. The finding of the 
Britain-based Charities Aid 

Foundation was confirmation of 
the country’s well-established 
tradition of hospitality.

Iraqis might be wryly reflecting, 
however, as they confront 
widespread speculation of 
renewed communal strife once 
Mosul is liberated from the 
clutches of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
that the generosity they show to 
outsiders is so often absent among 
themselves.

A coalition of forces has held 
together to drive the offensive 
against ISIS, which occupied 
Iraq’s second largest city in June 
2014 but even before the city is 
liberated, a “post-Mosul” syn-
drome is emerging amid dire 
warnings that this alliance will not 
hold.

Patrick Hamilton, the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross 
official in charge of its operations 
in the region, told Reuters after a 
visit to northern Iraq ahead of the 
Mosul offensive that he was 
struck by a sense of angst about 
what was to come, “both for the 
immediate future in terms of this 
offensive and what that might 
entail”.

“But also for the longer-term 
future, what Iraq itself might look 
like post-Mosul and what will be 

the fate of these various commu-
nities that make up Iraq and how 
they will find or try to find a way 
forward together,” Hamilton said.

Concerns about the fate of tens 
of thousands of civilians who 
could be displaced by the fighting 
are compounded by fears that the 
predominantly Sunni population 
might face reprisals by vengeful 
Shia militias, some of which have 
a history of serious sectarian 
abuse.

“There’s a need to anticipate, to 
prepare for the day after and the 
stabilisation of Mosul after the 
military battle,” French Foreign 
Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault said as 
the offensive was launched in 
mid-October in northern Iraq.

“We must win the war but also 
examine everything that can help 
to win peace. What will happen 
after? We must set up administra-
tion and prepare stabilisation.”

The US-led coalition has been 
preparing for months for the 
battle and for the day after. US 
Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 
said in July that the mechanics of 
the Mosul offensive, including the 
movement of forces, had been 
planned months previously.

The main focus of talks among 
coalition military planners was on 
what happened after the defeat of 
ISIS, including stabilisation and 
reconstruction, he said.

Nearer to home, a heavy 
responsibility will fall on Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi to 
try to ensure that the fractious 
forces that have combined to 
liberate Mosul do not go on to 
snatch defeat from the jaws of 
victory.

His task will include not only 
ensuring that Sunnis do not 

become the victims of sectarian 
terror, but also giving them a 
political stake in the post-Mosul 
scenario.

It will also include defusing 
potential conflict with the Kurds, 
who see the battle as not only an 
opportunity to oust ISIS but also 
to assert their control of disputed 
territory they regard as part of 
Kurdistan.

He will need to persuade all 
communities that, after what will 
be a significant victory over ISIS, 
their future depends on coopera-
tion within a united or federal 
state rather than in competing for 
physical and economic space from 
a purely communal perspective.

That would be a large enough 
task if Abadi were not also faced 
with the continuing dabbling of 

outside players more interested in 
pursuing their own interests than 
in advancing the cause of a stable 
Iraq.

Turkey’s insistence on playing 
an uninvited role has proved a 
complicating factor and has been 
rejected by Abadi, obliging the 
United States to try to defuse 
tensions between Ankara and 
Baghdad. In a signal of caution to 
the Turks, Carter stressed during a 
visit to Baghdad “the vital 
importance of every country 
operating with full respect for 
Iraqi sovereignty”.

As in neighbouring Syria, 
Turkish policy appears to be 
geared less to defeating ISIS than 
to ensuring that the separatist 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
which has fought Ankara since 
1984 for an autonomous Kurdis-
tan, does not gain an advantage 
after it too offered to join the fight 
for Mosul.

So, as it focuses on ISIS, the 
Iraqi government faces the spectre 
of the Turkish-PKK war spilling 
over its border.

Turkey’s demand for a future 
voice in determining the fate of 
the Mosul region adds to long-
standing concerns of Iranian inter-
ference in the affairs of Shia-
majority Iraq.

Military planners know that the 
battle for Mosul itself will be 
messy, with many civilian lives at 
stake. Their hope is that plans are 
in place to deal with the even 
more challenging aftermath.

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.

Harvey Morris
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As it focuses 
on ISIS, 
the Iraqi 
government 
faces the 
spectre of 
the Turkish-
PKK war 
spilling over 
its border.

Military planners know that the 
battle for Mosul itself will be 
messy, with many civilian lives 
at stake.

Iraq’s elite counterterrorism forces raise an 
Iraqi f lag after retaking Bartella, outside Mosul, 
Iraq, on October 21st.                                               (AP)

Mamoon Alabbasi

civilians have been 
displaced since military 
operations against ISIS 
in Mosul began.

More than 21,000
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A 

war of words has bro-
ken out between former 
Iraqi prime minister 
Nuri al-Maliki and Ma-
soud Barzani, president 

of the semi-autonomous Kurdistan 
region, fuelling tensions surround-
ing the war raging around Mosul.

Maliki threw the first punch in 
a broadcast interview, accusing 
Barzani and other leaders of his 
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) 
of being “Israeli sympathisers” 
who were working with Iraq’s for-
eign enemies, including the United 
States, Israel and Turkey.

“The Kurdistan region has be-
come a strategic and developed 
platform for the implementation 
of the US-Israeli policy,” Maliki told 
Euronews. “And by Kurdistan I do 
not mean all the Kurds. I mean only 
Masoud Barzani and the Kurdistan 
Democratic Party.”

He also accused the KDP of facili-
tating the entry of 2,000 Turkish 
troops into northern Iraq, a devel-
opment that has strained relations 
between Ankara and the Baghdad 
government of Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi, who has said their 
presence was illegal.

It seemed unlikely, however, that 
Maliki’s intervention was motivat-
ed by a desire to support his suc-
cessor. Recent political develop-
ments support the theory that he 
is manoeuvring to regain the prime 
ministerial post he was forced to 
surrender in mid-2014 after his 
armed forces lost Mosul to the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

Maliki has been accused of stir-
ring up existing splits within rival 
Kurdish parties with a visit in July 

to Sulaymaniyah in eastern Kurd-
istan where the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan and the Movement for 
Change (Gorran) hold sway.

In September, the Iraqi parlia-
ment dismissed Hoshyar Zebari, 
the Finance minister, in a move 
that many, including Zebari him-
self, said was engineered by Maliki. 
Zebari was the most high-profile 
Kurd in successive Baghdad cabi-
nets and, as Foreign minister, fre-
quently accompanied Maliki on 
visits abroad. He also holds high 
positions in the KDP — and, inci-
dentally, is Barzani’s uncle.

The personal animus between 
Maliki and Barzani was well-estab-
lished before the former launched 
his tirade in late October. Back in 
2012, the Kurdish leader accused 
the Shia prime minister of turning 
himself into a dictator.

“Where in the world can the 
same person be the prime minis-
ter, the chief of staff of the armed 
forces, the minister of Defence, the 
minister of Interior, the chief of in-
telligence and the head of the Na-
tional Security Council?” Barzani 
said.

The KDP was not slow in re-
sponding in the latest verbal spat. 
“Maliki’s role in inciting sectarian-
ism, his involvement in corruption 
and the damage he has done to 
Iraq’s political, security and eco-
nomic standing is evident to all 
Iraqis and to the international com-
munity,” the party said in a state-
ment.

It also compared him to Saddam 
Hussein’s notorious henchman 
“Chemical Ali” — Ali Hassan al-
Majid — in terms of crimes he had 
committed against the Kurdish 
nation, especially the March 1988 
chemical weapons attack on the 

Kurdish town of Halabja in which 
more than 5,000 men, women and 
children were killed.

The statement added, for good 
measure, that the army Maliki con-
trolled had collapsed without a 
fight in the face of the ISIS offensive 
in 2014, relinquishing territory that 
the Kurdish peshmerga and the re-
constituted Iraqi armed forces are 
now jointly fighting to liberate.

So, what of Maliki’s allegations 
that Barzani is an Israeli and a Turk-
ish stooge? The KDP’s relations 
with Israel are well-documented 
from the era when Israel’s Mossad 
intelligence service supported the 
1970s rebellion led by Barzani’s 
father, Mustafa, and subsequently 
ditched the Kurds as part of a 1975 
agreement between Saddam and 

the shah of Iran.
Maliki gave little evidence of a 

conspiracy beyond saying: “Israeli 
sympathisers and elements are 
abundant in Kurdistan.”

On Turkey, he may have been 
on slightly more solid ground. The 
KDP has a close relationship with 
Ankara, based in part on the level 
of Turkish investment in the land-
locked Kurdistan region and de-
pendence on Turkey as an outlet 
for oil exports.

The authorities in Erbil, cast-
ing themselves as peacemakers in 
the tensions between Ankara and 
Baghdad, insist that the presence 
of Turkish military “trainers” at 
Bashiqa, on the front line with ISIS, 
had been signed off by the central 
government. KDP officials say they 

welcome the participation of any 
party that opposes ISIS.

Maliki perhaps has a different 
agenda. Shortly before his verbal 
assault on Barzani, he said during 
an Iranian-sponsored conference 
in Baghdad that the campaign to 
liberate Mosul was just the first 
step to liberating other cities, in-
cluding Raqqa, the Islamic State’s 
de facto capital, in Syria.

That implied liberation by the 
Iranian-backed forces of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad rather than 
by rebels backed by Turkey and the 
West.

The Maliki-Barzani spat perhaps 
underlines, once again, the fact 
that what divides the enemies of 
the Islamic State is greater than 
what unites them.

Baghdad

T 

he metal doors of liquor 
shops across Baghdad 
have been tightly sealed, 
looking as if they have 
been deserted for good 

just weeks after the Iraqi parlia-
ment passed a bill banning the 
import, sale and production of al-
cohol, alienating Christians and 
other Iraqi minorities who rely on 
the business.

The law on alcohol stipulates a 
fine of $8,600-$21,500 for violators 
but there are other potential prob-
lems as several shops have been 
bombed since the bill was passed 
on October 22nd.

Rights activist Ammar Satar said 
the “political fatwa” that reinforces 
the grip of religious parties over the 
daily life of Iraqis sets a precedent 
by implicitly justifying acts of vio-
lence against whoever attempts to 
oppose it.

“This blatant exploitation of reli-
gion without any consideration to 
non-Muslim communities is noth-

ing but a blunt violation of funda-
mental freedoms that the constitu-
tion is supposed to guarantee in a 
country that lives in a state of ram-
pant chaos, with several parties 
controlling the street with the force 
of arms and religion,” said Satar, 25.

He argued that the problem lies 
basically “in the mentality” of po-
litical rulers. “They reject the oth-
er, disregarding completely that 
civilisation means order, without 
which we cannot live in a diverse 
society like Iraq’s,” Satar said.

While it outraged Satar, the 
ban on alcohol was welcomed by 
22-year-old university student As-
maa Hassan. “It is in perfect har-
mony with Islamic sharia. We are an 
Islamic state and everybody should 
be aware of that. Many practices 
have intruded into conservative 
Iraqi society and all should abide 
by the law,” she said.

The ban on alcohol was included 
in a draft law regulating the income 
of municipal authorities without 
lawmakers being notified. The 
original article only called for im-
posing taxes on liquor stores and 
restaurants serving liquor, Chris-
tian and Yazidi members of parlia-
ment said.

“We challenged the bill the mo-
ment it was passed, especially as 
the draft was not read in the first 
place and the clause (banning alco-
hol) was slipped into the draft just 
before voting,” Yonadam Kanna, a 
veteran MP and head of al-Rafidain 

Christian bloc, said in statements 
to the media.

Yazidi MP Vian Dakhil cautioned 
that minorities would be driven to 
migrate to Kurdistan because of 
such measures. “After the unified 
national identity law comes the ban 
on alcohol. Minorities in Iraq have 
no safe haven except Kurdistan. It 
is yet another blow to minorities 
and basic freedoms guaranteed by 
the constitution in a country that 
pretends to be democratic,” Dakhil 
posted on social media.

The identity law stipulates that 
only non-Muslims may switch 
their religion and that a minor is 
registered as Muslim following a 
conversion of either of the parents 
to Islam.

Jassim al-Halfi, a member of the 
leadership of the Iraqi Communist 
Party, warned that the new law 
would weaken the country’s di-

verse national fabric. “Non-Muslim 
communities will be forced to leave 
and this we cannot accept,” he said.

The alcohol ban will have a con-
siderable effect on the national 
economy, depriving the country of 
a badly needed source of income, 
economic analyst Abdul Rahman 
al-Mashhadani said.

“The biggest irony is that the 
2017 budget previewed a 100% tax 
on alcohol, a sheer contradiction 
of the new law,” Mashhadani said, 
noting that taxes levied on liquor 
raise $10 billion annually.

“The ban will inevitably incur big 
losses on the Iraqi economy. How-
ever, it will not reduce consump-
tion. The black market will flourish 
and alcohol prices will skyrocket,” 
Mashhadani predicted.

Muslim cleric Sheikh Ghaith al-
Tamimi said Islam proscribes the 
consumption of alcohol but does 

not ban it or call for punishing con-
sumers.

“The proscription is a religious 
matter, while the ban is a debatable 
issue linked to the jurisprudence 
of sharia over the political and so-
cial system in the country,” he said. 
“Some believe that you cannot ap-
ply sharia in our modern time be-
cause it requires the presence of a 
prophet or a just and knowledge-
able imam, which is not the case 
today.”

Social workers said there would 
be a rise in drug abuse like in the 
southern city of Basra, where drug 
trafficking from neighbouring Iran 
is soaring and where alcohol is only 
found on the black market.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Maliki-Barzani feud in Iraq is music to ISIS ears

Iraq alcohol ban 
threatens to hurt 
minorities

Harvey Morris

Iraqi Kurdish Regional Government President Masoud Barzani speaks during a news conference in 
Baghdad, Iraq, last September.                (AFP)
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What divides the 
enemies of the 
Islamic State is 
greater than what 
unites them.

The law on alcohol 
stipulates a fine of 
$8,600-$21,500 for 
violators.

Maliki accused Barzani 
and other leaders of 
his Kurdistan 
Democratic Party 
(KDP) of being “Israeli 
sympathisers”.

An Iraqi man walks past a closed liquor store in Baghdad on October 23rd, 2016.                                    (AFP)
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W
orld leaders are meeting in Marrakech to lay 
down global rules for achieving net zero 
greenhouse gas emissions. Their goal will be 
to limit climate change. They will seek to 
nudge countries around the world to pursue 
low-carbon policies that can hold the global 
average temperature increase to less than 2 

degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels.
While they are about it, the leaders will also dream — and argue 

— about ways to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius.
It is a simply enormous task but Morocco, more than any other 

country, has been making strides in establishing itself as a regional 
climate leader. It has been making determined progress towards a 
climate-resilient future.

Morocco has committed itself to several signature high-profile 
renewable energy projects, not least the largest wind farm in Africa, 
an enormous solar power plant, near Ouarzazate, and even an 
ambitious initiative for 600 “green mosques” by March 2019, 
complete with light-emitting diode (LED) lighting, solar water 
heaters and photovoltaic systems.

World Bank Vice-President Hafez Ghanem commended the 
“powerful example” Morocco set with its careful alignment of 
“policy and investments towards increasing resilience and foster-
ing a low-carbon economy”.

More to the point is the fact Morocco is hosting this conference, 
referred to as COP 22, an acronym for the 22nd Conference of 
Parties to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. The 
21st, in Paris late last year, enabled 195 countries to agree on the 
importance of staving off the most devastating effects of climate 
change by limiting emissions. That landmark deal went into force 
November 4th. Now, Marrakech must take it onward and upward. 
Can it?

Morocco is well-suited to make the case and the region from 
which it speaks illustrates the urgency all too well. Climate change 
could make life near impossible in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region, home to about 500 million people, within a scant 
few decades. Researchers at Germany’s Max Planck Institute for 
Chemistry and the Cyprus Institute in Nicosia recently declared 
that even the Paris deal to limit global warming to less than 2 
degrees Celsius will not prevent large swathes of the region from 
becoming practically uninhabitable.

By the end of this century, the researchers said, midday tempera-
tures could reach a staggering 50 degrees Celsius and deadly heat 
waves will be potentially ten times more likely than today. The 
result would be more frequent and more severe droughts and 
increased migration to cities, even as rising sea levels push coastal 
dwellers into the ever more crowded hinterland. As Ghanem put it, 
a rising Mediterranean “could affect up to 25 million people 
between Algiers and Beirut”.

This is a frightful and frightening prospect with consequences 
that go beyond displacement, loss of livelihood, agricultural 
wipeout and many great floods for a region already plagued by war 
and instability.

On Morocco’s COP 22 then rest the hopes of the MENA region and 
those of the wider world.

Many hopes are 
pinned on Marrakech 
climate conference

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Does the Arab world 
need a ‘cultural 
revolution’?

T
he term “cultural 
revolution” is one that 
usually comes with 
negative connota-
tions. Mao Zedong’s 
cultural revolution, 

which gave rise to the term, 
resulted in millions of people 
being killed or displaced in 
China. A cultural revolution in 
Turkey after the first world war 
wiped out a complex 1,000-year-
old social structure with a call for 
overturning the old in favour of 
the new.

Cultural revolutions aim to do 
just that — replace one culture 
with another, replace old values 
with new ones. The objective is 
simple: Impose completely new 
cultural and social values. This 
is something that ultimately 
requires major acts of destruction 
and annihilation to succeed.

Social value systems are com-
plex things. They represent the 
accumulation of everything that 
makes up a society. Destroying 
that social value system, in effect, 
destroys that society.

Religion did not seek to destroy 
social values but place them in a 
broader ethical framework. Islam 
is the closest example of this in 
our society and the history of Is-
lam demonstrates clearly how this 
religion sought to reconcile — not 
destroy — prevailing social and 
religious values.

Cultural revolutions, on the 
other hand, have no truck with 
such reconciliation. They prefer 
simply completely replacing one 
culture with another. First by 
creating and promoting a new 
value system and then working 
to impose this on society. This 
might begin with merely preach-
ing these new values but it always 
ends in violence. There can be no 
room for different values or ideas, 
let alone old ones, in the new 
culture.

The cultural revolutions that 
took place in the Arab world in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and even 
the 1970s, were trivialities. These 
were calls for Arab nationalism 
that ended as quickly as they 
emerged. The cultural revolution 
that truly shook the region would 
come afterward at the hands of 
extremist religious ideologies. 
Khomeinism, Salafism and the 
Muslim Brotherhood quickly 
swept across the Middle East to 
the point that the region that we 
see today has almost nothing in 
common with the post-colonial 

Middle East.
Extremist religious ideology 

initially targeted the prevailing 
social value system. Customs 
and traditions, fashion and even 
food quickly followed. Men began 
to grow their beards. Religious 
expertise became more important 
than education or experience and 
the preacher at the local mosque 
began to wield more influence, 
although lately this has changed 
to the preacher on TV or social 
media.

Then came the role of educa-
tion. The Arab state acquiesced 
with the change in the educa-
tion curriculum. Knowledge and 
enlightenment were replaced 
by the obscurantist learning of 
religious ideology by rote. There 
was no talk about contemporary 
life or the future; all the focus was 
on the past. Students sidelined 
studying physics and maths and 
instead focus on religious studies 
and history.

Then came the final blow, which 
is something that we are still 
experiencing today: The deliber-
ate destruction of the sense of 
national affiliation. Patriotism is 
a thing of the past in the Middle 
East; national affiliation falls be-
low religious, sectarian and ethnic 
affiliations today. Khomeinism 
or Muslim Brotherhood ideology 
makes a citizen a stranger to his 
own country. In today’s Middle 
East, sectarian affiliation ranks 
higher than one’s religious affili-
ation. While religious affiliation 
ranks above loyalty to one’s na-
tion.

The extremist cultural revolu-
tion has been completed and we 
are now living within this new 
culture. This is clear to see in 
everything that is happening in 
the region, not least the chaos and 
violence that would have been un-
imaginable just 30 years ago. Can 
there be a worse or more bloody 
cultural revolution than this?

Our Arab intellectuals, or at 
least what remains of them, must 
do everything in their power to 
find a way out of this current era, 
which is dominated by extremism 
and sectarianism, and return reli-
gion to its rightful, and restrained, 
place.

We need a cultural wake-up 
call, not a cultural revolution.

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is an Iraqi 
writer based in London. He is also 
the Executive Editor of Al Arab 
Group.
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A new reign in Lebanon ushers in new challenges

Why Trump has fans in the Middle East

A new reign has begun 
in Lebanon. It will 
be different from 
previous ones if we 
take into considera-
tion the circum-

stances surrounding the election 
of Michel Aoun as president of 
the Lebanese republic.

Many have found similarities 
between these circumstances and 
those that surrounded Bachir 
Gemayel’s election in 1982. The 
comparison, however, is unwar-
ranted for reasons too many to 
enumerate here but one is that in 
1982 no one dared to play the card 
of the presidential vacuum to 
force members of the parliament 
to vote for Gemayel.

Up to 2014, when Michel 
Suleiman’s term as president 
ended, never had an interim 
period without a leader at the top 
lasted two-and-a-half years. 
During this time, a question 
crucial to the future of the 
country kept popping up: Was the 
political vacuum in the presi-
dency perpetuated to justify the 
call for ending the current 
political system in the country 
given that the balance of power 
that had led to the Taif agreement 
was no longer in place?

What is important is that 
Lebanon has a president. The 
state has a head. It is true that 
Aoun’s nomination for president 

originated from Hezbollah, with 
which he has had ties since 2006. 
Still, the road to Baabda Palace 
would not have been possible 
were it not for two break-
throughs: The reconciliation 
between the Free Patriotic 
Movement and the Lebanese 
Forces Party, which has given 
Aoun a wider Christian base, and 
winning the endorsement of the 
Future Movement Party.

From the beginning, the actions 
of Saad Hariri, the Future Move-
ment leader, were dictated by a 
strong sense of duty towards 
Lebanon and whatever was left of 
its institutions. The only hope for 
Lebanon was through filling the 
vacuum at the presidency. So, 
Hariri selflessly nominated 
Suleiman Frangieh. The men 
shared similar visions of what 
was needed to put the country 
back on track. A year later, 
nothing had changed.

It has to be admitted that Aoun 
knew how to handle Hezbollah. 
Perhaps the 10-year-long experi-
ence as allies had something to do 
with it. In any case, Aoun’s 
nomination saved the country 
from the vacuum at the head of 
the state.

The new mood is optimistic 
despite Aoun’s less-than-rosy 
past. His speech on taking the 
oath of office was well-balanced. 
The president broached three 

themes: the importance of 
upholding the constitution and 
the national pact; the economic 
crisis in the country; and the 
importance of keeping distance 
from the war in Syria, into which 
Hezbollah has deeply inserted 
itself.

Aoun seemed to be well aware 
of the challenges posed by the 
new reality in the region. One of 
these challenges is Lebanon’s 
relations with the Gulf countries. 
In his speech, Aoun reiterated 
Lebanon’s adherence to the Arab 
League. In other words, and until 
further notice, Lebanon is an 
Arab country and not the black 
sheep it was made to be during 
recent Arab and Islamic summits.

