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T

he United States and the
Middle East are entering a new era with US
President-elect Donald
Trump expected to shake
up key policy positions, including
a decidedly pro-Israeli course and
a tougher line on Iran.
Speaking after a tumultuous
election campaign dotted with
vague and sometimes contradictory foreign policy statements,
Trump said his administration
would not seek adventure or conflict abroad.
“While we will always put America’s interests first, we will deal fairly
with everyone… all people and all
other nations,” Trump said. “We
will seek common ground, not hostility; partnership, not conflict.”
In the first concrete sign that
Washington’s Middle East policy
is in for a change, Trump invited
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu for talks in the United

States “at the first opportunity”,
Netanyahu’s office said.
The invitation, coming after
years of estrangement between the
United States and Israel, suggests
that the new administration is
seeking to repair ties with a crucial
ally in the region.
“Israel is the one true democracy and defender of human rights
in the Middle East and a beacon of
hope to countless people,” Trump
said in a message published by the
Hayom newspaper. He added that
he hoped his administration would
play a “significant role in helping
the parties to achieve a just, lasting
peace”, saying that any deal would
have to be directly negotiated between the two sides.

Trump has argued
the Iran deal was
a “disaster” that
had made Tehran
stronger in the
region.

Trump did not send a similar
message to the Palestinian side.
The president elect’s allegations
that Washington’s partners in the
Gulf were not paying enough for
their own defence and his antiMuslim rhetoric during the campaign are likely to trigger concerns
among traditional Muslim US allies
in the region.
The same goes for his position
on Syria. During the campaign,
Trump promised he would work
closer with Russia to defeat the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria as quickly as possible but said he would
not put much pressure on Syria’s
President Bashar Assad, seen by
the West and America’s allies in
the Middle East as the man responsible for Syria’s war that has killed
at least 400,000 people since 2011.
During one of the debates during
the campaign, Trump dismissed
a suggestion by his running mate,
Mike Pence, that the United States
could use military force against the
Syrian government.
Trump also claimed he would
tear up the nuclear deal between
world powers and Iran, arguing

(AP)

that the agreement was a “disaster” that had made Tehran stronger in the region. Should Trump act
on his pronouncements after his
inauguration on January 20th, the
early phase of his presidency could
see new tensions with Iran. Tehran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif said the United States
would be “unwise” to abandon
the nuclear deal worked out under
President Barack Obama.
Supporters of a hard line towards
Iran include politicians named as
contenders to fill major cabinet
posts shaping future US Middle
East policy. News reports said candidates for the office of secretary of
State include Newt Gingrich, a former speaker of the House of Representatives, and John Bolton, a former US ambassador at the United
Nations. Both Gingrich and Bolton
have stated opposition to the Iran
deal and are strongly pro-Israel.
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Washington.
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Unpredictable times ahead after US election
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The
Molotov
cocktail
has been
lit. Will it
fizzle
mid-arc or
burn
everything

D

ays after Donald
Trump became US
president-elect, the
Molotov cocktail set
off in US and world
politics by his
controversial candidacy appears
destined to take an incendiary,
stress-inducing, if slow-motion
path.
Trump’s first public utterances
after winning the November 8th
election were bland and reassuring. Surprisingly so, given the
crude bigotry and Islamophobia of
his stump speeches. There was no
mention of his infamous proposed
Muslim ban or the recently repurposed “extreme vetting” of visa
applications from “terror-prone”
parts of the world. He promised
partnership, not conflict. And
friendship with all nations that
wanted it.
He spoke of worthy objectives,
such as building bridges, roads and
schools across the United States.
He sounded less angry and not
quite so unkind — towards Muslims, Mexicans, black people
and the disabled — as he has
in the past 18 months. In fact,
he did not mention them at all
after a campaign built on slurs,

race-baiting and Muslim-bashing.
Does that say something about
the Molotov cocktail labelled
President Trump that has been
lobbed at inclusive diversity, liberal
democracy and America’s attitude
towards the Middle East and North
Africa region where four hot wars
are under way?
Without a doubt. Victory can
have an emollient effect, even on
so brash a temperament as that
displayed by America’s incoming president but what happens
when The Donald, a nickname that
caught on after Trump’s first wife
referred to him that way in a 1989
magazine article, has to make the
following difficult decisions?
Or when he goes toe to toe with
Russia’s Vladimir Putin on his
robust support for Syrian President
Bashar Assad’s murderous regime
in Syria?
How does President Trump handle Iranian aggressiveness to his
stated determination to tear up the
nuclear deal?
Will he, as personally promised
in September to Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu,
move the US embassy from Tel
Aviv, thereby recognising Israel’s
contested claims that Jerusalem is

its “undivided capital”?
What will President Trump do
when another lone-wolf terrorist
attack occurs on American soil and
the perpetrator is identified as a
Muslim American, either born in
the United States or naturalised?
Will he deport everyone naturalised within the past 30 years to
keep one of his campaign pledges:
To Make America Safe Again?
No one knows. Trump is that
unpredictable gale force wind that
sometimes gusts through a political landscape, knocking every
policy prediction off course.
The worry is the hope aroused
by his win among far-right nativist
forces across the Western world.
Greece’s Golden Dawn described it
as a victory for ethnically “clean”
states. France’s Marine Le Pen
of the far-right National Front
hailed the newly “free” people of
America.
The Molotov cocktail has been
lit. Will it fizzle mid-arc or burn
everything?

A protester joins thousands of others during
a rally on November 9th, in Seattle,
Washington.		
(Reuters)

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Donald Trump’s victory ‘turned politics on its head’
Mark Habeeb

Washington

S

peaker of the US House
of Representatives Paul
Ryan, the most powerful Republican in Washington, said it best: Donald Trump “turned politics on its
head”.
Defying the predictions of pollsters and pundits, Trump was
elected president of the United
States on November 8th. Trump
won the electoral college vote by at
least 290 to 232 (some states have
not yet certified their outcomes
but 270 ensures victory). He did so
by winning four heavily populated
states — Pennsylvania, Michigan,
Wisconsin and Florida — that most
polls indicated would be won by
Democrat Hillary Clinton.
Clinton won the popular vote —
47.7% to 47.5% — making Trump
the second person in the past 16
years to be elected without winning the popular vote. Republican
George W. Bush lost the popular
vote to Democrat Al Gore in 2000.
An estimated 56% of Americans
eligible to vote did so.

Clinton won the
popular vote — 47.7%
to 47.5%.
Analysts are frantically trying to
explain why and how Trump won.
One can point to isolated facts. For
example, if African Americans had
turned out in the same numbers as
they did in 2008 and 2012, Clinton
would have won. These facts, however, do not explain the election’s
deep significance.
In many ways, Trump’s victory
was Brexit, Act II, in which Americans joined the British in rejecting
open trade, open borders and people who look different or pray differently. Act III of this drama takes
place in France in April and May.
Trump was gracious in victory. He praised Clinton instead

of calling her a “loser” as he did
his defeated Republican primary
opponents. Clinton and US President Barack Obama were equally
magnanimous in defeat and said
they would help Trump unite the
country. Despite the nice words,
the United States is entering a period of political turbulence unseen
in modern times.

Analysts are
frantically trying to
explain why and how
Trump won.
The world is watching, too, for
the most part nervously, and with
good reason: Trump has talked
flippantly about using nuclear
weapons, questioned enduring US
alliances such as NATO, threatened
trade wars with China and Mexico,
proposed banning Muslims from
entering the United States, promised to move the US embassy in
Israel to Jerusalem, questioned
whether he would maintain the
nuclear deal with Iran and pledged
to pull out of a host of multilateral
agreements, including the Paris
climate accords.
Compounding the anxiety is uncertainty about who Trump will
appoint to important executive
branch positions. Presidents make
about 4,000 appointments or
nominations — from cabinet members to White House staff. Only a
small number are subject to congressional confirmation.
Trump, however, has alienated
much of his own party and many
prominent Republican foreign policy experts refused to endorse him
or publicly declared their support
for Clinton.
So, if seasoned Republican foreign policy experts are shunned,
where will Trump turn to fill such
critical jobs as secretaries of State
and Defense, national security adviser and important ambassadorships?
The few foreign policy advisers who Trump mentioned dur-

US President-elect Donald Trump with his wife Melania Trump on Capitol Hill in Washington, during
a news conference, on November 10th.
(AP)
ing the campaign were either unknown or on the fringes of policy
circles. “National security is hard
to do well with first-rate people.
It’s almost impossible to do well
with third-rate people,” said Kori
Schake, a research fellow at Stanford University and former US
State Department official under
president George W. Bush.
Trump’s principal campaign
adviser on Middle East policy is
Walid Phares, a former adviser
to Lebanese warlord Samir Geagea. Phares, who immigrated to
the United States in the 1980s,
claims that Islamists inside US borders seek to impose sharia law on
Americans. In 2012 he accused the
Obama administration of “partnering” with the Muslim Brotherhood.
While many around the world
view the outcome of the US election with concern, at least two

leaders — Russia’s Vladimir Putin
and Israel’s Binyamin Netanyahu
— ostensibly have reason to cheer
Trump’s victory.
Throughout
the
campaign,
Trump had nice things to say about
Putin, to the point that Clinton accused the New York billionaire of
being “Putin’s puppet”. However,
some mainstream foreign policy
experts agree with Trump’s general proposition that Washington
and Moscow should work more
closely in Syria to defeat the Islamic State (ISIS). Partnering more
closely with Russia has potential
complications: Moscow is allied
with Tehran in its support for Syrian President Bashar Assad and
Trump has made strong anti-Iranian statements.
In Israel, many on the right say
that Trump will not push the Jewish state to halt settlement expan-

sion and has no interest in pursuing a US-mediated negotiation
process. Moving the US embassy to
Jerusalem is icing on the cake.
The Arab Gulf states have reasons to be happy with Trump’s
election (he is anti-Iran and will
not lecture them on human rights
and democracy) as well as cause
for concern (he regularly mentions
Saudi Arabia when complaining
about US allies that do not “pay
their way”).
US politics have, without doubt,
been “turned on its head” by
Trump’s stunning election. It is yet
to be seen whether his election will
turn the world on its head.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics
and Security at Georgetown
University in Washington.

‘American intifada’ creates uncertainty for the Middle East
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Hussein Ibish

C

all it an “American
intifada”. The
election of Donald
Trump was a virtual
rebellion by the rural
and suburban lowermiddle class against the educated
urbanites who usually define
American culture and society.
It was not just an uprising
against Hillary Clinton and the
Democratic Party. It was as much
against the leadership of the
Republican Party, the media and
all parts of the bureaucracy,
including the military leadership.
In short, the entire American
establishment.
Feeling disenfranchised and
left behind, the non-urban white
American majority lashed out in a
blind fury and elected someone
who they apparently know, but
do not care, is unqualified and
unfit. Indeed, his evident
unsuitability is part of the point.
It is a giant middle finger, not
merely to the Washington power
structure but to the educated
classes who almost unanimously
rejected Trump.
What will that mean for the
Middle East? Because Trump has
no track record, experience,
coherent policies, meaningful
analyses or practical ideas, no
one can be sure. Still, some
informed speculation is possible.
Start with the Iran nuclear deal,

Trump has no track record,
experience, coherent policies,
meaningful analyses or
practical ideas.

which is in deep trouble. Trump
called it “calamitous” during the
campaign and, though he
probably will not abrogate it
outright, he is almost certain to
approach Iran with a much
harsher attitude regarding
implementation. It is very
difficult to imagine the agreement surviving more than a few
months of Trump’s idea of the art
of the deal with Tehran.
Before anyone welcomes that
prospect, remember that the
agreement is supposed to
mothball the Iranian nuclear
programme for ten years. That a
suddenly unreasonable new US
line would be the perfect excuse
for Iranian hardliners to walk
away from the agreement,
pocketing their gains thus far,
blaming Washington and resuming their former activities without
the full range of international
sanctions that were in place a few
years ago.
It is a perfect scenario for
Tehran’s hawks to have negotiated the agreement and sanctions
relief with US President Barack
Obama and then have Trump
come along and scrap the deal for
them.
Trump once pledged to be
“neutral” in the Israeli-Palestinian dispute. Forget it. Although
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas and others are calling on
him to try to end the Israeli
occupation, there is almost no
chance he will do so and no
chance at all that he could
succeed, especially given the
regional strategic landscape and
attitudes in Israel.

The Trump campaign employed
implicit anti-Semitism during
much of its election run for the
White House and closed with TV
ads almost drawn from the
Protocols of the Elders of Zion.
After all that, Trump is not
looking to have a fight with
Jewish Americans (very few of
whom voted for him) or Israelis.
He must clear the air with them
instead.
The biggest question about
Trump’s Middle East policies will
centre on how his foreign policy
resolves an incoherent contradiction built into his often bizarre
campaign rhetoric. He is very
sympathetic to Russia and very
hostile to Iran. However, in the
contemporary Middle East, Iran
and Russia are working hand in
glove on most regional issues,
especially the decisive conflict in
Syria.
During the campaign, Trump
parroted the Vladimir Putin/
Bashar Assad line that falsely
claims that the Russian/Iranian/
Hezbollah military intervention
(Trump only seems aware of the
Russian part, though) is an
international counterterrorism
operation aimed at the Islamic
State (ISIS) rather than an effort
to crush the Syrian opposition.
If he continues to view the
Syrian war through the context of
what he apparently believes are
legitimate, and possibly even
laudable, Russian counterterrorism and policy goals, it will be a
bonanza for Assad and his allies.
But if, on the contrary, his
administration views Syria
through the prism of Iran’s

The election,
after all,
was nothing
less than an
intifada.

attempts to spread its influence
throughout the Middle East, he
might be willing to craft a robust
US response.
Trump’s nationalistic populism
tends towards a neo-isolationist,
America-first approach, which
suggests a reduced international
role. Still, Trump has been
bellicose in his rhetoric towards
Iran and ISIS, so he is not by any
means opposed to the concept of
using force.
Where and how American
power might be projected by a
Trump administration in the
Middle East is a mystery, especially since he does not seem to
understand the conflation of
Russian and Iranian interests in
the region.
People in the Middle East have
a good sense of what they might
have gotten from a Hillary Clinton
administration, as she was a
known commodity. For now,
though, they must wait to see
what opportunities and challenges a Trump White House is
going to present. On most issues,
there is almost no way of knowing
with any degree of confidence.
American interests can only be
consistent between administrations if they are conceptualised in
a roughly similar way, as they
have always traditionally been.
Now Trump could well introduce
a whole new mindset to Washington’s foreign policy. The election,
after all, was nothing less than an
intifada.
Hussein Ibish is a senior resident
scholar at the Arab Gulf States
Institute in Washington.
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Under Trump,
MENA policies
likely to change
Thomas Seibert

Washington

U

S allies in the Middle
East can expect new
assurances from Washington but also new
demands as Presidentelect Donald Trump prepares to
take over the US government.
Under US President Barack
Obama, relations between the
United States and players such as
Israel, Gulf counties and Turkey
suffered while the “Arab spring”
revolts shook up the region. Russia
established itself as a major military
and political force with its intervention in Syria and Iranian influence is
growing.
Ending the Syrian conflict, defeating the Islamic State (ISIS) and
stabilising Iraq rank among the difficult challenges for the Trump administration. Convincing the United States’ partners that Washington
is still with them might turn out to
be the most pressing project of all.
“There is a lot of anger and frustration,” said Dan Arbell, a Middle
East specialist at the Brookings Institution in Washington. “Rebuilding trust and partnership with Gulf
countries and moderate Arab governments and improving the atmosphere in US-Israeli relations” were
among the new president’s top priorities, Arbell said.
Andrew Peek, a professor of international relations at Pepperdine
University in California, also said
the new administration should
work to build up the confidence of
US partners in the region. “US allies should view American power
as the means to achieve their policy
goals,” he said.

Trump was well-positioned for
that task, both Peek and Arbell
agreed, but US partners such as the
Gulf countries would probably find
that this rebuilding of trust will not
be an easy process, Arbell warned.
“He will set expectations or even
demands,” he said about Trump, a
billionaire businessman. “They will
be expected to perform and to chip
in”, financially and otherwise, as
the United States and its allies addressed issues like the reconstruction of Syria or Iraq. “There will be
new dialogue, but it will come with
a price tag.”
Peek pointed out the expectation
that “American allies pay their fair
share” had been a consistent part
of Trump’s message throughout the
presidential campaign.
US-Israeli relations could also be
in for a change. A day after his election victory, Trump invited Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu to Washington, news reports
said.

There is a lot of
anger and
frustration.

”

Dan Arbell, a Middle East
specialist at the Brookings
Institution in Washington.
Arbell, however, said the Israeli
right was probably celebrating
Trump’s victory too early, just as
there was not necessarily much reason for Palestinians to be “mourning”, as he put it.
“Trump could surprise both Israelis and Palestinians,” he said.
The position of the incoming administration in the peace process
was unclear. “It is not sure where he

A Palestinian gazes at T-shirts bearing images of US President Barack Obama (C) wearing a kaffiyeh
and US President-elect Donald Trump (L) dressed as a Hasidic Jew in Jerusalem, on November 10t. (AFP)
is going to go,” Arbell said.
In the first years of his presidency,
Obama tried to forge a peace deal
between Israel and the Palestinians
and his relationship with Netanyahu soured. Some observers say
Obama could use the transitional
period until his last day in office in
January to launch a new initiative
that would anger Israel even further.
US-Israeli relations are not the
only chapter of Washington’s Middle East policy in which low levels of trust mark the twilight of
Obama’s tenure. Arbell said US
partners around the region were
shaken by the US president’s refusal
to respond militarily in 2013 when
Syria’s government crossed his “red
line” by using chemical weapons.
Peek says the Syrian “red line” incident was one of several that hurt
America’s image. “A major power
should do what it says it would do,”
he said.
Obama’s refusal to arm moderate
Syrian rebels after publicly stating
that the United States was seeking the removal of Syrian President
Bashar Assad from power was an-

other mistake that reduced American credibility in the region, he
said. It also left the field wide open
for more radical rebel groups.
Major Sunni players, such as Saudi Arabia, along with Israel, were
angered by Obama’s determination
to reach a deal to limit the nuclear
programme of Shia power Iran last
year. That approach, coupled with
a perceived tendency by the Obama
administration to turn its back on
Middle East matters, was a departure from Washington’s traditional
positions.
“The next president will have to
show more presence in the region,”
Arbell said. “Moving away from
the region doesn’t mean it doesn’t
haunt you.”
Some observers said they expected Trump to continue the US
withdrawal from the region, a development that could lead to new
tensions between Washington and
its partners.
“As the American disengagement
from the Middle East continues and
even accelerates and Trump’s unpredictability inevitably begins to
materialise, tensions are likely to re-

appear,” Perry Cammack of the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace wrote in an analysis.
As the Trump administration
picks up the reins, it will face the
immediate question of how to handle the war against ISIS in Iraq and
Syria. Obama has sent warplanes,
drones and a limited number of
special forces to help allies, such
as Iraqi and Kurdish forces, to push
back the jihadists. During the campaign, Trump promised at one point
to send 30,000 troops to defeat ISIS
but it is unclear whether that is his
official position.
The president-elect promised a
tougher stance towards Iran and
has said he wants to cancel the deal
aimed at preventing Tehran from
developing nuclear weapons but
Arbell said Trump might find that
more difficult than he thought.
Tearing up a multilateral agreement
“is not so easy”, he said. “It remains
to be seen how his campaign slogans will be translated into actual
policy.”

ing the US President Barack Obama
administration, with many Gulf
leaders seeing Obama as having
pivoted towards Iran, a move considered by some to be a slight at
more traditional Gulf allies. The
passing of JASTA gives families
of 9/11 victims the right to sue the
Saudi government for liability despite a US government investigation clearing the kingdom.
But where the relationship goes
is unclear, an analyst said.
Besides the nuclear deal with
Iran, “there are several other grave
concerns that the GCC countries
led by Saudi Arabia will have to address”, said Joseph A. Kechichian,
senior fellow at the King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies
(KFCRIS) in Riyadh.
“Obviously, the president-elect

and several of his senior advisers
have repeatedly expressed very
anti-Saudi and even anti-Qatari
sentiments,” Kechichian said, adding that Trump and his people have
very little knowledge of the kingdom or the GCC.
According to Kechichian, the Iran
deal will not be torn up quickly, no
matter what Trump said during the
campaign but will likely be used as
a tool to deal with what the Trump
camp views as a major problem that
needs to be resolved: The Arab Sunni world.
Whether seasoned members of
the Republican Party might rein
Trump in remains unclear. However, the most important change
is that Saudi Arabia and the GCC
countries have lost their open door
in policy-making circles within the
US government.
“With Obama and even (George
W.) Bush they had access; they
could discuss policy with Clinton
but now with Trump the doors are
shut and will be difficult to crack,
unless we see a huge change in
Trump’s positions,” Kechichian
said. “So it is incumbent of the GCC
to double their efforts in Washington now more than ever.”
On a lighter note, Saudi business
mogul Prince Alwaleed bin Talal
ended his long-standing Twitter
feud with Trump by congratulating
him on his election victory.
“President
elect
@realDonaldTrump whatever the past differences, America has spoken, congratulations & best wishes for your
presidency,” the prince wrote on his
Twitter page.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

Trump victory shocks the GCC
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

W

ith many of its media, analysts and
public figures predicting and endorsing a landslide US
presidential victory for Democratic
Party candidate Hillary Clinton, the
upset win by Republican and former reality TV star Donald Trump
shocked Gulf Arab countries.
Trump, a Washington outsider
with unpredictable with unconventional views on regional issues, left
many wondering what is in store
for the six Arab countries that make
up the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC), particularly what will happen to the Iran nuclear deal and
the recently passed Justice Against
Sponsors of Terrorism Act (JASTA).
As protocol demands, Gulf leaders congratulated the presidentelect, starting with Saudi Arabia’s
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud, who sent a congratulatory
cable and personally called Trump.
The Saudi Press agency said King
Salman emphasised Saudi Arabia’s
keenness to work with the United
States on bringing peace and stability to the Middle East. Trump
stressed an eagerness to “develop
the distinctive bilateral relations
between the two friendly countries”, the statement added.
UAE President Sheikh Khalifa
bin Zayed al-Nahyan congratulated
Trump on being elected the 45th
president of the United States and
expressed his country’s interest in
boosting relations further. Other
GCC leaders expressed similar sentiments.
The Gulf Arab media were more

apprehensive. The majority conveyed shock and some called for
pragmatism. Writing in the UAE’s
Al-Bayan newspaper, columnist Mohammed Youssef described
Trump’s electoral win as an “earthquake that shook the world and
shattered hopes and wishes”.

Where the
relationship goes is
unclear, analysts say.
In Bahrain’s Akhbar al-Khaleej,
Sayed Abdul Qader compared
Trump’s victory to one of the biggest tragedies in America’s history.
“November 9th has become an
unforgettable day for millions of
Americans, exactly like September
11th,” he wrote in the pro-govern-

ment daily.
Some GCC publications were
more optimistic. The Saudi daily
Okaz led with a headline carrying
King Salman’s message to Trump,
saying: “We look forward to consolidating our relations and achieving
stability in the Middle East.”
In the Saudi Al-Jazirah newspaper, analyst Khalid al-Malik described the New York businessman
as the “miracle president”, writing:
“We hope that the new US president will stand responsibly against
the challenges facing the world,
whether terrorism, wars in different countries, economic recession
or the position of the Palestinians
and their anticipated state with occupied Jerusalem as its capital.”
Relations between the GCC and
the United States were tested dur-

A man smokes a waterpipe while watching coverage of US President-elect Donald Trump at a coffee
shop in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, on November 10th. 				
(AP)

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab
Weekly.
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In Egypt, elation at Trump’s win
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he fact that Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi was the first
world leader to call US
President-elect Donald
Trump to congratulate him on his
victory speaks volumes of how a
US administration led by Trump is
viewed in Egypt, analysts said.
“Trump has a positive view of
Egypt and its president, which is
why his victory is welcomed here,”
said Tarek Fahmi, a political science professor at Cairo University.
“Both Sisi and Trump have similar
views, especially when it comes to
the war on terrorism.”
Trump met Sisi for the first time
in September on the sidelines of
the UN General Assembly.
“He is a fantastic guy,” Trump
said of Sisi on Fox News. “There
was good chemistry (in their meeting). You know when there is
chemistry with people. There was
a good feeling between us. He has
wiped the terrorists out. He took
a tough approach, much different from our approach. He had no
choice. He has done a very good
job.”

Trump has a
positive view of
Egypt and its
president, which is
why his victory is
welcomed here.
Tarek Fahmi, a political
science professor at Cairo
University

”

Sisi, in his own interview after
meeting with Trump, told CNN
that the US billionaire would make
a “strong leader”.
This is more about political and
strategic interests, analysts said.
Egypt has always been a cornerstone of stability in the Middle

East, they added.
“A strong Egypt is specifically
important to the United States
amid expectations that the new
administration will try to right the
wrongs of Barack Obama’s administration, whether in Syria, Libya
or in the rest of the region,” said
analyst Said al-Lawindy.
Most assuring for Egypt, when it
comes to Syria, is Trump’s positive
view of Russia, the strong backer
of Syrian President Bashar Assad,
Lawindy said.

