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Beirut

A 

humanitarian catas-
trophe is unfolding in 
Aleppo as an estimated 
250,000 civilians are 
trapped in the rebel-held 

east of the Syrian city under relent-
less air bombardment by Russian 
and Syrian warplanes.

Their plight, worsened by the on-
set of colder weather, has largely 
been ignored by the United Nations 
and the major powers while inter-
national aid organisations struggle 
to assist tens of thousands of refu-
gees who have managed to flee the 
city.

Inside the rubble-filled, body-
strewn streets of eastern Aleppo, 
conditions are worsening by the day 
as regime forces advance. Pro-gov-
ernment forces have retaken 40% of 
the area that the rebels held in the 
city since mid-2012 and have split 
it in two, leaving about 8,000 rebel 
fighters exposed.

“The situation inside the be-
sieged area is very bad,” Abdel Rah-
man Hassan, a member of the vol-
unteer Syrian civil defence group 
known as the White Helmets said 
by telephone from eastern Aleppo.

“There’s no food, no medical 
supplies and no functioning hos-
pitals. Population density is higher 
because many people had fled the 
districts recaptured by the regime 
forces and moved to ‘safer’ neigh-
bourhoods inside the besieged 
area,” he said.

“The bombardment and air 
strikes are causing massacres with a 
large number of casualties because 
civilians are now concentrated in 
larger numbers in a small area… 
The very few doctors who’re still 
functioning in east Aleppo have set 
up basic clinics in vaults and base-
ments, but there’s no more dispen-
saries or hospitals to carry out sur-
geries,” Hassan said.

Russian forces have used bunker-
buster bombs, designed to destroy 
heavily fortified underground mili-
tary facilities, to knock out subter-
ranean medical centres and civilian 
shelters.

The 30 doctors believed to still be 
in the rebel sector are said to be low 
on antibiotics, IV fluids and blood 
supplies.

Pawel Krzysiek, Damascus-based 
head of communications for the 

International Committee of the 
Red Cross in Syria, said an esti-
mated 20,000 civilians had fled the 
besieged sector to shelters in the 
government-held western zone in 
recent days.

This endless exodus of demor-
alised, shell-shocked refugees “is 
very chaotic”, he said. “People ar-
rive by the hour with very little or 
no belongings at all. They’re injured 
or sick. Men, women, children, el-
derly, injured and disabled people 
in wheelchairs, mothers with in-
fants… They’re terrified because 
they had to escape amid intense 
clashes.

“It’s very cold and it’s raining but 
the shelters don’t have electricity,” 
Krzysiek said. “The need is over-
whelming.”

Still, the regime siege goes on. 
The United States, which backs Syr-

ian rebel groups, has made no effort 
to intervene, in part because of the 
political uncertainty that will last 
until Donald Trump becomes US 
president in January.

Russia and Syrian President 
Bashar Assad are clearly exploiting 
the situation to score a major vic-
tory in Aleppo and strengthen their 
position in any peace negotiations.

UN Envoy to Syria Staffan de 
Mistura has tried but failed to se-
cure a deal to end the bloodbath. In 
October, Russia vetoed a UN reso-
lution that had demanded a halt to 
the bombardment.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. Samar Kadi 
is The Arab Weekly Travel and 
Society section editor.

London
 

T 

he Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Coun-
tries (OPEC) shocked 
analysts and naysayers by 
agreeing to its first pro-

duction cut in eight years, sending 
crude oil prices soaring in the pro-
cess.

The overall deal calls for a 3.5% 
reduction in production, which 
equates to 32.5 million barrels a 
day, starting in January, with Saudi 
Arabia, Iraq, Kuwait and the United 
Arab Emirates facing the biggest 
cuts in production.

The OPEC deal proves the cartel 
can rise above geopolitical differ-
ences to reach a compromise and 
reaffirmed its position as the glob-
al energy sector’s most powerful 
body.

The production cut agreement 
was reached despite wars in Yemen 

and Syria, which involved Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait sup-
porting opposite sides to Russia, 
Iran and Iraq.

Ahead of the historic OPEC meet-
ing in Vienna, Saudi Energy Min-
ister Khalid al-Falih said the king-
dom was ready to accept “a big hit” 

in production to see the deal go 
through.

“I think it is a good day for the 
oil markets; it is a good day for the 
industry and… it should be a good 
day for the global economy. I think 
it will be a boost to global economic 
growth,” Falih said after the deal 
was reached.

Although Saudi Arabia is taking 
the biggest hit in terms of cuts, the 
deal represents a victory for the 
kingdom, which took a hard-line 
stance and negotiated for months 
to get OPEC member Iraq to cut 
production and-OPEC member 
Russia to reduce output.

The motivations for Saudi Arabia, 

the world’s largest oil producer, to 
compromise for the sake of higher 
crude oil prices are plentiful, with 
its goal of diversifying its economy 
away from the energy sector be-
ing the chief one. The kingdom’s 
ambitious Vision 2030 programme 
requires a combination of major 
government spending and austerity 
measures.

The price of crude oil — about $45 
a barrel before the OPEC meeting 
— jumped to more than $50 a bar-
rel after the cartel’s announcement, 
with observers seeing the price 
fluctuating between $55-$60 a bar-
rel in the next year.

How long OPEC’s production cuts 
will last is open to speculation, as 
any cut by the cartel will be offset 
by increased US production, par-
ticularly in the shale oil industry, 
which was a main reason OPEC in-
creased production levels during 
the last two years.

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

Syrian residents fleeing the eastern part of Aleppo gather in Masaken Hanano, a former rebel-held 
district that was retaken by regime forces, on November 30th.                                                                  (AFP)

An Austrian soldier stands guard outside the OPEC headquarters 
on the eve of the 171st meeting of the Organisation of the 
Petroleum Exporting Countries in Vienna, on November 29th.  (AFP)
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There’s no food,
no medical supplies 
and no functioning 
hospitals.”Abdel Rahman Hassan,

a member of the volunteer 
Syrian civil defence.
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S 

yrian regime forces are 
steadily overwhelming 
rebel-held strongpoints in 
besieged eastern Aleppo in 
fierce fighting backed by a 

pulverising Russian air campaign 
that is shaping up to be Syrian Pres-
ident Bashar Assad’s most impor-
tant victory of the war.

The fall of the rebels’ last major 
urban stronghold will not mean the 
end of the war, however.

“What’s happening in Aleppo 
will only fuel chaos and terrorism,” 
France’s UN Ambassador François 
Delattre warned during an emer-
gency Security Council session on 
November 30th.

The objective of the Syrian re-
gime and its main backers — Rus-
sia and Iran — appears to be to re-
conquer the sector of the northern 
city held by rebels since mid-2012 
before Donald Trump is sworn in 
as president of the United States on 
January 20th.

With all of Aleppo in regime 
hands, Assad and his two key allies 
should be able to absorb any change 
in US policy on Syria and hold the 
high cards in any US-backed peace 
initiative aimed at halting the con-
flict.

The rebel forces in Aleppo, about 
8,000 strong, are heavily outnum-
bered and outgunned, cut off from 
any relief after being hammered for 
months by the relentless Russian-
led aerial blitz and shelling by re-
gime artillery.

The rebels, who have been los-
ing ground since Russia intervened 
in September 2015 to save Assad 
from what looked like certain de-
feat, were reported to have recently 
lost 40% of the territory they held 

as the regime tightened the noose 
around the opposition bastion.

Eastern Aleppo is becoming “one 
giant graveyard”, UN humanitar-
ian chief Stephen O’Brien warned 
on November 30th as regime forces 
spearheaded by Hezbollah’s elite 
Radwan regiment advanced in 
fierce street fighting.

With much of eastern Aleppo in 
ruins and its streets strewn with 
bodies from day-and-night bom-
bardment, about 50,000 of the 
estimated 250,000 shell-shocked 
inhabitants who have survived 
months of the regime’s starvation 
tactics have been seeking to flee the 
city.

The exodus is likely to swell as 
regime forces close in for the kill, 
with the United Nations and the 
United States unable to prevent the 
final bloodbath.

The seemingly inevitable rebel 
collapse in a historic city that was 
once the heart of Syria’s economy 
will greatly bolster Assad’s position 
and his allies in any negotiations to 
end the war. Some 400,000 people 
have died and half of Syria’s pre-
war population of 22 million has 
been driven from their homes in 
nearly six years of conflict.

UN-mandated and US-backed ef-
forts have failed. Russia, its power 
in the Middle East restored by the 
2015 intervention to save Assad, 
now seems to be in the driver’s seat 
and able to negotiate from a posi-
tion of strength.

In what appears to be a fresh dip-
lomatic effort, opposition sources 
reported that at least four rebel 
groups linked to the Syrian Nation-
al Coalition are having secret ne-
gotiations in Ankara with the Rus-
sians, brokered by Turkey, with the 
immediate purpose of ending the 
bloodletting in eastern Aleppo.

These talks, the first to involve 
a large number of key opposition 
groups, have reportedly made little 
progress.

The gathering underlines Rus-
sia’s growing importance in the 
Middle East and possibly signals a 
new phase in the quest for a politi-
cal settlement to end the war with 
Russian power in the ascendant 
while US influence in the Middle 

East wanes.
Moscow is reported to have been 

seeking to arrange a meeting in Da-
mascus of key rebel leaders, possi-
bly as early as January, to discuss 
having a national dialogue that 
would later be attended by Assad’s 
government.

The objective, according to politi-
cal sources, is to achieve a political 
agreement that would lead to par-
liamentary and presidential elec-
tions in which Assad would run for 
a fourth term while overseeing the 
transition of what has been essen-
tially a one-party state to a power-
sharing arrangement with Assad 
remaining as president.

Amid Moscow’s efforts to se-
cure a ceasefire, however, Russian 
warplanes continued their blister-
ing day-and-night bombardment 
of eastern Aleppo, where whole 

neighbourhoods have been re-
duced to rubble.

A political settlement to the con-
flict remains a distant prospect 
even though the impetus for get-
ting rid of Assad by Western and 
Arab powers such as Saudi Arabia 
and Turkey has grown as the war 
drags on with no end in sight.

The seemingly inevitable regime 
victory in Aleppo could unleash 
new dangers, not least of which 
would be providing motivation to 
the jihadist forces that have become 
the core of the resistance to the 

minority Alawite Assad regime’s 
sectarian policies which have tor-
mented Syria’s Sunni majority for 
decades.

Nor is there any sign of a lessen-
ing of largely covert US support for 
rebel forces outside Aleppo where 
the Islamic State (ISIS) is the prime 
target, particularly in northern 
Syria where anti-regime Kurdish 
groups are strong.

According to British analyst 
Charles Lister, who has interacted 
with most rebel factions, they have 
about 150,000 fighters in the field, 
with only 5% of that total in Aleppo.

Rebel forces, including ISIS, still 
hold Idlib province in the north 
along with much of neighbouring 
Aleppo province. It is likely to be 
the regime’s next objective. The re-
bels also hold sizeable territory in 
southern Syria.

Paris

A 

s the bombs rain down 
on the besieged city of 
Aleppo, the scenes of suf-
fering are horrific, yet 
the Syrian war has failed 

to move people to protest in the 
way that the US intervention in Iraq 
or the siege of Sarajevo did.

In Paris’ traditional place of 
protest — the Place de la Répub-
lique — demonstrators spelled 
out “Free Syria” with candles on 
November 25th as forces loyal to 
Syrian President Bashar Assad in-
creased their control of rebel-held 
areas of Aleppo.

Barely 100 people took part in the 
protest.

“I find it hard to understand. This 
is a cause that people should rally 
around,” said participant Ahmad 
Darkazanli, who originally is from 
Aleppo but has lived in France for 
half a century.

It has been a similar story in Lon-
don, Berlin and Rome: The plight 
of the Syrian people fails to strike a 
chord.

“Aleppo is already a Sarajevo, a 
black chapter in the history of man-
kind and of international politics,” 
Jan Egeland, the head of a UN-
backed humanitarian task force for 
Syria, said recently.

Intellectuals across Europe took 
up the fate of Sarajevo, the de-
stroyed capital of Bosnia, during 
the 1992-95 war and the conflicts 
in Gaza brought thousands of peo-

ple into the streets. The US inter-
vention in Iraq unleashed mas-
sive demonstrations, including an 
estimated 1 million people who 
marched through London in Febru-
ary 2003.

Yet Syria fails to stir the same 
feelings of solidarity.

As the war has ground on for 
more than five years, the main-
stream media and social media 
have been filled with images of 
barrel bombs, children struggling 
to breathe after chemical weapons 
attacks, dead prisoners and desper-

ate families scrambling through the 
rubble of their shattered homes.

“It’s so barbaric that it’s hard for 
people to take in,” said Ziad Majed, 
a professor at the American Univer-
sity of Paris.

Photographs of Aylan Kurdi, the 
little Syrian boy found drowned 
on a Turkish beach, and the blood-
streaked face of another child, 
5-year-old Omran Daqneesh, who 
had emerged from the rubble of his 
bombed home in Aleppo, caught 
the world’s attention for a few days.

But, said Majed, “it’s one horror 

after another and because people 
don’t understand who is killing 
whom, they feel powerless and 
they don’t want to look at it or think 
about it anymore.”

The complex nature of a conflict 
that began as a civil war after Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad cracked 
down on the opposition but has 
gradually spread to the whole re-
gion and sucked in jihadist groups 
may be to blame for the general 
public’s indifference.

“Who is against Assad? And who 
is on his side? Should tyrants be 
ousted? We saw where that led in 
Iraq and Syria,” said Stephan Polon-
ski, an artist in Paris.

In the Middle Eastern “Great 
Game” that the Syrian war has be-
come with Russia, Iran, Turkey and 
the Gulf states all playing a role 
and the Islamic State jihadist group 
feeding off the resulting chaos, “the 
Syrian people and their aspirations 
for democracy are invisible”, Majed 
said.

“I think the attacks carried out 
in Europe by Daesh (an Arabic ac-
ronym for the Islamic State) have 
exhausted the capacity of people in 
the West to show empathy or anger 
at what is happening in Syria,” said 
Pauline Hamon, a journalist.

“As far as we are concerned, the 
real enemy are these fanatics,” said 
Charlotte Cruchet, a housewife in 
her 40s.

“Unfortunately, many people 
think that in the Middle East we’re 
violent, we kill each other, we’re 
incapable of being democratic and 
we’ve got the regimes we deserve,” 
said Farouk Mardam-Bey, a French-

Syrian publisher who is president 
of the French support group for the 
Syrian revolution, Souria Houria.

He points to the insidious effect 
of “influential” pro-regime web-
sites that disseminate information 
from a war that is largely out of 
bounds to the mainstream media.

“Even among my left-wing 
friends, I often hear: ‘Who is to say 
these horrifying images are not fab-
ricated? Who is to say it’s true?’” he 
said.

Since the war began, Souria 
Houria has organised hundreds of 
meetings and events but the people 
who attend are normally the usual 
suspects — individuals with a direct 
link to the war, artists and activists.

“When the bombing of Aleppo 
started (in September), we saw fac-
es we hadn’t seen before, ordinary 
people who took part in our dem-
onstrations in front of the Russian 
embassy in Paris,” Mardam-Bey 
said, “but they were a very small 
group.”

He said he sees one ray of hope, 
in Germany, which has taken in 
hundreds of thousands of Syrian 
refugees, and where young Syrian 
authors are being translated into 
German for the first time.

Agence France-Presse

Aleppo’s fate sealed but it won’t end the Syrian war 

Syrians’ suffering fails to strike a chord in Europe

Ed Blanche

Cecile Feuillatre 
and AFP’s European bureaus

Syrian pro-government forces sit on a military vehicle driving past residents fleeing the eastern part 
of Aleppo and gathering in Masaken Hanano, a former rebel-held district that was retaken by the 
regime forces, on November 30th.            (AFP)

A March 2015 file picture shows demonstrators holding placards 
reading “Syria: Protect civilians” (L) and “Syria: 4 million 
refugees. What does France plan on doing?” (R) as they take part 
in a demonstration in Paris.                  (AFP)
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The complex nature 
of a conflict may be 
to blame for the 
general public’s 
indifference.

The rebel forces in 
Aleppo, about 8,000 
strong, are heavily 
outnumbered and 
outgunned.

The exodus is likely 
to swell as regime 
forces close in for the 
kill.
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R 

ussia and Iran are toying 
with the idea of having 
a national dialogue con-
ference in Damascus, at-
tended in two stages, first 

by the Syrian opposition and then 
by President Bashar Assad’s govern-
ment.

The target date is January 2017 
and is intended to coincide with 
the inauguration of Donald Trump 
as the next US president. A second 
date, pencilled in by authorities in 
Damascus, is mid-April next year.

The longer it takes to launch a 
dialogue, the more time it gives the 
Russian and Syrian armies to over-
whelm the rebel-held sector of the 
strategic northern city of Aleppo, 
increasingly seen as a battle that 
could determine the outcome of the 
Syrian war.

The ultimate purpose of the polit-
ical manoeuvre is to find a Russian-
sanctioned replacement for the 
UN-mandated talks in Switzerland, 
known as Geneva III. Those talks, 
for which outgoing US Secretary 
of State John Kerry aggressively 
lobbied, are increasingly seen as a 
thing of the past for Damascus, Teh-
ran and Moscow.

Geneva III, suspended indefi-
nitely since April, sought to launch 
a “transitional period”, which was 
supposed to start in the summer, 
based on UN Security Council Reso-
lution 2254.

Russia wanted a “cabinet of na-
tional unity” led by Assad to lead 
the transition from war to peace 
and from one-party rule to a power-
sharing formula, rather than having 
the opposition replace Assad’s rule.

The Saudi-backed opposition 
wanted a transitional governmen-

tal body to run the war-ravaged 
country with specified figures from 
the regime, provided Assad relin-
quished power, something he re-
fuses to do.

Ultimately, Moscow and Tehran 
hope Geneva III will be replaced by 
Damascus I, conducted under Rus-
sian rules of engagement, with the 
blessing of the Trump White House, 
something the lame-duck Obama 
administration would not counte-
nance.

Iran, whose military support for 
Assad has matched Russia’s deploy-
ment, had considered holding such 
a conference in Oman to give it a 
patina of credibility. The Russians 
initially wanted it in Cairo for the 
same reason.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi welcomed the idea, reflecting 
warming Syrian-Egyptian relations, 
but refused to allow members of 
Syria’s Muslim Brotherhood to set 
foot in Egypt.

With no alternative, Russia and 
Iran agreed to have the event in Da-
mascus, providing guarantees for 
the opposition delegates that they 
would not be arrested or harassed if 
they attended.

All of them have Syrian arrest 
warrants — and in some cases death 
warrants — hanging over their 
heads.

The regime reluctantly agreed to 
the no harassment clause and the 
notion of the conference itself, on 
condition that Assad’s government 
has the final say on who is invited.

It has vetoed prominent figures in 
the Saudi-backed High Negotiations 
Committee, such as its chief, Riad 
Hijab, a Syrian prime minister who 
defected in 2012, and Mohammed 
Alloush, commander of the Islamic 
Army fighting in the countryside 
around Damascus.

Thanks to Russian mediation, the 
government has also, surprisingly, 

agreed to host prominent figures 
such as Mouaz al-Khatib, a Damas-
cus cleric-turned-politician and 
former head of the Syrian National 
Coalition (SNC), and his successor, 
Ahmad al-Jarba, once a Saudi fa-
vourite.

To date, both men have declined 
to attend or even receive official in-
vitations but their names were put 
forward by the ageing Hassan Abdul 
Azim, a respected Damascus-based 
opposition figure who leads the out-
lawed National Coordination Com-
mittee, an Arab nationalist organi-
sation backed by Egypt and Russia. 
He has acted as go-between in talks 
between Moscow and opposition 
figures inside Syria and abroad.

The idea behind the current ini-
tiative is to create a united body of 
opposition attendees, tentatively 
called the Damascus Platform and 
for them to sit face-to-face with the 

regime at a second stage of talks, 
also in the Syrian capital.

This would merge the Russian-
backed opposition with those who 
are regime-friendly, mixing them 
with key opposition figures from 
the diaspora, with the aim of domi-
nating the Saudi- and Turkish-
backed SNC and the High Negotia-
tions Committee.

Neither Iran nor Russia will agree 
to any power-sharing formula with 
figures who oppose their battlefield 
support for Assad.

If Moscow gets its way, the regime 
will reach a deal with the Damascus 
Platform that calls for a cabinet of 
national unity and for early parlia-
mentary and presidential elections, 
in which Assad would run for a 
fourth term.

The belief in Damascus is that 
Trump, once installed in the White 
House, will not obstruct or object to 

such a formula and nor will France, 
which is heading towards a politi-
cal earthquake of its own with the 
dramatic rise of former prime min-
ister François Fillon, widely tipped 
to win presidential elections in May 
2017.

If Fillon, who advocates work-
ing with both Moscow and Assad to 
fight Islamic State jihadists, wins, 
he would be an automatic ally of 
Trump, Assad and Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin.

If the presidents of the United 
States, Russia and France support 
the Damascus I plan, it may well get 
off the ground and be accepted in-
ternationally as a serious initiative 
to create a road map for peace that 
all sides will respect.

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

Moscow seeks talks with Syrian rebels to overturn UN effort
Sami Moubayed

An August 2015 file picture shows President of the National Coalition for Syrian Revolutionary and 
Opposition Forces (SNC) Khaled Khoja (L) talking to Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov during a 
meeting in Moscow.           (Reuters)
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Russia and Iran are 
toying with the idea 
of having a national 
dialogue conference 
in Damascus.

If the presidents of 
the US, Russia and 
France support the 
plan, it may well get 
off the ground.

What happens to Syria if Assad wins?

T
he conflict in Syria has 
been going on for 
nearly six years and at 
times has been 
characterised by a 
grinding and violent 

inertia. That can no longer be said 
to be the case as the regime and 
its allies have made dramatic 
inroads in the east of Aleppo and 
gains elsewhere in the country.

To add to this sudden rush of 
territory seized is the situation to 
the east where the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is losing Mosul street by 
street and faces the prospect of 
operations to seize its self-pro-
claimed capital, Raqqa, gaining 
momentum.

Moscow is behind Syrian 
President Bashar Assad in 
Damascus and behind Moscow 
appears to be the new president 
of the United States. The “Arab 
spring” feels like a distant 
memory of a bygone age and old 
footage of peaceful protesters 
marching in Syria has been 
replaced by scene after scene of 
rubble and urban destruction.

Despite the call for Assad to 
stand down being repeated ad 
nauseam by Washington, London, 
Paris and others for years, he 
appears suddenly able to reclaim 
control of enough of the spine of 
the country to declare a victory.

So, if 2016 has been the year of 

the unexpected, what would an 
Assad victory mean?

I would argue that if Syria has 
redefined the brutality of modern 
conflict, then any victory in that 
context should be interrogated as 
to its meaning. To quote HBO’s 
Game of Thrones: Assad would 
appear to see his “country burn if 
he could be king of the ashes”. A 
nominal victory for the regime 
may be hollow indeed and simply 
signify a new chapter of different 
difficulties and challenge for the 
country ahead.

The first thing to remember is 
the scale of damage that has been 
inflicted on the country and its 
people. The World Bank has put 
the reconstruction figure at some 
$180 billion and observers have 
estimated it could take Syria 20 
years to recover to where it was in 
2011.

While the Russians have been 
happy to display their military 
hardware in Syria, which has 
boosted sales by $7 billion, the 
continued low global price of oil 
and wider sanctions mean they 
are unlikely to lead their own 
version of a Marshall Plan for a 
post-war Syria.

This is unless Russian President 
Vladimir Putin is keen to recreate 
the levels of Soviet assistance to 
Syria in the 1950s. These were 
estimated to have seen Russia 
responsible for 90 industrial 
facilities and pieces of infrastruc-
ture, one-third of Syria’s electri-
cal power capability, one-third of 
its oil-producing facilities and a 
threefold expansion of land 

under irrigation — aided in part 
by assistance with building the 
massive Euphrates dam.

The high cost of rebuilding will 
be made even more challenging 
by the wider sanctions facing 
Syria and the likelihood of 
prolonged instability albeit of a 
very different type and tempo of 
violence.

EU sanctions were extended in 
November, targeting 18 Syrian 
officials, including Syria’s Central 
Bank Governor Duraid Durham 
and Finance Minister Maamoun 
Hamdan, who were both banned 
from travelling to Europe and had 
their assets frozen. The European 
Union already has an oil and arms 
embargo on Syria and a ban on 
dealings with the Central Bank. 
In addition, there are 234 people 
and 69 companies and institu-
tions subjected to EU sanctions.

Also in November, US legisla-
tors passed a bill that would 
sanction the government of Syria 
and its supporters, including 
Russia and Iran, for war crimes 
and crimes against humanity in 
the country. If the bill is signed off 
by US President Barack Obama, it 
will apply to anyone who pro-
vides aircraft to Syria’s commer-
cial airlines, does business with 
the transportation and telecom-
munications sectors controlled by 
the Syrian government or sup-
ports the country’s energy 
industry.

These sanctions would be 
difficult to rescind and, while 
Western powers may move away 
from rhetoric concerning regime 

change in Damascus, they are 
unlikely to actively support Assad 
while he remains in power. 
Indeed, the prospect of him 
visiting a Donald Trump White 
House would appear far-fetched.

The cost to Syria of its pro-
tracted war goes beyond dollars. 
The scale of the death toll, the 
tens of thousands who carry 
life-changing injuries, both seen 
and unseen, the whittling away of 
the size and capacity of state 
functions may combine with 
tough sanctions to recreate a 
version of Iraq in the 1990s.

