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Russia, regional powers 
determining Syria’s future
London

A 

deal brokered by Russia 
and Turkey that entails 
the Syrian government 
allowing civilians and 
rebels safe passage from 

eastern Aleppo was implemented 
despite setbacks but it also poses 
questions about the future of Syria.

Ankara sought mediation by Mos-
cow to influence the Syrian regime 
to halt the siege and bombardment 
of the rebel-held part of Aleppo, 
where a humanitarian catastrophe 
was worsening.

The evacuation process faced 
delays reportedly by the Iranian-
backed Lebanese Hezbollah mili-
tants who are fighting on the side of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad. The 
delays were thought to be orches-
trated by Iran to impose a parallel 
evacuation of Shia residents from 
the rebel-besieged villages of Fuaa 
and Kafraya in north-western Syria.

“It is clear that foreign Shia mili-
tia ground forces have been acting 
on their own accord, at odds with 
the deal brokered between Russia 
and Turkey,” Lara Nelson, an in-
dependent consultant to the Syr-
ian opposition, wrote in an op-ed 
in TRTworld.com, the website of 
Turkish state broadcaster.

The December 19th assassination 
of Russia’s ambassador to Turkey 
by a Turkish police officer appears 
to have weakened Ankara’s nego-
tiating position at the meeting on 
Syria attended by the foreign min-
isters of Turkey, Russia and Iran in 
Moscow a day after the shooting.

“They met despite the killing, 
issuing a joint statement, which 
largely called for a political settle-
ment of the conflict between the 
Syrian government and opposition 
and identified some Sunni insur-
gents as terrorists, as Russia and 
Iran wanted,” wrote Borzou Dara-
gahi on BuzzFeed.com.

“But the statement failed to iden-
tify Iranian-backed Shia militias as 
terrorists, as Turkey had wanted,” 
he added.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu had sought to include 
Hezbollah in the same list as the 
Islamic State and the Jabhat Fateh 
al-Sham but Russia and Iran did not 
agree.

The United States, which had 

been involved in previous diplo-
matic efforts on Syria, was con-
spicuously absent from the meet-
ing and had little involvement in 
the Aleppo evacuation agreement 
but Washington denied being side-
lined.

“The secretary [of State John Ker-
ry] doesn’t see this as a snub at all. 
He sees it as another multilateral ef-
fort to try to get a lasting peace in 
Syria and he welcomes any progress 
towards that,” US State Department 
spokesman John Kirby said.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov said the format of troika 
meeting is “the most efficient one” 
to overcome the “stagnation” in the 
Syrian peace process.

Russian Ambassador to the Unit-
ed Nations Vitaly Churkin invited 
Saudi Arabia to join the efforts by 

Russia, Iran and Turkey on Syria.
Saudi Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Adel al-Jubeir called on the inter-
national community to pressure 
Assad to reach a political solution 
in Syria.

“The Syrian regime is the one that 
refused to enter into any serious 
negotiations, continued the killing 
of (its) own people and brought ter-
rorist organisations and sectarian 
militias into Syria, including the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps,” 
Jubeir said, during a December 20th 
emergency meeting on Syria by the 
Arab League in Cairo.

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

Beirut

T 

he Lebanese political dy-
namic that emerged with 
the election of Michel 
Aoun as president seven 
weeks ago was reinforced 

by the formation of a national ac-
cord cabinet that comprises mem-
bers of most of the country’s politi-
cal groups, including the powerful 
Iran-backed Hezbollah.

The 30-member cabinet, an-
nounced by Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri on December 18th, will have 
to deal with many pressing is-
sues after almost two-and-a-half 
years of political paralysis. Among 
these are the fallout from the war 
in neighbouring Syria, maintain-
ing the country’s security, reviving 
the stagnant economy, attracting 
much-needed investment and host-
ing nearly 1.5 million Syrian refu-
gees.

However, the cabinet’s main task 
will be preparing for parliamentary 
elections — the first in eight years 
— due in May. Hariri said the gov-
ernment’s “first mission” was to 
work with the parliament to draft 

an electoral law that would secure 
“proportional and right representa-
tion”. That would mean meeting a 
demand by Aoun, an ally of Hezbol-
lah, for greater Christian represen-
tation.

The battle is also about securing 
a majority in the next parliament, 
which, if stripped away from Hariri 
and his anti-Syria/Iran allies, would 
give Hezbollah and its supporters 
the upper hand in the legislative 
council, too.

Hezbollah got its usual two port-
folios —  this time the ministries of 
Industry and Sports — in the new 
cabinet but its pro Syria/Iran allies 
have the Foreign, Defence and Jus-
tice ministries, indicating Hezbol-
lah’s influence is likely to increase 
on that front.

The new government includes 
23 newcomers, among them Enaya 
Ezzeddine, who wears the veil, as 

minister for Administrative De-
velopment. The appointment of a 
man, Jean Ogasapian, as the minis-
ter in charge of Women’s Affairs, has 
been criticised. As has the choice 
of retired judge Salim Jreissati, a 
Christian, as Justice minister. He 
assisted the legal defence of Hez-
bollah members tried in absentia by 
the Special Tribunal in The Hague 
for the 2005 assassination of former 
prime minister Rafik Hariri, Saad’s 
father.

The new cabinet still must be ap-
proved by parliament.

Lebanese hopes have been re-
vived by the positive political devel-
opment in the country but neither 
the new cabinet nor the electoral 
law being drafted by the ruling par-
ties themselves is likely to bring 
about major change, analysts say.

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

Lebanon gets a new cabinet; challenges remain
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Foreign ministers Sergei Lavrov (C) of Russia, Mevlut Cavusoglu (R) of Turkey and Mohammad Javad 
Zarif of Iran, leave after a news conference in Moscow, on December 20th.                                          (Reuters)

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) reviews an honour guard 
in Beirut, Lebanon, on December 20th.                                                                   (AFP)
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Beirut

T 

he UN observer force in 
the Golan Heights has, 
because of deteriorating 
security in the area, in-
cluding the capture and 

subsequent release of Fijian peace-
keepers, begun a tentative phased 
return to positions abandoned 
more than two years ago.

In November, 150 Fijian, Nepa-
lese and Indian soldiers with the 
UN Disengagement Observer Force 
(UNDOF) returned to Camp Faouar 
in northern Quneitra province in 
the Golan Heights but concerns 
have been raised that their return 
could upset the delicate military 
balance between Syrian troops and 
rebel groups on the strategic vol-
canic plateau that overlooks north-
ern Israel.

The relatively lightly armed UN 
soldiers could find themselves 
caught in the middle of fighting 
between loyalist and rebel forces, 
potentially making them vulner-
able to attacks by militants.

Another complicating factor, 
and one that has sharpened ten-
sions in the region, is that Iran 

and Hezbollah have an interest 
in the Golan that extends beyond 
their immediate conflict with rebel 
groups opposed to their ally, Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad.

Hezbollah, under Iranian guid-
ance, has constructed a network 
of bunkers and firing positions in 
the northern Golan in an apparent 
effort to open a new front against 
Israel, say sources close to the Leb-
anese group.

In January 2015, Israeli missile-
firing drones killed five Hezbollah 
soldiers, including the son of the 
group’s former military chief, and 
General Mohammed Allahdadi 
of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps near Khan Arnabeh 
in the Syrian government-held 
part of the Golan.

It was a clear warning by Israel 
to Iran and Hezbollah to keep their 
distance. Sources close to Hezbol-
lah said Allahdadi had been tour-
ing the new underground military 
facilities when he was killed.

Israel has said that opening a 
new front in the Golan against it 
constitutes a “red line” requiring 
action if breached.

For now, it is unlikely that Hez-
bollah intends to mount any mili-
tary action against Israel from 
the Golan while Assad’s allies are 
heavily engaged in battle in north-
ern Syria. But with the United Na-
tions scheduled to send an addi-
tional platoon of peacekeepers to 
the Golan next April, the fragile 
military balance risks being upset 
in a volatile slice of Middle East 
real estate that links Syria’s war to 

Hezbollah’s long struggle against 
Israel.

Syrian troops took over Camp 
Faouar in September 2014 after the 
UN forces withdrew. The Syrians 
destroyed the camp and laced the 
area with landmines to block rebel 
groups from operating in the area.

The UNDOF was established in 
1974 to oversee the ceasefire agree-
ment that ended the Arab-Israeli 
war of the previous year. The Unit-
ed Nations patrols and monitors a 
narrow corridor of territory sepa-
rating the opposing forces.

In August 2014, 45 Fijian observ-
ers were abducted, then released, 
by the jihadist group al-Nusra 
Front, now known as Jabhat Fateh 

al-Sham. Another UN group of 72 
Filipinos was besieged by militants 
but escaped.

Amid the collapsing security 
situation, the United Nations in 
September 2014 ordered a UNDOF 
withdrawal from the Bravo Line — 
the eastern perimeter of the area 
of separation. The western side re-
mained manned.

Today, in the southern sector, 
rebel groups are consumed by fac-
tional fighting. This has prevent-
ed sizeable rebel reinforcements 
from moving north to assist in a 
stand-off with government forces 
between the loyalist-held Khan 
Arnabeh salient and the rebel-held 
Beit Jinn area at the foot of Mount 

Hermon, the highest peak in the 
region.

The Khan Arnabeh salient allows 
the Syrian Army to dominate al-
most all the territory west to the Al-
pha Line, beyond which the Israeli 
Army is deployed, hampering the 
rebels’ ability to reach their forces 
in the proximity of Camp Faouar.

These days, most of the fighting 
in the northern Golan is limited to 
daily exchanges of fire and there 
seems to be little appetite to en-
gage in any major confrontation.

“There’s a finely balanced equa-
tion in play,” a UN military source 
said. For the Syrian regime, “the 
area’s at the bottom of the strate-
gic food chain and the priority is 
to maintain the situation with the 
absolute minimum of force”, the 
source said.

However, reintroducing UNDOF 
into the northern Golan could up-
set that balance. The peacekeepers 
will replace Syrian troops currently 
deployed in the UN posts, taking 
advantage of their lofty views over 
the terrain, freeing Syrian soldiers 
for new offensives against rebels in 
the northern Golan.

Rebel forces may have baulked 
at trying to capture the hilltop UN 
posts when they were defended 
by Syrian troops but may feel they 
have a better chance against the in-
coming peacekeepers.

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

UN tiptoes back to Golan as Syrian tensions simmer
Nicholas Blanford

A UN soldier monitors the Israel-Syria border in the 
Israeli-annexed Golan Heights, last November.                               (AFP)
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There’s a finely 
balanced equation 
in play.”A UN military source

Beirut

W 

ith Syrian President 
Bashar Assad seem-
ingly secure after his 
Russian and Iranian 
allies obliterated the 

rebels’ last major urban strongholds 
in Aleppo in a brutal six-month 
siege, the Syrian war is moving into 
a crucial political phase that could 
decide the ravaged country’s fate 
and produce a drastically changed 
geopolitical landscape in the Mid-
dle East.

The Syrian Observatory for Hu-
man Rights, a Britain-based watch-
dog organisation that monitors the 
war, reported that the Assad regime 
had taken control of eastern Aleppo, 
which rebels had held since mid-
2012, on December 21st after the last 
group of fighters was evacuated to 
rebel territory in neighbouring Idlib 
province.

That ended one of the bloodiest 
chapters in a war notorious for its 
savagery on both sides but, although 
large-scale fighting has stopped, the 
future remains acutely uncertain, 
with an estimated 150,000 rebels 
spread out across Syria.

Russia, Turkey and Iran, among 
the most fervent backers of the Syr-
ian war, have essentially hijacked 
the faltering diplomatic process, 
exploiting the military conquest of 
eastern Aleppo and the indiscrimi-
nate bombardment that made it 
possible.

They launched their initiative 
with talks December 20th in Mos-
cow called by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, a meeting that 
pointedly excluded the United 
States. That underlined how US 
President Barack Obama’s failure to 
intervene to end the conflict has left 
the United States in the diplomatic 
cold at a time when its influence in 
the Middle East is steadily declining 
as it disengages from a region where 
it has been the dominant power for 
half a century.

The tripartite talks went ahead 
despite the assassination in Ankara 
of Russian Ambassador to Turkey 
Andrei Karlov on December 19th 

by a Turkish policeman seeking re-
venge for the obliteration of eastern 
Aleppo.

“For Russia and Turkey in par-
ticular, the show of diplomacy in 
the wake of… Karlov’s murder was 
important to protect their budding 
rapprochement — and the economic 
benefits and proactive collabora-
tion on Syria that it allows,” the US-
based global security consultancy 
Stratfor observed.

But, it cautioned, the attempt “to 
revive a political process”, in Rus-
sian Foreign Minister Sergei Lav-
rov’s words, to end the Syrian con-
flict will not be able to paper over 
the divergent goals that the three 
parties… hold for Syria.”

If the tripartite talks’ initia-
tive succeeds, it will dramatically 
change the tangled and fractious 
diplomatic process that centred on 
the United Nations where Russia 
has repeatedly blocked initiatives 
by the UN Security Council by us-
ing its veto to ensure that Assad re-
mains in power.

Significantly, Turkish President 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan, whose re-
gime has backed Syrian rebel forces, 
was persuaded to swing behind pre-
serving the Assad regime in a peace 
agreement to ensure that the Kurds, 
Ankara’s prime enemy, do not es-
tablish a mini-state on Turkey’s 
southern border.

Winning over Turkey was of criti-
cal importance, because it is a ma-
jor supporter of the Syrian rebels. 
Cutting off their logistical support 
would be a decisive factor in ending 
the war.

“It seems clear now that Putin 
and… Erdogan signed a non-
aggression pact when they met in 
Saint Petersburg on August 9th, 
essentially confirming the partition 
of Syria into zones of influence,” 
French analyst Fabrice Balanche 

observed in a December 15th paper 
for the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy.

With the fall of eastern Aleppo, 
Russia and Iran, which have pro-
vided the military muscle that has 
kept Assad’s regime in place, ap-
pear to be moving towards a politi-
cal endgame that will burnish their 
regional ambitions and drastically 
change the geopolitical landscape 
of the Middle East.

The tripartite initiative is clearly 
intended to consolidate Russian, 
Turkish and Iranian influence in 
Syria before US President-elect 
Donald Trump takes office January 
20th.

Although Trump’s policy has yet 
to be announced, he has indicated 
he was prepared to cooperate glob-
ally with Moscow and does not view 
removing Assad as a prerequisite 
for a political settlement, unlike 
Obama.

This fits the strategies of Russia 
and Iran. They fear that, without a 
strong regime, Syria could collapse 
into anarchy. They say Assad has to 

stay, for now at least, to prevent the 
collapse of the regime’s pervasive 
security apparatus, which is needed 
to control whatever territory they 
can recover for the president.

The problem for Trump will be 
Iran. He has said he would take a 
strong line with Tehran and its nu-
clear ambitions and has indicated 
his opposition to the landmark nu-
clear agreement the Islamic Repub-
lic reached with US-led global pow-
ers in July 2015, a position that puts 
him in direct conflict with Tehran as 
it seeks to expand Shia power across 
the Sunni-dominated region.

Assad has also been sidelined by 
the trilateral initiative but, since he 
is totally reliant on Russian and Ira-
nian military firepower to preserve 
his regime, he is unlikely to publicly 
defy Moscow and Tehran.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for many years 
for such publications as Jane’s 
Intelligence Review and Jane’s 
Defence Weekly.

After Aleppo, Syria faces uncertainty as new chapter unfolds
James Bruce 

Syrians being evacuated from Aleppo through rebel-held territory near Rashidin, west of the embattled city, on December 22nd.         (AFP)

Russia, Turkey and 
Iran have essentially 
hijacked the faltering 
diplomatic process.
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T 

here is one big difference 
between the Iranian and 
Russian interventions in 
the Syrian war to save 
the hide of their mutual 

ally, Syrian President Bashar As-
sad. Iran and its Shia allies, most 
notably Lebanon’s Hezbollah, have 
suffered thousands of men killed or 
wounded. Russian combat deaths 
are probably no more than two or 
three dozen, if that.

On the face of it, there has been 
no indication that the huge dispar-
ity in casualties is causing major 
friction that might threaten this 
unusual alliance, a marriage of con-
venience between two states strug-
gling to become regional superpow-
ers, eagerly exploiting the retreat by 
the United States, which not so long 
ago was the ultimate power in the 
Middle East.

This odd-couple coalition, how-
ever, is coming under strain, largely 
because the two countries’ strate-
gic imperatives in Syria are widely 
divergent and could become even 
more so.

The Assad regime’s recent con-
quest of eastern Aleppo, held by re-
bel forces since mid-2012, may be a 
pivotal point in the Russian-Iranian 
partnership as it could mark where 
they part ways in terms of what 
comes next in Syria.

The fragility of their common ef-
forts in Syria was illustrated in Au-
gust when Iran agreed to allow Rus-
sian strategic bombers to operate 
from the Islamic Republic’s Hama-
dan airbase against rebel targets in 
Syria, then cancelled the decision 
a week later amid a firestorm of 
domestic criticism for abandoning 
revolutionary principles by permit-
ting a foreign power to base military 
forces on Iranian soil.

In regional terms, Assad’s second-
hand victory in Aleppo, largely paid 
for with Iranian and Shia blood on 
the ground, was a triumph for Teh-
ran because it cements the land 
bridge that it is building between 
the Islamic Republic across Iraq to 
Syria and Lebanon to make it the 

paramount regional power from the 
Arabian Gulf to the Mediterranean.

Russia supplied the air power, 
backed with broadsides of cruise 
missiles from its warships in the 
eastern Mediterranean, that bludg-
eoned eastern Aleppo into rubble 
and opened the way for the battle-
hardened fighters of Hezbollah and 
Shia mercenaries from Iraq, Paki-
stan and Afghanistan to fight their 
way into the rebels’ last major ur-
ban stronghold.

For Russian President Vladimir 
Putin, victory in Aleppo gave im-
mense impetus to his drive to re-
store Moscow’s international power 
to what it was before the Soviet Un-
ion crumbled in 1991.

It also assured him naval, air and 
intelligence bases in Syria, the only 
ones Moscow has outside the Rus-
sian federation, with which to chal-
lenge the Americans and a weak-

ened post-Cold War NATO.
“Russia’s action in Syria is not re-

ally about Syria or even about the 
Middle East. It’s about its global 
role — and eventually (about) a coa-
lition of equals with the US,” Dmi-
tri Trenin of the Carnegie Moscow 
Centre said during a conference on 
regional security in Beirut in De-
cember.

Iran’s imperatives are much more 
regional, reflecting the regime’s es-
calating proxy operations in Syria, 
Iraq, Yemen, Lebanon and the Gulf 
to extend Shia control throughout 
the largely Sunni-dominated east-
ern end of the Arab world and right 
what it perceives to be a 1,300-year-
old wrong.

Now reports from Syria stress that 
the Iranians felt betrayed by a cease-
fire agreement reached in Ankara by 
the Russian military and Turkey’s 
intelligence service on December 
12th to end the Aleppo fighting and 
evacuate tens of thousands of civil-
ians and rebel combatants. Within 
hours, the Iranians sabotaged the 
deal. The ceasefire finally took ef-
fect December 15th.

Russia accuses Iranian-backed 
Shia militias, which suffered severe 
casualties in the fierce street fight-
ing in and around Aleppo, of break-
ing the Ankara agreement because 
it did not embrace Tehran’s military 
and ideological imperatives.

Putin’s extensive military support 
for Assad, including carpet bomb-
ing unprotected cities such as Alep-
po, underlines his determination to 
achieve his global objectives by ex-
ploiting every opportunity he gets 
and securing bases that will drive 
his strategic game plan.

The Iranians want to dominate 
Syria for their own strategic purpos-
es. The war that erupted in March 
2011 gave them the opportunity.

Unlike the Russians, they are buy-
ing real estate and businesses across 
Syria and encouraging Assad’s eth-
nic cleansing process under which 
his minority Alawite regime forcibly 
displaces the majority Sunnis and 
minorities such as the Kurds to the 
outer fringes of modern Syria, leav-
ing Assad and his Shia-leaning cro-
nies ruling a rump state in the west-
ern and central regions.

This accommodates Iran, which 
wants to maintain its supply line 
through Syria to Hezbollah in Leba-
non for a possible confrontation 
with Israel.

Assad and his cronies have a lot 
to thank Russia and Iran for but pre-
venting the collapse of the Damas-
cus regime has come at a hefty price 
— one that is likely to increase.

Diplomatic and Arab sources say 
Assad and his inner circle no longer 
call the shots and formulate policy, 
particularly regarding defence and 
security, which are largely in Rus-
sian and Iranian hands.

After Aleppo, Iran is emerging as 
the real winner.

Moscow mostly dictates political 
policy because, unlike Iran, it is a 
permanent member of the UN Secu-
rity Council, which means it regu-
larly vetoes any council effort to 
secure a diplomatic solution to the 
Syrian carnage that does not meet 
with Putin’s game plan.

The Iranians dominate mili-
tary policy by dint of their army of 
Shia militiamen as well as sizeable 
numbers of Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC) and so-called 
military advisers.

It was Major-General Qassem 
Soleimani, commander of the 
IRGC’s elite al-Quds Force, who 
forged the military alliance with 
Moscow in Syria in July 2015, two 
months before Russia sent in its 
air force to save Assad’s crumbling 
regime dominated by the minority 
Alawites.

Lebanese analyst Hanin Ghaddar 
noted at the time that this alliance 
was “a temporary one. It’s an alli-
ance over Assad. Not Syria…

“In Iran’s view, Syria is not a state. 
It’s just part of the Iranian plan. 
Fundamentally, what Iran wants in 
Syria is what it has in Lebanon — 
weak, ineffective state institutions 
incapable of making decisions with-
out the approval of their patrons,” 
she observed.

“Unlike Tehran, Moscow is not 
interested in changing democracy 
or in maintaining the Shia-Alawite 
corridor. Moscow does not want to 
see Assad go and then be replaced 
by Soleimani.”

Iran is working with Assad’s re-
gime to forcibly move Syria’s major-
ity Sunnis and other groups at odds 

with Assad’s rule out of Damascus 
and Syria’s strategic heartland, the 
Mediterranean coast and the border 
with Lebanon, to establish what has 
become known as “Useful Syria”.