Egypt’s analysts said
Sisi especially
admires Trump’s
enmity to Islamist
organisations.
Egypt, which supports the Russian approach to radical groups
fighting Assad, expects Trump to
collaborate with Moscow to end
the war raging in Syria, he added.
Libya, Egypt’s neighbour to the
west whose unrest is seen by Cairo
as its strongest national security
menace, is another potential collaboration point between Cairo
and Washington under Trump,
other analysts said.
“The United States has been instrumental in Libya’s descending
into what it is now,” Fahmi said. “A
lot will change in this regard under
Trump.”
Relations between Cairo and
Washington moved from warm alliance to cold friendship soon after
the Egyptian Army — led by Sisi —
ousted Islamist president Muhammad Morsi in 2013. The Obama administration considered the move
a military coup.
Washington, which gives Egypt
$1.3 billion in military and economic aid annually, froze some
funds and held back some military
assistance, including Apache helicopters Cairo says are important in
its terrorism fight in Egypt’s Sinai
peninsula.
Coldness in US-Egyptian relations was manifest in encounters
between Sisi and Obama in 2014

An Egyptian newspaper vendor shows the front page of a daily publication with a picture of US
President-elect Donald Trump with Arabic headline that reads “Trump era”, in Cairo, on November 10th.
(AP)

and 2016. In the first, on the sidelines of UN General Assembly,
Obama did not look at Sisi as he
spoke to him and his accompanying delegation. In the second
encounter, which was during the
Group of 20 summit in China,
Obama ignored the Egyptian president.
A new chapter in US-Egyptian relations seems to be ready to start,
however. The Egyptian Foreign
Ministry welcomed Trump’s victory, expressing hopes that it would
allow for more collaboration.
“We look forward to resuming
dialogue with the United States,”
Foreign
Ministry
spokesman
Ahmed Abu Zeid said. “Egypt is at
the heart of the new US vision for
stability in the Middle East.”
The Arab League also welcomed

Trump’s election win, saying it
hoped he would act to solve some
of the region’s problems.
“We hope the United States will
help resume the stalled Middle
East peace process,” Arab League
Assistant
Secretary-General
Ahmed Ben Helli said. “We also
look forward to cooperating with
any new US Middle East envoy.”
Egypt’s analysts said Sisi especially admires Trump’s enmity to
Islamist organisations, which gives
him assurances that his administration will not offer backing to
the Muslim Brotherhood, Morsi’s
movement, Sisi’s most avowed enemy.
Much to the Egyptian leader’s
joy, a foreign policy adviser to the
US president-elect, Walid Phares,
said Trump would propose a law

that labels the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist organisation as
soon as he takes over.
Trump’s victory, however, is
sad news to one Egyptian group
— rights advocates. They claim
Trump is not as interested in human rights as Obama and Hillary
Clinton are.
“This is why human rights will
be a big loser in Egypt for the next
four years because it will have no
defenders in the White House,”
said Saad Eddin Ibrahim, an Egyptian-American sociologist and a
human rights advocate. “Trump is
a dictator himself, which is why his
win is bad news for Egypt’s rights
activists.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

‘Unpredictable’ Trump could seek a Syria deal with Putin
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

D

onald Trump’s shock victory in the US presidential election has thrown
into confusion Washington’s future policies towards the conflict in Syria, let alone
broader engagement with the Middle East and Iran.
While Hillary Clinton, the Democratic Party nominee and former
secretary of State, had ordered an
internal review of Syria policy and
had talked of establishing no-fly
zones in Syria, the controversial Republican president-elect has offered
few concrete policy proposals on
how to help bring an end to the war
that has dragged on for nearly six
years and left an estimated 400,000
people dead.
Most of Trump’s comments during the election campaign were generalities, calling for Gulf states and
other countries to provide funds
and “take a big swathe of land in
Syria and… do a safe zone for people”.
He has said that the United States
should “hit hard to knock out ISIS”
— the extremist Islamic State — and
hinted at striking a deal with Russia
over Syria.
He praised Russian President
Vladimir Putin, relishing the Russian leader’s “strongman” image, even after 17 US intelligence
agencies declared that Moscow
was responsible for providing the
WikiLeaks whistle-blowing site

with thousands of hacked e-mail
messages from an account held by
Clinton’s campaign manager.
Additionally, in an interview in
October 2015, Trump declared that
toppling Saddam Hussein of Iraq
and Muammar Qaddafi of Libya
were mistakes since they resulted
“in a mess” and suggested that Syrian President Bashar Assad would
be better for Syria than the likely
alternatives.
While much of the world reacted
to Trump’s win with dismay and
nervous markets tumbled, Putin
was quick to offer congratulations.
In a statement Putin expressed
“hope for joint work to restore Rus-

sian-American relations from their
state of crisis and to address pressing international issues and search
for effective responses to challenges
concerning global security”.
An initial take might suggest
that Putin and Assad could view
Trump’s election with some satisfaction given his isolationist views
and past comments on Russia and
Syria but analysts say that crowdpleasing public comments during
a bitterly fought election campaign
are often far removed from the cold
formulation of policy by a White
House incumbent and his staff.
“If I were Messrs Putin and Assad, I would think it prudent to

Relishing the tough man image. Russian President Vladimir Putin,
accompanied by Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (2ndR),
speaks during a meeting at the Kremlin in Moscow, last March. (AFP)

postpone the victory celebration. It
may prove to be premature and inappropriate,” said Frederic Hof, director of the Rafik Hariri Center for
the Middle East and a US State Department point man on Syria during
Clinton’s time as secretary.
Analysts said a Clinton presidency could have resulted in several
options that fall short of a US-led invasion and occupation of Syria.
They include providing more
and better weapons to vetted rebel
groups, possibly including anti-aircraft missiles, and inflicting strikes
against the Syrian regime’s scarce
military assets, such as air bases
from where jets and helicopters carry out air strikes against civilian and
rebel-held areas alike.
Additionally, a Clinton presidency might have made a push to establish some form of Syrian opposition
government in eastern Syria if, or
when, ISIS had been defeated and
driven out.
However, assessing Trump’s approach to Syria — if there is one — is
much harder to determine.
Trump is “very unpredictable”
and the situation is “very fluid”,
said Andrew Tabler, a Syrian specialist at the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy.
Trump has spoken at length about
his ability to strike deals and he
could seek to forge a compromise
agreement with Putin over Syria.
“He [Trump] might engage him [Putin] and then when he doesn’t get
results change tack,” Tabler said.
But Trump has balked at the use
of US military force overseas, arguing that countries closer to the

problem should take the lead, rather than relying on American power.
Much will depend on the composition of Trump’s cabinet and how
willing he is to listen and accept
advice from foreign policy experts.
US President Barack Obama is not
expected to fundamentally alter
his hands-off policy towards Syria
in his waning days in office. That
offers Putin and Assad, along with
Iran, a two-month window to establish new facts on the ground before
the unknown quantity of a Trump
presidency materialises.
A Russian navy task force, led by
the Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier and including a guided missile
cruiser and two destroyers, is in the
eastern Mediterranean and poised
to launch strikes against rebel areas
in eastern Aleppo and its surroundings.
Russia’s Gazeta.ru news site reported that the attacks would involve Kalibr cruise missiles, possibly fired from Russian naval vessels
in the Caspian Sea, as has been done
before.
If the Assad regime, with the
backing of its Iranian and Russian
allies, retakes Aleppo, Syria’s second city and once the country’s
economic hub, before Trump takes
office, it could limit the new president’s options — assuming in the
first place that Syria will be high on
his list of priorities.
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel
(Random House 2011). He lives in
Beirut.
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Trump election puts Iran nuclear deal on shaky ground
Yeganeh Torbati

Washington

D

onald Trump’s election
as US president raises
the prospect the United
States will pull out of the
nuclear pact it signed
last year with Iran, alienating Washington from its allies and potentially freeing Iran to act on its suspected nuclear weapons ambitions.
US President Barack Obama’s administration touted the deal, a legacy foreign policy achievement, as
a way to suspend Tehran’s assumed
drive to develop nuclear weapons. In return Obama, a Democrat,
agreed to lifting most economic
sanctions.
The deal, harshly opposed by Republicans in Congress, was reached
as a political commitment rather
than a treaty ratified by lawmakers, making it vulnerable to a new
US president, such as Trump, who
might disagree with its terms.
A Republican, Trump ran for the
White House opposing the deal but
contradictory statements made it
unclear how he would act. Trump
will succeed Obama on January
20th.
A businessman-turned-politician
who has never held public office,
Trump called the nuclear pact a
“disaster” and “the worst deal ever
negotiated” and said it could lead
to a “nuclear holocaust”.

“Iran is prepared
for any change.

”

Behrouz Kamalvandi,
spokesman of the Atomic
Energy Organisation of Iran

In a speech to the pro-Israel lobby
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) in March, Trump
declared that his “number one priority” would be to “dismantle the
disastrous deal with Iran”. He said
he would have negotiated a better
deal, with longer restrictions, but
somewhat paradoxically, he criti-

cised remaining US sanctions that
prevent American companies from
dealing with Iran.
By contrast, he conceded it would
be hard to destroy a deal enshrined
in a UN resolution. In August 2015,
he said he would not “rip up” the
nuclear deal but that he would
“police that contract so tough they
don’t have a chance”. Iran denies
ever having considered developing
nuclear weapons but experts said
any US violation of the deal would
allow Iran to pull back from its commitments to curb nuclear development.

In March, Trump
declared that his
“number one
priority” would be to
“dismantle the
disastrous deal with
Iran”.
Those commitments include reducing the number of centrifuges
by two-thirds, capping its level of
uranium enrichment well below
the level needed for bomb-grade
material, reducing its enriched uranium stockpile from around 10,000
kg to 300 kg for 15 years and submitting to international inspections
to verify its compliance.
“Say goodbye to the Iran deal,”
said Richard Nephew, a former US
negotiator with Iran now at Columbia University.
“There is very little likelihood
that it stays, either because of a
deliberate decision to tear it up by
Trump or steps that the US takes
that prompt an Iranian walk back.”
Behrouz Kamalvandi, spokesman of the Atomic Energy Organisation of Iran, was quoted as saying
by Tasnim news agency: “Iran is
prepared for any change.” He added
that Iran would try to stand by the
deal.
The nuclear deal was divisive in
Iran, with hardliners opposed to
better relations with the West arguing that pragmatist Iranian President Hassan Rohani was giving up
too much of the country’s nuclear

Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Jawad Zarif speaks at a press conference in Bucharest, Romania,
on November 9th.
(AP)
infrastructure for too little relief.
Rohani said the US election results would have no effect on Tehran’s policies, state news agency
IRNA quoted him as saying.
Some of Washington’s closest
Middle East allies have been sceptical of the nuclear deal. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu has
been outright hostile. Gulf leaders
say the deal emboldened Iran’s pursuit of regional hegemony in part
through support for proxy groups
fuelling regional conflicts.
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, whose power supersedes that of Rohani, regularly
criticises the United States and says
it should not be trusted but ultimately assented to the terms of the
deal, known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA).
“The big winner in the aftermath
of a Trump victory is Iran’s supreme
leader,” said Suzanne Maloney, a
foreign policy expert at the Brook-

ings Institution.
“He will have the most cartoonish American enemy, he will exult
in the (hopefully brief) crash of the
American economy and he will be
able to walk away from Iran’s obligations under the JCPOA while pinning the responsibility on Washington.”
Further complicating any Trump
effort to renegotiate the deal is that
it is a multilateral agreement involving US allies in Europe as well
as fellow world powers Russia and
China. European and Asian firms
have been returning to Iran and
making major investments there,
meaning the United States would
likely be alone in pulling out of the
deal, possibly isolating it from its
partners.
The head of gas, renewables and
power for French oil and gas company Total TOTF.PA in Iran said
Trump’s election would have no effect on investments.

Khamenei has promised to “set
fire” to the nuclear deal if the West
violates it. Iran has repeatedly
complained it has not received the
benefits promised. Though European companies have been eager to
explore business prospects in Iran,
few deals have been enacted, in
part because European banks have
been reluctant to finance deals involving Iran.
“As to whether he can negotiate a
‘better’ deal, it takes two (or seven)
sides to agree to begin that process,
something I rate as highly unlikely,”
said Zachary Goldman, executive
director of the Center on Law and
Security at New York University and
a former US Treasury official.
“And if we walk away from the
deal I think we will be in the worst
of all worlds. Iran will feel freed
from its commitments and we may
be blamed for the deal falling apart.”
Reuters

Erdogan hopes for a new negotiation process with Trump

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

T

he United States’
choice of Donald
Trump for president is
by far the most
powerful game
changer in the political
algorithms of international
politics. It places Turkey at the
epicentre of the prospective
effects of the shattering vote.
Trump’s victory is the crowning
moment of the rise of populism,
isolationism and divisive stances,
which places the United States on
the same page with other countries eclipsed by the trend of
elected authoritarianism.
That Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan did not immediately join those who congratulated Trump may be a harbinger of
a new era between Ankara and
Washington.
“I want to interpret it (the
election result) favourably. I hope
for a new beginning,” Erdogan
said coldly, hours after the
declared victory of Trump.
Erdogan clearly hopes for an
improved negotiation process
with Trump. His office later issued
a statement, saying that Erdogan
called the US president-elect and
underlined his desire for a new
chapter.
Nothing odd about this.
Problems are so intense that not
even a transactional partnership
functions properly between the

All the cards will again be on the
table for rather undiplomatic
horse trading when Erdogan and
Trump shake hands.

two allies. Over the past three or
four years, a pattern of deterioration of the relations was clearly
noted.
Rifts have deepened; major
disagreements on regional issues
— Syria, Iraq, the Kurds’ role in the
fight against the Islamic State
(ISIS) — and Erdogan’s open
political flirtation with Russia
have strained the military
cooperation to the extremes.
That only 48 hours before the
American vote, Ankara was
visited hastily by the chairman of
the US Joint Chiefs of Staff to a
crisis meeting is quite telling. The
Americans made clear to the
Turks that Kurdish combat troops
will be key in the assault on
Raqqa, with large-scale weaponry
delivered to them, turning down
Turkish demands exclude Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG)
which Ankara sees as the Syrian
arm of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK) that is fighting for
Kurdish self-rule in Turkey.
This strategic choice of Kurds,
along with other elements
alienating Ankara, both in Syria
and Iraq, infuriated Turkey’s
Justice and Development Party
(AKP) government, leading to
Turkish accusations that President Barack Obama’s administration was aiding and abetting
terror. However, it is known that
Trump also has a rather solid view
for further cooperation with the
Kurds in the region.
Another item on the agenda is
related to the botched coup in
July, which the Turkish president’s men accuse Fethullah
Gulen, a cleric who lives in

self-exile in Pennsylvania, and the
United States of being behind.
Erdogan at every public appearance repeats the demand that
Gulen be extradited to Turkey. In
an initial reaction to the US
election result, Turkish Prime
Minister Binali Yildirim, Erdogan’s
right-hand man, said: “I call the
new president openly to extradite
the head of this terror organisation. If you do it rapidly, this will
be a new start, a new page in our
relations.”
What hard evidence has been
offered by Ankara to Washington
remains murky, as Americans
have repeatedly referred to a “due
legal process”. How Trump will
react to this pressure is difficult to
predict.
What more than anything else
explains the cold-hearted words
of Erdogan is an issue that has
occupied his mind for nine
months, placed as the sharpest
thorn in Turkish-American
relations. It is known as the Zarrab
case, named after Reza Zarrab, an
Iranian-born gold trader with
Turkish citizenship arrested in
Florida.
He, his brother and several
others stand charged of conspiring to conduct hundreds of
millions of dollars in financial
transactions for the Iranian
government or other entities to
evade US sanctions. In 2013, he
was detained by authorities in
Turkey as part of a wide-ranging
corruption investigation of
businessmen with close ties to
Erdogan, but later released.
Erdogan had the Turkish leg of
the graft cases closed by brute

Trump’s
election
places
Turkey at
the epicentre
of the
prospective
effects of the
shattering
vote.

intervention, having its prosecutors jailed, but is apparently
helpless as he and his close
relatives’ names are reported to be
included in the case unfolding in a
federal court in New York. Turkish
Justice Minister Bekir Bozdag
visited his counterpart in Washington and demanded that Zarrab
be sent to Turkey “because he is a
Turkish citizen”.
The Zarrab case, with possible
legal ramifications for Erdogan,
will remain at the epicentre of the
bilateral agenda.
The upcoming Erdogan-Trump
dialogue will be very personal
because here are two leaders who
take almost everything personally, with a lot of common features.
Defiant to established rules,
impulsive and temperamental,
populist and patriarchal, intolerant of dissent and extremely
business-minded, they will give
their personal interests a high
priority.
It may lead them to speak the
same language but not necessarily
for the better of overall conditions
gnawing at the Middle East. One
major conflict is Trump’s wellknown pledges to limit and screen
Muslim immigrants which
enraged Erdogan.
The future of Turkish-American
relations is uncertain, but all the
cards will again be on the table for
rather undiplomatic horse trading
when Erdogan and Trump shake
hands.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist and occasional contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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After the election
of Donald Trump

T

he United States’ presidential election season is finally
over and with it have ended the bigotry, nativist
rhetoric and naked Islamophobia that marked the campaign. At least, that is the hope.
After 18 months of tense campaigning in which
anti-Muslim stereotyping became part of the electoral
narrative, there is hope and expectation around the
world — and especially in the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) — of a more reasonable and balanced tone from US
President-elect Donald Trump.
His administration faces enormous challenges regarding the
region. First, it must address the anxiety aroused by candidate
Trump’s calls for a wholesale ban on the entry of Muslims into the
United States. Muslims around the world have themselves suffered
the most from Islamic extremism and its terrorist manifestations.
Then, it must show a better understanding of the security concerns of the Arab Gulf countries especially considering Tehran’s
unbridled ambitions.
And crucially, the new administration must take a step back from
Trump’s dangerous promise that, if elected, his administration
would transfer the US embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.
It would take more than an American president’s opinion on the
US embassy’s location to change the status of Jerusalem but such a
unilateral move could be incendiary. It would ignite smouldering
embers into a regional fire. Any US administration has the obligation to work instead for a fair and lasting peace between Israel and
the Palestinians not to fan the flames of war and violence.
What can the world and the MENA region expect come January
20th and the inauguration of the new administration?
First, that President Trump must be markedly different from
candidate Trump. Before he won the election November 8th,
Trump indicated that his “America First” policy would mean his eye
was fixed on the domestic landscape. The new US president should
uphold the values of a principled, tolerant and open America.
Insularity is not a tenable posture even for the world’s greatest
superpower.
Trump has also promised that nation-building in the MENA
region will not be America’s business. That is to be welcomed, even
if only because Washington will be hence less meddlesome and less
prone to disastrous military interventions in the region.
That said, Trump’s America cannot just walk away from it all.
Washington must play its part in promoting peace, stability and
prosperity in the MENA region. That would mean containing Iran
and its aggressive designs. The United States has an obvious role to
play resolving the Palestinian-Israeli problem. Trump’s pledge that
his administration would play a “significant role in helping the
parties to achieve a just, lasting peace” is a first step in the right
direction although it does not yet demonstrate a willingness to play
the role of an honest broker. Washington must as well continue to
help in the fight against the Islamic State (ISIS) and other terrorist
groups. It must also show that migrants deserve respect and
empathy not demonisation.
The MENA region has endured enough wars and violence in the
past few years and does not need any additional instability due to
new policies from Washington.
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Real
reconciliation
would mean to
heal Iraq’s
shattered social
cohesion, which
was destroyed
by sectarianism.

T

here have been
increasing calls for
national reconciliation in Iraq, particularly from Shia-led
political parties such
as Ammar Al-Hakim’s Islamic
Supreme Council of Iraq. This
comes at a time when the Mosul
offensive is in full swing and
Iraq’s politicians are looking
ahead to the post-Islamic State
(ISIS) reality.
Of course, calls such as this
have been issued in the past and
they were issued for the same reason — to push for an increasingly
sectarian political system not for
any real reconciliation.
What kind of national reconciliation is being called for? Is this a
political or social reconciliation?
And between who? Are we talking of an ethnic reconciliation
between Iraq’s different ethnic
groups, between Arabs and Kurds?
Or a sectarian one, between Sunnis and Shias? Just what will the
political atmosphere be like in a
post-ISIS Iraq?
One view is that there was never
historically any ethnic or sectarian
conflict in Iraq and any tensions
were purely political even if the
parties involved were raising ethnic or sectarian slogans. It was the
Americans who imposed the ShiaSunni-Kurdish political formula
that has ruled the country since
2003. It was this overtly sectarian
formula that ultimately led to the
rise of the sectarian project and
the establishment of Shia parties.
Over the past 15 years or so, we
have seen these parties ruling
in the name of sectarianism but
failing to secure anything for their
homeland. We saw the drafting of an ambiguous constitution that blessed this new era of
sectarianism, rather than seeking
to promote unity and citizenship.
This, of course, led to even greater
ethnic and sectarian tensions
and divisions to the point that
Iraq’s Kurds are eyeing independence and its Sunnis and Shias are
locked in ceaseless political battle.
Post-2003 Arab Sunnis, who
had been on top for so long
under Saddam Hussein, found
themselves at the mercy of Iraq’s
Shias, who were handed the
reins of power. The so-called deBa’athification law was particularly harmful and used to settle
scores, plunging the country
into chaos after the military and
security apparatus was effectively
disbanded. At the same time,
there was increasing nepotism
and corruption by those who were

new to power and knew that they
now had a free hand to do as they
liked.
This led to the rise of al-Qaeda
in Iraq in the mid-2000s. It was
eventually defeated, thanks to the
efforts of Sunni Arab tribes and
the Anbar Awakening. However,
there were always complaints
that these Awakening forces were
not receiving support from the
authorities and they were disbanded by Baghdad’s sectarian
government after their victory
that refused to integrate them into
the security services.
We saw the return of al-Qaeda
in Iraq in the guise of ISIS, with
many analysts making a direct
link between Baghdad’s policies
towards Arab Sunnis and the rise
of ISIS, which is said to be madeup of former Ba’athists, angry
local Sunni Arabs and foreign
fighters.
So, if Arab Sunnis felt humiliated and disenfranchised in Iraq,
what about after the defeat of
ISIS? All signs indicate that there
is scant chance that Iraq’s government is set to change its policies towards the Sunnis. We are
potentially looking at even greater
ethnic and sectarian tensions, as
can be seen in the prominent role
that the Shia-led Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) are playing in
the liberation of Mosul.
Have those who are calling for
national reconciliation issued any
guarantees that the future will be
different from the past? That they
intend to abandon their sectarian
policies to welcome the disenfranchised Sunnis into the fold of
a pluralistic society that does not
discriminate against them? Will
the PMF be disbanded in the same
way that its Sunni counterparts,
the Awakening Movement, was, or
will their new powers be formalised?
Real reconciliation would mean
to heal Iraq’s shattered infrastructure and social cohesion, which
was destroyed by sectarianism.
Real reconciliation would be assuring every Iraqi — whatever his
or her faith or ethnic or sectarian
background — that they would
be treated equally on the basis of
citizenship alone.
Real reconciliation would be the
inception of a new political system that does away with sectarianism and achieves social justice
and freedom. Is the national
reconciliation that is being called
for the same thing?
Majid al-Samarai is an Iraqi
writer.
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The issue of women driving in Saudi Arabia

Abdullah al-Alami

Saudi women
are scientists
in NASA,
Olympians
and UN
officials but
they cannot
drive at
home.