To add to this let us not forget 
many of the pre-existing prob-
lems that bedevilled the country 
in the run-up to the uprising. 
Mismanaged urbanisation, the 
decline of the agricultural sector 
and worsening climate change, 
high youth unemployment and a 
moribund and corrupt bureau-
cracy, all of these will be extenu-
ated by the legacy of the conflict.

The prospect of moving away 
from a bleak present does not 
necessarily imply a brighter 
future. We should be clear that 
the immediate and obvious 
legacy of the Syrian conflict is the 
complete absence of winners. 
Instead, in the rush to the 
bottom, Assad may be left 
standing and carrying the 
responsibilities and the burden of 
being the king of ashes.

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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View point
Assad may 
be left 
standing 
and carrying 
the burden 
of being 
the king of 
ashes.

A nominal victory for the regime 
might signify a new chapter of 
difficulties ahead.
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he Iraqi parliament has 
passed a controversial 
law that makes the coun-
try’s Iranian-backed pre-
dominately Shia militias 

independent military entities of-
ficially part of the Iraqi armed 
forces.

The legislation is specific to mi-
litias grouped under the umbrella 
of the Popular Mobilisation Forces 
(PMF), which was formed follow-
ing a fatwa by Iraq’s most senior 
Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani, calling on volunteers to 
take up arms against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) after the militants cap-
tured Mosul in June 2014.

The PMF has been a potent force 
in the fight against ISIS but some 
of its fighters have been accused of 
committing serious human rights 
violations, including summary ex-
ecutions and torture, against Sun-
ni Arab civilians.

The bill was supported by 208 of 
parliament’s 327 members despite 
strong objections from the coun-
try’s Sunni Arab lawmakers, who 
boycotted the voting session, say-
ing the law encouraged sectarian-
ism and division in Iraq.

The fact that most Sunni Arab 
members of parliament objected to 
the law indicates how unpopular it 
is within the country’s Sunni com-
munity in general. For Sunni Arabs 
who have decided not to take part 
in the political process in Iraq since 
the US-led 2003 invasion, the law 
vindicates their claims of being 
discriminated against. They view 
the post-2003 political and mili-
tary set-up as skewed to their com-
munity’s disadvantage.

Many of them accuse the PMF 
of having a sectarian agenda that 
goes beyond fighting ISIS, pointing 
to instances in which Shia militia 
leaders engaged in anti-Sunni rhet-
oric or openly expressed allegiance 
to Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei.

With the new bill, however, even 
Sunni Arab lawmakers who are 
part of the political process and 

have accepted dealing with the 
Shia-dominated government, are 
crying foul: They say that as Iraqi 
law recognises both the Kurdish 
peshmerga forces and the predom-
inately Shia PMF, why not legislate 
for an independent Sunni Arab 
force made up of locals to protect 
their own areas?

Some Sunni Arab members of 
parliament did not object to the 
bill in its entirety but wanted a 
40% quota to be reserved for Sunni 
Arab forces to protect their areas.

Supporters of the law say that 
there are already 30,000 Sunni 
fighters in the 140,000-strong PMF 
force but critics dispute that figure, 
saying that not only are the Sunni 
numbers inflated, but they have 
less say in decision-making on the 
ground.

Those in favour of the law say 
the sacrifices of the PMF should 
be rewarded and their fighters 
must be eligible for proper salaries 
and pensions, like members of the 
armed forces. Justifying the need 
for a long-term presence of the 
PMF, its supporters say that mili-
tias will always be needed, even 
after victory against ISIS because 
the threat of terror will remain.

They also point to the weakness 
of the army in dealing with ISIS 
and to its alleged corruption and 
lack of experience in street bat-
tles. Some supporters add that the 
law will help regulate the PMF as it 

brings it under tighter government 
control, requiring the militiamen 
to drop any political affiliations.

Some observers, however, fore-
see several challenges that could 
result from the law, going beyond 
the Sunni-Shia divide.

“At the moment, PMF fighters 
have proved highly capable in the 
fight against ISIS because of their 
high ideological motivation in ad-
dition to having a less restricting 
chain of command, which allows 
them to operate more freely and 
swiftly than the regular army” said 
Sadiq al-Taai, a London-based Ira-
qi writer and researcher.

“But once victory against ISIS 
is achieved, these fighters are not 
going to be content with being on 
standby, idly waiting for new or-
ders like the army,” added Taai. 
“Some of the senior commanders 
may want to go into politics, but 
many other fighters will find them-

selves ending up in war-free ar-
eas in the south, where they’re not 
welcome to meddle in the popula-
tion’s peacetime affairs.”

There are no guarantees that the 
newly incorporated PMF militia 
fighters would cut ties with their 
original financial and ideological 
backers, some of which are Iranian 
military and intelligence institu-
tions, noted Taai.

“Not only is there a threat of 
having a split between the PMF 
and the Iraqi army when it comes 
to following orders, but there are 
also fears of divisions within the 
PMF as it is ultimately made up of 
a number of rival factions, which 
are often at odds with each other 
outside the fight against ISIS,” said 
Taai.

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

New Iraqi law legitimising militias sparks controversy
Mamoon Alabbasi

Iraqi Army soldiers fire mortar shells as they set a Shia flag bearing the likeness of Imam Hussein with Arabic words reading: “We are 
Husseinies and we will not kneel. Let the whole world hear us,” during their battle against ISIS, in Haj Ali village, south of Mosul,
on November 29th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               (AP)
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Legitimising sectarian discrimination in Iraq

B
y all logical accounts, a 
sectarian government, 
such as the one in Iraq, 
cannot be expected to 
achieve anything that 
does not fit the 

sectarian mould in place since 
2005. It is also futile to expect 
citizenship, pluralistic democracy 
and a republican army and police 
to take root in terrain polluted by 
the insanity of ethnic and regional 
discrimination.

The Council of Representatives 
of Iraq recently gave its stamp 
of approval to the armed militia 
groups under the banner of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces and 
turned them into an integral part 
of the military institutions of the 
country, even assigning a budget 
for them. By doing so, it took Iraq 
beyond the evil of institutionalising 
sectarian rule and into the realm of 
legitimising sectarian militias.

Legitimising sectarian militias 
means that the state subscribes to 
the divisive ideologies professed 

by the sectarian gangs, the ethnic 
gangs and the regional gangs and is 
willing to work with the hierarchies 
controlling them.

Instead of gradually disarming 
and dismantling them and pushing 
them to cleanse their discourse of 
hate and reform their despicable 
behaviour, the state becomes 
an extension of the militias’ 
ideology and cover for them. Even 
worse, the state gives its stamp of 
approval to the past, present and 
future horrors perpetrated by these 
militias.

There is a difference between 
the soft and partial sectarian rule 
in Lebanon, for example, and the 
total sectarian hegemony in place 
in Iraq. In Lebanon, sectarianism 
is practised in some aspects of the 
governmental administration and 
some social domains. The army 
and security forces, on the other 
hand, remain free of a sectarian 
mentality and are a symbol of 
Lebanon’s wholeness. This is why 
people clearly distinguish between 
the Lebanese Army and Hezbollah 
forces.

It is thanks to their unbiased 
charters that the Lebanese armed 
forces saved Lebanon from falling 
into the quagmire of narrow 

sectarian interests and schemes on 
several occasions, the most recent 
of which was the dismantling of 
a terrorist network. Every time 
politicians in Lebanon call on the 
army to elect the president of the 
republic, the military institution 
gives its blessing to its commander-
in-chief, not out of concern of 
guaranteeing a Christian presence 
at the head of the executive but 
out of respect for the institution’s 
morality and line of conduct.

Sectarianism as practised in 
Lebanon lies in stark contrast to the 
totalitarian sectarianism practised 
in Iraq. The latter has gotten so bad 
that sectarian militias have become 
the reference for authority and are 
above accountability.

Total sectarianism in Iraq has 
weakened the administration, 
depressed the economy, wiped 
out civilised life and reduced the 
country to an incoherent jumble 
of ethnicities and sects. On the 
opposing side, it has produced 
generations of extremists living in 
complete asynchrony with their 
time and place.

This by no means should be 
understood as offering lame 
excuses for extremism by reducing 
terrorism to a reaction to total 

sectarianism. It does, however, 
follow that the loss of the notion of 
an inclusive state and citizenship 
lets in more than one supposition 
and justifies thinking outside 
the frame of state authority and 
the context of a country. In other 
words, it opens the doors for global 
terrorism.

Total sectarianism in Iraq has 
turned the state into the executive 
branch of certain sectarian groups, 
placed state institutions in the 
service of armed militias and 
mobilised resources and services 
for the benefit of a particular 
segment of the society. By so doing, 
it has placed Iraq and Yemen on the 
brink of destruction.

An independent judiciary, a 
participatory democracy and 
a republican military are all 
guarantees for the perpetuity of 
statehood. A failing state begins 
with the failure of one or, at worst, 
all of these pillars.

We are unfortunately witnessing 
the rise of total sectarianism in 
Iraq and Yemen, of total tribalism 
in Libya and of total regionalism in 
Syria.

Amine Ben Messaoud is a Tunisian 
writer and political analyst.
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Total sectarianism in Iraq has 
weakened the administration 
and depressed the economy.

The PMF’s fighters 
have been accused of 
committing human 
rights violations 
against civilians.

The bill was 
supported by 208 of 
parliament’s 327 
members, despite 
objections from 
Sunni Arab 
lawmakers.
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raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said he anticipates the 
United States’ incoming Trump 
administration to grant Iraq 
more logistical support in its 

war against the Islamic State (ISIS).
“In my telephone call with Pres-

ident-elect [Donald] Trump, he as-
sured me that US support will not 
only continue but it is going to be 
increased,” Abadi said in an inter-
view November 28th with the Asso-
ciated Press.

“Over the last two years, we have 
seen ups and downs in the support 
of the US to Iraq,” said Abadi, noting 
that at times “the support was very 
slow, very painful, not adequate 
[but] later on I think it was devel-
oped”.

Abadi added: “I think I am going 
to be looking forward to more US 
support at this time.”

He said he hoped to see a “major 
part of” the city of Mosul recap-
tured from ISIS by the end of 2016. 
“I don’t put a timeline on it [the lib-
eration of Mosul], but I hope that a 
major part of the city will be in the 
hands of the Iraqi security forces 
this year,” he said.

Abadi said ISIS fighters lack the 
courage to put up long-term resist-
ance in Mosul, despite unleashing 
hundreds of car bombs that have 
killed and maimed Iraqi soldiers.

“We have seen the whole organi-
sation collapsing in terms of stand-
ing in the face of our own armed 
forces,” Abadi said. “The success of 
liberating a huge area indicates that 
Daesh does not have the guts now 
or the motivation to fight as they 
were doing before,” he said, using 
the Arabic acronym for ISIS.

Abadi said Mosul was encircled 
and that the speed with which the 
area was secured surpassed his ex-
pectations. He declined to say how 
many Iraqi troops have been killed 
since the operation began in Octo-
ber but said the rate of battlefield 
losses was “sustainable”.

Since Abadi took office two years 
ago, Iraqi forces have retaken more 
than half of the territory ISIS held 
at the height of its power when the 
militants controlled about one-third 
of the country.

Mosul is the last urban stronghold 
ISIS holds in Iraq and liberating it 
would lead to the group’s demise 
as its ability to recruit foreign fight-
ers and attract financing dries up, 
Abadi said.

“This is like a snake. If you hit it 
in the middle or the tail, it’s no use. 
I have to hit it on the head,” he said. 
“And the head of this terrorist or-
ganisation is Mosul. If I remove Mo-
sul from them, this is a huge blow… 
to its efforts to recruit young peo-
ple from different countries of the 
world.”

Under Abadi, Shia militia forces, 
which have been accused by inter-
national human rights groups of 
committing abuses against civil-
ians, have grown increasingly pow-
erful.

Abadi acknowledged that some 

Shia militia fighters, who are fight-
ing ISIS under the banner of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
have been guilty of atrocities against 
civilians. “Any time I hear there is a 
violation or abuse, I immediately 
start an investigation into it. My role 
is not to cover up for the crimes of 
others,” he said.

Iraqi special forces fighting ISIS 
on the eastern side of Mosul have 
retaken 19 neighbourhoods from 
the militant group since the battle 
for the city began.

Brigadier-General Haider Fadhil 
of the special forces told the As-
sociated Press his men were about 
4km from the Tigris river, which 
slices the city in half. He said the 
19 neighbourhoods constituted less 
than 30% of the part of the city east 
of the Tigris.

Already suffering from a severe 
lack of food and electricity, civil-
ians in Iraq’s second city are also 
running out of drinkable water, 
said Lise Grande, UN humanitarian 
coordinator in Iraq. Up to 500,000 
civilians in Mosul are facing a “cata-
strophic” drinking water shortage, 
the United Nations warned.

Since the launch of the assault 
on October 17th, more than 70,000 
people have fled the fighting but 
more than 1 million people are esti-
mated to remain in the city, includ-
ing about 600,000 in the eastern 
neighbourhoods.

Abdelkarim al-Obeidi, the secre-
tary-general of the local civil society 
organisation Mosul People Gather-
ing, warned of a “humanitarian dis-
aster” in the making.

“The government as well as aid 

organisations must step up and of-
fer assistance to the people, espe-
cially those families forced to drink 
water from the wells that is not fit 
for drinking,” he said.

At a hospital in the village of Gog-
jali on the eastern outskirts of Mo-
sul, a medical source said civilians 
were arriving with “cases of diar-
rhoea and intestinal cramps, espe-
cially among children”.

While it was unclear what had 
caused the water shortage, some 
residents blamed the US-led coa-
lition backing Iraqi forces in the 
assault, saying its warplanes had 
damaged the main pipeline that de-
livers water from the western side 
of the city.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies

Abadi says Trump promised Iraq ‘increased’ support
The Arab Weekly staff

Iraq’s Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi speaks during an interview with the Associated Press in Baghdad, on November 28th.                    (AP)
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Iraqi special forces 
recaptured 19 
neighbourhoods 
from the Islamic 
State in Mosul.

Turkey could have been a game changer in Mosul

I
t was in June 2014 when the 
Islamic State (ISIS) stormed 
the northern Iraqi city of 
Mosul. The fall of the city 
came as a shock because the 
Iraqi Army did not quite 

resist the vastly outnumbered 
militants.

More than two years later, 
US President Barack Obama 
decided that it was time to retake 
Mosul, ISIS’s last stronghold 
in Iraq, before leaving office in 
January 2017. Even though there 
are dozens of countries in the 
coalition to strike ISIS with fighter 
jets, the United States put faith 
in the Iraqi Army and Kurdish 
peshmerga forces on the ground.

Questions were asked about 
whether the Iraqi Army and the 
peshmerga would be sufficient 
in the battlefield. Sectarian and 
ethnic differences were also a 
matter of discussion.

Despite the risk, the United 
States spearheaded the air strikes 
in the Mosul operation, which 
began October 17th. Nearly two 
months into the offensive, the 
Iraqi Army is still on the outskirts 
of the city. It has reportedly 
suffered heavy losses in the face 
of ISIS suicide attacks, improvised 
explosive devices and land mines.

US and Iraqi officials have 
noted on a number of occasions 
that the Mosul operation has met 
difficulties. It is not a surprise 
to anyone that the Iraqi Army’s 
offensive has been going slowly.

A peshmerga commander told 
me on the front lines near Bashiqa 
in October that it “could take 
more than a year” to recapture 
Mosul.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi, who is a vehement 
opponent of Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has 
repeatedly turned down Turkish 
offers to help the cause. Turkey 
reportedly has several hundred 
special forces stationed in the 
area, which recently led to a 
diplomatic crisis with Baghdad.

Abadi called the Turkish 
presence an invasion, urging 
a swift withdrawal. Erdogan 
rebuffed the calls, saying that 
Abadi had requested the Turkish 
presence in Iraq years ago.

Looking at the arguable failure 
of the Iraqi Army so far, one 
could contend that highly trained 
Turkish troops could have been 
a game changer in the Mosul 
offensive. Why turn down having 
additional and more experienced 
ground forces fighting ISIS?

We have seen how Turkey has 
been successful in clearing many 
areas in Syria of any ISIS presence. 
Why not try to repeat that — even 
partially — in Iraq? With the 
approval of the Iraqi government, 
such an operation could be even 
more successful.

The former governor of Mosul, 
Atheel al-Nujaifi, told me in 
Erbil in October that the people 
of Mosul “trust Turkey more 
than any other actor” to provide 
security and peace. Why say no to 
having Turkish forces, which are 
trusted by many among Mosul’s 
population?

We have seen how with Turkish 
backing, peshmerga fighters 
managed to liberate Bashiqa from 
ISIS. Why not try that elsewhere?

The Turkish government 
wanted to take part in the Mosul 
offensive. That being said, 
Erdogan apparently believes that 
Turkey should sit at the table to 
decide the fate of Mosul after the 
city is liberated.

A place at the table is crucial 
for Ankara because it fears that a 
sectarian conflict will emerge in 
Mosul if Shia militias take control 
of the city. As many as 30,000 
Shia fighters could enter Mosul.

The Iraqi government could 
have benefited greatly from 
Turkish cooperation on the 
ground; however, it missed the 
chance. There is now a chance 
for Abadi. He can overcome 
his differences of opinion with 
Erdogan and let Ankara help free 
Mosul and keep its people safe.

Yunus Paksoy is an 
Istanbul-based Turkish journalist 
who covered the wars in Syria 
and Iraq.

Yunus Paksoy
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Why turn down having 
additional and more experienced 
ground forces fighting ISIS? 
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T
his year will end with a dreadful record: More migrants 
will have reached Italy from Libya by boat than ever 
before. With a few weeks left in 2016, Italy’s Interior 
Ministry announced that more than 171,000 uninvited 
migrants reached the country’s shores this year. Until 
2016, the highest number was 170,100, which was 
reached in 2014. At least 4,663 would-be migrants have 

drowned so far this year, nearly 1,000 more than during the same 
period last year.

The frustration of it all is that the flow towards Italy via the 
Mediterranean seems likely to continue. Human trafficking remains 
a lucrative business. According to a confidential report by the 
commander of an EU military task force in the Mediterranean, Libya’s 
coastal cities are making up to $344.9 million each year from people 
smuggling.

This particular manifestation, which thrives out of Libya, is 
essentially unrestrained and seemingly impossible to bring in check. 
The chaos that continues in Libya means its multiple administrations 
are unable to construct and enforce a workable action plan. Libya’s 
multiple governments, weakened and divided by domestic strife, are 
powerless to stem the flow of would-be migrants trickling across the 
Sahara.

It is worth noting the UN refugee agency’s categorisation of the 
people who use the Libyan route to Europe. They are largely from 
sub-Saharan Africa, mostly from Eritrea, Sudan, Nigeria, Mali and 
Gambia, it said, which means they are people who will eventually be 
judged by Europe to be economic migrants rather than refugees 
fleeing conflict.

EU attempts to restrict illegal migration across the Sahara have not 
worked and may not work as long as poverty, conflict and terrorist 
activity continue. A particular example is the displacement of 
hundreds of thousands in Nigeria because of the Boko Haram threat.

Smugglers are adjusting to the European Union’s military interdic-
tion approach. They now send the migrants alone on perilous 
journeys across the sea. Carlotta Sami, a Rome-based spokeswoman 
for the UN refugee agency, has said the vessels mostly collapse after 
travelling just a few kilometres “because they are of such a poor 
quality”. The smugglers know that once their dilapidated dinghies 
are en route, the migrants have only to radio for help and interna-
tional rescuers will speed to their aid.

The first conclusion to make about the current situation is that the 
European Union’s interdiction approach may not be the way to put 
smugglers out of business. A recent report by the Unravelling the 
Mediterranean Migration Crisis project said “smuggling is driven, 
rather than broken, by EU policy”. What is needed, with interdiction 
of illegal migration, is the selective expansion of the legal routes of 
entry and resettlement in Europe for would-be migrants. The type of 
“visa facilitation agreement” considered by the European Union for 
Tunisia might be the way to go.

The second conclusion is that migration from sub-Saharan Africa 
will require tackling the wider issues to do with development and 
security on the African continent; and the third and more immediate 
one: A great deal rides on stabilising Libya.

Until solutions are found, jihadists and drug traffickers will 
continue to exploit Libya’s power vacuum, thereby endangering 
North Africa’s stability. What goes in or out of its thumbnail-shaped 
coast affects the rest of the land.

The continuing flow 
of migrants across the 
Mediterranean

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

How will history 
remember Assad?

A group of lawyers in 
Germany is planning 
to launch a case 
against Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad for alleged war 

crimes committed by his forces 
and his foreign allies in the Syrian 
province of Aleppo.

While all civil wars tend to be 
fiercely violent, the one unfolding 
in Syria seems particularly ugly. 
Indeed, human rights groups 
say both government forces and 
opposition groups have committed 
atrocities against fighters and 
civilians alike. Both sides in the 
Syrian war are guilty of human 
rights abuses.

The Syrian government and its 
allies, as well as some rebel groups, 
can just as easily stand accused of 
carrying out some of the most the 
most horrible atrocities as well as 
general mistreatment of prisoners. 
There seems to be a general 
disregard for human decency in this 
conflict where regrettably reports 
on the use of torture are all too 
common.

This particular complaint in 
Germany, however, focuses 
on atrocities committed by 
government forces and their allies 
in the Aleppo region.

As the lawyers filed their lawsuit, 
there were reports coming in that 
government forces in Aleppo 
bombed a makeshift hospital. 
Under international law and the 
Geneva Conventions, targeting 
hospitals is banned and considered 
a war crime.

Recent images on internet news 
sites show Aleppo, once Syria’s 
main commercial centre, now 
devastated and ravaged by war. 
Certain neighbourhoods resemble 
what Berlin and Stalingrad looked 
like at the end of the second world 
war.

The German lawyers presented a 
criminal complaint against Assad, 
which they are submitting to 
federal prosecutors. German law 
allows international prosecutions 
on the principle of “universal 
jurisdiction”, under which 
countries can pursue foreigners for 
crimes committed abroad.

Witnesses cited by the lawyers 
include reports from Amnesty 
International and individual 
accounts of asylum seekers 
in Germany, who reported 
“overwhelming evidence of 
multiple atrocities committed by 
Assad’s forces against civilians 
in Aleppo between April and 
November”.

Regardless of the German court’s 
finding, the outcome of the trial will 

certainly not carry any real effect in 
Syria and Assad is highly unlikely to 
lose any sleep over the findings of a 
German court. The court’s decision 
is not going to affect Assad’s 
relations with his three closest 
allies: Russia, Iran and Hezbollah.

The legality aside, is this how the 
president wants to be remembered? 
As the man responsible for the 
killing of half a million Syrians, 
as the man responsible for the 
destruction of the country’s 
economic infrastructure and as 
the man responsible for turning 
nearly half of his countrymen and 
countrywomen into refugees?

Is this how the Syrian president 
wants to be remembered by future 
generations? When historians look 
back some years from now at the 
battle for Aleppo, currently the 
focal point in the Syrian war, what 
are they likely to conclude?

One can only hope that by then 
authoritarian regimes will be a thing 
of the past and that democracy in 
one form or another will prevail and 
then the truth about the atrocities 
being committed will finally 
emerge. Regretfully, as the saying 
goes, truth is the first casualty of 
war.

While Assad may come out of 
the trial in Germany with a guilty 
verdict, the courts will not have 
any authority to impose a verdict. 
Possibly the worst-case scenario 
for Assad will be that he may not 
be able to visit Germany any time 
soon.

History will remember him in 
the same manner that other tyrants 
before him are remembered, 
though Assad remains something of 
a novice when compared to tyrants 
such as Stalin, Hitler or Pol Pot.

While some leaders are 
remembered for their great 
accomplishments, Assad will 
go down in history as the man 
who brought about the physical 
destruction of his country, who 
was ultimately responsible for the 
carnage that killed close to 500,000 
Syrians and displaced millions of 
others.

UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Zeid Ra’ad al-
Hussein said in October that the 
government’s siege and bombing 
of rebel-held eastern Aleppo 
constituted “crimes of historic 
proportions”, which have caused 
heavy civilian casualties amounting 
to war crimes.

He said the case should be 
referred to the International 
Criminal Court.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.
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A difficult reconciliation in Egypt

Elections or not, US offers no hope for Palestinians

Opinion

T
he declarations, 
messages and signals 
that floated recently 
on the Egyptian 
political scene had 
many observers saying 

that both the regime and the 
Muslim Brotherhood were 
seeking reconciliation. Immedi-
ately, pro-Muslim Brotherhood 
figures began putting forward 
ambitious conditions in the hope 
of obtaining the minimum from 
the regime.

The government side was rather 
quiet. When it spoke, it was usually 
in general and vague terms, placing 
the ball in the people’s camp and 
reiterating that, if the people 
accepted reconciliation with the 
Muslim Brotherhood, then the 
government would, too.

What is unusual in this is that 
the voices coming from the 
Brotherhood camp are being raised 
at a time when the government 
succeeded in breaking the bones of 
large segments of the movement 
and its armed militia. So the 
regime definitely does not have to 
accept now what it refused when 
the Brotherhood was powerful. 
In addition, the regime can find 
in Donald Trump’s election as US 

president enough ammunition to 
continue its campaign against the 
Brotherhood.

Be that as it may, recent court 
decisions overturning the death 
sentences against some members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood may 
have been understood by the group 
as a sign of political readiness for 
reconciliation.