The coming days will reveal 
whether plugging the political 
void will clean up the existing 
chaos. The quick formation of a 
new cabinet will certainly speed 
up things. It will also be known 
whether Hezbollah backed Aoun 
only after being cornered by 
Hariri.

Hezbollah continues to veil its 
true intentions in Lebanon, 
namely to change the very nature 
of the regime. Its manoeuvrings 
during the presidential election 
say a lot about that. Unfortu-
nately, a large segment of the 
Lebanese population, especially 
among the Christians, still 
ignores the serious threats it 

faces.
Sooner or later, the topic of the 

Syrian refugees in Lebanon is 
going to flare up. Aoun did well 
by bringing it up in his speech. He 
said: “We must deal with the 
migration from Syria by working 
to ensure the quick repatriation 
of the migrants. We need to 
prevent the migrants’ camps 
from becoming security camps. 
Any solution to the situation in 
Syria that does not start with and 
does not guarantee the return of 
the refugees will not hold.”

With 1.5 million Syrian refugees 
in the country, Lebanon must 
prepare for a serious crisis. The 
Palestinian refugee situation 
pales in comparison. What is 
worse is that the Syrian regime is 
actively pursuing a policy of 
depopulation with the help of its 
sectarian allies and militia. Small 
countries in the region, such as 
Lebanon, will pay the price of 
those policies.

A new dawn has broken in 
Lebanon bringing with it new 
challenges. There is no choice but 
to face up to these challenges. 
There are signs of hope and 
everybody must come together to 
embody that hope through 
actions that break the shackles of 
the past.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

A
s election day in the 
United States fast 
approaches, it is 
worth remembering 
why Republican 
Party presidential 

candidate Donald Trump enjoys 
the support of a mixed bag of 
foreign leaders, not least in the 
Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region.

Mostly, they could be put in the 
“basket of deplorables” category, 
which Democratic Party candi-
date Hillary Clinton used to 
describe her rival’s supporters in 
America.

There is Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. The first is a 
strongman, the second a self-
righteous revisionist, the third an 
authoritarian with neo-Ottoman 
delusions of grandeur.

Each has his problems, at home 
and abroad, and a shaky commit-
ment to human rights. Each 
probably hopes that a President 
Donald Trump would not pre-
sume to lecture, harangue or take 
the moral high ground.

The expectation would be 
well-founded. In September, 
Trump lavished praise on Sisi, 
whom he met on the sidelines of 
the UN General Assembly. He is a 
“fantastic guy”, Trump said of the 
former chief of Egypt’s armed 
forces who led the military 
takeover three years ago. “He took 
control of Egypt and he really 
took control of it,” Trump said 
admiringly of Sisi’s handling of 
the bloody transition from 
Muhammad Morsi’s Muslim 
Brotherhood government.

Trump went on to say there was 
“good chemistry” between them. 
Unlike Clinton, who also met with 
Sisi in a standard game of diplo-
matic balancing, Trump did not 
raise concerns about the prosecu-
tion of Egyptian human rights 
organisations and activists.

Trump has also found much to 
admire in Erdogan. Asked if the 
Turkish president was exploiting 
July’s failed coup to purge his 
political enemies, Trump cau-
tioned against American sermon-
ising.

“When the world sees how bad 
the United States is and we start 
talking about civil liberties, I 
don’t think we are a very good 

messenger,” he said. Instead, he 
commended the Turkish leader, 
saying: “I do give great credit to 
Erdogan for turning it around.”

The Wall Street Journal 
reported Erdogan’s appreciation 
of Trump’s approval of the 
campaign his administration has 
pursued since the coup — dismiss-
ing academics, teachers, health 
workers, prison guards and 
forensics experts by the tens of 
thousands and closing media 
outlets.

A similar, but slightly less lyrical 
love-fest has been under way 
between Trump and Netanyahu. 
When they met, Trump promised 
his administration would recog-
nise Jerusalem as the “undivided 
capital” of Israel, a simply 
astonishing foreign policy shift 
that ignored a basic fact. The 
United States, like almost every 
other country, does not recognise 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
because its status is yet to be 
resolved.

Trump also nodded along when 
Netanyahu declared that peace 
could only be achieved if “the 
Palestinians renounce hatred and 
violence”. And Trump praised 
Israel’s 14-year-old, 700km 
“separation barrier” with the West 
Bank, drawing parallels with the 

wall he plans to build along the 
US-Mexican border.

Though the wily Netanyahu — 
this is his fourth term in office; he 
has been in the political game a 
long time — has not trumpeted the 
bizarre matchup of instincts and 
vision with Trump. It is unlikely 
he does not appreciate the love.

There are signs that right-wing 
media outlets close to Netanya-
hu’s Likud Party are inclining 
towards Trump. For Tel Aviv, a 
Trump administration would 
probably be much less trouble 
when it comes to expanding 
settlements and holding firm 
against a two-state solution.

There are two interlinked 
strands that make Trump the 
better presidential candidate for 
some foreign leaders. First, his 
scorn for the flawed way in which 
the United States practises liberal 
democracy. Second, his world 
view. Americans recognise the 
Republican nominee’s mindset as 
Jacksonian isolationism, which is 
to say the nativist, protectionist 
and isolationist ideas put forward 
by Andrew Jackson, seventh presi-
dent of the United States. Foreign 
affairs specialist Walter Russell 
Mead described Jacksonian 
thinking in his book Special 
Providence as deeply suspicious of 

the world and desirous of either 
abandoning it or dominating it.

A retreating America would 
probably suit Sisi, Erdogan and 
Netanyahu just fine. At least there 
would be fewer homilies on the 
virtues of democracy, free speech, 
a vibrant media and rule of law.

That said, there is a flip side to 
supporting an isolationist dema-
gogue for US president. Isolation-
ism means a pronounced jitteri-
ness about physical security and 
that requires more military 
dominance, not less. How else to 
read Trump’s promise that he 
“will make our military so big, 
powerful and strong that no one 
will mess with us”? How else to 
read his threats to whip countries 
around the world into submission 
on diverse issues such as currency 
manipulation, outsourcing and 
overseas manufacturing?

Trump’s America would go from 
globo-cop to globo-bully. A bully 
respects no laws — or rights — 
except his own. There may come a 
time even a foreign strongman 
might find that inconvenient.

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.

Khairallah Khairallah

Rashmee Roshan Lall

The coming 
days will 
reveal 
whether 
plugging the 
political void 
will clean up 
the existing 
chaos.

Under a 
Trump 
administration, 
there would 
be fewer 
homilies on 
the virtues of 
democracy 
and rule of 
law.

US Republican Party presidential nominee Donald Trump arrives in Romulus, Michigan, on October 
31st.                (AFP)
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Iraqi and Syrian moderates must join forces
to quell extremism

N
umerous statements 
have emerged from 
various Iraqi 
quarters that 
indicate that 
extremist Shia 

groups with loyalties to Iran plan 
to move their fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) from Iraqi 
territory to Syria.
In a seeming attempt to reassert 
himself in a gambit to regain 
Iraq’s top job, former prime 
minister and current Vice-Presi-
dent Nuri al-Maliki made provoc-
ative statements that the battle 
for Mosul would extend to Syria 
and Yemen.

While Maliki’s statements may 
be brushed aside as bluster, the 
most recent to make similar 
comments, however, was the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF), an umbrella organisation 
of predominantly Shia paramili-
taries backed by Iran. PMF 
spokesman Ahmed al-Asadi said 
the PMF will side directly with 
Syrian President Bashar Assad. 
Assad is slaughtering his own 
people and has tallied up a kill 
count of more than 400,000, 
according to the United Nations.

The PMF has been accused of 
war crimes by international 
human rights organisations. As 
such, its declared intent to 

transfer its fight from homeland 
defence to an offensive war in a 
different country smacks of the 
same standards employed by ISIS 
when it bombastically declared 
an end to the Sykes-Picot borders 
between Iraq and Syria. Both ISIS, 
which is counted as a Sunni 
extremist group, and the PMF, 
representing various Shia 
extremist groups, have been 
responsible for atrocities and it 
seems their strategic vision 
shares many commonalities, too.

This poses an incredibly 
dangerous problem for moderate, 
anti-establishment forces in both 
countries.

Syrians yearning and fighting 
for democracy for the past six 
years have already had to square 
off against Shia militants fighting 
at Iran’s behest, from Lebanese 
Hezbollah to the Iraqi Hezbollah 
and Afghan Shia mercenaries 
fighting under the banner of the 
Fatemiyon Division, a subordi-
nate unit of Iran’s Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps (IRGC). 
Adding to their woes, ISIS has 
been used as a perfect excuse to 
justify a Russian intervention that 
has inflicted severe political and 
human costs on the revolutionar-
ies, now branded conveniently as 
terrorists.

In Iraq, a peaceful protest 
movement arose in late 2012 
following years of Sunni Arab 
disenfranchisement and discrimi-
nation at the hands of the 
Shia-dominated, Iran-backed 
Baghdad regime. Maliki, who held 

the reins of power at the time, 
was virulently sectarian in his 
approach and even likened Sunni 
protesters to the killers of 
Hussein ibn Ali, the grandson of 
the Prophet Mohammad, loved by 
all Muslims but claimed as a 
religious symbol by the Shia.

Such sectarian rhetoric encour-
aged militias and the Iraqi 
Security Forces (ISF) to use 
massive violence to quell the 
demonstrators, as the protesters 
were accused of harbouring 
terrorists. This was again used as 
an excuse to violently disperse 
protest camps. This led to Sunni 
demonstrators taking up arms to 
defend themselves, a chaotic and 
violent environment that allowed 
ISIS to find a new foothold in Iraq.

Once ISIS is defeated, it seems 
natural for these other factions to 
reappear in one form or another, 
as the underlying social and 
political issues that led to the rise 
of ISIS have not been resolved. 
When that does happen and if 
Iraqi officials make good on their 
promise to move the fight to Syria 
in support of the Assad regime, 
Iraqi and Syrian moderates need 
to work together.

Much as the Shia militias, 
Assad’s regime and Iran work 
together across borders due to 
their shared interests, so too must 
Iraqi and Syrian moderates, who 
are the increasingly silenced 
majority in this long-term 
struggle for self-determination 
and emancipation from the grip 
of dictators and sectarian 

hegemons.
The moderates cannot allow 

groups such as ISIS to simply filter 
back and forth across their 
borders. If that is allowed to 
happen, they will always be used 
as an excuse to inflict enormous 
brutality against them and as a 
tool in order to co-opt the 
international community, 
primarily the United States.

Both Assad and Iran have 
masterfully positioned them-
selves as the “lesser of two evils” 
and the West has bought it. 
Essentially, they are saying that 
either the West deals with them, 
the so-called rational (if distaste-
ful) state actors, or they deal with 
extremist non-state actors, such 
as ISIS, bombing their cities.

However, moderate forces on 
both sides of the border must join 
forces in preventing the flow of 
men and materiel designed to 
further a sectarian war that has to 
end now before it is too late. Shia 
militias cannot be allowed to 
move from one country to 
another, just as their Sunni 
extremist counterparts must be 
stopped. In many ways, they are 
similar to each other, and both 
ISIS and the Shia militias threaten 
the futures of the people of Iraq 
and Syria, who want nothing 
more than peace, freedom and 
security.

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

Tallha 
Abdulrazaq
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J 

ust a few years ago, any talk 
of a multistate solution for 
Syria was taboo for both 
those who supported the 
regime of President Bashar 

Assad and those who opposed it. 
Neither side was willing to settle 
for anything less than full and un-
conditional control of metropolitan 
Syria, with Damascus as its capital.

This has slowly been changing 
— on an unofficial level, at least — 
even after the Russian Air Force in-
tervened to prop up Assad’s regime 
in September 2015 and changed the 
dynamics of the conflict.

Behind closed doors, officials in 
both camps admit that a full-scale 
military victory is impossible for ei-
ther side and so is gluing together 
a country shattered by nearly six 
years of war. Decentralisation is 
a must and so is a more judicious 
redistribution of the country’s 
wealth.

Entire regions of Syria have suf-
fered for many years because of 
neglect by the central government. 
This has heightened separatist ten-
dencies and weakened a sense of 
national identity among several 
Syrian communities.

Some of these territories, such as 
oil-rich Deir ez-Zor on the Euphra-
tes river, were visited only twice by 
the Syrian head of state since the 
creation of the republic in 1932. Al-

though in terms of its oil resources 
it is the richest of all Syria’s gov-
ernorates, its people were always 
among the poorest in the land.

The inhabitants of Deir ez-Zor, 
Raqqa on the Euphrates and Idilb 
in the north-west felt forgotten and 
ignored by government and history 
alike — and sank into poverty and 
backwardness.

Much of this was due to the suc-
cession of governments in Damas-
cus that pampered only the capi-
tal and Aleppo, Syria’s largest city 
before the war and its economic 
heart, because this was where the 
political elite and great landowners 
hailed from.

Today, the ambitions of both 
Arab and Syrian nationalists have 
suffered a dramatic defeat because 
of the war. Instead of pushing for 
wider Arab unity or a more cohe-
sive Syrian republic, Syrians are re-
verting to sub-national and ethnic 
loyalties, calling for separate states.

One counterproposal would be 
to pursue a federal system for the 
shattered republic, one that main-
tains the country’s current borders 
but gives greater autonomy to its 
cities and towns, breaking the pow-
erful grip of Damascus, which has 
been the focal point of centralised 
government since Ottoman rule 
ended after the first world war.

A solution being discussed en-
tails breaking the country into four 
mini-states: Damascus and its envi-
rons, Deir ez-Zor and Raqqa, Idlib, 
and the Kurdish territories. There 
is no mention of “federalism” be-
cause this is taboo for Arab and Syr-
ian nationalists.

This idea is not new. Such an ar-
rangement existed a century ago. 
When the French took control of 
Syria in 1920, they divided it into 
six small states ruled by French ap-
pointees and linked by roads, com-
merce and economic interdepend-
ence.

The first, État de Damas, encom-

passed the ancient cities of Homs 
and Hama in central Syria and the 
Orontes River Valley with its capi-
tal in Damascus. All these cities 
are currently held by the Russian-
backed government.

The mini-state established 
around Aleppo, which had been the 
hub for regional industry under the 
Ottomans and was one of the larg-
est cities in the entire Middle East, 
was created in September 1920.

Aleppo proper was a magnet for 
traders, merchants, pilgrims and 
clerics of all religions, lying as it did 
along the Silk Road.

This statelet included the Sanjak 
of Alexandretta, a narrow coastal 
plain backed by a mountain chain 
on the lower valley of the Orontes 
river, and reached as far as the 
Euphrates and Deir ez-Zor. The 
Sanjak’s main city was Antioch, a 
prosperous metropolis that Turkey 
annexed in 1939.

An Alawite state was also created 

with authority over the Mediter-
ranean port cities of Latakia and 
Tartus and the Sanjak of Tripoli in 
northern Lebanon.

Much of that still applies today, 
with modifications. The state of 
Damascus is still there, controlled 
fully by the Syrian government. If 
the Russian-backed state forces re-
take Aleppo, then it too would be 
put under their control, breathing 
life into what people are now call-
ing “Useful Syria”.

Deir ez-Zor and Idlib would re-
main as elements within a new fed-

eral system, one controlled by Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (despite a July 
rebranding still seen as al-Qaeda’s 
Syrian branch) and one by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), as would Raqqa, 
the de facto capital of the ISIS cali-
phate.

The novelty in this version of fed-
eralism would be Kurdish autono-
my east of the Euphrates but that is 
something that neither Damascus, 
Ankara nor Moscow are prepared to 
accept.

What is becoming ever clearer is 
that all the Syrian players, wheth-
er they admit it or not, have been 
sleepwalking towards partition or a 
multistate system in recent months 
after coming to the realisation that 
all of Syria — geographically, politi-
cally and militarily — is too difficult 
for them to control.

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

As war reaches stalemate, Syrians are left to 
mull a federal solution
Sami Moubayed
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T 

he coming months could 
see the selection of new 
leaders for the rival Pales-
tinian movements of Ha-
mas and Fatah.

There have been discussions be-
hind closed doors regarding which 
Hamas figure would head the Islam-
ist movement that governs Gaza 
once Khaled Meshaal steps down 
from the leadership of the group’s 
political bureau.

Meshaal announced in Septem-
ber that he would not stand in the 
next internal elections, which are 
expected to be by early December.

Three people — former prime min-
ister Ismail Haniyeh, senior Hamas 
member Moussa Abu Marzouk and 
prominent Hamas leader Mahmoud 
al-Zahar — are reportedly being con-
sidered for the leadership position.

“The next leader of Hamas, who-
ever he may be, is not likely to 
change the movement’s direction,” 
said Iyad Barakat, a Palestinian 
writer based in London. “Picking 
Haniyeh could indicate that the Qa-
tar-Turkey axis would have a greater 
influence. Zahar is more vocally pro-
Iran but the general direction would 
more or less remain the same.”

Pressure is growing on Palestinian 
Authority (PA) President Mahmoud 
Abbas, 81, to set a path for a succes-
sor for the leadership of his Fatah 
movement, which is bitterly divid-
ed.

Fatah is the dominant party in 
the Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO), which dominates the PA 
in the West Bank. Arab countries, 
such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates, that tradi-
tionally prefer Fatah to Hamas, have 
expressed concern about the lack of 
planning for a transition of power.

Abbas announced that Fatah 
would have its seventh general 
conference on November 29th in 
Ramallah but it remains unclear 
whether the question of succes-
sion will come up. Abbas, whose 

mandate has expired, has been in 
power since 2005 but does not have 
a deputy.

“There is a serious risk of instabil-
ity, even an armed conflict among 
Fatah factions after the death of Ab-
bas if there isn’t an agreement on 
the transition of power,” said Kamel 
Hawwash, a British-based Palestin-
ian university professor and writer. 
“The best time to reach an agree-
ment is while Abbas is still alive.”

There is more at stake in deciding 
the new face of the leadership of the 
PA, as it would represent Palestin-
ians in most international platforms 
or when negotiating a deal with the 
Israelis.

Opinion polls indicate that Pal-
estinians have little confidence in 
Abbas but the most popular Fatah 
leader, Marwan Barghouti, remains 
in an Israeli prison. There have been 
attempts to name him as Abbas’s 
vice-president but such a move 

would be merely symbolic, if not 
problematic, with the PA’s interna-
tional backers the United States and 
the European Union.

Within Fatah, former security 
chief Mohammed Dahlan is the 
most vocal opponent of Abbas but 
has frequently stressed that he does 
not seek the leadership for himself. 
Dahlan is viewed as a possible king-
maker despite Abbas’s attempts to 
sideline his followers within the 
movement.

Other options touted for the Fa-
tah leadership are veteran politi-
cian Nasser al-Qudwa, head of the 
Palestine Football Association Jibril 
Rajoub and head of Palestinian in-
telligence Majid Faraj. Those three 
are not expected to make a U-turn in 
PA policies but they would be under 
pressure to make some changes.

“Any leader who comes after Ab-
bas will be required to do something 
to change the status quo with re-

gards to relations with Israel,” said 
Barakat. “Many people gave up on 
having any policy changes while Ab-
bas is at the helm of Fatah.”

It also remains unclear how fu-
ture leaders of Hamas and Fatah 
would deal with each other. Opin-
ion polls indicate that Palestinians 
wish to see a better relationship 
between the two major factions but 
Israeli leaders, backed by the United 
States, would like Fatah to distance 
itself from Hamas, which does not 
recognise the state of Israel.

There have been reconciliatory 
moves from key Hamas and Fatah 
figures. Meshaal admitted in Sep-
tember that Hamas made a mistake 
when it decided to rule Gaza with-
out Fatah. In Gaza, Hamas released 
from prison Zaki al-Sakani, a leader 
of the Fatah-linked Al-Aqsa Martyrs 
Brigades.

Numerous positive statements 
were made by Dahlan and Hamas 

towards each other, although offi-
cials from both camps insist these 
are not part of new rapprochement 
efforts but fall under the continual 
discussions on serving the interest 
of Palestinians.

Abbas recently met with Meshaal 
and Haniyeh in Qatar, reportedly to 
discuss national reconciliation and 
the possibility of having national 
elections, although the Doha-spon-
sored initiative has yet to yield any 
positive results.

Some observers remain uncon-
vinced that progress would be 
made. “If the Fatah-Hamas rift was 
once considered the major obstacle 
to Palestinian statehood, today it 
has become obvious that divisions 
among Fatah pose an even bigger 
threat to Palestinian aspirations,” 
wrote Jerusalem-based Khaled Abu 
Toameh in an article for the Gate-
stone Institute, a New York think-
tank.

Will there be changes under new Hamas and Fatah leaders?
Mamoon Alabbasi

Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas (R) meets with Hamas leaders Khaled Meshaal (C) and Ismail Haniyeh in Doha, last 
October.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  (Anadolu Agency)
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Israel, Palestinian territories and the two-state mirage

T
hree anniversaries in 
November are integral 
to the issue of Pales-
tinian statehood. 
November 2nd 
marked the 99th 

anniversary of the Balfour 
Declaration, in which Britain 
pledged in 1917 to facilitate the 
establishment of a Jewish 
“national home” in Palestine, 
without a legal or moral right to 
do so.

November 15th marks 28 years 
since the Palestinian declaration 
of independence in 1988 and 
November 29th marks the fourth 
anniversary of the upgrading of 
the Palestinian territories’ status 
at the United Nations to “non-
member observer state”.

Respectively, these three 
events constitute the theft, decla-
ration and recognition of Pales-
tinian statehood.

International recognition of 
Palestine has grown in leaps and 
bounds. Following the declara-

tion of independence, it was 
recognised by more than 80 
countries. By last year, this 
number had risen to 136, repre-
senting 70.5% of UN members 
and 80% of the world’s popula-
tion. In recent years, several 
European parliaments voted to 
recognise Palestine and urged 
their governments to do the 
same.

The UN General Assembly vote 
to upgrade Palestine’s status was 
passed overwhelmingly, with 138 
votes in favour and only nine 
against. The Palestinian territo-
ries have joined an increasing 
number of international organi-
sations and treaties.

However, the irony is that, as 
Palestinians cement their status 
on the international stage, the 
possibility of an actual state has 
all but vanished. It is a virtual 
state, one whose realisation on 
the ground has been thwarted by 
Israel’s relentless colonisation.

Its settlement enterprise, which 
houses several hundred thousand 
people, controls about half the 
West Bank and has cut off East 
Jerusalem from the rest of the 
occupied territories. Israel’s 
colonies are on strategic hilltops, 
the most fertile land and aquifers.

Israel insists on keeping 

illegally annexed East Jerusalem, 
whose boundaries have been 
expanded to compose about 10% 
of the West Bank, as well as the 
Jordan Valley, which comprises 
about another 30%.

The intended result is the 
fragmentation of the Palestinian 
territories, rendering a contigu-
ous, viable state impossible. 
Israel’s polity and society lack the 
will to reverse this trend, its 
government replete with mem-
bers, including the prime minis-
ter, who openly oppose a Pales-
tinian state.

When the head of the Israeli 
human rights group B’Tselem 
spoke at the UN Security Council 
and urged the international 
community to “intervene” to end 
the occupation, he was met with 
a domestic furore and increased 
political efforts to silence his 
organisation and others like it.