O

n November 6th,
1990, at about 4pm,
13 cars left a parking
area of a shopping
mall in Riyadh, Saudi
Arabia. In the
vehicles were 47 Saudi women
representing all walks of life:
University teachers and students,
elementary school administrators
and teachers, businesswomen
and housewives.
There were no male drivers.
Behind the wheels were the
women.
We all know the epilogue to that
episode. Still, it was a gutsy move
by women insisting on their
rights. In November of 1990, the
Saudi mufti declared driving by
women unlawful. Based on his
fatwa, the Saudi Interior Ministry
enacted several regulations
forbidding women to drive.
In 2005, an initiative to legalise
driving by women was submitted
to the Shura Council but the
council refused to consider it.
That year, however, the late king
Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud
told US journalist Barbara Walters
that the day would come when
Saudi women would be allowed to
drive in their country.
Some were already doing so in
the desert and rural areas. In

January 2011, a Petition for
Women to Drive was handed to
Najeeb az-Zamel, who presented
it to the president of the Shura
Council. A total of 136 people had
signed the petition. In a few days,
that number was 3,500.
The initiative suggested
solutions, such as restricting
driving by women to certain
hours of the day and to some
cities or counties along with
enacting strict regulations
protecting female drivers from
any harassment.
The initiative included a study
highlighting the benefits to
society at large when women
were allowed to drive, in addition
to eliminating having hundreds
of thousands of foreign drivers in
the kingdom. The initiative
involved other practical solutions
to administrative and technical
obstacles.
The study touched on the
religious point of view and
concluded that there was no
sacred text against women
driving. It insisted on educating
society that the decision to allow
women to drive would in the end
be a formal government decision
protecting and enabling those
who wish to drive.
In short, allowing women to

drive made sense from economic,
social and even security considerations.
The Shura Council is an advisory institution and, as such,
must be trustworthy and truthful. We have requested that it look
into the question of allowing
women to drive because it would
ease people’s lives.
On March 11th, 2011, Mishael
al-Ali, head of the council’s
petitions committee, invited me
to a meeting with the committee
to discuss our initiative. Sadly, he
called back an hour later and
politely cancelled the meeting. I
do not doubt the good intentions
of the committee head but he
must have been subjected to
pressure from extremist groups.
On May 25th, 2011, Ahmed bin
Abdelaziz, deputy Interior
minister, said at a news conference in Medina that “people have
the right to demand authorising
women to drive.” A week later,
Abdullah al Sheikh, Shura Council
president, declared that the
“council was willing to examine
the [issue] when requested to do
so”.
The debate raged on. Prominent
figures stepped up and courageously defended women’s right
to drive. They agreed that there

was nothing in Islamic jurisprudence to deny women this right; it
was just a matter of observing
tradition and majority views.
Where would we be now had we
followed the extremists’ views
when the first schools for girls
were inaugurated? Would we have
had outstanding ladies of the
likes of Khawla al-Khuraya,
Ghada al-Mutairi, Hayat Sindi,
Lubna al-Ansari and Thoraya
Obaid?
I share Suad al-Mana’s view that
“the political authority must put
an end to this debate and decide
what is long overdue namely,
allowing women to drive”.
The political authority has
taken such courageous decisions
before when it authorised girls’
education and issued personal
identity documents to women.
The women driving project in
Saudi Arabia has been making
waves but has not moved forward
and 26 years have passed without
progress on the issue.
Saudi women are scientists in
NASA, Olympians and UN
officials but they cannot drive at
home.
Abdullah al-Alami
is a member of the Saudi
Economic Association.

What follows after ISIS retreat may be far worse

Claude Salhani

What is far
more
worrisome
than a crop of
passing suicide
bombers is
what will fill
the political
void left by
departing ISIS.

C

hange is under way in
Iraq where the Islamic
State (ISIS) is losing
ground in the battle
for Mosul to the
US-backed coalition
supporting government forces.
That is the good news. The bad
news is what comes next.
Various intelligence reports
indicate ISIS has indoctrinated
and trained about 4,000 people
to carry out suicide attacks
throughout the region and in
Europe. It is a frightening
thought when one considers the
damage even a single such
attacker can cause.
There is no concrete evidence
to that report however; if there is
any truth to it, probably a small
percentage of the 4,000 would
actually carry out attacks. It is
hard to imagine an army of
several thousand jihadists
marching through Europe
undetected but even if only 5%
reach their intended targets, that
is still 200 bombs.
Perhaps just as worrisome as
the hundreds of suicide bombers
roaming around Europe is the
uncertainty of what is likely to

replace the void created by the
ISIS defeat.
It is hard to imagine something
that does not exist. Imagining
the future, be it in politics or
other domains, requires much
creativity. Who could have
predicted the fall of communism
and the rise of extremist religious fanatics? Indeed, when the
Iron Curtain fell and many
countries wasted little time in
joining free market economic
systems, radical Islamism rose to
fill the socio-economic-political
void created by the absence of an
ideology.
Political voids come with
uncertainty. It cannot be known
what will replace what has been
pushed aside. Change can be for
the better or it can create chaos
and violence.
As recent history demonstrates, trends in the Middle East
have followed a consistent path:
Every period of violence in the
Middle East wielded a crop of
more radicalised and more
violent groups.
What can we expect this time?
A rare message from ISIS leader
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi reveals the

self-proclaimed caliph’s preoccupation with defections from
ISIS ranks with large numbers of
militants abandoning the
battlefield in the face of the
assault on Mosul by Iraqi government forces and the US-supported coalition.
Baghdadi, in his first audio
address to followers in more than
a year, called on his fighters to
show discipline in battle. This
“suggests that the group’s
leadership is increasingly
concerned about defections”,
wrote Ludovico Carlino, senior
analyst at IHS Country Risk.
Carlino reported morale among
ISIS troops in Mosul is very low.
The troops are reluctantly forced
to fight by a hard core of more
ideologically committed fighters. Ironically, senior leaders of
the ISIS have been leaving Mosul
for Raqqa for some time.
As ISIS fighters retreat from the
battlefield, they are expected to
punish Western countries that
participated in their forced exit
from Iraq. To that effect, US
intelligence sources alerted
security officials in New York,
Texas and Virginia. No specific

targets were mentioned but the
FBI warned those states to be
extra vigilant.
What is far more worrisome
than a crop of passing suicide
bombers is what will fill the
political void left by departing
ISIS.
Just as al-Qaeda appeared after
the Afghan wars and ISIS made
its appearance following wars in
Iraq and Syria — each was a notch
more radical than the previous
group — so too will there very
likely be some new wave of
fanaticism that will rise from the
ashes of ISIS.
Unless there is serious undertaking by the Iraqi government
in a massive reconciliation
programme to help the warring
parties realise that there is no
future in fighting.
The antagonists need to realise
that if they want to ensure the
future for their children, they
must get beyond the point of
seeking to settle every score with
blood.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist with The Arab
Weekly.

Sirte battle offers lessons for larger fight against ISIS

Lamine Ghanmi

Libya as a
whole would
need to
defeat ISIS as
a military
and
ideological
force to
sustain its
stability.

T

he offensive against
the Islamic State (ISIS)
in Sirte by Libya’s
most powerful
militias, backed by US
air strikes and
Western intelligence support,
came six months before the
massive assaults on the terror
group in Iraq’s Mosul and in
Syria’s Raqqa, its de facto capital.
The drive to recapture the ISIS
stronghold in Libya may offer
lessons for the larger fight against
the extremist group in Mosul
and Raqqa, despite differences in
scale of the force and the higher
regional stakes for the powers
engaged in the war.
ISIS captured Sirte in February
2015 from the powerful Misrata
militias. It was not a direct invasion as the capture of Mosul was.
It was a confluence of local Ansar
al-Sharia jihadists declaring their
allegiance to ISIS and later joined
by fighters fleeing the assault
of the forces of General Khalifa
Haftar, who commands the rump
of Muammar Qaddafi’s Libyan
National Army in Benghazi.
The Misrata militias were
shocked when ISIS fighters cap-

tured the crossroads in Abu Guarein area in April. They launched a
swift offensive against ISIS in May
without careful planning.
There was a lengthy period of
planning in Iraq, including using
special forces to spearhead the
assault on Mosul. Central government forces, Kurdish peshmerga
and Shia militias — backed by
US-led air strikes — are all taking
part. The varying aims of each
Iraqi force involved in the offensive might emerge when victory
is near.
In Syria, US-backed Kurdishled fighters pushed ahead with
an offensive aimed at besieging
Raqqa. Warplanes from the US-led
coalition gave air cover for the
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF),
an alliance of Kurdish and Arab
fighters.
Libya’s ragtag militias recaptured Abu Guarein from ISIS and
then barrelled towards Sirte. However, only after the offensive was
launched in earnest by Misrata
militias did Tripoli’s Government
of National Accord give the operation its legitimacy. It also left the
militias’ leaders complaining
about lack of support to sustain

the fighting.
Not once was there an indication that a true anti-ISIS coalition had been cemented to unite
different anti-ISIS groups, which
had various tribal and ideological
backgrounds.
While Libya, as a whole country,
needs to defeat ISIS as a military
and ideological force to sustain
its stability and build a decent
working political system, Misrata
militias seek to extend their territory for national recognition.
Most of the initial advance by
anti-ISIS fighters in Libya came
after an artillery bombardment
and air strikes by ageing Libyan
warplanes from Misrata Air Base.
The military operation, named
Bunyan Marsous, promised ISIS’s
defeat within weeks.
Facing snipers, suicide car
bombings and booby-trapped
buildings, the military effort
ground to a halt in July after ISIS
had reclaimed parts of the battlefield. On August 1st, the United
States began air strikes.
There were 356 sorties in three
months, underlining US caution
to avoid killing civilians despite
the fact that most of Sirte’s

population had left months earlier
because of the extremist group’s
rule.
An assessment by Libyan officials determined that 80% of the
city’s buildings lay in rubble and
the limited number of air strikes
reflected the balance of forces in
the battlefield, with entrenched
ISIS fighters willing to die for their
cause.
Bunyan Marsous fighters, as
young as 17, showed courage and
dedication in the fight but they
lacked coordination and modern
weaponry. As Misrata militias
moved through the rubble they
found networks of tunnels that
allowed ISIS to survive the air
strikes and move unobserved
around its shrinking area of
control.
At least 560 fighters on the
Libyan side have been killed and
more than 2,400 wounded. With
ISIS sharing the area with the
Misrata militia, Haftar’s spokesman, Ahmed Mesmari, advised its
members to step back to allow air
strikes.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Russia’s naval build-up off Syria grows alarmingly
James Bruce

Beirut

T

he Russian naval build-up
in the eastern Mediterranean off Syria has reached
disturbing
proportions
and threatens to intensify
the war in Syria, a clear challenge to
the United States and NATO made
more pointed because it is taking
place as Donald Trump prepares
to become the United States’ commander-in-chief.
Some military experts said they
suspect the naval force that Russia
has assembled in the eastern Mediterranean presages a significant
intensification of Russia’s air and
missile strikes against rebel forces
battling its ally, Syrian President
Bashar Assad.
Others see it as a glorified training exercise in long-distance power
projection by the Kremlin to show
off its new and untested naval air
arm and to demonstrate that Russia
can do whatever the United States
can — all to consolidate Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s push to
reinstate Moscow’s Cold War influence in the region.
Whatever its purpose, the Russian task force by all accounts now
totals some 20 warships and submarines, with others on standby in
the Gulf of Aden.

The Russian naval
build-up in the
eastern
Mediterranean off
Syria has reached
disturbing
proportions.
NATO sources said it is Russia’s
largest foreign naval deployment
since the collapse of the Soviet Union 25 years ago. “They’re deploying all of the Northern Fleet and
much of the Baltic Fleet in the largest surface deployment since the
end of the Cold War,” one said.
“This is not a friendly port call.
In two weeks we’ll see a crescendo
of air attacks on Aleppo as part of

Russia’s strategy to declare victory
there.”
Igor Sutyagin, a Russian studies analyst with the Royal United
Services Institute in London, takes
the opposite view. “This is not the
beginning of world war three,” he
said in October. “It’s more a public
relations exercise, a show of force…
This fleet is not capable of highintensity warfare for more than 50
minutes.”
If all Putin wanted to do was
boost Moscow’s firepower in Syria,
however, he could simply reinforce
the land-based air wing of 50-plus
strike jets and attack helicopters already there.

Throughout his
election campaign,
Trump refused to
criticise Putin’s
expansion ambitions.
Sending in a naval task force is a
much more expensive undertaking and it is more provocative since
the weapons systems these ships
carry are capable of countering any
air and naval operations against
Russian forces the United States or
NATO — or Israel, for that matter —
might unleash to curb Russian ambitions in the region.
Many observers say Trump’s relationship with Putin will define his
presidency, which is expected to
upend US foreign policy and take
the West into unchartered territory.
Throughout his election campaign, Trump refused to criticise
Putin’s expansion ambitions for
Russia and has portrayed Russian
air and missile bombardments
in Syria as part of the campaign
against terrorism. In return, Putin
has heaped praise on the new US
president.
The task force is led by Russia’s
only aircraft carrier, the problemplagued,
30-year-old
Admiral
Kuznetsov and the nuclear-powered battlecruiser Peter the Great,
flagship of Russia’s Navy.
The squadron includes the
Udaloy-class
destroyers,
the
Severomorsk and the Vice-Admiral
Kulakov, and four support vessels.

Russian warship Grisha class Corvette 617 Mirazh passes through the Bosporus on its way to Syria
on October 7th.
(AP)
In October, it joined ten other
Russian Navy ships deployed off
Syria in what is clearly intended
to be a permanent Russian naval
presence in the Mediterranean, a
significant challenge to the United
States and NATO, which have dominated the region since the Soviet
Union’s collapse in 1991.
Russia’s state news agency Tass
reported in July that the 55,000ton Kuznetsov, which carries 15 Su33 and MiG-29 fighter jets and two
dozen helicopters, would remain off
Syria until January and would participate in Russian operations there.
It would seem Moscow wants to
up the ante in a conflict that, if it
comes out on top — and it seems to
be doing just that right now — could
do much to restore the global power status it lost in 1991.
Indeed, one way or another the
Kuznetsov and its escorts look to
be heading for their baptism of fire

off Syria since the Americans, who
want Syrian President Bashar Assad
gone while Moscow is fighting to
keep him in power, may soon be left
with no strategic option but to brace
the Russians and their Iranian allies.
Western military sources say
at least three submarines armed
with cruise missiles are also to be
deployed off Syria. Britain’s Royal
Navy tracked the subs — two nuclear-powered Akula-class boats and a
diesel-powered Kilo-class boat — as
they cruised through the North Sea
from Russia to the Mediterranean.
Moscow has not confirmed this
but there are concerns that the
submarines could be deployed
to launch Kalibr cruise missiles
against Syrian rebel forces holding
eastern Aleppo despite heavy assaults by regime forces.
“The Russians now have submarines in the Med,” a senior British
naval source told the Sunday Times

of London.
Further, the recently commissioned frigate Admiral Grigorovich,
serving with the Russian Black Sea
Fleet, reportedly arrived in the eastern Mediterranean on November
4th. The state-of-the-art warship
carries land-attack versions of the
Kalibr.
On top of this, the missile-armed
destroyers Bystry and the Admiral
Tributs left Vladivostok, headquarters of Russia’s Pacific Fleet, the
same day as the Kuznetsov sailed
from Severomorsk and are reported
to be in the Gulf of Aden, possibly
to back the task force in the eastern
Mediterranean.
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.

Challenges surround the anti-ISIS Raqqa operation
Abdulrahman al-Masri
Ottawa

T

he Kurdish-led Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF)
has announced the beginning of a campaign that
aims to capture Raqqa,
the Islamic State’s Syrian stronghold and de facto capital.
The SDF General Command said
in a statement that the anti-Islamic
State (ISIS) coalition was supporting the operation and it called on
world powers to provide needed
military equipment.
This announcement came two
weeks after US Defense Secretary
Ashton Carter told NBC News of
the need for the Raqqa operation to
be conducted simultaneously with
the battle for Mosul in Iraq. The
same day, a US general said the SDF
would be selected to carry out the
assault for Raqqa, adding that the
decision was made despite Turkish
government objections.

The coming weeks
will be of a strategic
importance and will
determine the
environment around
Raqqa.
Turkey opposes to the SDF because the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YGP), an offshoot of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
constitutes most of the forces in the

SDF coalition.
With the Turkish Army’s growing involvement in northern Syria,
Ankara has reportedly targeted
positions belonging to the SDF as
it fights ISIS. There has been about
the participation of Turkey-backed
Free Syrian Army groups and the
Turkish Army in the Raqqa operation. Ankara has stressed, however,
that if the United States wants Turkish coordination, the YPG should
not be involved in the operation.
ISIS has lost significant territory since Turkey intervened in
northern Syria, although the move
strained alliances and increased
tensions between Arab and Kurdish groups. The Ankara intervention campaign, as much as it aims
to attack ISIS positions, seeks to
counter Kurdish expansion west of
the Euphrates river. The Kurdishdominated SDF launching of the
Raqqa operation indicates an early
resistance to possible aspiration for
Turkey to operate militarily east of
the river.
ISIS has controlled more than
half of the Raqqa governorate since
January 2014. Raqqa city, as well as
the southern portion of the governorate, are primarily inhabited by
Arabs. The notion that a majority
Kurdish force will operate in an Arab-populated region is problematic,
even for the Kurds.
The Kurdish self-rule authority
has an aim for autonomy over what
it calls Rojava. The southern Raqqa
region, which includes Raqqa city
and other parts held by ISIS, is not
part of the projected Rojava region.
It stretches from the west of the Ti-

Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) commanders attend a news
conference in Ain Issa, Raqqa Governorate, Syria,
on November 6th. 						(AP)
gris river along the Turkish border
and the northern parts of Raqqa
governorate to northern Aleppo
and the other end of Syria’s northern border.
In May, the SDF announced an
operation to capture the northern
countryside of Raqqa. Many Kurdish youths protested and dodged
mandatory conscription into YPG
ranks, saying a Raqqa battle is not
theirs to carry out. One young person told news outlet Syria Direct:
“The Kurds have no need for this
[Raqqa] battle… Our blood will be
spent for a battle that is not ours to
fight.”
To some extent, it seems that the

YPG intends to trade its help in the
Raqqa operation for a US promise
to protect Kurdish autonomy in the
north, likely a response to Ankara’s
intervention in northern Syria.
The SDF announcement of the
Raqqa operation coincided with
Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs
of Staff General Joseph Dunford’s
meeting with Turkish General Hulusi Akar in Turkey. A statement
by the Turkish Army said Akar and
Dunford discussed the Raqqa operation. Despite Ankara’s concerns,
the United States views the YPG as
the only reliable guerrilla force to
combat ISIS in Syria.
Brett McGurk, US President

Barack Obama’s special envoy to
the anti-ISIS global coalition, has
said there is an effort by the United
States to talk with the Syrian opposition about the idea of “force
make-up”, which will be needed for
the Raqqa operation.
McGurk noted that the operation had to be conducted “in a way
that is ultimately stabilising”. His
remarks demonstrate mindfulness
of the complexities and challenges
of liberating Raqqa as well as to the
governance and occupation issues
that may arise afterward.
However, he said the United
States wanted to unify the Syrian
parties’ focus towards countering
ISIS, something that many Syria analysts and observers have identified
as the main problem with the US
policy. The United States, through
this lens, is only looking at the options of fighting ISIS and disregarding the broader conflict in Syria.
The Mosul operation against
ISIS in Iraq will likely continue for
months and the controversy surrounding the Raqqa campaign appears to be an obstruction to any
effective operation.
At this point, the United States
aims to only cut off Raqqa from Mosul and prevent it from being ISIS’s
planning centre. The coming weeks
will be of a strategic importance
and will determine the environment around Raqqa.
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He can
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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As ISIS reels in Mosul siege, Baghdadi urges ‘grand jihad’
James Bruce

Beirut

A

s Islamic State (ISIS) is
under siege in Mosul,
its last urban stronghold in Iraq, its leader,
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,
is trying to rally his fighters to fight
a “grand jihad” to the death.
“This… total war and the great
jihad that the Islamic State is fighting today only increases our firm
belief, God willing, and our conviction that all this is a prelude to
victory,” the self-proclaimed ISIS
caliph said in an audio recording
released on November 3rd, his
first such address since December
26th, 2015.
But it was not clear from the
31-minute
recording
whether
Baghdadi was in Mosul alongside
his estimated 6,000 jihadist fighters as he ordered them, outnumbered at least 10-1, to fight to the
last man.
A Western intelligence source
said on November 3rd that Baghdadi was no longer thought to be
in Mosul. The US military said
Baghdadi and his close aides had
fled to Syria. If those reports are
accurate, jihadist morale may be
dwindling.

A Western
intelligence source
said on November
3rd that Baghdadi
was no longer
thought to be in
Mosul.
The jihadists have had two years
to prepare for the biggest military
operation since they overran a
third of the country in the summer
of 2014 and proclaimed a new Islamic caliphate.
ISIS fighters, including foreign
volunteers, are putting up stiff resistance against a 60,000-strong
force, an eclectic mix of two US-

supported Iraqi Army divisions,
Kurdish peshmerga fighters and
Iranian-backed Iraqi Shia militias,
with the United States providing
air cover.
It is difficult to gauge the morale
of the ISIS fighters entrenched in
the city, the symbolic capital of
the ISIS caliphate. Front line reports indicate they are fighting
hard, making the attacking force

ISIS is said to have
foiled at least two
plots by fighters who
planned to defect.
pay heavily for its steady advance.
The jihadists have built elaborate defences: A maze of concrete
barricades in the narrow streets,
a network of tunnels and booby
traps. All of Mosul’s five bridges
across the Tigris river have been
wired with explosives.
ISIS suicide attacks and flank
assaults are taking a heavy toll.
The estimated 1 million civilians
remaining in the battered city
are used as human shields to prevent air strikes. Mass graves have
been discovered by the advancing
troops.
UN human rights spokeswoman
Ravina Shamdasani said on November 8th that ISIS fighters have
moved 1,500 families and 300 captured Iraqi soldiers to around Mosul airport. “They’re either intended to be used as human shields
or, depending on their perceived
affiliations, killed,” she warned.
The importance of Mosul is reflected in the stand ISIS seems to
be making there, something it did
not do in other Iraqi cities which
have been liberated, such as Falluja and Ramadi.
Before the Mosul battle began,
civilians there reported the jihadists were getting jumpy — making
sweeps to uncover mobile phones
and other communications equipment that could be used to pass on
intelligence.
There were reports in mid-Oc-

A Yazidi woman fighting with the Kurdish peshmerga forces sits next to rifles in the town of Bashiqa,
after it was recaptured from ISIS, east of Mosul, on November 10th.
(Reuters)
tober from residents and Iraqi security officials that ISIS had foiled
at least two plots by fighters who
planned to defect. The first, apparently discovered around October
4th, was reportedly led by a jihadist commander, identified as an
aide to Baghdadi. Fifty-eight people were reportedly executed by
drowning.
The US military could not confirm the attempted defections but
the accounts jibed with reports
of growing desertions from ISIS
in Iraq and Syria, including the
northern city of Raqqa, the caliphate’s capital.
Possibly most dismaying for ISIS
was the capture on October 16th of
the small, militarily insignificant
town of Dabiq on the fertile plains

of northern Syria by Turkishbacked rebels. The Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights, which monitors the Syrian
war, said ISIS abandoned the town
even though it had recently deployed 1,200 fighters there. They
apparently fled to Raqqa.
Dabiq, held by ISIS since August
2014, has immense symbolic value
for the jihadists. It lies at the core of
the group’s doctrine, as the Prophet Mohammad is believed to have
said the town would be the site of a
religious Armageddon in which an
Islamic army would triumph over
one from “Rome”, the heartland of
Christianity in the eighth century
when Islam emerged.
This would signal the arrival of
the Mahdi, the Islamic messiah.

The jihadists boasted their control
of the dusty town of 3,000 inhabitants was a sign of divine providence.
After Dabiq fell, opponents on
social media taunted the jihadists with a fake media release announcing that “due to unforeseen
circumstances, the apocalypse at
Dabiq will be postponed until further notice”.
The loss of Dabiq strips ISIS of
an important tool in its propaganda campaign to legitimise its
cause among Muslims and attract
recruits.
“ISIS is collapsing,” observed
Iraqi analyst Hisham al-Hashemi,
a specialist on the group. “Dabiq
is so important to morale and to
their religious outlook.”

Mosul residents urged to revolt against ISIS
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raqi warplanes have reportedly
distributed flyers over Mosul urging residents to revolt
against Islamic State (ISIS) militants once they see the army
inside the city.
The message read: “Your armed
forces entered the gates of Mosul
from all sides. It fought and is fighting for you and for great Iraq. Special forces are nearby and you will
be informed about them in the right
time. Side with them and help them
fight apostate ISIS.”
“Revolt against ISIS, as their
ranks are weakened, their pride is
lost and their leaders are fleeing. It
is the right time to totally destroy
them at the hands of your armed
forces, with your help, the sons of
the city and its patient people,” the
message added.
The message followed instructions — also distributed in airdrops
— urging Mosul’s residents to stay
indoors and away from ISIS for
their own safety. The earlier flyers,
which were distributed prior to the
launch of the military offensive on
October 17th, told the residents to
get ready to revolt against ISIS.
A message from Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi in September
called on the people of Mosul “to
get rid of ISIS immediately”. Their
revolt “will make it easier for our
forces to enter [Mosul] God willing”, he told ALMawsleya TV.
Some observers said such messages endanger civilians at a time
when they are vulnerable to being

Displaced Iraqis who fled the northern city of Mosul wait to
receive food aid at al-Khazar camp on November 8th in the village
of Hasan Sham, some 40km east of Erbil. 		
(AFP)
caught in the crossfire between Iraqi forces and ISIS. According to the
UN human rights office, 40 people
were killed by ISIS for “treason and
collaboration” with Iraqi forces.
“I’m not too surprised that the
Iraqi authorities have asked largely
unarmed civilians to take on the
burden of pushing ISIS out of Mo-

sul,” said Tallha Abdulrazaq, a researcher at the University of Exeter’s Strategy and Security Institute
in England. “After all, their selfimposed deadline of three weeks
to properly enter the city has long
elapsed with the only solid ground
under their feet being in Kokjali,
just outside of eastern Mosul, and

not part of Mosul.”
Iraq’s elite forces said they had
resumed the offensive against ISIS
in the streets of Mosul “after a few
days of quiet”. They said they met
stronger-than-expected resistance
but they are holding onto the six
neighbourhoods they seized.
Iraqi Shia militias, known as the
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF),
continue their advance on the town
of Tal Afar, to cut off Mosul’s western supply routes from Syria.
Iraq’s Kurdish peshmerga fighters, however, said their military
goals have been completed. “According to the plan we set with the
unity government, the peshmerga
has now accomplished all the goals
set for it,” Jabbar Yawar, secretarygeneral of the Kurds’ peshmerga
ministry, told Agence FrancePresse.
A local Kurdish chief, Major-General Jamal Weis, also speaking to
AFP, said: “If the peshmerga enters
an area and liberates it, it will stay
with the peshmerga.”
The International Organisation
for Migration said nearly 48,000
people have fled their homes since
the military operation began to recapture the city, which is host to
more than 1 million people. Human
rights groups have documented
abuses allegedly committed by
ISIS, Shia militias, Iraqi government forces and peshmerga, as well
as Arab Sunni tribal fighters.
Amnesty International called
on Iraqi authorities to urgently investigate incidents in which it said
residents in villages south of Mosul
were tortured and extrajudicially
executed.
“Men in Federal Police uniform

have carried out multiple unlawful
killings, apprehending and then deliberately killing in cold blood residents in villages south of Mosul. In
some cases the residents were tortured before they were shot dead
execution-style,” Lynn Maalouf,
deputy director for research at Amnesty International’s Beirut Regional Office, said in a release.