Ironically, the Muslim 
Brotherhood has always accused 
Egyptian courts of being “partial 
and blind to the truth” but, after 
the recent sentence reductions, 
it adopted a rather positive view 
of the judiciary system in Egypt, 
accepting the premise that some 
legal decisions are subject to 
political considerations.

Most analyses of the situation 
in Egypt favour the view that a 
reconciliation with the Muslim 
Brotherhood is unlikely even with 
popular support for it. Many in pro-
regime political, security, economic 
and media circles in Egypt find it 
in their interest that the conflict 
with the Muslim Brotherhood be 
perpetuated. They believe that a 
return of the Brotherhood to the 
public scene might threaten their 
interests and endanger their hold 
on political power.

From its side, the Muslim 
Brotherhood seems to want to get 
rid of the accusations about its role 
in violence in Egypt and the region. 
It wants to appear flexible and put 
forth the image that it has always 
adopted and will always choose 
a moderate approach and that it 
is the regime that is responsible 
for aborting reconciliatory efforts. 
This was essentially the gist of 
declarations by Ibrahim Munir, the 
Brotherhood’s deputy supreme 
guide.

Another reason for the 
Brotherhood’s apparent flexibility 
is the deterioration of international 
backing, especially considering 
that, for the past three years, 
this support has not produced 
the anticipated results: The 
Brotherhood has not returned to 
power, pro-Brotherhood former 
president Muhammad Morsi is still 
in prison and the regime is still 
intact.

On the contrary, it is the 
Brotherhood that is showing 
cracks. The gap and disagreements 
between the old guard of the 
Brotherhood and the younger 
brothers are multiplying and the 
Brotherhood is losing its appeal 
among the general public.

The Egyptian regime is gaining 
in strength and, contrary to 
the Brotherhood’s propaganda, 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi’s popularity is on the rise. 
Given the similarity in Sisi’s and 
Trump’s positions on terrorism, 
the Brotherhood might find itself 
in hot water unless it takes pre-
emptive measures to extricate 
itself from the wave of violence 
sweeping across the region.

All of the factors mentioned 
above constrain the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s position and views. 
The Egyptian regime knows that 
very well and is convinced of its 
strong position. Therefore, it will 
not opt for the reconciliation path 
before it clips the major talons of 
the Brotherhood and returns it to 
its former cage, the one it was in 
under deposed president Hosni 
Mubarak’s regime.

To recapture its position as a 
political party, the Brotherhood 
must regenerate itself in a 
form that will be acceptable 
to the population. This is why 
reconciliation remains quite 
difficult to achieve for both sides.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.

A
s world leaders 
reacted to Donald 
Trump’s US presiden-
tial election victory, 
Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas did 

not want to be left out. “Abbas 
congratulates the elected Ameri-
can president, Donald Trump, and 
hopes that peace will be achieved 
during his term,” said a statement 
on the official Palestinian news 
agency.

Abbas spokesman Nabil Abu 
Rudeineh said the Palestinians 
were ready to work “with any 
president elected by the American 
people on the principle of achieving 
permanent peace in the Middle East 
based on the two-state solution”.

Palestinian former chief 
negotiator Saeb Erekat said the US 
position on the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict “will not change with the 
coming administration… We hope 
the next US administration will turn 
the talk about the principle of a 
two-state solution into a reality on 
the ground.”

Meanwhile, Israeli ministers 
were celebrating the pending 
arrival of a US administration they 

anticipate will give its blessing 
to the annexation of Palestinian 
West Bank land or, at the very 
least, facilitate a Jewish settlement 
construction bonanza.

What exactly is it going to take for 
the Palestinian leadership to chart a 
new course of action?

A recap of US President Barack 
Obama’s legacy when it comes to 
the Palestinian territories shows 
that over his 8-year presidency, 
Israeli settlements expanded under 
the political leadership of right-
wing and far-right Israeli ministers 
who openly reject Palestinian 
statehood in any form.

Obama’s inauguration in 2009 
took place two days after the end 
of Israel’s assault on the Gaza Strip 
known as Operation Cast Lead. 
During Obama’s time in office, Israel 
launched two further large-scale 
offensives on Gaza, including the 
unprecedentedly brutal Operation 
Protective Edge in 2014.

Despite that, and a raft of 
discriminatory and ultra-
nationalist legislation passed by 
the Knesset and a spike in home 
demolitions, Obama took no serious 
action against Israel. In fact, he 

oversaw the completion of a new, 
multibillion-dollar military aid deal.

This took place under a president 
loathed by many Israelis as “pro-
Palestinian” and who, all else aside, 
clearly does not like Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu. Yet 
despite all that, Obama delivered 
nothing for the Palestinians.

That alone should be enough 
for the Palestinian leadership 
to abandon this tired, bankrupt 
approach of hoping that 
Washington will reward good 
behaviour with pressure on the 
Israeli government. With four 
years of a Trump administration 
beckoning, this must be the final 
straw.

The strategy has always been 
flawed. US support for Israel is 
shaped by Washington’s own 
regional priorities, mutual 
economic and military interests 
and an active domestic lobby — 
fiscal responsibility in Ramallah 
and security coordination with the 
Israeli military cannot change that.

Palestinians need a strategy that 
does not depend on the largesse 
of Western governments, an 
urgency felt all the more keenly 

with Trump’s victory and the rising 
success of right-wing populists 
in Europe who offer Israel only 
unrestrained backing as an outpost 
against Islamist extremism.

Addressing the prospect of 
Trump moving the US embassy 
to Jerusalem, Palestinian 
Ambassador to the United Nations 
Riyad Mansour warned that his 
government would be ready to use 
“all of the weapons that we have in 
the UN to defend ourselves”.

Perhaps Mansour is being 
serious but, if so, why have these 
“weapons” not already been 
deployed? We know why. It is 
the same logic that saw Abbas 
attend the funeral of Israeli 
former president Shimon Peres in 
September. Impress the Americans 
and Europeans in the hope that 
maybe, just maybe, they will 
change their habits of a lifetime.

It is past time to dump this failed 
strategy. Obama’s eight years and 
now Trump’s victory make this 
crystal clear.

Ben White is a freelance journalist 
specialising in the Palestinian 
territories and Israel.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel

Ben White

The regime 
definitely 
does not 
have to 
accept now 
what it 
refused 
when the 
Brotherhood 
was 
powerful.

What 
exactly is
it going to 
take for the 
Palestinian 
leadership 
to chart a 
new course 
of action?

Palestinians wave their national and Fatah party flags as they take part in a rally marking the 12th anniversary of the death of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat (portrait) in 
the West Bank city of Ramallah on November 10th.                (AFP)
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T 

unisian officials ex-
pressed satisfaction over 
the investment confer-
ence at which their coun-
try received about $15 

billion in aid, loans and pledges in 
support for its fledgling democracy 
from a wide array of countries.

“Tunisia 2020 international in-
vestment conference enabled Tu-
nisia to mobilise 34 billion dinars 
($15 billion),” Tunisian Prime Min-
ister Youssef Chahed said Novem-
ber 30th at a news conference at 
the end of the international gather-
ing.

“Fifteen billion dinars came in 
the form of signed accords and the 
other 19 billion as financial pledg-
es,” he said.

The conference was the culmi-
nation of Tunisian government ef-
forts to position the country as a 
destination for investment after 
more than five years of instability 
since the ousting of President Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali.

The achievements of Tunisia 
2020 could not conceal the chal-
lenges ahead for the North African 
country, however.

The backing of many Arab and 
European countries and interna-
tional institutions puts the onus 
on Tunisia’s political and economic 
players to speed up reforms and 
turn the pledges into opportunities 
for remote regions and jobs for im-
patient young people.

Tunisia offered investors more 
than 80 projects worth about $30 
billion in 20 sectors.

Some of the potential investors 
are waiting to see how the govern-
ment intends to cut its bloated bu-
reaucracy and whether it can suc-
cessfully deal with the agitation of 
combative trade unions.

Also, the Tunis conference mir-
rored the shift of the United States 
after the triumph of Donald Trump 
in the presidential race.

The outgoing Obama adminis-
tration had been a cheerleader for 
Tunisia’s transition towards a mul-
tiparty democracy and had offered 
various forms of backing as Tuni-
sia faced an economic slump and 

cross-border security threats.
The United States did not, how-

ever, announce any new assistance 
at the conference and the US of-
ficial representation was below 
the expected level compared to 
Arab and European countries that 
pledged tangible forms of support 
to Tunisia.

“Some American firms planned 
to attend the conference but they 
cancelled their participation. I 
suspect it is because of the presi-
dential vote outcome there,” said 
Mourad Fradi, the chief organiser 
of the conference.

Still, 4,500 participants from 70 
countries, mainly European and 
Arab, took part in the conference, 
Chahed said.

Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani promised $1.25 bil-
lion in financial backing. He said 
the money would “support the 
Tunisian economy and strengthen 
its process of development” but he 
gave no details about the form of 
the proposed assistance.

Tunisia is negotiating with Qatar 
the extension of a deadline for the 
repayment of $500 million, which 
ends at the end of December, offi-

cials at the Finance Ministry said.
French Prime Minister Manuel 

Valls said the French Development 
Agency planned to invest at least 
$265 million a year in Tunisia.

“We will also implement opera-
tions to convert Tunisian debt into 
development projects,” he said.

He hailed Tunisia’s “exemplary 
transition” following the over-
throw of Ben Ali in 2011 and said 
France had “a duty and a respon-
sibility” to help the North African 
country.

The European Investment Bank 
granted Tunisia $2.65 billion 
through 2020. The African Develop-
ment Bank lent Tunisia $1.59 billion 

over five years. The Kuwait-based 
Arab Fund for Economic and Social 
Development’s head Abdlatif Al-
Hamad pledged $1.5 billion in soft 
loans to finance various projects.

The Saudi Development Fund 
pledged $848.6 million, includ-
ing a grant of $106 million. Kuwait 
pledged $500 million in soft loans 
and Turkey, which is facing its own 
economic crisis, announced it had 
earmarked $100 million to finance 
exports to Tunisia.

“It is important now to turn these 
resources into projects to benefit 
the marginalised regions and un-
employed young people,” Chahed 
said.

The Tunisian government is fo-
cusing on economic recovery and 
the need to overcome stagnation.

“Tunisia cannot continue on that 
path with no genuine growth,” In-
vestment and Cooperation Minister 
Fadhel Abdelkefi told the gather-
ing.

“Tunisia is facing today excep-
tional circumstances and it needs 
exceptional support from its part-
ners and from international fi-
nancial bodies in a form and in a 
volume that go beyond traditional 

frameworks,” Tunisian President 
Beji Caid Essebsi said at the confer-
ence.

The expectations of Tunisians, 
mainly in remote areas, added 
pressure on the government to 
find resources to spend on public 
services and infrastructure, health 
care and education.

More than 85% of Tunisia’s an-
nual budget goes to fixed items 
such as public wages, public ser-
vices and food subsidies, leaving 
little to invest in new projects.

Despite the abundance of 
planned projects and financing 
pledges during the conference, 
Tunisia faces daunting economic 
challenges, including clearing ob-
stacles, such as red tape and issues 
related to land ownership, facing 
investors.

“We need to improve our capac-
ity of absorbing investment. We 
have some problems, which ex-
plain the limited level of use of re-
sources in investment,” said Hakim 
Ben Hammouda, a former Finance 
minister.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunis investment conference draws $15 billion in pledges
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunisia’s President Beji Caid Essebsi (L), French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (C) and Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed at the 
opening of the Tunisia 2020 international investment conference, on November 29th in Tunis.               Reuters

News & Analysis Maghreb

Is Tunisia out of the woods?

R
evolutions are a risky 
business. All out-
comes become 
possible. Sometimes 
a new hopeful social 
order is born and 

other times the revolution turns 
into an ogre feeding on its own 
children.

Saying this should not be 
construed as a vilification of 
revolutionary effort. It is not 
exemplified by popular uprisings 
but lies in the daily grind to bring 
about change far from the 
spotlight. Socrates was executed 
for his dogged effort to introduce 
dialectic reasoning in the public 
sphere. That attempt was the 
least exciting but the most 
revolutionary in human history. 
Using a quiet effort in the 
Socrates manner, a few scores of 
people can in time succeed in 
planting the seeds for a new 
society, far from all forms of 
hullaballoo and with no need for 
heroics.

I sometimes think that too 
many selfies have ruined the true 
recent revolutionary efforts by 
turning them into spectacles. It 
would be interesting to see how 

true that observation is in the 
case of the Syrian revolution.

In any case, we must admit that 
in human history failed revolu-
tions way outnumber successful 
ones. All we have to do is look at 
the number of failed revolutions 
during the Roman empire or the 
Muslim empire or in modern 
Europe. Think of the failed 
revolts by slaves, serfs, workers 
or students. Successful revolu-
tions seem to have been the 
exception rather than the rule. 
This is not good news really, but 
that is unfortunately the undeni-
able truth. Even in the case of 
successful revolutions, rare are 
the ones that have not been 
followed by years of terror and 
hell. Revolutionaries, reformists 
and conservatives know this very 
well. This is why the fundamental 
rule of politics is to avoid revolu-
tions at all costs.

Sometimes revolutions are a 
necessary evil, especially when 
facing a megalomaniac dictator 
such as Muammar Qaddafi in 
Libya, for example. They may 
become the last resort when 
people’s rightful demands are 
met with artillery and genocide. 
Reaching that point of no return 
simply signifies that hope has 
disappeared from the horizon.

In the case of some of the 
revolutions of the “Arab spring” 
in Libya, Yemen and Egypt, 
failure seems to have been 

inevitable. But will the Tunisian 
experiment turn out to be the 
exception? The Tunisian revolu-
tion is the only one in which hope 
in achieving the much-desired 
democratic transition was not 
lost.

The preparations for transi-
tional justice in Tunisia can be 
seen as a sign that Tunisians are 
hopeful to escape paying the 
heavy price of revolutions. Yes, 
there were times of insecurity, 
especially under the Troika 
government, when extremist 
Islamist ideologies were gaining 
ground and proclaimed “Revolu-
tion Protection Leagues” were 
trying to take hold of the street. 
The hundreds of Tunisian youth 
fighting with the Islamic State 
(ISIS) are the product of those 
times. But the leagues have been 
dissolved and extremist ideolo-
gies muzzled.

Three factors played key roles 
in ensuring the success of the 
Tunisian experiment. The first is 
Tunisian women. Since the first 
days of the revolution, they were 
at the forefront. In 2012 university 
student Khaoula Rachdi chal-
lenged extremist Islamists as they 
attempted to replace the Tunisian 
flag on top of the university 
building by the ISIS black banner. 
Tunisian women were also able to 
undo all attempts during the 
Islamist-led government to take 
away their rights.

The second factor is the army. 
The Tunisian Army was and 
continues to be a truly national 
army. Whether fighting terrorists 
and smugglers along the borders, 
keeping order on the streets or 
dispensing aid in times of crisis, 
the Tunisian Army kept its 
distance from politics, even 
behind the scenes, and left 
civilian affairs be decided by 
political parties and civil society.

The third factor is the reformist 
legacy of Habib Bourguiba, the 
first president of Tunisia. The 
first thing political Islam tried to 
do in Tunisia was wipe it out from 
the national memory. It failed 
miserably. Tunisians clearly 
distinguished between Bourgui-
ba’s legacy and that of Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali, the country’s 
second president who was 
toppled in 2011.

In reality, denigrating Bour-
guiba’s legacy amounted to 
denigrating the Tunisian Islamic 
tradition, a legacy of tolerant and 
reformist scholars. The plan was 
to create an identity crisis among 
Tunisians and then fill the void 
created with imported ideologies. 
But it was not to be. Women, the 
army, a vibrant, educated 
youthful civil society and a strong 
modernist legacy in Tunisia put 
those plans to rest once for all.

Saeed Nasheed is a Moroccan 
writer.

Saeed 
Nasheed

View point
Will the 
Tunisian 
experiment 
turn out 
to be the 
exception?

Tunisian women were also able 
to undo all attempts during the 
Islamist-led government to take 
away their rights.

Tunisia 2020 
international 
investment 
conference enabled 
Tunisia to mobilise 
34 billion dinars 
($15 billion).”Prime Minister

Youssef Chahed
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ever before have rela-
tions between Egypt’s 
Nubians and the gov-
ernment resulted in 
direct confrontations 

but in recent weeks some Nubians 
cut off roads and staged a sit-in af-
ter the government included Nu-
bian land in the southern regions of 
Toshka and Khorqundi in a national 
land reclamation project.

The project, which includes the 
reclamation of approximately 1.6 
million acres, is to be mainly car-
ried out by private investors.

Nubians reacted angrily to the 
decision, considering it a threat 
to their history and land at a time 
when they have been struggling to 
protect what is left of it. On Novem-
ber 19th, Egyptian security forces 
blocked a Nubian group heading to 
the disputed land. This prompted 
a sit-in on the road leading to the 
land.

Tens of thousands of Nubian 
families were evacuated from their 
villages in southern Egypt in the 
1960s to make way for the con-
struction of the High Dam, Egypt’s 
megaproject then for controlling 
Nile River flooding. They were 
moved to Comombo Hills, a bar-
ren desert behind the site of the 
planned dam.

Successive governments have 
since pledged to return the Nubians 
to their original villages. The pledg-
es have never been carried out.

The government’s latest decision 
to allocate plots of Nubian land to 
investors reignited the Nubians’ an-
ger and reopened old wounds.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi enlisted the help of former 
Defence minister Mohamed Hus-
sein Tantawi, a Nubian, to meet 
with the group’s leaders and ease 
tensions but he was unsuccessful.

Some have said the Nubians 

sought separation from Egypt, a 
charge they vehemently denied.

Abdel Sabbour al-Garhi, a mem-
ber of the Right of Return, a com-
mittee formed by Nubians who 
want to return to their original land 
in southern Egypt, described the 
claim that the Nubians seek sepa-
ration as an attempt to block their 
efforts to obtain their legitimate 
right of return.

“By overlooking Nubian de-
mands for years, the government 
exacerbated the already tense situ-

ation,” Garhi said. “Giving Nubian 
land to investors just means that 
the real owners of this land will lose 
their rights.”

Rami Yehia, a coordinator of the 
Returning to Nubia Alliance, said 
the Nubians have become exasper-
ated with the government’s failed 
promises.

“Nubians do not demand the im-
possible,” Yehia said. “They got out 
of their land in the past for the best 
interests of their country and now 
they want to return to this land.”

He said Nubians cannot be kept 
away from the land while non-Nu-
bian investors were allowed to take 
it and invest in it.

“We should be given priority to 
have this land,” Yehia said.

Nubians living outside Egypt, 
some political parties and politi-
cians offering support to Nubians 
staging the sit-in gave encourage-
ment to them, political analysts 
said, leading the Nubians to believe 
that this was an opportune time for 
them to make gains.

Nonetheless, the same analysts 
said they expected that a lack of 
response from the government and 
parliament in resolving the situa-
tion would set off a new wave of 
Nubian protests.

“Things are also getting worse be-
cause Nubians do not trust the gov-
ernment,” said Mohamed al-Ghoul, 
a member of parliament’s Defence 
and National Security Committee.

Ahmad Hafez is an Egyptian 
writer.

Egypt’s minister advocates ‘fighting terrorism through education’

Egypt’s Nubians say they have right to their land

News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo

E
gypt’s Education 
Minister Helali 
al-Sherbini says he 
has taken meas-
ures to prevent the 
formation of 
Egypt’s next 
generation of 

radicals.
“We are fighting terrorism 

through education,” Sherbini said 
in an interview. “After the family, 
schools are the first social institu-
tion to form the minds of peoples.”

Sherbini and his ministry’s plan-
ners say they are working to revo-
lutionise Egypt’s education system 
and totally change the school 
curricula as part of this effort.

They aim to teach young Egyp-
tians to gravitate to each other, not 
drift apart because of diversity.

School curricula change cannot 
be more needed in Egypt, some 
education experts say, as the coun-
try faces an unprecedented surge 
in terrorist attacks targeting state 
institutions, army personnel and 
policemen.

Over the past three years, 
hundreds of army officers and 
conscripts and policemen were 
killed in attacks orchestrated by an 
Islamic State-affiliated group that 
has denounced Egypt’s leaders as 
“infidels” and its army personnel 
and policemen as “apostates”.

Sherbini’s ministry supervises 
non-religious schools and designs 
their curricula. About 20 million 
students are enrolled in these 
schools.

At the beginning of this aca-
demic year, students were given 
textbooks that emphasise impor-

tant personal characteristics such 
as tolerance and forgiveness. The 
textbooks dwell on events in the 
history of Islam that specifically 
stress the tolerant nature of the re-
ligion and the teachings of Prophet 
Mohammad.

Critics say fighting extrem-
ism takes more than just minor 
changes in courses offered.

“You cannot reform educa-
tion and fight extremism by just 
introducing some small changes in 
the curricula,” said Youssef Zeidan, 
a leading researcher of Islamic 
manuscripts and an outspoken 
critic of Egypt’s educational poli-
cies. “Some of the curricula taught 
to the pupils in our schools now 
encourage extremism and vio-
lence.”

Zeidan cited a lesson taught 
to primary four pupils. Called 
the “Eagle and the Birds”, it tells 
the story of a group of birds that 
decide to revolt against the eagle’s 
dominance over the sky by work-
ing together and challenging his 
power.

The lesson, Zeidan said, calls for 
challenging the authority of the 
state and also encourages anarchy.

Sherbini pointed out, however, 
that this particular lesson was 
removed from the Arabic language 
curriculum for the current aca-
demic year.

Other academics say that there 
are limits to what the minister can 
change in the curricula, especially 
when it comes to ideas taught as 
part of the religion courses in the 
schools.

“The religion courses are de-
signed by both al-Azhar for Muslim 
pupils and the Coptic Orthodox 
Church for Christian pupils,” said 
leading educational expert Kamal 
Mogheith. “The minister does 
not have the power to interfere in 

these courses or even request a 
change in them.”

Another challenge facing Sherbi-
ni is also that although his minis-
try controls a sizeable number of 
Egypt’s schools, it does not control 
all the schools in the country.

Al-Azhar, the highest authority 
of Sunni Islam, oversees hundreds 
of schools in which tens of thou-
sands of students are enrolled. 
Sherbini does not have any author-
ity over those schools.

Nevertheless, he says when it 
comes to religious courses taught 
in non-religious schools controlled 

by his ministry, al-Azhar and the 
church design these courses, but 
in the presence of Education Min-
istry representatives.

“The fact is that nobody can 
impose any backward or radical 
ideas on pupils in our schools, not 
al-Azhar or the church,” Sherbini 
said. “We all work in tandem with 
each other to build the personal-
ity of the coming generation and 
assert tolerance as an important 
ideal.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

I n t e r v i e w

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Education Minister Helali al-Sherbini speaking to The Arab Weekly at his office in Cairo.   (The Arab Weekly)

After the family, 
schools are the first 
social institution to 
form the minds of 
peoples.”

Egypt’s Education Minister 
Helali al-Sherbini

Ahmad Hafez

A resident looks on from his traditional house at the Nubian Gharb Suheil village, near Aswan, in southern Egypt.                                  (Reuters)                     
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N 

ow that strong Christian 
leader Michel Aoun is 
settled in the presiden-
tial palace, a general 
feeling of hope has en-

gulfed Lebanon’s Christians for he 
is the one who has long promised 
to restore their rights and end their 
growing frustration for having been 
marginalised since the end of the 
1975-90 civil war.

The Christians have seen their 
presence, influence and role de-
cline in the tiny multi-confessional 
country. Their political dominance 
came to an end with the 1989 Taif 
accords, the national reconciliation 
agreement that ended the coun-
try’s civil war and established equal 
power-sharing between Christians 
and Muslims.

The redistribution of powers un-
der the Saudi-brokered Taif accords 
put in place a fairer formula by in-
troducing constitutional reforms 
long demanded by the Muslims. 
But that left the Christians bitter. 
With such a political confessional 
system, no sect would be eternally 
happy and each one would attempt 
to tilt the balance of power once 
gaining enough strength.

The Lebanese suffered a long and 
destructive war but failed to get rid 
of their sectarian system and estab-
lish a civil state. As late prime min-
ister Rafik Hariri told this reporter 
shortly before he took power in 
1992: “Look around you (the Arab 
region), this is the best we could 
achieve.” He was referring to the 
Taif agreement, which is seen by 
some today as a good model to stop 
the raging wars in Syria, Yemen and 
Libya.

“We stopped counting,” Hariri, a 
Sunni Muslim, then said and kept 
repeating until he was killed in a 
massive explosion that targeted his 
convoy in Beirut on February 14th, 
2005. By that, he meant whatever 
demographic changes would occur; 
the Christians and Muslims would 
keep on having an equal share of 
power.

Hariri’s assassination and popu-
lar demonstrations that broke out 
forced Syria to pull its troops out of 
Lebanon on April 26th, 2005, end-
ing 29 years of heavy-handed con-
trol of the country. Shortly after-
wards, Christian strongmen made 
a long-awaited comeback, with 
Aoun returning to the country from 
15 years in exile and Samir Geagea, 
leader of the Lebanese Forces mi-
litia, pardoned and released from 
prison after spending 11 years in 
solitary confinement.

With Syria’s influence almost out 
of the equation, the Lebanese found 
themselves trapped in a struggle 
over who would rule the country 
and how to do so, being divided be-
tween the emerging pro-Syria/Iran 
March 8 and pro-Saudi/US March 14 
alliances.