Even if the will existed, how 
could several hundred thousand 
settlers be evacuated when the 
removal of several thousand from 
Gaza in 2005 caused national 
uproar? The international 
community lacks the will to 
pressure Israel to abide by 
international law.

We have passed the point of no 
return. Adherents to a two-state 

solution are clinging to a mirage. 
What is required is a paradigm 
shift in thinking towards a 
binational state. This is portrayed 
by two-staters as a naive fantasy 
and by Israel and its supporters as 
a threat to its Jewish demo-
graphic supremacy. However, we 
have moved on from the debate 
about whether one or two states 
is preferable to what is now 
possible.

The two-state solution is not 
“at risk of being replaced by a 
one-state reality”, as UN Secre-
tary General Ban Ki-moon 
warned in September. The 
one-state reality is upon us, 
brought about by decades and 
generations of Israeli colonialism. 
Israel cannot have it both ways, 
denying a Palestinian state while 
decrying a single binational one.

The status quo — an apartheid 
system — is untenable in the long 
run, so efforts must be made to 
ensure that a transition to a 
binational state, with equal rights 
for all, is carried out as smoothly 
as possible. South Africa serves as 
a model not just for the futility of 
apartheid but also for how it can 
be dismantled peacefully.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

Sharif
Nashashibi

View point
Israel cannot 
have it 
both ways, 
denying a 
Palestinian 
state while 
decrying 
a single 
binational 
one.

We have moved on from the 
debate about whether one or 
two states is preferable, to what 
is now possible.

Pressure is growing 
on Mahmoud Abbas 
to pave the way for a 
successor for the 
leadership of Fatah.
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Sana’a

I 

t has been a tough period for 
UN Special Envoy to Yemen 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed as 
the internationally recognised 
government of Yemen rejected 

his latest peace plan and the Iran-
allied Houthi rebels labelled him a 
liar.

Yemeni President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi’s government not 
only rejected the UN peace plan, 
it also refused a printed copy that 
was put together by Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed, sources said, adding that 
the government said it catered to 
demands of the Houthi rebels.

Hadi described the new proposal 
as an “explicit departure” from UN 
Security Council Resolution 2216, 
which calls on the rebels to with-
draw from territory they have cap-
tured since 2014. The Houthis de-
scribed the proposal as a “basis for 
discussion” but that it contained 
“fundamental flaws”.

Thousands of Yemenis took to 
the streets in government-con-
trolled Aden to protest the UN plan, 
which coincided with Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed’s arrival in Sana’a for talks 
with the rebels.

Details of the UN road map for 
peace, which has been presented 
to the militia and endorsed by UAE 
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs 
Anwar Gargash, has yet to be made 
public but Reuters reported that 
it all but relegates Hadi to being a 
symbolic figure.

The UN plan states: “As part of 
the signing of a complete and com-
prehensive agreement, the current 
vice-president (Ali Munsen al-Ah-
mar) will resign and President Hadi 

will appoint a new vice-president.”
“After the completion of the 

withdrawal from Sana’a and the 
handing over of heavy and me-
dium weapons (including ballistic 
missiles), Hadi will transfer all his 
powers to a vice-president, and the 
vice-president will appoint a new 
prime minister… (who will form) 
a national unity government,” the 
plan added.

Reuters quoted a Yemeni diplo-
matic source stating that most of 
the Saudi leadership had agreed to 
the plan and had encouraged Hadi 

to deal with it.
Houthi spokesman Mohammed 

Abdel Salam posted on Twitter that 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed “overstepped 
his role as a mediator”, adding that 
he was “lying” and “misleading” 
the international community.

“His (Ould Cheikh Ahmed’s) false 
talk about targeting Mecca proves 
he is just a mouthpiece for the ag-
gression countries,” the spokes-
man said.

The harsh words stemmed from 
a recent briefing by Ould Cheikh 
Ahmed to the UN Security Council 

in which he mentioned the Hou-
this’ failed ballistic missile attack 
in the Mecca region. Saudi-led 
coalition forces intercepted a mis-
sile launched by Houthi militias 
towards Mecca, the Saudi Press 
Agency said.

Houthi-controlled media con-
firmed the missile attack but said 
the intended target was King Ab-
dulaziz International Airport in 
Jeddah, which is part of the Mecca 
region.

Shia Houthis and their allies 
overran Sana’a in September 2014, 

seizing most of the country and 
Hadi fled to Saudi Arabia.

A Saudi-led Arab coalition, sup-
ported by the United States and 
Britain, began an air campaign 
against the rebels in March 2015. 
Arab coalition ground troops later 
entered the fight. The United Na-
tions estimates that more than 
7,000 people have been killed in 
the fighting and 2.8 million people 
displaced.

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

Saleh Baidhani

Yemenis hold portraits of Saudi-backed Yemeni President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi as they demonstrate in the southern port city of 
Aden, on November 3rd, against a UN plan to end the conflict between Iran-backed Houthi rebels and the Saudi-backed government.    
                             (AFP)

London

I 

slamic State (ISIS) leader Abu 
Bakr al-Baghdadi has called 
for attacks on Saudi Arabia, 
including against the ruling 
royal family.

ISIS has suffered a series of mili-
tary setbacks and has seen its ter-
ritory shrink considerably. Iraqi 
troops, Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers and Shia militias are conduct-
ing a major offensive backed by US-
led coalition air power to liberate 
Mosul, which ISIS captured in 2014 
and where Baghdadi proclaimed a 
caliphate shortly after. It is the last 
major ISIS stronghold in Iraq.

Baghdadi had not been heard 
from in more than a year before the 
release of a 30-minute audio state-
ment aimed at galvanising his fol-

lowers. He called for “attack after 
attack” in Saudi Arabia, targeting 
the ruling Al Saud family, security 
forces, government officials and 
the media.

“The message to Saudi sympa-
thisers to attack writers (and offi-
cials) is even more alarming. Both 
suggest new focus,” Hassan Has-
san, co-author of ISIS: Inside the 
Army of Terror, posted on Twitter.

The orders from Baghdadi came 
less than a week after Riyadh an-
nounced it had foiled several ter-
rorist plots, including one that 
appeared similar to ISIS attacks in 
Europe — targeting a football sta-
dium, with the potential for a large 
number of casualties.

The Saudi Interior Ministry re-
vealed that four people were ar-
rested on October 10th in connec-
tion with a terror plot targeting a 
World Cup qualifying match be-
tween Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates at King Abdullah 
Sports City Stadium in Jeddah.

A foreign cell, which included a 
Sudanese national, two Pakistanis 
and a Syrian, intended to carry out 
a suicide car bomb attack at the 
sold-out event, which attracted 
more than 60,000 fans, the minis-
try said in a statement.

It said cell members were caught 
“the moment they received the 

booby-trapped car one day before 
the match”. The failed operation 
echoes that of November 2015 
when ISIS tried to attack the Stade 
de France as a part of coordinated 
attacks in Paris in which 130 people 
were killed.

The Interior Ministry also said it 
had dismantled another ISIS cell, 
made up of Saudi nationals who 
had been ordered to attack secu-
rity organisations in Riyadh while 
another cell planned to carry out 
attacks in the city of Qatif in the 
Eastern province, where the larg-
est number of Shias in the country 
live. The London-based pan-Arab 
daily Asharq al-Awsat said the cells 

had received instructions from an 
ISIS leader in Syria.

The Saudi government asked 
the public to be on the lookout as 
members of a cell made up of eight 
Saudis and a Bahraini national 
were on the run.

Saudi-owned Al Arabiya News 
Channel General Manager Turki 
Aldakhil wrote: “Terrorism has one 
common goal and that is system-
atic murder… Not even Medina or 
the tomb of the Prophet or the holy 
city of Mecca have been spared.”

The Kuwaiti government said it 
had increased efforts to stop funds 
— particularly through the misap-
propriation of charity donations — 

from reaching ISIS from within its 
borders.

In September 2015, a Kuwaiti 
court sentenced seven men to 
death for their role in a Shia 
mosque bombing claimed by ISIS, 
the bloodiest attack in the Gulf 
state’s history.

A total of 29 defendants, seven 
of them women, were tried on 
charges of helping a Saudi suicide 
bomber carry out the June 26th 
attack that killed 26 Shia worship-
pers and wounded at least 227.

Both the United Arab Emirates 
and Saudi Arabia are a part of the 
coalition conducting air strikes on 
ISIS in Syria.

Baghdadi calls for 
attacks on Saudi 
Arabia after ISIS 
crackdown
The Arab Weekly staff

A weapon and ammunition seized by Saudi security forces after arresting suspected ISIS 
sympathisers in September 2015.                                      (Reuters)

The orders from the 
ISIS leader came less 
than a week after 
Riyadh announced 
that it foiled a 
number of plots by 
the group.

Hadi government rejects UN peace plan

Thousands of 
Yemenis took to the 
streets in 
government-
controlled Aden to 
protest the UN plan.



11November 6, 2016

Cairo

O 

nly a few metres sepa-
rated President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi, his prime 
minister and a host of 
cabinet ministers seat-

ed in the front row and a group of 
young people on the stage of a con-
ference hall in the Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh in late October.

Those on the stage had been 
invited to speak about involving 
young people in solving Egypt’s 
problems.

One speaker suggested revolu-
tionising the education system to 
make pupils partners, not mere 
recipients. Another said automat-
ing administrative processes was 
indispensable. A third spoke of the 
need for media freedom.

Sisi, much of the time listen-
ing and scribbling notes, said the 
speakers needed to be realistic.

“Before speaking, you need to 
ensure that you can translate your 
thoughts into action or you will be 
misleading the public,” he said.

He also said his mission was to 
ensure that Egypt would survive 
its current challenges.

Sisi’s remarks might have re-
vealed the disconnect between 
those who rule Egypt and its young 
people, who make up almost 60% 
of the population of 91 million, 
with a third under the age of 15.

“The president wanted to listen 
to youth in preparation for enlist-
ing their help in running Egypt’s 
affairs,” Assistant Youth Minister 
Youssef Wardani said. “The confer-
ence was the first serious attempt 
by the presidency to contain these 
youth.”

Some critics say Sisi saw and 
heard only the people he wanted 

to, mainly those who agreed with 
him.

“Those the president did not 
want to hear are now either in jail 
or in total desperation,” said Gamal 
Eid, a rights advocate and an out-
spoken critic of Sisi. “They are in 
their thousands.”

Eid and other rights activists es-
timate the number of revolution-
ary youth in Egypt’s jails at 60,000. 
Most of them were at the forefront 
of the revolution that brought 
down long-standing president 
Hosni Mubarak in 2011. Some of 
them were at the heart of the mass 
protests that helped oust Islam-
ist president Muhammad Morsi in 
2013 and Sisi’s subsequent election 
as president.

The objectives of the revolution, 
namely increased freedoms and 
social justice, are far from mate-
rialising and Egypt is a long way 
from being the country the revo-
lutionaries envisaged when they 
poured onto Cairo’s Tahrir Square 
in 2011.

Egypt’s young people have been 
largely absent from political par-
ticipation. Relatively few could 
be seen voting in the presidential 
election that put Sisi in power in 
2014 and even fewer at the parlia-
mentary elections that followed in 
2015.

But Sisi has been seriously try-
ing to develop ties to these young 
people.

Sisi participated in almost all 
sessions of the three-day Sharm 
el-Sheikh conference, including 
debating other attendees. He ac-
cepted criticism and listened at-
tentively to young people’s sug-
gestions.

Some participants lambasted 
Egypt’s protest law, which has led 
to thousands of arrests. Others 
called for improving the working 
conditions of the country’s medi-
cal doctors, among other demands.

As he listened, Sisi often agreed, 
promised to act. At times, he 
cracked jokes. He said he would 
form a committee to study the cas-
es of imprisoned youth and release 
those wrongly convicted.

That promise came as his oppo-
nents prepared for what they hope 
to be major protests against him on 
November 11th.

Those with whom the president 
joked were not representative of 
Egypt’s youth, said Shady el-Ghaz-

aly Harb, one of the Tahrir Square 
revolutionaries and an opponent 
of Sisi.

To demonstrate the challenges 
facing Sisi in uniting Egypt’s youth 
behind him, Harb and disaffected 
young people organised an online 
conference parallel to the Sharm 
el-Sheikh event.

They lashed out at the jailing of 
thousands of their friends, criti-
cised the lack of freedoms, lam-
basted the successive failures of 

post-revolution governments and 
expressed deep mistrust in Sisi’s 
rule.

“There is no democracy and the 
president’s talk about empower-
ing youth is always betrayed by the 
actions of his security agencies,” 
Harb said. “He cannot claim that 
there is freedom when thousands 
of innocent people are in jail.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo

T 

he Egyptian Central 
Bank’s decision to float 
the country’s currency 
aims to alleviate eco-
nomic crises that have in-

creased political pressure on Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi with calls 
for nationwide protests on Novem-
ber 11th.

There has been increasing dissat-
isfaction among Egyptians towards 
the government and its economic 
policies, particularly following a 
sugar crisis that is seen as a case 
study of the country’s financial 
woes.

In a country where an estimated 
20% of the population has diabetes 
and in which sugar, along with oth-
er staples, is subsidised by the gov-
ernment, the commodity is viewed 
as a necessity, not a luxury.

Egypt imports approximately 
1 million tonnes of sugar a year 
— about one-third of its total con-
sumption but a worsening currency 
crisis and the imposition of a 20% 
import tariff in April 2015 to protect 
local producers cut sugar imports, 
leaving the market short and driv-
ing up prices.

Cairo announced that the price 
of subsidised sugar would increase 
40% — from 36 to 50 US cents per 
kilogram — on November 1st and 
warned against hoarding sugar. 
Authorities seized 9,000 tonnes 
of sugar in raids on factories and 
warehouses across the country. 

Local media reported that police 
arrested a man in Cairo who was 
carrying 10 kg of sugar, saying this 
exceeded the “reasonable amount 
for personal use”.

Egypt’s Central Bank announced 
November 3rd that it would allow 
the pound to float in value, which 
immediately devalued the currency 
by approximately 48%.

Cairo had been trying to maintain 
an artificially strong pound at 8.8 
pounds per US dollar when the rate 
was closer to 18 pounds per dollar 
on black market.

“This aims to eliminate trading of 
the currency on the black market, 
boost the economy and achieve 
higher growth rates,” a Central Bank 
statement said. “This will help end 
fluctuation in currency markets in a 
manner that reflects the real power 
of supply and demand.”

The move meets one of the re-
quirements demanded to qualify 
for a 3-year, $12 billion Internation-
al Monetary Fund (IMF) loan that 
Cairo desperately needs. Another 
requirement is cutting Egypt’s 
subsidies programmes, including 
sugar.

While the reforms and the IMF 
loan are expected to strengthen 
Egypt’s economy in the long term, 
they are likely to cause a sharp rise 
in imported goods prices in the 
short run at a time when costs are 
already skyrocketing and Egyptians 
expressed discontent with the in-
creases.

“We welcome the Central Bank 
of Egypt’s decision to liberalise 
the foreign exchange system and 
adopt a flexible exchange rate re-
gime. This will make more foreign 
exchange available,” IMF Mission 
Chief for Egypt Chris Jarvis said in 
a statement.

“The flexible exchange rate re-
gime, where the exchange rate is 
determined by market forces, will 
improve Egypt’s external com-
petitiveness, support exports and 
tourism and attract foreign invest-
ment.”

Questions over subsidies and 
shortages of basic foods are particu-
larly sensitive in a country that has 
had two revolutions since 2011 and 
in which the 1977 food riots haunt 
the popular imagination.

Speaking before the decision to 
liberalise Egypt’s foreign exchange 
system, Egyptian Prime Minister 
Sherif Ismail told parliament: “We 
appreciate the country’s situation. 
We are going through a very tough 
situation.”

The government also announced 
fuel hikes of 30.5-46.8%. Ismail 
said the economic measures were 
in compliance with IMF require-
ments and sought to improve living 
conditions for Egyptians in the long 
term.

Sisi in Herculean effort to win over Egypt’s youth

Egypt floats currency amid social, political tensions

Ahmed Megahid

The Arab Weekly staff

President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (C), f lanked by Prime Minister Sherif Ismail (L) and former prime 
minister Ibrahim Mehleb attend a conference on youth in Sharm el-Sheikh, on October 26th.             (AP)
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Egypt is a long way 
from being the 
country the 
revolutionaries 
envisaged.

Sisi accepted 
criticism and 
listened attentively 
to young people’s 
suggestions.

We appreciate the 
country’s 
situation. We are 
going through a 
very tough 
situation.”Prime Minister 

Sherif Ismail

Egyptians gather to buy subsidised sugar from a government truck 
after a sugar shortage in retail stores across the country in Cairo, 
last October.                (Reuters)
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Anxiety in
Arab-American 
heartland
as US election 
draws near
Thomas Seibert

Washington

M 

embers of the oldest 
Arab-American com-
munity in the United 
States said they are 
concerned as the US 

presidential election draws near 
following a bitter and divisive cam-
paign.

A defeat for the Republican Party 
candidate Donald Trump, who has 
voiced anti-immigrant and anti-
Muslim rhetoric throughout the 
campaign and is trailing in polls, 
could spark a violent response by 
his disappointed followers who 
“could harm us”, said Michigan-
based Abed Ayoub, legal and policy 
director of the American Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee (ADC). 
“There are already hate crimes 
against Arab Americans, persons 
getting attacked,” Ayoub said.

Michigan has been home to im-
migrants from the Middle East since 
the late 1800s and Henry Ford’s car 
production started to attract more 
and more workers in the first dec-

ades of the 20th century. Today, 
about 500,000 Arab Americans 
live in the state, the Arab American 
Institute (AAI) said. About one-in-
three citizens of Dearborn, a large 
suburb of Detroit, is of Arab de-
scent.

Hassan Jaber, executive direc-
tor of the Arab Community Center 
for Economic and Social Services 
(ACCESS) in Dearborn, said the 
polarisation of the campaign will 
not go away quickly. “This hate 
and these extreme views are going 
to be with us. The election season 
is not going to end this debate,” 
Jaber said.

Trump shocked many Arab 
Americans by describing Mus-
lims as potential national security 
threats, calling for an immigration 
ban for people from Iraq and Syria 
and publicly feuding with the par-
ents of a Muslim-American soldier 
killed in action in Iraq. Those po-
sitions resonated strongly among 
Trump’s core constituency, white 
Christian males.

Although some Arab Americans 
said they plan to vote for Trump, 
most say they support his Demo-
cratic Party rival, Hillary Clinton, 
even though her strong pro-Israel 
positions make her a less than ideal 
candidate for Arab voters. There 
was not much difference between 
Trump and Clinton, said Zaka-
ria Khalaf, secretary-general of the 
Arab American and Muslim Con-
gress in Southfield, Michigan. But, 
on balance, “we find more in Clin-
ton”, he said.

Ismael Ahmed, an AAI board 
member who is running for a seat 
on Michigan’s State Board of Educa-
tion, said Arab Americans did not 
see Clinton as a “perfect vessel” but 
much preferred her over Trump. 
“This is a no-brainer for us,” he said.

Ahmed said the Clinton campaign 
invited him to speak at several ral-
lies in the state, something he said 
he thinks happened as Trump’s an-
ti-Islam rhetoric “forced the other 
side to come forward”.

In a recent AAI poll, 60% of Arab-
American respondents expressed 
support for Clinton and 26% for 
Trump. Overall in Michigan, as of 
November 1st, Clinton led Trump 
44.8% to 38.5%, a poll average by 
the website RealClearPolitics indi-
cated.

November 8th is not only the day 
of the presidential vote but also the 
election of all 435 members of the US 
House of Representatives and about 
one-third of the US Senate, as well 
as many elections for state offices. 
Ahmed said an increasing number 

of Arab Americans were running for 
positions in the judiciary or for local 
or state office this year.

He noted that violent confronta-
tions between Trump supporters 
and members of his community 
were on the rise. “We call it the 
Trump effect,” he said. “Elements 
among the Trump supporters are 
acting out things that they would 
not have acted out if they had not 
been freed by Trump’s rhetoric.”

Arab Americans in Michigan are 
not the only ones who are con-
cerned. Sarab al-Jijakli, the found-
ing director of the Network of Arab 
American Professionals (NAAP), 
said the divisiveness of Trump’s 
campaign had produced a polarisa-
tion unseen in American political 
life. “This is an American concern 
that goes beyond Arab Americans,” 
said Jijakli, who lives in New York. 
“This is not just an issue for us.”

He said the most vulnerable rep-
resentatives of Arab Americans, 
such as newly arrived refugees and 
women wearing the veil, were es-

pecially at risk of being harassed 
by extremists. “Bigots won’t come 
and attack me, a 6-foot-tall male,” 
he said.

Demographic shifts could be one 
reason for the bitterness of the cam-
paign. Some observers say Trump’s 
support among white voters is a re-
sponse to a feeling that their ethnic 
group, which has dominated the 
United States since the 18th cen-
tury, is losing power. The US Census 
Bureau expects whites in the coun-
try will no longer be in the major-
ity after 2045 because of non-white 
immigration and higher birth rates 
among minority groups.

Jaber said current developments 
were the beginning of a debate 
triggered by those demographic 
changes. Today’s America is “less 
white, more of a mix, more of many 
cultures” than in the past and the 
country must confront that fact, he 
said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Trump has shocked 
many Arab 
Americans by 
describing Muslims 
as a potential 
national security 
threat.

Police escort a woman protester before the start of Republican Party presidential nominee Donald 
Trump’s campaign rally in Charlotte, North Carolina, last August.                                                                (AP)

Arab-American voters: Clinton 60%, Trump 26%

F or years, Arab-Ameri-
can voters slightly 
leaned towards the 
Democratic Party but 
were swing voters in 
national and local 

elections. This was the pattern 
we observed in the early years of 
our more than two decades of 
biannual surveys of the commu-
nity’s voting behaviour. It is no 
longer the case, as Arab Ameri-
cans have increasingly come to 
identify themselves as Democrats 
and vote for Democratic Party 
candidates.

In a book I wrote in 2001 on the 
values and voting patterns of a 
number of ethnic American 
communities (What Ethnic 
Americans Really Think, based on 
polling conducted by my broth-
er’s group, Zogby International), 
we found that most ethnics 
leaned Democrat but shared a 
value system that ran counter to 
the political ideas offered by 
what were then called “moderate 
Republicans” and “New Demo-
crats”. The tendency of both was 
to combine fiscal conservatism 
with social liberalism.

Many ethnic voters, on the 
other hand, embraced beliefs that 
were the exact opposite. They 
were fiscally progressive and 
socially more conservative. They 
said that government played a 
constructive role in society and 
they were, therefore, supportive 
of strengthening programmes 
such as Social Security and 

Medicare, investing in public 
education and expanding health 
care coverage.

At the same time, there were 
people running small businesses 
with extended family networks 
who said they believed in 
building strong communities 
and, therefore, had belief 
systems that reflected those 
values.

Beginning in 2002 and continu-
ing during the next decade, the 
community drifted away from the 
Republican Party. There were a 
number of factors that fuelled 
this drift. Initially, it was the 
post-9/11 reaction of the George 
W. Bush administration that 
compromised the civil liberties of 
recent immigrants, followed by 
the war in Iraq and then the 
hard-line rhetoric that came to 
dominate the Republican Party. 
The first to be affected were Arab 
Americans who were more recent 
immigrants and Muslim.