Iran has even brought in Shia 
settlers, including the families of 
foreign fighters deployed in Syria 
by Tehran from outside Syria, to 
populate areas the regime considers 
vital to its long-term interests and 
expansionist strategy in the region.

The IRGC and Iranian entrepre-
neurs in Syria have been allowed 
by the Damascus regime to buy 
businesses and large tracts of prop-
erty in and around the capital and in 
other parts of “Useful Syria” to bol-
ster the plans to secure Shia control.

This indulgence by a grateful As-
sad and his inner circle likely means 
that Iranian companies, particularly 
the IRGC’s powerful business em-
pire, will be handed lucrative con-
tracts when the massive post-war 
reconstruction gets under way.

The Iranians “are building a force 
on the ground that, long after the 
war, will stay there and wield a 
strong military and ideological in-
fluence over Syria for Iran,” said 
analyst Philip Smyth, a specialist on 
Shia militias with the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy.

“And there’s not much Assad can 
do to curb the rising influence of 
these groups, even though Syrian of-
ficials are clearly concerned about 
this because the militiamen are lit-
erally preventing the overthrow of 
his government.”

From that perspective, Russia’s 
expanding role in Syria could serve 
as a counterweight to Iran’s bur-
geoning presence in a state once 
seen as a bastion of the Arab world, 
a legitimacy that Assad is desperate 
to regain.

Indeed, the Assad dynasty’s le-
gitimacy rested on its portrayal of 
itself as an Arab nationalist regime. 
It is this Sunni-dominated political 
order that Shia Iran seems bent on 
eradicating.

“Some observers are reading the 
Russian intervention as an attempt 
to pre-empt the total ‘Iranisation’ 
of the Syrian state, as much as it’s 
an attempt to rescue the regime,” 
observed Faysal Itani of the Atlan-
tic Council’s Middle East centre in 
Beirut.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

After Aleppo, Syria’s Tehran-Moscow axis starts to fray
Ed Blanche

A December 20th photo shows Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) and his Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif.            (AFP)

Lt. Gen. Sergei Rudskoi of the Russian military’s General Staff 
speaks at a briefing at the Defence Ministry’s headquarters in 
Moscow, on December 9th.                                                                       (AP)
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The huge disparity in 
casualties is causing 
major friction that 
might threaten the 
unusual alliance.

Iran’s imperatives 
are much more 
regional than 
Russia’s.
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London

T 

here are no signs that 
Iraq’s military campaign 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in the city of Mosul 
will end before the start 

of 2017.
The operation to retake Mosul 

from ISIS officially began October 
17th, with the participation of a 
100,000-person force that included 
troops from the Iraqi Army, its spe-
cial forces, Shia-dominated militias 
and Kurdish peshmerga fighters.

A coalition led by the United 
States has provided the campaign 
with air cover. The US military, 
with 5,000 personnel in Iraq, has 
also mounted artillery strikes and 
provided training and assistance to 
Iraqi forces.

An estimated 5,000 ISIS fight-
ers are holed up in Mosul, holding 
hostage the city’s 1 million civil-
ian inhabitants. About 2,000 mili-
tants have reportedly been killed 
but as the battle for Mosul heads 
into a third month, ISIS has shown 
no signs of weakening, losing only 
one-quarter of the city to Iraqi forc-
es.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) said 
ISIS militants in Mosul are targeting 
civilians who refuse to join them 
as they retreat to other areas in the 
city. The rights group called on all 
warring sides to spare civilians.

“Civilians are being hit from all 
sides in Mosul,” said Lama Fakih, 
deputy Middle East director at 
HRW, adding that ISIS’s “atrocities 
do not absolve Iraqi forces and the 
international coalition from doing 
their utmost to protect civilians”.

Nearly 100,000 people have fled 
Mosul since military operations 
began, the International Organisa-
tion for Migration said. The United 
Nations warned that civilian casu-
alties were overwhelming interna-
tional aid groups. Even in liberated 
areas, there are reports of food, wa-
ter and fuel shortages.

Hospitals in the Kurdistan region-
al capital, Erbil, received dozens of 
wounded people — civilians and 
combatants — from the Mosul area 
on a daily basis, reports said. Iraqi 
authorities do not release figures of 

those killed or wounded from their 
side, in a bid to keep morale high.

Iraqi military officials say ISIS al-
locates about five militants for eve-
ry few hundred metres of their ter-
ritory but the fighters are equipped 
with explosives-laden vehicles and 
seem determined to fight to the 
death. ISIS militants are also using 
booby traps, drones, snipers and 
chemical weapons.

Observers say if the military op-
eration in Mosul continues at its 
current pace, it would take months 
to recapture the city from ISIS.

“This kind of a fight takes time,” 
Iraqi special forces Brigadier-Gen-
eral Yehya al-Azawi told the Asso-
ciated Press. “After each step, we 
need to repair our equipment and 
reorganise our forces.”

2016 witnessed a significant loss 

of territory for ISIS in Iraq and ana-
lysts say recapturing Mosul from 
the militants is inevitable.

“It is a matter of time before 
Daesh are defeated inside Mosul,” 
Ihsan al-Shammari, who heads the 
Iraqi Centre for Political Thought 
think-tank, told Reuters, using the 
Arabic acronym for ISIS. “Their am-
munition and equipment are being 
depleted.”

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi said in December that he 
hoped to see a “major part of” Mo-
sul recap tured from ISIS by the end 
of 2016 but that appears highly un-
likely.

Abadi will still have plenty of is-
sues to worry about after the libera-
tion of Mosul. From a security point 
of view, ISIS is not likely to disap-
pear altogether if it loses its terri-

tory in Iraq.
Unless the root causes for people 

joining ISIS in Iraq are addressed, 
one form of insurgency or another 
will likely continue in Iraq. These 
causes include, but are not limited 
to, a widespread sense of persecu-
tion among Iraq’s Sunni Arab popu-
lation.

There are no indications that 
there will be any reconciliation be-
tween the Shia-dominated govern-
ment and the country’s Sunni Arab 
community.

“2016 was the year of ISIS decline 
but its influence is still great be-
cause there is no political solution 
in sight… especially for the Sunni 
population,” Mathieu Guidere, 
a Paris-based professor of Mid-
dle East geopolitics, told Agence 
France-Presse.

The rows between the central 
government in Baghdad and the 
semi-autonomous Kurdistan Re-
gional Government — over disputed 
territories as well as budget — are 
likely to flare up again, once ISIS is 
defeated.

Politically, Abadi will face having 
his position further undermined 
by his predecessor Nuri al-Maliki, 
who has strong support from Teh-
ran. Add to that the increasing in-
fluence of the Iranian-backed Shia 
militias, which are expected to be 
more powerful in Iraq following the 
defeat of ISIS.

Abadi will also have a difficult 
time filling the posts of the minis-
ter of Defence and the minister of 
Finance with his allies, after parlia-
ment ejected the former ministers 
from office.

Baghdad

F 

ive years since the US mili-
tary completed its with-
drawal from Iraq, Ameri-
can forces are once again 
playing a major role in the 

country as part of the war against 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Here are three key questions on 
the fifth anniversary of US troops 
leaving Iraq.

Why did US forces leave in 2011?

After a nearly nine-year presence, 
negotiations on the United States 
leaving a residual training force 
in Iraq after the end of 2011 broke 
down over the issue of American 
forces having legal immunity from 
Iraqi prosecution, which Washing-

ton demanded and Baghdad was re-
luctant to provide.

The United States then announced 
that American forces would depart, 
an operation that was completed 
on December 18th, 2011, when the 
last convoy of armoured vehicles 
crossed into neighbouring Kuwait.

The withdrawal brought po-
litical benefits to both Washington 
and Baghdad: US President Barack 
Obama wanted to end the Iraq war, 
which he had opposed, and the 
withdrawal also allowed then-prime 
minister Nuri al-Maliki’s govern-
ment to claim credit for ending the 
unpopular American presence in the 
country.

Some American military person-
nel and contractors remained in Iraq 
under US embassy authority as part 
of the Office of Security Coopera-
tion-Iraq, which worked with train-
ing the country’s forces and helping 
it field US military equipment.

What went wrong?

Prior to the withdrawal, American 
officials repeatedly stated that Iraqi 
forces were ready to handle inter-
nal security but unrest worsened 
considerably in the years after their 

departure, culminating in the disas-
trous ISIS offensive in 2014.

One of the main reasons for the ris-
ing violence was widespread anger 
among Iraq’s Sunni Arab communi-
ty, members of which complained of 
being marginalised and targeted by 

the Shia-led government.
This anger, which was stoked by 

military raids and detentions in 
Sunni areas, efforts to arrest sev-
eral prominent Sunni politicians 
and a sometimes heavy-handed re-
sponse to anti-government protests, 

increased sympathy for militant 
groups and made it easier for them 
to operate.

US officials said Iraqi forces did 
not carry out the necessary train-
ing to maintain their readiness after 
American forces left, a view cor-
roborated in an Iraqi parliamentary 
report on causes of the fall of second 
city Mosul to ISIS.

The civil war in neighbouring Syr-
ia, which broke out in 2011, provided 
a key safe haven for jihadists to re-
group, expand their ranks, train and 
gain combat experience.

What are US forces doing in Iraq 
now?

American military forces are car-
rying out air and artillery strikes 
against ISIS in Iraq as part of a US-
led coalition against the jihadists 
and have provided training, advice 
and other assistance to Baghdad’s 
forces.

American special forces personnel 
have also fought ISIS on the ground 
and three members of the US mili-
tary have been killed in the country.

There are about 5,000 American 
military personnel in Iraq, the coali-
tion said.

Battle of Mosul likely to drag on and so will Iraq’s other woes

US role in Iraq five years since military withdrawal

The Arab Weekly staff

Agence France-Presse

Iraqi Shia militia fighters sit under an Iraqi f lag as they advance towards the village of Shwah, south of the city of Tal Afar on the western 
outskirts of Mosul, on December 13th.                                                                                                                                                                                         (AFP)

US Defense Secretary Ash Carter speaks to Iraqi and US soldiers at 
the Qayara air base, on December 11th.                                              (AFP)

News & Analysis Iraq

The Iraqi prime 
minister will have 
plenty of issues to 
worry about after the 
liberation of Mosul. 

There are about 
5,000 American 
military personnel in 
Iraq, according to the 
coalition.
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Basra

W 

hen parts of Nineveh 
province, including 
its capital, Mosul, 
were captured by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) 

in June 2014, many Christians fled 
to escape the brutal rule of the mili-
tants.

Some stayed north in the nearby 
Kurdish-controlled areas of Iraq 
while others went to Baghdad or 
further south to take refuge in the 
Shia-majority region.

Many of those who ended up in 
Basra, in far southern Iraq, are ea-
gerly waiting for the day when it 
is safe for them to return to their 
homes. They anxiously follow news 
of the Iraqi military offensive to 
recapture Mosul and nearby areas 
from ISIS

Some recall how they were terri-
fied by the militant group but that 
the time spent with their Kurdish or 
Arab Shia hosts has not always been 
easy. To them, no place is like home.

George Hannah, a Christian uni-
versity student who left Mosul in 
August 2014 and is now staying in 
Erbil with his family, said he would 
return home when it was possible. 
“I will return to Mosul if ISIS is ex-
pelled and the situation is stable,” 
he said. “I love my city. I can’t leave 
it for a long period of time.”

For others, however, the thought 

of return is not on the agenda. 
Arshad Louis, a Christian from 
Qaraqosh, a city south-east of Mo-
sul, said he and his family fled in 
2014. “I feel traumatised by the 
threat of ISIS. There is no way I’m 
going back,” he said.

His wife, Sabeeha Gabriel, said 
they “went to Basra because it is 
considered a safe place and people 
are helpful to us here.” Gabriel’s sis-
ter, Muna, visited their hometown 
after it was liberated by Iraqi forces 
from ISIS in November. She found 
that her sister’s house had been bur-
glarised and set on fire.

Sally Kamal Behnam, another 
Christian resident of Qaraqosh who 
is in Basra, said she and her late hus-
band and their three children fled to 
Erbil in 2014, taking nothing other 
than their clothes.

“Erbil was very expensive and 
life became very difficult there as 
my husband did not work,” said 
Behnam. Many older Christians re-
mained in their homes in Nineveh 
because it was too costly or diffi-
cult to relocate, she said, adding: 
“Others just refused to leave their 
homes.”

Behnam said she and her fam-

ily later found refuge in a church in 
Basra. “My husband couldn’t stand 
living inside the church and he felt 
depressed. He died there before get-
ting a chance to see his home again,” 
she said.

She said she faced harsh condi-
tions in Qaraqosh, Erbil and Basra. 
“If there is any opportunity for mi-
gration out of Iraq, I will not hesitate 
or wait a moment,” Behnam said.

A few Christian families said they 
were preparing to leave Basra after a 
Christian youth was killed in the city 
for selling alcohol. The Iraqi parlia-
ment passed a law in November 
banning the sale of alcohol.

According to Mahdi al-Tamimi, 
the head of the Ministry of Human 
Rights office in Basra, there are no 
more than 500 Christian families in 

Basra.
Tamimi said his office lobbied to 

secure free medical treatment for 
internally displaced people who vis-
it public hospitals in the province. 
He said his office has worked with 
the United Nations to set up mobile 
homes for 71 Christian families.

Many Christians called on author-
ities to help the community’s inter-
nally displaced population as well 
as quickly rebuild their homes once 
liberated from ISIS.

“The Iraqi government must facil-
itate the return of displaced families 
and protect their liberated areas,” 
said Louis Caro, a Christian member 
of parliament, urging the swift re-
building of liberated areas.

There are Iraqis, however, who 
are not waiting for the government 

to act and are helping internally 
displaced Christians with their own 
charity initiatives.

Muntadher al-Karadi, an activist 
from Baghdad, founded a team of 
young volunteers who distributed 
aid to Christian internally displaced 
persons in the Iraqi capital.

“We visited the Assyrian camp for 
displaced people in Baghdad and 
helped 155 families from Mosul,” 
said Karadi. “We gave them food, 
winter clothes and other logisti-
cal support. The families were very 
happy with our visit and they wel-
comed us warmly,” he added. “We 
did what politicians did not do — 
their patriotic duty.”

Azhar Rubaie is an Iraqi journalist 
based in Basra.

Baghdad

O 

fficial Iraqi statistics tell 
a worrying tale. They in-
dicate that thousands of 
civilians are arrested and 
detained every month by 

a wide variety of security organisa-
tions for no good reason.

One can come by these numbers 
by following the statistics published 
between January 2015 and October 
2016 in the digital archive of Iraq’s 
Federal Judiciary Authority, the 
body that oversees Iraq’s courts. 
The news releases issued by the Ju-
dicial Authority are meant to be a 
record of courts’ work but, when the 
numbers are added up, the statistics 
tell a more controversial story.

The releases indicate that the 
majority of detainees were released 
because the cases against them 
were found insubstantial. For most, 
the cases were thrown out before 
trial. Some were found not guilty in 
their trials.

While the numbers of those re-
leased are published, the releases 
do not always detail what the de-
tainees were charged with and 
whether those charges were crimi-
nal or related to terrorism. Nor 
do they tell how long the released 
Iraqis awaited for that decision — 
whether they were detained for 
days or years.

Meanwhile, the various secu-
rity forces involved — including the 
army, the police and Iraqi intelli-
gence — do not publish the number 
of arrests they have made.

In 2016, through October, 67,749 

detainees were released from pris-
ons after they were found not guilty 
or had been wrongfully detained. 
Among these were 8,810 accused of 
terrorist acts. That averages out to 
6,775 wrongfully imprisoned locals 
per month — 223 per day.

In 2015, there were 88,297 de-
tainees released, indicating slightly 
more wrongful arrests per month 
and per day: 7,358 and 243, respec-
tively.

June and May of 2016 saw the 
most detainees released, with 
close to 11,000 Iraqis discharged 
each month. It is highly likely that 
the large number of arrests and re-
leases coincided with the Iraqi mili-
tary’s campaign against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Anbar province that 
began at the end of May and ended 
around mid-June.

It is obviously difficult to com-

pare Iraq’s catch-and-release sta-
tistics with other countries’ rates 
of incarceration, as clearly the Iraqi 
situation is very different from that 
of the United Kingdom or the Unit-
ed States.

However, given the lack of Iraqi 
numbers of arrests, a snapshot may 
be instructive: For example, Brit-
ish prison reformers point out that 
in 2015, 10,897 citizens remanded 
in custody — held in prison while 
awaiting trial — were subsequently 
acquitted. Statistics from previous 
years show that, on average, about 
12,000 locals were held in remand 
in Britain before being eventually 
released.

In the United States about “20% 
of detainees [who were in pretrial 
detention] eventually had their 
case dismissed or were acquitted”, 
according to the Americas Quarter-
ly, a magazine focused on the West-
ern Hemisphere. The study was 
based on US Justice Department 
figures from 1990-2004 and that 
percentage would add up to about 
96,000 prisoner releases annually.

If both the British and US figures 
are adjusted for population — both 
countries have many more people 
than Iraq, with Britain about dou-
ble and the United States about ten 
times more — the annual number of 
those wrongfully arrested and de-
tained in Iraq looks worse. It would 
appear to indicate that there is a 
genuine problem in the way that 
Iraq’s security forces investigate of-
fences.

To try to prevent violence, there 
are many random detentions taking 
place in Iraq. In fact, so many ran-
dom detentions may be doing more 
harm than good, in that they dis-
rupt the civilian peace and increase 
conflict between different political 
forces. Sunni Muslim politicians ac-
cuse the security forces of sectarian 
bias while Shia Muslim politicians 
criticise those in Sunni-majority 
provinces of supporting extremists.

These are not the only unwar-
ranted or illegal detentions taking 
place, some Sunni Muslim critics 
say. They complain that the Shia 
Muslim volunteer militias, who re-
cently became a legitimate security 
force in Iraq, have unofficial prisons 
too, where they hold their enemies 
illegally. The heads of the militias 
deny this.

Ahmed al-Salmani, a member of 
parliament from Anbar province, 
has focused on issues pertaining 
to detainees. An estimated 3,000 
residents in Anbar were detained 
by fighters from Shia Muslim vol-
unteer militias. This includes about 
2,000 from the Razazah area south 
of Ramadi in October 2015. Nothing 
has been heard from these locals 
since their disappearance.

In August, Iraq’s parliament 
passed what is known as the gener-
al amnesty law. It was supposed to 
facilitate the release of thousands 
of Iraqis imprisoned on what many 
believe to be a political basis and 
was aimed at calming sectarian ten-
sions in the country.

The law would encourage amnes-
ty for as many as 36,000 detainees. 
However, looking at the numbers 
on the Judicial Authority website, 
that starts to feel like too little, too 
late.

To encourage a respect for the 
rule of law and to avoid accusations 
of sectarian or political bias, it may 
be better to begin with a reform of 
the policy of random and apparent-
ly unwarranted detentions.

Mustafa Habib writes for
niqash.org, which originally 
published this article.

In Iraq, more than 200 civilians arrested daily

Plight of Iraqi 
Christians begins 
in Mosul but does 
not end there
Azhar Rubaie

An Iraqi Christian resident of Qaraqosh (also known as Hamdaniya) stands inside the heavily 
damaged Church of the Immaculate Conception, some 30km south-east of Mosul, on December 4th.   
                                                                                                                                                                                              (AFP) 
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Christians recall how 
the time spent with 
their Kurdish or Arab 
Shia hosts has not 
always been easy.

An Iraqi man shows his documents to policemen as he returns to his home in the city of Falluja,
last September.                                                                                                                                                                (AFP)

Iraqis are being 
arrested and then 
released because it 
turned out they were 
innocent.

Mustafa Habib
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C
hristmas and the new year have become a secular 
holiday period across the globe during which people 
take time off work, concentrate on family and friends, 
consume large quantities of good food and dedicate 
themselves to festive frolicking. Many faiths continue 
to celebrate their own holidays but nothing is more 
global than Christmas and the new year.

That is as it should be. As a famous writer once said: “Christmas 
isn’t a season. It’s a feeling.” We would hope that the “feeling” lasts 
the whole year through and that 2017 brings peace and prosperity to 
the Middle East and North Africa region.

We would also wish that the coming year marks the beginning of a 
new era of cross-cultural understanding between East and West and 
between the Arab world and Western countries.

Alas, that pious hope risks being dismissed outright as a platitude. 
As the number of shopping days in December dwindled, anxiety 
over the terrorist threat intensified, especially after the deadly 
December 19th attack in Berlin. Twelve people died when a truck 
ploughed into the crowds, nearly 50 were injured and the spirits of 
many — in the Muslim world as much as in Europe — suffered 
grievously.

The brutality and chilling deliberation of that mass murder can 
only be described as sickening. Its broader implications are terrify-
ing. Terrorists repeatedly and falsely claim they act on behalf of 
Muslims. The far right and the Islamophobic in Western capitals 
seize upon such statements as vindication of their belief that the 
world is engaged in a clash of civilisations.

Terrorists and the far right feed off each other’s apocalyptic 
visions but rather than a coming war between Christians and 
Muslims in Europe the risk is of a hostile impasse that stretches far 
into the future.

This is the point that Prince Charles, heir to the British throne, 
made when he publicly lamented “the rise of many populist groups 
across the world that are increasingly aggressive to those who 
adhere to a minority faith”. Significantly, he urged people to 
empathise with refugees by remembering the story of the Nativity 
and how one family fled “to escape violent persecution”.

Indeed, in the aftermath of the Berlin attack, the political fury 
turned on refugees and on German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who 
generously gave sanctuary to 1.1 million people, mainly from Syria. 
The far right cruelly and unfairly blamed Merkel for the blood 
spilled in Berlin. For the nth time, a croaking chorus started up 
about the danger posed by refugees, especially Muslim ones, to 
Europe. From the other side of the Atlantic, US President-elect 
Donald Trump helped along the Islam-bashing with ill-considered 
tweets.

Where is the justice in punishing refugees, who have already 
suffered enormously, for the crimes committed by terrorists?

In the season of giving, a little empathy for them and the dis-
placed — and good sense — would go a long way.