“From 1990 till 2005, one cannot 
speak of power sharing in Lebanon 
because the country was under Syr-
ian rule,” said Bassel Salloukh, an 
associate professor of political sci-
ence at the Lebanese American Uni-
versity in Beirut. “It was really after 
the Hariri assassination and the 
withdrawal of the Syrian troops that 
we started discovering the problem 
of post-war power-sharing, which 
was supposed to have been resolved 
with Taif but wasn’t.”

Salloukh explained that although 
both March 8 and March 14 were 

multi-sectarian alliances, the strug-
gle was in reality between “the two 
most powerful actors” in these two 
coalitions: Shia Hezbollah and the 
Sunni Future Movement.

Aoun sided with Hezbollah and 
Geagea with Hariri’s Future Move-
ment before they recently joined 
hands to create what they described 
as the strongest Christian force that 
led — when Hariri finally endorsed 
him — to Aoun’s election as presi-
dent. Such a new emerging Chris-
tian force and a possible Christian-
Sunni alliance seem to unnerve the 
powerful Shia Hezbollah-Amal bloc.

Despite their dwindling numbers, 
the Christians maintained their 
privileges, preserving the posts 
of president of the republic, army 
commander, Central Bank governor 
and army intelligence chief, in ad-
dition to their 50% quota of parlia-
mentary seats. According to various 
unofficial statistics, the Christians  

constitute 30-40% of Lebanon’s 
population.

“The Christians are over-repre-
sented given their demographics 
but this is not the issue,” said Sal-
loukh. He referred to the electoral 
laws under which “around 50% of 
Christian MPs are elected in Mus-
lim-majority electoral districts”. 
With the increased sectarian ten-
sion, “that has exacerbated feelings 
among the Christian political elites 
of being increasingly marginalised 
and one has to understand this,” 
Salloukh said. “You have to give the 
Christians some kind of credibility 
in the system. It is not just about 
numbers.”

Any attempt by the Christians to 
return to the pre-Taif times “is im-
possible”, said Fares Souaid, March 
14 secretary-general, himself a 
Christian. He pointed to the Leba-
nese constitution, which “is the only 
such constitution in the Arab world 

where Muslims and Christians share 
power” and to the Muslim-Christian 
coexistence, which “is a message to 
the West that Islam is able to coex-
ist with non-Muslims”. The Chris-
tians of Lebanon, he said, can play 
a positive role if they drop their 
fears and “return to their national-
istic speech” and “read well what’s 
going on in the region”. “If they act 
as frightened minorities looking for 
outside protection and minority al-
liances, I think they will lose the 
battle sooner or later,” Souaid said.

Absorbed by their own fears, divi-
sions and interests, the Christians 
have probably missed a golden op-
portunity to try reconcile Lebanon’s 
Shias and Sunnis and be the driv-
ing force behind establishing a civil 
state.

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

The hopes fears, and lost role of Lebanon’s Christians
Dalal Saoud

A poster of Lebanese President-elect Michel Aoun (R) and Christian Lebanese Forces Party Leader 
Samir Geagea is seen hanging on the wall of a building in Beirut’s Martyr’s square on November 2nd.

(AFP)

Lebanese President Michel Aoun (C) walks alongside officials during an official 
ceremony commemorating the country’s 73rd independence day in the capital 
Beirut, on November 22nd.                   (AFP)
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With Christian leader 
Michel Aoun settled 
in the presidential 
palace, a general 
feeling of hope has 
engulfed Lebanon’s 
Christians.

The Christians have 
seen their presence, 
influence and role 
decline.

Are we witnessing the death of the Taif accords?

T
he 1989 Taif accords, 
which ended Leba-
non’s nearly 15-year 
civil war, set out a 
political system 
dividing power 

between the country’s Christians 
and Sunni and Shia Muslims. After 
more than two years of political 
deadlock more Lebanese, particu-
larly among the Shias, are calling 
for a constituent assembly to 
amend the country’s political 
formula.

Even after Michel Aoun, a 
Christian political ally of the 
powerful Hezbollah militia, was 
elected president at the end of 
October, calls have persisted for a 
constituent assembly to draft a 
new agreement that would mean 
the end of the Taif accords.

The political situation in 
Lebanon is influenced by the 
regional balance of power. It is 
clear that the balance of power in 
the region is tipping in favour of 
the Shias and their allies, particu-
larly due to the rise of Iranian 
influence in Iraq and Syria, which 
has caused concern among their 
Sunni communities.

In Iraq, Iran-backed Shia 
militias are taking part in the fight 
to liberate the northern city of 
Mosul from the Islamic State 
(ISIS). In Syria, Lebanon’s Hezbol-
lah and other Iran-backed Shia 
militias are fighting alongside 

President Bashar Assad’s forces. 
In Lebanon itself, Hezbollah has 
in Aoun a direct line to presiden-
tial palace.

In short, the so-called axis of 
resistance is winning. What this 
means is that the current political 
deadlock in Lebanon, even after 
the end of the presidential 
vacuum, is a reflection of what is 
going on in the wider region. So, 
for many in Lebanon, now is not 
the time for making adjustments 
or offering concessions but 
instead to make as many gains as 
possible.

What is required from Leba-
non’s political forces is to read this 
regional reality and deal with it. 
Lebanon’s emboldened Shias are 
seeking to impose their will on all 
prevailing agreements and 
strengthen their position in the 
country.

Aoun secured the presidency 

thanks to a deal that effectively 
united Lebanon’s Christian vote 
and a wider agreement between 
the Hezbollah-led March 8 
alliance that backed him for 
president and the rival Future 
Movement of Sunni former prime 
minister Saad Hariri.

But parliamentary Speaker 
Nabih Berri, who heads the Shia 
Amal movement, continues to 
throw up roadblocks to the 
formation of a new cabinet, 
leaving analysts to conclude his 
aim is to create an atmosphere 
that would lead to the need for a 
constituent assembly. Hezbollah 
is using its ally Berri, though 
supposedly an impartial law-
maker, to create political deadlock 
in a bid to strengthen its position.

There is a clear intention on 
behalf of both Hezbollah and 
Amal, Lebanon’s two biggest Shia 
parties, to redraft the system of 

governance in the country. All of 
this is a necessary preamble for a 
constituent assembly that would 
put in place new rules for presi-
dential powers and the formation 
of a government and even for 
holding new elections, which 
would mean that the existing 
formulas would no longer be 
relevant.

While the president affirms the 
Taif accords in terms of parity 
between Muslims and Christians, 
he had previously secured the 
agreement of the rival Christian 
party on the basis of putting 
forward an orthodox sectarian 
election law. He is also ignoring 
one of the most important parts of 
the Taif agreement, namely that 
all Lebanese militias must 
surrender their arms to the state.

The Taif agreement requires the 
head of state to deal with Hezbol-
lah’s arms and ensure their 
surrender to the state, which is 
something that Aoun must do, 
especially as he has sought to 
portray himself as a strong 
president. The irony is that Aoun 
is a close ally of Hezbollah and 
would never have secured the 
presidency without its backing.

So, will Aoun be able to stand 
firm in the face of attempts to 
push Lebanon towards a constitu-
tional crisis even by some of his 
own allies? Or are we witnessing 
the end of the Taif accords? We 
must wait and see what a new 
government looks like before we 
can make that determination.

Shadi Alaa al-Din is a Lebanese 
writer.

Shadi
Alaa al-Din

View point
We must 
wait and see 
what a new 
government 
looks like.

What is required from Lebanon’s 
political forces is to read this 
regional reality and deal with it.
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A 

fter a three-year ab-
sence from parliament, 
Kuwait’s opposition 
members and their al-
lies will return to the 

Gulf country’s political arena, win-
ning 24 of the 50 assembly seats at 
stake in the seventh general elec-
tions in a decade.

One-third of the new parlia-
ment’s members will be newcom-
ers and most of the seats won by 
the opposition will go to Muslim 
Brotherhood-linked candidates 
and Salafists.

Safa Abdul Rahman al-Hashem 
became the ninth woman to be 
elected to the Kuwaiti parliament 
since women first voted in 2006. 
Hashem was the only female can-
didate to win out of 15 who stood 
for the November 26th elections 
in which 70% of the eligible voters 
cast ballots.

Political parties in the traditional 
sense are banned in Kuwait, mak-
ing the opposition in parliament 

an unofficial marriage of conveni-
ence between segments of Kuwaiti 
society often with contradicting 
political inclinations — a mix of lib-
erals, nationalist and conservative 
Islamists mainly affiliated with 
the Muslim Brotherhood. Kuwait’s 
Shia minority community saw its 
parliamentary representation drop 
from nine to six seats.

The parliamentary elections 
dominated social media ahead of 
the vote, with sentiments con-
veyed ranging from the hailing of 
the democratic process to warning 
of electoral fraud or voting based 
on tribal affiliations.

“When you cast your ballot, re-
member your children and that 
you will go and the homeland will 
remain; at this moment you will 
get to know who you will vote for 
in order to stop the depletion of 
this nation that deserves good,” 
Mona al-Omran wrote on her Twit-
ter account. Youseif al-Hqqan 
posted: “May God help whoever 
seeks to serve this country.”

A matter of great concern for 
Kuwaitis has been voter fraud, par-
ticularly the practice of offering 
cash for votes, with a quote from 
George Orwell trending heavily in 
Arabic. “A people that elect corrupt 
politicians, impostors, thieves and 
traitors are not victims… but ac-
complices,” it says.

Voting based on tribal allegianc-
es also weighed heavily on some 
minds. “The electoral process has 

deviated from its course. I see de-
mocracy in the ugliest image when 
some prioritise loyalty to the tribe 
and the sect. And the nation re-
mains suffering from them,” stu-
dent Abdullah al-Mani said.

Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ah-
mad al-Jaber al-Sabah dissolved 
parliament in October and called 
for new elections. “Due to the deli-
cate regional developments and 
the need to face the dangers of se-
curity challenges, it became neces-
sary to go back to the people… to 
elect their representatives… and 
contribute to confronting those 
challenges,” al-Sabah said in a 
statement.

Before it was dissolved, the par-
liament had planned to question 
several government officials re-
garding austerity measures, par-
ticularly the escalating price of 
petrol, and alleged financial viola-
tions. Historically, the submission 
of motions for such questioning by 
MPs resulted in the dissolution of 
parliament by the emir, who has 
final say on such matters.

Although the new MPs have yet 
to be sworn in and any calls for 
questioning government officials 

will not be made before parlia-
mentary sessions begin, members 
of the opposition have pledged to 
block austerity measures designed 
to boost non-oil revenue.

Parliament is controlled by pro-
government lawmakers and ulti-

mate power still remains with the 
emir.

A new 15-member cabinet ap-
pointed by Prime Minister Sheikh 
Jaber Al-Hamad al-Sabah is ex-
pected to be announced before 
December 11th.

Sana’a

T 

here are fears that the situ-
ation in Yemen is about to 
turn for the worse, follow-
ing the announcement of a 
new government formed 

by the Iran-allied Houthi rebels and 
their allies.

The Houthi militia and members 
of former president Ali Abdullah 
Saleh’s General People’s Congress 
party on November 28th announced 
the formation of the “national sal-
vation” government “(t)asked with 
putting in order the internal situ-
ation and confronting the aggres-
sion”, the Houthi-controlled Saba 
news agency reported.

“The council noted that this 
comes amid the intransigence of 
the aggression and its (Yemeni) 
mercenaries to move within the 
framework of a national solution… 
to spare the country further blood-
shed and destruction,” the Houthis’ 
Supreme Political Council added in 
a statement.

The announcement, which gen-
erated worldwide condemnation, 
appears to end the peace drive 
launched by the United States and 
endorsed by the United Nations.

The new government formation 
“represents a new and concerning 
obstacle to the peace process and 
does not serve the interests of the 
people of Yemen in these difficult 
times”, UN Special Envoy to Yemen 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed said on 
his official Twitter account.

“Such unilateral actions contra-
dict” commitments provided to the 
United Nations and US Secretary 
of State John Kerry in Muscat, the 
envoy added about negotiations in 
Oman.

Arab League Secretary-General 
Ahmed Aboul Gheit described the 
Houthis’ move as an escalation that 
reflected an unwillingness by the 
Houthis to comply responsibly with 
mediation efforts.

The internationally recognised 
president of Yemen, Abd Rabbo 

Mansour Hadi said the move showed 
the Houthis’ intent to “spread chaos 
and destruction” and “destroys any 
chance of dialogue and peace”.

Speaking from the government’s 
temporary capital of Aden, Hadi 
called on the international com-
munity to “condemn this move and 
hold the militia responsible for the 
collapse of peace efforts”.

Ould Cheikh Ahmed met with 
Hadi on December 1st. In a video 
statement, the UN envoy said the 
aim of the visit was to convey a 
“message of respect” for the presi-
dent and to return to “dialogue and 
a peaceful solution”.

Although Ould Cheikh Ahmed de-
scribed Hadi as positive, a govern-

ment-run news site reported that 
the president gave the UN envoy 
an official letter rejecting the latest 
peace proposal, which would leave 
Hadi as president in name only at 
best.

Analysts said the Houthis’ action 
is an opportunity for the Hadi gov-
ernment.

“This step is really in favour of 
the legitimate government. It can 
take this opportunity to make some 
gains on the ground, turning things 
in their favour since the move by 
the Houthis relieves the pressures 
linked with the Kerry-UN proposal.” 
Yemeni political analyst Zaid al-Sa-
lami said.

“The Houthis’ announcement has 

really torpedoed all UN efforts.”
Additional allegations have sur-

faced that Tehran has been arming 
the Houthis when international in-
vestigators said they found weap-
ons were being moved from Iran 
through Somalia and then to Yem-
en.

The report by the British-based 
Conflict Armament Research (CAR) 
is based on seizures in the Arabian 
Sea in February and March.

“CAR’s analysis of the seized ma-
teriel… suggests the existence of a 
weapon pipeline extending from 
Iran to Somalia and Yemen, which 
involves the transfer, by dhow, of sig-
nificant quantities of Iranian-manu-
factured weapons and weapons that 

plausibly derive from Iranian stock-
piles,” the report said.

The US government and the 
Saudi-led coalition at war with the 
Houthis have called on Iran to stop 
arming the rebels. Tehran denies it 
is doing so.

More than 7,000 people have been 
killed and 2.8 million displaced 
since the war in Yemen began in 
March 2015. The Saudi-led Arab 
coalition, supported by the United 
States and Britain, began an air cam-
paign against the rebels after they 
overran Sana’a and seized most of 
the country.

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

Opposition makes 
comeback in Kuwait
snap elections

Hopes for a political resolution in Yemen dimmed

News & Analysis Gulf

Safa al-Hashem, the only woman elected, celebrates with her 
supporters following the announcment of her victory in the 
parliamentary election, in Kuwait city, on November 27th.        (AFP)

A boy holds a toy against a defaced poster of UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon during a pro-Houthi protest in Sana’a, on November 26th.
 (Reuters)

The Arab Weekly staff

Kuwait’s opposition 
members and their 
allies won 24 of the 
50 assembly seats.

Political parties in 
the traditional sense 
are banned in 
Kuwait.

Saleh Baidhani
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W 

hen Kurdish forces 
began firing rock-
ets at a suspected 
Islamic State (ISIS) 
hideout in northern 

Iraq, one of those inside, former 
bakery worker Walid Ismail, said he 
tried to persuade the others to sur-
render.

Some wanted to hold hand gre-
nades to their throats and pull the 
pins. In the end, a Tunisian militant 
among them detonated a suicide 
bomb, hoping to wipe out their at-
tackers.

Instead he killed five of the group 
and injured the rest. Ismail said the 
others were killed by the Kurds and 
he only made it out by shouting 
that he had no bombs.

An online video shows him look-
ing terrified as he emerged from the 
house in the town of Bashiqa near 
Mosul with an injured hand, to be 
arrested by Kurdish peshmerga 
fighters.

Today, the 20-year-old sits with 
his ankles shackled in a security 
compound in Erbil, capital of Iraq’s 
Kurdish region, which is fighting 
alongside Baghdad to drive ISIS 
from its stronghold in Mosul and 
nearby towns.

ISIS suspects are rarely allowed 
to speak to media but the Kurdistan 
Regional Security Council allowed 
Reuters to interview Ismail and an-
other prisoner in the presence of an 
official.

They described how ISIS trans-
formed them from ordinary Mo-
sul citizens into jihadists through 
promises and threats and said un-
just treatment of their Sunni com-
munity by the Shia-led government 
and armed forces played a major 
role.

Their accounts, which could not 
be verified, show how vital it will 
be to manage sectarian tensions 
after any victory over ISIS to avoid 
a repeat of what has been the sec-
ond wave of Sunni militants since 
Saddam Hussein was overthrown 
in 2003.

Ismail said ISIS leader Abu Bakr 
al-Baghdadi had wide appeal when 

he walked into a Mosul mosque in 
broad daylight two years ago and 
declared large parts of Iraq and 
Syria a caliphate, six years after al-
Qaeda was driven underground.

“I believed him,” he said, soft-
spoken and wearing a grey track 
suit. “We loved them because they 
relieved us of the oppression of the 
Shias.”

Like other members of Iraq’s 
Sunni Arab minority, Ismail alleged 
many innocent Sunnis had been 
branded terrorists by the army, 
which put up little resistance when 
about 800 ISIS fighters swept into 
northern Iraq in pick-up trucks in 
2014.

“They said ‘whoever goes to the 
mosque is safe’. They said ‘we are 
your Muslim brothers. We aim to 
rid you of the Shias and no one will 
oppress you’,” said Ismail.

“We will give you food and mon-
ey. Whatever you want.”

In a separate interview, another 
prisoner suspected of fighting for 
ISIS, Hazem Saleh, seethed when 
he recalled how the Iraqi Army had 
treated his three brothers in the 
months before ISIS appeared on the 
scene.

“They were labourers. They de-
tained them for about a month and 
a half. They beat them. They hung 
them upside down. They dislocated 
their shoulders,” said the former 
Mosul blacksmith.

The Iraqi military and govern-
ment, now under new leadership, 
deny such allegations and say they 
only went after terrorists.

Ismail’s account of the Tunisian’s 
role tallies with what Kurdish and 
Iraqi officials say is the tendency 
of foreign fighters to fully embrace 
ISIS’s ruthless tactics and hard-line 
ideology viewing opponents as infi-
dels deserving death.

Some of the Iraqis, on the other 
hand, are described as criminal 
gangs that make money through 
kidnappings for ransom. Others 
sign up for practical reasons.

Ismail said he was struggling to 
support six younger siblings when 
ISIS disabled the bakery that em-
ployed him by cutting off gas sup-
plies, leaving him with few options.

“Daesh gave me 500,000 dinars 
($400) per month to hold a machine 
gun and stand guard on a street,” he 
said, using an Arabic acronym for 
the Islamic State.

Like Ismail, Saleh said ISIS ap-
plied financial pressure, forcing his 
shop to pay heavy taxes and then of-
fering a handsome salary to entice 
him to take up the cause.

“I have seven children; the 
youngest is 2 (years old). They need 
to live,” he said. “There was a lack 

of work and poverty so most people 
joined because of that.”

For him, there was something 
else, he said. “They threatened to 
make my 14-year-old son wage holy 
war to pressure me… So I said good-
bye to my family and left.”

Initiation was simple. Ismail was 
handed a uniform — an outfit simi-
lar to those worn by the Taliban in 
Afghanistan — and told to watch for 
suspicious activities.

He said ISIS was highly secretive 
and obsessed with protecting its 
leaders, especially from capture or 
air strikes. “We did not know who 
the leader of our army was. They 
would never allow us near strategic 
areas,” Ismail said.

There did not seem to be any mer-
it system. “They would just come 
along and say ‘you are an emir and 
you won’t be.’” He said eventually 
he became disillusioned but did not 
dare criticise. That would mean jail 
or maybe far worse.

“You can’t speak out,” he said, 
citing a time when fighters caught 
his father violating an ISIS ban on 
smoking and warned him that next 
time he would be whipped.

Saleh, who also surrendered in 
Bashiqa, appeared for the interview 
in military fatigues and with a hood 
over his head initially.

He said he inspected vehicles at 
ISIS checkpoints, where any Iraqi 
soldiers or Kurdish fighters were ar-
rested and anyone not living in the 
area was viewed with suspicion.

Later he said he worked prepar-
ing rice, meat and lentil meals for 
the fighters, who had one cook for 
each group of 12.

He said he received 25 days of 
four-hour training sessions on how 
to handle an AK-47 assault rifle but 
did not fight for ISIS or condone 
violence.

Ismail, reflecting on his decision 
to join the group, was at a loss for 
words and close to tears. He went 
out of his way to praise his Kurdish 
captors, as the official looked on.

He said he lost touch with his 
family as he moved from Mosul to 
Bashiqa, where he ended up encir-
cled by Kurds in that house, wait-
ing for ISIS to deliver on promises 
to send reinforcements that never 
came.

The two men face an uncertain 
future. With the battle for Mosul 
still going on, the security com-
pound is home for people the Kurds 

in charge of the area consider a ma-
jor threat.

If sufficient evidence is gathered, 
the men are likely to face trial.

Asked what he would like to tell 

his relatives, Ismail said: “Please be 
patient. If God is willing, I will re-
turn.”

Reuters

Jailed ISIS suspects recall 
path to jihad in Iraq
Michael Georgy

News & Analysis Fighting ISIS

Hazem Saleh, who is suspected of fighting for the Islamic State, speaks during an interview in a Kurdish security compound in Erbil, Iraq, on November 28th.                  (Reuters)

Former bakery worker Walid Ismail walks with his ankles shackled 
in a Kurdish security compound in Erbil, Iraq, on November 28th. 

(Reuters)

The detainees 
described how ISIS 
transformed them 
from ordinary Mosul 
citizens into 
jihadists.

Ismail was at a loss 
for words and close 
to tears.
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Beirut

S 

everal women carried out 
suicide bomb attacks in the 
contested Libyan city of 
Sirte, killing four soldiers 
and wounding 38, under-

lining how the Islamic State (ISIS) 
is resorting to throwing women into 
battle for the first time as it comes 
under intense military pressure in 
its key urban strongholds in Libya, 
Syria and Iraq.

Rida Issa, spokesman of the West-
ern-backed pro-Government of Na-
tional Accord forces, said there were 
three attacks December 2nd involv-
ing women who had been given safe 
passage to leave ISIS-held buildings 
that were under bombardment.

These incidents and others raised 
fears that this emerging sisterhood 
of sacrifice, emulating female sui-
cide bombers in Lebanon — where 
the first such attack was carried out 
by a 17-year-old girl in April 1985 — 
Israel, Russia and the Indian sub-
continent, could also target Western 
Europe as ISIS strikes back to avenge 
the impeding defeat of its crumbling 
caliphate, the embodiment of its ji-
hadist cause.

US and Western intelligence ser-
vices increasingly fear a wave of ISIS 
attacks across Europe, particularly 
France and Belgium, where the ji-
hadists have a cell network despite 
major crackdowns triggered by at-
tacks in Paris in November 2015 and 
Brussels in March in which 162 peo-
ple were killed and more than 650 
wounded.

On November 25th, French au-
thorities claimed they had foiled a 
plot to attack Paris and Strasbourg 
on December 1st, possibly includ-
ing the Christmas market on the 
Champs-Elysees, a Paris Metro sta-
tion and the Disneyland Paris theme 
park. Five men were arrested in con-
nection with the alleged plot.

At the same time, the Americans 
have intensified their campaign to 

assassinate key leaders in ISIS’s ex-
panding external operations group. 
Three senior figures have been 
killed in the last year and, on No-
vember 22nd, the US State Depart-
ment added a top ISIS leader to its 
list of specially designated global 
terrorists, which makes them prime 
targets for US forces.

One of those was identified as a 
26-year-old Moroccan, Abdelilah 
Himich, whose nom de guerre is 
Abu Suleiman al-Fransi (Suleiman 
the Frenchman), a former soldier 
with the French Foreign Legion who 
fought in Afghanistan and whose 
knowledge of France elevated him 
to a key role in the external opera-
tions unit.

Himich “is thought to have 
planned both the coordinated ter-
rorist attacks in Paris and Brussels”, 
analyst Bill Roggio of the Long War 
Journal, which monitors global 
terrorism, reported on November 
22nd.

Himich also formed the Tariq Ibn 
Ziyad Battalion, a European foreign 
terrorist cell that has provided oper-
atives for ISIS attacks in Iraq, Syria 
and elsewhere.

It is against this backdrop that 
there have been perplexing signs for 
several months that ISIS was train-
ing cadres of female suicide bomb-
ers, particularly in Morocco and 
across North Africa, which Islamist 
groups have used as a springboard 
for attacks on Europe since the late 
1980s.

One of the first significant signs 
of ISIS’s new tactic came on August 
19th, when Western-backed Nation-
al Accord forces in Libya said ISIS 
had started using female suicide 

bombers in the battle to hold the 
group’s last stronghold in the stra-
tegic coastal city of Sirte against a 
major offensive.

Several women wearing explosive 
vests attacked loyalist forces push-
ing into the ISIS bastion “but they 
were shot down before they deto-
nated”, said loyalist spokesman 
Mohamed al-Ghasri. “It’s the first 
time we’ve seen women fighting. It 
shows how desperate ISIS is.”

US intelligence source said about 
200 ISIS fighters hold a few city 
blocks after being pushed out of 
Sirte, a city they captured in 2015 
and was considered one of the cali-
phate’s most important cities along 
with the Syrian city of Raqqa, the 
caliphate’s de facto capital, and Mo-
sul in Iraq.

Both cities are expected to fall to 
Western-backed forces with vastly 
superior numbers and heavy fire-
power in the coming months.