While Arab Americans who had 
been born in the United States 
had stronger party identification, 
those who were immigrants were 
classic swing voters. But, as our 
polling demonstrated, all parts of 
the community were repulsed by 
and felt threatened by the 
increased harsh anti-Arab and 
anti-Muslim rhetoric.

In our most recent poll of Arab 
Americans, 50% of those sur-
veyed said they had personally 
experienced discrimination 
because of their ethnicity and 
53% expressed concern that they 
might face discrimination in the 
future.

In reality, it might be said that it 
was not the community that 
drifted away from the Republi-

cans, it was the party that was 
galloping away from Arab 
Americans. This parting of the 
ways especially intensified during 
the elections from 2008 to 2016, 
culminating in the nomination of 
Donald Trump. The effect of this 
can be seen in the results of this 
year’s Arab American Institute 
(AAI) poll.

In an October poll of likely 
Arab-American voters, Democrat 
Hillary Clinton smothers Trump, 
60% to 26% in their choice for 
president.

Commissioned by the AAI and 
conducted by Zogby Analytics, 
the survey indicated that the 
movement of Arab Americans 
from the Republican Party has 
continued. Arab Americans now 
favour the Democratic Party over 
the Republicans by two to one, 
with 52% identifying as Demo-
crats and 26% saying they are 
Republicans. When asked which 
party they prefer to control the US 
Congress, by 54% to 27%, Arab 
Americans pick the Democrats.

When asked why they would 
vote for either Clinton or Trump, 
Arab Americans gave surprisingly 
similar responses. More than 40% 
of Clinton voters said they were 
supporting her either because of 
party loyalty or because they 
liked her domestic policies. 
Another one-third said they were 
voting against Trump. Only one in 
ten identified foreign policy as 
the reason they were supporting 
Clinton.

Supporters of both Clinton and 
Trump identified jobs and the 
economy as the most important 
issue in determining their vote 
but that was where the similarity 
ended. Democrats pointed to gun 

violence, health care and Social 
Security and Medicare as next in 
importance while Republicans 
identified combating terrorism, 
the budget deficit and controlling 
government spending and 
immigration as their next most 
important concerns.

When asked which issues they 
felt Clinton would be best able to 
address, Arab Americans added 
improving education and race 
relations to the mix.

What emerges from this survey 
is that while Arab-American 
Democrats and Republicans share 
the basic beliefs of their respec-
tive parties, the former are 
growing in number while the 
latter are shrinking. The bottom 
line is that while not in love with 
Clinton, as they were with Barack 
Obama in 2008, most Arab 
Americans have come to feel 
more comfortable voting for 
Democrats because they feel 
more aligned with the issues and 
values of that party.

Especially interesting is the fact 
that the gap that once existed 
between the immigrant and 
native-born and the Catholic and 
Muslim components of the 
Arab-American community has, 
over time, disappeared. Party 
identification and candidate 
preferences are largely the same 
for all groups. This has meant that 
immigrants are more comfortable 
identifying as Democrats and are 
less likely to be swing voters. At 
the same time, the once more 
evenly matched party identifica-
tion of the native-born group has 
changed rather significantly.

James J. Zogby is president of the 
Arab American Institute.

James
J. Zogby

View point
The gap 
between the 
immigrant 
and native-
born and 
the Catholic 
and Muslim 
components 
of the Arab-
American 
community 
has 
disappeared.

Arab Americans now favour the 
Democratic Party over the 
Republicans by two to one.
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Clinton favoured to win election but Trumpism 
is not going away
Mark Habeeb

Washington

O 

pinion polls indicate that 
Hillary Clinton will be 
elected president of the 
United States but the re-
sult is likely to be signifi-

cantly closer than seemed possible a 
few weeks ago.

Clinton’s lead, once double digits 
in some polls, narrowed considera-
bly in the last week of the campaign. 
Clinton, however, leads in many 
heavily populated states, which 
gives her an advantage in the deci-
sive electoral college.

Under the US system, the winner 
is not necessarily the candidate who 
wins the popular vote but the one 
who secures the majority of elec-
toral votes — each state is assigned 
a certain number based on its con-
gressional representation — with 
270 needed to win.

A recent count indicated that 
Clinton was leading polls in states 
accounting for 224 electoral votes to 
Trump’s 180. States worth a total of 
134 electoral votes were considered 
toss-ups.

Several factors account for the 
late surge in Trump’s support. For 
one, Libertarian Party candidate 
Gary Johnson has seen his support 
in polls fall from 10-12% to less than 
5%. Apparently, more of the vot-

ers who are defecting from John-
son’s camp have decided to support 
Trump over Clinton.

Another factor eating into Clin-
ton’s earlier strong lead was the rev-
elation by FBI Director James Comey 
that the agency was investigating a 
new batch of e-mails related to Clin-
ton that were found on a computer 
of the estranged husband of Clin-
ton’s close adviser Huma Abedin.

While Comey did not make spe-
cific allegations of wrongdoing and 
acknowledged that the investigation 
may not reveal any, the announce-
ment bolstered Trump’s attack that 
Clinton is “corrupt” and will face 
criminal charges if elected presi-
dent. It also served to deflect atten-
tion from the swirl of allegations 
that Trump has a history of sexual 
improprieties and even sexual as-
sault.

While a Trump victory seems 
highly unlikely, so does a Clinton 
landslide — something that seemed 
very possible as recently as two 
weeks ago. An extremely close race, 
particularly narrow outcomes in 
key battleground states, could lead 
Trump to declare that the election 
was a fraud. Even if the election 
outcome is by a sufficiently wide 
margin to make fraud allegations 
unreasonable, it is all but certain: 
Trumpism will survive November 
8th.

Trump has demonstrated that a 
substantial portion of the US public 
feels anger towards establishment 
politicians, frustration over eco-
nomic stagnation, hostility to free 
trade and open borders and fear over 
terrorism. The fact that Trump’s 
strongest support comes from older, 
non-college educated white males 
would suggest that fear of minori-
ties, including Muslims, also is a key 

factor in his support.
If Clinton is sworn in on Janu-

ary 20th as the United States’ first 
female president, she will face the 
challenge of pushing through her 
proposed policies in a political envi-
ronment that will remain highly po-
larised. The Democrats may capture 
control of the US Senate by a one- or 
two-seat margin but the US House 
of Representatives almost certainly 
will remain under Republican con-
trol.

Rumours abound that Trump is 
planning to start a television net-
work to continue his movement to 
“Make America Great Again”. Even 
if he does not, a close election will 
inspire him to stay in the spotlight 
— a place he enjoys being and where 
the ratings-obsessed US media en-

joy having him. To the dismay of the 
Republican Party establishment, fu-
ture Republican candidates may feel 
a need to secure Trump’s blessing or 
at least to not anger him.

In short, the forecast is for politi-
cal gridlock and continued divisive 
rhetoric. In such an environment, 
Clinton may find herself spend-
ing more time on foreign policy, 
an arena in which the executive 
branch has amassed greater control. 
It remains to be seen whether as US 
president she will be able to devel-
op respect and legitimacy overseas 
when her former opponent stays on 
television decrying her as “corrupt” 
and as someone who “should be in 
prison”.

Clinton would be faring much bet-
ter if the electorate included resi-

dents of the Arab world. In a poll of 
3,200 people in eight Arab countries 
conducted by the Qatari-affiliated 
Arab Center Washington, Clinton 
was the favoured candidate for pres-
ident by 66% to 11%. Moroccans and 
Tunisians were Clinton’s strongest 
supporters, while Egyptians came in 
last (but still gave her 56%). Overall, 
56% of respondents said they had 
a positive view of Clinton and 60% 
stated a negative view of Trump.

If the Arab world had electoral 
votes, Clinton would coast to vic-
tory.

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

US Democratic Party presidential nominee Hillary Clinton speaks during a campaign rally in Dade 
City, Florida, on November 1st.                (AP)

Special Focus US Elections

Libya unlikely to be priority whoever wins US elections

P redictably, most of the 
attention given to 
foreign policy in the 
Middle East this 
election season in the 
United States has 

focused on Iraq, Syria and the 
Islamic State (ISIS). To the extent 
that Libya has been mentioned, it 
is in relation to the expansion of 
ISIS in the country or, more 
often, the 2011 NATO interven-
tion and its aftermath.

Libya will surely not be the new 
president’s immediate foreign 
policy priority on his or her first 
day in office. Given the numerous 
foreign-policy challenges facing 
the United States and the Beng-
hazi-focused rhetoric that sur-
rounded any discussion of Libya, 
the next president is unlikely to 
have much of an appetite for seri-
ous investment of resources aimed 
at stabilising the country.

This is bad news for US Secre-
tary of State John Kerry, European 
stakeholders in Libya and the 
Libyan people.

Even amid a chaotic global 
backdrop, Kerry has actively 
pushed for a political solution to 
the crisis in Libya and put his sup-
port behind the Libyan Political 
Agreement and the Government of 
National Accord (GNA). He has had 
multiple ministerial meetings over 
the past year with his European 
counterparts to reaffirm commit-
ment to supporting the Libyan 
people and the GNA.

On October 31st in London, 
Kerry and representatives from 
Britain, Italy, France, the United 
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia 

met with GNA Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj and the governor of 
the Libyan National Bank, Saddek 
al-Kabir. The meeting was called 
for at the insistence of the United 
States to address Libya’s dire 
economic state and to help resolve 
a dispute between Sarraj and Kabir 
over key reforms and the control 
of Libya’s resources.

While it is unclear what tangi-
ble effect, if any, the meeting will 
have on Libya’s fractured centres 
of power, Kerry’s efforts towards 
strengthening the GNA’s authority 
and the ability of Libya’s institu-
tions to meet the needs of the 
people are evident.

The top diplomat in a Hillary 
Clinton or Donald Trump adminis-
tration is unlikely to follow Kerry’s 
lead on Libya.

Trump’s statements on action 
in Libya, like much of his foreign 
policy rhetoric, have been both 
questionable and notably aggres-
sive. While Trump has denied that 
he supported the intervention in 
Libya in 2011, he has been vocal 
in backing military efforts against 
ISIS in the country, even suggest-

ing that the United States seize 
oilfields there from ISIS. This sug-
gestion ignores the fact that the 
group does not control Libya’s oil 
resources.

The secretary of State in a 
Trump administration would be 
unlikely to invest resources in 
diplomatic efforts aimed at boost-
ing the GNA’s authority and easing 
political divisions in Libya. Rather, 
a Trump administration would 
likely take a narrow approach 
aimed at defeating ISIS in Sirte, 
ignoring that the terror group’s 
existence in Libya is an indica-
tor, rather than the source, of the 
country’s instability.

A Clinton administration would 
also be unlikely to invest sig-
nificant resources in a diplomatic 
push in Libya. While Clinton has 
stood firm in her support for 
intervening in Libya in 2011, her 
administration would be unlikely 
to prioritise the kind of diplomatic 
efforts Kerry has taken due to con-
troversy surrounding her record in 
the country.

US policy in Libya under Clinton 
or Trump is unlikely to look much 

further than the defeat of ISIS in 
the country and it is doubtful that 
the incoming secretary of State 
will place the same emphasis that 
Kerry has on reaching a peaceful 
resolution to the political infight-
ing in Libya.

Given this, the burden will be 
left to key European stakeholders 
to push for a solution in Libya and 
prioritise the strengthening of the 
GNA. However, without US leader-
ship, the efficacy of the interna-
tional community’s diplomatic 
efforts in Libya remains uncertain. 
More often than not, key interna-
tional players in Libya seem con-
tent to pay lip service to the need 
to support the GNA and the Libyan 
people while pursuing their own 
interests on the ground.

A United States that is less ac-
tive in Libya will do little to help 
the Libyan people. Although the 
United States has been support-
ing GNA-backed forces in the fight 
against ISIS in Sirte, neither a 
Clinton nor Trump administration 
is likely to support a post-ISIS 
major stabilisation effort in the 
city. This risks repeating the 
mistake the United States made in 
Libya in 2011 by failing to invest 
in significant stabilisation efforts 
after the NATO intervention.

Kerry’s efforts in Libya are laud-
able. However, it appears that the 
momentum of such efforts will be 
lost, as US-led diplomacy in Libya 
under the next administration will 
be markedly less robust. As the 
next administration examines the 
various crises across the Middle 
East and the globe, it is doubtful 
that renewed US investment in 
marshalling a Libyan-led peace 
process will make it to the top of 
the priority list.

Elissa Miller is an assistant 
director at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle 
East.

Elissa Miller

View point
The next 
president 
is unlikely 
to have an 
appetite for 
investment 
of resources 
aimed at 
stabilising 
Libya.

US policy in Libya under Clinton 
or Trump is unlikely to look 
much further than the defeat of 
ISIS in the country.

A file picture shows US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton (C) stan-
ding with Libyan soldiers as she readies to depart from Tripoli, 
Libya, on October 18th, 2011                                                             (Reuters)

56% of respondents 
in the Arab world had 
a positive view of 
Clinton, while 60% 
had a negative view 
of Trump.
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A 

lgeria’s ruling National 
Liberation Front (FLN) 
Secretary-General Amar 
Saadani asked members 
of the party’s decision-

making central committee if any 
of them wanted him to resign but 
not one among the 500 committee 
members gathered October 23rd 
said they did.

On the contrary, a rapturous 
standing ovation erupted, drown-
ing out Saadani’s announcement 
that he was no longer the FLN 
leader and his oblique message that 
he was forced to leave as part of a 
purge within Algeria’s complex rul-
ing establishment.

Saadani, who took over as party 
head in August 2013, was seen as 
a staunch supporter and unofficial 
spokesman of Algerian President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika. Analysts said 
Bouteflika sacked Saadani in a pow-
er struggle over who would replace 
the ageing president who is fighting 
to extend his stay in the El Moura-
dia presidential palace.

“The departure of Saadani is not 
a one-off action. It heralds a long 
list of people leaving the military 
and political fields,” said security 
analyst Salima Tlemçani, who has 
close access to senior military and 
security officials. “This purge reaf-
firms the power of El Mouradia.”

“The option of the fifth mandate 
is becoming clearer,” Tlemçani said, 
a reference to the new five-year 

mandate Bouteflika might seek 
when his fourth term ends in 2019.

Bouteflika enjoys support among 
mostly older Algerians who credit 
him for ending the 1991-2002 civil 
war in which about 200,000 people 
died.

Against the backdrop of political 
tumult in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, 
Bouteflika also draws his popular 
backing from freeing Algeria of the 
burden of foreign debt and rebuild-
ing an army that is widely seen at 
home and abroad as a force of sta-
bility amid threats from extremist 
Islamist groups.

There is, however, frustration 
among Algerians younger than 45 
— 80% of the country’s 40 million 
people — with ageing leaders who 
are seen as eager to maintain power 
and wealth without giving space 
to younger generations to tackle 
the new challenges of an open and 
modern society.

Ill-health, including two strokes 
since 2013, has forced Bouteflika, 
78, to limit public appearances and 
led close friends to write him an 
open letter early this year seeking a 
face-to-face meeting to ensure that 
he was not the victim of a palace 
coup. But during October, Boutef-
lika was seen in public, including 
at an opera in Algiers, which was 
widely covered by state media.

Some observers argued that 
Bouteflika moved to sideline Saada-
ni as a pre-emptive strike against 
his opponents inside the establish-
ment who might plot to push him 
aside.

“One can understand what 
Bouteflika did was interference in 

the internal affairs of the biggest 
political party in the country but 
his action was justified because if 
he did not fire Saadani, Bouteflika 
could meet the same fate as Bour-
guiba did at the hands of Ben Ali,” 
said Saad Okba, a political writer in 
the main daily El Khabar.

Former general Zine el-Abidine 
Ben Ali replaced Tunisian president 
Habib Bourguiba in a medical coup 
after the ailing leader was declared 
by doctors to be “mentally incapa-
ble” in 1987. Ben Ali was Bourgui-
ba’s prime minister at the time.

“The error of Saadani was that 
he embraced a suicidal logic. He 
aligned himself with the most pow-
erful figure, army Chief of Staff 

Ahmed Gaid Salah,” said Tlemçani, 
who also suggested that Gaid Salah 
would be next to be sidelined.

“It was a question of Gaid Salah 
to be named Defence minister and 
the position of chief of staff to be 
given to another whose name is al-
ready known but the move was put 
off for now,” added Tlemçani, citing 
sources inside the government.

Political watchers in Algeria say 
there is a pattern repeated before 
Bouteflika renewed his mandates 
in 2004, 2009 and 2014 with po-
litical allies voicing support for his 
candidacy and more backing from 
the grass roots following the quash-
ing of any ambitions from aspirants 
within the ruling establishment.

“Our common link and common 
ground is Abdelaziz Bouteflika, the 
president whom we backed during 
his presidential campaigns in 1999, 
2004, 2009, 2014 and in 2019, if God 
extends his life,” said the new FLN 
chief Djamel Ould Abbes, who at 82 
is the oldest figure in the party.

Two leaders of political groups 
close to the presidency also voiced 
support for Bouteflika seeking a 
new term, leading Algerians to joke 
about “whether 2019 comes before 
2017”, a reference to legislative and 
local elections planned for next 
April.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunis

I 

n attempting to overcome 
the country’s socio-economic 
woes and undertake crucial 
reforms, the Tunisian gov-
ernment faces opposing pres-

sures from powerful trade unions 
and international financial institu-
tions.

The main employer group, the 
Tunisian Union of Industry, Trade 
and Handicrafts (UTICA), objects 
to the country’s draft budget as do 
many lawyers and business inter-
ests while supporters of the left-
leaning Popular Front coalition 
took to streets in Tunis advocating 
a “budget for the poor” as an alter-
native to the government’s propos-
als.

The draft budget expects spend-
ing of $14.5 billion for 2017, up 
11.5% versus 2016 and forecasts 
a growth rate of 2.5% of gross do-
mestic product (GDP) after an ex-
pected growth of 1% this year. The 
draft budget was compiled after 
assuming oil prices of $50 a barrel. 
The 2016 budget was against a $40 
per barrel price.

The government projects a 
budget deficit at $2.3 billion, $713 
million higher than the deficit ex-
pected for 2016.

No political leaders from the 
seven political parties, who voiced 
support when the government led 
by Prime Minister Youssef Chahed 
was appointed in July, backed the 
budget proposals, leaving the gov-
ernment essentially alone to face 
the political and social challenges.

“If we do not rescue public fi-
nances, the economic situation 
will not evolve,” Chahed has said.

Tunisia’s economy is enduring 

its worst crisis since 1986, with bal-
looning domestic and foreign debt, 
high inflation and unemployment 
rates and a weakening currency.

If the government were to sur-
render to the demand of the Tuni-
sian General Labour Union (UGTT) 
to raise wages as agreed to by its 
predecessor, it risks losing cred-
ibility with the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF), with which Tu-
nisia signed a deal that includes a 
provision to freeze salaries.

“The government faces two op-
posing commitments: A May 2016 
deal with the IMF and the accords 
of salary increases worth around 5 
billion dinars ($2.23 billion) signed 
with UGTT,” said financial expert 
Ezzeddine Saidane.

“If the government fails in its 
commitment to the IMF, Tunisia 
will hit an impasse — a complete 
asphyxia of the public finances and 
of the whole Tunisian economy, a 
full strangulation of the economy 

over all its levels,” he said.
Saidane’s comments came at a 

conference on the draft budget or-
ganised by the main ruling Nidaa 
Tounes party. Chahed is a top offi-
cial of the party founded by Presi-
dent Beji Caid Essebsi.

The Islamist Ennahda party, an-
other member of the seven-party 
coalition government, earlier had a 
similar conference.

Ennahda President Rached 
Ghannouchi said, in an oblique 
criticism of the budget, that he 
hoped for a “compromise over the 
budget draft” before the end of 

December when the parliament, 
dominated by Ennahda and Nidaa 
Tounes, votes on the budget pro-
posals.

The IMF approved a four-year, 
$2.9 billion loan to Tunisia in June, 
saying it supported the country’s 
economic agenda aimed at pro-
moting more inclusive growth and 
job creation while protecting the 
most vulnerable households.

Chahed and financial experts 
said if Tunisia loses the support of 
IMF, it risks losing opportunities 
to borrow at relatively low interest 
rates.

“What will be left is borrowing 
from private investors at 14%,” 
Chahed warned.

Tunisia’s debt has ballooned 
from 40% of the budget in 2010 to 
an expected 53% this year and a 
projected 64% in 2017.

“The government has no big pol-
icy leeway on 82% of the budget, 
as 45% of it goes to salaries and 

37% to pay back debt. The remain-
ing 18% is for investment, where 
its flexibility is limited,” Saidane 
said.

Mohamed Salah Ayari, a tax ex-
pert, said the “government is being 
squeezed between the IMF and so-
cial organisations over the budget 
for 2017″.

“One percent of business firms 
pay 80% of total corporate taxes to 
the government,” he said, attribut-
ing this to widespread tax evasion 
often due to lack of manpower to 
fight the problem with only 1,600 
government tax controllers moni-
toring 700,000 taxpayers.

“Workers are disappointed and 
business leaders are disappointed 
as well as other quarters of the so-
ciety because of the evasion prob-
lem,” said lawyer Taieb Ben Jemaa.

Nabil Abdellatif, a financial ex-
pert, argued that the “govern-
ment’s forecast of 2.5% GDP for 
2017 growth is a big dream. It aims 
to meet the demand of IMF to stop 
the part of salaries at 14% of GDP”.

“The same play [is seen] with 
figures for investment forecast 
of 6.4 billion dinars ($2.86 bil-
lion) while the real possibility to 
achieve investments do not exceed 
3 billion-4 billion dinars ($1.34 bil-
lion-$1.78 billion),” he added.

Chahed, underscoring the prob-
lem his government faces, said: 
“We asked the UGTT to give us one 
year of respite during which we will 
work to achieve 3% growth. When 
we reach such rate of growth, we 
will satisfy the union claim.”

UGTT leader Houcine Abassi 
countered, saying: “Putting off the 
wage rises is an impoverishment of 
workers and an injustice. The gov-
ernment had taken the decision 
without searching for alternative 
solutions like fighting tax evasion, 
smuggling and corruption.”

Signs of Bouteflika clearing path to fifth term

Draft budget highlights Tunisia’s social and fiscal problems

Lamine Ghanmi

Lamine Ghanmi

A video grab from footage broadcast by Algeria’s Canal Algérie on July 5th, 2016, shows Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika visiting El-Alia cemetery where independence fighters are buried in 
an eastern Algiers suburb.                                                                                                                               (Canal Algérie)

A file picture shows Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed delivering his speech at the Parliament 
in Tunis, on August 26th, ahead of a confidence vote.                                                                                        (AP)

There is frustration 
among Algerians 
younger than 45 with 
ageing leaders who 
are seen as eager to 
maintain power and 
wealth.

Bouteflika is said to 
have sidelined 
Saadani as a pre-
emptive strike 
against his 
opponents inside the 
establishment.