We wish all our readers of all faiths and nationalities Merry 
Christmas and a Happy New Year.

Merry Christmas and 
a Happy New Year

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The Middle East after 
Aleppo

T
he outlook of the 
Middle East shifts with 
the changing condi-
tions in Syria and Iraq. 
With the fall of 
Aleppo, the crises in 

Syria and the region cross into a 
phase laden with questions: Will 
Russia and Iran continue to 
cooperate in defining Syria’s 
future? How will Donald Trump’s 
administration in the United 
States react to emerging Russian 
dominance in parts of the Middle 
East? How will other players in 
the region, namely Turkey, Israel 
and Saudi Arabia, react? Do 
European powers have a role to 
play in the Middle East a century 
after the Sykes-Picot agreement?

The fall of eastern Aleppo would 
not have been possible were it not 
for the combination of the United 
States abandoning the Syrian revo-
lutionary movement following the 
September 2013 chemical weapons 
deal with Russia, Turkey turning 
to Russia, Arab countries lacking 
unity and Europe being weak.

While Russian President 
Vladimir Putin gains in power, US 
President Barack Obama is getting 
ready to leave the White House 
dragging behind him the weight of 
the disaster in Syria and his overall 
measly performance in foreign 
policy. He simply abandoned the 
region for a strategic breach by 
Russia and Iran’s expansionism.

He abandoned Aleppo to its fate 
without a word. He was like Judas, 
especially when Syrian President 
Bashar Assad tried to secure a 

victory in Aleppo, even though he 
played only a secondary role, while 
Iran was boasting about “divine 
victories”.

This new Middle East is a sanctu-
ary for chaos that started with the 
destruction of Iraq in 2003. It has 
become a laboratory for a Russia 
eager to avenge its humiliation 
after losing the Cold War. It is also a 
growth zone for wars among Mus-
lims as Arab countries are ripped 
apart, Israel remains safe and the 
Kurds impose themselves as major 
regional players.

Russia failed to prevent Islamic 
State (ISIS) forces from retaking the 
strategic and historical town of Pal-
myra. Borders and entities in Syria 
continue to shift depending on the 
whims of US-Russian coordination, 
or lack of it, in the so-called war on 
terrorism.

UN Envoy for Syria Staffan de 
Mistura is waiting for the bat-
tle for Idlib to definitely unfold 
while evacuation operations from 
eastern Aleppo face difficulties. On 
the ground, the two major play-
ers — Russia and Iran — are still 
in disagreement. Most likely, the 
situation will shift in accordance 
with the Russian vision. The coor-
dination meeting between Russia, 
Turkey and Iran on December 27th 
will be a chance to discover Putin’s 
orientations and priorities.

Tehran and Damascus might pre-
fer to carry the military momen-
tum towards Douma, Homs, Daraa 
and Idlib but this may not suit Rus-
sian intentions. It is quite plausible 
that Putin will stop at the victory 
in Aleppo and use it in negotiations 
with Trump.

It is clear that Aleppo’s fall will 
not put an end to the suffering of 
the Syrian people in the absence of 
a realistic political solution. Russia 
needs to learn from the situation 
in Iraq, where armed conflicts have 
continued to rage since the US-led 
invasion of 2003 and where both 
the United States and Iran failed to 
establish a fair and representative 
system of government.

On a wider scale, the dawn of a 
new stable Middle East cannot rise 
on the basis of injustice, hegem-
ony, intolerance and extremism. 
It must be built on compromise, 
citizenship and acceptance of 
the other. For that to happen, the 
region must cease to be used as 
playground of the major regional 
and world powers to the detriment 
of its peoples and their civilisa-
tions.

Khattar Abou Diab is a professor 
of geopolitical sciences at the 
Paris Center for Geopolitics.
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The region 
must cease 
to be used as 
playground 
of the major 
regional and 
world 
powers.
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leader Hassan Nasrallah are seen among other items for sale in old 
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The end of a terrible year, the beginning of another one

Why the UN Security Council vote on Syria is not the solution

The rise of the Russian Phoenix

T
he end of the Western 
calendar year is for 
many people a time of 
reflection on the past 
12 months and an 
anticipation of the 

year to come. New Year’s resolu-
tions and singing Auld Lang Syne 
are part of the process of shed-
ding the old year and wishing for 
a better future.

In the Middle East, however, 
this better future is a fantasy. If 
you are among the millions of 
displaced or refugee families in 
the region, 2016 was a horrible 
year and the coming one might 
be worse — and that is saying 
something.

The figures are staggering. 
International aid agencies esti-
mate there are 4 million displaced 
families in Iraq. Who knows 
how many more will join them 
as the battle for Mosul rages on. 
While the Islamic State (ISIS) has 
shown signs it has been hurt by 
the assault from a combination of 
regular Iraq forces, Kurdish and 
Shia militias, there is no sign it is 
going away soon.

What is worse is that displaced 
families face potential violence 

from both sides, which often see 
them as not as people seeking 
refuge but as individuals not loyal 
enough to their religious faction 
or cause.

In Yemen, fighting between 
Houthi rebel militias and the 
Saudi-backed Yemeni government 
forces has displaced 3 million 
families, with more than 14 mil-
lion other people needing aid, 
primarily food. Hundreds of thou-
sands of children under the age of 
5 are in danger of starvation. UN 
Envoy Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed 
has said the country is teetering 
on the “brink of the abyss”.

Sadly, there does not look like 
much of a chance of peace soon 
there, either, despite repeated 
international efforts. Meanwhile, 
al-Qaeda has taken advantage of 
the fighting to seize control of 
parts of southern Yemen.

Nowhere, however, is the 
“abyss” more daunting than 
in Syria. It seems more like the 
realisation of a painting of hell by 
Hieronymus Bosch than a country. 
The long war has displaced 4.8 
million families in Syria itself and 
another 6.8 million have become 
refugees fleeing the never-ending 

violence to seek safety abroad.
Their efforts to seek safety 

abroad have brought a cascade 
of unintended consequences. 
The backlash in Europe and the 
United States against the refu-
gees has helped elect a series of 
leaders who are anti-Islamic and 
who have painted people desper-
ate to flee violence as a wave of 
potential terrorists, determined to 
destroy the West. This sentiment 
has meant that many Western 
countries have closed, or are in the 
process of closing, their borders to 
other refugees.

The question in 2017 then 
becomes where do these refugees 
go? Neighbouring countries such 
as Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey 
are already straining under the 
weight of millions of displaced 
and refugee families. International 
aid is not coming fast. Turkey, 
smarting from the Western re-
sponse to a failed coup in July, has 
threatened to move away from 
what was a largely ineffectual 
agreement with the European 
Union to take in refugees who 
tried to reach Europe by sea. This 
probably also puts the $60 billion 
in aid promised by the European 

Union in jeopardy.
It seems there is no relief in 

sight for this mountain of prob-
lems. The flow of people across 
the region will remain fluid for the 
coming year and perhaps years to 
come. People desperate to save 
their families will continue to flee 
the fighting and many of them 
will continue to risk everything to 
make dangerous sea or land cross-
ing in search of a new life.

Who can blame them? Which of 
us facing the same situation would 
not make the choices they have 
made?

If the situation in the region is 
going to get any better, it is go-
ing to take an effort of the entire 
international community to solve. 
Unfortunately, such an effort may 
also be years in the future, leav-
ing millions of people in a hellish 
limbo.

Tom Regan, a columnist
at factsandopinion.com, 
previously worked for the 
Christian Science Monitor, 
National Public Radio, 
the Boston Globe and the 
Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.
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It seems 
there is no 
relief in sight 
for this 
mountain of 
problems.

Is it wise
to pull out
all US 
diplomatic 
personnel 
and leave 
Damascus 
entirely to 
the 
Russians?

The United 
States has 
chosen to 
become a 
simple 
observer.

T
he UN Security 
Council has voted — 
unanimously — to 
dispatch international 
observers to the 
beleaguered Syrian 

city of Aleppo to provide safety to 
residents wishing to flee combat 
zones.

There are many reasons this 
vote is more an attempt to 
absolve the international com-
munity and to allow its members 
to shed some of the guilt they 
have been carrying on their 
shoulders like old rifles, whose 
function is more decorative than 
useful.

This resolution, which comes 
five years late, helps Western 
powers feel good with themselves 
rather than meet to the basic 
needs of the people of that city, 
one that has become a symbol of 
this dreadful war.

The reality is that this resolu-
tion should have come long ago. 
Indeed, this vote comes much too 
late and offers far too little.

Why this scepticism?
Because observation forces 

have never stopped atrocities or 
put an end to fighting in the many 
parts of the world they have been 
deployed to.

Typically, there are too few 
observers for the force to be 
effective. The regions they 

typically deploy to are large 
enough that those wishing to 
commit war crimes without being 
seen simply go around the corner 
from where the observers are 
positioned.

Observers are not peacekeepers 
nor are they a peace implementa-
tion force. In fact, UN observers 
have no authority on the ground, 
nor do they have the means to 
intervene militarily if they had to.

Typically, what UN observers 
do is precisely as their title 
indicates: They observe. They 
observe and report to the Secu-
rity Council, which files a formal 
complaint with the offending 
party or parties.

To put things into perspective, 
this is what likely happens: Let us 
imagine that a group of 100-150 
civilians — men, women and 
children of all ages — is trying to 
make its way out of eastern 
Aleppo when they suddenly 
stumble upon armed men who 
may or may not be members of 
the Syrian Armed Forces.

As the gunmen round up the 
civilians, UN observers arrive. 
They intervene, telling the armed 
men their actions go counter to 
conventions of war.

The conversation unfolds in 
English with a mixture of varying 
Asian accents on one side and 
heavy Arabic accents on the 

other. Both sides have difficulty 
understanding the other.

Nevertheless, the UN troops 
succeed in delaying what would 
have certainly been an execution. 
Underline the word “delaying”, 
as it is what transpires. The 
international observers suc-
ceeded only in buying a few more 
minutes for the ill-fated civilians 
trying to flee Aleppo and the 
horror that has developed there.

The UN observers believe they 
have convinced the gunmen to 
stand down and lower their 
weapons.

A few minutes later the observ-
ers hear gunfire coming from the 
area they had just left. They rush 
to the scene where they find the 
lifeless bodies of dozens of 
refugees. The observers write up 
a report and file it to headquar-
ters in New York.

Headquarters tones down some 
of the wordage from the original 
report, replacing language used 
by the observers with more 
diplomatic grammar.

The report goes before the 
Security Council where it is read. 
In their final analysis, the 
observers confirm that the 
massacre was perpetrated by 
forces loyal to the Syrian 
president — perhaps but not a 
certainty — by members of the 
Syrian Armed Forces. Syria is 

chastised by the Security Council. 
The ambassadors of the United 
States, Britain and France — 
permanent members of the 
Security Council — denounce “in 
the strongest term possible that 
such actions will not be 
tolerated” or else.

Or else what?
Precisely. With Russia having 

the right to veto any Security 
Council resolution, the Western 
powers can only go so far.

How are the perpetrators of 
such hideous war crimes pun-
ished when they are backed by a 
sovereign state? They are threat-
ened with economic sanctions. 
Syria has been under sanctions 
for years for its support of 
terrorism.

There is a threat to sever 
diplomatic relations but, then 
again, is it wise to pull out all US 
diplomatic personnel and leave 
Damascus entirely to the Rus-
sians?

So it goes. Another UN resolu-
tion that will be ignored. At least 
now the blame for the continued 
violence can be laid entirely on 
the Syrians and others walk away 
from the whole mess with a clear 
conscience.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab
Weekly.

H
istorians will see 
the battle for 
Aleppo as a turning 
point that laid the 
foundation of a new 
world order that 

obliterates the maps drawn in the 
wake of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union.

Aleppo is part of a process 
started in 2011 in which the 
United States has gradually 
relinquished its role as world 
leader. In Syria, the world seems 
to have entered a grey zone of 
uncertainties.

Due to the paranoia in reaction 
to thousands of refugees entering 
Europe, Britain has voted to exit 
the European Union. Conserva-
tive movements within the 
European Union are also talking 
of abandoning ship.

Because of Syria, voices have 
risen in the West doubting 
democracy and praising dictator-
ship as the best means to impose 
stability on the world. Thanks in 
part to Syria, US President-elect 
Donald Trump has become 

infatuated with Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin and conserv-
ative leaders in Europe have 
followed suit.

Aleppo is a chance to discover 
the real might of world powers. 
The United States stayed away 
from Syria but granted freedom 
to the rest of the world to inter-
vene. Taking their cue from the 
United States, European coun-
tries also preferred to stand aside 
while others jumped on the 
opportunity and chose to invest 
in the Syrian drama.

“The tragedy in Aleppo did not 
come out of a vacuum; it was 
created by a vacuum, a vacuum of 
Western leadership, of American 
leadership, British leadership,” 
former British Finance minister 
George Osborne told parliament.

Turkish-Russian talks about 
evacuating civilians from eastern 
Aleppo symbolise US indiffer-
ence. The United States has 
chosen to become a simple 
observer.

In Syria, as US influence fades, 
the Russian phoenix rises from 

the ashes. China has also sneaked 
in on the Syrian scene and 
shocked the world by declaring 
an alliance with Russia, a gesture 
meant to counteract the potential 
damage from the American 
meteorite Trump.

The crisis in Syria continues to 
reveal the outlines of a new 
international competition we 
thought was dead and buried.

Putin would have never started 
his Syrian adventure if the West 
were interested in Syria’s fate. It 
seems the United States is 
satisfied to have Russia do the job 
it does not want to do.

US President Barack Obama 
began rapprochement with 
Russia and Trump would be 
happy to continue collaborating 
with Putin, a figure he admires. 
For its part, Russia did a good job 
closing the deal with the United 
States over chemical weapons in 
Syria. Thus, Israel is safe and 
Russia has become a reliable 
partner.

It might be argued that the real 
target of the US strategy is China. 

Whether by seducing Russia or 
miring it in the Syrian quicksand, 
China would be deprived of a 
sizeable ally. This theory is 
difficult, but not impossible, to 
defend.

Russia is laying the foundation 
for a long stay in the region. 
While the United States antago-
nises Iran and Turkey, Russia 
makes friends with them. Russia 
knows it is in the interest of Iran 
and Turkey to become its allies 
and align themselves with Putin.

The Russian president wants to 
appear as the major player in 
Syria. Until further notice, the 
conflict in Syria is no longer 
international but regional with 
Russia playing the leading role. 
All the major voices in the world 
calling for the departure of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad are just 
ambient noise with no real effect 
in Syria. What counts in the end 
are the positions of Moscow, 
Ankara and Tehran.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.
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U 

S Secretary of State 
John Kerry rounded off 
2016 with a visit to Ri-
yadh to reaffirm Saudi-
American ties ahead 

of a Trump presidency and uncer-
tainties over Washington’s future 
stance regarding the region.

“In turbulent times, it’s good to 
have solid friends. That’s why the 
United States’ partnership with 
Saudi Arabia is rightly so valuable,” 
Kerry said.

Kerry met with Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al Saud as well 
as the two crown princes and other 
senior officials. He earlier met with 
senior Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) officials, including Emirati 
Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan and Omani 
Foreign Minister Yusuf bin Alawi 
bin Abdullah.

The United States has been one 
of Saudi Arabia’s closest allies in 

the Yemen conflict, which saw Iran-
backed Houthi rebels take over 
large parts of the country in 2015 
before they were stopped by a Sau-
di-led Gulf alliance.

“We are also concerned about 
the security of the kingdom and we 
want to bring the Yemen war to a 
close in a way that protects the se-
curity of Saudi Arabia,” Kerry said.

Yemen was high on the agenda 
during what will likely be Kerry’s 
last visit to Saudi Arabia as secre-
tary of State before he is replaced 
by the next administration. US 
President-elect Donald Trump has 
nominated ExxonMobil Chief Ex-
ecutive Officer Rex Tillerson for the 
position.

Kerry said he was optimistic that 
a ceasefire could be reached by the 
end of the year thanks to the efforts 
of the Yemen Quartet — the United 
States, Britain, the United Arab 
Emirates and Saudi Arabia. This 
would be the eighth ceasefire since 
hostilities escalated.

“The failure to achieve a lasting 
cessation of hostilities is disturbing 
to all of us,” Kerry said.

A road map to peace in Yemen, 
put forward in October, could lead 
to the end of hostilities between 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels and a 
Saudi-led Gulf coalition. The plan 
calls for the Houthis to surren-
der their heavy arms and with-
draw from Sana’a and other cities 
under their control. While Yem-
eni President Abd Rabbo Mansour 
Hadi would step down in favour of 
an unnamed vice-president who 
would appoint a new prime minis-
ter to form a unity government.

Hadi has expressed unwilling-
ness to step down and the Houthis 
have formed a “national salvation” 
government, a move that further 
complicated negotiations. Hadi has 
reportedly balked at the prospect of 
appointing Abdul Khaliq al-Houthi 

— brother of Houthi leader Abdul-
malik al-Houthi — as commander 
of the Republican Guards’ reserve 
forces.

Kerry, with less than a month be-
fore the end of his tenure, stressed 
that the United States will “remain 
engaged” in the search for peace in 
Yemen under the new administra-
tion.

“We think we’ve found a path 
that can move forward and we in-
vite the parties — President Hadi, 
the Houthis — and their supporters, 
both sides, to take advantage of this 
moment,” Kerry said.

Security continued to deteriorate 
across Yemen, with neither side 

able to devote adequate resources 
to security while the fighting goes 
on. Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State 
(ISIS) have taken advantage of the 
security vacuum to secure a dan-
gerous presence in the Arabian Pen-
insula country.

An ISIS suicide attack on Al Sol-
ban military base in the southern 
port city of Aden killed at least 52 
soldiers on December 18th. An at-
tack by ISIS on the same camp — 
just one week earlier — resulted in 
the deaths of 48 soldiers.

Kerry also met with Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir, who 
has been lobbying US officials to 
amend the controversial Justice 

Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act 
(JASTA), which allows survivors 
of terrorist attacks and relatives of 
terrorism victims to pursue cases 
against foreign governments in US 
federal court.

“We believe the law, that curtails 
sovereign immunities, represents 
a grave danger to the international 
system,” Jubeir said during a news 
conference with Kerry.

“The United States is, by eroding 
this principle [of sovereign immu-
nity], opening the door for other 
countries to take similar steps and 
then before you know it interna-
tional order becomes governed by 
the law of the jungle,” Jubeir added.

T 

he sporting crisis that 
has gripped Kuwait for 
months is part of a wider 
domestic political strug-
gle that could define the 

future of the country for decades, 
a Kuwaiti source speaking on the 
condition of anonymity said.

According to the source, the 
struggle relates to what will happen 
when Emir Sheikh Sabah Ahmad 
al-Jaber al-Sabah, 85, is succeeded 
by Crown Prince Sheikh Nawaf al-
Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah.

“Sheikh Nawaf does not enjoy 
the same historical and familial 
credibility as enjoyed by Sheikh 
Sabah, which means that whoever 
becomes the new crown prince un-
der (Nawaf) will likely play a pivotal 
role in the country,” added the Ku-
waiti source.

“This role will be much greater 
than the role of crown prince under 
the current emir, who dominates 
political decision-making.”

The main figure tied to the sport-
ing crisis, which has resulted in 
small Gulf state’s suspension from 
the International Olympic Commit-
tee (IOC) and global football body 
FIFA, is Sheikh Ahmad al-Fahad 
al-Ahmad al-Sabah, who is consid-
ered a possible choice to be the next 
crown prince.

Sheikh Ahmad is one of the lead-
ing people in Kuwaiti sports, along 
with his younger brother Talal, 

other brothers and supporters who 
control most Kuwaiti sports clubs 
and federations.  Sheikh Ahmad is 
the president of the Olympic Coun-
cil of Asia, a member of the FIFA 
Council and has held numerous 
senior governmental posts, includ-
ing Oil minister and director of Ku-
wait’s National Security Agency.

Local sources said Sheikh Ahmad 
also has ties to numerous Islam-
ist groups, including the Muslim 
Brotherhood, that are seeking a 
stronger role in Kuwait. Kuwait’s 
latest parliament includes the re-
turn of an Islamist-dominated op-
position that had boycotted previ-
ous elections.

Sheikh Ahmad has been a major 
critic of laws introduced over the 
past few years that grant greater 
state control of national sports as-
sociations. World sporting bodies 
view such laws as illegitimate and 
accused the government of “inter-
fering” in sports but Kuwaiti offi-
cials say such laws aim to combat 
corruption and increase oversight.

Sheikh Ahmad and those around 
him are being opposed by other 
members of the Al-Sabah family 
along with parliamentary Speaker 
Marzouq al-Ghanim. Kuwaiti Min-
ister of Information and Youth 
Sheikh Salman al-Homoud al-Sa-
bah directly accused “certain Ku-
waitis in international sports” of 
causing the suspension by making 
complaints to sports bodies.

“The problem with sport in Ku-
wait is that it has begun to be used 
as one of the weapons in the fight 
against power,” Kuwaiti political 

analyst Nasser al-Abdali said.
Abdali, head of the Kuwaiti Soci-

ety for the Advancement of Democ-
racy, said the sporting crisis that re-
sulted in Kuwait being disqualified 
from the 2016 Olympics has deep 
political roots.

“This crisis has become a pres-
sure point in Kuwaiti politics and 
has even pushed members of the 
new parliament to issue a non-
binding resolution during its first 
session calling on the government 
to do what is necessary to lift Ku-
wait’s international suspension,” 
he said.

Opposition members of parlia-
ment have called for an emergency 
session to debate the country’s sus-
pension from international sports 
and allow Kuwait’s football team to 
take part in qualifying for the 2019 
Asian Cup. MPs have submitted a 
draft law calling for the scrapping 
of all laws that would prevent Ku-
wait from taking part in interna-
tional sports competitions.

Sheikh Salman said the govern-
ment was prepared to meet with the 
IOC, FIFA and other world sporting 
bodies to settle the issue as long as 
it does not breach the Kuwaiti con-

stitution or sovereignty.
The ban was a major issue in Ku-

wait’s recent elections, with many 
voters expressing concern about 
how this would affect the country’s 
burgeoning sports industry. Gov-
ernment figures show that Kuwait 
has spent $1.3 billion on sports in 
the past five years. Some political 
analysts warned that some of that 
money may have been reappropri-
ated.