Amnesty
International called
on Iraqi authorities
to investigate
incidents where
residents were
tortured and killed.
“Without effective measures to
suppress and punish serious violations, there is a real risk that we
could see war crimes of this kind
repeated in other Iraqi villages and
towns during the Mosul offensive,”
Maalouf said.
There are growing concerns that
ISIS will be using more chemical
weapons once their leaders feel
cornered.
“ISIS attacks using toxic chemicals show a brutal disregard for human life and the laws of war,” said
Lama Fakih, Human Rights Watch’s
deputy Middle East director. “As
ISIS fighters flee, they have been
repeatedly attacking and endangering the civilians they left behind,
increasing concerns for residents of
Mosul and other contested areas.”
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor in
London.
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Members of a US Army carry team move the flag-draped transfer case holding the remains of Army Staff Sergeant Kevin J. McEnroe, of Tucson, Arizona, from a C-17 aircraft
during a dignified transfer at Dover Air Force Base, on November 7th.												
(AFP)

Jordan investigates deaths of three US soldiers
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

J

ordan and the United States
have begun a joint investigation into the deaths of three
US military trainers killed at
the entrance of an airbase
in Jordan, amid confusion and a
Jordanian media blackout over the
incident.
“The government asked the Jordanian media not publish anything
new about the topic,” a Jordanian
journalist said on condition of anonymity.
Prior to the blackout, Jordanian
Minister of State for Media Affairs
Mohammad Momani told the Jordan Times that an investigation
into the “unfortunate” incident
was under way.
The US Defense Department
said it was investigating the shootings of the soldiers, who were in
a vehicle attempting to enter the
King Faisal Air Base in Jafer, in the
southern Bedouin city of Maan.
The soldiers were deployed as

part of a training mission aimed at
destroying the Islamic State (ISIS),
said the US Army, which maintains
about 2,000 personnel in Jordan.
The Pentagon identified the dead
soldiers as Staff Sergeant Matthew
Lewellen, 27, of Lawrence, Kansas;
Staff Sergeant Kevin McEnroe, 30,
of Tucson, Arizona; and Staff Sergeant James Moriarty, 27, of Kerrville, Texas.
A Jordanian non-commissioned
officer was injured, Jordan’s official
news agency Petra reported. There
were conflicting reports on whether the injured Jordanian was the
shooter. An unnamed official from
the Jordanian Army threatened legal action against anyone circulating the names of those involved in
the incident, Petra said.
The circumstances of the shooting are unclear and the number of
people involved in the incident is
unknown. Initial reports in Jordanian media said the vehicle was
speeding towards the gate of the
airbase but later reports dropped
the speeding reference.
“There was an exchange of fire
at the entrance to the base after an

attempt by the trainers’ vehicle to
enter the gate without heeding orders of the guards to stop,” a Jordanian military source told Reuters. It

Reports in Arab
media outlets
suggest that the US
trainers were shot by
one guard, who is
from Jafer area.
is not known if the driver of the car
was Jordanian or American.
Reports in Arab media outlets
suggest that the US trainers were
shot by one guard, who is from the
Jafer area. The suspect was taken
into military custody, his family
was quoted as saying, adding that
he does not belong to any political
or ideological groups. Unidentified
sources quoted in Arab media said
that the guard was following procedure, which requires him to fire
at any one attempting to enter the
base without permission.
US and Jordanian security sources told Reuters they are not ruling

out the possibility of political motives in the attack, a reference to a
rising anti-American sentiment in
the region as well as the infiltration
of extremists into the army.
“What is worrying is that if this
(shooting) turns out to be deliberate it would be much more damaging than if this was a suicide or terror attack on a base because it was
perpetrated by someone within the
Jordanian military,” a Jordanian security source told Reuters on condition of anonymity.
It would not be the first time. In
November 2015, a Jordanian Army
officer killed two US government
security contractors and a South
African near Amman before being
shot. Jordanian authorities said
the assailant in that shooting was a
“lone wolf”.
Last June, an Islamic State (ISIS)
suicide bomber killed six Jordanian
border guards after he drove his car
into their post on the border with
Syria. Another attack in June was
carried out against a Jordanian intelligence facility near Amman, resulting in the death of five people.
Jordanian officials speaking pri-

vately to the New York Times said
that initial indications suggested
the airbase shooting was the result
of confusion or misunderstanding
rather than a deliberate attack.
But James R. Moriarty, the father of one of the killed soldiers,
expressed doubt over the American and Jordanian narrative on the
death of his son, known as Jimmy,
whom the US Army said was killed
in a “friendly-on-friendly” engagement.
“I get so tired of people in the
(US) government lying about what
happened and, if the Jordanians
on that base killed my son, I want
to know it and I want the American
public to know it,” Moriarty told
the New York Times. “These guys
(US soldiers) had years in Jordan,
were highly motivated, bright. It
has all the indices of being a deliberate attack.”
The slain soldier’s sister went
further, expressing doubt on the US
presence in the region. “[Jimmy]
was a proud soldier and loved his
job,” she wrote on Facebook, “but
he was sent to fight a war that we
shouldn’t be fighting.”

Jordan’s cyber-crime law: A double-edged sword
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

lthough
authorities
consider Jordan’s information systems and
cyber-crime law necessary, many see it as a
threat to freedom of expression, a
setback for media freedom and a
curb on personal liberties.
The Centre for Defending the
Freedom of Journalists (CDFJ),
early this year, began a campaign
to abolish Article 11 of the Electronic Crimes Law under the title
#Talking_is_not_a_crime.
Article 11 allows the detention
and suspension of journalists and
social media activists because of
what they write.

The number of
internet users in
Jordan has reached
5.7 million users—
73.6% of the
population.
The CDFJ said ten journalists
and social media activists have
been detained since the Law Interpretation Bureau in 2015 said libel
on news websites and social networking sites were covered by the
Electronic Crimes Law.

“Any journalist who is claimed
to violate laws of press should be
only prosecuted according to the
Press and Publication Law and we
are totally against the detention
and/or imprisonment of journalists because of expression and
publishing cases,” CDFJ President
Nidal Mansour said.
The centre released a report titled Behind Bars about the Jordanian journalists detained in 2015
under the Anti-Terrorism Law and
the Electronic Crimes Law.
In a survey, 88.4% of 251 journalists polled said media freedom
in the kingdom suffered a setback
last year compared to 2014 and
58.2% said laws were a constraint
on media freedom in Jordan.
As of June, there was 183 licensed news websites registered,
the Press and Publications Department said.
The number of internet users in
the kingdom reached 5.7 million
by June 2015, 73.6% of the population, compared to 127,300 in 2000.
The Telecommunication Regulatory Commission said there are
11.5 million active mobile subscriptions, 10.6 million of them prepaid,
as of March 2015.
“Internet is becoming a necessity and not a luxury. Today many
people are using their mobiles and
laptops on the road and interact
with each other through the social
networks and this is healthy and
they can share thoughts and ideas

immediately and not like before,”
said Ziad Moamani, a journalist in
Jordan.
“Of course there should be limits. Why do you want to use the
best of the technology in hurting
others? This should be dealt with
as a slander or a crime… News with
all its shapes should be positively
spread and not negatively.”

Jordanian activists
say the law does not
target the crime but
bans freedom of
expression.
Cyber-crime has increased in
Jordan with people falling victims
to hackers or financial scams. The
electronic crimes unit of Jordan’s
criminal investigations department said it handled 680 electronic threat and blackmailing crimes
in 2015, an increase from 536 in
2014.
“We receive many e-mails citing
that we have won millions but it is
all spam and the law should take
action. Many victims have fallen
for hacks and their life was ruined,” internet user Thaer Kandah,
46, said.
A 38-year-old woman chatted
with a man on Facebook for many
months, exchanging photos with
him. He eventually said he wanted
marry her but told a lack of money

Jordanian journalists gather outside the State Security Court calling
for their colleague’s release, in Amman, on July 11th, 2015.
(AP)
kept him from doing so.
“I believed him and wanted to
start a family together. I sent him
my photos and sent him money
but he didn’t come as he promised
to see my family,” she said, speaking on condition of anonymity.
When she stopped giving him
money, he tried to blackmail her,
she said.
“I was afraid of any possible
scandal so I changed my mobile
number and closed my Facebook
account,” the woman said.
Legal specialist Lara Karrat said

the new cyber-crimes law is a necessity because electronic communications and information systems
have become an essential part of
people’s lives.
“I believe electronic crimes
could be more damaging than traditional ones since in most cases,
they violate the person’s privacy or
defames his image and reputation
in the community, which could be
devastating,” she said.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.
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In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, not all incitements are equal
Kamel Hawwash

London

I

srael regularly accuses Palestinians of incitement, which it
claims directly leads to violence
against its security forces and,
in some cases, Israeli civilians.
This charge has gained prominence
since the outbreak of violence in October in which individuals carried
out attacks, mainly against Israeli
armed forces at humiliating checkpoints. Commentators labelled the
series of attacks the “knife intifada”.
Israel’s definition of what constitutes incitement is wide-ranging
and includes Palestinians labelling
those killed by Israeli forces “martyrs”, providing financial support
to families of those killed or political prisoners, objecting to repeated
incursions by Israeli extremists to
al-Aqsa mosque, reporting Israel’s
crimes to world bodies and even Palestinians reminiscing about returning to the towns and villages they
came from before being driven out
from 1948 onward.
More recently, Israel has turned
its attention to social media. A “like”
on a post or “praise” for an attack on
Israeli security forces now constitutes incitement. The case of Palestinian astrophysicist Professor Imad
Barghouti hit the headlines when
he was sentenced to seven months
in prison for “incitement” on Facebook. Evidence presented in support of the charge was the number
of “likes” and “shares” his Facebook
posts received.
Israeli authorities have exerted
increasing pressure on social media
platforms to stop “abetting Palestinian incitement”, which resulted in
Facebook dispatching a delegation
to Israel in September to meet with
Israeli government officials. Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu noted that “the goal here is to
improve cooperation against incitement, the incitement to terror and

A March 2015 picture shows a Palestinian woman walking down stairs in front of graffiti scrawled on the wall of a Palestinian home in
al-Mughayir, east of Ramallah in the northern West Bank.							
		
(AP)
murder, on the social network”.
However, incitement against Palestinians is rife in Israeli society and
among political and religious leaders. The chant of “death to the Arabs” is regularly heard from Israeli
youths, this was particularly so during a Tel Aviv rally in support of Elor
Azaria, the Israeli soldier who killed
a gravely wounded Palestinian in
Hebron in March.
Incitement on social media by Israelis is widespread. Take the example of Facebook user Arkadi Yakobov who wrote: “There is no shame
in burning an Arab, it is a great mitzvah to burn Arabs”. Galit Elmaliach
agreed and added “may all the Muhammads burn, amen”.
The news and opinion website

+972 Magazine, which translated
these from Hebrew, noted that “no
one raised an eyebrow. Their lives
went on without any interference by
the Israeli justice system”.

The chant of “death
to the Arabs” can be
heard regularly from
Israeli youth.
This contrasts with the case of
Palestinian Sami Da’is, who received
five likes for one of the status posts
mentioned in his indictment and
nine likes in another. He was sentenced to eight months in prison.
Incitement against Palestinians by

Israeli religious leaders is reported
but generally goes unpunished. During Israel’s war on Gaza in 2014, extremist Israeli Rabbi Dov Lior, from
the West Bank settlement of Kiryat
Arba, issued a Halakhic ruling that
sanctioned the killing of innocent
civilians after being asked about the
war in Gaza.
Incitement by Israeli politicians is
also commonplace. Take Israeli Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked, who,
when commenting on the attack on
Gaza, said “the entire Palestinian
people is the enemy”, adding “including its elderly and its women,
its cities and its villages, its property
and its infrastructure”. She justified
the slaughter of Palestinian mothers
who give birth to “little snakes”.

This was posted on her Facebook
page in 2014 but in 2016 Shaked
proudly announced that having
been pressured by the Israeli government, Facebook had “complied
with 95% of Israeli requests to delete content” but only of posts by
Palestinians.
It seems that equality is such
anathema to Israel that even when
it comes to incitement, there is unequal treatment of Palestinians and
Israelis. Likes for a post by a Palestinian can land you in jail but outright incitement by Israelis is tolerated.
Kamel Hawwash is a British based
Palestinian university professor and
writer.

Israel should give peace a chance

View poi nt
Claude
Salhani

T

he election of Donald
Trump as president of
the United States
opens an opportunity
for an American
president to give
peacemaking in the Middle East
another chance.
It has been quite a few years
since the United States has tried
to mediate in the Palestinian
issue in any serious manner — not
since US President Barack
Obama’s first term in office when
he attempted to find an acceptable solution to the Israeli-Palestinian dispute. However, Obama
quickly lost interest when he
realised the intricacies that
dominate the crisis.
However, with a new president
comes a new opportunity. Trump,
being an outsider from the
traditional crop of official US
peace negotiators, heads to the
White House with no pre-existing
baggage on that issue. He would
go to negotiations with no
preconditions and, it can be
hoped, with no biases. And let us
hope he can apply the prestige of
the United States to help him
convince the antagonists to
adhere to the same principles.
Trump, who has a full agenda
for the first 100 days of his
administration, has concentrated
nearly all his efforts on domestic
issues, mostly ignoring foreign
politics and policies.
The unsolved Israeli-Palestin-

Despite all the tragedies
unleashed by continuing wars in
the region, Israel is still heavily
arming.

ian dispute lies at the root of all
troubles in the region.
Arabs and Israelis have fought,
on average, one major war every
decade since 1948, the date of the
founding of the Jewish state in
British Mandate Palestine. As
wars go, most of those fought
between Israel and its Arab
neighbours were avoidable and
unnecessary. The exception was
the October 1973 war.
Arabs and Israelis have a hard
time agreeing on just about
anything and that includes the
name given to that war. Arabs call
it the October war, or Harb
Teshrin or Harb Ramadan, after
the Muslim holy month that
coincided with the start of
hostilities. In Israel, the war is
known as the Yom Kippur war, as
it began on the Day of Atonement, the holiest day on the
Jewish calendar.
Why is this war so different and
important to the Arabs? To
understand the implications of
the October war, one needs to
examine the general mood that
existed in the region after the
June 1967 war, also known as the
Six-Day war.
As tensions rose in the Middle
East following a series of
exchanges and a threat in May
1967 from Egyptian president
Gamal Abdel Nasser to close the
Strait of Tiran to Israeli shipping,
a move that would have choked
its southern port of Eilat. Israel
launched a pre-emptive strike.
Flying from the west to evade
Egyptian radar, Israeli warplanes
attacked Egypt’s military airfields, decimating the country’s
air force in a few hours.
Over the course of six days of

heavy fighting Israel captured the
Sinai peninsula as well as the
Gaza Strip, which had been under
Egyptian administration. They
took Arab East Jerusalem and the
West Bank from Jordan, before
turning attention to capture the
Golan Heights from Syria.
Efforts by the United States and
the Soviet Union to bring about a
ceasefire were eventually
successful. The devastating Arab
defeat on the battlefields demoralised the Arab world.
Before any talk of lasting peace,
before Arabs and Israelis could sit
face-to-face and negotiate a
peaceful settlement to the
conflict, morale and prestige in
the Arab world needed to be
lifted. The sense of defeat in the
Arab world had to be erased.
Thus, the necessity of the
October war. Launched as a
surprise attack by Egypt and
Syria, it lasted 18 days, during
which the Arab side lost more
than 2,000 tanks and close to 500
warplanes. Israel lost 804 tanks
and 114 planes. The cost was
estimated at $20 billion — about
$111.3 billion in today’s money.
Although technically an Arab
defeat, the October war was
celebrated as a victory by both
sides. Egypt and Syria renamed
bridges and avenues and newspapers after the war.
For the Arabs, the war was of
particular importance as it
shattered decades of belief that
Israel was a military giant, an
impenetrable fortress, incapable
of losing a war and that its spy
agency, the Mossad, was infallible. It was never believed that the
Arabs could prepare and launch
such a large-scale operation

The
unsolved
IsraeliPalestinian
dispute lies
at the root of
all troubles
in the
region.

without the Israelis knowing
about it. Yet they did.
The crossing of the Suez Canal
and the taking of the Bar Lev Line
was a major victory for the
Egyptian Army and served as a
huge morale booster for the Arab
world.
In Israel, the mood was quite
different. Israeli leaders and
heroes of the 1948 war of independence and of the June 1967
war were questioned by the
public, which demanded to know
how this could happen. Iconic figures such as minister of Defence
Moshe Dayan and prime minister
Golda Meir were suddenly on the
defensive.
It was largely these elements,
the bittersweet victories and
defeats, that helped pave the way
towards negotiations and an
Israeli peaceful settlement with
Egypt and the establishment of
diplomatic and commercial
relations with other Arab countries. The reality that there could
be no alternative to peace
through negotiations began to
sink in.
The Arabs realised that Israel,
despite its initial successes, could
not be completely defeated but
Israel realised that it could.
Yet, despite the realisation that
armed conflict would not bring
about a settlement in the region,
despite all the wars of the past
and the tragedies unleashed by
continuing wars in the region,
Israel is still heavily arming,
expanding settlements and
hesitant to give peace with the
Palestinians a real chance.
Is it not about time Israel gave
the peace option a chance? Or is it
waiting for another autumn war?
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Saudi Arabia, Iran said to stoke Sunni-Shia tensions in Nigeria
Rex Nader

Kano, Nigeria

N

orthern Nigeria has become the latest battleground in the proxy war
between Iran and Saudi
Arabia, with violent
clashes between supporters of rival
groups from the two main branches
of Islam.
Members of the Izala movement,
backed by mainly Sunni Muslim
Saudi Arabia, have attacked the Islamic Movement (Nigeria) (IMN),
which is sympathetic to Shia-majority Iran.
IMN ceremonies in at least four
northern cities to mark the annual
Shia day of mourning, Ashura, were
targeted, with the worst riots in Kaduna, an Izala stronghold. At least
two IMN supporters were killed.
Witnesses and local media said
mobs looted and set fire to homes
and businesses and shouted: “No
more Shias”.
Sectarian tensions in Nigeria’s
Muslim-majority north were high,
especially in Kaduna, after the state
government banned the IMN as
an unlawful group and a security
threat. That followed a recommendation from the judicial inquiry it
commissioned to investigate clashes in Zaria city last December in
which soldiers killed more than 300
IMN members.

At least five northern
states have followed
Kaduna’s example in
banning the proIranian IMN from
having public
processions.
Those clashes and the recent escalating tension indicate that the
proxy Saudi-Iran conflict — wellknown in places such as Lebanon,
Yemen and Syria — is being played
out in Nigeria, experts said.
“It is a fact that Saudi Arabia has

been financing anti-Shia campaigns
in many areas of the world,” said
political scientist Abubakar Sadiq
Mohammed from Ahmadu Bello
University in Zaria.
“If the attacks against the Shias
escalate, of course Iran will support them and Saudi Arabia will
support the attacks on Shias.”

Northern Nigeria has
become the latest
battleground in the
proxy war between
Iran and Saudi
Arabia.
Izala leader Abdullahi Bala Lau
has been accused of stoking anger
by declaring that Nigeria’s constitution only recognises Sunni Islam.
His group has close relations with
Riyadh and Nigeria’s government
and its satellite television station,
Manara, broadcasts fiery anti-Shia
rhetoric.
Leaders from Saudi Arabia and
Iran both contacted Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari after the
Zaria attacks.
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
called for restraint and accused
“a group” of “sowing the seeds of
discord among Muslims in Islamic
countries” in what was considered
a reference to Saudi Arabia.
Nigerian media reported that
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud backed Abuja’s crackdown
on the IMN, describing it as a “fight
against terrorism”. The Sunni jihadists of Boko Haram have killed at
least 20,000 people in north-eastern Nigeria since taking up arms
against the government in 2009.
Riyadh has largely refrained
from openly backing Nigeria’s fight
against ultra-conservative Salafist
rebels but Mohammed noted it was
“quick to do so in the case of IMN”.
“The responses of Iran and Saudi
Arabia to the Zaria clashes belie
sectarian undercurrents,” he added.
Saudi clerics attended an Izalaorganised conference in March on

An August 2016 file picture shows protesters from the pro-Iranian Islamic Movement in Nigeria (IMN)
in northern Nigerian city of Kano demanding the release of their leader Ibrahim Zakzaky and his wife
Zeenat.								 				 (AFP)
“deviant Islamic ideologies” in Nigeria and have since been preaching in the country.
In May, Iran’s envoy to Nigeria
called for the release of IMN leader
Ibrahim Zakzaky and described his
detention as “unfair”, straining
diplomatic ties. He was later recalled to Tehran.
A senior Nigerian security officer
said IMN’s religious beliefs were
immaterial but its alleged disregard
for law and order was an issue, as
was its lack of recognition of the
Nigerian state.
IMN started out as a student
movement in 1978 and morphed
into a Sunni revolutionary group
inspired by the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979. The group
switched to Shia Islam in 1996
due to Zakzaky’s close association
with Iran, worsening mutual re-

sentment with conservative Wahhabists, including Izala, which was
founded in 1978 by a Saudi-trained
cleric.
Islamic history expert Dahiru
Hamza said Izala’s focus had up to
then been against those in the mystical Sufi tradition, whose beliefs
they considered heretical.
“They shifted their focus on Shias who were getting more organised and challenging the Salafi influence by winning more converts
in the territory under the Salafi
control,” he added.
Izala received funding from Saudi Arabia and wealthy adherents,
allowing it to establish mosques
and schools. It also encouraged
members to participate in politics,
gaining government allies.
Izala’s preaching against IMN
and Shia Islam has increased since

last December. It openly supported
the military crackdown in Zaria
and called for harsher action.
Lau dismisses claims he is fuelling tensions as a smear campaign.
At least five northern states have
followed Kaduna’s example in banning the IMN from having public
processions.
“The ordinary people took the
ban on IMN as a ban on Shia (Islam)
because IMN is the more prominent
Shia group due to its public activities like street procession,” said the
editor of the Shia newspaper Ahlulbayt, Muhammad Ibrahim.
“This worried us because we saw
how Izala followers were spreading
the information that the government banned Shia and the people
began to believe it.”
Agence France-Presse

Saudi Arabia pledges
to settle outstanding
payments by year end
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he Saudi government announced that it would
settle all outstanding
payments owed to the
private sector before the
end of the fiscal year.
The official Saudi Press Agency said the kingdom’s Economic
and Development Affairs Council, which is led by Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz, has put together a
“package of solutions and procedures” to “immediately begin to
settle these dues”.

The downturn in the
kingdom’s
construction
industry is due to the
government scaling
back on contracts
because of low oil
prices.
The council also announced that
it had reviewed hundreds of contracts, with some being cancelled,
rescheduled or otherwise changed.
The Saudi government plans to
halt projects estimated to be worth
more than $267 billion because
of what it described as a level of

spending that “was not commensurate to the economic and developmental return”.
The downturn in the kingdom’s
construction industry is due to the
government scaling back on contracts because of low oil prices.
This has resulted in delayed payments, which led to major financial
difficulties for some firms.
“I don’t recall the exact amount
now but it’s billions of dollars,”
said Saudi Minister of Finance Mohammed al-Jadaan. “The ministry
is now every day seeking to make
thousands of payment orders.”
The delayed payments have been
a public relations disaster for Saudi
Arabia and some once-powerful
construction companies are close
to bankruptcy. Thousands of foreign labourers working for Saudi
Binladin Group and Saudi Oger
were stranded in the kingdom for
months without pay.
Binladin Group has said it recently received “some payment” from
the government to pay its remaining staff.
Once the Saudi government’s
preferred builder, the Binladin
Group’s fortunes changed during
the 2015 haj, when 107 people were
killed and hundreds more injured
after an unsecured crane belonging to the firm crashed in Mecca’s
Grand Mosque. An investigation by
authorities found the firm “in part
responsible” for the accident.