The draft budget 
forecasts a growth 
rate of 2.5% of gross 
domestic product 
(GDP) after an 
expected growth of 
1% this year.
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Marrakech

T 

he investigation into the 
death of a fishmonger, 
who died when he was 
crushed inside a rubbish 
truck, gathered momen-

tum with 11 people arrested and 
charged with manslaughter or for-
gery in a case that ignited protests 
across Morocco.

Mouhcine Fikri, 31, was killed 
October 28th in the northern city of 
Al-Hoceima as he apparently tried 
to protest the seizure and destruc-
tion of hundreds of kilograms of 
swordfish, which are not allowed to 
be caught in autumn.

Fikri’s death sparked demonstra-
tions, creating scenes reminiscent 
of 2011 protests that led to conces-
sions from King Mohammed VI.

The 11 suspects, including two In-
terior Ministry employees, two fish-
eries officials and the head of the 
local veterinary services, appeared 
before a judge in Al-Hoceima on 
charges that included forgery of 
public documents, according to a 
prosecution statement.

The investigation determined 
that the garbage truck driver had 
received a signal from a rubbish 
collection worker to turn the crush-
er power on while Fikri was in the 
truck and several people were try-
ing to prevent fish being loaded.

Investigators said there was no 
order to assault the victim by any 
party, despite witness allegations 

that a police officer ordered the 
driver to “grind him” while Fikri 
was in the back of the truck.

A video purportedly showing 
Fikri being crushed in the truck 
and an image of his head and arm 
sticking out from under the truck’s 
equipment went viral on social me-
dia.

An Arabic hashtag that translates 
to “grind_him” became the most 
circulated issue, on social networks 
in Morocco.

Parliamentarian Khadija Ziyani, 
from the Constitutional Union (UC) 
party, posted on her Facebook page 
a picture of protesters in Al-Hocei-
ma waving Spanish flags. She called 
them “thugs” and urged Moroccans 
not to mobilise for such protests.

She quickly backtracked after vir-
ulent social media postings called 
for her resignation and prosecution 
for insulting Moroccans.

Fikri’s father, Ali Fikri, a founding 
member of the Justice and Devel-
opment Party (PJD), sought to calm 
public anger after “receiving guar-
antees from the highest authori-
ties” to conduct a fair and impartial 
investigation.

“I don’t want the death of my son 
to cause a civil disorder in Morocco, 
especially as the country is going 
through a special period, particu-
larly with the approach of the COP 
22 in the upcoming days,” he said 
referring to the international con-
ference on climate change.

“Morocco enjoys stability at 
a time its neighbours are going 
through crises. We have a gov-
ernment that promotes reform 
through preserving stability. This 
is what the Moroccan people want. 
They want reform and stability,” Ali 
Fikri said.

Fikri had bought 500 kilograms 
of unauthorised swordfish, which 

is subject to a fishing ban in Octo-
ber and November, from fishermen 
in Al-Hoceima harbour, the inves-
tigation said. Fikri’s merchandise, 
which was transported by a third 
party, escaped controls at the port 
but was seized in the city.

The prosecutor’s statement con-
firmed Fikri was killed by a garbage 
compactor after he climbed inside 
the truck to retrieve his fish.

A fisheries official who attended 
the scene reported violations and 
police informed the public prosecu-
tors, who ordered the confiscation 
of the fish, state news agency MAP 
reported.

A veterinary official ordered de-
struction of the fish because of the 
lack of certification of origin.

Allegations of forgery of public 
documents relate to the destruc-

tion order issued to the rubbish col-
lection company, prosecutors said.

King Mohammed VI sent Interior 
Minister Mohamed Hassad to Al-
Hoceima to open a “thorough and 
exhaustive investigation” and pros-
ecute those responsible.

“We cannot accept officials act-
ing in haste, anger or in conditions 
that do not respect people’s rights,” 
said Hassad.

Fikri’s death came two weeks 
after King Mohammed VI called 
for reform of public administra-
tion, which he criticised for creat-
ing obsta cles to ensuring citizens’ 
rights and dealing with their con-
cerns in a bu reaucracy that has 
been plagued by corruption and in-
competence.

Nabila Mounib, secretary-general 
of the Unified Socialist Party (PSU), 

attended an October 30th protest 
in Casablanca and denounced in-
justice and corruption in the North 
African country.

“We want to live in Morocco of 
rights for everybody,” Mounib said. 
“These young people are struggling 
to get by and live decently.

“This is not the Morocco we 
want. The authority must protect 
citizens and respect human rights,” 
she added, calling for an impartial 
investigation and prosecution of 
those responsible for Fikri’s death.

Some Moroccans expressed fears 
of a conspiracy against the country, 
accusing “outside forces” of trying 
to destabilise Morocco.

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

Marrakech

E 

nvironmentally friendly 
preparations involving 
bicycles, trees and elec-
tric vehicles have stepped 
up as Marrakech prepares 

to host one of its most important 
international events.

The city’s Bab Ighli village, home 
to the 22nd Conference of the Par-
ties of the UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (COP 22), 
which convenes November 7th-
18th, was said to be 98% complete. 
It is to host 20,000 delegates from 
196 countries, the COP 22 Steering 
Committee said.

Some 300 self-service bicycles, 
called “Medina bikes”, will be 
available at a dozen stations.

“The COP 22 is an opportunity to 
reconnect with this most ancient 
means of transport in the city, cy-
cling, which began to lose its repu-
tation in recent years, replaced by 
motorcycles and scooters for their 
speed and comfort,” said Laurent 
Mercat, chief executive officer 
of the French company Smoove, 
which won the bicycle contract.

“In Marrakech, cycling was one 
of the main modes of moving but, 

as in France, gradually lost ground. 
Medina bike is a renaissance tool of 
this cycling practice,” he said.

Thousands of volunteers are to 
plant more than 1.2 million trees 
November 12th across Morocco.

The tree-planting operation, 
called the Forest’s Voice, is part of 
a reforestation campaign in which 
more than 40 million forest plants 
will be planted in an area of more 
than 45,000 hectares.

Also during the conference, Uber 
will launch UberGreen in partner-
ship with Derichebourg, a French-
based company that provides re-
cycling services, to rent electric 
vehicles to reduce carbon dioxide 
emissions and fight pollution.

Vivo Energy Morocco has start-
ed installing rapid charging sta-
tions for the electric vehicles at 
Shell petrol stations in Marrakech. 
Its first electrical terminal in the 
country started operating October 
31st.

“Several Shell stations will also 
be equipped with the same electri-
cal terminal in Marrakech during 
the COP 22,” said Asaf Sasaoglu, 
managing director of Vivo Energy 
Morocco.

Conference participants will 
have plenty of eco-friendly op-
tions to choose from for accommo-
dations.

More than 30 hotels in the city 
have earned a Green Key, an inter-
national eco-label that rewards ho-
tels, holiday villages, guest houses, 
inns, cottages and guest farms for 
proactive approaches in protecting 
the environment and preserving 
natural resources.

To ensure security, some 7,000 
members of the Royal Gendarme-

rie, 250 bikers and hundreds of 
police cars armed with the latest 
equipment to deter terror threats 
will be deployed in Marrakech.

Special forces of the Royal Gen-
darmerie will also be mobilised, 
as well as dozens of ambulances 
and medical teams aboard three 
helicopters fitted out with medical 
equipment. Hundreds of mounted 
police will secure sensitive areas 

such as Marrakech Menara Airport 
and the railway station and heli-
copter patrols will operate around 
the clock.

Dozens of teams of police, as-
sisted by dogs, will be deployed 
throughout the city for rapid re-
sponse to emergencies.

The security apparatus will 
be trying to ensure the safety of 
30,000 participants, including sev-

eral dozen heads of state, expected 
for COP 22.

Moroccan authorities have dis-
mantled 160 terrorist cells with 
close ties with jihadist groups in 
Iraq and Syria. The kingdom has 
had no extremist attack since the 
2011 ter rorist attack killed 17 peo-
ple at the Argana Café in the main 
square of Jamaa El Fnsa in Mar-
rakech.

Fishmonger’s death triggers protests in Morocco, investigation launched

Marrakech races against clock to host COP 22

Saad Guerraoui

Saad Guerraoui

A Moroccan shouts as thousands of Moroccans protest against the death of Mouhcine Fikri in the 
northern city of Al-Hoceima in Rabat, on October 30th.                                                                                        (AP)

Moroccan labourers sit at the site of the COP 22 international climate conference in Marrakesh, on 
October 31st.                    (AFP)
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 Fikri’s death sparked 
demonstrations, 
creating scenes 
reminiscent of 2011 
protests.

This is not the 
Morocco we want. 
The authority must 
protect citizens 
and respect human 
rights.”

Nabila Mounib, 
secretary-general of the 
Unified Socialist Party (PSU)

Thousands of 
volunteers are to 
plant more than 1.2 
million trees 
November 12th 
across Morocco.
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ith nearly 3 million 
Syrian refugees, a 
weak Baghdad una-
ble to appease either 
its large Sunni dias-

pora or manage relations with its 
resource-rich Kurdish north, Iran’s 
growing influence and a Syrian civil 
war giving birth to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and a new generation of anti-
Turkish Kurdish militias, Turkey’s 
Middle East policy has been left 
with few options but to assume a 
more assertive and interventionist 
role.

Turkey’s policies regarding Syria 
and Iraq are increasingly framed 
around national security and coun-
terterrorism concerns but these in-
variably create repercussions.

Turkey aims to prevent Kurdish 
hegemony in northern Syria and 
block anti-Turkish Kurdish groups 
from creating a corridor along its 
southern border to threaten its ter-
ritorial integrity.

On August 24th, Turkey launched 
a large operation — the Euphra-
tes Shield offensive — in northern 
Syria when its artillery shelled ISIS 
targets before Syrian rebel fighters 

crossed into Jarabulus under air 
cover provided by Turkish and US 
forces.

Turkey is hoping to retake Al Bab 
and Manbij and gain access to Alep-
po’s rural areas as it reverses gains 
made by the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party’s (PKK) Syrian offshoot, the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) and 
ISIS.

But, with the battle for Mosul, the 
focus of Turkish activity has shifted 
to Iraq.

On November 1st, as Iraqi forces 
entered Mosul, Ankara ordered 
tanks, artillery and armoured ve-
hicles to Silopi near its border with 
Iraq in preparation for what Turk-
ish Defence Minister Fikri Isik 
described as “important develop-
ments in the region”.

Ankara had been vying for a role 
in the anti-ISIS offensive in Mosul. 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan told the Turkish parliament 
in October that Turkey would resist 
any obstacles to play a role in Mosul 
with the goal of ensuring the city 
did not fall to PKK-affiliated Kurdish 
groups or into Shia control, both of 
which were threats to Turkish secu-
rity interests.

Mosul is the second most popu-
lous city of Iraq, with a population 
that has dwindled from 2.5 million 
when ISIS took control to perhaps 
1.5 million today. It has a large Sunni 
Turkmen and Sunni Arab popula-
tion.

Mosul was under Ottoman rule 
for almost four centuries and was 
one of three provincial capitals for 
Ottoman Iraq until its capture by 
Britain in 1918. The 1923 Treaty of 
Lausanne assigned Mosul to Iraq 
under the British, though the Turks 

always contended the decision by 
the League of Nations was unjust. 
Erdogan recently called for the 
Treaty of Lausanne to be reconsid-
ered, saying it confined Turkey to a 
“vicious circle”.

On October 24th, Turkish-Iraqi 
tensions intensified as Turkish 
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim an-
nounced that Turkish troops near 
Mosul were supporting peshmerga 
forces “with artillery, tanks and 
howitzers” following a request from 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) and had assigned F-16 aircraft 
to provide air cover when neces-
sary.

Ankara wants to keep PKK-allied 
forces away from the Mosul opera-
tion and block their advance into 
Sinjar, which could allow PKK-allied 
forces in Rojava, Syria, to survive 
Turkey’s land blockade there.

Erdogan recently warned Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi: 
“You are not at my level… The army 
of the Turkish republic has not lost 
such standing as to receive instruc-
tions from you… You should know 
that we will do what we want to do.”

In response, Abadi told Turkey 
that any incursion into Iraq would 
be treated as an invasion and Bagh-

dad would be forced into war with 
Turkey, which would prove costly 
to all.

Turkey has 2,000 troops deployed 
in Iraq, including 500 in Bashiqa. 
The Turkish parliament recently 
extended Turkey’s deployment for 
another year.

The Bashiqa camp was estab-
lished under the provincial assem-
bly of Mosul and with consent from 
the KRG but Baghdad has charged 
Turkey with violating Iraqi sover-
eignty.

Ankara has developed very close 
ties with the KRG in recent years 
and there are about 18 Turkish mili-
tary and intelligence bases around 
Iraqi Kurdistan. Turkey has thus 
justified its military presence in 
Iraq and extended considerable as-
sistance to Iraqi Kurds, whose po-
litical aspirations of independence 
and a redrawing of national borders 
represent Baghdad’s greatest chal-
lenge.

Turkey hopes Iraq’s Sunnis will 
sympathise with its agenda in any 
potential competition with Iran if 
the partition of Iraq occurs as many 
predicted following the toppling 
of Saddam Hussein. The battle for 
Mosul will shape not only the city 

post-ISIS but potentially Iraq itself. 
This is why Baghdad and Iran have 
become increasingly concerned by 
Turkish encroachment.

On the other hand, Ankara sees 
the emergence of ISIS as a direct 
result of Baghdad’s failure in devel-
oping inclusive policies and Sunni 
distrust of the Iran-allied, Shia-
dominated government in Baghdad. 
Mosul fell to an estimated 800 ISIS 
militants in 2014 before Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi announced his caliphate 
from Mosul’s Great Mosque. There 
have been widespread reports of 
Shia militias from the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces (PMF) abusing 
Sunnis during anti-ISIS operations 
in Falluja, Tikrit and Amirli.

It appears to be more inevitable 
that Turkey will intervene militar-
ily in Syria and Iraq. The Turks have 
been actively involved militarily 
but this activity has been limited 
in nature and scope. The emerg-
ing stakes may push Turkey into 
expanding its military role in Syria 
and Iraq.

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

Is Turkish military 
intervention in 
Syria and Iraq 
inevitable?
Sabahat Khan

Turkey’s policies 
regarding Syria and 
Iraq are increasingly 
framed around 
national security 
concerns.

A Turkish soldier watches the border line between Turkey and Syria near the south-eastern village of 
Besarslan, in Hatay province, Turkey, on November 1st.      (Reuters)

Erdogan is closing in on vision of one-man rule

A pplying all means of 
political engineer-
ing, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan seems to 
have set the final 

stage of the governing change 
that has left the country sharply 
polarised and anxious.

He is closer than ever to a 
constitutional referendum that 
could grant him full-scale empow-
erment — an omnipotent presi-
dency — to rule the country. It is, 
no doubt, an exercise that will 
have vast consequences in the 
region, in the global scheme of 
alliances and be a costly gamble 
for the future of Turkey.

The systemic change has been 
on the agenda for years but 
delayed because of the routine 
turbulence of Turkish politics. 
The shift to presidential rule was 
fiercely debated, with US and 
French models, and was always 
placed at the heart of broader 
constitutional reform that, 
reformists agreed, was an abso-
lute necessity for the country. 
Turkey has been in turmoil 
because of military tutelage and 
unresolved issues of collective 
rights and freedoms of ethnic and 
religious identities, such as the 
Kurds and Alevis.

Erdogan decisively steered the 
country to an authoritarian-
majoritarian direction since the 
Gezi Park protests in 2013.

Attempts to establish peace 

with the Kurdish political move-
ment — the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) and its political wing, 
the People’s Democratic Party 
(HDP) — did not last long. Revising 
sharply his political road map for 
absolute power, Erdogan in the 
summer of 2015 headed towards 
establishing a full-scale conserva-
tive-nationalist alliance.

He cunningly manoeuvred 
towards the elements of the army 
(the militarist Kemalist flank that 
favours Russia before NATO), 
assembled circles of the establish-
ment concerned about a Kurdish 
belt alongside Turkey’s borders 
with Iraq and Syria and appeased 
the grass roots of the ultranation-
alist opposition Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP) through 
expansionist-revanchist rhetoric 
against the West.

Erdogan’s hard-line policies, 
which were played out in 
scorched-earth moves in the 
mainly Kurdish provinces, paid 
back well. On top of that, July’s 
botched coup cemented the 
foundation of his popularity, as 
the MHP, fearing implosion and in 
general content with the politics 
of fear, found itself as a de facto 
ally of Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP).

The road to absolute power is 
not an easy one, however. 
Erdogan and the AKP he tightly 
controls lack the seats to take the 
issue to referendum. In parlia-
ment, which has 550 seats, he 
needs 330 votes to do so. The AKP 
falls short by 14, which, due to the 
resistance of the other opposition 
parties, Kemalist Republican 
People’s Party (CHP) and pro-
Kurdish HDP, makes him depend-
ent on the MHP, which has 40 

deputies.
The next parliamentary and 

presidential elections are sched-
uled for 2019. Here Erdogan plays 
his cards masterfully on several 
fronts.

Utilising the failed coup as 
“God’s gift”, as he expressed it, he 
now rules the country by decree, 
eradicating civilian opposition by 
sheer force, tarnishing what 
remains of the rule of law.

His destruction of critical media 
is almost complete, with the 
massive raid on Turkey’s oldest, 
independent journalism institu-
tion, Cumhuriyet. The number of 
jailed journalists approaches 150, 
shuttered media outlets more 
than 180. This means a total lack 
of proper, diverse public debate 
and opens the path to unchal-
lenged political victory.

Erdogan knows that he also has 
the main opposition CHP in his 
hand. Stuck in an ideological 
impasse that prevents it from 
forging a leftist opposition bloc 
with HDP, the third largest group 
in parliament, CHP remains in 
limbo. Its leader, Kemal Kilicdaro-
glu, has time after time proven far 
too weak in his oratorical and 
strategic skills to challenge 
Erdogan.

This leaves HDP, which is the 
only voice of political resistance, 
very vulnerable and Erdogan 
keeps tightening the screws on 
the HDP. Its elected mayors in 
Kurdish provinces, one after 
another, have been arrested, 
municipalities seized and given to 
the government-appointed 
trustees.

Services in those settlements 
have been halted as the internet, 
telephone lines and garbage 

collecting have ceased to operate 
for days, paralysing daily life. The 
aim seems to be to turn the 
Kurdish voters against the HDP, 
which they solidly supported in 
the past.

Erdogan also squeezed the 
nationalist MHP into a corner. He 
knows that its leader, Devlet 
Bahceli, fears an early election, 
because the party has lost voters 
to the AKP. Therefore, he pushes 
for a vote in parliament, paving 
the way to a referendum, possibly 
next April or May.

Bahceli, a fierce opponent of the 
Kurdish demands for recognition 
and representation, seeks three 
things in return: That the new 
constitution preserves the unitary 
nature of the state, not give in to 
any demands for recognition of 
identities other than Turkish and 
that the death penalty will be 
reintroduced.

All signs are that Erdogan will 
have no objections to them as long 
as his dream comes true. His hope 
is that a referendum will end with 
a yes victory assembling AKP and 
MHP voters, which make up about 
60-65% of the electorate.

That is the plan but there are 
major problems possible. Such a 
result would mean insufficient 
consensus necessary for making a 
major change

Also, if it comes escorted by the 
death penalty, Turkey can wave 
goodbye to its aspirations for a 
closer alliance with Western 
institutions, setting sail in full 
force towards the Central Asian 
sphere.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journal-
ist and occasional contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Yavuz Baydar

View point
The Turkish 
leader’s 
destruction 
of critical 
media is 
almost 
complete.

Erdogan is closer than ever to a 
constitutional referendum that 
could grant him full-scale 
empowerment.
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s Iraqi forces tighten 
the noose around the 
Islamic State-held city 
of Mosul in northern 
Iraq, they face a cun-

ning and murderous foe who has 
had two years to dig in and is fight-
ing back with a ferocious campaign 
of scorched-earth tactics, suicide 
bombers, toxic sulphur-laced 
clouds, a morale-sapping cyber 
campaign and high-grade bombs, 
some of them assembled by slave 
labour, that could remain a danger 
for years to come.

The Islamic State’s ordnance 
production is no longer restricted 
to a small cadre of bomb-makers, 
veterans of the jihadist wars, but is 
run on what military experts say is 
an industrial scale.

Iraqi and Kurdish officials say 
this has been achieved through a 
network of factories using some 
of the thousands of slaves ISIS has 
amassed since 2014 when it seized 
one-third of Iraq.

“Islamic State went through its 
own industrial revolution,” ob-
served Emmanuel Deisser, director 
of Sahan Research, a British-based 
security think-tank hired by the 
security council of Iraq’s semi-au-
tonomous Kurdish region to ana-
lyse the bomb threat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

“It got a workforce to produce 
a seemingly endless high-quality 
stream of death machines and im-
provised explosive devices,” he 
told the Financial Times.

The danger from the thick car-
pets of bombs and booby traps ISIS 
has laid in and around Mosul goes 
well beyond the current campaign. 
Military experts expect Mosul and 
other towns still to be liberated will 
remain death traps for years be-
cause it will take that long to find 
and disable the hidden bombs — 
all part of the jihadists’ scorched-
earth policy.

This produces a climate of fear 
that could impede efforts to bring 
the city under state governance 
once again and becomes a major 
obstacle to the massive task of re-
construction.

“In the areas where it ruled for 
long enough to seed them with 
bombs, the group has created a 
dark, parallel universe, where even 
the most mundane object can kill,” 
Emma Graham-Harrison of the 
Guardian, a British newspaper, re-

ported from the war zone.
“A toy, a playing card and an 

abandoned watch are all deto-
nators designed to spark the ac-
quisitive curiosity of a returning 
civilian, who would be maimed or 
murdered by the explosion.”

Graham-Harrison, who is accom-
panying Kurdish peshmerga fight-
ers advancing on Mosul from the 
east and dealing with ISIS ambush-
es and killer booby traps day after 
day, defined with chilling clarity 
a nightmarish world in which “an 
ordinary hose lying across a road is 
another simple but ingenious deto-
nator.

“A bundle of old clothes, which a 
dog or a cat could step across with-
out harm, would have exploded 
if someone had picked it up to re-
claim or throw away. A pile of mud 
and stones is a concealed mortar.

“A discarded piece of plywood 
would have activated a bomb when 

it was picked up or kicked aside, as 
a ball bearing rolls down a tube to 
complete the (firing) circuit. Duct 
tape, a lever and a trip wire turn 
a door into a deadly weapon,” she 
reported.

Since August 2014, when the US-
led coalition launched its air cam-
paign against ISIS in Syria and Iraq, 
more than 15,800 air strikes have 
been carried out and the jihadist 
fighters have learned to dig deep 
for protection. US and Iraqi mili-
tary reports say the tunnel network 
is immense.

Some tunnels, equipped with air 
conditioners and electric lighting, 
run several kilometres. This has 
produced a massive subterranean 
dimension, largely impervious to 
air strikes, to an already complex 
war.

Unleashing simultaneous or 
linked suicide attacks using trucks 
that have heavy armour plating 
welded on to make them almost 
invulnerable has become an ISIS 
trademark and these slowdown op-
erations have taken a heavy toll.