“There are huge amounts of 
money that are being pumped into 
sports, some of which is used in 
politics,” Abdali acknowledged.

Kerry rounds off 2016 with visit to Saudi Arabia

Kuwait’s sporting crisis hides succession issues

The Arab Weekly staff

The Arab Weekly staff

US Secretary of State John Kerry holds a news conference in Riyadh, on December 18th.               (Reuters)

Kuwaiti members of parliament attend the opening session of the new parliament in Kuwait City,
on December 11th.                                                                                                                                                          (AFP )

We believe the law, 
that curtails 
sovereign 
immunities, 
represents a grave 
danger to the 
international 
system.”

Saudi Foreign 
Minister Adel al-Jubeir

Sport in Kuwait has 
begun to be used as 
one of the weapons 
in the fight against 
power.”Kuwaiti political 

analyst Nasser al-Abdali

The struggle is said 
to relate to what will 
happen when Crown 
Prince Sheikh Nawaf 
al-Ahmad al-Jaber 
al-Sabah takes over.
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T 

he end to the conflict in 
Yemen appears as elusive 
as it was 12 months ago, 
with mistrust and ill will 
palpable on both sides of 

a 20-month-old war that has killed 
more than 7,000 people.

For Yemen, 2016 will be defined 
by unsuccessful ceasefires, coun-
terproductive politicking and failed 
peace talks, including negotiations 
in Kuwait endorsed by the United 
Nations and the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) that lasted more 
than three months.

Encapsulating the failure of dip-
lomatic efforts, as the United States 
and the United Nations were push-
ing a peace initiative in November, 
the Iran-allied Houthi rebels an-
nounced the formation of a new 
government, contradicting com-
mitments they had made to the in-
ternational community.

“The announcement by (the 
Houthi) Ansar Allah and the Gener-
al People’s Congress on the forma-
tion of a new government in Sana’a 
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.

“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 [US Secretary of 
State John] Kerry-UN proposal,” 
Yemeni political analyst Zaid al-
Salami said.

“The Houthis’ announcement 
has really torpedoed all UN efforts.”

Further complicating matters 
have been tense relations between 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed and the in-
ternationally recognised Yemeni 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
after a proposal by the UN envoy 

— endorsed by the Houthis — ap-
peared to relegate Hadi to president 
in name only.

Hadi described the proposal, 
which appeared to have been sup-
ported by Saudi and UAE officials, 
as an “explicit departure” from UN 
Security Council Resolution 2216, 
which calls on the rebels to with-
draw from territory they have cap-
tured since 2014. The Houthis de-
scribed the proposal as a “basis for 
discussion” but said it contained 
“fundamental flaws”.

The US Navy intercepted sev-
eral weapons shipments intended 
for the Houthi militia in Yemen. A 
statement by the US Navy 5th Fleet 
said the cargo included 1,500 AK-
47s, 200 rocket-propelled grenade 
launchers and 21 machine guns, all 
originating from Iran. Similar ship-
ments intended for the Houthis 
were stopped by French and Aus-
tralian naval forces.

As the UN-sponsored Kuwait 
peace talks were going on, Iran 
stepped up its military support. An 
Iranian official told Reuters that 
there had been a “sharp surge in 
Iran’s help to the Houthis in Yem-
en” since May.

US officials revealed that most of 
the weapons smuggling had been 
through Oman, a GCC member. 
Although Oman denied weapons 
were smuggled across its border, 
the regional political ramifications 
of this development was quickly 
felt, with speculation of the GCC 
going from alliance to a union, one 
that would exclude Oman, gaining 
force.

Also during the past year, al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP) and the Islamic State (ISIS) 

strengthened their positions in 
Yemen with ISIS operatives killing 
100 soldiers in the last weeks of the 
2016.

A report by the US Department 
of State stated that, in 2015, “AQAP 
expanded its safe haven by seizing 
several towns, including the port 
city of Mukalla, which has given 
it access to increased financial 
resources”. The report said that 
AQAP had increased recruiting and 
expanded its safe haven in Yemen.

Staff Brigadier Musallam al-
Rashidi, commander of UAE forces 
in Hadramawt, said AQAP looted 
up to $100 million while in control 
of Mukalla, making the port a key 
source of funding. In April 2016, af-
ter almost a year of AQAP operating 
unchecked, Yemeni forces backed 
by Gulf Arab coalition air strikes 
drove AQAP out of Mukalla.

As many as 800 AQAP fighters 
were killed and many others fled 
Mukalla, while at least 27 Yemeni 
soldiers died in the April 26th op-
eration, military officials and med-
ics said.

The humanitarian crisis caused 
by the conflict, which began when 
the Houthis and their allies overran 
Sana’a in September 2014, contin-
ues to grow. At least 18 million peo-
ple in Yemen are said to be in need 
of urgent aid and assistance

A UN report stated in November 
that close to 2.2 million people have 
been displaced since the start of the 
war, with another 180,000 fleeing 
the country. The report said there 
were approximately 2 million Yem-
eni refugees.

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

Jeddah

W 

hen General Motors 
chief Charles Wil-
son was misquoted 
as saying, “What’s 
good for General 

Motors is good for the country” in 
1953, there was outrage that he put 
GM’s interests first and the coun-
try’s economic welfare second. Yet 
many observers attending his con-
firmation hearing to be US Defense 
secretary silently agreed with the 
sentiment.

The same can be said for Saudi 
Arabia’s $650 billion economy be-
cause a robust Saudi economy 
brings fiscal stability to the Gulf Co-
operation Council (GCC), if not to 
the world. Simply, what is good for 
Saudi Arabia is good for the GCC.

British Prime Minister Theresa 
May said as much at December’s 
GCC summit in Bahrain when she 
urged Arab leaders to build with 
Britain “economies that work for 
everyone”.

“We in the UK are determined 
to continue to be your partner of 
choice as you embed international 
norms and see through the reforms, 
which are so essential for all of your 
people,” May told the leaders of 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, the 
United Arab Emirates, Oman and 
Qatar.

May singled out Saudi Arabia’s 
Vision 2030 as a bold step to enact 
social and economic reforms along 
with changes proposed by other 
Gulf countries “for more funda-
mental and lasting change”.

At the helm of that engine of 
change is Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 

Abdulaziz, second in line to the 
throne and the first prince in Saudi 
Arabia’s 85-year monarchy to im-
plement radical economic and so-
cial reforms.

Saudi Arabia has long been a 
country of soft diplomacy and a go-
it-slow, test-the-waters philosophy 
in implementing social changes. 
But Prince Mohammed, faced with 
a $98 billion budget deficit and oil 
revenue dropping to less than $30 
a barrel in January, has shaken the 
country from complacency.

His Vision 2030 austerity pro-
gramme, at least in the eyes of 
many Saudis, is severe if not brutal. 
If that is not enough pressure, other 
Arab leaders are carefully looking at 
whether he will succeed.

Promising to force the kingdom 
to quit cold turkey its addiction to 
oil revenues, he focused on Saudis’ 
spendthrift habits. He slashed min-
isters’ salaries 15%, government 
employees’ pay and allowances as 
much as 40% and planned to priva-
tise ministries and force employees 
to reapply for their jobs.

Among the many non-oil revenue 
alternatives explored by Saudi Ara-
bia is expanding its tourism indus-
try by inviting more investors to 
build hotels and to improve infra-
structure at heritage sites.

For the first time, the govern-
ment is opening portions of the 
country to haj and umrah pilgrims 
who were once restricted to the 
holy cities of Mecca and Medina. 
Although non-Muslims struggle to 
obtain tourist visas, Western expa-
triate workers and business- and 
family-related visitors have freer 
access to venues once deemed off-
limits. Tourism is perhaps the king-
dom’s greatest non-oil revenue that 
has yet to be fully exploited.

Western economic analysts 

lauded Prince Mohammed’s pro-
grammes as a bold move to wean 
Saudis from cushy government 
jobs that, in their view, are nothing 
more than entitlements. Many Sau-
di fiscal observers, however, com-
plain that cutting workers’ salaries 
will affect consumer spending, 
putting pressure on small and me-
dium-sized businesses to generate 
revenue and possibly leading bank 
customers to default on loans

Ehsan Ahrari, adjunct research 
professor at the Pennsylvania-
based Strategic Studies Institute, 
Army War College and chief execu-
tive officer of Strategic Paradigms, 
said he was sympathetic to the 
challenges the deputy crown prince 
faces.

“I very much would want him 
to succeed,” said Ahrari. “The big-
gest fly in the ointment remains 
the Yemeni war, which is eating up 
Saudi dollar reserves.”

Ahrari said Prince Mohammed’s 
success depends on the support he 

is currently enjoying from the royal 
family and the stability of the gov-
ernment.

Some Saudi analysts have warned 
since April, when Saudi Vision 2030 
was announced, that a fiscal aus-
terity programme could lead to a 
recession. Indeed, London-based 
BMI Research concluded in Decem-
ber that Saudi Arabia is headed for 
a recession in 2017, its first since 
1999.

The kingdom’s economy is ex-
pected to contract 0.2% as non-oil 
growth continues its slow pace 
along with declining oil produc-
tion and the austerity drive. Saudi 
Arabia saw slight growth of 0.8% in 
2016.

“There is no way not to expect 
consequences when consumers 
stay at home instead of spending 
their money for goods and servic-
es,” one Jeddah-based Saudi econo-
mist told The Arab Weekly.

To further complicate efforts 
to boost the economies of GCC 

member states is the US Federal 
Reserve’s interest rate increase. It 
raised its benchmark interest rate 
to a range of 0.50% to 0.75%.

The United Arab Emirates, Ku-
wait, Qatar and Bahrain joined 
Saudi Arabia in raising its interest 
rates to match the Federal Reserve 
and remain committed to pegging 
their currencies to the US dollar. As 
the cost of borrowing money rises, 
however, it will be more difficult 
to ease the squeeze on cash that is 
hindering growth.

Qatar, which is considering 
spending cuts and eliminating 
some entitlements, recently report-
ed its 2017 budget has a $7.8 bil-
lion deficit. It is not on the scale of 
Saudi Arabia’s but large enough for 
the GCC member to ponder what 
the new year will look like without 
a more aggressive austerity pro-
gramme.

Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

Diplomacy fails Yemen during the past year

GCC countries embrace social, economic change for survival
Rob L. Wagner

Mohammed Alkhereiji

A banner about Vision  2030 in the background of a royal event in Ras Al Khair, last November.  (Reuters)

US Secretary of State John Kerry (R) talks to UN Special Envoy to 
Yemen Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed during a meeting of the Quartet 
on the situation in Yemen, on December 18th, in Riyadh.             (AFP)

Some Saudi analysts 
have warned that a 
fiscal austerity 
programme could 
lead to a recession.

Western economic 
analysts lauded 
Prince Mohammed’s 
programmes as a 
bold move.
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T 

he Syrian government’s 
claimed “victory” in the 
long battle for its northern 
city of Aleppo was good 
news for some in neigh-

bouring Lebanon and bad news 
for others, a reflection of how the 
bloody Syrian civil war has divided 
Lebanese since its onset in March 
2011.

With the balance tipped again in 
favour of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s regime and his Iranian and 
Hezbollah allies, those opposed to it 
are feeling the heat of the “victory” 
in Lebanon, which has long suffered 
from heavy-handed Syrian control.

Lebanese Druze leader Walid 
Jumblatt saw it coming when he de-
clared on December 8th that “Assad 
will win in Aleppo, benefiting from 
the fact that most of the interna-
tional community has given up on 
the Syrian people. Then he will de-
stroy Idlib.”

Jumblatt then drew a painful con-
clusion that Assad’s “influence in 
Lebanon will increase, and the Ira-
nian-Syrian grip on (Lebanon) will 
strengthen.”

Despite being known for shifting 
alliances and changing his attitude 
whenever needed, Jumblatt seems 
determined not to mend relations 
with Assad. “I will not end my polit-
ical life repairing a relationship with 
Assad… Even if the regime achieves 
total victory,” he said in published 
remarks.

The fall of Aleppo is a turning 

point in the nearly six-year Syria 
war but makes a political solution 
in the short-term less likely. “It will 
allow the Assad regime and its allies 
to become much more intransigent 
in terms of prospects of negotia-
tions later on,” said a Beirut-based 
Arab diplomat.

“What reinforce this matter are 
the no-American presence and the 
new wave in European politics. 
Both are on the side of dealing in 
realpolitik with the established 
regimes independent of how au-
thoritarian and how bloody these 
regimes are,” the diplomat told The 
Arab Weekly.

With the priority given to fight-
ing ISIS and Turkey in bad shape 
because of its Kurdish problem, the 
battle for Aleppo gave the upper 
hand to the Syrian regime and its 
allies.

“Actually, there is no final victory 
for A or for B. It is not a key victory 
whereby things will fall back in or-
der as it used to be prior to March 
2011,” the Arab diplomat argued. “It 
will however complicate matters 
further and delay any serious at-
tempt at taking the road for peace.”

It is clear this is not the time for 
political negotiations and solutions 
but rather to reach understandings 
to contain the emerging situation.

The Aleppo victory is expected to 
influence the very delicate balance 
of power in Lebanon, allowing lo-
cal allies of the Syrian regime to be-
come much more intransigent and 
less sensitive to other parties.

“There is a feeling (in Lebanon) 
after the Aleppo battles that one 
party scored a big achievement and 
wants to invest it internally while 
the other party, which made wrong 
bets on changes inside Syria in its 
favour, lost,” said Amin Kammour-
ieh, a political analyst. “Hezbollah 

would thus say I won’t accept any 
more what I used to accept before. 
It wants to have the big say in the 
country.”

After imposing its Christian ally, 
Michel Aoun, as the sole candidate 
for the presidency and giving the 
country’s other political parties 
no other option to end the nearly 
30-month political vacuum but to 
elect him, Hezbollah was pleased 
with the formation on December 
18th of a 30-member cabinet that 
includes enough of its pro-Syrian 
and pro-Iranian allies to block any 
decision that would not suit it.

What Hezbollah and its support-
ers are mostly eyeing, however, is 
a new proportional vote law in the 
upcoming parliamentary elections 
that would change the majority in 
the present parliament, which is 

currently in favour of Hariri and his 
allies.

“Hezbollah used to win militarily 
and lose politically. Now it wants 
both,” Kammourieh said, “and now 
that the balance of power is in their 
favour, though no final victory, they 
want their political victory to be the 
size of their military victory.”

Hezbollah, backed by its pro-
Assad allies, will probably have a 
stronger hand to impose the policies 
it wants but it cannot but take into 
account the constraints of the coun-
try’s sectarian political system if the 
fragile stability is to be maintained.

Even in foreign affairs, Hezbollah 
is to make sure attempts by Aoun to 
normalise ties with Gulf countries, 
mainly Saudi Arabia, do not go be-
yond visits and declarations of Arab 
brotherhood.

Hezbollah’s influence grew after 
Syria, which maintained a military 
presence and orchestrated politics 
in Lebanon for almost 30 years, 
was forced out of the country fol-
lowing the assassination of former 
prime minister Rafik Hariri in 2005 
— an act blamed on the powerful 
Iran-backed group. Its military in-
volvement in the Syrian war fight-
ing alongside Assad’s forces has 
turned it into a formidable regional 
force.

Probably the Lebanese need to 
“understand” as Joseph Bahout, a 
visiting scholar at the Carnegie En-
dowment for International Peace, 
said during a recent visit to Beirut 
that “our fate today is to live un-
der — whatever you want to call it 
— mercy, ascendancy or protection 
of Hezbollah.”

Beirut

H 

ezbollah’s importance 
in Syria has been en-
hanced by the role its 
battle-hardened forces 
and its patron, Iran, are 

playing in reshaping the badly bat-
tered Syrian Army from a conven-
tional force structured to fight Isra-
el to one more suited to the largely 
asymmetric Syrian conflict.

The Lebanese group’s own de-
velopment in the Syrian war from 
a guerrilla organisation to a force 
more akin to a conventional army 
with tanks, artillery and drones is 
expected to expand further through 
growing tactical ties to Russian 
forces in Syria.

This has not gone unnoticed by 
Israel, which is concerned that Rus-
sian influence on improving Hez-
bollah’s combat capabilities could 
have ramifications for the Lebanese 
group’s enduring confrontation 
with the Jewish state.

While Hezbollah is passing on its 
own skill set to Syrian military for-
mations, it is also looking to aug-
ment its martial prowess by asso-
ciation with Russian special forces 
units such as the elite Spetsnaz.

Lebanon’s Al Akhbar newspaper 
reported on November 24th that 
Russian officers and Hezbollah field 
commanders had met for the first 
time a week earlier at the Russians’ 
initiative. Previously, interaction 
between Russia’s military and Hez-
bollah was limited to the operations 
rooms in Damascus and Baghdad, 
Al Akhbar said.

The Russians have been im-
pressed with Hezbollah’s perfor-
mance in Aleppo and now want to 
coordinate on a tactical level.

Abu Khalil, a veteran Hezbol-
lah fighter, said it and “the cream 
of the Russian army”, specifically 
special forces and anti-tank missile 
teams, have been fighting together 
in Aleppo.

“If you play with a good football 
team, you’ll learn something from 
them. We’re learning from them 
and they’re learning from us,” he 
observed.

Israeli military officials are con-
cerned that the battlefield experi-
ences a new generation of Hez-
bollah fighters are accruing in the 
Syrian cauldron and the operational 
lessons they learn from Russian 
forces could be used against the 
country.

A report by Israel’s National Secu-
rity Council warned that Hezbollah 
could develop skills from the Rus-
sians in electronic warfare, training 
and commando operations.

“Massive training in the tech-
niques of Spetsnaz could consider-
ably improve the general readiness 
of Hezbollah and its ability to deal 
with Israeli special units that pen-
etrate into different theatres,” the 
report said.

It is not clear how Iran, Hezbol-
lah’s patron and paymaster,  views 
the tactical cooperation between 
Russia and the Lebanese group, a 
move that supposedly would ex-
pand Moscow’s control of the Syr-
ian battlefield. But it must be as-
sumed that Tehran has approved 
the development even though Rus-
sia and Iran have divergent strategic 
objectives in Syria. So the emerging 

Russia-Hezbollah partnership may 
be limited.

Nonetheless, if Hezbollah learns 
new war-fighting techniques that 
one day might be used against Is-
rael, Tehran should have no reason 
to object to the new arrangement 
even if it adds another layer of com-
plexity to an already bewildering 
conflict.

Hezbollah is helping Syria rebuild 
its battered army, whose armoured 
and mechanised divisions have 
largely disintegrated after nearly six 
years of casualties, desertions and 
exhaustion.

What has emerged is a leaner 
amalgam of military units fighting 
alongside foreign paramilitary forc-
es, such as Hezbollah and Iraqi, Af-
ghan and Pakistani Shia militias and 
some Russian infantry and special 
forces units.

Hezbollah’s well-trained fighters 
have spearheaded many successful 
offensives but relations between 
Syrian troops and Hezbollah fight-
ers have never been strong and 
appear to be deteriorating further 
even as the regime is making major 
battlefield gains.

Hezbollah men have long grum-
bled about ill-disciplined and un-
trustworthy Syrian troops. “A Syr-
ian soldier will happily take $10 and 
shoot us in the back,” Abu Khalil 
said.

Today, Syrian units often take 
orders from Hezbollah command-
ers and this is breeding resentment 
among Syrian officers. Sources 
close to Hezbollah said that in late 
November, Hezbollah fighters and 
Syrian soldiers fought each other 
in Aleppo using machine guns and 
rocket-propelled grenades.

The dispute was triggered by a 
Syrian officer embarrassed at being 
given orders in front of his men by a 
young Hezbollah fighter.

These intra-loyalist tensions 
probably do not pose a long-term 
risk to the durability of the pro-
Assad military alliance but they do 
illustrate Hezbollah’s growing bat-
tlefield influence.

To ameliorate the perceived unre-
liability of the Syrian Army and its 
chronic manpower shortage, Irani-
an forces and Hezbollah have built a 
parallel military structure that falls 
largely under their command.

Iran helped establish, train and 
fund the National Defence Force 
militia, thought to number 80,000 
volunteers and used mainly to gar-
rison areas conquered by the re-
gime.

In November, the Syrian Army 
announced plans to form a new 
commando force, the Fifth Attack 
Troops Corps of Volunteers. Leba-
non’s As Safir newspaper reported 
that Hezbollah field commanders 
would play a major role in leading 
this unit.

Over the past year, Hezbollah has 
trained a new 50,000-strong unit 
of Syrian volunteers in Qusayr in 
Homs province, which has become 
a major military base for the move-
ment since it defeated rebels there 
in June 2013.

Hezbollah’s ascendancy after Aleppo

Hezbollah’s ties with Russia in Syria alarm Israelis

Dalal Saoud

Nicholas Blanford

Syrian and Lebanese activists hold a demonstration in Beirut, Lebanon, on December 13th to express 
solidarity with residents of the Syrian city of Aleppo.                                                                                             (AP)

A May 2015 file photo shows 
a Hezbollah fighter looking 
towards Syria while standing 
in the fields of the Lebanese 
border village of Brital.          (AP)

News & Analysis Lebanon

It (Aleppo) is not a 
key victory 
whereby things 
will fall back in 
order as it used to 
be prior to March 
2011.” Arab diplomat in Beirut.

The anti-Syria camp 
feels the heat of such 
a “victory” and its 
impact on politics in 
the tiny country.

Hezbollah is also 
looking to augment 
its martial prowess 
by association with 
Russian special 
forces units.
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P 

alestinian Christians and 
Palestinian Muslims are 
looking back with deep 
concern at a year in which 
they saw their struggle for 

freedom and independence bat-
tered.

The Palestinians end the year 
with no sign of reconciliation be-
tween the main political factions 
Hamas, which rules the Gaza Strip, 
and Fatah, which governs the 
West Bank. Gaza’s siege continues 
unabated, Jewish settlements are 
expanding and Israeli settler in-
cursions into Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa 
mosque grow in number and fre-
quency.