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz addresses the first meeting of Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) Economic and Development Affairs Authority in Riyadh.
(AFP)
This situation with Saudi Oger,
which is owned by the family of
Lebanese Prime Minister-designate Saad Hariri, is different. In an
interview with Bloomberg News in
April, Prince Mohammed said of
the firm: “We have paid them many
instalments but they have debt
in and out of Saudi. So as soon as
money is transferred to their bank
accounts, the bank withdraws it.”
“Saudi Oger can’t cover its own
labour costs. That’s not our prob-

lem. That’s Saudi Oger’s,” he said.
“The contract between us and Saudi Oger, we will honour it but if the
bank withdraws our instalments
and Saudi Oger can’t pay a thing to
its own contractors and workers,
that’s their own problem. They can
take them to court.”
The Reuters news agency citing
unnamed sources, reported that
Saudi Oger requested that banks
agree to a freeze in repayments on
at least $3.5 billion of its debt.

The sources said Oger’s debt to
local banks was estimated at $3.46
billion, of which $1.86 billion was
already committed and a further
$1.6 billion consisted of credit that
was allocated but was later undrawn.
The firm is reportedly also looking for buyers in its stake in the
Jordan-based Arab Bank, while
its Telecom wing is in talks about
a potential stake sale with Saudi
Telecom.
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Hariri walks the tightrope again as Aoun’s prime minister
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

S

ince he entered Lebanon’s
fractious politics after the
assassination of his father,
former prime minister
Rafik Hariri, Saad Hariri, a
former premier himself, has never
been on good terms with Hezbollah or its secretary-general, Hassan
Nasrallah.
Hariri accuses them, both privately and sometimes in public, of
being directly responsible for killing his father in a massive bombing
in Beirut in February 2005.
Hezbollah figures write Hariri off
as a Saudi stooge who wasted his
father’s wealth and political legacy
and would never have made it to
power without Saudi consent, either in 2009 or 2016.
Although Syria’s once-formidable influence has declined sharply,
the Syrians agree with Hezbollah when it comes to Hariri. Like
Hezbollah, they have had to deal
with him to ensure that their ally,
Michel Aoun, a Maronite Catholic,
became president of Lebanon.
Neither Hezbollah nor Damascus, however, is content. Both are
waiting for the right moment to
either clip Hariri’s wings or bring
him down altogether.

Hariri is prepared to
set aside his dispute
with Aoun to secure
approval for his
30-man cabinet.
It was politically painful yet personally rewarding for both Aoun
and Hariri to swallow the regional
deal on Lebanon and both are politely playing by its rules of engagement but that might not last very
long.
Aoun, a former army commander, wanted to become president at
any price, even if that meant snuggling up to Hezbollah, reviled by
many Maronites, deeply ruining

his relationship with the United
States, ending his long-time animosity with Damascus and accepting Hariri as prime minister, whom
he helped topple from that post in
2011.
The Syrians would have preferred seeing their long-time
Maronite ally, Suleiman Frangieh,
as president but they reasoned
that, because he is only 51, he could
wait a while. Time was running out
for the 83-year-old Aoun and Nasrallah wanted him rewarded for his
loyalty to Hezbollah.

The Syrians would
have preferred seeing
their long-time
Maronite ally,
Suleiman Frangieh,
as president.
Aoun surpassed all expectations
by living up to his alliance with
Nasrallah, hammered out in February 2006. He stuck with it during Hezbollah’s ruinous war with
Israel five months later.
These days he insists that for the
Hariri cabinet to survive, it must
include a clause in its programme
to “protect” Hezbollah’s insistence
on retaining its supposedly massive arsenal, even though other
armed groups surrendered their
weapons after the 1975-90 civil
war.
Hariri is prepared to set aside his
dispute with Aoun to secure approval for his 30-man cabinet but
there are worries in Damascus and
Tehran about how the relationship between the two will progress
from there.
Hariri is still backed by the Saudis
and committed to regime change
in Damascus, something that Aoun
and Hezbollah adamantly oppose.
Hariri is well connected to heavyweights in the Saudi-backed Syrian
opposition and insists that he will
not talk to Damascus if Syrian President Bashar Assad stays on.
That is something that will be
technically difficult for him as
prime minister because of the mul-

Lebanese Prime Minister-designate Saad Hariri (R) meets with Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif, in Beirut, on November 9th.
(Reuters)
titude of overlapping issues between Syria and Lebanon and the
fact that Lebanon has one border
with the Arab world and that happens to be with Syria.
Aoun wants to eject the 1 million
Syrian war refugees from Lebanon
while the March 14 coalition that
Hariri heads wants them to stay as
a pressure point on Damascus.
Aoun does not mind Hezbollah’s
military support for Assad in the
Syrian war while Hariri wants the
party’s forces pulled out — at any
cost.
At a micro level, Hariri wants
some Hezbollah officials to stand
trial for the assassination of his father but this is a red line for Lebanon’s new president.
For all these reasons, Hariri opposed Aoun’s presidential bid for
years but he also did so because he
wanted a weak Christian president

or at least a ceremonial one who
would not challenge a Sunni prime
minister.
Memories are still sharp over
how much of a headache the Syrian-backed president Emile Lahoud
was for Rafik Hariri in 2003, where
he blocked nearly all of the prime
minister’s economic and political decisions and sat in on cabinet
meetings to overshadow the prime
minister.
Much of that is likely to reemerge now from the forced AounHariri partnership. If the prime
minister becomes too loud, Hezbollah and its allies can walk out
of cabinet meetings, making them
unconstitutional and forcing Hariri
to resign, just as they did to him in
January 2011.
Hezbollah wants to give its allies
in the Hariri cabinet veto power to
smother any legislation deemed

harmful to the Party of God, locally
or regionally.
Earlier, this veto power was used
to obstruct the UN-mandated Special Tribunal on Lebanon investigating Rafik Hariri’s death and any
debate about Hezbollah’s arms.
Now it will be used to block any
ambition Hariri may have of imposing a cabinet decision on Hezbollah to eject them from Syria.
It insists Aoun reward Hezbollah
figures in other parties who helped
bring about his presidency.
If Hariri accepts these people
today, out of sheer necessity, it is
doubtful he will be able to live with
them for very long, which is exactly what Aoun and his allies in Tehran and Damascus appear to want.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

Aoun’s election is first step for Lebanese economic relief,
Syria war risks remain

View poi nt

Abdel-ahman
Ayas

T

he election of Michel
Aoun as president of
Lebanon after a
two-and-half-year
vacancy is seen as an
important step
towards improving political
effectiveness and oiling the
country’s economy.
However, sustaining the
political accord that led to his
election is necessary for finding
solutions to mounting economic
problems.
If the election heralds greater
political consensus and the formation of a functioning unity government, prospects for policy-making
would improve and could provide
support for the struggling economy, Fitch Ratings said. “However, risks remain to cementing a
more effective political environment and the Lebanese economy
will remain constrained by the
war in neighbouring Syria and
very weak public finances,” Fitch
Ratings said.
Political instability since 2005
paralysed economic decisionmaking, leading to exacerbated
cronyism, corruption and waste of
public funds, said economist
Jassem Ajaka. “With slowing
global gross domestic product
(GDP) growth, the economic
situation in Lebanon worsened
even more since at least six

Political instability since 2005
paralysed economic decisionmaking.

months ago,” he said.
Lebanon’s political factions
have differing positions on the
Syrian war and had been unable to
choose a president since May
2014, leaving the government and
parliament largely paralysed.
The deadlock was broken when
Saad Hariri, prime minister in
2009-11 and the leader of the
Sunni Future Movement, lent
support to Aoun after alternative
proposals failed. Aoun is allied
with the Shia group Hezbollah. It
is linked to Iran and supports the
regime of Bashar Assad in Syria.
Hariri, who has close ties to Saudi
Arabia, became prime minister
again, and he is consulting with
parliament about his cabinet’s
composition.
“While the election of a president is an important piece in the
political puzzle, Lebanon’s
various political factions now
need to distribute ministerial
portfolios and form a functioning
government,” Fitch Ratings said.
“Agreement on whether to use the
existing electoral law or legislate a
new electoral law — often a
divisive issue in Lebanon — is
needed ahead of long-delayed
parliamentary elections now due
in June 2017.”
A source close to Aoun said the
president agreed with Hariri on
focusing on economic problems
and a new election law. Those
issues include curbing public
debt, stabilising the water and
power supply, producing a budget
for the first time since 2005,
developing the infrastructure and

dealing with 1.5 million Syrian
refugees in the country.
Public debt reached $73.38
billion — 163% of GDP — by the end
of June, a report by the Association of Banks in Lebanon said.
This gives Lebanon the third
highest debt-to-GDP ratio
worldwide after Japan and
Greece. Weak annual growth of 2%
in recent years makes lowering
that ratio difficult.
Normalising water and electricity supply is a dear matter to
Aoun’s son-in-law, Gebran Bassil,
who is the Foreign minister in the
outgoing cabinet of former prime
minister Tammam Salam and
served as Energy and Water
minister. Bassil, who heads
Aoun’s Christian Free Patriotic
Movement, is expected to play a
key role during the six-year
presidential term of his 83-yearold father-in-law.
“Plans are there in this regard
and have been on hold for years.
Aoun and Hariri agreed to apply
the plans,” a government source
said. He would not say whether
Aoun and Bassil would take into
consideration amendments that
Hariri and his team proposed in
the past or whether Hariri would
drop his reservations to the plans.
The two sources sounded
optimistic about an agreement
between Aoun and Hariri regarding a budget. Lebanon has failed
to produce a budget since 2005
due to political disputes, especially between Hariri’s Future
Movement and Aoun’s Free
Patriotic Movement. “Two things

Public debt
reached
$73.38
billion —
163% of GDP
— by the end
of June.

to worry about: Speaker Nabih
Berri, who was openly unwelcoming of Aoun’s election, and
Hezbollah, which wants to cut off
Lebanon’s financing of the Special
Tribunal for Lebanon (STL),” the
government source said.
The STL, a Lebanese-international tribunal based in The
Netherlands, is trying in absentia
Hezbollah members charged with
killing Hariri’s father, former
prime minister Rafik Hariri, in
2005. Lebanon is obliged to pay
half of the UN-backed court’s
budget.
It is not clear if an agreement
between Berri and Bassil to launch
the process of bidding for Lebanon’s prospective offshore oil and
gas resources still holds, now that
the Aoun-Hariri agreement seems
to have eclipsed earlier agreements and alliances.
Some of the steps to follow
Aoun’s election “may already have
been decided before Hariri backed
Aoun but the process could still
prove challenging given domestic
divisions and regional tensions,
including between Iran and Saudi
Arabia,” Fitch Ratings said.
“Aoun’s election by 83 out of 127
MPs may also lead to shifts in
domestic alliances ahead of the
next parliamentary election, after
which another new government
will have to be formed. Therefore,
a sustainable return to a more
effective policy-making process
cannot yet be relied upon.”
Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a
Beirut-based business writer.
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Egypt, West reaching deadlock over Libya?
Hassan Abdel Zaher

Cairo

E

gypt has been unable to
persuade the international
community to lift a 2011
UN Security Council arms
embargo on Libya, diplomatic sources said.
The international community is
also failing to convince Cairo to offer enough political support to the
internationally recognised Government of National Accord (GNA),
which is headed by Fayez al-Sarraj,
the same sources added.
UN Special Envoy to Libya Martin
Kobler, who was in Cairo in October to meet with Egyptian Foreign
Ministry and Arab League officials,
said, “There are 20 million pieces of
weapons in Libya already.”
A weak Libyan state and a weak

Experts say Egypt
cannot stand idly by
while Libya descends
deeper into chaos.
army is nightmarish for Egypt, a
country that has been most affected
by the unrest in Libya, political analysts said.
“Libya is a national security issue
for Egypt,” said political analyst Abdel Monem Halawa. “Western countries have vested interests in Libya’s
oil, which is why they are with whoever controls this oil, regardless of
Libya’s security in general.”
Libya, which shares a 1,200km
border with Egypt, has been Egypt’s
most serious national security menace since 2011 after the Libyans rose
against longtime ruler Muammar
Qaddafi. The oil-rich North African state has been torn by conflicts
among rival militias since Qaddafi’s
downfall, which allowed for the
Islamic State (ISIS) to take root in
Libya.
The GNA was appointed in January to unite the Libyans.
Egypt, which has been at war

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry (R) meets with UN Special Envoy for Libya Martin Kobler, in Cairo, Egypt, last April.
against political Islam since 2013,
has reservations about the Presidential Council formed by the Sarraj government because the council
includes Islamists.
From the beginning, Egypt has
offered clandestine support to eastern Libya’s army, which is headed
by General Khalifa Haftar, a former
Qaddafi army officer.
Backing Haftar’s army features
highly in Egypt’s talks with Western countries but Cairo’s failure to
convince other governments to lift
the arms embargo on Libya leaves
Egypt alone in its support of Haftar’s army.
“This is why Cairo has to unof-

ficially support Haftar,” said Saad
al-Zant, president of the Centre
for Strategic and Political Studies
think-tank. “Libya needs arms badly to impose order in it and protect
its own borders.”
Libya has been the origin of most
of the arms ending up in the hands
of Islamist militants fighting the
Egyptian Army in the Sinai peninsula, the Egyptian government said.
Egypt has been locked in a guerrilla war with Islamist militants,
who in 2014 swore allegiance to
ISIS. The militants have inflicted
heavy damage but the army keeps
scoring successes against them.
In July 2015, ISIS Sinai launched

coordinated offensives against 15
army posts to seize Sinai territory
and declare it the capital of its caliphate in the Egyptian peninsula.
The Arab League is stepping in
to bring the Libyans together, Arab
League spokesman Mahmoud Afifi
said.
“The Arab League will also seek
to secure the necessary international and regional support to Libya so
that the country can move ahead on
the road to a political settlement,”
he said.
On November 10th, the league appointed Tunisian diplomat Slaheddine Jemmali as its envoy to Libya.
Egypt, meanwhile, will continue

(AFP)

to push for a stronger Libyan Army
and a lifting of the arms embargo on
Libya, experts said.
They added that Egypt cannot
stand idly by while Libya descends
deeper into chaos.
“Egypt has a security and strategic interest in backing Haftar’s
army, even if this makes some Western governments angry,” Zant said.
“Haftar is the only person capable of imposing order in Libya and
fighting ISIS and other radical militias in this country.”
Hassan Abdel Zaher
is a Cairo-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

Egyptians brace for
hard times amid
austerity measures
Mona Salem

Cairo

E

gyptians are looking at a
period of hardship as the
government unrolls austerity measures, including a floating pound that
has drastically depreciated the currency and raised prices, analysts
said.
The measures, in return for a
$12 billion International Monetary
Fund (IMF) loan, had been avoided
by governments fearing unrest but
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said
Egypt no longer has the luxury of
postponing them.

The Central Bank
decision to float the
pound caused its
value to plunge from
8.89 to the dollar to
about 16.
The Central Bank decision to float
the pound, amid a dollar crunch
that led to a thriving black market
and a slump in imports, caused its
value to plunge from 8.89 to the
dollar to about 16.
The drastic move, welcomed by
creditors and investors, was followed with a fuel price increase.
At a minibus station in Cairo,
Mohamed Seddik, a hotel cleaner,

asked how he would afford the new
prices.
“How am I supposed to live if a
kilo of sugar that used to cost 4.5
pounds (30 US cents) now costs
10 (64 cents) and a kilo of rice has
risen from 3 to 4 pounds (19 cents
to 26 cents)?” said Seddik, who said
he earns 1,500 pounds — around
$96 — a month.
Analysts said there was no alternative to the tough measures, after
years of unrest battered the economy and drove away tourists and investment but the quick succession
of measures will spike prices, said
Omar el-Shenety, head of Multiples
Group investment bank.
“Inflation may rise to 20%, or a
little less, over the next year-anda-half,” he said, up from 14% this
year.
American University in Cairo
Economics Professor Amr Adly said
the measures could deepen the effects of an economic crisis caused
by the dollar shortage while increasing inflation.
Egyptians are reeling after
months of experiencing shortages
of products ranging from sugar to
baby formula.
“It’s not just transport, it’s everything, especially basic necessities
like oil, sugar and rice,” said Samar,
a 30-year-old housewife who was
escorting her three children from
school.
Al-Mal economic newspaper reported that prices of vegetables and

An Egyptian man holds a 1-pound coin to buy sugar from a government truck, in downtown Cairo,
Egypt, on November 7th.
(Reuters)
fruits had seen a “record jump”,
quoting an official saying transport
prices had risen as much as 40%.
The government warned there
would be an increase in prices but
also said it would make inspections to ensure traders were not
drastically raising them. It also announced a 7% salary increase for
civil servants, who number about 6
million out of a total population of
more than 90 million.
Egyptian newspapers have echoed the alarm over the rising prices.
“Government and parliament
mobilise to contain the effects of

the earthquake from floating the
pound and hiking fuel prices,” read
a headline in El-Watan private daily.
Adly said floating the pound
brings dollars traded on the black
market back to the official market
but the crisis will remain.
“An economic crisis led the dollar
shortage, not a crisis in monetary
policy,” he said.
The country saw repeated and often deadly protests after the ouster
of president Hosni Mubarak in 2011
and the toppling of his Islamist successor Muhammad Morsi in 2013.
A jihadist insurgency since Mor-

si’s overthrow has targeted policemen and soldiers, as well as tourists. In October 2015, the Islamic
State claimed responsibility for
bombing a Russian airliner carrying
holidaymakers from a Red Sea resort, killing all 224 people on board.
Adly said economic indicators
should improve in the midterm.
“But that is tied to several factors including an improvement in
global economic conditions and
the European Union, which is the
main importer for Egyptian goods,”
he said.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Government formation still
in limbo a month after Morocco polls
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

oroccan Prime Minister Abdelilah Benkirane is struggling to
form a government
one month after his
Islamist Justice and Development
Party (PJD) won the plurality of
seats in elections that polarised the
North African country.
The PJD claimed 125 of the 395
seats in parliament in an early October election. The Authenticity and
Modernity Party (PAM) claimed 102
seats.
Without a legislative majority needed to form a government
alone, the PJD looked to form a coalition. Benkirane got the backing
of the Istiqlal Party (46 seats) and
PJD’s staunch ally, the Party of Progress and Socialism (12 seats) but he
is short of the total needed to form a
government.
The Socialist Union of Popular Forces (USFP) and the Popular
Movement agreed to join Benkirane’s coalition but then withdrew from negotiations, forcing the
Islamist prime minister to seek an
alliance with the National Rally of
Independents (RNI).

Benkirane said he
would go to the
Moroccan king to
admit failure if he
cannot form a
government.
RNI
Secretary-General
Aziz
Akhannouch, who took over the
party leadership from former Foreign minister Salaheddine Mezouar,
set conditions that need to be met
before it would agree to join a government.
RNI, which won 37 seats, released

Moroccan Prime Minister and leader of the Islamist Justice and Development Party, known as the PJD, Abdelilah Benkirane talks to the
media, in Rabat, last October.
									
(AP)
a communiqué denouncing attacks
from pro-PJD media on it and its
leader.
According to reports of media
close to the PJD, Akhannouch required during meeting with Benkirane as conditions for joining the
government an increase in fuel prices, reconsideration of the amount
of assistance given to the poor and
for the Istiqlal party to be kept out
of the government coalition.
RNI said leaks about a supposedly closed meeting with Benkirane
were manipulated by “Benkirane
or his confidants”. RNI, which was
part of the former government, denied that its preconditions were intended to harm public interests.
A source close to Akhannouch
told the Assabah newspaper the

RNI leader was disappointed with
this poor start in relations between
Benkirane and his party, as they had
agreed on the necessary confidentiality of exchanges.
“They have also agreed that the
supreme interest of the nation requires an end to public clashes that
almost made the former government fall several times,” said the
source.
Benkirane said he would go to
the Moroccan king to admit failure
if he cannot form a government.
King Mohammed VI could then call
for the formation of an interim government of national unity, pending
new elections.
In a speech November 6th, King
Mohammed VI called for a serious, responsible government and

warned that he would not tolerate “any attempts to deviate” from
what is urgently needed.
“The future cabinet should not
be the result of calculations aimed
at fulfilling political parties’ wishes,
based on electoral arithmetic, as if
there were spoils to be shared out,”
he said.
“A government should have a
clear programme and well-defined
priorities, both for home and foreign affairs, particularly as far as Africa is concerned. The government
should have the ability to deal with
the difficulties inherited from past
years, with respect to Morocco’s obligations towards its partners.
“The government should involve
an efficient, coherent structuring effort, consonant with programmes

and priorities. It also requires qualified, skilled resources with specific
sectoral attributions.”
Negotiations to form a majority
government come at a time when
Moroccans are protesting the “humiliation” following the accidental
crushing of fishmonger Mouhcine
Fikri in a rubbish truck October 28th
when he was trying to stop the seizure and destruction of his illegally
caught swordfish in the northern
city of Al Hoceima.
Protests were also staged by
teachers against the Morocco’s project of recruiting 11,000 teachers on
fixed-term contract.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Maghreb neighbours compete over African turf
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

N

orth African neighbours Algeria and Morocco pledged to increase economic ties
with the rest of the
continent as Rabat gears up to enter the African Union 34 years after
it left its predecessor bloc due to a
diplomatic dispute over Western
Sahara.
Four decades of security and
military rivalries between Morocco
and Algeria have been costly for
both countries but economic competition could spur reform, particularly in Algeria, where the economy is dominated by the state.
Moroccan King Mohammed VI
called on his government to formulate a comprehensive policy towards Africa.
“The government must come up
with a policy looking to Africa as a
whole,” the king said in a speech
broadcast from Dakar, Senegal,
where he was on an official visit.
“We expect government ministers to give the same priority for
Africa in their tasks and trips as
they do for Western states,” he said
in the speech marking the anniversary of the 1975 “Green March” in
which Moroccan forces occupied
most of Western Sahara after the
withdrawal of colonial Spanish authorities.
Algeria has backed Polisario
Front forces, which fought Morocco in Western Sahara until a UNbrokered ceasefire in 1991. In 1982,
the predecessor of the African Union — the Organisation of African

Unity (OAU) — recognised the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic declared by the Polisario Front in the
strip of Western Sahara it controls.
Morocco withdrew from the OAU
in protest two years later.
Rabat announced in July that it
wanted to join the African Union,
having concluded, analysts said,
that its absence had not helped it
present its case regarding Western
Sahara, which its views as southern provinces of Morocco.
A day after the king’s speech, Algeria announced its own plan for
expanding economic cooperation
with the rest of Africa.

Algerian Foreign Minister Ramtane Lamamra and Algerian businessman Ali Haddad said at a news
conference that Algiers would host
an African Investment Forum in
December with 1,600 business
people expected to attend.
The event would kick-start
broader cooperation between Algeria and Africa, the minister said.
Its aim was “to reach a stage of cooperation that goes beyond trade
to focus on investment with the
aim of developing the potential
that Africa enjoys”, Lamamra said.
Haddad said Algeria, which has
few exports apart from oil and gas,

would seek to expand cooperation
and investment in Africa to help
diversify its economy.

Morocco has a more
diversified economy
and a more dynamic
private sector than
Algeria’s.
“The planned cooperation and
partnerships with Africa will focus
on food security, farming, energy
transition, human resources and
telecommunications,”
Haddad
said.

A map of Africa at the Place du Souvenir Africain, in Dakar, Senegal. 				

(AFP)

Algeria watchers see Haddad as
one of the most loyal supporters
of 79-year-old President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika and a bridge between
the government and the private
sector.
Haddad is the owner of the Algerian construction group ETRHB
and heads the main employers’
federation.
Algeria enjoys wider political
influence in Africa because of its
strong ties with its states, including the continent’s two biggest
economies — South Africa and
Nigeria. Morocco has a significant
presence mainly in Francophone
West Africa due to economic, religious and cultural ties.
Morocco has stepped up efforts
to improve relations with other African countries to neutralise Algeria’s attempts to bolster diplomatic
support for the Polisario Front.
Algeria’s economy is heavily reliant on oil and gas, which account
for up to 98% of its exports and
36% of its gross domestic product,
but it has no significant investments in the rest of Africa.
However, it has bigger state resources than Morocco with a gross
domestic product (GDP) of more
than $170 billion and foreign currency reserves of more than $140
billion.
Morocco has a more diversified
economy and a more dynamic private sector. The mostly privately
owned Attijari bank is in 14 African
countries. Maroc Telecom has ten
affiliates in Africa and Royal Air
Maroc flies to 22 destinations in Africa versus Air Algérie’s five.
Together, Moroccan firms invested more than $2 billion in Africa from 2009-15.
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is an
ex-Islamic
extremist
seeking to
fight
Islamic
extremism.