On October 5th, Moroccan secu-
rity authorities arrested ten wom-
en, several of them teenagers, who 
were allegedly preparing to carry 
out suicide bombings in Rabat, the 
capital, the tourist centre of Tangier 
and other cities on behalf of ISIS. 
Moroccan police seized chemicals 
and bomb-making equipment in the 
raids on the all-women cell.

“This is the first time we’ve found 
a terrorist cell that was entirely 
composed of women,” said Abdel-
hak Khayyam, director of Morocco’s 
Central Bureau of Judicial Investi-
gations. “Terrorists are focusing (re-
cruitment) efforts on minors who 
are female. That’s very worrying for 
all of us. It’s an alarm bell.”

Tunisian authorities detained 

several women on October 27th 
for plotting what the Interior Min-
istry termed “suicide operations” 
against “several security facilities”. 
The ministry gave few details but 
said the would-be suicide bomb-
ers included the sister of Mourad 
Gharsalli, a Tunisian who headed an 
ISIS cell and was shot dead in 2015.

It noted, without elaboration, 
that the planned operations were 
modelled on murderous suicide at-
tacks by Chechen women known as 
the Black Widows, female relatives 
of Islamists killed by the Russians 
in the Islamic insurgencies of the 
1990s and early 2000s.

Their revenge attacks killed hun-
dreds and include blowing up two 
Russian airliners in flight and a Mos-
cow train station.

Another Tunisian ISIS cell headed 
by a 20-year-old medical student 
named Fatma Zouaghi was rounded 
up in Tunisia in October 2014. The 
13-member unit was affiliated with 
ISIS’s Maghreb network known as 
Katibat Okba ibn Nafaa and com-
manded by an Algerian veteran 
named Loqman Abu Sakher, until 
he was killed by Tunisian security 
forces in March 2015.

That cell “showed that women 
are ruthless”, said Wiem Jrad, head 
of the Tunisian League of Female 
Members of the Security Forces.

“One of the women in the cell 
fought the police by using her baby 
as a shield. Fatma Zouaghi achieved 
a leadership role because she was 
active, strong and radical. The 
women like her in these organisa-
tions are not the victims that some 
might think.”

“Seven hundred Tunisian women 
have joined the Islamic state or-
ganisation over the last five years,” 
Badra Gaaloul of the Tunis-based 
International Centre for Security 
and Military Studies said.

“Women are more dedicated 
and ready to carry out suicide op-
erations,” she said. “It’s not unusual 
that the number of Tunisian women 
in extremist organisations is rela-
tively high because the total num-
ber of Tunisians within these or-
ganisations is estimated to be more 
than 6,000.”

With ISIS on the retreat in Syria 

and Iraq from Western-backed 
forces and facing the collapse of the 
self-proclaimed Islamic caliphate 
the group established in June 2014 
spanning both countries, Western 
security services have been bracing 
for some time for a retaliatory wave 
of attacks, including suicide bomb-
ings.

These setbacks for ISIS and the 
looming prospect of losing their last 
urban strongholds have forced it to 
overcome its long-held policy of re-
fusing to allow women combatants.

This “would suggest the group is 
starting to feel heavily the pressure 
from the action taken against it”, 
said Rachel Bryson of the Centre on 
Religion and Geopolitics in London.

“As ISIS and others… lose more 
ground, their pool of recruits will 
grow smaller, meaning they’ll need 
more women to take up combat 
roles,” she told the British daily the 
Guardian.

“ISIS knows that the death of a 
woman evokes a larger response 
worldwide than that of a man and 
for ISIS’s PR machine increasing the 
group’s media platform is an attrac-
tive prospect.”

Despite widespread security 
crackdowns, cells in France and 
Belgium remain intact, difficult to 
infiltrate and a constant threat.

Moroccan authorities estimate 
that 1,500 Moroccan Islamists are 
fighting in Syria and Iraq. Many 
women from North Africa and other 
Arab states have been recruited by 
ISIS to marry fighters and “populate 
the caliphate”.

Tunisian Women’s Affairs Minis-
ter Samira Merai estimated that 700 
Tunisian women have gone to Syria 
and Iraq to join women-only units, 
including al-Khansaa Brigade, set 
up in Raqqa and Mosul in 2014 to 
enforce sharia law on women in the 
caliphate. It reportedly also pro-
vides recruits for suicide missions.

Western intelligence sources say 
ISIS’s female wing in Syria is made 
up of women from the Maghreb, the 
Gulf states and Western Europe.

Monia Arfaoui, a Tunisian expert 
on radical Islamist groups, said 
Tunisian women comprise one-
quarter of the 70 members of the al-
Khansaa unit in Syria.

James Bruce has written extensive-
ly on Middle Eastern security issues 
for publications such as Jane’s 
Intelligence Review and Jane’s 
Defence Weekly. He lives in Beirut. 
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

As caliphate crumbles,
ISIS ‘turns to female suicide bombers’
James Bruce
and Lamine Ghanmi

In this September 2015 file picture, Spanish police arrest an 18-year-old Moroccan woman suspected of recruiting other women via the internet to the jihadist group Islamic 
State (ISIS), in Gandia.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 (AFP)

In this January 31st, 2014, file photo, members of the Islamic 
State group, left, distribute niqabs to Iraqi women in Mosul, 
northern Iraq.       (AP)

There have been 
perplexing signs ISIS 
was training cadres of 
female suicide 
bombers, particularly 
in Morocco and 
across North Africa.

Several women 
carried out suicide 
bomb attacks in the 
Libyan city of Sirte, 
on December 2nd.
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A 

newly revealed Israeli 
plan to evacuate up to 
78,000 residents of the 
northern Galilee region 
in the event of another 

war with Hezbollah underlines 
concerns in the Jewish state that 
the Iranian-backed Lebanese group 
has unprecedented plans to storm 
across the border in that conflict.

The intention of the Israeli plan, 
dubbed Safe Distance, is to remove 
as many civilians from the front 
line as quickly as possible so that 
only Israeli troops will be waiting 
for any invading Hezbollah fighters.

It remains unclear how the Israeli 
Army will expedite a mass evacu-
ation of civilians, especially given 
the suddenness with which con-
flicts between Hezbollah and Israel 
usually erupt.

Emptying northern Israel of 
78,000 people could inadvertently 
help bolster Hezbollah’s strategic 
goals in the next war.

The Israeli newspaper Haaretz 
reported that the Israeli Army’s 
northern command plans to facili-
tate the removal of residents from 
a 4km belt from the border, an area 
covering 50 communities totalling 
about 78,000 people.

The evacuation “could knock the 
ground out from under Hezbollah’s 
moves”, Haaretz quoted an Israeli 
Army officer as saying.

If Hezbollah stormed a border 
settlement, “it will find the place 
empty of inhabitants and will have 
to deal with [Israeli] fighters”, the 
unnamed officer said.

Since the end of the 34-day war 
between Hezbollah and Israel in 
2006, there has been persistent 

speculation that Hezbollah plans to 
launch commando-style incursions 
into northern Israel in the next con-
flict.

From 2007, Hezbollah fighters 
have hinted in private conversa-
tions they are being trained in such 
tactics. In February 2012, Hezbollah 
Secretary-General Hassan Nasral-
lah made clear reference to a poten-
tial future invasion of Galilee.

“I tell the resistance fighters to 
be prepared for the day when war 
is imposed on Lebanon. Then, the 
resistance leadership might ask you 
to lead the resistance to liberate the 
Galilee,” he said.

Hezbollah’s fighters may not ac-
tually seize tracts of Israeli terri-
tory but its well-trained elite forces 
could mount commando raids into 
northern Israel at the onset of a war 
to seize border settlements before 
Israel’s military has a chance to re-
act.

There are around 18 potentially 
vulnerable Israeli settlements 1km 
or less from the border. Many of 
them, such as Misgav Am, Manara 
and Shelomi, are connected to the 
rest of Israel only by a single road, 
which could be cut by an attacking 
force.

If Hezbollah adopts such a tac-
tic, it will have to implement it 
before the Israeli military has had 
a chance to mobilise. The evacua-
tion of 78,000 people would be sig-
nificantly hampered if Hezbollah 
raiders had crossed into Israel and 
seized some settlements.

A mass evacuation on this scale, 
if achievable, would suit Hezbol-
lah’s strategic intentions.

In a war with Israel, Hezbollah 
does not seek necessarily to inflict 
as many casualties or as much dam-
age as possible. Its primary inten-
tion is to bring normal life in Israel 

to a halt for as long as possible, tra-
ditionally by pounding the country 
with missiles and rockets and, per-
haps next time, by sending fighters 
across the frontier.

The longer Israeli civilians are 
kept in bomb shelters or away from 
their homes and work, the greater 
the pressure on the Israeli govern-
ment to end the fighting with Hez-
bollah.

In any future conflict, the range 
and variety of Hezbollah’s missile 
arsenal could effectively cut off 
Israel from the rest of the world. 
Theoretically, at least, airports and 
seaports will shut down and most 
of the population in the northern 
half of the country will be under 
threat while hostilities last.

“Since the July war (in 2006), Is-
rael insists that victory in any war 
in Lebanon must, first of all, be 

quick. It cannot take a long time 
and cannot turn into a war of attri-
tion and bombing cities,” Nasrallah 
said in an interview with Lebanon’s 
Al-Akhbar daily in August 2014. 
“The enemy cannot withstand a 
war of attrition.”

The prospect of Hezbollah one 
day invading Galilee has kept the 
people of northern Israel on edge 
for years amid repeated speculation 
that Hezbollah has dug infiltration 
tunnels under the rocky border.

In 2014, residents of Zarit, a set-
tlement in western Galilee 300 me-
tres from the border, claimed they 
could hear drilling beneath their 
homes and urged the Israeli Army 
to investigate.

The Israeli military takes the no-
tion of cross-border tunnels se-
riously and in 2014 conducted a 
multimillion-dollar survey of the 

110km border. So far, the Israeli 
Army says it has found no evidence 
that tunnels have been dug.

In addition to subterranean sur-
veys, the Israeli Army has been 
building obstacles and defences 
around the most vulnerable com-
munities.

In the past year, it excavated the 
southern side of a steep valley be-
tween Hanita in western Galilee 
and the Lebanese border, turning 
it into a sheer limestone cliff to 
thwart Hezbollah attempts to storm 
the settlement. Other obstacles 
have been erected near Shelomi 
and Manara.

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

Israel plans evacuation in case of Hezbollah attack
Nicholas Blanford

A July 2016 file picture shows a group of Lebanese taking selfies during a visit at the Hezbollah-run 
Tourist Landmark of the Resistance war museum in Mlita where weapons left behind in Lebanon by 
Israeli forces are displayed in southern Lebanon.          (AFP)

Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas speaks during Fatah congress in the West 
Bank city of Ramallah, on November 29th.             (Reuters)
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The intention of the 
Israeli plan, dubbed 
Safe Distance, is to 
remove as many 
civilians from the 
front line as quickly 
as possible.

Emptying northern 
Israel of 78,000 
people could 
inadvertently help 
bolster Hezbollah’s 
strategic goals in the 
next war.

The new Fatah has nothing to do with the old one

T
wo important aspects 
of the Fatah congress 
are worth noting. The 
first was the absence 
of any figure opposing 
Palestinian President 

Mahmoud Abbas. The second 
resided in the choice of the 
representatives of Palestinians 
abroad; they were all figures 
from the West Bank and Gaza 
who can hardly qualify as 
leaders.

We all probably agree that Abu 
Mazen — Abbas’s nom de guerre 
— is the last among the historic 
founders of Fatah movement, 
with the exception, of course, of 
Farouq Qaddoumi, who refuses to 
return to the Palestinian territo-
ries and who no longer has a role 
to play, given his age (85).

For a long time, Abbas remained 
at the second row in the Palestin-
ian leadership. He undoubtedly 
played a major role in determining 
the leadership’s foreign relations 
and especially the relationship 
with Moscow.

Thanks to his experience in 
diplomacy, Abbas acquired a fine 
knowledge of the various regional 
and international balances of 
power. He used his expertise 
during negotiations leading to the 
Oslo agreement, which was signed 
on the White House lawn in 
September 1993. That agreement 

opened Washington’s gates to 
Yasser Arafat.

We leave it to history to judge 
whether Arafat knew how to take 
advantage of that opportunity. As 
for Israel, it never imagined that 
the Oslo agreement could lead to a 
settlement acceptable to the 
Palestinians. By deciding to sign 
the agreement, Israel had wanted 
to prove that the Palestinians 
cannot uphold their promises.

Arafat, the historic leader of the 
Palestinians, remained at the head 
of Fatah party for almost half a 
century. Fatah was, right from the 
beginning, open to a variety of 
orientations and opinions. This 
diversity was a source of strength 
and a source of problems and 
divisions. Arafat was successful 
most of the time in controlling the 
crises.

So, with the exception of its 
beginnings, Fatah was never a 
single body. Splits and divisions 
appeared, especially when Fatah 
was based in Jordan.

During the civil war in Lebanon, 
Fatah turned itself into the 
Muslim army facing Christian 
forces. Some splinter groups 
espoused Maoist revolutionary 
ideologies and others adopted 
Khomeinist theories. There 
existed groups that were alleged 
to be from the Gulf countries, 
which, except for Oman, have 
always backed Fatah financially. 
Some were allied to Egyptian 
intelligence organisations and 
many had no allegiance but to the 
Palestinian cause, which has been 
overshadowed by sectarian strife 
in the region.

Under Arafat, Fatah fought 

many unnecessary conflicts with 
Hafez Assad’s regime in Syria and 
in Lebanon. It had lost serious 
competitors to Arafat, Khalil 
al-Wazir and Salah Khalaf. They 
competed with Arafat but when 
circumstances required they were 
his staunchest supporters.

On Arafat’s death in November 
2004, only Abbas remained 
standing. Abbas was completely 
different from Arafat. He was a 
realist first and foremost. He 
inherited all of Arafat’s roles and 
titles, including president of the 
state of Palestine, but at every 
chance he behaved in such a way 
as to suggest that he refuses the 
power practices of his predeces-
sor.

Abbas does not tolerate in his 
entourage any person with a 
strong personality. There is no 
room for discussion with him on 
any subject. Arafat knew how to 
use money to achieve his goals. 
Money was just another weapon 
at his disposal. Abbas’s attitude 
towards money was different. In 
addition, Abbas did not surround 
himself with people who can 
competently deal with the 
media. For him, information was 
not a weapon.

The questions remain: Are 
Fatah’s circumstances reason 
enough for a new Fatah com-
posed only of pro-Abbas figures? 
Are they reason enough to set 
aside Arafat’s heritage with both 
its good and bad aspects?

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

Khairallah 
Khairallah

View point
Are Fatah’s 
current cir-
cumstances
reason 
enough for 
a new Fatah 
composed 
only of pro-
Mahmoud 
Abbas
figures?

Abbas does not tolerate in his 
entourage any person with a 
strong personality.
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M 

oroccan civil society 
and social media us-
ers condemned part 
of a television broad-
cast that showed how 

to use make-up to hide the bruises 
of battered women.

The sequence, which was aired 
by the majority state-owned net-
work 2M on a programme dedicated 
to women, showed how to use the 
right make-up to camouflage bruis-
es.

The channel’s management is-
sued a statement two days after the 
programme aired calling the broad-
cast sequence “completely inappro-
priate” and offered its “most sincere 
apologies for this error, given the 
sensitivity and seriousness of the 
subject” after the channel faced a 
barrage of criticism.

“We did not expect 2M to broad-
cast such a sequence, especially 
with the taxpayers’ money. It was 
unethical and inhuman,” said Saida 
Idrissi, president of the Democratic 
Association of Moroccan Women 
(ADFM).

ADFM sent a letter to the High Au-
thority of Audiovisual Communica-
tion (HACA) urging it to take strong 
measures against those responsible 
for the broadcast of what Idrissi 
called a “humiliating sequence”.

“I haven’t seen anyone judging 
the women who have been abused. 
We’re actually disgusted that these 
techniques were specifically said 
to be for covering up bruises from 
domestic violence. I’m a survivor 

of domestic violence and I’m dis-
gusted by this,” said one person on 
Facebook.

“It’s not empowering women! 
It’s telling them they will be beaten 
for the rest of their lives and they 
must not humiliate their husband 
by going out in public with bruises,” 
stressed another social media user.

More than two-thirds of women 
in Morocco said that they had been  
physically abused, according to the 
annual report of the National Obser-
vatory of Violence Against Women 
released in July.

A total of 13,445 women in cities 
were victims of physical violence 
in 2014, with 7,962 married women, 
3,444 unmarried women and 2,039 
divorced women. Housewives rep-
resented 53.8% of all victims com-
pared to 54.4% in 2013.

The report was based on statistics 
from institutions such as the Minis-
tries of Health and Justice, the Na-
tional Security Directorate (DGSN) 
and the Royal Gendarmerie.

Sexual violence constitutes 9% 
of all types of violence suffered 
by Moroccan women, the report 
said. More than 60% of the cases 
of sexual violence were committed 
against women who were 30 years 
old or younger, 31% against women 
aged 31-45 and 7.3% against older 
women.

The National Observatory of Vio-
lence Against Women said that sin-

gle women were the most affected 
by this type of violence with 53.6% 
of cases of sexual violence commit-
ted against them. Another 22.9% 
was against divorced women and 
20.1% against married women.

“Unfortunately, violence against 
women is on the rise in Morocco. 
We don’t have strong law that pro-
tects women against this phenom-
enon,” Idrissi said.

A draft law adopted in July by par-
liament failed to integrate amend-
ments proposed by civil society. It 
is awaiting approval of the House of 
Councillors.

“When we read the content of the 
draft law 103-13, we find out that it 
lacks a preamble. It does not specifi-
cally define what type of violence it 
should treat,” Idrissi said, adding 
that some categories of women, 
such as women with special needs 
and single mothers, are not covered 
by the law.

Idrissi criticised the Islamist-led 
government for not showing the 
political will to seriously tackle the 
issue and enforce the constitutional 
amendments, including questions 
of equality and violence.

“A conservative government will 
never go ahead with the gender 
equality and promotion of the de-
fence of women’s rights,” she said.

The UN Women, a gender equal-
ity and empowerment organisation, 
called on the newly elected House 
of Representatives to accelerate 
adoption of legislation, including 
draft bill 103-13, on violence against 
women, “to bring it into line with 
international standards and provide 
multi-sectoral and effective protec-
tion for all women in all situations 
of violence”.

The Belgian Development Coop-
eration provided funding of $1.32 
million to a UN project to support 
Moroccan efforts to combat vio-
lence against women.

The Supporting the Fight Against 
Violence Against Women in Morocco 
and the Availability and Quality of 
Service project, which seeks to fo-
cus on prevention, awareness-rais-
ing and care, is to be implemented 
under the aegis of the Ministry of 
Solidarity, Women, Family and So-
cial Development and would in-
volve national institutions and civil 
society organisations.

The Maghreb office of UN Women 
has launched a campaign called  
Orangez le monde (Orange the world) 
in association with the International 
Day for the Elimination of Violence 
against Women.

Numerous events were planned 
for Morocco to raise awareness and 
end the violence that affects more 
than 6 million Moroccan women. 
As part of the campaign, several im-
portant buildings in the Moroccan 
capital will be illuminated in orange 
— a colour that symbolises “a prom-
ising, optimistic and non-violent 
future”.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.
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Traffic congestion adds to Lebanon’s many woes
Samar Kadi

Beirut

O 

ne would think that 
Lebanon’s main prob-
lems stem from the 
raging war next door in 
Syria or the more than 

1 million Syrian refugees flooding 
its villages and towns or from a 
corrupt public administration and 
dysfunctional governments, but, 
no. Spending hours stranded in 
traffic jams, precarious road con-
ditions and erratic driving causing 
high numbers of casualties and ad-
verse effects on the economy are as 
problematic.

Traffic congestion in Lebanon 
has developed into a transporta-
tion crisis that is worsening due to 
bad roads, an increasing number 
of cars and a quasi-absent public 
transportation system.

Excessive reliance on private 
cars and a very low occupancy rate 
of vehicles — estimated at 1.2 peo-
ple per vehicle — are key factors 
for congestion. People in Lebanon 
spend 720 hours on average out of 
4,380 day hours on the roads annu-
ally; more than 16% of the individ-
ual’s supposed “productive time”, 
according to the Urban Transport 
Development Project, a World 
Bank-affiliated organisation.

“The traffic in Lebanon is largely 
caused by the big volume of cars 
exceeding the capacity of the road 
network. Moreover, we only have 
private cars as a main mode of 
transportation, which means the 
number of cars will continue to 
rise,” said Elie Helou, traffic expert 
with the government’s Council for 
Development and Reconstruction 
(CDR).

“Another main reason for traffic 

is chaos on the road. Systematic 
violations of the road laws and lack 
of proper enforcement make traffic 
much worse,” Helou added.

An estimated 500,000-600,000 
vehicles enter and exit Beirut daily, 
adding to the large number of cars 
in the city. This, combined with 
chaotic driving, double parking 
and bad roads, makes commut-
ing in the traffic-clogged capital a 
nightmarish adventure.

Police officer Major Khalil Mouk-
arzel of the Traffic Management 
Centre (TMC) in Beirut underlined 
what he called “seasonal traffic”, 
which is predictable compared to 
“circumstantial traffic” caused by 
accidents and collisions.

The former occurs in summer 
with the influx of Lebanese expa-
triates and foreign visitors who fill 
the streets with rented cars, during 
holidays such as Christmas-New 
Year and Eid al-Fitr and the aca-
demic year, which runs from Sep-
tember through June.

“You have traffic at specific hours 
in the zones where schools are lo-
cated and in the streets leading to 
them. Here, there is also an issue 
with Lebanese mentality and cul-
ture. Many send their children to 
school in private cars, while oth-
ers prefer to drop them themselves 
instead of paying school bus fees,” 
Moukarzel said.

Accidents and crashes can cause 
sudden and abrupt congestion, 
Moukarzel explained, citing a 
global study that showed a single 
minute delay on a road lane for 
any reason causes four minutes of 
traffic. “This count is true in coun-
tries where drivers respect traffic 
laws. In Lebanon, it is much, much 
worse,” he added.

Some 1.8 million registered pri-
vate cars are officially circulating 
on Lebanon’s roads. “On top of that, 

one should add the unregistered 
cars, Syrian matriculated cars that 
increased with the arrival of Syrian 
refugees, public utility trucks and 
army and police vehicles patrolling 
the streets,” Moukarzel said.

In parallel, traffic congestion in 
Lebanon is causing economic loss 
of 8-10% of gross domestic product 
(GDP), an estimated $3 billion, Ziad 
Nakat, senior transport specialist 
with the World Bank, pointed out.

“The biggest component of the 
cost of traffic is time wasted on the 
road. There is also the effect on 
health from pollution, excess fuel 
consumption, impact on economic 
productivity, higher cost of rent as 
people tend to live closer to their 
jobs and higher vehicle operating 
costs,” Nakat said.

The three experts agreed that 
introducing a proper and reliable 
public transportation system is the 

only answer to Lebanon’s traffic 
problem.

“We can either build new roads — 
but that is not going to take us any-
where because new roads mean 
more cars — or ensure public trans-
portation,” Helou said. “The solu-
tion for Lebanon is to have a com-
bination of public transport system 
and new roads.”

Nakat was adamant, saying: 
“What we need to do is improve 
public transport. There is no city in 
the world that tackles congestion 
by building just roads and bridges.”

“The solution is by introducing 
reliable public transport, making 
parking space more expensive so 
that people would use their private 
cars only when needed,” he said.

Enforcement of traffic regula-
tions is also a key to reduce conges-
tion. However, Moukarzel argued 
that “violations cannot be reduced 

by issuing tickets only”.
“We have to provide people with 

alternatives, such as parking plac-
es to avoid double parking while 
fetching their children from school, 
smooth traffic flow to arrive on time 
to their meetings, etc.,” he said.

More than 25 years after a devas-
tating civil war that brought havoc 
and chaos, Lebanon is still a driv-
ing jungle. Official records counted 
at least 16,756 road accidents since 
2013 that resulted in more than 
2,284 deaths and 22,220 injuries, 
while traffic solutions are still to be 
implemented.

“Strong political will and com-
mitment is needed to put in place 
traffic strategies. The lack of it is 
what is slowing us down,” Nakat 
contended.

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

A Lebanese woman plays with prayer beads as she waits in a traffic jam on a highway between Beirut 
and Jounieh, north of Beirut.                                                                                                                                     (AFP)

A 2012 file picture shows Moroccan women protesting against all 
forms of violence against women during a demonstration in the 
Moroccan city of Rabat.                      (AFP)                                                                                                                            

A proper and reliable 
public transportation 
system is the only 
answer to Lebanon’s 
traffic problem.

Traffic congestion in 
Lebanon is causing 
economic loss of 
8-10% of GDP, an 
estimated $3 billion.

Moroccan TV programme on battered women provokes outcry
Saad Guerraoui

two-thirds of women in 
Morocco say they were 
physically abused.

More than

 Numerous events 
were planned for 
Morocco to raise 
awareness and end 
the violence.
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‘It will get worse, before it gets better’

A
s I addressed col-
leagues at a recent 
gathering in Brussels 
and the public at a 
crowded conference, 
organised by the 

Körber Foundation and Süd-
deutsche Zeitung in Hamburg, 
titled When Freedom of Speech 
Leads into Prison, the questions 
were identical.

“Does the exile feel tough for 
you? What do you feel? When do 
you think you will be able to 
return to Turkey?”

I had told the German audience 
about my exit across Turkish 
border just a few days after the 
July 15th coup attempt. That was a 
major choice to get settled in a 
zone of freedom, somewhere in 
Europe, where one would have 
the support and care of foreign 
colleagues.