Fatah’s seventh congress includ-
ed a marathon 3-hour speech by 
Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas that simply confirmed com-
mitment to the established direc-
tion of travel. Abbas was re-elected 
party chairman and he, in turn, re-
affirmed his commitment to nego-
tiations with Israel for the ultimate 
goal of a Palestinian state based on 
the 1967 borders with minor land 
swaps and with East Jerusalem as 
its capital and a fair resolution of 
the refugee problem.

The Palestinians find their cause, 
which once took centre stage, com-
peting with Syria, Iraq, Libya and 
Yemen for international attention. 
Israel has benefited from the di-
version of attention away from its 
continued illegal occupation of the 
Palestinian territories and its daily 
oppressive practices.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu repeatedly reminds 
his allies that Israel faces major 
threats in a tough neighbourhood. 
He claims that this is the wrong 
time for Israel to concede territory 
to the Palestinians, which may al-

low either Hamas or the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to establish a foothold 
in the West Bank, threatening Tel 
Aviv and Ben Gurion International 
Airport.

The status quo is that Israel effec-
tively controls the whole of historic 
Palestine, further colonises Pales-
tinian land, judaises Jerusalem and 
blockades Gaza. The Palestinian 
Authority provides it with security 
cooperation that Abbas considers 
sacred. Israel is therefore comfort-
able, despite occasional uprisings.

Add to that a deal with the out-
going US administration to deliver 
$38 billion in military aid over the 
next ten years and a promise to 
protect it from any criticism or im-
position of a peace deal at the UN 
Security Council and 2016 can be 
considered to have been an excel-
lent year for the 68-year old state.

However, that is not the end of 
the good news for Israel. The 2016 
Republican Party platform for the 
first time rejected the description 
of Israel as “an occupier”, omitted 
any mention of a two-state solu-
tion and conflated settlements 
with Israel itself.

During the campaign, US Presi-
dent-elect Donald Trump first de-
clared his intention to be “neutral” 
on the Palestinians and Israel so 
as to broker a deal but he changed 
his tune when he spoke at the con-
ference of the main Israel lobby 
group, the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee. He not only de-
clared his unwavering support for 
Israel but promised to move the US 
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusa-
lem, a position his advisers reiter-
ated after his election.

If implemented, this would 
break long-standing US policy and 
is guaranteed to generate unprec-
edented anger among Palestinians 
and their supporters around the 
world.

US President Barack Obama has, 
it seems, given up on any last-
minute moves to reignite the peace 
process or to impose some pres-
sure on Israel through the Secu-
rity Council. However, he remains 
committed to the two-state solu-
tion, despite some senior Israeli of-
ficials’ calls for it to be abandoned.

Speaking at the Saban Forum, an 
annual gathering of senior Israeli 
and US policymakers, US Secretary 
of State John Kerry concluded that 
“more than 50% of the ministers 
in the current Israeli government 
have publicly stated they are op-
posed to a Palestinian state and 
that there will be no Palestinian 
state”.

He said Israeli settlement con-
struction is a deliberate obstacle 
to peace and warned that such 
expansion was undermining any 
hope of a two-state solution. Kerry 
was speaking as the Knesset was 
about to move forward on a bill 
that would legalise illegal settle-
ment outposts in the West Bank, 
despite the world being united in 
considering all settlements in the 
West Bank and East Jerusalem il-
legal.

Efforts by France to have a peace 
conference before the end of the 
year also failed. French President 
François Hollande could not even 
convince Netanyahu to attend a 
pre-Christmas meeting with Abbas 

in Paris. Netanyahu would only ac-
cept such an invitation if France 
gave up on its peace initiative, ren-
dering the meeting useless.

Perhaps the real reason for 
Netanyahu declining the French 
invitation is that on January 20th 
Trump moves into the White 
House. Why engage with France 
or anyone else when Trump and 
his administration are making 
the right noises as far as Israel is 
concerned?

Trump’s election has further em-
boldened Israeli leaders including 
Israeli Education Minister Naftali 
Bennett, who declared “Trump’s 
victory is an opportunity for Israel 
to immediately retract the notion 
of a Palestinian state in the centre 
of the country, which would hurt 
our security and just cause”. This 
conclusion by Bennett is a reflec-
tion of Israeli thinking at the high-
est level.

While many have been argu-
ing for some time that Israel has 
been making a two-state solution 
impossible through changing the 

situation on the ground, it is now 
being declared dead by its main 
backer, the United States.

It is therefore likely that as the 
centenary of Balfour Declaration is 
marked in 2017, together with the 
50th anniversary of the Israeli oc-
cupation, we will be no nearer to a 
resolution to the conflict. With this 
the Palestinian leadership is likely 
to turn to international institu-
tions, including the International 
Criminal Court, to pursue actions 
against Israel to at the very least 
remind the international commu-
nity of the need to find a solution.

As for ordinary citizens around 
the world, it seems that support-
ing the Palestinians through the 
boycott, divestment and sanctions 
movement (BDS) is the main form 
of effective solidarity they can 
exercise to help the Palestinians 
reach their legitimate goals of free-
dom, equality and independence.

Kamel Hawwash is a British-based 
Palestinian university professor 
and writer.

London

T 

he Israeli government 
confirmed that it was 
aware that Iran had a 
4.5% stake — which could 
pay Tehran tens of mil-

lions of dollars in dividends — in 
ThyssenKrupp, a German firm that 
is selling submarines to Tel Aviv.

“We have known Iran was a 
shareholder in the German com-
pany since 2004,” Israeli Defence 
Minister Avigdor Lieberman said, 
adding that Israel “had no other al-
ternatives”.

The revelations that the state-
owned Iran Foreign Investment 
Company (IFIC) has shares in a Ger-
man company that has supplied the 
Israeli Navy with ships and subma-
rines sparked controversy in Israel.

Critics of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu accused him 
of seeking to make personal profit 
from the deal while undermining 
Israel’s security and breaking Is-
raeli law, which bans “trading with 
the enemy”. The German company 
is represented in Israel by Netan-
yahu’s personal lawyer.

Israel’s Finance Ministry said that 
the deal does not break Israeli law 
as Iranian investment in Thyssen-
Krupp is too small. Israeli Defence 
Ministry officials said the German 
company assured Tel Aviv that Iran 
did not have access to sensitive in-
formation on the submarines.

The episode nevertheless has 
been embarrassing for Netanyahu, 
who is a vocal critic of internation-

al dealings with Iran, most notably 
the nuclear deal with the United 
States and other world powers. Is-
raeli arms dealers previously sold 
military equipment to Iran but 
such deals are not publicly state-
sanctioned.

Netanyahu has at times been at 
odds with his own defence estab-
lishment, which does not share his 
view regarding the level of threat 
Iran poses to Israel. Some analysts 
say Netanyahu’s anti-Iran rhetoric 
is motivated more by political gains 
than genuine security fears, as it 
would distract attention from the 
occupied Palestinian territories.

They argue that Iran and its prox-
ies in Syria, Lebanon and Yemen 

also exaggerate their animosity 
towards Israel as that would serve 
their local and regional interests.

“Iran’s rhetoric against Israel 
is often for local or regional con-
sumption. They use the plight of 
the Palestinians, who are Sunnis, 
to hide their sectarian agendas 
in the Middle East,” said Ghassan 
Ibrahim, a London-based Syrian 
analyst.

“Take for example Qassem 
Soleimani, the commander of Iran’s 
al-Quds Force, who is involved in 
battles in Syria, Iraq and elsewhere 
but never set foot in Jerusalem,” he 
added.

“The same could be applied, to 
a large extent, to Hezbollah. The 

militant group now dominates Leb-
anon in the name of ‘resistance’ 
against Israel but it is Hezbollah 
that is making sure that Israel’s bor-
ders are not being attacked from 
anyone in Lebanon.”

Patrick Hilsman, a New York-
based journalist who has reported 
from Syria, said the hostile rheto-
ric from Iran, Assad and Hezbollah 
against Israel cannot be taken seri-
ously because all three parties, with 
the exception of Hezbollah in 2006, 
have long been avoiding large-scale 
direct conflict with Israel.

The Syrian regime with the tacit 
blessing of Iran and Hezbollah has 
been building stronger relations 
with Cairo to secure Egyptian sup-
port to quash the Syrian rebellion. 
“If they really cared about Pales-
tinians, they would have pressed 
Egypt, which enjoys good ties with 
Israel, to open the Rafah border 
crossing with Gaza,” said Hilsman.

Mohammed Mohsen Abo El-
Nour, an Egyptian journalist who 
specialises in Iranian affairs, ruled 
out any military conflict between 
Iran and Israel. “For purely geopo-
litical reasons, the two sides (Israel 
and Iran) do not pose an existential 
threat towards each other, as they 
do not share borders,” he said.

Abo El-Nour said the two sides 
enjoyed strong bilateral relations 
before the 1979 Islamic revolution 
but added that even when Iran’s 
former supreme leader Ruhollah 
Khomeini took power and sided 
with the Palestinians, Israel and 
Iran have never been involved in 
direct wars against each other.

Iran was at war with Iraq in the 
1980s and Israel bombed Iraq early 

in that decade but neither Tehran 
nor Tel Aviv were fighting each oth-
er, said Abo El-Nour. “Add to that 
the Iran-Contra scandal,” in the 
mid-1980s in which Israeli weap-
ons were purchased by Iran to fight 
Iraq, he said.

Mahan Abedin, an Iranian ana-
lyst based in London, said that, 
although Israel and Iran seek to 
avoid direct clashes, there is strong 
enmity between them.

“The Israelis struggle to under-
stand Iran’s anti-Israel ideology be-
cause geopolitically the two coun-
tries should not be foes but the 
Iranian leadership is ideologically 
committed to Israel’s destruction,” 
said Abedin.

“Otherwise the Iranians wouldn’t 
have pursued costly regional poli-
cies, such as supporting militant 
Palestinian and Lebanese groups, 
which also invited the wrath of the 
United States, resulting in sanc-
tions. If they didn’t believe in it 
why pay such a high price?”

“Iran needs to be seen to be 
reaching out to Arab Sunnis,” said 
Abedin. “That’s why (Supreme 
Leader Ali) Khamenei met with 
representatives of the Palestinian 
group Islamic Jihad in the midst of 
Aleppo battle.”

Omair Anas, a research fellow 
at the Indian Council of World Af-
fairs, said Iranian-Israeli relations 
may become less hostile after the 
departure of Khamenei. “Relations 
may mature once the new supreme 
leader is elected and if the exist-
ing Western-educated executive 
of (President) Hassan Rohani and 
(Foreign Minister) Mohammad Ja-
vad Zarif remain popular.”

Expecting more of the same for Palestinians

How serious is the animosity between Israel and Iran?

Kamel Hawwash

Mamoon Alabbasi

A demonstrator holds a Palestinian flag as Israeli soldiers stand guard during a protest against Jewish 
settlements in Jordan Valley near the West Bank city of Jericho on November 17th.                                       (Reuters)

Israel has succeeded 
in diverting attention 
from its continued 
illegal occupation.

Palestine   Israel

Iranian demonstrators raise their fists while holding an anti-Israeli 
placard and posters showing late Iranian revolutionary founder 
Ayatollah Khomeini and Jerusalem’s Dome of the Rock in an 
annual rally marking Al-Quds Day in Tehran, last July.                   (AP)             
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W 

hen a little-known 
group called Hasm 
(Arabic for “deci-
siveness”) claimed 
responsibility for 

the killing of six Egyptian police-
men with a bomb outside a Cairo 
mosque, it highlighted the complex 
battle authorities face fighting the 
terrorism threat posed by numerous 
emerging groups.

In addition to that December 
bombing, Hasm claimed responsi-
bility for killing three policemen and 
had attempted to kill several impor-
tant figures, including Ali Gomaa, 
Egypt’s former grand mufti. Gomaa 
is an outspoken critic of the Muslim 
Brotherhood.

Before Hasm surfaced, six other 
groups had emerged, targeting po-
licemen, army personnel, judges 
and supporters of Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

One of the groups, Lewa al-Thaw-
ra (Arabic for “Revolution’s Flag”), 
said it was responsible for the assas-
sination of army Lieutenant-General 
Adel Rajaaie in October outside his 
eastern Cairo home. Rajaaie had 
overseen the demolition of a net-
work of smuggling tunnels between 
Egypt’s Sinai peninsula and the Pal-
estinian Gaza Strip.

“The impression you get after ana-
lysing the discourse, the operations 
and the targets of all these groups is 
that they are about the same thing, 
even as they have different names,” 
said security expert Khaled Okasha.

Agnad Masr (Egypt’s Soldiers), 
al-Maglis al-Thawri (Revolutionary 

Council) and Kataeb Helwan (Hel-
wan Brigades) also have carried out 
operations against police and army 
personnel.

Security experts view these new 
groups, apart from the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Sinai, as the most serious 
security threats facing Sisi’s govern-
ment.

“One reason these groups are dan-
gerous is that they are able to infil-
trate into Cairo and hit at the heart 
of Egypt’s security establishment, 
which should be protecting the pub-
lic against them,” said Nabil Naeem, 
a former jihadist. “The impression 
they want to give everybody is that 

the security establishment itself is 
not immune from their attacks.”

As ISIS does, the groups usually 
issue online statements mentioning 
details of operations they have just 
performed and aliases of the people 
who carried them out while vowing 
to maintain their war against Sisi, 
his supporters, police and the army.

Sameh Eid, a former member of 
the Muslim Brotherhood, said jun-
ior Brotherhood enthusiasts formed 
the groups to take revenge on Sisi, 
his security establishment and his 
backers soon after Muhammad Mor-
si’s overthrow as president in 2013. 
Morsi was affiliated with the Muslim 

Brotherhood.
“All the operatives of these groups 

are Brotherhood members,” Eid 
said. “They adopt different names 
only to give the impression that they 
are many and to distract the atten-
tion of security agencies.”

The Brotherhood usually denies 
links to the groups, saying its oppo-
sition to Sisi is peaceful.

Eid claimed, however, the Broth-
erhood was in full control, giving 
the groups money to buy arms and 
explosives and masterminding their 
operations.

Islamist analyst Kamal Habib 
disagreed, saying that, while most 

of the members of these militant 
groups have been part of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, the Islamist organisa-
tion cannot be in control or blamed 
for their actions.

“How can an organisation almost 
totally devastated be in full control 
of all these different groups?” Ha-
bib asked. “Some political forces 
are feeling that the way to peace-
ful change is blocked, which is why 
they are resorting to violence. You 
should not exclude this as you ana-
lyse the current situation.”

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

Cairo

E 

gyptians have expressed 
concern that recent ter-
rorist attacks will affect 
the number of visits by 
foreigners after its tour-

ism sector had made considerable 
improvement after a year of sharp 
drop-offs.

Larger numbers of tourists have 
been seen, mainly on the streets of 
Cairo and in the Red Sea resorts of 
Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada, in 
recent months. Hotel occupancy in 
those areas — not more than 10% in 
the past months — showed a steady 
rise, Tourism Ministry figures indi-
cated.

The latest attacks, security ex-
perts said, aim to scare tourists 
away and spoil the winter season, 
which usually attracts hundreds 
of thousands of foreign visitors to 
Egypt.

“They target tourism in the 
first place,” retired police general 
Mamdouh al-Kidwani said. “The 
attacks’ masterminds know that 
tourism is the backbone of the 
economy, which is why they have 
their eyes fixed on it.”

After months of relative calm, 
Cairo is again a centre of terrorist 
action. A man set off an explosive 
suicide vest on December 11th in a 
church in downtown Cairo, killing 

24 women and a child and leaving 
scores of Christians wounded. The 
Islamic State (ISIS) claimed respon-
sibility for the bombing and vowed 
to target Christians.

Earlier, six policemen were killed 
when a bomb went off near their 
checkpoint near the Giza pyramids.

Tourism experts said the wave of 
violence has the goal of destroying 
the winter tourism season, which 
coincides with Christmas celebra-
tions.

“This time every year, Egypt re-
ceives hundreds of thousands of 
tourists who come to spend the 
New Year vacation and enjoy the 
wonderful weather in the resorts 
and in Luxor and Aswan,” said Na-
gui Erian, a member of the board of 
the Federation of Tourism Indus-
tries. “To strike now is to scare all 
these people away and deliver the 
message that Egypt is not safe.”

Egypt pinned a lot of hope on 
2015’s tourist season to bring in 
much-needed foreign currency 
revenues but the season was dealt 
a deadly blow when ISIS bombed a 
Russian passenger plane in late No-
vember after it took off from Sharm 
el-Sheikh.

The bombing, which killed 224 
passengers and crew members, 
led to flight suspensions by Rus-
sia, Britain and Italy, which used to 
send Egypt close to 5 million tour-
ists every year combined.

Only 4 million tourists visited 
Egypt in 2016, down from 9.3 mil-
lion in 2015 and 9.9 million in 2014. 
This is catastrophic for a country 
in which tourism usually accounts 
for 12% of the national income. In 
2016, tourism revenues were $4 bil-
lion, much less than the $6.1 billion 
in 2015 and $7.5 billion in 2014.

Approximately 14 million tour-

ists visited Egypt in 2010, the year 
before Egyptians revolted against 
long-standing president Hosni 
Mubarak. In 2010, tourism reve-
nues totalled $12 billion.

Following the Russian plane 
bombing, close to 70% of Egypt’s 
5 million tourism workers became 
jobless in 2016.

Out of the 216 hotels in Sharm 
el-Sheikh, 100 closed in the same 
year and others stopped operat-
ing in Hurghada and other places. 
In Luxor, horse-drawn cart owners 
who used to offer tourists rides at 
bargain prices became incapable of 
feeding their animals.

By launching a multimillion-

dollar tourism promotion plan to 
convince countries to reverse flight 
suspensions, Egypt hopes to at-
tract 17 million tourists in 2017.

It also plans to return millions 
of tourism workers to work and 
create enough jobs to increase the 
number of people working in the 
tourism sector from 12.6% of the 
national workforce to 17%, indus-
try officials said

However, soon after the bomb-
ings in Cairo and Giza, an interna-
tional marketing company man-
aging Egypt’s tourism promotion 
campaign, suspended the cam-
paign to assess reaction to the at-
tacks, Erian said.

Economists say a weak tourism 
season will undermine the econo-
my, deprive Egypt of much-needed 
foreign currency revenues and ex-
acerbate the country’s unemploy-
ment problem.

“Tourism is indispensable for the 
economy, given its contribution to 
the national income and the large 
number of people it employs,” 
economist Khaled al-Shafie said. 
“To prevent a negative effect from 
the latest attacks, the Tourism Min-
istry must act quickly to send as-
surances that our country is safe.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

The newly emerging face of terrorism in Egypt

Egypt in fear for tourist season after latest bombings

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Amr Emam

A nun grieves inside Cairo’s Coptic cathedral, following a bombing, on December 11th.                            (Reuters)

German tourists are welcomed at the international airport of Egypt’s Red Sea town of Sharm el-Sheikh 
upon their arrival at the holiday resort on October 31st, 2015.            (AFP)

News & Analysis Facing terror

Hasm is the latest in 
a long list of militant 
groups that have 
popped up in Egypt 
in recent years.

Only 4 million 
tourists visited Egypt 
in 2016, down from 
9.3 million in 2015.
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Amman

L 

ethal clashes between Jor-
dan’s security forces and 
militants suspected of be-
longing to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) cast a shadow over 

the country’s stability.
Four policemen were killed De-

cember 20th in an exchange of gun-
fire with militants in a house in the 
central province of Karak. A series 
of deadly ambushes at the area’s 
Crusader castle — a popular tour-
ist destination — had occurred two 
days earlier.

Seven members of the Jordanian 
security forces, two bystanders and 
a Canadian woman were killed in 
the December 18th incidents. Four 
militants were killed in the attacks. 
ISIS has claimed responsibility for 
the ambushes.

“We promise the Crusader (anti-
ISIS) coalition countries something 
worse and more severe,” read a 
statement ISIS posted online.

Security sources said the gunmen 
involved in the Karak attacks were 
Jordanian nationals.

Jordanian Interior Minister Sala-
mah Hamad said at least five suicide 
belts were found, along with an am-
munition cache, automatic weap-
ons and explosives in a house. “I 
don’t think the target was just Karak 
Castle. It’s more,” he said.

Jordan’s King Abdullah II vowed 
he would stand up “to anyone who 
tries to attack or violate the security 
and safety of its citizens” in a writ-
ten response to the attacks.

“Jordan is strong and able to 
stamp out terrorism and its criminal 
gangs,” he said.

Jordan is among several Arab 
states involved in the US-led air 
campaign against ISIS but many 
Jordanians oppose their country’s 
involvement, fearing blowback in-
side the country.

In June, ISIS claimed responsibil-

ity for a suicide attack that killed 
six Jordanian guards on the border 
with Syria. Another attack the same 
month was carried out against a 
Jordanian intelligence facility near 
Amman, resulting in the death of 
five people.

In early 2015, ISIS burned alive 
Jordanian fighter pilot Muath al-
Kasasbeh after his plane went down 
in Syria in December 2014.

Jordan has also been facing a 
rise in homegrown extremism with 
hundreds of Jordanians reportedly 
having joined ISIS in Iraq and Syria.

Last November, three US military 
trainers were killed by a Jordanian 
Army member at the entrance of an 
airbase in the country. Although the 
result of the investigation into the 

attack has not been released, politi-
cal motives have not been ruled out.

Political analyst Labib Kamhawi 
told the Associated Press (AP) that 
the recent attacks highlight the vul-
nerability of Jordan, whose claim to 
be a land of stability in a turbulent 
region “is not valid anymore”.

“People feel the response of the 
government was weak and that… 
the government is not prepared to 

counteract such actions,” he said. 
“Previous operations were extreme-
ly limited, even in their targets, and 
were not trying to involve civilians.”

High unemployment and poverty 
in Jordan have helped extremist 
groups recruit more people, Kam-
hawi said.

The attacks are likely to harm 
Jordan’s tourism sector, which ac-
counts for 14% of the country’s 
gross domestic product (GDP).

Shaher Hamdan, the head of Jor-
dan’s association for tourist and 
travel agencies, told AP the attacks 
“will certainly have negative con-
sequences” on tourism. Jordan’s 
tourism sector “is already affected 
by any event in the world or in the 
region, so imagine a terrorist event 

inside the country”, he said.
Analysts said Jordan’s tourism 

industry might need to brace for a 
downturn.