Radical Islam

‘Lack of critical introspection’ a problem
in Islam today, says Quilliam’s Adam Deen

A

dam Deen is an
ex-Islamic
extremist seeking
to fight Islamic
extremism. After
being promoted to
managing director of the Quilliam Foundation, a
counter-extremism think-tank,
Deen finds himself confronting
an increasingly polarised
discourse about Islam in the
West.
“I think my new role is more to
build on the success of Quilliam,
not so much to change what
they’ve been doing but to
complement it. One area we
particularly need to focus on is
claiming more of the ground in
the Islamic intellectual space,
putting forward a more moderate and pluralistic reading of
Islam,” Deen told The Arab
Weekly in an interview.
Deen is a former senior
member of the banned alMuhajiroun group, which was
led by infamous British preacher
Anjem Choudary, who has been
sentenced to more than five
years in prison after being
convicted on charges of inciting
support for the Islamic State
(ISIS).
The son of Turkish immigrants, Deen had a keen interest
in learning about Islam as a
young man and became radicalised while attending university.
After becoming disillusioned
with radical Islam over a period
of years, he left al-Muhajiroun in
the mid-2000s to pursue a more
tolerant vision of Islam. He
joined Quilliam in November
2015 as head of outreach and in
September was promoted to
managing director.
“Being a former extremist, we
have an insight into the inner
workings of the extremist
mindset and the ideas they hold

on to,” Deen said. “I think
extremism cannot be totally
grasped unless you were one
before. As much as it is to do with
ideas, it’s also experiential.”
For organisations such as the
Quilliam Foundation, perhaps
the biggest problem is that it is
ploughing a lonely furrow
regarding the popular discourse
about Islam in the West.
“One of the biggest challenges
in this field is that we have two
kinds of polarised views. One
that says that it [extremism] has
nothing to do with Islam… and
the other side that says it’s
everything to do with Islam and
Islam is the problem. Quilliam is
the middle ground, the voice of
reason, to balance these two
out,” he said.
“We represent the silent
majority [of Muslims] that want
a more inclusive and tolerant
Islam. I think we speak for that
majority who have been silent
for some time and we want to
take someone who is at the
crossroads and help him.”
Deen has little time for those
Muslims who refuse to acknowledge the problems that Islam is
facing, particularly the rise of
Islamic extremism. “If we
understand Islam to be our
scholarly tradition, our interpretation, then we have to say ‘Yes,
there is a problem.’”
“The challenge is to say ‘Yes,
some of our great scholars in the
past got it wrong.’ And that takes
courage. There is a lack of critical
introspection [by Muslims]. We
are being held back by a [scholarly] tradition that is unquestioningly revered. That needs to
change,” Deen said.
It is views such as this that
have led Deen and the Quilliam
Foundation to being accused of
being in the government’s
pocket, particularly their

backing of the government’s
counterterrorism Prevent
strategy, which is strongly
opposed by some sections of
society. Horror stories of teachers referring students to the
authorities for donning the hijab
or discussing religion have been
widely reported in the media
after the Prevent Order went into
effect earlier this year.
“In principle, Prevent makes
perfect sense. It is about safeguarding children in the same
way we would try to safeguard
children from any other kind of
toxic view,” Deen said. “But it
has had some problems and what
it fundamentally comes down to
is a training gap. That training
gap has resulted in Prevent being
misapplied.
“I don’t always think it is
malicious. I think there is a kind
of agenda that is driven by
certain Islamist organisations
that want to spin it that way,” he
said.
Quilliam is seeking to provide
teachers with training to help

them spot genuine signs of
radicalisation and deal with this
phenomenon.
“The overall response [from
teachers] is one that is quite
anxious, sometimes even hostile
but by the end of the training…
there’s a sense of relief actually
that now they understand and
have the confidence to tackle
these issues,” Deen said.
In addition to its domestic
operations, Quilliam has set its
sights on new horizons, including North America where the
think-tank is preparing to open a
branch in the United States at a
time when discourse about Islam
and Muslims has been a major
feature of a divisive presidential
election campaign season.
“There is a place for Quilliam
in the US and I think it’s going to
be even more important given
the heightened tensions now,”
Deen said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in
London.

The Quietist fight against jihadism

Ibraheem Juburi

Backing one
conservative
group to
counter
another
does not
offer any
guarantees.

Q

uietist
Salafism is an
ultra-conservative
brand of
Sunni Islam
considered by
some a viable
intellectual
antidote to the militant Salafism
employed by the Islamic State
(ISIS) and other extremist
factions. Its practitioners adhere
to the same Salafi principles but
shun political involvement.
Moderate Muslims, being short
of the scriptural knowledge to
mount a successful theological
challenge to the aggressive jihadist
narrative, are perceived by many
experts as lacking the authority
to convince potential offenders to
remain peaceful in their pursuit of
purist version of Islam.
Quietist Salafis, on the other
hand, are supposed to speak in
language that ultra-conservative
Muslims understand. Armed with
a technical and thorough understanding of the ideas that drive
people to commit violent crimes
in the name of Islam, they claim
to possess a counter-narrative to
these ideas rooted in scripture.
Graeme Wood in What ISIS Really Wants, published March 2015
in the Atlantic magazine, puts forth
the idea that supports for a passive version of Salafism could be a
powerful tool against the violent
tendencies of groups such as the
Islamic State (ISIS).
“(Q)uietist Salafis, as they are
known, agree with the Islamic
State that God’s law is the only
law and they eschew practices like
voting and the creation of political
parties,” Wood wrote. “But they
interpret the Quran’s hatred of dis-

cord and chaos as requiring them
to fall into line with just about any
leader, including some manifestly
sinful ones.”
Jacob Olidort, author of The
Politics of ‘Quietist’ Salafism, disagrees. Asked about the prospect
of backing Quietists, Olidort told
the Brookings Institution: “This
proposal, while tempting, can lead
down a dangerously slippery slope.
“Quietism,” or abstaining from
political involvement or activism,
is merely a placeholder rather than
a principle for most Salafi groups.
Salafis are Sunnis who mould
their beliefs and actions around a
particular interpretation of the life
of the Prophet Mohammad and
his immediate companions in an
attempt to emulate the religion’s
earliest days.
The sect is not homogeneous but
its reputation suffered in recent
years because of groups such as
ISIS and al-Qaeda. The majority of
Salafis are nonviolent and those
who understand and adhere to the
texts but refuse to carry it into a
realm of violence are those who
could be of persuasive importance.
“Their arguments are very
close to each other [Quietists and
jihadis],” said Joas Wagemakers, an
expert on Salafi ideology and assistant professor at Utrecht University. “They use the same concepts,
the same scholars, the same books,
the same reasoning but there are
limits to this.”
Yasir Qadhi, American Sunni
Muslim scholar and dean of
Academic Affairs at Al-Maghrib
Institute, said the argument from
authority is one way of engaging
the jihadist narrative. “Salafis very
much admire scholarship,” he said.
“One way is quoting fatwas from
Salafi authorities that denounce

terrorist tactics and to claim that
the modern jihadi Salafis don’t
have reputable Islamic scholars in
their ranks.”
Wagemakers called for caution
in this approach. “While you might
succeed in preventing jihadi Salafis
from using violence for example,
you are at the same time enabling
a group [Quietists] to spread a
message. This message is a deeply
social conservative one,” he said.
Qadhi countered: “Being
conservative in one’s religious or
moral values does not equate to
being radical or to being militant.
One of the mistakes that many
have done is to stigmatise conservatism and calling it one step away
from jihadism.”
They did agree that it is not just
interpretation of scripture that
accounts for the fissure between
the strands. “It is also to do with
pragmatism,” Qadhi said. “One of
the most effective arguments is:
‘Look around you, what has radical
Islam ever done for the umma?’”
Wagemakers agreed, adding
that perhaps a strictly theological
debate would be best avoided. “If
one were to adopt the argument
and sources these people have, the
jihadis actually have better arguments than the Quietist Salafis. So
if you are to use them, you must
tread lightly or you might end up
confirming the views of jihadist
Salafis, giving them even more ammunition,” he said.
The risk in backing Quietists is
that the conceptual leap to jihadism is small. Recently, hundreds
of thousands of Quietists have
become politically active, epitomised by the Nour Party in Egypt.
This may not be a direct shift to
terrorism but it certainly puts into
question the consistency of their

peaceful appeal.
In Algeria, the state promoted
peaceful Sufism (mystical Islam) to
tackle radicalism and reports have
shown limits. A 2011 poll indicated
that, although many people saw
the Sufis as peaceful and tolerant,
they viewed some teachings as
straying too far from Islamic jurisprudence to take them seriously.
Saudi Arabia has employed a different method, with more positive
results. Wagemakers described the
Saudis’ deradicalisation schemes
as similar to abstinence-based drug
recovery programmes. “They offer
solutions that Western countries
and other Arab countries cannot possibly offer,” he said. “For
example, they supply them with a
wife, a car, a job, a house; bringing
stability to their lives.”
The Saudi approach treats potential offenders as victims rather than
criminals. Qadhi said he considers
this a more accurate representation
of the root problem.
“The primary cause for this
strand of radicalism is not simply
an interpretation of the Quran,”
Qadhi said. “Rather, these strands
are clearly a counter reaction to
political circumstances, to social
and military invasions and to the
propping up and disposal of dictators.”
Some experts say the Saudi deradicalisation programmes have
shown limits with a percentage of
“programme graduates” returning
to jihadism.
Even then, backing one conservative group to counter another
does not offer any guarantees, considering the groups’ inconsistency
both intellectually and in practice.
Ibraheem Juburi is an intern with
The Arab Weekly.
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Erdogan hollows
out Turkish
institutions
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

T

he attempt to topple Recep Tayyip Erdogan in
July allowed the Turkish president to assume
emergency powers that
he has used to stifle the media and
override legal due process.
More than 100,000 government
officials have been sacked, depleting the ranks of the army, judiciary, schools, universities and ministries. Added to the cull of senior
army officers a few years ago, this
has seriously weakened the country’s intelligence and military capabilities. Turkey’s oldest newspaper has been shut down. The
allegations that Cumhuriyet, that
bastion of secularism, has been
aiding terrorism are not simply absurd but grotesque.

More than 100,000

government officials
have been sacked

More than a dozen parliamentarians, including Selahattin Demirtas, the charismatic leader of the
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP), have been arrested and
south-eastern Turkey is under an
internet and social media blackout.
Demirtas ran what was, until 18
months ago, the third largest Turkish democratic party, his popularity a clear threat to Erdogan, who
is fast turning into a dictator in the
Middle Eastern mould. The HDP’s
electoral success in 2015 deprived
the Justice and Development Party (AKP) of the majority needed
to drive through constitutional
change and Erdogan’s ambition of
an executive presidency.
As the purge continues, all obstacles are being removed that could
prevent that from happening.

Turkish leaders are prompt to
see a hidden Western hand — particularly American — behind the
Gulenist movement yet it was the
ruling party in Ankara that was
closely allied to this secretive network for years. It was the Gulenists who helped Erdogan purge the
military and the judiciary of people who were deemed a threat to
his rule.
This movement gives the impression of a Jesuit approach to
education, but its taste in transparency is more Opus Dei. Its fight
with AKP reminds observers of the
bitter feud between Trotskyites
and Stalinists after 1918.
“The ultimate irony of July’s
failed coup is that it was engineered not by Turkey’s secularists,
but by the Gulenist officers Erdogan had allowed to be promoted in
their stead,” Dani Rodrik, a professor of International Political
Economy at Harvard, wrote for the
Project Syndicate website.
Rodrik asked why such a popular
leader does not use his power to
restore the rule of law and reconcile the Turks among themselves.
Erdogan risks destroying institutions so painstakingly built and
putting social cohesion at risk. Promoting the idea of some baroque
Orientalist plot suits his purpose
but, in the long term, his thuggish
behaviour will not serve Turkey
well.
There is little Turkey’s neighbours, particularly in the West can
do. The European Union’s failure
to engage seriously with Turkey
over a meaningful prospect of accession to Europe has robbed it of
leverage in Ankara, all the more so
as it is more interested in securing
Erdogan’s help to check migration
than worrying about the country’s democratic values. Nor is the
country’s economy particularly
vulnerable to market pressure, its
banks and public finances being in
good condition.
Foreign policy continues to play
a key role in Turkish affairs. In Syr-

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan receives an honorary doctorate from Medical Sciences
University in Istanbul, on November 6th.
ia, Turkey has not hesitated to attack the Kurdish militia backed by
Washington as it fears a stronger
Kurdish presence there will encourage irredentist feelings in its
south-east.
Erdogan has wisely stepped back
from his more aggressive stance
on Syrian rulers, no longer insisting they should go. He reconciled
himself with Russian President
Vladimir Putin, with whom he had
a spectacular falling out after a
Turkish jet downed a Russian military plane a year ago. This is a marriage of convenience, which may
last for some time.
At the beginning of the century,
with a new political party, Turkey
started asking itself: Why do we
not abandon this cold-war mentality? Why not have a zero-problem
foreign policy with our neighbours? We may not support Iran
but we refuse to see it as a threat.
We have Syria on our borders and
we need to encourage it to join the

world.
Events in recent years reminded
the man behind that theory, Ahmet
Davutoglu, the world of realpolitik
has been harsher and less forgiving
than an abstract theory.

Erdogan risks
destroying
institutions so
painstakingly built
and putting social
cohesion at risk.
Erdogan loves to build mosques
and claim the Ottoman heritage
but he is not Suleiman the Magnificent, the empire’s longest ruling sultan in the 16th century.
Suleiman believed in a law-based
society and promoted the arts,
encouraging his architect Sinan to
build some of the most impressive
mosques in the lands of Islam.
When Erdogan speaks, his often-

(AP)

intemperate language reminds one
of Putin, Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu and US President-elect Donald Trump. Such
leaders have great popular support but they are also deeply decisive. Whether the bad image they
have in the West matters is open to
question.
Not all Turks support such policies but Erdogan’s power grab has
left them powerless. University
professors when sacked are not
paid and have their passports confiscated. The great reconciliation
between Islam and democracy
many thought they were witnessing ten years ago has come to a
halt; indeed it is being reversed
as Erdogan, ever the opportunist,
seeks support among ultra-nationalist officers. Kemal Ataturk’s
legacy is at risk.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

EU steps up criticism of Turkey
Gabriela Baczynska and
Tulay Karadeniz
Brussels

T

he
European
Union
stepped up criticism of
Turkey’s crackdown on
opponents and alleged
plotters behind a failed
coup, drawing a sharp retort from
Ankara, which accused Europe of
failing to grasp the threats it faces.
Neither side seems ready to take
the kind of active reprisal that
might wreck the delicate relationship of mutual dependence. Brussels needs Ankara to keep stopping
migrants reaching Europe and Turkey, seeing its currency hit record
lows on instability fears, wants to
keep access to European markets.

EU leaders are under
pressure to speak out
on Turkey’s
crackdown on the
media and Kurdish
politicians.
The European Union said events
in Turkey were “extremely worrying” but that it would maintain dialogue with Ankara on its prospects
of joining the union. However, on
the eve of an annual report on Turkey’s progress to membership, it
ignored calls from some for talks to
be halted or for other sanctions.

Nonetheless, a strong statement by the European Union and
its states saying Turkey must stop
polarising its society and safeguard
its democracy, plus a personal dig
by European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker at Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, underline concern that a vital
Muslim ally and a buffer against
the chaos of the Middle East risks
pitching itself into a new era of instability.
EU leaders are also under pressure to speak out on Turkey’s
crackdown on the media and Kurdish politicians while Ankara is seeking to satisfy expectations among
Turks that it stand up to criticism
from what the government sees as
an historic adversary.
As it faces violence in the Kurdish south-east and its forces confront the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq
and Syria, the Turkish Foreign Ministry said Europeans had lost credibility with Turks after demands
that it loosens anti-terrorism laws
and go easy after arresting journalists, Kurdish lawmakers and tens of
thousands of public servants over a
botched coup in July.
Since then, the two sides have
been sharply divided by rhetoric.
Europeans have voiced understanding for the challenges that
Erdogan faces but a new round of
arrests, including those last week
of leading Kurdish lawmakers, has
strained that reserve.
Leaders on both sides speak of

Turkey’s EU Minister Omer Celik delivers a speech during a press
conference on an EU report on Turkish candidacy for European
Union, on November 9th.
(Getty Images)
drifting apart.
“I note with bitterness that Turkey is day by day distancing itself
further from Europe,” Juncker said
in a November 8th speech. “All that
the Turkish authorities are doing
today leads me to believe that in
the end Turkey does not want to…
meet European standards.”
Juncker insisted that the European Union would not ease visa requirements for Turkish travellers,
as promised in the March deal that
helped stem the influx of refugees
and migrants to Europe, until Turkey amended its harsh anti-terror
law. He cited Erdogan by name and

said Turks would blame him for
any failure to free up travel to Europe.
“We need Turkey,” he said, “but
we cannot give up on our main
principles.”
Erdogan said in a speech November 6th that he did not care
being labelled a dictator. “Europe
has been on a course that is leading to its own demise,” he said.
“Those who are willing to drown
the rest of the world in blood to
preserve the sense of security and
peace inside their own borders
move further from humanity each
day.”

Despite occasional threats, however, Turkey has made no move
to break the agreement with the
European Union, under which it
agreed to take back Syrian refugees and others who might make
it to Greece in return for EU funding for the Syrians living in Turkey,
a new start on EU accession talks
and a liberalisation of EU visas.
From Europe, as long as the
weekly arrivals from Turkey stay
in the dozens compared to tens
of thousands this time last year,
there is little urgency in seeing
Turkey meets the 72 criteria that
would trigger the easing of visa
controls.
Major elections due next year
in the Netherlands, France and
Germany, where anti-immigration
parties are doing well and oppose
fostering a closer relationship with
Turkey, add to the sense that Brussels is in no hurry to push to complete the deal.
The pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), whose leaders were recently arrested, issued
a statement in Brussels warning
that Europe’s cooperation with Erdogan could backfire.
Accusing EU members of keeping quiet to protect the migrant
deal, it said: “The current campaign of repression… can cause a
wave of millions of Kurdish and
Turkish refugees heading for Europe.”
Reuters
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Egyptian minister wants country to be ‘investment magnet’
Amr Emam

B
Cairo

ehind Egypt’s
plan to attract $10
billion in foreign
direct investments in the
fiscal year 2016-17
will be a lot of
hard work.
Egyptian Investment Minister
Dalia Khorshid will be one of
those toiling long hours to entice
people and businesses to put
their faith and money in the
country.
Khorshid, a 42-year-old
soft-spoken former investment
banker who took over the
Investment portfolio in March,
has been working to change
Egyptian investment laws and
administrative procedures to
make the country a more attractive place to invest.
She has turned her eastern
Cairo office into a beehive,
talking to investors, thinking of
ways to bring in potential ones
and convincing others already
investing in Egypt to increase
their investments.
“This is about time Egypt had
an investment law that enables it
to compete with top investment
destinations in the world,”
Khorshid said in an interview.
“The same law must fulfil the
aspirations of local investors.”
Egypt’s investment sector has
started picking up since the
recession after the 2011 revolution. In fiscal year 2015-16, it
received $6.8 billion in investments, $500 million more than
the previous year.
Khorshid said most of the new
investments were from companies already investing in Egypt.
The big challenge is to attract
newcomers.
The country ranked 115th in the
World Economic Forum’s Global
Competitiveness Report 20162017, demonstrating what were
called improvements in its

security level, a more efficient
judiciary in settling business
disputes, better property rights
protection and significant
reforms in subsidies, taxes and
the business environment. In
2015, Egypt ranked 119th.
Egypt’s Supreme Investment
Council, headed by President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, has been
working to make Egypt a favourite country for international
investors.
The council recently decided to
offer free land to some investors,
five years of tax exemptions and
free utilities. In early November,
Egypt floated its currency,
devaluing it 48%, which the
government hoped would
eradicate a rampant parallel
foreign currency market.
Economists said these measures make Khorshid’s goal of
attracting $10 billion in investments “realistic”.
“This is easy to achieve,
especially if we will keep simplifying investment procedures,”
said Samir Saeed, an economics
professor at the American
University in Cairo. “Egypt has a
big chance to get a large share of
the international investment
cake.”
Economist Hani Tawfiq said
measures taken by Khorshid and
the Supreme Investment Council
showed that Egypt was serious
about persuading investors to
come to it.
“Laws are very important in
fact,” Tawfiq said. “After all, our
country needs to introduce
legislative reforms that make
investing in it easy.”
It used to take investors a long
time to finalise investment
procedures or settle disputes in
Egypt.
Khorshid said this is ending.
The new investment law will
limit delays in allocating plots of
land, shorten the time investment licences take to be issued
and cut the red tape for meeting
investors’ demands, she said.
“The law, which will be
submitted to the cabinet for
approval soon, will also intro-

This is about time
Egypt had an
investment law
that enables it to
compete with top
investment
destinations.

”

Dalia Khorshid,
Egyptian Investment Minister.

Egyptian Investment Minister Dalia Khorshid
duce new incentives to investors
and diversify these incentives,”
Khorshid said. “It will at the
same time offer more guarantees
to investors.”
Khorshid also applied measures to ease the process of
starting a business in Egypt. Now
it takes investors 72 hours, at
most, to fulfil requirements
needed to launch a business,
little time to obtain plots of land
and not more than 15 days to
settle disputes with government
bodies.
Nonetheless, those already
investing in Egypt look at these
measures and say they feel
betrayed and forgotten with
some saying Khorshid’s measures leave investors in the
country behind. “Most incentives
are given to those who have not
invested their money here yet,”
said Mustafa Kamal, the owner of

(AFP)

a factory that manufactures air
conditioning systems in 10th of
Ramadan, an industrial city east
of Cairo. “A large number of
factory owners have problems
and they do not know where to
go.”
Khorshid said she well understands what every additional
cent in foreign investment means
for her country. With unemployment rife, poverty growing and
commodity prices rising for
locals and regional conflicts in
the news, Egypt has never more
urgently needed foreign investments, she said.
“Despite all challenges, Egypt
is well-placed to be an investment magnet,” she said. “We are
taking measures to ensure that
our country will take its rightful
spot on the international investment map, and it will very
soon.”

Futuristic Dubai dreams of hyperloop transit tubes
Jon Gambrell

Dubai

P

assengers zooming across a
country through a network
of tubes at close to the
speed of sound may seem
like a scene from science
fiction but in the already futuristic
city of Dubai it would fit right in.
Dubai announced that a deal had
been reached with Los Angelesbased Hyperloop One to study the
potential for building such a highspeed transit line linking it to the
Emirati capital of Abu Dhabi.
In October Dubai had a two-day
competition for designs related to a
hyperloop, in which levitating pods
powered by electricity and magnetism would hurtle through low-friction pipes at a top speed of 1,220km
per hour. The plan is to have several
stations throughout Dubai connecting the hyperloop system to Abu
Dhabi.

A team from Parisbased transit
company Systra won
the competition.
Proponents of the plan suggest
the Dubai-Abu Dhabi travel time by
hyperloop would be 12 minutes —
significantly down from the hourplus journey it takes by car between
the two cities.

Hyperloop One said in October
that the transport network could include an undersea tunnel connecting Abu Dhabi to Doha, Qatar, with
a 300km trip time of less than 22
minutes. The network could be extended to Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.
“Imagine that you can live in Riyadh, work in Dubai, have your dinner in Abu Dhabi and watch a movie
in Qatar,” said Saif al-Aleeli, chief
executive officer of the Dubai Future Foundation, which hosted the
competition. “Dubai is trying, as a
mission, to prove that concept.”
The heart of the effort can be seen
around the Emirate Towers, where
the office of Dubai’s ruler and UAE
Vice-President Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid al-Maktoum looks out on
a glass skyline that was mainly built
in the last 15 years. Outside, construction has begun on the Museum
of the Future. The world’s first office
entirely built of material made by 3D
printers sits nearby.
A mall under the towers looks like
one of Dubai’s many luxury shopping centres until you see the robot
assisting customers at a local bank
branch. Just around the corner is
the Dubai Future Foundation, the
government initiative that helped
sponsor the hyperloop competition
with the emirate’s Roads and Transportation Authority.
Sheikh Mohammed visited the
foundation on October 4th, putting on a virtual-reality headset and
walking among its chic offices filled
with 3D printers and other state-ofthe-art devices.