‘Why did you leave so swiftly?’ 
asked German colleague Christi-
ane Schlötzer. “Instincts and 
sense of urgency,” I told her.

“For a long time, even before 
the failed putsch, we had known 
that in Turkey we had been 
working in a danger zone, even in 
newsrooms, and this raised your 
perception of threats. I knew for 
certain that the consequences of 
the coup regardless of its outcome 
would spell very badly for us 
journalists and I was right in 

acting so quickly.”
I tried to conceal the burden as 

much as I could. I responded that 
exile for a journalist means being 
torn apart from a world whose 
story with people at its centre is 
an inseparable part of his exist-
ence. It also means an urgency to 
control anger and resentment of 
the rulers of Turkey for being 
treated with various means of 
punishment for doing what any 
committed journalist does.

One feels mistreated, humili-
ated. At the same time, as Turkish 
journalists, each of us out of the 
country is able to report and 
comment but the plight of 
colleagues put in jail for doing 
their jobs and stripped of freedom 
feeds fury and frustration. One 
feels helpless.

On my way from Hamburg to my 
new exile home, I received a call 
that I had been expecting for some 
time. It was from a colleague 
known for tough investigative 
reporting on abuses of power and 
injustice who had under very hard 
circumstances managed to get out 
of Turkey. Spending time in 
refugee camps in southern 
Europe, she had ended up in 
North America, where she was 
seeking asylum.

After the July coup attempt, a 
warrant was issued for her arrest. 
The police searched for her in her 
flat and elsewhere repeatedly.

With a broken voice, she told me 
the story, most of it confidential. 
The worst part, she said, was 
being torn apart from family and 
her children. Wandering around 

Europe like a pilgrim, she was 
penniless until she was given 
assistance by German colleagues.

I lost count but, by my estima-
tion, there are more than 30 
journalists floating in exile on four 
continents. Some of them fled 
Turkey hastily or after hiding for a 
while. Some were abroad working 
as correspondents in key political 
capitals, highly respected for their 
work. They are unable to return to 
Turkey as the risks are too high.

The failed coup and the state of 
emergency that followed affected 
mostly four flanks of Turkish 
journalism: The media affiliated 
with US-based Turkish cleric 
Fethullah Gulen, who was blamed 
for the coup, liberals, leftists and 
Kurdish journalists. This is a blend 
that represents the main bulk of 
critical journalism, which has 
staged a tough professional 
resistance to all the punitive 
measures by Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government.

Those put in prison and those 
who now assemble abroad in exile 
reflect that mixture. Because of 
the massive and systematic means 
of oppression they have suffered, 
the imprisoned journalists have 
been turned into political prison-
ers and those abroad into dissi-
dents.

Certainly this situation lays 
traps. Angry journalists in exile 
may easily end up as pure political 
activists, attracted by propa-
ganda, forgetting their delicate 
professional roles.

That is the reason why many 
colleagues in various countries are 
seeking ways and means to set up 
channels to continue what they do 
best: Report, analyse and com-
ment. Can Dundar, former 
editor-in-chief of the Cumhuriyet 
daily now in exile in Germany, 
declared recently that he would 
launch an online journalism enter-
prise.

Elsewhere, others are in search 
of a mode to move bold journalism 
out of Turkey. Kurdish colleagues 
in Western Europe are seeking 
ways to cooperate with Turkish 
journalists, joining forces in what 
they told me was “a long struggle 
for freedom”.

Exile means also taking care of 
each other. Since the failed coup, I 
have been trying to map where my 
colleagues on the run are, whether 
they need legal and financial 
assistance. One of them was a 
winner of the prestigious EU 
Investigative Journalism Award 
last year but is now stuck in a dark 
corner of the world awaiting help.

When asked about the prospects 
of return, I deliver a pessimistic 
response, as I did in Brussels and 
Hamburg. Turkey is in a downhill 
spiral, where the anti-freedom 
mood is aggressive, ruthless. “It 
will get worse before it gets 
better” was all I could say.

Now, back to work. There are 
stories to write, subjects to 
analyse.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
There are 
more than 30 
journalists 
floating in 
exile on four 
continents. 

Turkey is in a downhill spiral, 
where the anti-freedom mood is 
aggressive, ruthless.
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N 

ot long ago, Adem Ya-
vuz Arslan was the An-
kara bureau chief of a 
Turkish daily critical of 
President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan’s government. These days, 
Arslan is trying to make ends meet 
as a driver for the Uber transporta-
tion service in Washington.

Arslan, 42, is a member of a grow-
ing Turkish diaspora including jour-
nalists, academics and diplomats 
who have left their home country 
to avoid arrest by what they say is 
an increasingly repressive regime. 
They say they yearn to return but 
have little hope of being able to do 
so in the foreseeable future. “You 
have two choices,” Arslan said. “You 
can go to jail or leave the country.”

More than 100,000 Turks have 
been fired, suspended or detained 
in a crackdown following an at-
tempted coup against Erdogan in 
July. The government said it was 
trying to remove followers of the al-
leged coup leader, US-based cleric 
Fethullah Gulen, from state institu-
tions and deprive his movement of 
its support system in the economy 
and in the media.

Ankara is seeking Gulen’s extra-
dition and calling on the United 
States, Germany and other coun-
tries not to give shelter to what the 
Turkish government calls terror-
ists. Critics say the post-coup wave 
of arrests is a witch-hunt against 
Erdogan opponents of all stripes. 
More than 100 journalists have been 
jailed.

Turkey’s pro-government media 
say Arslan is a leading figure of the 

Gulen movement, a charge he de-
nies. He said he decided to leave 
Turkey with his family in 2014 after 
stepping on the government’s toes 
as the Ankara bureau chief of the 
now-defunct Bugun newspaper. 
The daily was close to the Gulen 
movement and employed liberal 
commentators, some of whom are 
in prison or have fled from Turkey. 
Arslan became the Washington 
correspondent of another Gulen-
inspired daily that was banned after 
the July coup, leaving him without 
a job.

Erdogan’s wrath is not lim-
ited to alleged Gulen supporters. 
Many pro-Kurdish media have 
been banned for their alleged sup-
port for Kurdish rebels. More than 
150 media outlets have been shut 
down since July. Authorities have 
detained journalists and editors of 
the daily Cumhuriyet, a staunchly 
secularist newspaper highly critical 
of Gulen.

Even before the coup, Cumhuri-
yet’s former editor Can Dundar 
was sentenced to prison for trea-
son. Freed pending an appeal, he 
left Turkey and now lives in Ger-
many, home to a Turkish minority 
of around 3 million people. Dundar 
says he will not return to Turkey as 
long as the state of emergency, in-
troduced after the coup, is in force. 
German news reports say close to 
60 Turkish diplomats and members 
of their families in the country have 
also decided not to return home. 
Germany has also taken in Turkish 
academics.

According to official figures, a to-
tal of 4,437 Turkish citizens applied 
for political asylum in Germany 
in the first ten months of the year, 
more than twice as many as in all 
of 2015, when 1,767 applied. The 

aftermath of the July coup has seen 
a steep rise in the number of appli-
cations, climbing from 350 a month 
in the first half of the year to 485 in 
October.

The government in Berlin has 
publicly invited Turkish journal-
ists, intellectuals and others to seek 
refuge in Germany. Michael Roth, a 
junior minister for Foreign Affairs, 
said his country stood in solidarity 
with all “critical minds” in Turkey. 
Scandinavian countries, France and 
the United States are other destina-
tions for Turks feeling under grow-
ing pressure at home.

“I cannot go back as long as Er-
dogan is there,” Arslan said, add-
ing that his hopes for a return soon 
were not high.

Erdogan wants Turks to decide 
whether to switch from the current 
parliamentary system to a presiden-
tial one in a referendum next year. 
His plan for the new system would 
allow him to stay in office until 
2029.

Meanwhile, there is a steady 
trickle of Turks leaving their home. 
Arslan said a Turkish friend who 
carries a diplomatic passport joined 
him in Washington recently. “He left 
the country by boat to Greece, like 
a refugee,” he said. Arslan did not 
provide name of his friend, whose 
family is still in Turkey trying to 
get away. “The Turkish diaspora is 
growing every day,” Arslan said.

Another Turkish journalist in 
the United States, Emre Uslu, said 
he left Turkey in March 2014 after 
coming under increasing pressure 
for criticising Erdogan. At the time, 
pro-Erdogan newspapers accused 
Uslu of involvement in alleged plot 

to kill Erdogan’s daughter Sumeyye. 
The judiciary later said alleged mes-
sages by Uslu about the purported 
plot were fake. A political scientist 
by training, Uslu has been teaching 
at Virginia International University 
near Washington. His wife and two 
children have joined him.

“Of course I want to go back,” Uslu 
said. “I am dying to go back. Turkey 
is my country.” He estimated, how-
ever, a return would probably not 
be possible for another ten years. 
“There is no indication that things 
will get better.”

Arslan agreed. He said he felt 
torn between his new home and his 
country. “It’s a conflict between my 
head and my heart”, he said. On one 
hand, he knew that he, his wife and 
three children should adapt to their 
new life in the United States but, on 
the other hand, it was difficult to let 
go of Turkey. “My son is asking me 
when we go and visit grandpa” in 
Turkey, he said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Growing diaspora 
of Turkish 
opposition sees no 
quick return home
Thomas Seibert

Protesters demonstrate against Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Cologne, Germany, last 
November.                   (AP)

100,000 Turks have 
been fired, suspended 
or detained in a 
crackdown following an 
attempted coup.

More than
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On nuclear deal, Iran may play Trump off against other powers

B
oth EU foreign policy 
chief Federica Mogher-
ini and Iranian 
President Hassan 
Rohani have argued 
that the United States 

cannot, as a single signatory, tear 
up a ten-year multilateral nuclear 
agreement.

However, as the world waits for 
Donald Trump’s inauguration as 
US president in January, the far 
right in Washington continues to 
attack the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), the 
agreement reached in Vienna in 
July 2015 limiting Tehran’s 
nuclear programme.

Some argue Iran will simply 
walk away if the United States 
abandons or tries to renegotiate 
the landmark deal. After all, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei warned in June that 
Iran would “set fire” to the 
agreement if Washington reneged 
on it.

Mogherini and Rohani hint at 
another possibility — that Iran 
maintains the agreement along-
side the other signatories: Russia, 
China, Germany, France and 
Britain. Iranian Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Bahram Qassemi 
stressed that the deal was 
approved by the UN Security 
Council and he praised the 
“positive” EU approach and 
Tehran’s “optimism” over ties 
with Europe.

What of Russia and China? For 

Washington to abandon interna-
tional coordination over JCPOA 
would challenge Moscow, which 
has helped develop Iran’s nuclear 
programme — building the 
Bushehr power station, scheduled 
as the first of three by 2025 — and 
which has supplied arms to 
Tehran, including the advanced 
S-300 air-defence system. Beijing 
has been unimpressed with 
Trump’s talk of high tariffs on its 
exports.

European companies seeking to 
invest in Iran are wary of US 
retaliation but on the day Trump 
was elected, France’s Total signed 
a $4.8 billion-$6 billion develop-
ment deal for Iran’s South Pars gas 
field and Norway’s DNO recently 
agreed to a development study of 
the Changuleh oilfield in western 
Iran.

And in what is surely a pre-emp-
tive move, BP excluded its 
American chief executive officer 
from a task force liaising with Iran 
over oil fields in Khuzestan 
province. The choice of Briton 
Brian Gilvary, BP chief financial 
officer, to lead talks is designed to 
minimise problems with the 
United States and to reassure the 
Iranians.

Such reassurance is important. 
A tough line from Trump when he 
is in the White House would 
embolden Iranian principlists, 
who would step up calls for 
expanding Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme, even if this alienates 
Europe, Russia and China and 
deters foreign investors.

Heading this off would test 
Rohani, facing re-election in May, 
and would require support from 
Khamenei, who in backing the 
JCPOA has continued to demonise 

the United States and rule out 
wider détente.

“Iran’s best option is to react in 
ways that would create a distance 
between the US and other world 
powers,” said Farideh Farhi, of the 
University of Hawaii. “No matter 
how Iran reacts, it will be a 
systemic decision.

“While Rohani will be its public 
face, the decision will come out of 
an interactive process of discus-
sion among key players and 
institutions,” Farhi observed.

“Making sure that the global 
consensus that made crippling 
sanctions against Iran possible 
does not return is a challenge for 
Khamenei and the rest of Iran’s 
political establishment.”

For Tehran to uphold the 
agreement, limiting its nuclear 
programme, would coincide with 
an intermittent Iranian foreign-
policy tactic of splitting the 
United States from other interna-
tional powers.

Iran’s trade has expanded 
despite continuing US obstruction 
since sanctions eased and it might 
continue to do so despite outright 
US opposition. Tehran could also 
judge that a US military attack 
would be far less likely if its 
nuclear programme remained 
within JCPOA limits and under UN 
inspections.

The strategy would also require 
cooperation from Iran’s Asian 
trading partners but that might be 
forthcoming. In a recent interview 
in Tehran, Indian Ambassador 
Saurabh Kumar said whoever was 
US president would make no 
difference to bilateral relations.

Kumar said he expected 
Chabahar port, being built by 
India in Iran’s Sistan-Baluchistan 

province, to be completed within 
two years.

He envisages “a comprehensive 
partnership” in hydrocarbons, 
“both upstream and down-
stream”, citing growing links 
between Iran and Indian refiners 
as well as Iran’s offshore Farzad-B 
gas field, where Indian company 
ONGC wants to revive involve-
ment ended in 2013 under US 
pressure.

An India Oil Corporation 
subsidiary recently announced a 
$5.5 billion expansion of a refinery 
in Tamil Nadu partly owned by 
Iran, aiming to raise capacity to 
300,000 barrels per day (bpd). 
Eager to supply India’s energy 
demands, Iran overtook Saudi 
Arabia as India’s top crude 
supplier in October, shipping 
760,000 bpd, 50% more than in 
November 2015.

Asia buys 80% of Iran’s oil 
exports, which have jumped to 2.4 
million bpd, the highest since 
2009 and double the level before 
sanctions eased.

India, Japan and South Korea 
have established payment 
channels, obstructed under 
sanctions, with Indian refiners’ 
debts to Iran down from $6.11 
billion in May to $2.55 billion in 
mid-November.

This all suggests that if Trump 
does abandon the JCPOA, other 
Asian countries could join Russia, 
China and Europe in refusing his 
lead. For Iran, keeping the 
agreement might not quite be 
business as usual but would be 
preferable to renewed isolation.

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

Gareth Smyth

View point
A tough line 
from Trump 
when he is 
in the White 
House would 
embolden 
Iranian 
principlists.

For Iran, keeping the agreement 
might not quite be business as 
usual but would be preferable to 
renewed isolation.
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D 

onald Trump’s victory in 
the US elections and the 
war on the Islamic State 
(ISIS) have given Iran’s 
hard-line Islamic Revo-

lutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) what 
it sees as a unique opportunity to 
claw back economic and political 
power it had lost.

Sidelined after a nuclear deal 
was reached with Iranian reform-
ist leaders and the administration 
of US President Barack Obama and 
major countries, the IRGC is deter-
mined to regain its position in Shia 
Iran’s complex governing structure.

Trump said in the campaign that 
he would abandon the 2015 deal 
that curbed Iran’s nuclear ambi-
tions in return for the lifting of eco-
nomic sanctions. His tough stance, 
in contrast to Obama’s olive branch, 
is expected to empower hardliners 
who would benefit from an econo-
my that excludes foreign competi-
tion.

In addition, the Quds force, which 
conducts IRGC policies overseas, 
has played a successful and key role 
on the battlefields of Iraq, increas-
ing the IRGC’s kudos at home.

“Trump and the Islamic State 
militants were gifts from God to the 
IRGC,” said a senior official within 
the Iranian government, speak-
ing on condition of anonymity like 
other figures contacted within Iran.

“If Trump adopts a hostile policy 
towards Iran or scraps the deal, 
hardliners and particularly the 
IRGC will benefit from it,” a former 
reformist official said.

Elected in a landslide in 2013 on 
a promise to end Iran’s diplomatic 
and economic isolation, pragmatist 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
has struggled to reconnect Iran’s 
economy to world markets and to 
attract foreign investment.

Uncertainty over the nuclear 
deal, unilateral US sanctions, po-
litical infighting in Iran alongside 
complex regulations, labour issues 
and corruption have hampered a 
post-sanctions economic revival, 
causing concern to Iranian Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, who blames the government.

Deeply loyal to Khamenei, the 
IRGC was created by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, leader of the 
1979 Islamic revolution. The IRGC 
secured a foothold in the economy 
after the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war 
when the clerical establishment al-
lowed it to invest in leading Iranian 
industries.

Involved in a wide range of busi-
nesses, from energy and tourism to 
car production, telecom and con-
struction, the IRGC’s empire grew 
by taking billions of dollars in pro-
jects vacated by Western oil compa-
nies because of sanctions imposed 
to curb the nation’s nuclear ambi-
tions.

Trying to limit IRGC influence, 
Rohani’s government stalled or 
cancelled major projects with the 
IRGC, including a $1.3 billion deal 
with National Iranian Gas Company 
in March 2014.

Under the nuclear deal, interna-
tional sanctions were lifted in Janu-
ary, opening the Iranian economy, 
thereby threatening the IRGC pow-
er base. Now the IRGC sees an op-
portunity to lever back its position 

in the Iranian hierarchy.
Anxious about losing economic 

power, the IRGC accused Rohani of 
favouring foreign firms rather than 
domestic ones, demanding a bigger 
role in the economy and calling for 
implementation of Khamenei’s vi-
sion for a self-reliant Iran.

“The IRGC-linked companies 
cannot compete with the foreign 
firms. Therefore, they will want a 
limited presence for foreign firms 
in Iran,” said Tehran-based trader 
Mohammad Ali, adding: “Money 
means power.”

Foreign companies need an Ira-
nian partner to do business in Iran, 
which for big projects often means 
firms controlled by the IRGC. Most 
of IRGC front companies are not 
formally owned by the corps but by 

individuals and firms linked to it.
The IRGC remains opaque to out-

siders.
“The Guards have different lay-

ers. The roots of the IRGC are sea-
soned and senior commanders who 
idolise the supreme leader and are 
ready to sacrifice their lives for pil-
lars of the revolution and have in-
fluence in political and overseas 
activities of Sepah (IRGC),” a retired 
IRGC commander said, declining to 
be named.

The future of the nuclear deal 
will have a direct bearing on IRGC 
military, political and economic 
ambitions and it is unclear whether 
Trump will carry out his threat to 
abandon it.

During the campaign, Trump dis-
missed the deal as “one of the worst 

deals I’ve ever seen negotiated”. 
Trump, however, has in the past 
made contradictory statements so 
foreign governments are unsure 
how much of his rhetoric will be 
translated into policy.

Middle East political analysts ex-
pected the powerful clerical estab-
lishment’s political backing of the 
IRGC to harden in reaction to the 
uncertainty concerning a Trump 
presidency.

“The IRGC will gain more power 
at least until the dust settles after 
Trump’s win… The atmosphere in 
Iran will be militarised because of 
more power that will be provided 
to the IRGC,” political analyst Ha-
mid Farahvashian said.

Reuters

Iran’s IRGC using Trump victory to claw back power
Parisa Hafezi

A 2015 file picture shows members of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps’ (IRGC) Aerospace 
Force saluting at an underground missile base with launcher units in an undisclosed location.   (Reuters)

The IRGC is 
determined to regain 
its position in Shia 
Iran’s complex 
governing structure.

Rohani’s government 
stalled or cancelled 
major projects with 
the IRGC.
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France’s Fillon already a favourite in next elections
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

F 

rench former prime minis-
ter François Fillon, a social 
conservative, looks set 
to dominate next year’s 
presidential elections af-

ter securing a smooth path to the 
Republican Party nomination, with 
many expecting France to lurch to 
the right on immigration and mul-
ticulturalism after four years of So-
cialist rule.

Fillon, 62, beat former president 
Nicolas Sarkozy and former prime 
minister Alain Juppé to secure the 
conservative Republican Party 
nomination for president. With 
France’s ruling Socialist Party in dis-
array — President François Hollande 
has announced he will not seek a  
second term — there appear to be 
few impediments to Fillon’s path to 
Élysée Palace next year. Both defeat-
ed rivals, viewed as being less con-
servative than Fillon, immediately 
pledged support for his campaign.

Fillon leads the polls, which have 
been a poor predictor of votes in 
2016, with most political analysts 
saying that France’s presidential 
elections will end in a second-
round vote between Fillon and the 
far-right National Front’s Marine Le 
Pen, with Fillon winning easily.

The same polls, however, had 
largely dismissed Fillon during 
the race for the nomination but he 
gained popularity following the 
recent publication of a book called 
Conquering Islamic Totalitarianism 
that helped burnish his right-wing 
credentials. “France is more right 
wing than it has ever been,” Fillon 
acknowledged.

“It is bad news. The election of 
Fillon is a sign that the right has 
drifted to the far right,” French hu-
man rights activist Yasser Louati 
said.

“His rhetoric was directly target-
ing Muslims, although he doesn’t 
say Muslims. He says ‘Islamic total-
itarianists’. This rhetoric appealed 
to the most radical reactionary 
fringe of the French population and 
it is a discourse that does find pur-
chase in the French political land-
scape and can be seen by both the 
right and the left,” he said.

Analysts say Fillon’s victory 
could potentially slow Le Pen’s rise, 
as both candidates promote similar 
policies on immigration and social 
issues and would compete for the 
same voters.

“Yes, Marine Le Pen is in trouble 
now. Fillon does have a similar dis-
course as with her but without the 
evil tag of the National Front on his 
back. So people can now vote for 
Fillon and not feel guilty for voting 
for a party that has a history of anti-
Semitism and neo-Nazi sympathy,” 
Louati said.

With the first round of the vote 
scheduled for April and no consen-
sus figure emerging among France’s 
left wing, hopes for a major upset 
look slim. “So far the two main can-
didates are definitely François Fil-
lon and Marine Le Pen,” Louati said.

In his victory speech, Fillon 
pledged unprecedented change. “I 
will take up an unusual challenge 
for France. To tell the truth and 
completely change its software,” 
he said. Fillon’s campaign for the 
nomination had seen the reserved 
and impassive veteran politician 
vent about the French status quo, 
calling for major social and eco-

nomic reform and strongly defend-
ing “French values”.

Fillon, known to be a fan of the 
late British prime minister Mar-
garet Thatcher, has promised tax 
and spending cuts, to slash public 
sector jobs and weaken France’s 
powerful trade unions. He has also 
strongly criticised France’s Social-
ist Party for its weak response to 
immigration.

“I will defend those [French] val-
ues and we will share them with 
everyone who, with their differenc-
es, loves France,” Fillon said during 
a presidential debate. He had earli-
er emphatically criticised multicul-
turalism. “No, France is not a multi-

cultural nation. When you come to 
someone’s house, by courtesy, you 
don’t take over,” he said.

Fillon has also promised to tackle 
immigration, saying that he intends 
to reduce immigration to its “strict 
minimum” and has promised to de-
feat Islamic terrorism, which has 
been linked to the killing of more 
than 230 people in France over an 
18-month period. Domestically, 
Fillon has promised “administra-
tive controls” on Islam, including 
banning preaching in Arabic. “The 
bloody invasion of Islamism into 
our daily life could herald a third 
world war,” he warned in Conquer-
ing Islamic Totalitarianism.

For human rights activists, such 
as Louati, Fillon’s election is evi-
dence of the homogenisation of 
French views towards identity 
politics and the idea of “French val-
ues”.

“Everybody [during the next 
election] will agree on identity 
politics,” Louati said. “That won’t 
go away… Even under the current 
Socialist government, this is clear 
to see in its policies and how it re-
acted in the wake of the attacks. So 
there clearly is a shift to the right in 
France.”

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

François Fillon, former French prime minister and member of the Republican political party, delivers 
a speech after partial results in the second round for the French centre-right presidential primary 
election in Paris, November 27th, 2016.                                                                                              (Reuters)

France’s presidential 
elections is expected 
to end in a second-
round vote between 
Fillon and Marine Le 
Pen.

Analysts say Fillon’s 
victory could 
potentially slow Le 
Pen’s rise.

François Fillon’s likely Middle East policy

I
n late August 2013, François 
Fillon denounced in no 
uncertain terms a prospec-
tive US-French bombing 
operation against Syria that 
seemed very likely after it 

was alleged chemicals weapons 
had been used by the regime of 
President Bashar Assad.

Fillon’s denunciation caused 
quite a stir in Paris as convention 
dictates that a French politician 
does not undercut his own 
country’s foreign policy from 
abroad. The shock was all the 
greater as the former French 
prime minister was speaking 
from the Valdai Discussion Club, 
where the Russian president 
gathers senior officials and 
strategists every year.

At the time, there was every 
likelihood of the United Kingdom 
joining in the operation but the 
British prime minister, David 
Cameron, then lost a vote in the 
House of Commons. US President 
Barack Obama decided to ask the 
US Congress for its support, 
which was refused. This left 
French officials aghast and 
President François Hollande 
looking stupid.

Fillon’s attitude towards Syria 
is part of a broader Gaullist world 
view that believes France should 
drop sanctions imposed by the 
European Union and the United 
States on Russia following the 
latter’s annexation of Crimea. 

Closer ties to the former Soviet 
Union and to Russia belong to 
this conceptual framework that is 
shared by many French politi-
cians of the left and right. It is not 
simply a matter of realpolitik.