“If the experience of places like 
Turkey, Tunisia and Egypt in recent 
years is any guide, such outrages 
can quickly lead to cancelled holi-
days, empty planes and idle hotels,” 
wrote Dominic Dudley in Forbes 
magazine. “Like those countries, 
Jordan’s tourism industry plays an 
outsized role in the economy.”

Amman-based Palestinian jour-
nalist Daoud Kuttab urged promot-
ing tourism as the right way to fight 
back. “The best response to what 
happened in Karak is to organise 
touristic trips to the Karak Castle,” 
he said in a tweet.

London

E 

uropean countries were 
on high alert following a 
terrorist attack on a Berlin 
Christmas market in which 
a stolen truck mowed 

down shoppers, killing at least 12 
and injuring many more.

Following the attack, Italy said it 
would ramp up security for Christ-
mas events, particularly Pope 
Francis’s Christmas appearance at 
Saint Peter’s Square in Vatican City. 
France, which has been the victim 
of several terrorist attacks in 2016, 
announced an immediate increase 
of security at Christmas markets.

British police announced a review 
of security plans following the Ber-
lin attack on December 19th with 
the threat level in London remain-
ing at “severe” — meaning an attack 
is considered highly likely. Spanish 
authorities installed bollards and 
posts outside high-risk locations to 
mitigate against similar attacks.

A stolen truck was used to mow 
down shoppers at a street market 
serving Christmas-themed food and 
beverages at the foot of the Kaiser 
Wilhelm Memorial Church in Berlin. 
“The truck was deliberately driven 
into people who intended to spend 
a peaceful and happy evening at a 
Christmas market,” German Interior 
Minister Thomas de Maiziere said.

The attack was reminiscent of the 
Bastille Day attack in Nice on July 
14th in which 86 people celebrat-
ing the French holiday were killed 
when a Tunisian resident of France 
ploughed a 19-tonne truck into 
crowds.

European countries expressed 
increasing concern this kind of low-
tech terrorism, which seemingly 

requires less planning and prepara-
tion than conventional terrorist at-
tacks and that can be carried out by 
lone-wolf attackers with only loose 
affiliation to the Islamic State (ISIS) 
or other terrorist groups.

There was confusion after the 
Berlin attack. A 23-year-old Paki-
stani refugee was taken into custody 
before being cleared and released. 
Berlin police later announced they 
were seeking 24-year-old Tunisian 
— identified by the media as Anis 
Amri — after finding identity docu-

ments and fingerprints of the sus-
pect in the cab of the stolen vehicle. 
Amri was shot dead by Italian police 
in Milan on December 23rd but the 
German capital remained on high 
alert amid fears of more attacks.

The suspect reportedly had links 
to Islamist preacher Ahmed Ab-
delaziz, AKA as Abu Walaa, an Iraqi 
suspected militant leader who was 
arrested by German authorities 
in November. He was not initially 
thought to have fought in Iraq or 
Syria. The Bastille Day attacker in 

Nice, France, was similarly known 
not to have fought in Iraq or Syria 
nor been a direct member of ISIS or 
any other terrorist group.

In both instances, ISIS claimed 
the attack had been carried out by a 
“soldier of the Islamic State”. How-
ever, observers have been keen to 
differentiate between those attacks 
actually carried out by the group 
and so-called lone-wolf attackers 
inspired by ISIS ideology but with 
little or no actual contact with the 
group itself.

ISIS had called on supporters to 
attack “disbelieving Americans or 
Europeans” by whatever means 
necessary in a 2014 statement by of-
ficial spokesman Abu Mohammad 
al-Adnani.

“If you can kill a disbelieving 
American or European… or any oth-
er disbeliever from the disbelievers 
waging war, including the citizens 
of the countries that entered into a 
coalition against the Islamic State, 
then kill him in any manner or way, 
however it may be,” the statement 
said.

“Smash his head with a rock or 
slaughter him with a knife or run 
him over with your car or throw him 
down from a high place, or choke 
him, or poison him,” the senior ISIS 
leader advised. Adnani was killed in 
a US air strike in Aleppo in August.

A recent issue of ISIS’s Rumiyah 
magazine included an article that 
explicitly called for attacks similar 
to the Bastille Day massacre, includ-
ing advice on which vehicle was 
likely to cause the highest death toll.

“Though being an essential part of 
modern life, very few actually com-
prehend the deadly and destructive 
capability of the motor vehicle and 
its capacity of reaping large numbers 
of casualties if used in a premeditat-
ed manner,” the article said, which 
called on supporters “stationed be-

hind enemy lines” to take “action”.
“Vehicles are like knives as they 

are extremely easy to acquire but 
unlike knives, which if found in 
one’s possession can be a cause for 
suspicion, vehicles arouse absolute-
ly no doubt,” the article added.

It is the unconventional threat 
posed by ISIS and lone-wolf attack-
ers who can be radicalised online 
with little or no direct contact with 
the group that have proved so diffi-
cult for Western countries to guard 
against. A crisis that has involved 
unprecedented numbers of refu-
gees coming to Europe from North 
Africa and the Middle East through-
out 2015 and 2016 has only served 
to exacerbate fears of an ISIS fifth 
column.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
has particularly been criticised for 
her open-door policy towards refu-
gees and faces a tough election fight 
in 2017. While she has struck a more 
conciliatory line on immigration 
over the past few months, Merkel 
was defiant following the Berlin at-
tack.

“We do not want to live paralysed 
by the fear of evil. Even if it is diffi-
cult in these hours, we will find the 
strength for the life we want to live 
in Germany — free, together and 
open,” she said.

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

Deadly clashes cast shadow over Jordan’s stability
The Arab Weekly staff

Jordanian Guards of Honour carry a picture of Lieutenant-Colonel Saed Mayateh during his funeral in the city of Karak, Jordan,
on December 19th, one day after militant attacks killed ten people.                                                                                                                             (Reuters)

High unemployment 
and poverty have 
helped extremist 
groups recruit more 
people.

Europe braces for tense holiday season after Berlin attack

It is the 
unconventional 
threat posed by ISIS 
and lone-wolf 
attackers that have 
proved so difficult 
for Western 
countries to guard 
against.

A sign is placed at a makeshift memorial near the Brandenburg 
Gate, on December 21st.                                                                            (AFP)                                                                                                        

Mahmud el-Shafey
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Tunis

L 

ibyan Prime Minister 
Fayez al-Sarraj recently 
announced “the liberation 
of Sirte” after allied mili-
tias had pushed the Islam-

ic State (ISIS) out of the Mediterra-
nean city following eight months of 
fighting.

Sarraj, whose appointment as 
prime minister of the Government 
of National Accord (GNA) was out-
lined in a December 2015 peace 
agreement, has had little success 
besides the victory over ISIS, how-
ever.

“The agreement couldn’t change 
a single issue that can open a new 
window of hope for the citizens 
and for sure it couldn’t establish its 
grip on the whole country, as many 
parts in the east and south still lie 
autonomously detached,” wrote 
Abdelkader Assad, a Libyan jour-
nalist.

The GNA has failed to unite 
Libya’s warring factions or make 
progress towards parliamentary 
elections called for under the 
agreement.

“Deadlines have been missed, 
such as the withdrawal of the mi-
litias from all cities and residential 
areas within 30 days of a ceasefire, 
and the endorsement of the Gov-
ernment of National Accord by the 
House of Representatives within 
ten days,” said British Ambassador 
to Libya Peter Millett.

On the plus side for Libya, the 

loss of Sirte is a significant reversal 
for ISIS, which captured the city, 
the birthplace of toppled dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi, in June 2015.

ISIS’s takeover of Sirte had given 
it an important outpost outside its 
heartland in Syria and Iraq, setting 
off alarms worldwide over the dan-
gers of ISIS tapping into the coun-
try’s energy wealth and its proxim-
ity to European shores.

Since the 2011 overthrow of 
Qaddafi, control of Libya has been 
split among a number of armed fac-
tions involved in violent conflicts 
while confounding attempts to 
bring peace to the country.

“The international community 
underestimated the magnitude of 
the problem in Libya,” the head of 
the UN mission in Libya, Martin 
Kobler, wrote in Le Monde. “Libya 
needs their partnership and they 
need Libya. Without such partner-
ships, Libya will not have peace and 
stability internally and its neigh-
bours will also suffer the conse-
quences.”

“Libya needs a strong dose of an-
tibiotics, not aspirin,” he wrote.

With ISIS out of the way in Sirte, 
there is no longer a buffer between 
the militias from Misrata in the 
country’s west and their allies, and 
the rival forces of Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar, who has been wag-
ing a war against Islamists and oth-
ers around the eastern city of Beng-
hazi for two years.

The Misratans’ alliances with 
groups such as the Benghazi Revo-
lutionary Shura Council and the 
Benghazi Defence Brigades have 

raised concerns, including whether 
they may eventually unite against 
Haftar.

“There are fears amid the cele-
brations of Sirte that the victorious 
forces in Sirte… might turn against 
Haftar and fight for the control of 
the oil terminals,” said Libyan po-
litical analyst Alaa Farouk.

Haftar’s forces, which were not 
involved in the fight for Sirte, had 
taken control of oil ports to the east 
in September. Since then, Libya’s 
oil exports have increased and Haf-

tar has strengthened his position in 
the oil-producing east.

On December 18th, he visited 
Algiers where he met the minister 
in charge of Maghreb, Arab and Af-
rican diplomacy and travelled to 
Moscow earlier in the month. Liby-
an news reports said he had flown to 
the United States in late December.

“Anticipating [US] President-
elect Donald Trump taking over, 
influential countries involved in 
the Libyan crisis like Russia, Egypt, 
Britain and Algeria are showing 

more interest,” said Libyan political 
analyst Fawzi Amar.

Egypt and Russia back Haftar 
while Turkey and Qatar support the 
Islamists in the region.

“The roles of Turkey, Qatar, the 
United Arab Emirates and Saudi 
Arabia are diminishing because of 
Yemen and Syria,” Amar said, refer-
ring to the ongoing conflicts in the 
latter two countries.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

A year after peace agreement, Libya’s internecine conflict endures
Lamine Ghanmi

UN Special Envoy for Libya Martin Kobler speaks during a press conference to mark International 
Migrants Day, on December 18th, in Tunis.             (AFP)

News & Analysis Maghreb

The GNA has failed 
to bring together 
Libya’s warring 
factions.

The loss of Sirte is a 
significant reversal 
for ISIS.

Strong doubts about reopening Algeria-Morocco border

N
orth Africa has been 
gripped for two 
generations by fears 
that have resulted in 
relations between 
Algeria and Morocco 

being frozen. The border between 
the rival powers has been closed 
since 1994. The situation is all the 
more absurd if one considers that 
countries in the Maghreb al-Aqsa 
— Land of the Setting Sun — are 
doing much better, individually, 
than most of their Arab peers, bar 
the oil-rich Gulf states.

Even though Morocco’s fertiliser 
industry requires growing 
amounts of energy and Algerian 
gas is the cheapest feedstock, 
Rabat has bought a minimum 
amount of energy from its 
neighbour despite the existence of 
a pipeline that has been carrying 
Algerian gas through Morocco to 
the Iberian Peninsula since 1996.

Morocco can supply Algeria 
with foodstuffs and a range of 
manufactured goods. It would be 
an attractive holiday destination 
for many Algerians. An estimated 
150,000 Moroccans work in 
Algeria, on 3-month visa con-
tracts.

While Morocco would gain the 
most, economically, from reopen-
ing the border, private entrepre-
neurs in both countries would 
quickly take advantage of freer 
movement between the countries. 
Exports of Algerian gas to Morocco 
could pick up but rebuilding trust 
between the two estranged 
countries will be an arduous and 
long-term affair.

If that is the case, what eco-
nomic advantage would Algeria 
gain from open borders?

Lakhdar Brahimi, Algeria’s 
Foreign minister from 1991 to 1993 
and a respected international 
diplomat, argued at a recent 
conference on inter-Arab affairs in 
Algiers that Algeria and Morocco 
should start talking to each other 
seriously.

He referred to vastly expanded 
relations between China and 
India, two erstwhile enemies. The 
two Asian giants fought a bitter 
war in 1962 when China seized 
border territory in the Himalayas 
disputed with India.

Algeria and Morocco fought a 
shorter war in 1963, which had no 
serious consequences. Despite 
China and India failing to reach 
agreement on the territorial 
dispute, the two countries have 
worked to increase bilateral 
economic relations — trade flows 
have increased dramatically and 
are expected to rise further.

Why, Brahimi asked, “can 
Algeria and Morocco not take a 
leaf out of the China-India 

rapprochement book?” Building 
trust could take the form of invest-
ment while both countries put 
aside, for the moment, their bitter 
dispute over the status of the 
former Spanish colony of Western 
Sahara, which Morocco annexed 
in 1975.

The United Nations has failed to 
make progress on the issue. The 
European Union has been hostage 
to the French political class’s 
unconditional support for 
Morocco, which is predicated on 
the idea that the very survival of 
the Moroccan monarchy would be 
at stake were the country to agree 
a compromise solution. This view 
is not shared by all observers of 
the Maghreb because it smacks of 
blackmail.

China and India did not expect 
any good will from an outside 
power to help them resolve their 
dispute. Nor should Algeria and 
Morocco.

It is worth remembering that, in 
1984, Algerian president Chadli 

Bendjedid convinced King Hassan 
II of Morocco that their countries 
should put the West Saharan issue 
on hold while the border was 
reopened and the gas pipeline 
built.

The pipeline project was backed 
by international oil and gas 
companies, the United States, 
Portugal and Spain. It runs today 
at less than half its capacity while 
Morocco embarks on building a 
regasification plant in Safi, a major 
centre of fertiliser manufacturing 
and export. Such a move hardly 
speaks of an intention to increase 
its use of Algerian gas nor does the 
recent announcement of an 
agreement to build a pipeline to 
bring gas from Nigeria to the 
kingdom.

Those in Algiers who are 
adamant in their opposition to 
opening of the frontier point to the 
benefits of it remaining closed, 
including what they claim are a 
sharp fall in drug trafficking and 
easier control of Moroccans 
travelling to join the Islamic State 
(ISIS). There are thousands of 
Moroccans and Tunisians fighting 
with ISIS in Syria, Iraq and Libya 
but few Algerians. Their possible 
return to the mother countries is a 
major preoccupation of Algerian 
and Tunisian security services.

Opening its border with 
Morocco might offer Algeria 
greater good will in the European 
Union but it is anybody’s guess 
whether it would bring greater 
diplomatic leverage. What it will 
not do is change France’s pro-
Moroccan stance. Many senior 
Algerians doubt whether domestic 
circumstances, which include an 
ailing president and economic 
stress resulting from the halving 
of oil prices, are propitious for a 
bold initiative.

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

Francis Ghilès

View point
Rebuilding 
trust 
between 
the two 
estranged 
countries 
will be an 
arduous and 
long-term 
affair.

Many senior Algerians doubt 
whether their domestic 
circumstances are propitious
for a bold initiative. A September 2013 file picture shows Moroccan and Algerian flags in 

Saidia, at the border between the two North African countries.   (AFP)
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Tunis

T 

he killing of a Tunisian 
drone specialist with ties 
to the militant Palestinian 
movement Hamas jolted 
the small North African 

country at a time when it seemed 
headed towards increased calm and 
stability.

The Tunisian Interior Ministry 
said eight Tunisian citizens have 
been arrested in connection with 
the December 15th killing of Mo-
hamed Zouari, who was shot multi-
ple times in his car near his house in 
the coastal town of Sfax.

The ministry said Zouari’s ties to 
Hamas were previously unknown 
and that its investigation indicat-
ed suspected foreigners had been 
tracking him since June when they 
set up a media company as a cover 
to shadow his whereabouts.

Hamas’s armed wing, the Qas-
sam Brigades, said in an online 
statement that Zouari had been a 
member of the group for ten years 
and had been supervising its drone 
programme.

“Qassam Brigades mourns the 
martyr of Palestine, martyr of the 
Arab and Muslim nation, the Qas-
sam leader, engineer and pilot Mo-
hamed Zouari, who was assassinat-
ed by treacherous Zionist hands,” 
a statement posted on the group’s 
website said.

Tunisian Interior Minister Hedi 
Majdoub said during a news con-
ference in Tunis that Zouari had re-
turned to Tunisia after the 2011 up-
rising that overthrew anti-Islamist 
president Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali 
to set up an avionics association to 
manufacture unmanned aerial ve-
hicles.

“Tunisian security services had 
no information about his links to 
Hamas or other groups while he was 
abroad and when he returned to Tu-
nisia,” Majdoub said.

Authorities in Tunis, which have 
not had to deal with a major ter-
rorist incident this year after two 
attacks that left 60 people dead in 
2015, have not tied Israel to Zouari’s 
killing, only saying that “foreign el-
ements” were involved.

Zouari had left Tunisia early in 
the 1990s to escape arrest when he 
was a leading student figure in the 
then-illegal Islamist Ennahda party, 
whose leaders had been accused of 
plotting to overthrow the govern-
ment.

Rafik Chelly, Tunisia’s former sec-
retary of State for Security Affairs, 
described Zouari’s killing as a “hurt-
ing blow”.

“It jolted the country to the core,” 
he said. “There are a lot of unclear 
activities by foreigners and we do 
not know the full extent of all such 
activities on our land.”

After leaving Tunisia, Zouari lived 
in Libya and Sudan before settling 
in Syria where he studied engineer-
ing at an aviation academy.

After his return to Tunisia, he 
travelled to Libya, Sudan, Lebanon 
and Turkey where he kept a busi-
ness connection with a technology 
company, Majdoub said.

Ennahda, which is in a coalition 
government with secularist Nidaa 
Tounes, has kept a low profile over 
the killing as its leaders want to con-
vince their opponents at home and 

abroad they gave up “Islamist ideol-
ogy” for “Muslim democracy”.

However, around 200 Ennahda 
sympathisers joined 300 nationalist 
and leftist activists to march against 
the “Zionist entity” on December 
20th to urge the government to act 
against Israel. Activists called on 
parliament to pass a bill against any 
normalisation of ties with Israel.

Hamas is classified as a terrorist 
group by Israel, the United States 
and much of Europe. Hamas took 
over the Gaza Strip in 2007 after 
routing troops loyal to Palestin-
ian President Mahmoud Abbas in 
bloody street battles. Palestinians 
have since been divided between 
Gaza under Hamas and Abbas gov-
erning parts of the West Bank.

London
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orocco’s diplomacy 
focused on Africa in 
2016 with King Mo-
hammed VI visiting 
six countries on the 

continent in a bid to consolidate 
ties and gather support for the 
country’s return to the African Un-
ion.

The king visited Rwanda, Tanza-
nia, Senegal, Ethiopia, Madagascar 
and Nigeria and officials signed 83 
agreements and memoranda. It 
was preceded by the appointment 
of new ambassadors to 19 African 
countries.

“I know Africa and its cultures 
a lot more than others can claim 
to. Through my many visits, I also 
know the reality of the terrain and 
this is affirmed by how I measure 
my words,” King Mohammed VI 
said in a message to heads of state 
attending the African Union (AU) 
summit in July in Kigali.

About rejoining the African Un-
ion, the king said: “For a long time 
our friends have been asking us to 
return to them so that Morocco can 
take up its natural place within its 
institutional family. The moment 
has now come.”

Morocco was a founding mem ber 
of the Organisation of African Unity 

(OAU) but after the group recog-
nised the Sahrawi Arab Democratic 
Republic — known as Western Sa-
hara — and Al geria backed it for a 
seat in the African Union, Morocco 
withdrew from the bloc in 1984.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan sover-
eignty for the vast territory, which 
has fewer than 1 million inhabit-
ants. The proposal was rejected by 
the Polisario Front, which insists on 
the right of the Sahrawi people to 
determine their own future in a UN-
monitored vote, which has failed to 
materialise.

The dispute over Western Sahara 
notwithstanding, Morocco reached 
out to more African countries than 
ever before. Its move to rejoin the 
African Union is considered part of 
that effort.

“The fact that Morocco is eyeing 
East African countries is a first of its 
kind [as Morocco’s African diplo-
macy] previously focused on West 
African countries,” said Mountacir 
Zian, director-general of the Medi-
terranean Company of Analysis and 
Strategic Intelligence in Rabat.

King Mohammed VI has insisted 
that “Morocco and Africa are one”. 
“To separate them would be an 
uprooting, an error,” the king said 
in an interview during his visit to 
Madagascar.

Among the deals signed during 
the king’s Africa tour was a $3.7 bil-
lion agreement between Morocco’s 
Office Chérifien des Phosphates 
(OCP) and state-run Ethiopian firm 
Chemical Industries Corporation 
(CIC) to build a plant to produce 
fertiliser. The project is expected to 
produce 2.5 million tonnes of ferti-
liser by 2022.

Another agreement was signed 
this year between OCP and Nigeria’s 
Dangote Group. It involves the de-
velopment of a $2.5 billion platform 
to produce fertilisers in Lekki, a 
suburb of Lagos, with the aim of be-

ing able to put out 1 million tonnes 
of product by 2018.

OCP says it has opened subsidi-
aries in 14 African countries “with 
strong agricultural potential” to ex-
port its fertiliser.

“Morocco’s economic diplomacy 
in Africa remains a vector of influ-
ence, which could open up more 
opportunities for the North African 
country and boost the south-south 
cooperation,” said Zian.

Nigeria, Africa’s most populous 
country, is a huge market for Mo-
rocco, which has the world’s largest 
phosphate reserves.

The two countries agreed in De-
cember to build a gas pipeline con-
necting them and other African 
countries to Europe.

“In this agreement both countries 
agreed to study and take concrete 
steps towards the promotion of a 
regional gas pipeline project that 
will connect Nigeria’s gas resourc-

es, those of several West African 
countries and Morocco,” Nigerian 
Foreign Minister Geoffrey Onyema 
said in Abuja.

“Nigeria and the kingdom of 
Morocco also agreed to develop in-
tegrated industrial clusters in the 
subregion in sectors such as manu-
facturing, agribusiness and ferti-
liser to attract foreign capital and 
improve export competitiveness.”