An Emirati woman presents Pepper, a robot, at a bank, as a part of
the Dubai Future Accelerators in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, on
October 4th.
(AP)
“Our goal is to anticipate challenges and explore future investment opportunities,” a message on
Sheikh Mohammed’s official Twitter account read. “We all need to
think afresh as we develop for the
future.”
It is unclear how much a regional
hyperloop network would cost or
who would pay for it at a time when
Gulf budgets are strained by low
global oil prices but Dubai is already

home to the world’s tallest building, the longest driverless metro
line and long-haul carrier Emirates.
A hyperloop network could cement
the city’s status as a global transit
hub for decades.
Government-backed port operator DP World has had talks with Hyperloop One about cutting transport
times for cargo, said Chris Vasquez,
the director of product development for the hyperloop company.

Such a system could be in place in
Dubai as early as 2020, he said.
“This is a place where big things
happen,” Vasquez said. “They don’t
get bogged down by regulations, not
that those things aren’t important
and don’t deserve due diligence,
but we’ve all seen projects stalled by
over-crippling regulatory environments where it just stalls for years
and years and years.”
Groups involved in the 48-hour
hyperloop project presented ideas
on October 4th for a possible track
between Al Maktoum International
Airport at Dubai World Central,
Dubai International Airport and Fujaira International Airport. Under
their plans, the hyperloop trip of
145km over a mountain range would
be ten minutes or less, compared to
the current 80 minutes by road.
Focusing less on the science,
those involved offered visions of
hyperloop stations and seating inside bullet-shaped transit cars. A
team from Paris-based transit company Systra won the competition,
walking away with a certificate and
a crystal trophy resembling Dubai’s
Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest
building.
Although few Emiratis were
among the contest’s competitors,
Aleeli said Emirati university students on hand for the event would
help lead the UAE in future innovations.
“We are paving the road to build
the right future for them,” he said.
The Associated Press

November 13, 2016

19

Economy

Vast Moroccan solar power plant is
hard act for Africa to follow

Briefs
Egypt pumps
$2 billion into
banking system

Alister Doyle

Ouarzazate

R

abat is building one of
the world’s biggest solar
power plants in southern Morocco on the edge
of the desert, a project
largely funded by the European Union.
It is a hard success for other African countries to match as they seek
to implement a global agreement to
combat climate change.
The huge 160-megawatt first
phase of the Noor plant near Ouarzazate contrasts with efforts by
other countries that focus on tiny
roof-top solar panels to bring power
to remote rural homes.
At Noor, curved mirrors totalling
1.5 million sq. metres — the size of
about 200 football pitches — capture the sun’s heat. The sun’s rays
bounce off the mirrors, warms a fluid that heats a vast tank of molten
salt that can drive a turbine to generate electricity even after dark.
On the sprawling site, south of
the snow-capped Atlas Mountains,
workers clear ground, build concrete pillars or clear off Saharan
dust that dims sunshine. In Arabic,
noor means “light”.
Morocco is showcasing Noor before talks among almost 200 counties in Marrakech about implementing a global deal to combat climate
change.
“We hope we can be an inspiration,” said Mustapha Bakkoury,
head of the Moroccan Agency for
Solar Energy (Masen). Many African countries are pushing to boost
economic growth to end poverty,
while seeking greener energies.
The gleaming concentrated solar
power plant is not economically
competitive with cheaper fossil
fuels but is a step to develop new
technologies as prices for solar
power fall sharply.
Morocco aims to obtain 52% of
its electricity from clean energy —
such as wind and solar — by 2030,
up from 28% now.
“Unfortunately for many, it’s
thought that renewables are to

A thermosolar power plant at Noor II Ouarzazate, Morocco.
have a light bulb or light a school…
This is to get away from the caricature of renewables,” Bakkoury said.
Once completed, Noor will cost
$2.45 billion and generate 580 megawatts, enough power for a city of
almost 2 million people. Morocco
aims to expand at other desert regions and have 2 gigawatts of solar
capacity by 2020 at a cost of $9 billion.
By contrast in East Africa, M-KOPA
Solar has installed 400,000 rooftop
solar panel systems costing $200
each on homes in the past five years
to provide power for lighting and a
radio. That completely bypasses the
grid.
M-KOPA Chief Executive Officer
Jesse Moore, whose company focuses most on Kenya, Tanzania and
Uganda, said rooftop solar systems
were a breakthrough for Africa,
where half the 1.2 billion people
lack electricity.
He noted that Tesla founder Elon
Musk was trying to sell solar sys-

tems to US homes.
“Elon Musk is trying to get people to leap off the grid in California.
Over here on the other side of the
planet, this is happening already,”
he said

hub but now ravaged by fighting and
bombardment.
Aleppo, 70km north-east of Ariha,
was the main provider of the rough
thread needed to weave Arabic textiles, versatile fabrics turned into
rugs, furniture covers and other
household items.
Aleppo’s rebel-held eastern districts are besieged by government
forces, making it impossible to obtain thread from there and materials from the regime-controlled west
are too expensive, Abu Mohammad
said.
Even though it was his last day, he
worked as enthusiastically — as he
had since his teenage years — pulling
wooden levers to lay down colourful acrylic fibre across a white base.
The sound of the panels smacking
against each other was interrupted
only by Abu Mohammad’s nasal
singing or a brief tea break with fellow weavers reclining on a shabby
couch.
“Ariha, in Idlib province, is the
most well-known in making this
product,” said Abu Mohammad, gesturing to the green-and-red blankets
and pillow cases hanging on the wall
behind him. “We make all household items, from rugs for bedrooms
to covers for the Quran. We would
furnish entire houses.”
“Before the war, there were more
than 100 looms in Ariha but the only
ones left are the ones in this shop,”

he said.
As the siege on eastern Aleppo’s
tightened and access to thread became more difficult, only three
looms in the Ariha workshop remained active.
“Before the war, our trade was
booming. We could buy thread for
pennies from Aleppo,” Abu Mohammad said. He pulled out a small box
containing dozens of spools of colourful thread: “This is all we have
left.”

In addition to
abundant sunshine,
Morocco has had
relative political
stability in recent
years.
Unlike Morocco, other countries
in Africa find it hard to attract investors to green projects, part of global
efforts to limit climate change and
floods, heat waves and droughts,
which are a threat to Africa.
In addition to abundant sunshine, Morocco has had relative
political stability in recent years
and a predictable legal and banking
system, helping it attract investors.

(Reuters)

Even so, Morocco had a series of
street protests after the death of a
fishmonger, crushed to death in a
garbage truck following a confrontation with police, in one of the biggest and longest challenges to authority since the 2011 “Arab spring”.
“Morocco is particularly suited
for a large-scale project. It may not
be suitable for all other countries,”
said Roman Escolano, vice-president of the European Investment
Bank (EIB).
The European Union, including
the EIB, has funded about 60% of
Noor. Masen issued Morocco’s first
green bond, of $117.3 million, November 4th to help finance Noor.
Unusually for a desert, Morocco
has water from the Atlas Mountains
to help clean off dust. Also, in some
countries, power lines from remote
parts of the Sahara could be vulnerable to attacks. Noor’s pylons have
red spikes to discourage intruders.
Reuters

Shortage of thread causes Syria’s last
weavers to abandon looms
Omar Haj Kadour

Ariha

W

ith the deftness of
decades of experience, Abu Mohammad wove thick
green thread with
a wooden loom in north-western
Syria, creating a vibrant geometric
pattern renowned among Arabic
textiles.
It was the last day before the
weaver, in his 50s, would be forced
to close the workshop, leaving the
last five remaining looms in his
hometown of Ariha in Idlib province
to gather dust.
“This trade is dead now… Today
is our last day of work on the loom
as we don’t have any more thread,”
he said

Weaving has been
devastated by Syria’s
5-year war, with
thread becoming too
difficult to procure
from Aleppo.
Weaving has been devastated by
Syria’s 5-year war, with thread becoming too difficult to procure from
Aleppo, once the country’s artisanal

Today transporting
the woven goods
— whether in or
outside Syria — takes
two to three months.
A kilogramme of the blend of cotton and polyester used for the textiles costs $7, up from about 81 US
cents. Abu Mohammad points to a
rug hanging on the wall: “Before, I
could make this whole rug with just
200 Syrian pounds (93 US cents).”
Another lifelong weaver, 40-yearold Abu Mostafa, said he began
working a loom when he was about
12. He tried to find work in a different field but never felt comfortable
doing anything except weaving, he
said, as he pumped the wooden panels below his loom.
“I went to Lebanon and worked in

construction and then to Turkey for
a few months but I couldn’t hold any
job that kept me away from a loom
for too long,” he said.
Abu Mostafa beamed with pride
as he reminisced about the robes
and pillow covers he would produce. “No one else could make the
pieces we made. They looked as if
they were printed,” he said. “I challenge any computer to make something like this!”
The products from rebel-held Ariha were once sold across Syria. Even
as the war raged on, they were exported to areas controlled by regime
forces such as Damascus and Hama,
as well as regional markets in Lebanon and Saudi Arabia.
Today transporting the woven
goods — whether in or outside Syria
— takes two to three months and is
exorbitantly expensive.
“We used to send our products to
Damascus at 10am and they would
get there by 2pm,” Abu Mohammad
said.
Despite the pressures, Arab textile
production will resume eventually,
the veteran weaver insisted.
If there was enough thread, “we
could work 100 looms at once. The
looms are all ready, we just need the
thread,” he said.
“It’s a shame it’s going to end like
this.”
Agence France-Presse

Egypt’s central bank has issued
$2 billion in bonds to international
creditors to buy assets and restore
liquidity to its financial system. It
did not elaborate on who the lenders were, saying only that the bonds
had been taken up by a “consortium
of international banks” and would
have a maturity of one year.
The Egyptian economy has been
reeling since the revolution of 2011.
A series of jihadist attacks on foreign
tourists have dealt further damage.
Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Arab allies extended substantial credit to
shore up the financial system but
relations frayed amid differences
over the civil war in Syria and Saudi
Arabia halted promised loan-funded
deliveries of fuel.
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi pledged to carry out long-delayed structural reforms demanded
by international lenders even at
the expense of austerity measures
that could fan social discontent. In
return the International Monetary
Fund has promised to recommend
approval of a $12 billion loan for
Egypt.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran’s Airbus
purchase gets boost
Iran reached a deal with a foreign
leasing company to finance the first
17 jets it plans to buy from Airbus,
breaking a logjam stopping importation of the aircraft, people familiar
with the move said.
The deal removes a significant
hurdle to securing the first tranche
of jets, following uncertainty over
financing and political opposition in
the United States and Iran, though
the sources caution months of talking have uncovered new potential
hurdles.
Iranian officials declined to name
the lessor involved but industry
sources said in September that Iran
was in advanced talks with the United Arab Emirates’ Dubai Aerospace
about helping to finance the purchase. Dubai Aerospace and Airbus
declined to comment.
Under the deal, the leasing company would take over part of Iran’s
order for dozens of new jetliners and
then lease them to the country’s flag
carrier.
Tehran provisionally ordered
more than 100 jets each from Airbus
and Boeing after a deal with major
powers to lift most sanctions on Iran
in exchange for curbs on nuclear activities.
(Reuters)

Iran signs major
gas deal with
France’s Total
Iran signed a deal with France’s
Total to develop a major offshore
gas field, its first big contract with a
Western energy firm since the lifting
of sanctions.
Total will lead a consortium that
includes China National Petroleum
Corporation and Iran’s Petropars to
develop Phase 11 of the South Pars
field.
The firm’s head of Middle East exploration and production, Stephane
Michel, said there would be a total
investment of $4.8 billion — with
the development and operation of
the project due to last 20 years.
It is the first deal of its kind since
most international sanctions were
lifted in January under a nuclear
deal with world powers.
It marked the return to Iran of
Total, four years after the company
pulled out when France joined European Union partners in imposing
sanctions, including an oil embargo.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Iraq TV call-in show gives glimpse inside ISIS-held Mosul
Fay Abuelgasim

Erbil

A

s evening approaches in
Iraq’s northern city of
Erbil, TV presenter Bakr
Mahmoud Mahdi prepares to go live with a
show called Freedom Studio, which
he says allows victims of war to
vent.
His callers — and there have been
fewer of them lately — are civilians
inside the city of Mosul, Iraq’s second-largest, who describe what life
is like under the rule of the Islamic
State (ISIS).
On a recent broadcast, a woman
who identified herself as Umm Nour
called from Mosul.
“God willing there is not a lot
left and I hope that the watchers
can pray for those inside Mosul to
overcome Daesh,” she said, using
the Arabic-language acronym for
ISIS. Most callers dial in to complain
about life under ISIS rule, Mahdi
said.

Shows provide a rare
line of
communication for
some of the
estimated 1 million
people still in Mosul.
“There is a crisis in terms of food
supply, there is a fuel crisis and
there is a crisis in the inhumane way
the Daesh thugs treat the people of
Mosul,” he said.
Multiple call-in shows such as
Mahdi’s have provided a rare line
of communication for some of the
estimated 1 million people living
in ISIS’s last urban bastion in Iraq.
Now, as Iraqi forces push closer and
the militants begin enforcing a ban
on phones and the internet, those
voices from inside Mosul are falling
silent.
“This programme is like a breath
of fresh air for the families of Nineveh,” Mahdi said, referring to

the province that includes Mosul. “Through it they can call and
through it the families who are
trapped in Nineveh can give news
to those who are displaced and vice
versa.”
The show’s channel, the private
Nineveh TV, opened in 2013 and has
been airing several such shows each
day. Mahdi said his broadcasts can
also be viewed inside Mosul, giving residents a taste of the outside
world.

The TV show
Freedom Studio
allows victims of ISIS
trapped in Mosul to
vent.
While militants have been cracking down on communication tools,
those reachable inside Mosul say at
least some residents are able to access TV through satellite dishes and
can pick up outside radio stations in
parts of the city.
Mahdi usually goes from one
phone call to another very quickly,
giving words of encouragement to
those calling in. He averages about
90 calls during each 2-hour show.
Mahdi, who is from Ramadi, said
he can empathise with the callers’
struggles since he has been through
it himself in his own city. Ramadi
was freed from ISIS militants earlier
in the year.
While the show receives callers
from Mosul, those numbers have
started to drop because of harsh
punishment by ISIS. On a recent
day, most callers were displaced
people from Mosul who wanted
to send messages of hope to those
trapped in the city. There was also a
lot of praise for the Iraqi and Kurdish forces.
One displaced resident, identifying himself as Salah, said he wanted
to send a message to his family still
there.
“I want to tell the families in Nineveh that we are coming to save you
from these Daesh thugs,” he said.
“We are fighting against criminals.

Bakr Mahmoud Mahdi, an Iraqi presenter at the private Nineveh TV, talks to callers on his live studio
show, in Erbil last October.
(AP)
We are coming for you.”
Mosul has been under ISIS rule
for more than two years. The fight
to retake it is expected to be the
most complex yet for Iraq’s military.
As paranoia spreads among ISIS
fighters in the city and facing an allout assault backed by sophisticated
US weaponry, Mahdi said they have
begun to severely punish anyone
found to have a cell phone or internet connection, seeing them as colluding with the enemy.

The battle picked up momentum
recently, with state-sanctioned Shia
militias joining the offensive to the
west of the city as part of a plan
to encircle the area and cut supply lines from neighbouring Syria.
Other Iraqi forces, aided by USled air strikes and heavy artillery,
drove ISIS from the town of Shura,
south of Mosul, where militants had
rounded up civilians for use as human shields.
Two weeks into the offensive,

most of the fighting is taking place
in towns and villages far from Mosul’s outskirts. With the operation expected to take weeks, if not
months, thirst for news from inside
the city grows.
Another caller, Abu Barek, urged
his family to be patient.
“If you hear my voice, there is
not a lot left,” he said. “Please stay
home until freedom comes.”
The Associated Press

Assad’s public relations offensive

View poi nt

James
Denselow

W

hile Syria
President
Bashar Assad’s
forces and his
array of allies
continue to
squeeze eastern Aleppo, the
regime is looking to go on a
public relations offensive. In
recent weeks Assad and his
representatives have been
appearing far more frequently on
Western media outlets, including the first appearance of his
wife Asma Assad in a television
interview in more than eight
years.
In late October, several foreign
journalists were granted meetings with Assad and even taken
to the front lines of Aleppo.
However, too often the questions from experienced and
respected journalists fail to get
through the armour of regime
rhetoric.
Why is this the case? Whether
addressing the BBC, the Associated Press or other media, the
consistency of messaging as well
as a tendency to completely
ignore the questions has seen
the regime come out unscathed
from difficult interviews. The
Syrian government’s media
strategy relies on a number of
components and needs to be
better understood for media
outlets to better plan interview
questions accordingly; other-

So what kind of questions would
disrupt regime messaging and
messengers?

wise, they risk giving Damascus
a propaganda tool.
The first thing to understand is
that consistency works best with
simple messaging. The vast array
of opposition elements and their
different ideologies, values and
motivations have made it
impossible to simply paint the
picture of anti-Assad forces as
“the good guys”.
Also the opposition has been
divided into the value-laden
concepts of “moderates” and
“extremists”, which has become
hostage to a counteroffensive
that purports to be showing
“moderates” committing
“extreme” acts. A diverse and
complicated opposition is a stark
contrast to the stately image that
the regime seeks to present: that
it is the state and it is fighting
terrorists supported by a cabal of
external actors.
So the regime messaging is
simple and consistent, what
about the messengers?
Bouthaina Shaaban was once a
translator to former president
Hafez Assad and is now a senior
adviser to President Bashar
Assad and one of the most
frequently seen spokeswomen of
the regime. Her style when being
interviewed is a fascinating
insight into the regime’s communication strategy.
First, she tends to speak
against a backdrop of busy
Damascene traffic, a sign of
normality and business as usual.
Then, as journalists often start
off with accusatory questions
such as “Why are you dropping
barrel bombs?” or “Did you use

chlorine on civilian targets?” her
instant response is horror that
the Syrian government is being
unjustly accused and that she is
a guest being abused by a rude
media host.
The most common tactic that
Shaaban relies upon is that she is
in Syria and they are not, so how
dare they presume to know what
they are speaking about.
In a recent interview with the
UK’s Channel Four news these
tactics were evident when
Shaaban explained: “I am the
one living in Syria. Please don’t
lecture me from London.”
She also said that she does not
“believe any of those reports”
from people who are not on the
ground and that the “reports are
irrelevant to our reality”.
The fact that the regime limits
media access into the country
and that in non-regime controlled areas there is no place
more dangerous to be a journalist are irrelevant to this mode of
aggressive defence.
Bashar Assad tends to give
long prerecorded interviews
with big names from print and
television. The interviews often
come across as quasi-academic
discussions as Assad talks softly
at length as to the situation as he
sees it. While Shaaban raises her
voice and interrupts her interviewers, Assad is a model of
calm and almost laughs off
awkward questions as when he
told the BBC in 2015 that
“There’s no barrel bombs. We
don’t have barrels.”
So what kind of questions
would disrupt regime messaging

Too
often the
questions
from
experienced
and
respected
journalists
fail to get
through
the armour
of regime
rhetoric.

and messengers?
The first thing to explore is a
better defining of terms. What,
for example, are Assad’s definitions of “civil war” and “terrorism” and does he think there is
such a thing as “state terrorism”?
Another option is to question
his regular excuses such as
blaming Turkey and other
countries for the situation. Why
did he previously go on holiday
with Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and have good
relations with Ankara? What has
changed?
It would be interesting to ask
why Syria is not giving financial
support to UN agencies looking
after Syrian refugees and to see if
Assad has any empathy or feeling
for those who have been forced
from the country.
Finally, showing proof during
an interview, such as rejected UN
requests for aid access, could
force Assad out of the bubble of
his own reality.
So far the best question I’ve
seen raised was by Newsnight’s
Evan Davis, who simply asked
“What is the biggest mistake the
regime has made?” Shaaban
smiled sweetly before avoiding
the question entirely.
Davis asked the perfect
question to a regime that relies
on a consistent but essentially
false narrative that it holds no
responsibility for the tragedy
that has blighted the country.
James Denselow is a writer on
Middle East politics and security
issues and a research associate at
the Foreign Policy Centre.
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Dubai Design Week, a celebration of emerging talents
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

E

stablished brands as well
as emerging regional and
international
designers
took centre stage in Dubai
in a celebration of cuttingedge design and ideas. Dubai Design
Week, organised by Dubai Design
District (D3), amounted to an “open
museum” of design, attracting a record number of visitors.
“With more than 150 events
across the city, the second Dubai
Design Week had almost doubled
in size, attracting 40,000 visitors,
a 75% increase compared to last
year,” said Cyril Zammit, director of
the late-October event.
Downtown Design, a trade show
for professionals, also doubled its
registrations to 12,500 visitors.
Downtown Design Fair Director
Rue Kothari said the strategy was to
provide a high-quality experience
by combining local, regional and international brands presenting topquality, original products from furniture and lighting to textiles and
accessories.
Abwab, Arabic for “doors”, an
exhibition exploring design narratives within the Middle East, North
Africa and South Asia featured pavilions from Algeria, Bahrain, India,
Iraq, the Palestinian territories and
the United Arab Emirates revolving around the theme The Human
Senses.

The second Dubai
Design Week almost
doubled in size,
attracting 40,000
visitors
Curated by Algerian artist Hellal
Zoubir, the Algiers pavilion combined the skills of Mourad Krinah,
Walid Bouchouchi and Souad Delmi
Bouras in graphics and interiors.
The interactive experience consisted of graphic surfaces displaying representations of sounds created through an arrangement of
uniquely designed percussion instruments that compose a vibrant

audio landscape. Users became
musicians, performing improvised
beats as a soundtrack guided audiences through a sensory experience.
Bahrain presented collaborative
works by designers Maitham alMubarak and Othman Khunji aimed
at renewing the dormant craft of
pottery by generating a customisation process that was very interactive.

Downtown Design, a
trade show for
professionals, also
doubled its
registrations to
12,500 visitors.
The Indian pavilion drew large
crowds with its theme Memory Bar,
a collaboration of New Delhi-based
design duo Jiten Thukral and Sumir
Tagra. Visitors could write a memory on paper, shred it and watch it
made into a colourful tile, which
would be displayed on the pavilion
wall and become part of a travelling
exhibition
The Iraqi pavilion, titled Excavations, was a collaborative endeavour
between Eindhoven-based designer Hozan Zangana and UAE-based
architect and designer Rand Abdul
Jabbar and looked at the country
as an amalgamation of overlapping
civilisations, identities, languages
and traditions. The pavilion showcased an exploration of the multilayered histories embedded within
a shared geography, uncovering,
drawing inspiration from and reinterpreting its artefacts.
Under the label Mass Imperfections, the Palestinian pavilion
exposed craft industry from the
Bethlehem region centred on its
centuries-old olive wood carving
tradition. The pivot of the pavilion
was a fabricated form of olive wood
elements that were small with respect to the structure they composed.
Curators Elias Anastas and Yousef
Anastas, French-Palestinian brothers who are both architects and designers, explored the plight of olive

At the Algierian pavilion curated by Hellal Zoubir, with its theme of Tab tab fi d’zairwatam (Drumming
from Algiers to Tamanrasset), visitors take part in an impromptu percussion session.
(AP)
wood carvers who are victims of a
globalised world and mass tourism
industry in which their skills are
overlooked.
The UAE pavilion, called Afaaq Al
Mustaqbal, drew inspiration from
the cafeteria to highlight the many
layers of this cultural phenomenon.
Cafeterias are ubiquitous and have
become an integral element of the
Emirati cultural experience. The
pavilion combined the talents of
designers Salem al-Mansoori, Tarik
Zaharna and Ric Hernandez and
was curated by Salem al-Qassimi
and Maryam al-Qassimi of Fikra Design Studio.
The Dubai Design Week’s Iconic
City exhibition, Cairo NOW! City
Incomplete, curated by Cairo-based
architect Mohamed Elshahed, gathered for the first time under one
roof more than 65 Egyptian archi-

tects, designers, entrepreneurs and
graphic artists, presenting a grassroots account of the city’s design
landscape.
Cairo’s young designers take the
city as their muse and as the source
of their creativity. Despite the lack
of a market place or an infrastructure supporting creative industries,
they turn the city’s trash into new
products and revive fading traditions with a contemporary edge.
“The aim was to include different perspectives and viewpoints
and offer opportunities for new,
especially young, designers who
are creating original and authentic
work which reflected the Egyptian
reality,” Elshahed said.
The city’s designers reflect on the
condition of incompletion in their
creations and, in Elshahed’s view,
“they fill in the gaps”.

“The potential is very high in
Egypt and fresh and original work
is being created but there is lack
of support from the government
and the corporate sector,” said
Elshahed.
The exhibition, whose title was
inspired by the infamous visual impression of Cairo’s red brick housing stock in varying stages of completion, drew visitors who admired
innovations in the fields of product,
furniture, graphic and typeface design as well as architecture.
Elshahed said: “The way forward
for these young designers is to look
for international exposure, which
may eventually translate into breakthroughs and patronage at home.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubaibased contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Teaching war, reconciliation and history in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

H

istory, a key subject
in any education system, serves the twin
purpose of informing
students about events
that shaped their country and reinforcing national identity. In Lebanon, a country historically plagued
by sectarian friction, different history textbooks, sometimes with
opposite narratives, are taught and
schools decide which version is
taught according to their sect and
whether they are public or private.
More than two decades after the
Taif peace accord that ended Lebanon’s devastating 1975-90 civil
war, a unified textbook of Lebanon’s past is yet to be produced.