Iraqi troops and the Kurdish 
peshmerga have learned how to 
break up these fearsome assaults 
but enough of the suicide attack-
ers invariably get through to wreak 
havoc. These operations remain 
one of ISIS’s most effective tactics.

As ISIS battles to hold on to its 
last urban stronghold in Iraq, it 
seems likely that the jihadist fight-
ers are disguising themselves as 
refugees to infiltrate towns and vil-
lages around Mosul to ambush the 
advancing state forces when they 
least expect it.

An attack in the oil city of Kirkuk, 
60km from the main line of ad-
vance on October 21st, four days 
into the offensive, is a case in point.

An ISIS force of about 60-70 
fighters armed with heavy weap-
ons struck simultaneously in sev-
eral districts of the town, killing 
more than 100 soldiers in two days 
of fierce combat. Most of the at-
tackers were killed but the ambush 
underlined how intense the fight 
for Mosul is likely to be.

When Iraqi troops stormed the 
village of Badana al-Sagheera, 
30km west of Mosul, two days into 
the offensive, the ISIS fighters fled 
within hours — but left behind boo-

by-trapped buildings and an elabo-
rate tunnel system.

Kurdish fighters recounted how 
hours after the fighting ended, a 
screaming suicide bomber sprang 
out of a heavily screened tunnel 
opening and blew up a peshmerga 
general and his aides.

In one house, Kurdish fighters 
found a room piled with air con-
ditioners and washing machines 
from which the jihadists had ripped 
out timers to use in bombs.

Major Mohammed Kareem, a 
peshmerga battalion commander, 
told the Financial Times that the 
way ISIS is fighting means that 
“after liberation, we’ll need six 
months to stabilise the city. The 
tunnels are a tool that ISIS can use 
to keep infiltrating”.

Amid fears ISIS will use chemical 
weapons it produces in its own un-
derground factories, the jihadists 
set fire to the state-owned Mishraq 
sulphur plant, 40km south of Mo-
sul, on October 20th, creating a 
thick, noxious cloud of sulphur di-
oxide that was intended to slow the 
advance on Mosul.

Winds blew it over the Qayyarah 
air base, the command centre for 
the advance where US troops are 
deployed, forcing them to don gas 
masks. The potentially lethal cloud 
mixed with choking black smoke 
from oil fields set alight by ISIS 
weeks earlier as part of their strat-
egy of destruction.

Sulphur dioxide can be lethal. 
Iraqi authorities reported two ci-
vilians died and hundreds suffered 
from breathing problems.

In another tactical innovation 
in its asymmetric strategy against 
an enemy that outnumbers it by 
at least ten to one, ISIS intensified 
its cyberwar operations to unprec-
edented levels, greatly extending 
the internet campaign of psycho-
logical warfare it employed so skil-
fully in splintering the superior 
forces of the Iraqi Army when the 
jihadists seized Mosul in June 2014.

Ali Aghuan of Bayan University 
in Erbil, capital of Iraq’s semi-au-
tonomous Kurdish region, said ISIS 
“has established a huge electronic 
army working on multiple objec-
tives and separate missions within 
the framework of a comprehensive 
strategy [that] involved advanced 
forces specialised in military, so-
cial, economic and psychological 
affairs”.

This “virtual warfare”, Aghuan 
explained, has played a key role 
in ISIS’s military successes and is 
now being used extensively in a 
bid to undermine the morale of the 
troops moving on Mosul and to un-
dercut Baghdad’s military superi-
ority on the battlefield.

“These (ISIS) soldiers are the 
ones to lead the mission targeting 
individuals through media in or-
der to shape their way of thinking,” 
Aghuan observed in a report on the 
Fikra Forum website.

“There are multiple dimensions 
to asymmetric warfare, and ISIS 
has established a number of units 
that specialise in cyberspace and 
virtual warfare that involve mul-
tiple psychological and moral di-
mensions…

“These tactics have been suc-
cessful because Iraqi forces have 
not been trained on such types of 
combat and Iraq has had no inter-
est whatsoever in the cyber field or 
any modern internet attacks.”

In the latest development, ISIS 
is now using tiny, hard-to-detect 
drones to drop explosive devices.

Known as unmanned aerial sys-
tems, or UAS, they include one 
variant that is a flying bomb called 
a Trojan Horse. One of these be-
nign-looking craft landed near 
Kurdish troops in northern Iraq 
and then exploded, killing four 
men, Lieutenant-General Stephen 
Townsend, commander of US forc-
es in Iraq, disclosed.

“We expect to see more of this,” 
he warned.

ISIS’s ‘dark universe’: 
Cyberwar, killer drones and poison clouds
Ed Blanche

Iraqi forces inspect a tunnel in the vicinity of St Barbara Church, on October 28th, in the town of Hamdaniya, 30km east of Mosul, after 
they recaptured it from ISIS.                       (AFP)

A soldier with Iraq’s elite counterterrorism force inspects bombs 
at a building near to a tunnel made by ISIS militants in Bartella, 
on October 27th.                             (AFP)

News & Analysis  Fighting ISIS

 The Islamic State’s 
ordnance production 
is run on what 
military experts say 
is an industrial scale.

The danger from the 
thick carpets of 
bombs and booby 
traps in and around 
Mosul goes well 
beyond the current 
campaign.

Some tunnels, 
equipped with air 
conditioners and 
electric lighting, run 
several kilometres.

ISIS is waging 
cyberwar through a 
“huge electronic 
army” to undermine 
the morale of Iraqi 
troops.
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ran’s May 2017 presidential 
election is shaping up to be a 
referendum on President Has-
san Rohani’s foreign policy 
towards Western powers and 

whether last year’s landmark nucle-
ar deal has delivered the economic 
benefits he promised.

In the run-up to the election, Ro-
hani and his allies will try to show 
there have been concrete economic 
benefits flowing from the nuclear 
deal with world powers and result-
ing easing of international sanc-
tions. Rohani’s centrist-reformist 
alliance should run a strong cam-
paign judging by its impressive per-
formance in the parliamentary elec-
tions last March.

But the rival camp — the princi-
plists and conservatives — are frag-
mented and beset by a wide range 
of seemingly intractable intra-fac-
tional disputes. Despite the govern-
ment’s mixed performance on the 
economy, the conservatives will 
struggle to put up a strong candi-
date to challenge Rohani.

Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-

lah Ali Khamenei in October issued 
18 general policies on how the elec-
tions should be conducted. These 
guidelines, issued in line with Arti-
cle 110 of the Iranian constitution, 
mostly relate to election finance, 
transparency and the absolute pro-
hibition of electoral interference by 
the armed forces and the security 
and intelligence agencies.

Immediately afterward, the po-
litical director of the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), Ra-
soul Sanai-Raad, set out the case 
for a distinction between political 
“interference” and “illumination”. 
Sanai-Raad argued that “illumina-
tion” is legitimate insofar as it al-
lows the IRGC to keep abreast of 
political developments.

Potential IRGC interference is a 
major concern for the ruling cen-
trist-reformist coalition on two 
counts. Foremost, the IRGC main-

tains a considerable social base, 
particularly through its Basij (Mo-
bilisation) paramilitary arm. Basijis 
can mobilise or manipulate work-
ing-class public opinion at crucial 
moments, such as during elections, 
through their control of mosques 
and other important community 
centres.

Second, at an ideological level, 
the IRGC is close to the principlist 
factions and thus has a stake in their 
electoral success. This explains 
why, as far as centrists and reform-
ists are concerned, “illumination” is 
a code word for subtle forms of in-
terference.

The major issues in the forthcom-
ing election are the economy and 
foreign policy. The two are inextri-
cably linked in the form of promised 
sanctions relief flowing from the 
nuclear deal and subsequent rapid 
economic recovery.

The conservative-principlist coa-
lition has continually accused the 
Rohani administration of making 
false promises on sanctions relief. 
It argues that more than 15 months 
after the landmark nuclear deal, 
key sanctions — particularly in the 
banking and finance sectors — re-
main in place and have stifled eco-
nomic recovery.

The government has defended 
the nuclear deal, arguing that West-
ern parties, notably the United 
States, have not fulfilled their part 
of the bargain and are dragging their 
heels over removing sanctions.

To stand a credible chance of 
unseating Rohani at the polls, the 
conservative-principlist coalition 
must field an exceptionally strong 
candidate. Although Rohani is not 
a popular or charismatic leader, he 
maintains an electoral advantage 
by delivering on his key promise of 
resolving the nuclear crisis and thus 
potentially averting a major war in 
the region.

The conservatives and princi-
plists do not have a track record of 
coherent campaigning and intra-
faction solidarity. On the contrary, 
close to elections they tend to fall 
apart as manifested by the number 
of candidates they field. Multiple 
candidates would split the conserv-
ative-principlist vote.

One principlist candidate who 
stood a strong chance of defeat-
ing Rohani was former presi-
dent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad but 
Khamenei intervened in September 
to force him out of the race.

Ahmadinejad’s departure is not 
necessarily a blow to the conserva-

tive-principlist camp insofar as the 
former president is not officially 
endorsed by any major faction. Ah-
madinejad is also a deeply polaris-
ing figure whose presence in the 
campaign would have likely gener-
ated even greater discord among 
conservatives and may have pro-
duced political instability on the 
national stage.

Candidates will slowly emerge in 
the coming months but now there 
is not a single obvious conservative 
or principlist candidate who has the 
credentials, popularity and charis-
ma to credibly challenge Rohani. If 
there is not a strong challenger, the 
May 2017 election will likely prove 
to be a dull affair and the result a 
foregone conclusion.

Mahan Abedin, director of the 
research group Dysart Consulting, 
is an analyst of Iranian politics.

Early battle lines drawn in Iran presidential race

Mahan Abedin

Iran’s President Hassan Rohani listens during a news conference, after addressing the 71st session of the UN General Assembly, last September, in New York.                     (AP)
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Iran’s election is 
shaping up to be a 
referendum on 
President Hassan 
Rohani’s foreign 
policy towards 
Western powers.

At present there isn’t 
a single obvious 
conservative 
candidate who has 
the popularity to 
credibly challenge 
Rohani.

Iran sees Syria’s future as its zombie state

T
he conflict in Syria 
seems to get worse 
every week. Yet in the 
West — occupied with 
Brexit or e-mail 
scandals — each new 

atrocity seems to generate a bored 
yawn rather than any motivation 
to do something to solve the 
crisis.

Into this vacuum have stepped 
Russia and Iran. Although they, 
particularly Iran have been 
around for a while, this lack of 
interest from the West — espe-
cially the United States — has 
allowed them to extend their 
influence in ways that promise to 
be long lasting for the entire 
region.

For Russia and its megaloma-
niac president, Vladimir Putin, 
the Syrian conflict is part of a long 
game against the West, which 
Putin seeks to destabilise with his 
every breath it seems.

The situation is different for 
Iran. It also wants to play the long 
game but with not quite the same 
goals as Putin. Iran has always 
seen the survival of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad as a key 
foreign, perhaps even domestic, 
policy goal. His demise would 
threaten its lifeline to Hezbollah 
and allow for greater Sunni 
dominance of the region. This 
explains Iran’s decision to help 
him almost from the moment the 
uprising started in Syria in 2011.

Iran has sent to Syria perhaps as 
many as 4,000 members of 
al-Quds Force, the external 
operations branch of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC), and the Fatehin Brigade, 
made up of Iranian volunteers. 
Earlier this year, Iran also 
announced that members of 
Brigade 65, a special forces unit, 
had been sent to Syria, marking 
the first time that members of the 
regular army had fought outside 
Iran since the Iran-Iraq war 30 
years ago.

Some experts put the number of 
Iran-connected dead in Syria at 
about 1,100 — around 350 are 
Iranian, the rest Afghan or 

Pakistani volunteers who joined 
the units to get citizenship in Iran. 
The dead include several senior 
military officers.

Iranian security and intelli-
gence services are advising and 
assisting the Syrian military. Iran 
provides Assad’s regime with 
money — some estimate as much 
as $15 billion a year — to survive.

It adds up to a lot of blood and 
treasure. It is also the main reason 
that Iran is, well, not going home 
when the conflict finally ends.

Slowly but surely, Iran has 
taken over the situation in Syria, 
basically running the Syrian 
governmental ship with Assad as 
its very malleable puppet. There 
is not much he can do about this 
and word is that the Russians are 
not crazy about what they see 
happening as well. They got a 
taste of what Iran has planned 
when reports surfaced that the 
Iranian ambassador in Damascus 
decided on his own to appoint a 
new head of the Assad regime’s 
National Defence Forces in the 
nearby Druze city of Sweida.

For Iran, the conflict in Syria 
has been, in some ways, a god-
send. It helped Tehran solidify its 

ability to supply its Lebanese Shia 
ally, Hezbollah. It has some of its 
own troops very close to the 
border with Israel, a fact that has 
not escaped Israel’s notice. It can 
have the more solid grasp on the 
port on the Mediterranean it has 
always wanted. And it has tossed 
a hand grenade into the long-
standing regional power dynam-
ics in a way that causes great 
concern in Riyadh and Washing-
ton.

There is no reason for Iran to go 
back to the old status quo. That 
serves neither its immediate nor 
long-term interests. Syria will 
become Iran’s zombie state, kept 
alive only by its hand.

A stronger and longer Iranian 
presence in Syria is an outcome 
that the United States, Saudi 
Arabia, Israel and even its erst-
while ally Russia will have to deal 
with in the new Middle East.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, 
the Boston Globe and the 
Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.

Tom Regan

View point
Iran has 
sent to Syria 
perhaps 
as many 
as 4,000 
members 
of al-Quds 
Force

In the West — occupied with 
Brexit or e-mail scandals — each 
new atrocity seems to generate a 
bored yawn.
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A conversation with Saudi women’s rights 
advocate Aziza al-Yousef
Jeddah

W
hen Aziza 
al-Yousef 
registered 
as a 
student at 
King Saud 
University 
in the 

Saudi capital Riyadh in the 1980s, 
she did not need her father’s 
permission. When her daughter 
enrolled in the same university in 
2001, she was required to have her 
father’s signature on the permis-
sion slip.

Yousef, 58, the mother of four 
sons and one daughter, has seen 
many changes in how Saudi women 
are treated in public and private 
institutions. She has witnessed 
a reduction of women’s rights 
in reaction to the 1979 Islamic 
revolution in Iran but has observed, 
in recent years, restrictions eased 
ever so slightly and slowly.

The retired professor — she 
taught computer science at King 
Saud University for 28 years — is 
leading a campaign to abolish male 
guardian regulations that require 
Saudi women to obtain permission 
from their father, brother, son or 
closest male relative to attend a 
university, travel or seek medical 
treatment.

“We are just asking to remove the 
government rule that affects our 
daily lives,” Yousef told The Arab 
Weekly.

Yousef recently attempted to 
deliver to the Royal Advisory 
Council a 14,700-signature petition 
seeking to abolish the guardianship 
regulations but she was rebuffed 
and told to mail it. She sent the 
document but has yet to hear back 
from the government. Whether the 
government is taking the petition 
seriously — it has ignored similar 
efforts — is unknown but a Twitter 
hashtag, #IAmMyOwnGuardian, 
has gone viral to help gain support 
for the cause.

Yousef said she is optimistic that 

changes can be made.
“We are used to 26 years of 

making demands,” Yousef said. 
“There is nothing we can do but 
to continue this thing. I hope 
the government treats this as an 
economic situation and we hope to 
get more allies. We have a young 
population with 50% under the age 
of 26. It’s time to listen.”

Saudi Arabia’s efforts to diversify 
its economy mean it must help 
female university graduates obtain 
employment in the private sector. 
They are an untapped resource that 
women’s rights organisers say can 
help turn around the kingdom’s 
sagging economy. The government 
hopes to increase women’s 
employment from 22% to 30% by 
2030. Women have made progress 
in obtaining some rights, including 
appointments to the Shura Council 
and the right to vote and run for 
office in municipal elections.

However, the broader issue 
facing Saudis is not simply allowing 
women to travel without a man’s 
permission but how to interpret 
women’s rights in Islam. In a 
country where Saudis often ask 
foreigners to make the distinction 
between religion and culture, even 
Saudis can blur the lines. Throwing 
in government mandates affecting 
every female citizen only adds to 
the confusion. Where religious 
obligations end and culture and 
tradition, backed by government 
regulations, take over is often a 
mystery.

To Yousef and the signatories 
of the petition the difference 
in religious obligations and 
government mandates is stark.

“In Islam the man should be the 
breadwinner and the woman who 
gets pregnant and takes care of 
the household is not responsible 
for money,” Yousef said. “Islam 
does not say that women should 
not work or study but that she is 
responsible for her own actions and 
if she has a debt, she is responsible 
for that debt.”

Yet the very essence of 
guardianship in Saudi Arabia has 
morphed over more than three 
decades into one in which a man 

who earns the household income 
“must control the woman”, she 
said.

A woman under any 
interpretation of Islam is 
responsible for her own actions, 
Yousef noted. She added that if a 
woman “committed a robbery she 
doesn’t get half the punishment of 
a man” because she is female but 
“in the eyes of the government she 
is treated the same as a man”.

Conventional wisdom among 
Western observers is that educated 
Saudi women understand 
the difference between male 
guardianship as defined in 
Islam and arbitrary government 
regulations that limit women’s 
rights, but Yousef said supporters 
and opponents cannot be 
pigeonholed into one category.

“We have very educated women 
who are suffering because of the 
guardianship laws but we also 
have a lot of educated women 
who are firmly against eliminating 
guardianship,” Yousef said. “We 
have ladies who go abroad to study, 
get their PhD and then return and 
oppose what we are doing. There is 
no general rule of who is with who.”

She also noted that Saudis 
are pragmatic when it comes to 
opposing the petition’s goals: 
“People may understand the 
difference between rights for 
women in Islam and what the 
government is doing but they hold 
positions in government and they 
don’t want to risk their interests.”

Yousef grew up in a free 
environment in which her father 
was open-minded. She said she 
did not suffer the rigid patriarchal 
control that many 
of her peers 
experienced. “We 
were the lucky 
ones,” she said.

Yousef enrolled 
at King Saud 
University when 
she was a teenager. 
She dropped out 
after one semester 
to attend Virginia 
Commonwealth 
University in 

the United States, a 178-year-old 
institution known for its medical 
research. She was a wide-eyed, 
19-year-old with limited English but 
became a fluent speaker possessing 
boundless self-confidence during 
her seven-year residence in 
the United States. She earned a 
bachelor’s degree in computer 
science and returned to King Saud 
to complete her master’s degree.

Yousef said the changes she has 
seen gave her hope for the future 
but some of the changes can be 
discouraging; a two-steps-forward-
one-step-back process that can be 
both frustrating and exhilarating.

She said since the mid-1980s she 
has seen dormitory rules, which 
kept female students as virtual 
prisoners, relaxed. It is a small, but 
nonetheless important, change in 
campus life.  She has also seen that 
women, who in the 1980s could 
arrive and leave campus any time 
during the day, face restrictions.

“Now the gates are closed, so if a 
student finishes a class at 9 in the 
morning, she must wait until the 
gates open at 12 noon to leave,” she 
said.

It is a system that treats women 
as children with maddening 
inconsistency but it has not always 
been that way.

In the 1980s, Saudi Arabia was a 
closed society with strict cultural 
boundaries and specific, yet 
unwritten, rules for the roles of 
men and women. However, women 
conducted their lives relatively 
freely only to see that freedom 
slowly ebb away.

Yousef points to the 1979 Islamic 
revolution and the Afghanistan war 
in the 1980s as turning points.

“We had people making 
statements to young men that 
they had to fight the Afghanistan 
war, which brainwashed a young 
generation. It wasn’t even our 
war,” she said. “After the war 
finished, everything became 
corrupted and now it is difficult 

to correct it.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab 
Weekly contributor based in 
Saudi Arabia.

I n t e r v i e w

Rob L. Wagner

Iraqi women shackled by cultural constraints
Ahmed Twaij

Baghdad

I 

raqi women managed to break 
many social barriers between 
1960 and 1980, gaining access 
to education, health care and 
employment, as well as partici-

pation in the political and economic 
spheres, with far more rights than in 
other countries within the region.

Sadly, many advances for women 
in Iraq receded in years of violence, 
conflict and sanctions resulting in 
the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s Social 
Institutions and Gender Index clas-
sifying Iraq as being “high risk” for 
gender discrimination.

The shortage of men during the 
prolonged Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s 
allowed women access to roles pre-
viously unreachable due to misogy-
ny. Nonetheless, Saddam Hussein’s 
1990 invasion of Kuwait and the 
consequent international sanctions 
resulted in regression of women’s 
rights in Iraq.

Yasmin al-Jawaheri in her book 
Women in Iraq: The Gender Impact of 
Economic Sanctions described how 
UN-backed sanctions on Iraq in the 
1990s discriminated against women 
because a lack of funding for kinder-
gartens, transport services and sig-
nificant reductions in wages acted 
as barriers to employment.

The 2003 US-led invasion theo-

retically paved the way for a new 
Iraq built on values of equality and 
justice. Article 14 of the 2005 con-
stitution supposedly cemented the 
role of women in society, prohibit-
ing discrimination based on sex.

The legal framework for women’s 
equality, however, is not necessar-
ily reflected by societal norms as 
explained by Noor Hashim, head 
of development and marketing of 
a women’s opportunity campaign 
in Baghdad. “There are no govern-
mental laws limiting a woman’s 
freedoms,” explained Hashim, “but 
it is society that limits freedom”.

The culture established in Iraq 
frequently sees women in only clas-
sical maternal roles. “Women only 
want to cook or clean at home. It is 

not laziness but more ignorance,” 
Hashim said. “Women do not know 
their potential role in society.”

Frequently, women are pressured 
into domestic roles at a young age 
through forced marriages, prevent-
ing them from developing ambi-
tions or dreams. The US-based Pop-
ulation Reference Bureau showed 
that child marriages in Iraq are on 
the rise, with 25% of girls marrying 
before the age of 18 and 6% before 
the age of 15.

These marriages result in the girls 
becoming housewives with no po-
tential for a greater role in the wider 
society. Jawaheri said women in 
Iraq, especially those who are mar-
ried, were often prevented from 
seeking work for fear of their in-

teraction with unknown men who 
dominate the private sector.

Women in Iraq do play a role in 
the Iraqi political sphere, with one-
quarter of all parliamentary seats 
required to go to female MPs. None-
theless, male domination of poli-
tics, as well as on a societal level, 
continues.

Diane Elson, a professor of gender 
and development at the University 
of Essex in England, describes the 
potential of “gendered crises”, in 
which political or economic crises 
unfairly affect women considering 
their absence from decision-making 
roles. History has shown that the 
rights of women in times of severe 
crises have often improved. For 
example, in the United Kingdom 
women made significant gains in 
freedom and equality during the 
world wars.

Iraq, however, despite the crises, 
is yet to see a significantly improved 
role for women in society. Often, 
various public spheres are dominat-
ed by men even when a number of 
qualified women are available. Con-
ferences, panels and lobby groups 
have a severe underrepresentation 
of Iraqi women. In a society de-
pendent on tribes, women are de-
nied a role in tribal meetings with 
the position of tribal chief reserved 
exclusively for men.