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues. Additional report-
ing by Reuters.

Killing of drone expert with Hamas connections jolts Tunisia

Morocco’s year of African diplomacy

Lamine Ghanmi

Saad Guerraoui

Tunisian Interior Minister Hedi Majdoub speaks during a press conference on December 19th,
in Tunis, following the assassination of Mohamed Zouari.                                                                              (AFP)

An October 2016 photo shows Moroccan King Mohammed VI (C) being welcomed by Rwandan 
President Paul Kagame (L) in Kigali, during a tour of East Africa.         (AFP)
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 The assassination 
shocked the North 
African country 
when it seemed 
headed towards 
greater calm and 
stability.

Tunisian security 
services had no 
information about 
his (Zouari’s) links 
to Hamas.” Interior Minister Hedi Majdoub

The king’s tour of 
Africa took him to 
Rwanda, Tanzania, 
Senegal, Ethiopia, 
Madagascar and 
Nigeria and involved 
the signing of 83 
agreements and 
memoranda.

The Moroccan 
monarch insisted 
that “Morocco and 
Africa are one”.
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Istanbul

“A
llahu akbar, Allahu ak-
bar. Don’t forget Alep-
po. Don’t forget Syria,” 
Turkish policeman Mev-
lut Mert Altintas shout-

ed as he stood over the body of Rus-
sian ambassador Andrei Karlov after 
firing at least nine bullets into Kar-
lov’s back at close range.

The 62-year-old, long-serving 
diplomat was no doubt targeted 
because of Russia’s indiscriminate 
bombing of rebel-held areas of the 
Syrian city of Aleppo but the attack 
could be as much a protest against 
the Turkish government’s new-
found friendly ties with Moscow 
and its relative silence as thousands 
of Syrian civilians were killed by 
Russian bombs.

Both Russian President Vladimir 
Putin and Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan said the December 
19th attack was aimed at derailing 
their warmer ties, coming as it did 
a day before a meeting in Moscow 
between foreign ministers of Rus-
sia, Turkey and Iran to discuss peace 
in Syria. Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu had already left 

for Moscow when he heard about 
the killing, Turkish media said.

“This crime is undoubtedly a 
provocation aimed at disrupting 
relations between Russia and Tur-
key, as well as disrupting the peace 
process in Syria, which is being ac-
tively advanced by Russia, Turkey 
and Iran,” Putin said in televised 
remarks.

“We know that this is a provoca-
tion aimed specifically at breaking 
the normalisation process of rela-
tions between Turkey and Russia,” 
Erdogan said on state television, 
“but the government of Russia and 
the government of the republic of 
Turkey have the will not to rise to 
this provocation.”

Far from scuppering the peace 
talks in Moscow and derailing ties 
between Turkey and Russia, the 
shooting may have the opposite ef-
fect.

At the Moscow talks, Russia, Iran 
and Turkey agreed to expand the 
shaky ceasefire that Ankara bro-
kered in Aleppo to other parts of the 
country and try to bring government 
and rebel sides together for wider 
peace talks.

“This tragedy is making all of us 
combat terrorism in a more resolute 
way and is making our meeting to-
day ever more relevant,” Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said 
ahead of the talks.

Russia has long backed Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, and since 
September 2015, has intervened 
directly in the conflict using its 
air power to support government 
troops and their allied militias. Tur-
key has supported various rebel fac-
tions fighting to overthrow the As-
sad regime.

The rivalry reached a peak with 
the downing of a Russian warplane 
by a Turkish F-16 on the Syrian bor-

der in November 2015. That risked 
bringing the two sides into direct 
confrontation and possibly drawing 
in Turkey’s NATO allies.

Instead, Russia and Turkey pulled 
back and appear to have put aside 
their differences over Syria, possibly 
striking a deal to allow the other to 
achieve its aims without coming to 
blows.

Russia dropped its support for 
Syrian Kurdish forces that Ankara 
regards as part of the armed separa-
tist Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
fighting for self-rule in Turkey. Rus-
sia looked the other way when Turk-
ish troops entered Syria in August to 
stop Syrian Kurds uniting two areas 
they control along the Turkish bor-
der.

In return, Turkey may have al-
lowed Russia a free hand in Aleppo, 
the capture of which is the most 
significant victory yet in the nearly 
6-year war and all-but guarantees 
that Assad will remain in power.

This marks a defeat for Turkish 
policy in Syria. Before the demon-
strations against Assad began in 
2011, Erdogan had courted Assad, 
even going on a family holiday with 
the Syrian president and their wives.

As a brutal security crackdown 
ensured the protests morphed into 

civil war, Erdogan backed rebel 
groups fighting to overthrow As-
sad, launching almost daily tirades 
against his former friend. Assad ap-
pears to have correctly assumed he 
could discount any threat of direct 
Turkish invasion and largely ignored 
the increasingly frustrated Erdogan.

As Erdogan’s bluster and his 
backing for rebel groups failed to 
dislodge Assad, some 3 million Syr-
ian refugees poured into Turkey 
and a string of bombings by the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) and the PKK have 
claimed hundreds of lives across the 
country.

Turkish economic growth has 
slowed, per capita income has fro-
zen, unemployment is rising and 
the lira has slumped against world 
currencies.

The Turkish president though is 
still riding high at home after fac-
ing down an attempted coup in 
July, which he blames on another 
erstwhile ally, the US-based Muslim 
cleric Fethullah Gulen. After years 
of being whipped into a rage against 
Assad, Erdogan’s about-turn in Syria 
and his restrained reaction to the 
slaughter of civilians by Russian 
and Syrian forces may be a difficult 
manoeuvre for all the Turkish presi-
dent’s supporters to follow.

Altintas, the policeman-turned-
assassin, appears to have links 
with the Gulen movement, which 
infiltrated the police, judiciary and 
armed forces while it helped Erdog-
an’s party rise to power and consoli-
date its grip on the state.

Erdogan and Gulen split in 2013 
when prosecutors who have subse-
quently been arrested began corrup-
tion investigations into family mem-
bers of several ministers.

The post-coup crackdown not 
only provides an opportunity for 
the Turkish government to both 
eliminate foes and shift the blame 
for awkward acts of violence that 
run counter to current policy. For in-
stance, the F-16 pilot who shot down 
the Russian jet over the Syrian bor-
der has been arrested for alleged ties 
to Gulen.

For Russia, it helps embarrass the 
United States, which has hosted Gu-
len since he began a self-imposed 
exile in Pennsylvania in 1999.

“His links primarily show that he 
was a member of the [Gulen] terror 
organisation, so there is no need 
for us to conceal it. From the place 
where he grew up, to his contacts, 
this is what they show,” state-
run Anadolu news agency quoted 
Erdogan as saying.

Ambassador’s 
assassination 
brings Turkey and 
Russia closer
The Arab Weekly staff

The Russian Navy’s large landing ship Korolev is escorted by a Turkish Coast Guard boat as it sets sail 
in the Bosporus, on its way to the Black Sea, in Istanbul, Turkey, on December 21st.                         (Reuters)
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Erdogan’s brinksmanship

H
owever you look at 
it, the assassination 
of Andrei Karlov, 
Russian ambassador 
in Ankara, is a game 
changer, just like 

the downing of the Russian jet on 
the Turkish-Syrian border in 
November 2015.

That incident increased 
tensions to a boiling point, 
igniting a crisis between Turkey 
and Russia and cementing the 
Russian military presence in the 
Syrian conflict.

The December 19th killing of 
the Russian diplomat in the heart 
of the Turkish capital caught the 
volatile balances of power 
centring in Syria and partly 
enveloping Iraq at a very delicate 
point.

The killing of Karlov poses 
serious challenges for US policy-
making as it took place during the 
transition in the United States 
from the Obama administration, 
whose Syria policy has been 
wobbly at best, to one to be led by 
Donald Trump. His policy 
prospects are filled with great 
unknowns.

The shooting also casts a dark 
shadow over Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and his 

government. Undoubtedly, the 
circumstances that allowed for a 
Turkish policeman to carry out 
the act exposed enormous 
security breaches in Turkey, 
downgrading it in the eyes of the 
international community as 
unsafe on many levels.

That Iran and the United States 
the day after Karlov’s killing 
temporarily closed their repre-
sentative offices in Turkey speaks 
for itself. Every country is 
responsible to protect other 
nations’ diplomats. In the case of 
the Russian envoy, Turkey failed 
grossly.

Resorting swiftly to an 
ungrounded narrative of “it was a 
Gulenist plot” will surely not cut 
it for Russian President Vladimir 
Putin. Within hours of the act of 
terror, the main question asked 
was why the assassin, who had 
fired almost all the ammunition in 
his handgun, was not taken alive.

Was it to prevent his revealing 
something undesired by the 
Turkish government? This will be 
a haunting question and is 
obviously the reason Moscow 
demanded a team of its experts to 
be sent to Ankara. Erdogan had no 
choice but to accept.

This shows how weakened 
Ankara is forced to be before 
Russia and gives hints of the 
scope of Turkish concessions to 
come.

As Dimitar Bechev, an expert on 
Turkey, Russia and the Balkans, 
put in an analysis:

“It (the assassination) actually 

provides Putin with additional 
leverage vis-à-vis Erdogan… 
Turkey will have to go the extra 
mile in accommodating Russia 
— most likely in Syria but poten-
tially on other issues as well. 
Moscow has the higher ground 
and will undoubtedly milk the 
opportunity to the best of its 
abilities. This much is certain.”

Indeed. If the failed coup on 
July 15th had been interpreted by 
Erdogan as God’s gift, so is the 
Ankara assassination for Putin.

The utterly skilful Russian 
leader had proven how he could 
maximise the downing of the 
Russian jet to his country’s 
undoubted domination over the 
Syrian chess. So will he utilise this 
one to turn Turkey into a bit 
player — a diplomatic tool — to 
assert his will to cement the 
Russian-Iranian-Syrian axis to 
preserve the Assad regime as its 
protectorate.

Tragic as it is, this will be the 
result of the killing on the 
diplomatic field. The first signs of 
that came the day after the 
assassination — the meeting 
planned long before the shooting 
between Turkey, Iran and Russia 
ended with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov declaring 
that “all parts agreed that a 
regime change in Syria is not a 
priority; the fight against (the 
Islamic State) ISIS and al-Nusra” 
is.

Erdogan has no choice but to try 
to save face by using rhetoric that, 
however ungrounded, will keep 

pointing to Gulenists and Wash-
ington. For him, what matters 
more than anything else is his 
political survival and a successful 
run through a referendum that 
will as soon as possible secure 
him an extremely empowered 
presidential position — a one-man 
rule.

To ensure such a survival, 
Erdogan seems set to perform an 
extreme form of pragmatism, 
even if that involves a gamble on 
placing the United States and 
NATO against Russia and other 
members of the Shanghai Five 
— Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, China 
and Tajikistan — a game he sees as 
a form of brinkmanship.

This is what will turn the 
upcoming phase of Turkish drama 
into another trial-and-error game, 
which has marked Ankara’s errors 
in the region since 2012. Erdogan 
also seems sieged by power circles 
in Ankara that push for what can 
be called an “Eurasianist path”, 
cutting ties with the Western 
system.

Ironically, the opening of a 
5.4km tunnel between the 
Bosporus and Europe the day 
after the assassination symbol-
ised the crossroads Erdogan finds 
himself at. Majestic as it is, the 
tunnel may come to be remem-
bered on the political level as the 
dark passage that marks either a 
dream or a nightmare.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
The killing 
of Karlov 
poses
serious
challenges
for US
policyma-
king.

Erdogan has no choice but to try 
to save face by using rhetoric 
that will keep pointing to 
Gulenists and Washington.

This crime is 
undoubtedly a 
provocation aimed 
at disrupting 
relations between 
Russia and 
Turkey.”Russian President 

Vladimir Putin.
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n 1969, a pamphlet appeared 
in Qom, Iran’s religious cen-
tre, with a new take on Imam 
Hussein, killed with reputedly 
72 followers during the Battle 

of Karbala in 680AD. “The Eternal 
Martyr” argued that the Shia leader 
had gone into battle not expecting 
to die but in hope of overturning the 
unjust order of Caliph Yazid I.

Many senior clerics condemned 
the pamphlet but among those who 
did not was Ayatollah Hossein-Ali 
Montazeri, a former pupil of Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, then in 
exile in Iraq due to his agitation 
against the shah. Montazeri be-
lieved in the power of human agen-
cy, of activism: The world should 
not only be understood, it should 
be changed.

This commitment to activism re-
mained a central thread for Montaz-
eri until his death in 2009 at the age 
of 87, despite his shift from being 
Khomeini’s designated successor 
as Iran’s leader to becoming an in-
spiration for the opposition Green 
movement. It has been inherited 
by his son Ahmad, at 60 recently 
sentenced to 21 years in prison on 
charges linked to national security.

The sentence, which in practice 
will be six years in respect of Ah-
mad Montazeri’s standing, is relat-
ed to the publication in August on a 
website devoted to Ayatollah Mon-
tazeri,  and edited by Ahmad, of a 
sound clip from 1988 in which the 
leading cleric criticised the prisoner 
executions carried out at the end of 
the 1980-88 Iraq war.

Ayatollah Montazeri referred to 
the executions, which were author-
ised by special process and carried 
out with great haste, as the “biggest 

crime in the Islamic Republic, for 
which history will condemn us”.

He was apparently speaking to the 
judges hastily appointed for special 
commissions, and he was certainly 
speaking as a leading Islamic jurist.

His appeal to the judges was one 
step in Montazeri’s fall from power. 
Given the responsibility of drafting 
the post-revolutionary constitution 
and regarded by 1985 as Khomeini’s 
designated successor, Montazeri 
was in March 1989 removed as suc-
cessor by Khomeini. In 1997, Mon-
tazeri was put under house arrest 
after questioning the religious cre-
dentials of Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 
the previously mid-ranked cleric 
who had succeeded Khomeini as 
rahbar — leader.

Montazeri said the leader should 
be pre-eminent religiously and en-
dorsed by the people.

By the time of his death, Montaz-
eri was seen as a guide by reform-
ists, as someone who wanted not 
only to protect politics from religion 
but to protect religion from politics 
and to apply rules to both.

Some of the many thousands at 
his funeral wore the green scarves 
favoured by supporters of Mir-Hos-
sein Mousavi and Mehdi Karroubi, 
the two reformist presidential can-
didates under house arrest for their 
support of street protests against 
the disputed 2009 presidential elec-
tion.

But if Montazeri’s long career in-
volved him wrestling with the com-
plex relationship between God and 
politics in the Islamic Republic, his 
activism did not stop at Iran’s bor-
ders. He was a strong supporter of 
extending the international reach of 
the revolution, particularly in Leba-
non.

His close ally, Mehdi Hashemi, a 
volatile character who had been ac-
cused in 1976 of killing an ayatollah 

who allegedly supported the shah, 
was executed in 1987 after his at-
tempts to expose the secretive deal-
ings of the Iran-Contra scandal. This 
was a time when the Islamic Repub-
lic looked to the United States and 
Israel for weapons to help fight Iraq.

While Khamenei and his then ally 
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani saw ex-
pediency and vital national interest 
in such a move, Montazeri saw the 
principles of the revolution.

Iran’s factionalised politics has 
always encompassed the judiciary. 
Two active judicial figures in 1988, 
the time of the prison executions, 
are prominent today.

Mostafa Pour-Mohammadi is 
minister of Justice and Ebrahim 
Raisi, in 1988 Tehran’s prosecutor-
general, was appointed by Khame-

nei in March as chairman of Astan 
Quds Razavi, the foundation that 
manages the shrine of Imam Reza in 
Mashhad.

Judges seem to be part of the 
political fray. Sadegh Larijani, the 
judiciary chief identified by some 
as a possible leader after Khame-
nei, has been recently dragged into 
public controversy after a reform-
ist-inclined parliamentary deputy, 
Mahmoud Sadeghi, raised allega-
tions that Larijani held public funds 
in personal bank accounts.

The charges not only recalled 
suggestions from former president 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad about the 
Larijani brothers — there are four 
prominent in public life — but also 
looked like a counter to constant 
sniping from principlists against 

the large salaries and bonuses being 
enjoyed by technocrats linked to 
the government of President Has-
san Rohani.

Ahmad Montazeri is unlikely to 
abandon his activism even in prison 
and his father will remain an influ-
ential symbol even in death. The 
21-year sentence reflects the lead-
ership’s sensitivity over Ayatollah 
Montazeri and the continued im-
portance of religious standing in 
Iranian politics.

Quite how important will be seen 
in the succession to Khamenei as 
rahbar as and when it comes.

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

In Iran, ghosts of revolution’s mass killings come back to haunt
Gareth Smyth

An October 2008 file photo shows Grand Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri speaking in Qom, Iran.    (AP)
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Trump and Iran: A game of poker or chess?

W
hoever is 
advising US 
president-elect 
Donald Trump 
needs to remind 
him of the cliché 

that, while the Americans may 
have invented poker, it was the 
Persians who invented chess.

As he heads for the White 
House, Trump has adopted a 
conflictive stance towards those 
he sees as the United States’ key 
antagonists, with Iran high on the 
list.

During an abrasive campaign, 
Trump promised to rip up the 
2015 international agreement that 
went into force last January to 
end a long-running dispute over 
Iran’s nuclear programme. It was 
among one of several vote-grab-
bing pledges that may or may not 
survive Trump’s elevation to the 
presidency. He has also said he 
might seek to renegotiate what he 
described as “the stupidest deal 
of all time”.

Either way, the uncertainty cast 
on the future of the hard-won 
deal has been enough to worry 
some of the United States’ close 
allies, which are also the deal’s 
architects and guarantors.

On a visit to the Gulf, British 
Prime Minister Theresa May 
assured regional countries that 
had originally been lukewarm 

about an Iran deal that it was 
vitally important for regional 
security. Hans Blix, the former 
head of the International Atomic 
Energy Agency, warned of the 
consequences of scrapping the 
nuclear deal but also cautioned 
that it was unlikely that the 
incoming president would listen 
to the likes of May.

Fearing the worst about 
Trump’s ability to handle the 
Iranians, domestic critics have 
been even more forthright than 
foreign allies. CIA Director John 
Brennan said tearing up the pact 
would be “the height of folly” and 
risked strengthening hardliners in 
Tehran.

Trump’s first 100 days will 
show whether he can exercise 
more finesse on foreign policy 
than he displayed on the cam-
paign trail or whether he will rely 
on an amateur poker strategy of 
bully and bluff.

One clue might be found by 
looking at the people with whom 
he intends to surround himself. 
The retired generals he has 
named to his national security 
team tend to echo his hostility 
towards Iran. In a speech in April, 
former US Marine general James 
Mattis, Trump’s nominee for 
secretary of Defense, described 
the Iranian regime as the single 
most enduring threat to stability 
and peace in the Middle East.

Mattis observed that the best 
thing about the 2015 nuclear deal 
was that it would provide data to 
target Iran if it came to a fight. 
“We’re going to have to plan for 
the worst,” he said.

The policy Trump adopts on 
Iran and the nuclear agreement 
will not become clear until he 
takes office. At the same time, 
clues to the reaction he might 
provoke from Iran are equally 
opaque.

Brennan might be right in 
warning that Trump’s hostility 
could strengthen hardliners in 
Tehran. Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has 
adopted an attitude of total 
indifference to Trump’s election. 
“In the past 37 years, neither of 
the two parties who were in 
charge (in the United States) did 
us any good and their evil has 
always been directed towards 
us,” he said.

Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani has publicly expressed a 
similar indifference. However, as 
he approaches his own presiden-
tial elections in May 2017 as a 
potential candidate, he will be 
aware of the danger of rivals 
exploiting any heightening of 
tension with the United States.

Some elements in Iran are no 
more enthusiastic than Trump 
about a nuclear deal that repre-
sented a diplomatic victory for 
the reform-leaning Rohani. The 
armed forces have adopted a 
characteristically tough line in 
the face of Trump’s threats. Their 
spokesman, Brigadier-General 
Massoud Jazayeri, warned that 
“if the US warmongers and their 
stooges carry out an immature 
and unprofessional act, they will 
definitely face the Iranian 
combatants’ tough response.” He 
was responding to Trump’s 

campaign pledge that any Iranian 
vessel threatening the US Navy 
would be “shot out of the water”.

The pragmatic Iranians may 
decide that the best way to 
approach Trump is to appeal to 
his self-declared talents for 
deal-making. They did not wait 
for his inauguration to announce 
a ground-breaking $16.6 billion 
deal with US aircraft-maker 
Boeing for the purchase of 80 
new aircraft for Iran Air. The deal 
was only made possible thanks to 
the nuclear agreement.

But will it survive the Trump 
presidency or will he or the 
Republican-led Congress try to 
kill it off ?

Boeing and politicians who 
backed the deal have pitched it as 
a job-creator in a direct appeal to 
Trump’s platform of protecting 
the livelihoods of US workers. 
Interestingly, Iranian Transport 
Minister Abbas Akhoundi made a 
similar pitch, welcoming a 
“historic” deal for Iranian 
aviation, which, he said, would 
create 8,000 Iranian jobs.

The new US president may be 
faced with the choice of picking a 
fight with Iran over the future of 
the nuclear agreement or accept-
ing a commercial relationship 
that would benefit his key 
supporters.

It promises to be an engaging 
game of poker — or chess.

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History of 
the Kurds published in 1993.

Harvey Morris

View point
The policy 
Trump 
adopts on 
Iran and 
the nuclear 
agreement 
will not 
become 
clear until he 
takes office.

The retired generals Trump has 
named to his national security 
team tend to echo his hostility 
towards Iran.

Ahmad Montazeri is 
unlikely to abandon 
his activism even in 
prison.

Iran’s factionalised 
politics has always 
encompassed the 
judiciary.
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The US can no longer pretend to be an honest broker

E
ven before he enters 
office, Donald Trump’s 
tell-it-like-it-is team is 
doing a lot of straight 
talking. Especially on 
the Israeli-Palestinian 

issue, hallelujah.
Some are dismayed but it truly 

is a reason to give thanks. If, as 
someone very wise once said, the 
great task in life is to find reality, 
Trump is to be saluted for helping 
us along. His nomination of David 
Friedman as US envoy to Israel 
ends the fervent pretence that the 
United States is an honest broker 
between Israelis and Palestinians.