What is not in doubt is that 
Obama’s failure to follow through 
with his threat of military 
intervention in Syria left the field 
open to Russia’s effective 
diplomatic and military interven-
tion. It marked that country’s 
grand re-entry into the Middle 
East game after a 20-year 
absence.

Well before that date, however, 
Fillon was prime minister of a 
French government that helped 
modernise the Russian armed 
forces, notably by allowing the 
sale of two Mistral-class amphibi-
ous assault ships to the Russian 
Navy in 2011, a deal cancelled in 
2014 by Hollande.

The newly anointed conserva-
tive presidential candidate shares 
with Russian President Vladimir 
Putin a conviction that Christian-
ity is under threat from Islam, an 
idea that strongly resonates in 
France, which has been trauma-
tised by jihadist terrorism.

The two men share a very 
conservative social ideology but 
how far France can go in calling 
for an end to EU-US sanctions 
against Russia and go against 
France’s closest ally, Germany, 
remains in doubt. What US 
President-elect Donald Trump 
decides will carry far more 
weight.

Where Syria is concerned, 
Fillon has a weak hand to play. A 
country that had, since the 
second world war, been a good 

friend to France, its former colon-
iser, was lost when former 
president Jacques Chirac decided 
to back claims that the Lebanese 
prime minister Rafik Hariri had 
been assassinated by Syrian 
agents in 2003. The allegations 
proved to be unfounded but the 
accusations infuriated Assad and 
France lost much of its traditional 
influence in Damascus to Amer-
ica.

Fillon has said a deal should be 
done with the Syrian leader as he 
is best placed to defeat the 
Islamic State, despite his brutal-
ity in repressing the revolt that 
has engulfed his country since 
2011.

Fillon probably never believed 
France, Britain or the United 
States had any intention of 
putting boots on the grounds to 
get rid of Assad. This reluctance 
has long made the grandstanding 
of US, French and British leaders 
vis-à-vis Assad ring hollow. 
France’s strong backing for Israel, 
which has characterised the 
presidencies of Nicolas Sarkozy 
and Hollande, is unlikely to 
change.

Where North Africa is con-
cerned, strong support for 
Tunisia’s democratic experiment 
will continue as will close ties 
with Morocco. Algeria is more of a 
puzzle.

Traditionally, the provincial 
Catholic middle classes, from 
whose ranks Fillon hails, have no 
love lost for a country that was 
once part of France but Fillon’s 
determination to fight Islamist 
terror will go down well in 
Algiers. Since independence in 
1962, Algerian leaders have 

preferred dealing with conserva-
tive presidents in Paris rather 
than socialist ones.

Algeria is a good market for 
French exports, boasts a very 
active diplomacy and remains a 
key bulwark against Islamist 
terrorism in North Africa. It 
enjoys good relations with Iran 
and has recently been asked by 
Saudi Arabia, with whom 
relations have long been frosty, 
to help bring the two sides to the 
negotiation table in Yemen.

So, while the Catholic provin-
cial middle classes might not like 
the idea of closer relations with 
the former Algérie française, nor 
does the leader of the National 
Front, against whom he might 
well be pitted in the run-off next 
May. Fillon knows that winning 
presidential elections remains 
essentially predicated on 
domestic policies. That is 
unlikely to change.

Be it Syria or Russia, but 
particularly in the first case, 
France will continue to enjoy an 
essentially walk-on part. As 
much as French people may be 
appalled by what is happening in 
Syria they have no desire to get 
further involved. While presi-
dential elections are decided on 
essentially domestic issues, a 
major Islamist-inspired terrorist 
attack before the election would 
probably strengthen the hand of 
a candidate seen as having wide 
experience in government, 
which is not the case of the 
National Front’s Marine Le Pen.

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

Francis Ghilès

View point
Fillon’s 
attitude 
towards 
Syria is part 
of a broader 
Gaullist 
world view.

Strong support for Tunisia’s 
democratic experiment will 
continue as will close ties with 
Morocco.
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W hatever 
Abdul Razak 
Ali Artan’s 
motivations 
and inten-
tions were 
when he 

deliberately ploughed his car into 
a crowd on Ohio State University’s 
campus, injuring 11, the young 
Somali man brought unwanted 
attention to that most vulnerable 
of vulnerable communities — ref-
ugees. The renewed focus comes 
at a particularly sensitive time, 
with US President-elect Donald 
Trump preparing to take office.

Artan was a refugee, having 
arrived in the United States with 
his family from their interim 
home, Pakistan, in 2014. He was 
relatively young (either 18 or 20), 
liked lamb doner and admitted to 
the Ohio State student newspaper 
that he was “kind of scared” as a 
Muslim to pray in public.

When Artan embarked on the 
mad, bad and dangerous attack 
that ended with his being shot 
dead, he was a legally permanent 
resident in the United States. To 
all intents and purposes, Artan 
was one of the lucky ones, a 
refugee who had secured the 
right, en famille, to live, study and 
work in the richest country in the 
world.

However, the fact that he turned 
violent and was a refugee and a 
Muslim is sure to feed into the 
ugly debate whipped up by Trump 
on the campaign trail. The 
unverifiable claim by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) that Artan was a 
“soldier” will add to the ferment.

Trump has consistently been 
callous, if colourful, about 
refugees, especially those from 
Muslim-majority countries.

Refugees from Syria, Trump 
recently said, were a “Trojan 
horse”, implying they were 

infiltrators who 
pretended to be 
victims while 
plotting to under-
mine or destroy the 
United States. He 
called the presence 
of Somali refugees in 
Minneapolis, the 
biggest city in the 

midwestern state of Minnesota, “a 
disaster”.

He inaccurately portrayed the 
United States’ existing two- or 
even three-year intensive refugee-
vetting process as “faulty”, 
claiming — without proof — that it 
is dangerously enabling “very 
large numbers of Somali refugees” 
to enter the country. “Some of 
them [are] joining ISIS and spread-
ing their extremist views all over 
our country and all over the 
world,” said the man who will 
become the 45th US president on 
January 20th.

This, despite a report by the 
Migration Policy Institute, an 
independent Washington think-
tank, on the folly of linking 
refugees to terrorism. Its October 
2015 study said that of the 
784,000 refugees resettled in the 
United States since September 
11th, 2001, just three have been 
arrested for planning terrorist 
activities. Of those three, it added, 
“two were not planning an attack 
in the United States and the plans 
of the third were barely credible”.

As for Muslims — or, in the new 
euphemism, people from “terror-
prone regions” — Trump has 
suggested enhanced scrutiny 
should they attempt to enter the 
United States and enhanced 
surveillance should they already 
be on US territory. He has also 
indicated that even isolated 
violent incidents, as appears to be 
the case with Artan, somehow 
reflect adversely on American-
Muslim residents’ and refugees’ 
loyalty to the United States.

Given his previous views on the 
dangers posed by refugees as a 
group, it may be reasonable to 
assume that Trump will see the 
violent actions of one individual 
— Artan — as representative of the 
whole community.

So, what could Trump actually 
do about refugees once he 
becomes president?

His instinct would be to close 
the United States off, a “total and 
complete shutdown”, as he had 
proposed for Muslims last 
December. That is obviously 
wholly impractical. He could, 
however, as indicated during the 
presidential campaign, intensify 

the refugee-vetting process. This 
would probably slow their 
acceptance and entry into the 
United States still further, 
eventually forcing the number of 
arrivals down.

Here is another possibility. It 
would be totally unlikely had 
Trump not already said he prized 
unpredictability in a country and 
its leader. So President Trump’s 
America could simply denounce 
the 1967 protocol, adopted by the 
United Nations to broaden the 
landmark 1951 Refugee Conven-
tion. The United States signed the 
protocol (but not the 1951 conven-
tion) in 1968. It requires signatory 
countries to take in refugees from 
all over the world and, in the late 
1960s, the US government and 
those it governed seemed com-
fortable to be a safe haven for the 
persecuted.

But by the simple means of a 
notification addressed to the UN 
secretary-general, a President 

Trump could relieve the United 
States of its obligations under the 
1967 protocol. As Article IX of the 
protocol states: “Such denuncia-
tion shall take effect for the State 
Party concerned one year from the 
date on which it is received by the 
Secretary-General of the United 
Nations.”

Would Trump actually do it? A 
denunciation would be a simple 
— but significant — expedient 
move to ensure fewer refugees 
and many countries (not least 
some of the Gulf states) are not a 
party to the protocol or the 
convention. But if the United 
States turned its back on the world 
in that way, it would be decidedly 
diminished.

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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A student after the attack on the campus of Ohio State University 
on November 28th in Columbus, Ohio.                                (AP)

Trump’s extreme views likely to be checked by system

What would Trump do after a lone-wolf attack?

D
espite his pen-
chant during the 
campaign for 
making outrageous 
and offensive 
pronouncements, 
US President-elect 

Donald Trump is likely to moder-
ate these stated views when faced 
with opposition from establish-
ment figures and institutions that 
remain prominent players in the 
US political system.

As a candidate for president, 
Trump seemed to relish con-
troversy, which gained him the 
media spotlight and aroused 
his political base. He defied the 
pundits who predicted Trump’s 
offensive statements would lead to 
his demise. He instinctively knew 
such comments would resonate 
with a significant segment of the 
American electorate. Even though 
he was consistently backed by 
less than 45% of the electorate, he 
benefitted from a high voter turn-
out among his supporters, which 
allowed him to win the presidency.

It is unclear whether Trump 
actually believed what he was say-
ing or was simply pandering to this 
political base. His appointments 

and statements since 
the election suggest 
he is catering to both 
his base as well as 
the establishment. 
For example, while 
he has appointed 
controversial figures, 
such as retired army 
lieutenant-general 
Michael Flynn to be 

his national security adviser, who, 
like Trump, has made offensive 
comments about Muslims and 
Islam, he also has appointed the 
chairman of the Republican Party, 
Reince Priebus, a more mainstream 
figure, as his White House chief of 
staff.

However, if Trump tries to 
implement some of the more 
extreme things he said on national 
security and foreign policy issues, 
he is likely to encounter stiff 
resistance. During the campaign, 
Trump expressed favouring torture 
— specifically waterboarding — of 
terrorism suspects but US Senator 
John McCain, R-Arizona and chair-
man of the Senate Armed Services 
Committee and a strong opponent 
of torture, said recently: “I don’t 
give a damn what the president of 
the United States wants to do or 
anybody else wants to do. We will 
not torture. My God, what does it 
say about America if we’re going to 
inflict torture on people?”

After meeting with retired US 
Marine Corps commander James 
Mattis, in line to be secretary 
of Defense, Trump said he was 
surprised by Mattis’s opposition 
to waterboarding. Other retired US 
generals have expressed similar 
views against waterboarding, 
which was used during the admin-
istration of George W. Bush but 
was prohibited by President Barack 
Obama.

Given such strong statements by 
McCain and the generals, it is diffi-
cult to imagine that Trump would 
approve waterboarding again.

Similarly, many retired and 

current generals remain opposed 
to Trump’s rhetoric on Islam and 
Muslims, saying that such inflam-
matory words undermine US 
relations with friendly Muslim 
nations and put US soldiers at 
greater risk overseas. Retired army 
general David Barno was quoted 
in the Washington Post as saying: 
“I don’t think a single one of the 
generals, with the exception of 
Flynn, will buy into Trump’s view 
of the Islamic world. All of them 
will reject the notion that Islam is 
the problem or that Muslims are 
the problem.”

Trump’s many comments about 
currying favour with Russia in 
Europe and the Middle East are 
likely to encounter strong bipar-
tisan resistance from Congress. 
Senator Lindsey Graham, R-South 
Carolina and the influential chair-
man of the Senate’s State, Foreign 
Operations and Related Programs 
appropriations subcommittee, 
said: “My view [on the Russians] 
has not changed even though 
Trump won” the election. They 
are a “bad actor in the world. They 
need to be reined in.” Trump will 
be the commander-in-chief “but 
Congress does have a say and role 
in all this”, Graham said.

Graham’s colleague Senator Ben 
Cardin, D-Maryland and the rank-
ing member on the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee, said he plans 
to introduce legislation to con-
front “Russian actions in Syria and 
Ukraine”.

Under the constitution, Trump 
not only will be commander-in-
chief but also in charge of foreign 

policy. Nonetheless, Congress has 
the power to obstruct a president’s 
agenda by withholding funds for 
certain policies and by passing leg-
islation prohibiting certain actions. 
Although there is, by custom, a 
degree of deference shown to a 
president to pursue his agenda, 
Congress has blocked policies that 
go against the prevailing consen-
sus.

The bureaucracy, which is 
technically subservient to the 
president, can also put a brake on 
the White House. If Trump were to 
resume waterboarding of terrorism 
suspects, members of the intel-
ligence community could, con-
ceivably, refuse to carry it out by 
claiming it was an illegal order.

And if Republicans in Congress 
do get behind a controversial 
Trump initiative, Democrats in the 
Senate, although in the minor-
ity, could exercise the filibuster, 
a tactic that delays consideration 
of legislation. Because Senate 
Republicans are short of the 60 
votes needed to break a filibuster, 
Senate Democrats would have 
leverage over a Trump-Republican 
initiative.

So, even if he intends to convert 
his campaign rhetoric into policy, 
Trump will find out soon enough 
that, in the words of the Rolling 
Stones’ song, “You can’t always get 
what you want.”

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

Gregory Aftandilian

Rashmee Roshan Lall

If Trump tries to 
implement some of the 
more extreme things, 
he is likely to encounter 
stiff resistance.

A President Trump 
could relieve the United 
States of its obligations 
under the 1967 protocol.
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Hopes rise in Lebanon energy bonanza
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

T 

he election of a new Leb-
anese president and the 
expected creation of a 
new government should 
provide a boost to flag-

ging and long-delayed plans to ex-
plore suspected oil and gas depos-
its in the eastern Mediterranean.

Despite three years of stagnation 
due to political disagreement, in 
recent months there has been re-
newed interest in pushing ahead 
with a project that if handled cor-
rectly could add significant money 
to Lebanon’s cash-strapped econo-
my.

“According to preliminary esti-
mates, if such a wealth is properly 
managed, a sum of $60 billion to 
$70 billion would be secured for 
the Lebanese state’s fund,” said 
Samir Geagea, leader of the Leba-
nese Forces party, at a conference 
in September.

Although Lebanon’s politicians 
appear to be united now in the 
need to forge ahead with the ex-
ploration bids, daunting obstacles 
could yet trip up the process.

They include the slump in oil and 
gas prices, the expense of deep-
water exploration, unease at Leba-
non’s regulatory environment and 
a simmering dispute with Israel 
over control of offshore waters.

In March 2010, the US Geological 
Survey estimated that the Levan-
tine Basin in the eastern Mediterra-
nean, which includes the territorial 
waters of Lebanon, Israel, Cyprus, 
Syria and Egypt, potentially holds 
as much as 1.7 billion barrels of re-
coverable oil and 34.5 trillion cubic 
metres of natural gas.

Offshore surveys conducted by 
Spectrum, a British oil company, 

found that Lebanon’s waters could 
hold between 340 billion and 707 
billion cubic metres of gas. Anoth-
er survey estimated that Lebanon 
could be sitting on 440 billion to 
675 billion barrels of oil.

In May 2013, the government, 
then acting in a caretaker capacity 
following the resignation of prime 
minister Najib Mikati, initiated the 
first offshore licensing round.

But the process was hampered 
by the failure of the government 
to pass two decrees related to the 
geographical delineation of the 
ten proposed offshore exploration 
blocks and the terms of the tender 
protocol and model exploration 
and production agreement to be 
signed by the government and the 
successful bidding companies.

The deadline for the submission 
of bids was repeatedly postponed 
until August 2014 when it was 
decided that the licensing round 
would end a maximum of six 
months from the adoption of the 
two decrees.

Renewed interest in the oil and 
gas file flared in July when Leba-
non’s Petroleum Administration 
warned that Israel could siphon off 
Lebanese gas in a shared field at the 
southern end of Lebanon’s Exclu-
sive Economic Zone (EEZ).

Politicians who had been bicker-
ing over the oil and gas sector came 
to an agreement. But the decrees 
are still on hold, as Lebanon strug-
gles to form a new government fol-
lowing the election of a president 
in October, ending a 29-month po-
litical vacuum that blocked energy 
legislation.

Before the impasse over the un-
ratified decrees, 46 companies, in-
cluding major international players 
such as Shell, Chevron and Exxon-
Mobil, were pre-qualified to submit 
bids for the exploration blocks. But 
the three-year delay has exhausted 
the patience of many companies, 
some of which have turned away.

Oil and gas prices have slumped 
in recent years, making a costly 
exploration process in the deep 
waters of the eastern Mediterra-
nean less attractive. Additionally, 
the hydraulic fracking revolution 
has made it possible to recover oil 
deposits previously deemed eco-
nomically unviable, lessening de-
pendence on exploring new fields.

Nevertheless, in May, Amos 
Hochstein, a special envoy for en-
ergy affairs at the US State Depart-
ment, said that despite the ob-
stacles: “I’m optimistic about the 
future of this industry in Lebanon.”

Hochstein said that Lebanon’s 
advantage was its proximity to Eu-
rope, a potential valuable export 
market if and when oil and gas 
are discovered and begin flowing. 
“Every company that looks at this 
region knows that the likelihood of 

finding a discovery is pretty high,” 
he said.

Hochstein has been playing a 
role in trying to end yet another 
hindrance to Lebanon’s faltering 
attempts to begin exploring for oil 
and gas — a dispute with Israel over 
the delineation of their respective 
EEZs.

The southernmost point of Leba-
non’s proposed EEZ is equidistant 
between the Akrotiri peninsula in 
Cyprus, the Haifa promontory in 
Israel and Ras Naqoura on the Leb-
anon-Israel border.

Lebanon’s line matches the 
northern edge of Israel’s own oil 
and gas exploration blocks and fol-
lows a line of buoys unilaterally 
placed by the Israeli Navy off the 
coast of Ras Naqoura.

However, Israel’s proposal for 
an EEZ boundary terminates 17km 

north-east of the Lebanese line, 
leaving an overlap of 854 sq. km of 
seabed claimed by both countries.

US State Department envoys in 
2012 came up with a solution to 
split the disputed area, but both 
Lebanon and Syria so far have 
proven unwilling to back down 
from their original EEZ boundary 
proposals.

Still, Israel has forged ahead with 
exploration and production of 
fields in its territorial waters, leav-
ing Lebanon lagging. In November, 
Israel announced it was inviting 
bids for 24 new oil and gas explora-
tion licences, the first in four years.

If Lebanon is to catch up with 
Israel and Cyprus, the new govern-
ment, when it materialises, will 
have to place the oil and gas file 
towards the top of its list of priori-
ties.

A 2013 file picture shows Lebanese workers conducting an onshore gas and oil inspection in Batroun, 
northern Lebanon.                                                                                                                                                     (Reuters)

Politicians who had 
been bickering over 
the oil and gas sector 
came to an 
agreement.

Daunting obstacles 
could yet trip up the 
process.

Egypt’s economic reform paying off but at cost for the poor
Amr Emam

Cairo

E 

conomic reform measures 
taken by Egypt in early 
November are paying off, 
although at a heavy social 
cost, economists said.

The foreign currency parallel 
market is disappearing with cur-
rency exchanges going back to the 
official banking system, leading to 
predictions that foreign currency 
revenues would grow, they added.

“The new measures, which were 
indispensable for the reform of our 
economy, will significantly improve 
our economic conditions,” said As-
sistant Finance Minister for Treas-
ury Affairs Mohamed Mo’eit. “This 
will even be noticed by the general 
public some time from now.”

Having strenuously tried, but in 
vain, to rein in the parallel curren-
cy market, Egypt decided to float 
its national currency, the pound, 
against foreign currencies. The 
country’s decades-long controlled 
foreign currency exchange rate re-
gime caused a situation in which 
foreign currencies were valued by 
the Central Bank at a rate far lower 

than their real market prices.
This opened the door for much 

of the foreign currency dealings to 
be conducted outside the official 
banking system. The presence of a 
parallel currency market and two 
exchange rates for the same curren-
cies scared off investors and caused 
problems for importers.

Nonetheless, the pound float, 
initially derided by monetary plan-
ners, is achieving positive results, 
the government says. The US dol-
lar exchange rate at the country’s 
banks, for example, jumped from 
8.88 pounds before flotation to 18 
pounds, the same rate as on the 
parallel market.

This is sending thousands of 
US dollar hoarders to banks to ex-
change their greenbacks. The banks 
had collected $3 billion in the first 
three weeks after the flotation, the 
Central Bank said.

“The foreign currency parallel 
market will totally disappear day 
after day,” said economist Nashaat 
Ibrahim. “Those who have dollars 
do not need to exchange them at 
the black market now because they 
can get the same rate at the banks.”

In an effort to try to ease Egypt’s 
budget deficit, fuel subsidies were 
slashed 47%, a move decried by the 
general public but lauded by econo-
mists as a way to reduce the coun-
try’s deficit of almost 20%.

Egypt spent $6.8 billion to subsi-
dise energy in the 2015-16 budget. 
The recent subsidy reduction is ex-
pected to lower total energy subsi-
dies to $3.9 billion.

The new economic measures 
came in the wake of an agreement 

between Egypt and the Internation-
al Monetary Fund (IMF) for a $12 
billion loan. The IMF has disbursed 
$2.75 billion to Egypt and the re-
mainder of the loan is to be released 
over three years.

Egypt said the loan is important 
to prop up its foreign currency re-
serves, now at $23.5 billion, move 
ahead with an economic develop-

ment programme and gain inves-
tors’ confidence.

The new measures, however, are 
coming at a huge cost for the gen-
eral public and the Egyptian Treas-
ury, economists said.

Egypt, heavily dependent on im-
ports, has to pay more pounds for 
commodities it buys from other 
countries, which means higher 

prices in local markets. Commod-
ity prices are shooting up, dwarfing 
the earnings of tens of millions of 
Egyptians, almost 27% of whom are 
poor.

“The government should have 
expected the inflationary wave re-
sultant from the pound flotation 
from the very beginning,” said Ab-
del Nabi Abdel Mutaleb, an econo-
mist and a former deputy Trade 
minister. “There is an urgent need 
for action now to control the mar-
ket and prevent commodity prices 
from becoming out of control.”

“The aim of the reform pro-
gramme is to attract direct invest-
ments and raise living standards,” 
Egyptian Prime Minister Sherif Is-
mail said in a recent interview with 
a local newspaper.

To prevent more Egyptians from 
descending into poverty, the gov-
ernment is set to increase food 
subsidies and work to keep those 
who do not deserve to be in the 
programme out. About 20 million 
Egyptians benefit from their coun-
try’s food ration system but the 
government says many food stamp 
holders do not deserve them.

The government says it will take 
the public three years to fully feel 
the effects of the new economic 
measures.

“All this will take time to happen, 
but the public must be patient for 
the reform to bear its aspired fruit,” 
Mo’eit said. “We cannot move 
ahead without the reform. Every-
body must understand this.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

An Egyptian doorman washes a car in Cairo, Egypt.                      (AFP)

Recent subsidy 
reduction is 
expected to lower 
energy subsidies 
from $6.8 billion to 
$3.9 billion.
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Shell considering 
selling its Iraq oil 
assets

Saudi investment 
fund to take stake 
in Gulf food giant

Saudi Arabia 
begins infusing 
cash into economy

Royal Dutch Shell is considering 
selling out of its oil fields in Iraq 
as part of its global $30 billion as-
set disposal programme, industry 
sources said.

Shell is seeking to slim its vast oil 
and gas portfolio following the $54 
billion acquisition of BG Group in 
February, which transformed it into 
the world’s top liquefied natural gas 
trader.

With oil prices having slumped 
since 2014, the company wants to 
focus on business areas with the 
highest returns such as liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) and deepwater oil 
production in Brazil and the Gulf of 
Mexico.

The Anglo-Dutch company, which 
has had a presence in Iraq for more 
than a century, has found only limit-
ed financial benefits in recent years 
from its involvement in Iraq’s oil 
production, where it is paid in crude 
oil but has limited say on production 
strategy, the sources said.
(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF) will acquire a 50% stake 
in a UAE firm that recently took con-
trol of Kuwaiti food giant America-
na, the fund announced.

Through a wholly owned sub-
sidiary, PIF will obtain the share in 
Adeptio Holdings from Mohamed 
al-Abbar, the head of Dubai property 
giant Emaar.

An Adeptio Holdings subsidiary, 
Adeptio, in October completed the 
nearly $2.4 billion deal for 67% of 
Americana, the group that intro-
duced more than a dozen major 
food brands, including Pizza Hut, 
KFC, Costa Coffee and TGI Friday’s, 
to the Middle East.

“Following the acquisition of this 
stake in Americana, Adeptio will 
launch a mandatory tender offer for 
the remaining shares in Americana 
held by public shareholders,” PIF 
said in a news release.
(Agence France-Presse)

The Saudi government has begun 
injecting large amounts of money 
into the economy, which could boost 
growth at the end of this year after a 
sharp slowdown due to low oil pric-
es, Central Bank data showed.

Its finances strained by shrunken 
oil revenues, Riyadh raised $17.5 bil-
lion in its first international bond 
issue, the biggest emerging market 
bond sale on record.

Riyadh did not hold that money 
overseas but quickly moved it into 
the country, data indicated. Instead 
of expanding because of the bond 
proceeds, the Central Bank’s net for-
eign assets shrank $10.8 billion from 
the previous month to $535.9 billion 
in October, implying that the gov-
ernment may have brought home a 
total of about $28.3 billion.