Iraqi women often through envi-
ronmental pressures, however, put 
limits on themselves in their role 
in society, suggesting that certain 

roles are for men alone. Hashim 
explained how even her friends try 
to place these limits on her. “The 
women themselves ask me why I do 
what I do, saying that girls should 
not be doing such hard work. They 
start comparing me to a boy,” she 
said.

The Iraqi cultural limitation on 
women is not restricted to Iraq. 
Aysha Fekaiki, an Iraqi Londoner 
and former community and welfare 
officer at the London School of Eco-
nomics, explained: “Being in the 
West, there is regression to hold on 
to culture from the homeland that 
is imported as a method of resist-
ance.”

Fekaiki repeatedly described her 
wish to return to Iraq and work on 
development projects but said: 
“Thanks to my parents, I have taken 
the perception that it is unsafe for a 
woman to work in Baghdad.”

The role of women in Iraqi society 
is not limited by the legal system but 
by cultural values. There are excep-
tions. Zekra Alwach, the first female 
mayor of a capital city — Baghdad — 
in the Middle East, has broken these 
cultural limits and proven to be a 
role model for the women of Iraq.

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

A role model.  Iraqi Zekra Alwach, mayor of Baghdad, signing 
documents.                     (AFP)

Women

We have very 
educated women 
who are suffering 
because of the 
guardianship 
laws.”Aziza al-Yousef, 

Saudi women's rights activist



20 November 6, 2016

Economy Oil & Energy

Iran launches first post-sanctions bidding round
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T 

he state-owned National 
Iranian Oil Company 
(NIOC) called on interna-
tional oil companies to 
participate in a pre-qual-

ification process for new upstream 
tenders it plans to launch. NIOC 
plans several rounds of tenders for 
exploration and production of oil 
and gas projects, the Oil Ministry 
news service Shana stated.

The Oil Ministry said it hopes 
to sign at least $10 billion worth 
of energy deals by April 2017 as it 
launches the new Iran Petroleum 
Contract (IPC), which replaces a 
buy-back model contract. The IPC 
was approved in September after 
much wrangling within the Iranian 
political hierarchy.

The Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) was opposed 
to the IPC, which its leaders said 
would threaten the elite unit’s ex-
tensive economic interests. Briga-
dier-General Ebadollah Abdollahi, 
head of the IRGC’s industrial con-
glomerate Khatam al-Anbiya, said: 
“No one is against foreigners com-
ing. We can have some cooperation 
with them,” he said. “(But) it is a 

disgrace to be under the hands of 
foreigners when we have so many 
educated young people.”

Khatam al-Anbiya, Iran’s larg-
est industrial contractor, opposed 
plans by the Oil Ministry to put in-
ternational firms in charge of major 
projects.

Abdollahi said the IRGC was 
“ready to cooperate with foreign 
investors, provided that the engi-
neering and implementations be 
undertaken by Iranians”.

The return of international oil 
companies to Iran would encroach 
on the IRGC’s economic interests.

“The government is in need of 
much cash to finance development 
projects. Oil rent is the most impor-
tant such source that is available to 
Iran,” First Vice-President Eshaq 
Jahangiri said during a mid-Octo-
ber industry conference in Tehran.

“Without oil revenues, Iran’s 
development will not be possible. 
Nothing is more important than oil 
and natural gas for Iran,” he said.

The model contract has been 
amended to accommodate the 
views of both moderates and con-
servatives, as well as to ensure that 
it will be accepted by international 
oil companies. The United States 
has kept some sanctions intact 
against the IRGC, which deters in-
ternational companies from having 
business dealings with it.

NIOC has proposed 50 upstream 
development projects for possi-
ble involvement by internation-
al oil companies in accordance 
with the new IPC. Priority will be 
given to fields that share oil and 
gas reserves with neighbouring 
countries. High on the list of the 
border fields is Phase 2 of the 25 
billion-barrel South Azadegan oil 

field, 80km north of Ahwaz, which 
shares a reservoir with Iraq’s giant 
Rumaila oilfield. France’s Total and 
Japan’s Inpex have expressed inter-
est in the approximately $10 billion 
development project.

NIOC has also initialled a Memo-
randum of Understanding with the 
Russia’s state-owned firm Tatneft 
for the further development of the 
Dehloran oilfield, which is a mature 
field on the border with Iraq. De-
hloran output is 24,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) from 16 wells. The deal 
is to carry out an enhanced recov-
ery programme to increase output 
to 40,000 bpd and gas production 

from 1 million cubic metres per day 
to 2.2 million cubic metres per day.

Iran’s focus on the speedy devel-
opment of border oil and gas fields 
could be a source of new conflict 
with neighbouring countries. Most 
of the borders lack clear demarca-
tion. Few joint development agree-
ments exist for border fields, which 
could lead to misunderstanding 
and tension or possibly armed con-
flicts.

Iran’s post-sanctions drive to 
sign agreements with international 
oil companies has included down-
stream projects for the develop-
ment of Iran’s petroleum industry.

Since the lifting of international 
sanctions last January, six agree-
ments have been signed: Den-
mark’s Haldor Topsoe for licens-
ing and engineering equipment 
for a methanol plant; Total, for an 
ethane cracker feasibility study; 
South Africa’s PetroSA for gas-to-
liquids (GTL) research cooperation; 
Germany’s Linde for olefin feed; 
British-Dutch Shell for ethane and 
GTL feasibility study; and Japan’s 
Sojitz Corporation for a methanol 
to propylene plant feasibility study.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

An Iranian man works at an oil facility in the Kharg Island, on the shore of the Gulf.                      AFP / STR

Iran’s focus on the 
speedy development 
of border oil and gas 
fields could be a 
source of new 
conflict with 
neighbouring 
countries.

OPEC deal could be in jeopardy before November meeting
Jareer Elass

Washington

A 

n already fragile agree-
ment reached by mem-
bers of the Organisa-
tion of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries 

(OPEC) to reduce collective output 
could collapse before the group 
convenes a November 30th minis-
terial meeting to try to agree indi-
vidual country reductions.

At an extraordinary gathering of 
the group in Algiers in September, 
OPEC ministers agreed in principle 
to collectively cut crude output by 
240,000-740,000 barrels per day 
(bpd) — 1-2% of total production 
levels.

Iran, Libya and Nigeria were 
granted immunity from the pact, 
with Tehran claiming its need to 
restore oil production and reclaim 
market share after the easing of 
sanctions and Tripoli and Abuja 
arguing they need to recover crude 
output following repeated militant 
attacks on their oil infrastructure.

The latest spoiler to an OPEC 
production cut deal is Iraq, which 
is defiantly arguing that its ongo-
ing expensive fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) warrants Bagh-
dad’s exclusion from reductions 
that OPEC is negotiating to raise 
international oil prices. Iraq is re-
sistant to even freezing its output 
at current levels.

As OPEC’s second largest pro-
ducer after Saudi Arabia, Iraq’s re-
fusal to participate in the strategy 
to shave collective output would 
likely place the brunt of the pro-
posed cuts on the shoulders of Ri-

yadh and other Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) members. Saudi 
Arabia was not happy about mak-
ing concessions to Iran to opt out 
of a production freeze, let alone a 
deal involving reductions, and it is 
less inclined to accept Baghdad’s 
rationalisation for exemption from 
group action.

Iraq contributed to the oil glut 
and resulting depressed oil prices 
by boosting its crude output by 
more than 1 million bpd since 
2014. Baghdad, however, could 
argue that it was Saudi Arabia’s 
charge for OPEC producers to open 
the taps two years ago that caused 
global oil prices to tank and that 
Riyadh itself has reported record 
production levels.

There are rumours that Saudi 
Arabia has floated a proposal in-
volving as much as a 4% cut in 
global production that would take 
1 million-1.5 million bpd out of the 
oil markets. This, of course, would 
be contingent on the involvement 
of Russia and other independ-
ent producers as well as all OPEC 
members that have not been ex-
empted.

However, nothing much materi-
alised from an October 29th meet-
ing in Vienna among OPEC officials 
and delegates from non-OPEC 
producers Russia, Azerbaijan, 
Kazakhstan, Mexico, Brazil and 
Oman, although they did agree to 
meet again ahead of OPEC’s No-
vember 30th gathering.

Earlier this year, Saudi Arabia 
began ramping up production by 
400,000-500,000 bpd in prepara-
tion for the seasonal rise in domes-
tic oil demand for power genera-
tion. Having hit production levels 
of 10.7 million bpd this summer, 
Riyadh could magnanimously of-
fer a 500,000 bpd quota reduction 
for itself as part of a larger deal in-

volving cuts.
By doing so, it would still be 

pumping at high levels without 
taking a real economic hit as do-
mestic demand for oil to meet air 

conditioning needs declines dur-
ing the winter months and Saudi 
Arabia would be trimming its pro-
duction anyway.

While balking at participating 

in a unified OPEC reduction and 
refusing to even freeze its output, 
Baghdad is also disputing OPEC’s 
most recent official estimates of 
Iraq’s crude output, which the 
organisation bases on figures pro-
vided by secondary sources. At 
the October 28th meeting of OPEC 
delegates, meeting, meant to hash 
out individual member countries’ 
production reductions in advance 
of the November 30th ministerial 
gathering, Iraq and Iran took issue 
with the figures that the OPEC sec-
retariat has tallied for their latest 
oil output volumes.

There is a significant discrep-
ancy — about 320,000 bpd — be-
tween OPEC’s accounting of Iraqi 
crude output for September (4.455 
million bpd) and Baghdad’s (4.775 
million bpd). To convince OPEC 
that Iraq’s higher estimates are 
valid, Baghdad publicly released 
September production figures 
from 26 oil fields it owns as well 
as a total Kurdistan oil production 
figure for October.

Iran has questioned OPEC’s lat-
est official estimate for its output 
— 3.65 million bpd — claiming that 
its current pumping levels are 3.8 
million bpd. Iran has declared it 
will not consider restraining out-
put until it reaches 4.2 million bpd, 
the level that corresponds to Teh-
ran’s market share prior to sanc-
tions.

If Iraq joins Iran, Libya and Nige-
ria and watches from the sidelines 
as the remaining ten members of 
OPEC attempt to hash out produc-
tion cuts — with or without Rus-
sia and other independents — the 
question will be whether oil mar-
kets will take seriously an accord 
that does not involve OPEC’s sec-
ond-largest producer. As it stands, 
Tehran, Baghdad and independent 
producers would be happy to have 
Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies bear 
the brunt of restoring oil prices to 
higher levels.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

The OPEC headquarters in Vienna, Austria.          (Reuters)

There is a significant 
discrepancy between 
OPEC’s accounting of 
Iraqi crude output 
for September and 
Baghdad’s.

The latest spoiler to 
an OPEC production 
cut deal is Iraq



21November 6, 2016

Economy

Saudi Arabia 
appoints new 
Finance minister

Iran oil exports hit 
2.44 million bpd

Qatar vows ‘100% 
compliance’ on 
key labour reform

Saudi Arabia appointed market 
regulator Mohammed al-Jadaan as 
its Finance minister, replacing Ibra-
him al-Assaf, who had held the post 
since 1996.

Riyadh also appointed new chiefs 
for the Public Transport Commis-
sion and the Saline Water Conver-
sion Corporation (SWCC), which 
supplies water and generates elec-
tricity. It transferred responsibility 
for consumer protection from the 
Ministry for Commerce and Invest-
ment to the Health Ministry.

Assaf’s removal is unlikely to 
usher in a shift in Saudi Arabia’s 
fiscal policy, which is being crafted 
to a large degree by Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz.

Jadaan was formerly the chair-
man of the Saudi Capital Market 
Authority (CMA) and had overseen 
the loosening of regulatory require-
ments as Saudi Arabia opened its 
stock exchange to foreign investors.

Prior to joining the CMA, he was a 
lawyer in private practice and held 
positions in the health sector. He 
studied Islamic law and economy at 
the Imam Mohammed Ibn Saud Is-
lamic University in Riyadh.
(Reuters)

Iran said it boosted oil exports to 
2.44 million barrels per day (bpd) 
in late October as it regains market 
share lost during years of interna-
tional sanctions, Oil Minister Bijan 
Namdar Zanganeh said.

Since a nuclear deal with world 
powers took effect in January and 
international sanctions were lifted, 
Iran has rapidly increased its oil ex-
ports from about 1 million bpd.

The Organisation of the Petro-
leum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
agreed at an informal meeting in 
September to cut production to re-
duce global supply and bolster pric-
es, which have hovered around the 
$50 per barrel mark.

Iran, which has the fourth-largest 
oil reserves in the world, refused to 
cut production as it seeks to recover 
its lost market share. Along with 
Libya and Nigeria, it was granted an 
exemption from the planned cuts, 
so long as it keeps production to lev-
els “that make sense”.
(Agence France-Presse)

Qatar said it expects “100% com-
pliance” from businesses by the end 
of 2016 on a labour reform intro-
duced to ensure the country’s vast 
migrant workforce receives salaries 
on time.

Government figures released in 
Doha to mark the first anniversary 
of the introduction of the Wage Pro-
tection System (WPS) show that 1.8 
million people — about 85% of Qa-
tar’s 2.1 million workforce — are paid 
electronically.

A senior Labour Ministry official 
said that all companies will sign up 
for the scheme by the end of Decem-
ber.

The WPS was introduced on No-
vember 2nd, 2015, by Qatar to im-
prove labour conditions following 
criticism of the treatment of migrant 
workers. Failure to pay salaries on 
time was one of the biggest com-
plaints.

Labour officials said 385 violations 
for not paying workers on time have 
been recorded. Bosses of companies 
that do not pay salaries on time face 
possible penalties of one month in 
jail and fines of 6,000 Qatari riyals 
($1,650) for every worker paid late.
(Agence France-Presse)

BriefsSaudi government employees face austerity
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

S 

audi government employ-
ees have received their first 
pay cheques since the an-
nouncement that salaries  
would be slashed as part of 

a fiscal austerity programme.
The new salaries, deposited in 

bank accounts at the end of Octo-
ber, provided Saudis — including all 
ministers and Shura Council mem-
bers — with their first glimpse that 
belt-tightening was a stark, and per-
haps permanent, reality.

“The economic programme will 
affect the lower- and middle-in-
come people and won’t affect the 
wealthy,” said Assad Jawhar, an eco-
nomics professor at King Abdulaziz 
University in Jeddah.

The salary cuts are a bitter pill for 
many Saudis to swallow. Basic sala-
ries are not particularly high in the 
government sector but allowances 
for housing, transportation, com-
puter skills and other competencies 
vital to performing duties can add 
up to 40% to the total salary pack-
age.

By eliminating allowances, some 
public workers saw their take-home 
pay reduced almost half. In some 
cases, Saudi workers had previ-
ous deductions of up to one-third 
of their basic salary to repay gov-
ernment overpayments. With the 
elimination of allowances and up to 
one-third in deductions from their 
basic pay, some employees saw 
their monthly income drop as much 
as 60%.

The Saudi middle class has been 
steadily shrinking and the cuts in 
wages among government workers 
will have a significant effect on the 
growth of middle-income bread-
winners.

The salary cuts are just one av-
enue Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud and his advisers are pursuing 
to boost government coffers. It also 
raises the issue of whether austerity 
programmes work, especially when 
sacrifices from lower- and middle-
income workers serve as the back-
bone of the programme.

Economists caution that Saudi 
Arabia’s economic woes cannot be 
compared to those of the European 

Union or the severe austerity plan 
that caused considerable upset in 
Greece. Consumer confidence, high 
among the desirables to produce a 
robust economy, does not necessar-
ily apply to Saudi Arabia.

Charles Schmitz, professor of ge-
ography at Towson University in 
Baltimore, Maryland, and a special-
ist in Gulf economic policies, said 
Saudi Arabia’s austerity programme 
and salary cuts are painful but nec-
essary.

“State employment in the king-
dom is welfare,” he said. “The 
state’s bureaucracy is bloated as a 
means of passing the revenues from 
the state to society.

“The Saudis are used to a high 
standard of living that is based upon 
rents from oil, not labour produc-
tivity. The prince’s programme is 
to help Saudis get used to the idea 
of tying their level of living to their 
productivity. It may be hard landing 
for a lot of Saudis but it is a neces-
sary one.”

While salary cuts among minis-
ters and the Shura Council and the 
recent sacking of Finance minister 
Ibrahim al-Assaf and replacing him 
with Mohammed al-Jadaan have 
garnered attention, most of the 
ministries have quietly reduced the 
number of expatriate workers, cur-

tailed travel to seminars and confer-
ences and discouraged extra train-
ing at the employer’s expense.

In October, the Civil Service Min-
istry’s Replacement Administration 
rejected 478 out of 516 contract re-
newals for expatriate medical work-
ers at King Saud University. The de-
cision affects employees on the job 
for more than ten years and paves 
the way for the university to hire 
Saudis with postgraduate degrees.

Jawhar said the burden of the 
government’s programme is placed 
squarely on the average worker. He 
said spending is higher among the 
low- and middle-income Saudis in 
proportion to their monthly salaries 
compared to the buying habits of 
the wealthy.

He said a priority should be to 
eliminate corruption but also to 
ensure high-income earners con-
tribute revenue to the government 
through taxation.

“They should go to the rich and 

target companies,” Jawhar said.
“The question is who is going to 

be affected negatively by the deci-
sion? During the past ten years, the 
middle class has been shrinking. 
[The programme] will affect them.”

The Saudi government is deter-
mined to eliminate entitlements to 
reduce the country’s $98 billion fis-
cal budget deficit. The International 
Monterey Fund is optimistic that 
the government can cut the deficit 
to 13% of the gross domestic prod-
uct in 2016 and to less than 10% in 
2017.

To help accomplish this, Saudi 
consumers have been encouraged 
to curb recreational activities and 
spend less on luxury items and even 
curtail how much they spend at the 
market.

Schmitz said he is optimistic the 
strategy will be successful. “De-
mand comes from two sources: 
Consumers and investors. The Sau-
dis want to shift the demand from 
the consumer market to the private 
investment market so that there is 
more investment in the non-oil pri-
vate sector. Investment can drive an 
economy just as much as consumer 
demand.”

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Saudi Arabia.

A Saudi man counts banknotes at his jewellery shop at Tiba market in Riyadh.                   (AFP)

Arab-American entrepreneur helps Arab workers find jobs
Rasha Elass

Washington

S 

tagnant wages and a mis-
match of skills and jobs 
persist in the Arab world, 
according to a US-based job 
recruiter who focuses on 

the Middle East.
Most detrimental to the income 

levels in the Arab world is the stag-
nation of salaries in Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) countries, 
where many Arab expatriates work 
and send remittances home. Rabih 
Mogharbel, founder of several re-
cruiting agencies, including HireLe-
banese and HirePro, shared his im-
pressions about Middle East labour 
and market trends with The Arab 
Weekly.

“Salaries haven’t been wonderful, 
even for American recruits sent to 
work in the GCC in specialised fields 
like engineering,” he said. “And the 
days of free housing and other fi-
nancial perks are long gone.

“They make the same as what 
they would be making [in the Unit-
ed States], except the main advan-
tage is that it’s tax-free. Many do it 
just because they want the interna-
tional experience on their resume,” 
said Mogharbel.

For Lebanese workers, salary 
stagnation in Lebanon and the GCC 
has come with other stifling devel-
opments, such as the reduction in 
the number of work visas to some 
GCC countries and growing compe-

tition from Syrian workers who are 
sometimes hired for Syria-related 
jobs by the growing non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO) sector in 
Lebanon.

Mogharbel said there are about 
3,000 active job listings each month 
on his HireLebanese website, one 
of the main recruiting websites 
in Lebanon. He said the site gets 
40,000 unique hits monthly and 
has 200,000 registered job seekers. 
GCC jobs used to make up a good 
percentage of the help wanted ads. 
Now, Mogharbel said, 90% of the 
jobs advertised are local, mostly by 
NGOs. He said he expected to host 
many of them at his job fair in Trip-
oli in October.

With more demand for jobs 
than supply, potential em-
ployers know they can 
find applicants no matter 
how low they push wages. 
Mogharbel recalled one 
Qatari company that sought 
to hire a cadre of waiters 
but was only willing to 
pay new hires $600 
per month. Ex-
perienced 
waiters in 
Beirut did 
not apply, 
so Moghar-
bel recruit-
ed from 
rural areas 
in Lebanon, 
where waiters 
have less pro-
fessional training 

but are willing to accept lower pay.
“Two months later, the employer 

sent back all 40 waiters because 
they had no training,” said Moghar-
bel.

It is this mismatch in skills and 
jobs that many of the NGOs on his 
website are trying to address by of-
fering vocational training in vari-
ous fields, he said. But it is too soon 
to ascertain whether this is making 
a difference in employment rates in 

Lebanon.
Other NGOs are also fo-

cusing on the displaced 
Syrian population, which 
is primarily men and 
women of working age 
with a wide range of 
skills.

Mogharbel is working 
on an initiative to match 
Syrian refugees with spe-

cialised skills with 
potential employ-
ers anywhere in the 
world. The idea has 
many supporters 
but requires inge-
nuity and funding 
to get around the 
bureaucracy and 
chaos that is en-
demic to the Syr-
ian refugee crisis.

“For example, how do you find 
the right refugees with the right 
skills?” he said. “My solution is 
to hire five or six refugees in each 
camp who know how to use a com-
puter and speak English and just 
have people apply, fill out a resume 
and that way we build a database 
of candidates. Then we market 
this database to various companies 
around the world.”

Mogharbel has experience with 
being displaced by war and trying 
to find his way in a new country. He 
was 12 years old in 1989 when he fled 
Lebanon’s civil war with his fam-
ily and settled in the United States. 
After receiving a graduate degree in 
international commerce from the 
University of Michigan, Mogharbel 
worked in corporate America for 
more than a decade before starting 
his recruiting firm.

One way of increasing his busi-
ness was to bid on government 
contracts. The US government gives 
priority to certain business owners 
deemed part of a disadvantaged mi-
nority, such as Native Americans, 
African Americans, South-east 
Asians or women. Arab Americans, 
however, receive no preference.

“So the only advantage we have 
if we’re to bid on government con-
tracts is that we’re a small business,” 
he said. “We don’t do much govern-
ment work yet, but I’d be encour-
aged to do more if we could get some 
designation to give us an edge.”

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for the Arab Weekly.

Some NGOs are 
focusing on the 
displaced Syrian 
population.

The Saudi government 
is determined to 
eliminate entitlements 
in an effort to reduce 
the country’s $98 
billion budget deficit.
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Making room for art at a Tunis school
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

S 

tudents at the primary 
school of Kouttab Louzir, 
in a poor neighbourhood in 
the old city of Tunis, were 
greeted with a surprise at 

the start of the school year.
A storage room had been turned 

into a beautifully decorated place 
for them to enjoy after-school ac-
tivities. Complete with a library 
and the audio-visual equipment, 
the space opens onto a garden.

The Change Your Classroom re-
modelling project is the product 
of cooperation between Tunisian 
Ministry of Education and L’Art Rue 
Association.