History in current
textbooks seems
simply to come to a
halt in the early
1970s.
“It is wrong not to agree on a
unified curricula and history textbook. Today, each school and each
sect teach history their own way.
Hezbollah, for instance, produced
its own history book, which it
teaches at its Mehdi schools. Unfortunately, there is no political
will, no politicians assuming responsibility to settle this issue,”
said Issam Khalife, a professor of

history at the government-run
Lebanese University.
Khalife, a former member of
a government committee that
worked on the unified history textbook, said that it was “too soon” to
speak about the civil war as part of
history.
“The conflict is still fresh; besides we have not really come out
of it. So, I suggested that we cover
the civil war briefly with a focus on
its regional and international dimensions and how much it cost us
economically, socially and demographically in addition to lessons
learned, basically that Lebanese
should be unified and that war is
costly on all,” Khalife said.
Many Lebanese argue that history textbooks have been used more
as a tool to divide than to educate
about Lebanon’s times of conflict.
However, developing a curriculum for teaching controversial and
emotive history in a country that is
still recovering from the sequels of
civil strife is not an easy task. Four
attempts to develop a new history
curriculum by different governments in the last two decades have
flopped.
In the latest attempt, the Ministry of Education’s Centre for Research and Development (CERD)
submitted a comprehensive curriculum draft, including objectives,
syllabus and methods to the minister of education for evaluation.
“Till this moment the CERD has
no feedback. I cannot say that we
are close to having a unified history book in Lebanon,” said CERD
President Nada Oweijane. “The

Lebanese school children walk home in a mixed Beirut district.
(AFP)

main problem is conflict between
confessions and political parties
on events, the details developed in
the lessons, the documents used
to explain ideas, the photos….
conflict between social classes,
regions, cultural values, political
trends, historical personages etc.”
Khalife suggested that Lebanon
“could have multiple history textbooks as long as they are approved
by the CERD to ensure that the
narratives, though different, are
in conformity with national directives and respect civil peace.”
“Why not? Syria had a unified
textbook but this did not prevent
war from breaking out,” he added.
Historian Habib Malek went further, suggesting different narra-

tives in the same textbook.
“In a heterogonous society like
in Lebanon, you cannot come up
with a unified narrative about how
to understand the past. You are
faced with one of two options: Either to have a multiplicity of narratives within the same book, or
multiple books, each one adopting a different narrative… It is very
nice and idealistic to say we should
have a history book that promotes
peace rather than conflict; however, the devil lies in the details,”
said Habib, a teacher of history at
the Lebanese American University.
“We should have the courage
and the boldness to say that such
and such a group views it (war) this
way and such and such a group

views it that way. A unified book
should be true to the plurality and
diversity of Lebanese readings of
history… It needs to include all the
narratives even if they are starkly
opposed to each other,” he added.
History in current textbooks
seems simply to come to a halt in
the early 1970s, Lebanon’s heyday,
while controversial periods of the
past are watered down or largely
evaded. Young people learn contemporary history from their families, their friends from belonging
to the same sect, on the streets, or
from political parties.
For historians such as Malek,
reading past events is a continuous process, leading to changing
and nuanced narratives. “There is
always room for criticism and revision,” he said.” History should be
revised all the time. Writing history is an extremely dynamic exercise.”
Like Lebanon, Arab countries
that experienced the “Arab spring”
revolutions and conflicts will one
day face the controversy of writing
their own contemporary history.
How would they go about it?
Typically, the victor writes history but for Khalife it should be
written in a way to serve a better
future. “Let us write how much it
cost in money, deaths, injuries and
displaced. Emphasise the lessons
learned in order to avoid committing the same mistakes again,” he
said. “After all our aim is to reinforce interior civil peace.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.
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Carthage Film Festival celebrates
Arab and African cinema
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

t a time of economic,
political
and
social
hardships, the Carthage
Film Festival provides a
platform for artists and
film-makers to voice concerns and
document history as witnesses and
artists.
Internationally recognised as a
magnet for young enthusiasts, new
talents, famous film-makers and
movie stars, the festival has contributed to the development of the
public’s cinematographic taste.
Over the years, the Carthage Film
Festival, or as Tunisians call it “the
JCC”, has made efforts to raise public awareness of major societal and
cultural issues in Africa and the
Arab region.
The 27th edition of the festival
was launched October 27th at a
glitzy ceremony attended by iconic
figures of cinema, critics and fans.
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed stressed the value of the
arts and culture in fighting terrorism as he opened the festival.

The Gold Tanit
Award for Best
Feature film went to
Tunisian film-maker
Kaouther Ben Hania
for Zaineb Hates the
Snow.
“The progress of countries cannot be measured only in terms of
social and economic progress but
rather by cultural progress as culture has an important role in fighting extremism, in fighting terrorism and in opening minds,” Chahed
said.
“In our war against terrorism,
culture must have an important
role in society. Most importantly,
the cultural product must be oriented to the youth.”
Speakers paid tribute to the lives
lost during the terrorist attack that
interrupted the festival last No-

vember. Festival Director Ibrahim
Ltaief reflected on the importance
of reminding the public that art can
surmount violence and terrorism.
“The festival has acquired a
strong symbolic value after it was
shortly interrupted last year by the
horrible terrorist attack on policemen during the first days of the
festival. Twelve innocent lives were
lost at the hands of extremism,”
Ltaief said.

The 2016 festival
marked the 50th
anniversary of the
event’s creation.
“The paradox was that it signalled
a new beginning and a new meaning for the festival as more people
came to the movie theatres in the
wake of that tragedy. The audience
refused to let terrorism stop art and
continued to attend. In retrospect,
even international headlines highlighted the festival’s resistance,
rather than the attack itself.”
In addition to its defiance of terrorism, the 2016 festival marked the
50th anniversary of the event’s creation. Festival organisers celebrated the anniversary by dedicating
a special section for the screening
of award-winning films as well as
documentaries about African and
Arab cinema. Panels and screenings
were put together in cooperation
with the Pan African Federation of
Filmmakers and African Federation
of Cinema Critics.
Tunisian
director
Mohamed
Challouf, in charge of the 50th anniversary programme, emphasised
the festival’s role in decentralising
art and showcasing African and
Arab cinema.
“This festival is not a Tunisian
celebration but it is an African and
Arab celebration of cinema,” he
said. “This festival was born to be
an opportunity to display Arab and
African cinema. This festival was
born after a shocking event experienced when visiting the Berlin International Film Festival.”
Tunisian film critic Tahar Cheriaa said he “was surprised to see
that he was the only one present at

the news conference for the only
Arab film — from Egypt — screened
at the Berlin festival. Once back in
Tunisia, Cheriaa started working on
a festival that would display Arab
and African films and “decentralise
the monopolisation of European
film festivals”.
Cheriaa’s efforts resulted in the
Carthage Film Festival. Since its
inception in 1966, the festival has
marked milestones in the careers of
Arab and African film-makers such
as Sembene Ousmane and Youssef
Chahine.
“This edition is unique, as it coincides with the 50th anniversary.
Many guests of the festival in its
early editions remained faithful,
always attending. This calls for a
journey back in time to the very beginning of the festival to stress the
importance of the patrimony of the
festival and the importance of the
past editions,” Challouf said.
“This anniversary also calls for a
pause to see where the festival is
going. The festival became annual
and we need to look at how it is going to continue afterward.”
This year’s festival had 18 films
competing in the long feature category and 13 films in the Tahar
Cheriaa First Film award category.
The festival selected 19 films for the
short films category.
The festival highlighted Russian
and Asian cinema in the World Cinema section and paid homage to
Chahine, the late Iranian director
Abbas Kiarostami, and Tunisian director Kalthoum Bornaz.
The festival toured various Tunisian towns as part of the decentralisation strategy of introducing
the films to the parts of the country where there is little exposure to
such cinema.
As part of that strategy, several
films were also screened inside
prisons. The screenings featured
Ridha Behi’s The Flower of Aleppo,
which dwells on the issues of terrorism and religious extremism, as
the opening film.
The festival added a free screening on Habib Bourguiba Avenue,
the central street in Tunis.
“Fifty years into the festival,
the Carthage Film Festival played

Tunisian director Khaouther Ben Hania (R) receives the Golden
Tanit award for her film Zaineb Hates the Snow, during the closing
ceremony of the 27th Carthage Film Festival on November 5th, in
Tunis.
(AFP)
an important role in all the crucial
historical moments of the country. When there was still colonisation that oppressed all attempts of
national expression in Africa, the
festival was one of the tools that
participated in the expression and
liberation of colonised countries,”
Ltaief said.
“It was the festival that encouraged men who loved cinema to
fight against the appropriation of
cinema and played a role in the
preservation of national identity.”
The festival concluded with an
award ceremony during which the
Gold Tanit Award for Best Feature
film went to Tunisian film-maker
Kaouther Ben Hania for Zaineb
Hates the Snow. The Silver Tanit
went to the Egyptian film Clash
by Mohamed Diab and the Bronze
Tanit was awarded to Palestinian

film 3000 Nights by Mai Nasri.
The Best Female Interpretation Tanit was awarded to Oulaya
Amamra and Deborah Lukumuena
for their roles in the Moroccan
film Divines by Houda Benyamina
and the Best Male Interpretation
Tanit was won by Foued Nabba for
his role in the Tunisian film Chouf
(Look).
In the Tahar Cheriaa Award for
First Film category, the Golden
Tanit went to the Tunisian film The
Last of Us by Ala Eddine Slim. The
Silver Tanit went to Let Them Come
by Salem Brahimi from Algeria. The
Jury Special’s prize was given to the
Lebanese film This Little Father Obsession by Selim Mourad.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Sofia Samatar: In Egypt, ‘I got to experience Arabic as a living language’
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

S

omali-American writer Sofia Samatar is renowned
for her rich language and
complex world-building.
She is known for her poetry and short stories but particularly for her fantasy fiction. A finalist
for Nebula and Hugo awards and
winner of the British Fantasy and
World Fantasy awards, her novels
look at how culture and language
shape their bearers.
The daughter of a Somali father
and Swiss-German Mennonite
mother, Samatar lived in Egypt for
nine years — three years in Cairo,
three years in Alexandria and three
years in Beni Suef. Her experiences
in Egypt, particularly with the Arabic language, infuse her writing.
The Winged Histories, published in
February 2016 to critical acclaim,
and its predecessor, A Stranger in
Olondria, deal in difficult questions of identity and culture.
In an era in which fantasy novels have become more mainstream
and millions are watching George
R.R. Martin’s Game of Thrones series on television, Samatar’s Olondria duology offers a nuanced take
on the genre.
“In Egypt I got to experience Arabic as a living language,” Samatar
told The Arab Weekly. “I became
closer to its tones, its humour, its
pathos. This powerful process of

Sofia Samatar 						
learning and then living a foreign
language went into A Stranger in
Olondria, where it informs the
main character’s experience as a
language student.”
The Winged Histories tells of four
women — a soldier, a scholar, a poet

(AFP)

and a socialite — caught up on different sides of a violent rebellion.
Told in four different voices, it is an
earthy and intriguing offering that
looks at how history is written, or
unwritten.
“My background has greatly in-

fluenced my work,” Samatar said.
“I imagine this will always be so,
though maybe it will happen in different ways. Right now, I’m sort of
preoccupied with the idea of disappearance: How a person might
cease to have a background or fade
into a background completely so
that there’s no longer a difference
between background and foreground.”
Samatar’s novels deal with different cultures and how those cultures interact. The Winged Histories
introduces readers to the feredhai,
a nomadic culture with clear links
to the Bedouin. “The feredhai are
absolutely similar to the Bedouins
and to Somali nomads as well. It’s
a pastoral culture, a desert culture,
with strictly defined gender roles.
That influence is very important in
the Olondria books,” she said.
“Other real-world elements that
found their way into the books include ancient Greek culture, especially the religion; the landscape
around Yambio, South Sudan;
and the literary culture and atmosphere of Cairo, from medieval
times to the present.”
Despite her interest in language
and linguistics — she is an assistant
professor of English at California
State University Channel Islands
— and her obvious love of words,
Samatar said she does not describe
herself as a translator.
“I find translation fascinating
and have huge respect for translators, even when I disagree with
them,” she said. “I’d love to trans-

late something myself but it’s too
intimidating.
“I’m too anxious about what the
words mean, when the best translators, it seems to me, are translating mood and atmosphere rather
than individual words. They’re
like painters. I’d love to be like that
but I’m just not. I have huge anxieties around language and this is
probably why the theme of crosscultural communication so preoccupies me…It makes sense to say:
These novels are written by a failed
translator.”
Samatar has said that The
Winged Histories would be her last
foray into fantasy fiction and that
she intends to focus more on other
endeavours.

The Winged Histories
tells of four women
caught up on
different sides of a
violent rebellion.
As for what she is working on
next, Samatar said: “I’m working
on a very different book. It’s a hybrid text involving fiction, history
and memoir based on a 19th-century migration of Mennonites from
southern Russia to what’s now Uzbekistan. It’s not a total departure,
as my work, especially in the short
stories, has gotten closer to essay writing over the last couple of
years but it will be my first major
nonfiction work.”
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Film Ameriki Tawil: A portrait of Lebanon’s
post-war society
Hashem Osseiran

Beirut

D

uring a brief pause in
fighting between Lebanon’s warring factions,
Christian and Muslim
Lebanese filled Beirut’s
iconic Piccadilly Theatre for the
1980 debut of Ziad Rahbani’s play
Film Ameriki Tawil (A Long American Film). Thirty-six years later, a
younger audience — one that has
not experienced a bitter civil war
— is flocking to cinemas for the release of a digital recording of the
production.
Between these two generations,
a lot may have changed but the
wider resonance of Rahbani’s timeless vision has not.

Film Ameriki Tawil
offers a fluid
reflection on anxiety
in a psychiatric
hospital in Beirut
during the 1975-90
civil war.
Film Ameriki Tawil, commonly
regarded as Rahbani’s most acclaimed play, is not governed by a
plot per se. Instead, it offers a fluid
reflection on the anxiety, absurdity, and confusion that abound in
a psychiatric hospital in Beirut’s
mainly Muslim Western section
during the 1975-90 civil war. The
events centre on the lives of eight
patients, who, when taken together, offer a relevant and enduring
portrait of Lebanon’s post-war society.

Rashid, a young war-time militiaman — a character played by Rahbani — is an archetype of the aggressive and manic neighbourhood
strongman often found stirring up
trouble. In contrast, Abu Layla and
Omar are cool-headed patients admitted for marijuana addiction.
They represent an escapist ethos
centred on the belief that intoxication is necessary considering the
trials and tribulations of Lebanese
life: Be it a civil war, sectarianism
or total state failure.
These two sets of characters —
the strongman and the stoners —
reflect two salient ways of adapting
to the country’s chaos.
Edouard, the “Christian character” who feels compelled to ask
every person he meets about their
religion, suffers from an acute fear
that Muslims are seeking to drive
out Lebanon’s Christians. Tragically, this character is not a relic
of the past but echoes a contemporary discourse that became particularly salient during Lebanon’s
presidential elections. Christian
leaders have maintained the argument that the presidential vacuum,
which lasted for nearly 30 months,
constituted a deliberate threat to
Christians in Lebanon, where the
post of president of the republic is
allocated to a Maronite Christian.
Abed al-Amir, a former professor
of logic, is obsessed with unearthing the mu’amara — conspiracy —
against Lebanon. He is determined
to write a book outlining the contours of this “foreign plot” but
finds himself lacking a concrete
starting point.
In this respect, he resembles
many of the country’s politicians,
media pundits and academics who
put forward pseudo-scientific con-

A poster of the digital production.
spiracy theories to explain the extraordinary. In the contemporary
theatre of mu’amara, one can recall
claims that Israel is behind Lebanon’s illegal internet networks and
speculation that Qatar and Washington were responsible for mass
protests that broke out in the summer of 2015.
On the other hand, Nizar, a leftist intellectual and a member of
the Lebanese National Movement,
openly admits that the complex
and opaque world of Lebanese
politics is no longer amenable to
analysis. He frustratingly concedes
that, despite his advanced intellectual capabilities, nothing makes
sense anymore.

Taken together, Nizar and Abed
al-Amir offer a portrait of two different, yet equally impotent, ways
of dealing with Lebanese politics,
both of which are resonant today.
When considering these aspects
of the play’s characters, it becomes
clear that the psychiatric hospital is
a metaphor for a pathological postwar Lebanon. As for the patients,
they are an allegory for society at
large — one that is plagued with
many afflictions.
An enduring theme that runs
throughout the production is that
the patients never recover despite
continuous modifications and
adjustments to their treatment.
When their condition threatens to

affect the hospital’s medical staff
members, who begin to display
the symptoms they are supposed
to cure, the head physician opts
for electroshock therapy. Even that
does not work.
The yell released by Rashid at the
end of the play is a final statement
concerning the futility of treatment. It echoes the notion that
nothing has truly improved. Thirty-six years later, Rashid’s scream
has maintained its symbolic force
as an abrupt wake-up call for anyone who thought that the residents
of Lebanon were making progress.
Hashem Osseiran is a reporter
based in Beirut.

Iraq’s Hatra: A World Heritage Site in crossfire of war
Baghdad

T

he ancient city of Hatra
withstood Roman invasions nearly 2,000 years
ago and decades of more
recent war and instability in Iraq but then jihadists marked
it for destruction.
The Islamic State (ISIS) vandalised Hatra, 110km south-west of
Mosul, and is reported to still have
a presence in the area, which may
put the famed archaeological site
in the line of fire as Iraqi forces
fight to drive the jihadists back.
Hatra, known as Al-Hadhr in Arabic, was established in the second
or third century BC and became a
religious and trading centre under
the Parthian empire.
It was surrounded by two walls
— one of earth and another of stone
that was dotted with towers. The
fortifications helped it withstand
sieges by the forces of two Roman
emperors: Trajan in 166AD and
Septimius Severus in

198. Hatra finally succumbed to Ardashir I, the founder of the Sassanid
dynasty, a few decades later.

Hatra left its mark on
pop culture as the
location for the
opening of horror
film The Exorcist in
1973.
The city, however, remained
well preserved over the centuries
that followed. The site was excavated in the early 20th century and
again from the early 1950s. Two
decades later, Hatra left its mark
on pop culture as the location for
the opening of horror film The Exorcist in 1973.
In addition to its imposing fortifications, Hatra was home to
magnificent temples that blended
Eastern and Western architecture.
It was named a UNESCO World
Heritage Site in 1985.

Like many other archaeological
sites in Iraq, access to Hatra has
been limited by instability and cycles of violence that followed the
2003 US-led invasion of Iraq.
In June 2014, the Islamic State
(ISIS) overran Mosul and other
territory in Iraq and carried out a
seemingly endless series of atrocities.
Seeking to continue to
shock the world and
remain the focus of attention,
ISIS began targeting Iraqi heritage sites as well as
brutally killing people.
The jihadists frame
the destruction as a
religiously mandated
elimination of idols but
have no qualms about
selling smaller artefacts to

fund their operations.
They ransacked the Mosul museum, blew up the ancient
Assyrian city of Nimrud
and came for Hatra.
ISIS released

a video in April 2015 showing
militants knocking sculptures off the walls of a building, shooting at them with
an assault rifle and hacking away at a statue with a
pickaxe.
The extent of the damage at the site is unclear
but it may be in for
further destruction if
fighting breaks out in
the area during Iraq’s
operation to retake
Mosul and the surrounding Nineveh
province.
Agence FrancePresse

A 2003 file picture shows the Hellenistic Temple of Mrn amid the remains of the ancient city of Hatra in the desert area in north-west Iraq, between Mosul and Samarra,
where the Hellenistic and Roman architecture blends with eastern decorative features.

(AP)
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Agenda
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 photography professionals and amateurs from all
over the world, to exhibit and
share experiences.
Dubai:
Through April 8th

Gara Cave from inside. 									

(Haitham Salah)

In Egypt,
millennia-old
cave keeps
captivating
visitors
Haitham Salah

Cairo

T

he pieces of glittering rock
dangling from the ceiling
in the millennia-old Gara
Cave in Egypt’s Western
Desert have an unearthly
feel about them.
The few rays of the sun that reach
into the dark cave reflect brazenly
off the rocks, turning them, in the
eyes of onlookers, into irresistible
crystals that mesh with the barren and desert surroundings of the
cave.
Gara Cave, between Egypt’s
Bahariya Oasis and the southern
province of Asyut, about 350km
south-west of Cairo, is a most rare
archaeological treasure trove in the
heart of Egypt’s desert. The cave
formed from water coming in contact with Egypt’s Western Desert
climate over millions of years.
“It is a stunning place by all
measures,” said Ahmed Hussein,

a guide who helps tourists explore
the wonders of Egypt’s Western Desert. “True, the cave is completely
off the beaten track but the effort
visitors must make to reach it is really worth it.”
Gara Cave used to attract thousands of foreign tourists every year
but it has been hit hard by the big
drop in tourism numbers affecting
Egypt for more than a year. Nonetheless, the cave is an important
stop on the itinerary of local explorers, desert lovers and adventurers.
Dozens of Egyptians visit the
cave every day, giving guides such
as Hussein hope that the tourism
industry will soon bounce back.
The cave was discovered by a
German explorer hundreds of years
ago but fell into oblivion until it was
rediscovered in the late 1980s by
another German explorer.
It is one of few magnificently
decorated caves in Egypt. About 30
metres wide and 8 metres high, the
cave contains diverse animal formations engraved on its rocks. The
engravings, specialists said, sug-

Animal engravings on the rocks inside the cave.

(Haitham Salah)

Global Village is a large seasonal cultural event in Dubai
that offers an array of festivals, shopping and entertainment in an open-air theme
park. This entertainment
and shopping destination
includes more than 75 participating countries, dozens of
fun rides and 26 restaurants
offering food from around
the world.
Beirut:
November 13th
The 14th Beirut Marathon
includes runners from
around the world. Runners
will zigzag through the city
on a 42.2km route that passes
historic monuments and
medieval buildings.
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 features Shakespeare as
never seen before, including
Othello presented as a rap
song. The show is scheduled
to take place at the Dubai
Community Theatre and Arts
Centre.
Marrakech:
December 2nd-10th
The Marrakech International
Film Festival showcases 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 Béla Tarr
will serve as jury president.
Dubai: December 7th-14th

Charming rock formations inside the cave.
gest the area — now a desert — was
populated in the past.
The engravings date to the
Neolithic Age, beginning about
10,200BC in parts of the Middle
East.
The icicle-shaped rock formations of the cave, produced by the
precipitation of minerals from water dripping through it, and its stalagmites offer visitors a rich treat of
nature’s work to contemplate and
researchers wonderful material to
study, archaeologists said.
“The stalactites hanging down
from the ceiling of the cave like
tree leaves are engineered by nature’s perfect hand,” said Egyptian
archaeologist Hussein Abdel Rahman. “My career has taken me everywhere in the Middle East region
but I assure you that Gara Cave is
unequalled by regional archaeological standards.”
Most visits of the cave start in
Cairo and include the White Desert
in the nearby Farafra Depression.
The White Desert has massive chalk
rock formations that were created
by the occasional sandstorms in the
area.
Other must-see landmarks in the
area include the Golden Mummies
Museum, the Tombs of Nobles and
Alexander Temples in the nearby
Bahariya Oasis.

(Haitham Salah)

Some visitors camp inside the
cave, lie on their backs and contemplate its rock formations. Others
enjoy lunch in the open at the foot
of the area’s sand dunes.
Packages tours to the area, including meals, one night’s accommodation and transport, cost $200$300, Hussein said.

Gara Cave is a most
rare archaeological
treasure trove in
the heart of Egypt’s
desert.
“Some tour operators even organise cheaper tours, depending on
the package itself,” he said.
Ehab Hamdi, an Egyptian lawyer,
said he learned about the cave a few
years ago after a friend visited and
raved about its wonders.
“It was only then that I decided
to visit the cave with a group of
my friends,” Hamdi said. “Entering such a place and seeing the
colours of the rocks inside it and
their strange shapes is actually like
a dream.”
Haitham Salah is an Egyptian
travel journalist.

Dubai International Film Festival is an observance of Arab
and international cinema.
The festival showcases films
from Hollywood, Bollywood
and beyond. A parallel programme will include seminars, debates and meetings.
Dubai: February 23rd-March
11th
The Dubai Food Festival
is citywide celebration. It
offers several food-related
events and promotions. The
event brings together the
best in cuisine. Celebrity
chefs will be present to meet
people and share recipes
of entertaining dishes and
cocktail courses along with
new trends in cooking. The
festival is organised by Dubai
Festivals and Retail Establishment (DFRE), an agency of
Dubai’s Department of Tourism and Commerce Marketing (DTCM).

We welcome submissions of
calendar items related to
cultural events of interest to
travellers in the Middle East
and North Africa.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