Total deposits at Saudi commer-
cial banks, which had been trend-
ing lower because of government 
spending cuts, jumped $7.2 billion 
in October, their biggest increase in 
over a year.

Monica Malik, chief economist at 
Abu Dhabi Commercial Bank, said 
the figures suggested the govern-
ment was moving large amounts 
of money into the country to settle 
debts to construction firms and oth-
er companies.
(Reuters)

Briefs

$1 billion venture to revolutionise Mideast online shopping
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

T 

he newest addition to the 
United Arab Emirates’ 
e-commerce sector has 
timed its arrival perfectly, 
experts said, but consum-

ers will have the final say on wheth-
er Noon.com proves to be the game 
changer that its creators intend it to 
be.

Unveiled in November, Noon.com, 
the brainchild of Dubai-based billion-
aire businessman Mohamed Alabbar 
and Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment 
Fund (PIF), plans to launch in Janu-
ary and offer 20 million products, 
the equivalent of the contents of 13 
Dubai shopping malls.

Such is the scale and scope of the 
venture that it needs a warehouse 
the size of 60 football pitches to 
store the goods it will be making 
available online, and the staggering 
nature of the numbers attached to 
the logistics are matched by the fi-
nancial figures.

Noon.com will offer same-day 
delivery for certain products, in-
cluding clothing, books, toys, 
sport and outdoor equipment and 
electronics with a secure payment 
gateway called NoonPay as well as 

a mobile app.
Investors are expected to inject 

an initial $1 billion into the pro-
ject, of which the Saudi sovereign 
wealth fund will own half, with the 
remaining 50% being owned by Al-
abbar and other regional investors.

As online shoppers in the UAE 
and Saudi Arabia, where Noon.com 
will first launch, wait to see what 
it has to offer, Alabbar describes it 
as turning “the e-commerce envi-
ronment in the Middle East upside 
down, and then we’re going to turn 
it upside down again in another six 
months”.

Tushar Singhvi, vice-president of 
corporate development and invest-
ments at Crescent Enterprises, be-
lieves this confidence is well-placed 
in Noon.com, which takes its name 
from the Arabic letter “N”.

“As a logistics hub for the Arab 
region and a centre of innovation, 
the UAE has seen its e-commerce 
segment grow exponentially, essen-
tially feeding into the GCC (Gulf Co-

operation Council) and North Afri-
can markets,” he said. “The region’s 
digital readiness, promising retail 
sector, growing youth population 
and internet connectivity are just 
some of the drivers of this trend.”

Pointing to Souq.com and its 2 
million products as the trailblazer, 
Singhvi said other companies such 
as Careem, Fetchr and Namshi are 
“catching up fast” and energising 
the UAE’s online ecosystem. “This 
is an indicator of just how much 
venture capital and private equity 
investment in digital businesses 
have grown over the past few 
years,” he said.

“Putting this into perspective, 
the MENA (Middle East and North 
Africa) region closed over $750 mil-
lion in tech start-up investment 
deals between 2013 and 2015. In 
other words, for ventures such as 
Noon.com, the timing could not be 
better — and, in fact, the company 
stands to benefit both from the 
growing trend of online shopping 
in Saudi Arabia, the UAE and the 
rest of the GCC, and the fact that as 
the region takes an active interest 
in diversification goals, consumer 
cyclicals such as retail, and specifi-
cally e-commerce, are likely to see 
an uptake in the coming years.”

For Ambareen Musa, founder and 
CEO of leading UAE price compari-

son website Souqamal, Noon.com 
is symbolic of the strength and vi-
brancy of the country’s consumer 
economy as well as of its focus on 
innovation.

However, as with any venture, 
she said the only way of know-
ing whether Noon.com can live 
up to the hyperbole surrounding 
its launch comes after it starts op-
erations in the new year, and when 
consumers pass judgment through 
their spending and use of their 
time.

“The retail sector is one of the 
key pillars of the economic growth 
of Dubai,” Musa said. “According to 
Dubai Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry, the sector has been grow-
ing by an average of 5% each year 
and is expected to reach $54.5 bil-
lion by 2017.

“To add to this, consumer behav-
iour is constantly moving more and 
more towards the digital space, and 
the introduction of Noon.com is 
proof of the adaptability of our eco-
system. It is a great addition to the 
digital space of the UAE, and I think 
it will be interesting to see how con-
sumers react to another entrant to 
the industry.”

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

Noon.com will offer 
same-day delivery 
for certain products, 
including clothing, 
outdoor equipment 
and electronics.

Trump’s energy rhetoric familiar 
but reality different
Jareer Elass

Washington

D 

onald Trump will not be 
the first US president to 
pledge to usher in energy 
independence for the 
United States at the ex-

pense of oil producers such as Saudi 
Arabia. Nor, if history is any guide, 
will he be the last.

All one need do is look back 43 
years to president Richard Nixon, 
who, in 1973, announced Project 
Independence, the first national 
energy programme with the aim of 
bringing about US energy self-suffi-
ciency.

Nixon’s announcement occurred 
one month after the October war 
and three weeks after Arab oil pro-
ducers — all members of the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) — declared an em-
bargo against countries supporting 
Israel in the conflict, helping create 
the first energy crisis of the 1970s.

The goal of Project Independence 
was for the United States to gain en-
ergy self-sufficiency by 1980. Virtu-
ally every American president since 
Nixon has claimed to have the an-
swer to solving US dependence on 
oil imports but each has fallen far 
short of attaining that goal.

Current US reliance on oil imports 
is lower — at about 24% as of 2015 — 
than in 1973 (35%) or from the peak 
in mid-2000s (around 60%). Part of 
the steep drop in import depend-
ency is the result of the recent shale 
oil revolution.

In March, Trump said in an inter-
view that the United States “des-
perately needed” crude from the 
Arab Gulf a few years ago but now 
is on the verge of achieving energy 
independence thanks to the devel-
opment of shale resources in places 
in the United States that “we never 
thought had oil”. Despite the boom 
in domestic shale oil production, 
the United States imports about 7 
million barrels per day (bpd) of oil.

In a speech titled An America First 
Energy Plan delivered in North Da-
kota last April, Trump extolled the 
untapped oil and natural gas assets 
in the United States that, when de-
veloped, would allow the country 
“to become and stay totally inde-
pendent of any need to import en-
ergy from the OPEC cartel or any 

nations hostile to our interests”, 
Trump said.

He also said that “we will work 
with our Gulf allies to develop a 
positive energy relationship as part 
of our anti-terrorism strategy”.

Trump had put Saudi Arabia on 
notice during the presidential cam-
paign, however, by suggesting that, 
under his presidency, the United 
States would be prepared to stop 
importing oil from the kingdom if 
Riyadh did not contribute ground 
troops to fighting the Islamic State. 
He has also insisted that the United 
States was not being financially 
compensated for the military pro-
tection Washington has long pro-
vided many countries, including the 
kingdom and claimed that “without 
us, Saudi Arabia wouldn’t exist for 
very long”.

The Saudi government was obvi-
ously displeased with the sugges-
tion of a potential US ban on Saudi 
oil, let alone the contention that Ri-
yadh had been enjoying a free ride 
of US military protection. The day 
after Trump won the US presidential 
election, Saudi Oil Minister Khalid 
al-Falih diplomatically said in an in-
terview that “at his heart, President-
elect Trump will see the benefits [of 
Saudi oil imports] and I think the oil 
industry will also be advising him 
accordingly that blocking trade in 
any product is not healthy.”

Falih added: “The US continues to 
be a very important part of a global 
industry that is interconnected, that 
is dealing with a fungible commod-
ity which is crude oil.”

Riyadh has no choice but to take a 
wait-and-see approach towards the 
Trump oil ban threat. The mercurial 
president-elect has already walked 
back on several of his most strident 
campaign declarations since win-
ning the election.

Trump’s rhetoric targeting Saudi 
Arabia can be chalked up to his try-
ing to win votes with oil industry 
workers and catering to US inde-
pendent oil producers who strongly 
supported his campaign and helped 
advise him on his energy policy. 
That policy currently favours lifting 
the moratorium on energy develop-
ment on federal lands, removing 
“unwarranted restrictions” on new 
drilling technologies and reinvigor-
ating the US coal industry.

Should Trump follow through 
with his threat to ban Saudi crude 
imports, which he could do through 

an executive order, there would be 
obvious consequences: Saudi Ara-
bia provides the US market with 1.1 
million-1.3 million bpd of oil, which 
is a sizeable enough volume that it 
would have to be made up for by 
imports from several other foreign 
producers that may also end up on 
Trump’s hit list. The Saudis would 
have little problem finding buyers 
elsewhere for its redirected barrels.

Another wrinkle in Trump’s 
threat to ban Saudi oil is that state 
oil firm Saudi Aramco has a healthy 
US downstream presence, includ-
ing being the sole ownership of the 
603,000 bpd Port Arthur, Texas, re-
finery after a joint venture breakup 
with Royal Dutch/Shell. The Port 
Arthur plant is the biggest producer 
of gasoline, diesel and other re-
fined products in the United States. 
Should Saudi oil be banned from 
being processed at the refinery, the 
kingdom could retaliate by halting 
all production at the facility, causing 
a huge disruption in critical supplies 
that would reverberate throughout 
the United States.

Trump will have to consider these 
and other consequences before 
turning campaign rhetoric into pol-
icy actions.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

Riyadh has no choice 
but to take a wait-
and-see approach 
towards the Trump 
oil ban threat.

Donald Trump meets with energy executives during a campaign stop in Denver, Colorado, last October.                                       
(Reuters)
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Carthage Theatre Days delivers Arab,
African performances in Tunisia
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T 

he 18th Carthage Theatre 
Days entertained thea-
tre enthusiasts in vari-
ous towns in Tunisia to 
a well-selected variety of 

Tunisian, Arab and African plays.
Running over nine days in No-

vember, Carthage Theatre Days 
promoted cultural diversity and 
spread its message with pre-open-
ing performances in Kasserine, Kai-
rouan and elsewhere, including at 
universities.

“This year, the festival was 
brought to the inner regions in the 
spirit of involving all Tunisians in 
the festivities of theatre. It is not 
restricted to the capital only,” said 
festival Director Lassaad Jamoussi.

“We had shows and performanc-
es in cooperation with the Ministry 
of Justice in prisons and also in 
cooperation with the Ministry of 
Education in universities. These 
institutions helped us reach the au-
dience that needs art but does not 
have access to it easily. This audi-
ence includes youth and children 
who need to have a moment to en-
joy art and theatre.”

This year, 62 plays, including 18 
Tunisian ones, 17 Arab plays, ten 
African and 17 from other coun-
tries, were performed at the festi-
val.

“One of the main messages of the 
festival is to emphasise the African 
aspect of the festival by having a 
number of African plays, which 
doubled since last year. We then re-
duced the Tunisian and the Arabic 
plays to give the African plays the 
space they need,” Jamoussi said.

“This is a festival that belongs 
to African theatre as it was meant 
since the beginning to give the 
stage to the plays that are not 
showcased elsewhere. African 
theatre and artists are at the heart 
of the festival as we are deeply in-
debted to African culture.”

As this year marks 400 years 
since the death of William Shake-
speare, the festival featured a two-
day conference titled Shakespeare 
without Borders, which was attend-
ed by professors and experts on 
Shakespeare from across the world

The festival treated its audiences 
to six performances inspired by the 
classics of Shakespeare and hosted 
an exchange programme for stu-
dent theatrical companies from 
Tunisia, Germany, Egypt and Bel-
gium.

“This year, we celebrated the 
iconic values of Shakespearean 
theatre as we selected six plays that 
are based on Shakespearean clas-
sics. Some were adapted from the 
same play, which gave the specta-
tor the chance to explore the differ-
ent theatrical vision of the same 
text,” Jamoussi said.

“The point is to have the audi-
ence enjoy and celebrate the art of 
theatre. The main street is lively 
and celebrations are everywhere. 
There is a continuous effort to 
bring about this importance of the 

festival as a platform to launch Ara-
bic, Tunisian and African plays.”

The festival also committed to 
functioning as a platform of ex-
change between distributors, spon-
sors and artists.

“We included 70 producers and 
distributors that can work on dis-
tributing [works] as well. Also, 
networking sessions were held be-
tween these distributors and pro-
ducers to create a network to pro-
mote their works,” Jamoussi said.

The festival paid homage to sev-
eral actors and directors. Mohamed 

Adar, a renowned Algerian director 
and actor, reflected on the impor-
tance of the festival in encouraging 
the performing arts on a regional 
level.

“It is important to have this as a 
forum where theatre is celebrated 
and theatre experts have the room 
to exchange their knowledge. In 
this festival, when you see all the 
international theatrical companies, 
you will be impressed by the diver-
sity that is rarely brought together 
in one place. The whole world is 
here and it is an amazing opportu-
nity to have these people and ex-
change,” Adar stated.

“The theatre of the Maghreb 
does not have the quantity of other 
theatre but we have the quality. Af-
ter all, theatre has recently gained 
ground. It is still being built and yet 

we have managed to establish our 
own tradition and create a genre of 
theatre specific to us as a region.”

The festival also enabled those 
connected with its performances 
to showcase their work to an inter-
national audience, Adar said.

“International recognition be-
gins from here, from Tunis, from 
festivals like these where people 
from all over the world partici-
pate,” he said.

Although the festival bestows no 
awards on participants, Tunisian 
artist Hafedh Zallit received a prize 
from Tunisian-Belgian art non-
governmental organisation Human 
Zoo Action at the end of the event. 

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Tunisian artist Hafedh Zallit (2nd R) receives the Human Zoo Action Award from Tunisian Minister of Culture Mohamed Zine 
el-Abidine (2nd L). Around them is Tunisian theatre director Chokri Ben Chikha (L)  and Carthage Theatre Days Director Lassaad 
Jamoussi (R).                       (Tunisian Ministry of Culture)

The festival featured 
a two-day conference 
titled Shakespeare 
without Borders.

Moving beyond black-and-white Trumpisms

O
ne of the most 
unsettling senti-
ments to emerge 
from Donald 
Trump’s US presi-
dential election 

victory is the idea that he is 
simply saying what others think. 
That his gross, fear-mongering 
prejudices are truths the rest of 
us have merely been too scared 
to utter. Too put upon to say. 
Constrained by the liberal-elite 
establishment he promises to 
overhaul.

But now, we can say stuff. Like 
the fact that Muslims are innately 
the problem. Or that Jews control 
the world. Because they do, don’t 
they? And all the terrorists are 
Muslims, aren’t they? And it’s OK 
to hate people if there are such 
valid reasons for it. Isn’t it? Ap-
parently, large swathes of people 
have been convinced.

This is not the first time that 
we have been moved to make a 
monster of those different from 
ourselves. As recently as 2014, 
I felt this acutely. During the 
Israel-Gaza conflict that summer, 
there was an unnerving zeitgeist 
in Europe with a surge of anti-
Semitism. In London, I will never 
forget the sight of thousands of 
people marching next to banners 

declaring that “Hitler was Right” 
or “Hamas, Jews to Gas”.

In France, things were worse. In 
Belgium, a café posted a sign say-
ing: “Dog allowed but no Jews.” 
The echoes of 1930s Germany 
were clear. But of course in Gaza 
there was devastation. And some 
of those same Jewish friends who 
felt that thud of anti-Semitism re-
sponded to news about unspeak-
able death in Gaza, not with the 
sensitivity and compassion they 
would normally show, but with 
impassioned justifications about 
why Israel was still right.

Whether moved by conviction 
or defensiveness or whether stew-
arded by the black-and-white, 
us-and-them dynamic that is too 
often cultivated by the media, 
people on both sides of the con-
flict seemed to be moving towards 
more and more extreme positions. 
We seemed to be losing the ability 
to in any way empathise with the 
other side, to even acknowledge 
the narrative of an Other.

That, I believe, is a dangerous 
place to be. And that is why I 
wanted to write Chains of Sand, 
a fictional address of the conflict 
that, through stories of family, 
love and war, attempts to move 
away from the black and white 
to explore instead the mass and 

mess of grey. Fiction can reach 
people in a very different way 
than news stories. It steps back 
from headlines and statistics, and 
it looks at people. The personal 
rather than the political. The inti-
mate rather than the distant. The 
hope, the fear, the dreams, the 
aspirations, the resentment, the 
bitterness, the grief, the loss, the 
humanity that exist on all sides 
and in us all.

When we read, or watch a 
movie, or see a theatre pro-
duction, suddenly, we can be 
in a room with our enemies, 
seeing the world through 
their eyes, walking in their 
shoes. Acknowledging that 
Other. Who hasn’t read The 
Kite Runner and gained an 
insight into the plight of 
Afghans under the Tali-
ban? Who hasn’t read The 
Diary of a Young Girl and 
felt for 13-year-old Anne 
Frank?

When we consume 
fiction, although there 
is a contract between 
writer and reader that 
the politics or his-
tory will be mainly 
authentic, we suspend our 
judgment in a way we refuse to do 
at other times. We put down our 

shield of defences and accusa-
tions, and we allow ourselves to 
be immersed, to see and hear and 
listen. It’s like being in love. For 
that brief interlude in our exist-
ence, we want to be transported. 
We want to see the world through 
the eyes of the person we are 
with. We want to understand 
them. Go on their journey. Instead 
of boycotting the artist, we see 
the art.

As much as this conflict, and the 
countless others the world 
faces, is about tangible 
issues, it is also about hard-
ened prejudices and a refus-
al to look beyond ourselves. 
But we must not allow our 
mindsets to be narrowed 
into black-and-white Trump-
isms. Who knows if fiction 
can play more than a trivial 
role in effecting real change, 
but what it certainly does is 
enable readers to engage more 
deeply with both conflicts and 
the people who are touched by 
them. It fosters that crucial — 
missing — empathy. And that can 
only be good.

Jemma Wayne Kattan is author 
of Chains of Sand, a novel about 
love and war between Israelis and 
Arabs.

Jemma
Wayne Kattan

Books

This is not 
the first time 
that we have 
been moved 
to make a 
monster 
of those 
different 
from 
ourselves.

The 
us-and-
them 
dynamic is 
too often 
cultivated 
by the 
media.
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A visit to Dubai’s Haunted Hotel
Jennifer Bell

Dubai

I 

t promises “a long nightmare 
of distress and despair”. It is 
designed to be hair-raising 
rather than somewhere to let 
your hair down. And it is bring-

ing a new dimension to the UAE 
theme-park landscape by tapping 
into the human penchant to enjoy 
being petrified.

It is the Haunted Hotel, the most 
spine-tingling addition to the IMG 
Worlds of Adventure in Dubai, an 
attraction where the family-friend-
ly ethos of the world’s largest in-
door theme park takes a scary de-
tour.

The Haunted Hotel was con-
ceived as a key element of the park 
by its owners, UAE-based Ilyas and 
Mustafa Galadari Group, so the 
team behind it is keen not to give 
too much away about what awaits 
“our ‘victims’… sorry, we mean our 
‘guests’” when they step into its 

eerie environment. However, after 
three years of intricate planning, 
they say they are confident it will 
have the desired effect of blending 
fun with fear.

“When we started creating IMG 
Worlds of Adventure, we wanted to 
set a new standard of theme-park 
experience, offering our guests an 
unparalleled mix of record-break-
ing and original rides and attrac-
tions,” said Lennard Otto, chief 
executive officer of IMG Worlds of 
Adventure, which covers 140,000 
sq. metres in Dubailand, has four 
zones based on characters from 
Marvel comics and the Cartoon 
Network and is twice the size of 
every Disneyland and Disney World 
resort combined.

“We saw that there was a gap in 
the market for the Haunted Hotel as 
nothing on this scale existed in the 
region,” Otto said. “It is our most 
terrifying and popular attraction, 
inviting people to navigate a maze 
of corridors and seek to escape its 
petrifying guests. As a fully immer-
sive experience, it is like stepping 
into the world of the worst horror 
movie — one that you will be dying 
to escape.”

The terror is, as Otto said, “the 
ultimate appeal” of the Haunted 
Hotel, from the sickly stench in the 
air to the unnerving soundtrack of 
screams and, of course, the charac-
ters who emerge from its fabric. De-
signed for those aged 15 and older, 
its creation has always been central 
to IMG Worlds of Adventure and 
an array of attractions that repre-
sent the realisation of “a childhood 
dream and a lifelong vision” of its 
owners.

“Planning the Haunted Hotel be-
gan from the conception of the en-
tire theme park itself in mid-2013, 
when we made the first sketches 

and the script was written,” said 
Otto.

“From the brainstorming phases, 
we continued with the video and 
projection element, such as when 
Jack and Scott Donovan — the 
brothers who manage the Haunted 
Hotel — are talking to the guests. 
We are always striving to exceed 
the expectations of our guests, so 
we worked with a team of experts 
from all over the world to create the 
unique set and had the costumes 
specially designed by a company in 
Hong Kong.”

Differing from rival ghostly at-
tractions such as the hotel in Dis-
ney’s Twilight Zone Tower of Ter-
ror in that it is a walk-through 
experience, rather than a ride, the 

Haunted Hotel adds an extra touch 
of realism by enlisting live actors to 
greet — or terrify — guests as they 
brave its corridors.

“We’ve already been over-
whelmed by its success at both na-
tional and international level,” Otto 
said, “but we must emphasise that 
the Haunted Hotel is currently a 
key attraction only — there are no 
overnight stays yet.”

Unveiled to the public in August, 
IMG Worlds of Adventure’s zones 
— Marvel, Cartoon Network, Lost 
Valley and IMG Boulevard — feature 
a super-fast roller coaster weav-
ing outside the building, with even 
more twists and turns than Formula 
Rossa at Abu Dhabi’s Ferrari World, 
as well as 25 retail stores, 28 food 
and beverage outlets and space for 
4,500 cars.

Tickets cost about $82 for adults 
and $68 for children and can be pur-
chased online at IMGworlds.com. 
They provide all-day access to 
more than 20 rides and attrac-
tions, live shows and a 5D cinema 
experience.

An actor portraying a bellhop tries to draw in guests to the Haunted Hotel at the IMG Worlds of Adventure amusement park in Dubai, United Arab Emirates.                           (AP)

The Haunted Hotel is 
the most spine-
tingling addition to 
the IMG Worlds of 
Adventure in Dubai.

The hotel adds an 
extra touch of 
realism by enlisting 
live actors to greet 
— or terrify — guests.

An investigation of European Islam sheds light 
on a complex identity
London

G
ermany has banned 
a group calling itself 
True Religion for 
recruiting jihadists 
to fight in Iraq and 
Syria and the 

Huffington Post has questioned 
whether Muslims in Europe were 
the new scapegoats after the 
Jews during the Holocaust. 
Studying the lives of these 
people is essential to under-
standing Muslim ideology.

Everyday Life Practices of Mus-
lims in Europe does that with 11 
research papers about their exist-
ence in seven European coun-
tries. The editor, Erkan Toguslu, 
a researcher at the University of 
Leuven in Belgium, sought to 
focus on familiar topics such as 
food, art, sexuality and court-
ship. The collected works provide 
an analysis beyond surveys and 
questionnaires.

Jana Jevtic, of Budapest’s Cen-
tral European University, points 
out a new generation of Muslims 
in the West are practising Islam 
differently than their parents and 

grandparents did in their home-
lands. Many young Muslims em-
phasise leading a “true” Islamic 
lifestyle according to the Quran 
and Hadith, rather than following 
a more “cultural” interpretation.

Jevtic’s point is important 
because, while the new genera-
tion may challenge the older one’s 
cultural understanding of Islam 
and the common stereotypes that 
come with it, there are lessons 
learned through generations 
about which interpretations and 
implementations have worked or 
not worked in daily life.

Another chapter in the book 
explores how there is no longer a 
need for some Muslims to have a 
long-term relationship as long as 
the potential partner has similar 
attitudes towards Islam. Previ-
ously, parents would choose the 
bride or groom for their children. 
More Muslims now are choosing 
their partners according to Islamic 
values, making it hard for parents 
who call themselves Muslim to 
reject their child’s choice.

However, the downside to this 
practice is what Leen Sterckx, 
of the Netherlands Institute for 

Social Research, calls the law of 
the handicap of a head start, 
a term coined in 1937 by Jan 
Romein, a Dutch journalist 
and historian. Women do not 
have more space to make 
mistakes on the marriage 
market for trial and error 
than before.

Sterckx’s idea made me 
think about the way Mus-
lims might view non-Mus-
lims. For girls and women 
who do want more sexual 
liberties, is the barrier 
between them and their 
Muslim peers with dif-
ferent views on sexual-
ity going to cause major 
problems?

If those supposedly 
morally superior Mus-
lims judge those they 
think are not as Islam-
ic as they should be, 
this leaves lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transsexual Muslims isolated, 
as they cannot speak about their 
sexuality to some of their Muslim 
peers in Europe.

The main drawback of Everyday 
Life Practices of Muslims in Europe 

is some chapters do not develop 
enough analysis worth taking 
away. Although the intention of 

the book is important, the 
translation of everyday 
topics into important 
analysis is not always 
satisfactory. However, the 
book does provide a good 
introduction for those who 
are not familiar with the 
Muslim lifestyle.

What is important to learn 
from the book is that even 
though the more literal Islam-
ic way of life may seem more 
appealing by removing the 
negative cultural interpreta-
tions passed on by generations, 
what is at risk are the lessons 
gained from older generations. 
How can such interpretations of 
Islam work to integrate Muslims 
in Western society at the same 
time? Are Muslims prepared to 
start a new trial and error phase 
of implementing this Islam in 
daily life? Can they deal with the 
consequences if that fails?

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