“The school is unfortunately sur-
rounded by markets and there is no 
place for children to enjoy cultural 
activities. We had a dream of cre-
ating a space that will change chil-
dren’s perception of school,” said 
Sofiane Ouissi, founder and artistic 
director of L’Art Rue.

L’Art Rue was founded in 2006 
by choreographers and dancers 
Sofiane and Selma Ouissi. It aims 

to use public space for artistic per-
formances and tries to democratise 
art to make it accessible to all social 
groups.

“The association of L’Art Rue 
seeks to create artistic space for art-
ists to be able to occupy the streets 
and involve all society so that they 
can adapt art as a way to express 
their concerns and issues,” Sofiane 
Ouissi said.

“Art has a role in society on all 
levels, social, economic and politi-
cal and the right to culture is a right 
that is as necessary as the right to 
education, health and justice.”

Change your Classroom was 
launched in 2012 and had involved 
four schools. With the help of the 
Ministry of Education, the asso-
ciation hopes to reach at least four 
more schools across the country 
each year.

“All the schools we have worked 
on will be today a part of the new 
strategy of the implementation of 
artistic activities in school. We are 
going to occupy them and inhabit 
them with artistic and educational 
projects,” Sofiane Ouissi said.

“It is important for children to ap-
propriate the place and especially 
to like their school. We worked with 
them on the ways to improve the 
structure of their school and how to 
add something new to it,” said pro-
ject director Aya Rebai.

“Through five different work-
shops, the children conceived of 
a particular vision for this space. 
They wanted a library for reading 
and an open space to play. The prin-
ciple was to change the classroom 
in a way that reflects their own ide-
as and to learn to do that using basic 
means in an eco-friendly manner.”

Rim Mathlouthi, one of the train-
ers for the project, said it can bring 
about positive change in the re-
lationship between children and 
school, especially in underprivi-
leged areas where little attention is 
given to art.

“In this context, children did not 
have the right to make use or bene-
fit from this space excluded in their 
school,” Mathlouthi said. “They 
didn’t have the right to access it. 
In the workshops of reflection, the 
children decided to create a space 
in that deserted area that favours 

art and culture.”
“The idea is also to share with 

each other. This makes children 
better citizens, which we need in 
Tunisia today to be able to build 
a new country. By the end of the 
project, they called it the room of 
dreams, the dreams they shared.”

The regional representative of 
the Ministry of Education in Tunis, 
Tijani Gmati, and other education 
officials attended the opening of 
the Kouttab Louzir project.

“The ministry has dedicated all 
of its resources for the importance 

of cultural life in schools. These 
projects managed to create syn-
ergy inside the educational institu-
tions,” Gmati said.

“It starts here at this level. It 
starts with children sharing this 
passion and growing with it. These 
projects help spread light in these 
communities and encourage cul-
ture and creativity among children, 
which helps fight extremism.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

We had a dream of 
creating a space 
that will change 
children’s 
perception of 
school.”Sofiane Ouissi, founder and 

artistic director of L’Art Rue.

Children planting in the garden at Kouttab Louzir.             (Photo credit: Nao Maltese)                                                                                                                                    

Marrakech

M 

oroccan-born Leila 
Slimani has won 
the Prix Goncourt, 
France’s top literary 
prize, for her novel 

Chanson Douce (Sweet Song).
“I am moved and happy but I 

wonder if all this is real. I cannot be-
lieve it,” said Slimani, 35.

Slimani is the second Moroccan 
writer to win the award. Tahar Ben 
Jelloun, who now serves on the pan-
el that chooses the Prix Goncourt 
winner, was picked for his novel 
La Nuit Sacrée (The Sacred Night) 
in 1987. Slimani is the 12th woman, 
and fifth in the last 20 years, to win 
France’s prestigious literary prize, 
which was first given in 1903.

“Usually, the Goncourt Academy 
awards books of the past. This year 
it rewards a book about the present, 
the daily life and its problems, like 
this question of delegating author-
ity and love to someone stranger to 
the family. Many couples will recog-
nise themselves in this book,” said 
academy Chairman Bernard Pivot of 
the jury’s choice.

Chanson Douce is based on the 
real-life story of a Dominican nanny 
facing trial on charges of killing two 
children she was looking after and 
loved in New York in 2012.

“I also wanted to tell the fate of 
an invisible and also show how the 

nightmare, the horror can arise 
from the mundane, the everyday, 
small misunderstandings, repeated 
small humiliations. Show how we 
must remain vigilant on all the lit-
tle details that can lead to tragedy,” 
Slimani said.

“I found inspiration in my own 
life. I, myself, looked for a nanny 
and I discovered a world. It is a book 
about the daily life of a woman torn 
between her role as a mother and 
her desire to work. Today, it is more 
on the side of the mother that we 
will find guilt. The mother always 
has the feeling of not quite doing 
well.”

Slimani dedicated the prize to her 
parents: “My father who died ten 
years ago and my mother, who ar-
rived from Morocco this morning, 
had an intuition that I would win at 
4am… and to the people who taught 
me the love of literature, the love of 
freedom and who always told me 
that I could always get there,” she 
said.

Slimani made headlines with her 
daring debut novel in 2014 about 
a nymphomaniac, Dans le Jar-
din de l’Ogre (In the Garden of the 
Ogre). The book won the Prix of La 
Mamounia, which is considered the 
Moroccan equivalent of the Gon-
court.

Other finalists for the 2016 Gon-
court literary award were Catherine 
Cusset for L’autre qu’on adorait (The 
Other One We Loved), Gael Faye for 
Petit Pays (Little Country) and Regis 
Jauffret for Cannibales (Cannibals).

French writer Yasmina Reza, best 
known for her play Art, won the 

Prix Renaudot for her novel Baby-
lone.

“I like the authors’ writing style 
that the prize awards each year,” 
said Reza. “In my opinion, one 
should not react with too much 

vanity. This prize is above all a great 
opportunity for the book.”

Renaudot jury member Franz-
Olivier Giesbert said that for him 
every new book by Reza is a classic.

“I think that’s a good thing that 

the world of literature is interested 
in this magnificent writer,” he said.

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

Moroccan writer 
wins France’s top 
literary prize
Saad Guerraoui

Leila Slimani smiles after winning the 2016 Goncourt literary prize for her book Chanson Douce (Sweet 
Song), in Paris, on November 3rd.             (AFP)

 Leila Slimani has 
won the Prix 
Goncourt, France’s 
top literary prize, for 
her novel Chanson 
Douce (Sweet Song).

Slimani is the second 
Moroccan writer to 
win the award.
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The Writing of Art showcased in London
Karen Dabrowska

London

T 

he use of written words as 
an art form is beautifully 
displayed in The Writing 
of Art exhibition at Lon-
don’s Ismaili Centre, part 

of the Nour Festival, which high-
lights the best in contemporary arts 
and culture from the Middle East 
and North Africa.

The Writing of Art offers a glimpse 
into contemporary approaches in-
fluenced by traditional arts based on 
Arab and Persian scripts, bringing 
together the works of Arab, Iranian 
and British artists. Their creations 
range from small framed works to 
large pieces that hang from the top 
of the gallery walls and reach the 
floors.

“We wanted to provide a flavour 
of contemporary art that makes use 
of calligraphy and provide the art-
ists with an opportunity to display 
their work in London,” said Amin 
Abdullah Pardhan, chairman of Art 
and Cultural Activities at the Ismaili 
Centre.

“The Ismaili Centre originally 
planned to display a selection of 
work by the Iranian film-maker and 
photographer Abbas Kiarostami but 
his sudden death prevented this. 
That was when London-based cura-
tor Rose Issa stepped in and provid-
ed us with a selection of works for 
The Writing of Art exhibition from 
her collection. Other artists also 
came forward to offer their work. 
Hanieh Delecroix brought her crea-
tions from Paris.”

The exhibition venue, a space pre-
viously used by the Zamana Gallery, 
is a quiet contemplative area that 
creates the ideal environment for a 
moving poetic dialogue between art 
and letters weaving culture and his-
tory together.

The flowing, decorative designs 
of Tunisian studio potter and paint-
er Khaled Ben Slimane contrast 
with the precise geometrics and 
logically inspired designs of British 
artist Graham Day. The allegorical 
visual poetry of Katayoun Rouhi 
and the versatile brushes of Farnaz 
Jahanbin are presented alongside 
Parastou Forouhar’s challenging 
and zoomorphic calligraphic draw-
ings to suggest a historical-cultural 
narrative that is continually pro-
cessing cross-cultural influences.

“Two colours are predominant 
in my work: blue and black. The 
lines are the very core of the work 
of both: the artist and the clinician. 
I write my work.” Delecroix ex-
plained.

A Paris-based artist who, in ad-
dition to studying at the Ecole des 
Beaux Arts in Paris, has a doctorate 
in psychology, Delecroix’s practice 
in clinical psychology informs her 
work in sculpture and painting. 
The relationship between the mind 
and body, especially the mind of a 
damaged body, is central to her art. 
Shades of black and blue predomi-
nate in her paintings, particularly 
intense hues of cobalt, ultramarine 
and cerulean that she usually ap-
plies with a palette knife in sweep-
ing strokes.

Describing the inspiration for his 
work, Ben Slimane, an instructor 
at the National Ceramics Centre in 
Tunis, said his artistic practice is 
founded in his quest for spiritual-
ity and is inspired by Andalusian 
themes and the Berber traditions of 
Sedjenane and Djerba. He choreo-
graphs letters, words and Quranic 
verses in an intimate and rhythmic 
dance.

However, Ben Slimane insisted he 
was not a calligrapher. “I was invit-
ed to the Idemitsu Museum of Arts 

in Tokyo where I took courses with 
master Japanese calligraphers,” he 
said. “I learned a lot about methods 
of concentration and manipulation 
of the brushes. Back in Tunis, I used 
Arabic letters with Japanese callig-
raphy techniques, which gives my 
writing more air, space and freedom 
and makes it more spatial.”

Day said careful study of the cal-
ligraphic detail found in the 17th-
century Shaykh Lutfallah mosque 
in Isfahan led him to realise that 
altering the mosaics from a regu-
lar square into an unfamiliar shape 
could reorient the play of surfaces 
and renew the experience of the 
text and its meaning.

“I produced a series of works that 

took texts from the same mosque 
and arranged them into unfamiliar 
shapes to generate the same en-
hanced concentration thus allow-
ing the reader to look with new eyes 
and re-appreciate familiar texts,” 
Day said.

Persian for beginners is a series of 
calligraphic drawings that Forouhar 
made in 1997 when she was a mem-
ber of the German-based artist col-
lective Fahrrad Halle, during which 
she became “the Iranian” in the 
group. The enforced ethnic identifi-
cation was a challenge for Forouhar 
that she turned into a source of cre-
ativity. “Looking back I would say 
that Persian for beginners instantly 
highlighted my desire for cordial 

understanding,” she reflected.
Issa, the exhibition’s curator who 

also edited Signs of Our Times: From 
Calligraphy to Calligraffiti, said the 
usage of Arabic and Persian script is 
the main common language of the 
participating artists.

“They use words. They use the 
morphology of the letter because 
they want to express themselves 
in their own language or they think 
their language is beautiful or sacred 
or the morphology of it can transmit 
another visual culture,” she wrote.

Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

Tunisian artist Khaled Ben Slimane at work. He is one of the participants in The Writing of Art 
exhibition in London.                                      (ceramicstoday.com) 

The Writing of Art 
offers a glimpse into 
contemporary 
approaches 
influenced by 
traditional arts based 
on Arab and Persian 
scripts.

Obituary

Yusuf al-Ani: An Iraqi artist in service of the people
Nazli Tarzi

London

Y 

usuf al-Ani, celebrated 
actor and doyen of Iraqi 
theatre, died in Jordan at 
the age of 89 after months 
of ill health. He belonged 

to the cream of Iraq’s first genera-
tion of theatre pioneers, widely re-
garded as the founding father of the 
people’s theatre. What captivated 
audiences was Ani’s ability to flirt 
with controversy while capturing, 
on stage, the grief endured by the 
common masses across decades of 
wrenching change.

Ani was born in a once serene Fal-
luja in 1927 on a rooftop terrace, sur-
rounded by gardens of date palms 
and brought up in a working-class 
quarter of Baghdad. His passion for 
acting developed early, showcas-
ing impersonations on the school 
playground, as he recounts in the 
essay The Theatre Experience. As a 
fresh-faced 17-year-old, Ani made 
his debut as a playwright with Al-
Muqamiroun (The Gamblers) — a 
modest start to a series of dazzling 
plays that gained him lasting ac-
claim.

Despite earning a law degree from 
the University of Baghdad, Ani’s 
passions would take him in another 
direction, as he also studied at the 
Baghdad Institute of Fine Arts. He 
became involved in Iraq’s burgeon-
ing theatre scene, performing plays 
and touring with well-established 
troupes. His starring role in Sa’id Ef-
fendi (1957) propelled him into the 
limelight with a performance that 

reaffirmed the struggle of Iraq’s 
working classes.

His earlier plays, The End of the 
Thread (1951), The Cost of Medicine 
(1952) and Six Dirhams (1954) — in a 
similar vein to Sa’id Effendi — stood 
out for weaving together the per-
sonal and the political.

The style he cultivated was 
marked by critical realism, blended 
with satire and melodrama. It dared 
to criticise corrupt political practic-
es, societal vices, class disparity and 
social and educational inequalities. 
The use of colloquial Iraqi Arabic 
in these plays not only challenged 
earlier theatrical norms but also 

spoke to the masses. It transformed 
theatre into a public art form, com-
mitted to what Ani referred to as 
“simple folk”. Like his subjects, he 
kept his scripts simple, producing 
one-act plays grounded in real-life 
situations.

The underdog was always placed 
at the centre, who, in the words of 
Salaam Yousif, always “triumphs 
in an unjust situation”. Ani’s reper-
toire unveiled to audiences a play-
wright politically committed not to 
the state but to the people, exercis-
ing cultural resistance in the face of 
obstinate challenges.

Lack of political tolerance for 

the kind of dissent that Ani thrust 
into the public sphere forced him 
to adopt safety measures. His play 
Shakir, I am Your Mother (1955) 
could only be performed after the 
1958 revolution, owing to its highly 
charged political content. When it 
eventually ran, it proved so popular 
that it went on for three consecu-
tive weeks and was restaged in Den-
mark.

The political environment in 
which Ani’s ideas took shape had 
an enormous bearing on his per-
sonal life as well as his profession. 
A year before the overthrow of the 
Hashemite monarchy, Ani went into 
temporary exile after the regime 
revoked the licence of his theatre 
troupe. During this stint, he per-
formed at the Stanislavsky Theatre 
in Moscow and wrote a handful of 
plays as he travelled between cities 
in Europe.

Twelve months later, he returned 
home, hungrier than ever to flaunt 
his new work. His earlier protago-
nist had evolved into the revolu-
tionary intelligentsia, as his one-act 
plays also expanded into multi-act 
plays. It was also during this period  
that Ani published his first book, 
Sha’abuna (Our People), and two-         
volume collections of his scripts.

As his career progressed, so did 
his themes. Welcome to Life (1960) 
makes no secret of its disapproval 
of forced marriage and marriage be-
tween cousins. It fleshes out themes 
as relevant to Iraq then as they are 
today — political blackmail, venge-
ance, patriarchy and unequal rights 
between men and women.

As theatre became institutional-
ised, Ani found himself occupying 

important positions, most notably 
as the general director of the Cin-
ema and Theatre Foundation. He 
wrote in popular journals on theatre 
and national consciousness. But as 
a new Ba’athist government rose 
to power, censorship grew and the 
content of Ani’s plays became less 
political. Despite that, he remained 
in his native Iraq producing plays, 
combining storytelling and cultural 
tradition, refusing to succumb to 
the rules of the ruling elite.

His greatest success came in 1968 
with Al-Muftah (The Key), the first 
of his works to be translated into 
English. It was written against the 
backdrop of the six-day Arab-Israeli 
war and criticised Arab leaders for 
their deployment of the Palestinian 
cause as a diversionary tactic to fur-
ther political ends.

Ani dedicated his life to the com-
mon masses. He regarded theatre 
as a vehicle for self-expression and 
education, in spite of the efforts of 
state leaders to co-opt the field to 
enhance their self-image. The lega-
cy he has left behind is impossible 
to repress. He was a true ambassa-
dor and educator of his people and 
will be greatly missed.

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist, whose writings and films 
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.

An image grab of Yusuf al-Ani during an interview with 
Al Sharqiya TV in 2013.                                                                       (YouTube)

The artist belonged 
to the cream of Iraq’s 
first generation of 
theatre pioneers.
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Algiers:
Through November 20th

The National Museum of 
Modern and Contemporary 
Art in Algiers is the site 
of the seventh National 
Photography Festival, an 
event that includes pho-
tography professionals and 
amateurs from across the 
world, to exhibit and share 
experiences.

Dubai:
Through 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 shop-
ping destination includes 
more than 75 participating 
countries, dozens of fun 
rides and 26 restaurants 
offering food.

Beirut:
November 13th

The 14th Beirut Marathon 
includes runners from 
many countries.  They will 
zigzag through the city on 
a 42.2km route that passes 
historic monuments and 
medieval buildings.

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 rec-
ipes, entertaining dishes, 
cocktail courses and new 
trends in cooking,

Dubai:
November 22nd-26th

The Complete Works of 
William Shakespeare 
(Abridged)  is a fast-paced 
theatrical romp through all 
37 of Shakespeare’s plays. 
The 97-minute show fea-
tures Shakespeare as never 
seen before, including 
Othello presented as a rap 
song. The show is sched-
uled to take place at the 
Dubai Community Theatre 
and Arts Centre.

Marrakech:
December 2nd-10th

The Marrakech Interna-
tional Film Festival show-
cases some of the year’s 
most important cinematic 
works from within the 
region and internationally. 
The programme includes 
tributes, conferences and 
debates in addition to the 
official film competition. 
Hungarian film-maker 
Bela Tarr will serve as jury 
president.

Dubai:
December 7th-14th

Dubai International Film 
Festival is a celebration of 
Arab and international cin-
ema. The festival showcas-
es films from Hollywood, 
Bollywood and beyond. A 
parallel programme will 
include seminars, debates 
and meetings.

Travel
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Beirut

B 

eirut’s National Museum 
has opened its basement 
of ancient treasures for 
the first time in four dec-
ades to show the public 

its stunning array of funerary art, 
including the world’s largest collec-
tion of anthropoid sarcophagi.

The exhibition’s 520 pieces range 
from the Palaeolithic period to the 
Ottoman empire. They include 
Phoenician stelae and rare medieval 
Christian mummies along with the 
anthropoid coffins, which display a 
human face on the sarcophagus and 
were long a standard for the elite.

Some of the items have nev-
er been on public display. Other 
pieces have not been shown since 
the 1970s, when the museum shut 
down because it sat on the front 

line that ran through the city during 
Lebanon’s 1975-90 civil war.

“This is a lesson in courage and 
hope because 41 years after the mu-
seum was closed in 1975, we today 
are able to receive visitors on three 
floors,” said museum director Anne-
Marie Maila Afeiche.

The archaeological museum was 
renovated after the years of fighting 
and shelling damaged its building 
and exhibits and reopened in the 
1990s. The current exhibit, howev-
er, is the first time its basement has 
been open since the civil war.

Among the treasures of often 
breathtaking beauty is a fragment of 
a Roman sarcophagus found in Bei-
rut that depicts the myth of Icarus, 
who is shown alongside his father, 
Daedalus, making his ill-fated 
wings.

Another gem is an extraordi-
nary hypogeum — an underground 
tomb — accidentally discovered by 
a farmer in the Tyre region in 1937.

It is covered with restored fres-
coes inspired by Greek mythology, 
including a scene of Priam on bend-
ed knee begging Achilles to return 
the body of Hector.

“It was essential to show the pub-
lic this heritage, which belongs to 
Lebanon and humanity, that was ly-
ing in our storage,” said Afeiche.

All the exhibits on display were 
excavated across Lebanon, which 
is rich with historical sites and arte-
facts. They include a premolar from 
70,000BC belonging to the first 
known example of a Homo sapiens 
in Lebanon and stretch through to 
an 1830 Ottoman stele adorned with 
a turban.

Among the collection’s flagship 
displays is a series of Phoenician 
sarcophagi dating from between the 
sixth and fourth centuries BC that 
were found in the southern region 
of Sidon.

“We’re exhibiting 31 of these sar-
cophagi at the moment”, which 
mix Greek and Egyptian styles, said 
Afeiche, noting that some of the 
sarcophagi found in Sidon are dis-
played in the Louvre.

This is “the largest collection 
of anthropoid sarcophagi in the 
world,” she added.

Perhaps the most striking part of 
the exhibit is the unprecedented 
display of three mummies found in 
1989 by cavers in the Qadisha Val-
ley. The area is a UNESCO World 
Heritage site and its cave-pocked 
sheer rock faces provided refuge 
for Maronite Christians persecuted 
during the Mamluk and Byzantine 
eras.

“They were discovered in a cave 
along with eight naturally mummi-
fied bodies” wearing the clothes of 
women and children, in some cases 
the 13th-century silk embroidery is 
still intact.

Around them were nuts, onion 
skins, ceramics, bronze tools and 
documents written in Arabic and 
Syriac.

“They were psalms and liturgical 
chants that showed that these were 
Christians who had taken refuge in 
this cave,” said Afeiche.

The mummified bodies are par-
ticularly rare as Lebanon does not 
have a tradition of mummification, 
said Marco Samadelli, director of 
the EURAC centre in Italy, who of-
fered his expertise to help conserve 
the unique mummies.

Italy contributed $1.1 million to 
the project of restoring the mu-
seum’s basement and collection, 
along with the expertise of leading 
archaeologists, including Antonio 
Giannarusti.

Even with the basement open, 
the museum’s storage areas contain 
plenty of undisplayed pieces and 
the Culture Ministry has plans for 
a new history museum in Beirut as 
well as museums in Sidon and Tyre.

The new exhibition provides a 
timeline of burial techniques, from 
a 6000BC Neolithic cradle tomb to a 
4BC Chalcolithic burial jar found in 
Byblos.

Phoenician urns holding cremat-
ed remains are exhibited alongside 
a Byzantine-era tomb decorated 
with the face of the Virgin Mary 
from 440AD.

“We believe this is the oldest rep-
resentation of the Virgin discovered 
to date in Lebanon,” said Afeiche.

The largest is the hypogeum from 
Tyre, with frescos reminiscent of 
Pompeii. One of its sides features an 
inscription: “Be brave, no one is im-
mortal.”

The exhibition’s 520 
pieces range from the 
Palaeolithic period to 
the Ottoman empire.

The treasures of Lebanon’s 
national museum revealed

Agence France-Presse

The tomb of Tyre and its restored frescos on display in the newly 
inaugurated basement section of Beirut’s National Museum.
                           (AFP)

A sacrophagus depicting a sailing boat, displayed in the newly 
inaugurated basement section of Beirut’s National Museum.       (AFP)

The tomb of Tyre and its restored frescos on display in the newly inaugurated basement section of Beirut’s National Museum.               (AFP)

Funerary items on display in the newly inaugurated basement 
section of Beirut’s National Museum. 
                            (AFP)