It has not really been at least 
since the 1960s when the United 
States started to help Israel gain a 
qualitative military edge over its 
neighbours with the sale of Hawk 
antiaircraft missiles and Phantom 
jets and by providing tanks and 
other goodies.

It is Friedman, a 57-year-old 
bankruptcy lawyer, however, who 
has put paid to the honest broker 
fiction with the very first state-
ment of his designated assign-
ment for which he must be 
confirmed by the US Senate. After 
expressing the anodyne desire to 
“strengthen the bond between 
our two countries and advance 
the cause of peace within the 
region”, he declared that he 

looked “forward to doing this 
from the US embassy in Israel’s 
eternal capital, Jerusalem”.

In that sentence, the US 
ambassador-select to Israel 
appeared to be reprising his boss. 
In March, Trump said much the 
same thing to the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee, except 
that he described Jerusalem as 
“the eternal capital of the Jewish 
people”.

Friedman had previously laid 
out his position on the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. In an 
interview with the liberal Israeli 
newspaper Haaretz in June, 
Friedman offered bellicose 
support for Israeli “annexation of 
parts of the West Bank” and for 
the vigorous building of settle-
ments in Palestinian territory.

He modestly refused to pre-
scribe an independent Palestinian 
state. Trump, he said, does not 
believe it is “an American impera-
tive”, adding that “no one really 
knows how many Palestinians 
live there” and Israel should be 
left to make such decisions it saw 
fit.

So now we know where the 
incoming American administra-
tion stands on Israel and the 
Palestinian territories. Those who 
believe in justice, fair play and 
the Palestinians’ right to self-
determination are appalled. So, 
too, are those who believe that 
such deliberately provocative 
statements are ultimately not in 
Israel’s security interests. 
Moderate Israelis at home and 
liberal Jews in the United States 
are anxious. The Palestinians are 

angry. The Arab world is watch-
ful.

Israeli Ambassador to the 
United States Ron Dermer, who is 
considered to be very close to 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu, said the embassy 
move would be “a great step 
forward toward peace”.

This is as good a time as any for 
the world to see the reality of the 
self-proclaimed honest broker 
hoax.

Successive American adminis-
trations have supported Palestin-
ian self-determination with all 
the eloquence at their command, 
even as they undermined it in the 
United Nations and bolstered the 
most indefensible of Israeli 
positions with large and uncondi-
tional amounts of monetary, 
military and moral support. The 
United States has consistently 
obstructed the Palestinian 
territories’ attempt to gain UN 
member status. In December 
2014, the United States rejected a 
UN Security Council proposal to 
recognise Palestine as a state 
along the 1967 borders.

That was only the most recent 
of a long list of vetoes by the 
United States on UN resolutions 
of varying tone on the plight of 
the Palestinians. Some resolu-
tions were fairly bland statements 
of concern; others were more 
urgent about aid for Palestinian 
refugees and a few were censori-
ous about Israeli military incur-
sions. With each negative vote at 
the United Nations, the Ameri-
cans were saying what Friedman 
and Trump now unambiguously 

have said in bald and undiplo-
matic terms.

Undiplomatic because moving 
the US embassy to Jerusalem, 
thereby recognising a disputed 
city as a country’s capital, is an 
exceptionally reckless and 
foolhardy move. Other aspiring 
American presidents — George W. 
Bush and Bill Clinton — promised 
the same on the campaign trail. 
That position lines up with the US 
Congress’s 1995 Jerusalem 
Embassy Act, which required the 
embassy to move by a long-gone 
date (December 1999) and for the 
city to be recognised as Israel’s 
capital.

No one actually set the transfer 
in motion, judging it too inflam-
matory and possibly too blatantly 
unfair even for a faux honest 
broker.

In early December, US President 
Barack Obama signed the regular 
six-month waiver that suspends 
the act and keeps the US embassy 
in Tel Aviv. In June, that will go 
the way of all mortal things. Then, 
it will be up to Trump-Friedman. 
They will have a symbolically 
important moment to effect their 
desired change.

Next year is the 50th anniver-
sary of Israel’s capture of the 
whole of Jerusalem. It will be 
suitably dramatic if Trump, a 
reality TV star, and his lieutenant 
in Israel help complete Israel’s 
conquest.

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.

Rashmee 
Roshan Lall

View point
Those who 
believe in 
justice, fair 
play and the 
Palestinians’ 
right to self-
determi-
nation are 
appalled. 

So now we know where the 
incoming American 
administration stands on Israel 
and the Palestinian territories.

Trump’s choice for Israel envoy likely to be resisted
Gregory Aftandilian

I 

t has often been said that US 
President-elect Donald Trump 
values loyalty. This seems ap-
parent in his choice for US 
ambassador to Israel, David 

Friedman, who handled Trump’s 
bankruptcy cases involving ill-fated 
casinos in Atlantic City, New Jersey. 
The problem of this fealty to loyalty 
is that it can result in an appoint-
ment of someone who is unsuited 
for a highly sensitive position.

Friedman is that type of person. 
Although he understands Israeli cul-
ture and is reportedly a fluent speak-
er of Hebrew, he clearly favours only 
the extreme side of the Israeli polity 
— the right-wing/settler community. 
Not surprisingly, Friedman’s ideol-
ogy runs counter to a two-state so-
lution to the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict that has been the hallmark of US 
policy for several decades.

Friedman is the president of 
American Friends of Bet El Institu-
tions, a group that helps fund a ma-
jor settlement in the West Bank. Not 
only is he a devotee of settlements, 
calling them “legal” as opposed to 
the current US characterisation as 
“obstacles to peace”, he also es-
pouses the idea of a one-state solu-
tion to the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict in which Israel simply annexes 
the West Bank.

On the delicate issue of Jerusalem 
and the location of the US embassy, 
Friedman bucks many decades of US 
policy. After Trump announced his 
nomination as ambassador to Israel, 
Friedman issued a statement saying 
he looks forward to serving in the 
position “from the US embassy in 
Israel’s eternal capital, Jerusalem”.

The United States has maintained 
its embassy in Tel Aviv since Israel’s 
founding because the final status of 

Jerusalem remains unresolved. Be-
cause of religious sensitivities, mov-
ing the embassy before a peace deal 
is reached could cause a major back-
lash from Muslims in the Middle 
East and beyond. For this reason, 
every US president has asked Con-
gress for a national security waiver 
whenever Congress has passed leg-
islation to move the embassy to Je-
rusalem.

Some of Friedman’s harshest crit-
ics have come from the American-
Jewish community, which is far 
from monolithic. Although Fried-
man has his share of advocates 
among supporters of the settler 
community, more mainstream and 
liberal American Jews see him as an 
extremist.

Jeremy Ben-Ami of J Street, a pro-
Israel and pro-peace Jewish lobby-
ing organisation, called Friedman’s 
appointment “reckless” and urged 
US senators to vote against the nom-
ination because of Friedman’s lack 
of diplomatic and policy experience 
and his friendship with the “settle-
ment movement”.

Friedman has not been shy about 
answering his critics with harsh 
words. He has called some of his 
American-Jewish detractors “ka-
pos” — referring to Jews who coop-
erated with the Nazis as guards in 
the concentration camps.

Perhaps the biggest obstacle 
Friedman will face will be officials 
in the Pentagon and the US State De-
partment who will see his policies as 
not only undermining US standing 
in the Middle East but potentially 
putting US troops in danger.

There is likely to be strong push-
back to Friedman’s positions by 
long-standing officials in both bu-
reaucracies. Friedman probably ex-
pects this opposition and has been 
highly critical of the State Depart-
ment, which he has called an insti-

tution with “a 100-year history of 
anti-Semitism”. He undoubtedly 
hopes Trump will back him in his 
fights with the State Department 
and will shift American policy to his 
pro-settler views.

It will soon dawn on Trump, how-
ever, that to fulfil his stated goal of 
wanting to bring about an Israeli-
Palestinian peace deal, he would 
need to pursue a more even-handed 
policy than what Friedman is advo-
cating. No Palestinian official would 
go to the negotiating table presented 
with a fait accompli, such as US en-
dorsement of Israeli annexation of 
the West Bank, which only the ex-
treme right wing in Israel is advocat-
ing.

As an admirer of “tough” US gen-

erals, several of whom, now retired, 
he has nominated for key positions, 
including secretary of Defense, 
Trump may hesitate in endorsing 
Friedman’s positions. These former 
and current generals are likely to 
explain to Trump the consequences 
of such actions and the president-
elect, who has touted his support 
for the military, would not want to 
be seen putting American soldiers 
in harm’s way by pursuing such lop-
sided policies.

How this translates into actual 
policy is difficult to predict. Al-
though Trump is not likely to push 
for Friedman’s extreme views given 
the pushback he will encounter, 
neither is he likely to press Israel 
to make concessions necessary to 

strike a deal. The right wing in Is-
rael is praising his presidency even 
before it has begun and Trump has a 
penchant not to criticise those who 
flatter him.

This means that the Israeli-Pal-
estinian situation will remain stuck 
in second gear until another serious 
incident or series of incidents occur 
that may compel Trump to act. The 
Friedman nomination, however, 
does not inspire confidence that 
Trump has any serious peace initia-
tive in mind.

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

A photo provided by Kasowitz, Benson, Torres & Friedman LLP, shows David Friedman, 
US President-elect Donald Trump’s choice for ambassador to Israel.                                                              (AP)

Friedman is the 
president of a group 
that helps fund a 
major settlement in 
the West Bank.

Friedman has called 
some of his 
American-Jewish 
detractors “kapos”.
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Illegal migration drama to continue in 2017

Beirut

A 

s wars, poverty and per-
secution swell the ranks 
of migrants, refugees 
and internally displaced 
people, 2016 is proving 

to be the deadliest year for migrants 
attempting to cross the Mediterra-
nean to Europe.

By early December, more than 
4,700 people were known to have 
died trying to make the perilous 
sea journey while 352,471 people 
reached European shores, the In-
ternational Organisation of Migra-
tion (IOM) said.

Although far fewer migrants 
reached Europe in 2016 compared 
to the record number of 1,011,712 
in 2015, the toll among them was 
higher than last year’s estimated 
3,771 deaths.

This was due to several factors, 
including tightened border con-
trols and a controversial agreement 
between the European Union and 
Turkey, under which Turkey re-
ceives up to $6.8 billion in aid and 
enters renewed EU membership 

talks in return for curbing crossings 
from its territory and taking back 
migrants who reached Greece.

“Conditions have changed. It has 
become much more difficult for il-
legal migrants to resort to (land) 
migration routes. So they sought al-
ternative but riskier (sea) routes via 
North Africa like Libya and Egypt,” 
said Fawzi al-Zioud, head of the 
IOM office in Lebanon.

He argued that with Europe 
building walls and fences to keep 
people out, migrants have shift-
ed to attempting the sea journey 
through the central Mediterranean, 
risking their lives on the most dan-
gerous route to Europe.

“These are what we call push 
factors,” Zioud said. “Turkey’s de-
cision to impose entry visas for 
Syrians, the drop in humanitar-
ian assistance for refugees in host 

countries like Lebanon and the dif-
ficulty for refugees to find jobs to 
sustain themselves and their fami-
lies are also some of these (push) 
factors that, while reducing the 
number of migrants, pushed many 
to undertake the high-risk sea jour-
ney to Europe.

“Restrictions on their movement 
increased the risks taken by mi-
grants, which explain the increase 
in the number of deaths among 
them.”

Nearly all arrivals (93.8%) in 2016 
reached Europe by sea, arriving on 
Italian territory. The rest entered 
Europe by land through Bulgaria, 
Greece and Spain. In the Mediter-
ranean, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Nigeria and Eritrea accounted for 
68% of all arrivals, IOM said.

While risks of illegal migration 
have risen, IOM said it hopes peo-
ple would be encouraged to turn to 
the legal framework for temporary 
resettlement in a third country.

“Legal migration benefits both 
sides of the spectrum: The host 
countries, which would get skilled 
and young labour, as well as the 
countries of origin of the migrants 
through the remittances they 
would send home,” Zioud said, not-

ing that IOM has helped relocate 
some 30,000 refugees — mostly 
Syrians — from Lebanon in 2016 
and 20,000 in 2015.

About 7,500 migrants from shel-
ters in Greece and Italy had been 
relocated by mid-November, ac-
counting for 2.1% of new arrivals in 
2016. The figure is well below the 
106,000 asylum seekers the Euro-
pean Union said it would relocate 
in 2015-17. After one year of imple-
mentation, relocation efforts under 
the scheme have managed to move 
7.1% of the target number.

The situation highlights the ur-
gent need for states to increase 
pathways for admission of refu-
gees, such as resettlement, private 
sponsorship, family reunification 
and student scholarship schemes 
among others, so they do not have 
to resort to dangerous journey and 
the use of smugglers and human 
traffickers who exploit them and 
place them in higher risks, Zioud 
said.

“There is more awareness now 
among refugees about the cost, 
risks and abuse they are subjected 
to when they resort to traffickers 
and illegal migration. IOM is stead-
ily informing refugees about migra-

tion procedures as part of our legal 
resettlement programmes, in ad-
dition to providing cultural orien-
tation, so that the migrants would 
know what to expect in their coun-
tries of resettlement,” the IOM offi-
cial added.

While many refugees still try to 
reach Europe, others are choosing 
to return home.

“There is a clear trend of in-
creased Assisted Voluntary Returns 
(AVR) provided for migrants choos-
ing to leave their current host coun-
tries and return to their countries of 
origin,” IOM said. The organisation 
helped repatriate some 76,621 mi-
grants in 2016, outstripping returns 
for 2015, which were estimated 
at nearly 56,000. Returns to the 
MENA region amounted to 8.2% of 
the total.

The migration of people fleeing 
conflict, violence and poverty is ex-
pected to continue in 2017, unless 
real change occurs in their coun-
tries. “It all depends on political 
solutions and relative security and 
stability that would encourage peo-
ple to stay or return to their coun-
tries of origin. It applies to migrants 
from Syria, Libya, Yemen and Iraq. 
The factors that push to migration 
would then be reduced,” Zioud 
said.

“Ensuring the appropriate envi-
ronment for the people to remain 
in their countries, including decent 
income, proper education to com-
pensate for the loss incurred during 
conflicts, and social and economic 
stabilisation projects, is crucial to 
reducing migration… If this hap-
pens, the numbers will drop dra-
matically,” he added.

Until then, a staggering record of 
65.3 million people has been dis-
placed globally at the end of 2015, 
including 21.3 million refugees, of 
whom 4.9 million are from Syria.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section
editor.    
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of Migration.
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Refugees and migrants try  to cross a river on their way to Macedonia from a makeshift camp at the Greek-Macedonian border, in March 2016.                                                                                                             (AFP)

W 

ar and poverty in 
the Middle East and 
Africa have forced 
record numbers to 
flee their homes, 

fuelling Europe’s largest refugee 
and migrant crisis since the second 
world war.

About 1.4 million people have 
headed to Europe in the last two 
years, triggering disputes between 
countries over how to handle the 
influx and boosting support for 
anti-immigration populists.

In the United States, President-
elect Donald Trump, who made 
immigration a key campaign is-
sue, has promised to build a wall 
along the Mexican border, deport 
millions of undocumented immi-
grants and ban immigration from 
countries that have been “compro-
mised by terrorism”.

Here are some facts on migrants 
and refugees:

— The number of international 

migrants has increased in the past 
50 years to nearly 250 million in 
2015, from about 79 million in 
1960.

— International migrants — those 
living in a country different from 
their country or territory of birth — 
make up 3.3% of the world’s popu-
lation.

— Migrants and refugees often 
travel in the same way but eco-
nomic migrants leave their coun-
try to improve the future economic 
prospects of themselves and their 
families; refugees are fleeing con-
flict or persecution.

— At the end of 2015, there were 
65.3 million forcibly displaced 
people. They included 21.3 million 
refugees, 40.8 million internally 
displaced and 3.2 million asylum 
seekers.

— One in every 113 people glob-
ally is either an asylum seeker, in-
ternally displaced or a refugee.

— More than 4,700 migrants 

have died attempting sea journeys 
to Europe in 2016, the deadliest 
year on record.

— Italy has become the top desti-
nation for those heading to Europe 
by boat, with more than 179,000 
arrivals.

— The United States has more 
international migrants than any 
other country, ahead of Germany 
(12 million), Russia (11.6 million), 
Saudi Arabia (10.2 million) and 
Britain (8.5 million). The Migration 
Policy Institute says that in 2015 
there were 43.2 million people in 
the United States who were born 
outisde the country’s borders.

— The US-Mexico migration cor-
ridor is one of the most travelled 
migrant routes in the world. Dur-
ing fiscal year 2016, which ended 
in September, the number of peo-
ple detained along the border sur-
passed 408,000, a 23% jump from 
2015, although it was less than in 
2014.

— In 2015, migrants around the 
world sent nearly $600 billion to 
relatives in their home countries.

— Nine-in-ten refugees are host-
ed in developing regions. Turkey 
has the largest number with more 
than 3 million refugees.

— As weather extremes strength-
en and sea levels rise, migration 
experts have warned that forced 
migration linked to climate pres-
sures is poised to become a prob-
lem that could dwarf refugee flows.

— The average number of peo-
ple displaced by natural disas-
ters, including floods, storms and 
droughts, has averaged 22.5 mil-
lion a year since 2008 and is grow-
ing.

Sources: Pew Research Center, 
UN High Commissioner for Refu-
gees, the UN Children’s Fund and 
the International Organisation for 
Migration.

(Thomson Reuters Foundation)

How many migrants are there in the world?

Samar Kadi
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Oil prices higher and steady as OPEC starts cutting production
Walid Khadduri

Beirut 

O 

il prices have increased 
into a steady range of 
$50-60 a barrel as the Or-
ganisation of the Petrole-
um Exporting Countries 

(OPEC) informs companies of cuts 
for their January liftings.

OPEC members pledged to reduce 
production 1.2 million barrels per 
day (bpd) as of January 1st and non-
OPEC producers are to reduce pro-
duction by 600,000 bpd. Two dozen 
countries are involved in the cuts.

Oil prices dropped approximately 
80% from mid-2014 through early 
2016, to less than $30 a barrel. Most 
of the major world oil producers 
have signed on the November 30th 
Vienna accord and the following 
OPEC and non-OPEC agreement of 
December 10th.

The main country that has not par-
ticipated is the United States, which 
is the number one liquids (crude 
oil and condensates) producer at 
around 13.6 million bpd; the number 
one oil consumer, at just more than 
20 million bpd, the number one im-
porter of liquids at 9.6 million bpd 
and the number three of liquids ex-
ports at about 4.8 million bpd.

Stability of oil prices is strategical-
ly important for exporters and im-
porters. Producing countries need 
stable oil prices to draw balanced 
state budgets over a number of years 
and carry out long-term planning, as 
most producers depend heavily on 
funds from oil, which account for 

90% of some countries’ public rev-
enues.

Consuming countries also need 
stability to ensure a balanced supply 
and demand, both in the short and 
long terms. The 2016 OPEC World 
Oil Outlook projected that the world 
will need 109 million bpd by 2040, 
an increase of more than 16 million 
bpd.

The collapse of oil prices dur-
ing the past two years has slowed 
— even halted — several major oil 
development projects. The world 
needs more oil not only to meet ris-
ing demand but to replace declining 
production from ageing fields.

These are some of the reasons 

that convinced countries to join the 
Vienna accord and the following 
OPEC-non-OPEC accord. The pro-
ducers realised the need for the eco-
nomic stability of their countries. 
The major oil firms expressed fears 
publicly of the shortfall in invest-
ments and the future consequences 
upon global supply and demand.

Ministers of oil-producing coun-
tries had lengthy talks throughout 
second half of 2016 before announc-
ing unanimous agreement. The two 
biggest producers — Russia and Sau-
di Arabia — coordinated policies to 
ensure the conclusion of the agree-
ments.

Much hard bargaining took place 

to placate this or that country. Mos-
cow, for example, demanded that 
OPEC had to reach unanimity be-
fore Russia cooperated, a move that 
obliged Tehran and Riyadh to modi-
fy their positions and objections.

Saudi Arabia waited until non-
OPEC countries pledged to cut pro-
duction 600,000 bpd on December 
10th to announce that Riyadh was 
ready to cut its production even 
further, if necessary. That move 
reminded markets, even if cau-
tiously, that Riyadh was willing to 
undertake a higher responsibility to 
balance supply and demand, if the 
pledged cuts were not sufficient or 
if they were not complied with fully.

The time has come for the produc-
ers to deliver their pledges. Previous 
practices following production cuts 
have demonstrated that there is 
strong compliance immediately af-
ter the agreements but that seepage 
follows. It is expected that compli-
ance will be high during first quarter 
2016. OPEC ministers have sched-
uled a meeting in Vienna for late 
May to discuss market conditions, 
deciding whether to extend the Vi-
enna accord or amend it.

Two important challenges con-
front the agreements: First, how 
quickly can the cuts reduce record-
level commercial oil stocks. Inter-
national oil companies stored more 
than 3 billion barrels of oil by 2016. 
There was an incremental sup-
ply of 20 million bpd to the stocks. 
The cuts were supposed to stop the 
stocks from rising and even lower 
them, causing a possible strength 
to prices or at least stabilising them 
at a higher level of around $55-60 a 

barrel.
Second, how will the producers 

monitor the production cuts? OPEC 
has relied on secondary sources — 
energy media and consultant groups 
— to monitor production. OPEC has 
now established a committee of 
Algeria, Kuwait and Venezuela to 
observe the production levels of 
member countries. A larger commit-
tee has been established to monitor 
non-OPEC production.

The establishment of committees 
to monitor production is a positive 
step to provide credibility to the ac-
cords but reducing production and 
monitoring countries’ levels of pro-
duction are difficult to undertake 
even in the best of times.

What are the signals that would 
provide market stability? The first 
has already been undertaken by 
Saudi Arabia. Saudi Energy Minister 
Khalid al-Falih said following the 
December 10th OPEC-non-OPEC ac-
cord that Riyadh was willing to cut 
production further, if necessary, to 
stabilise the markets. This signal led 
prices to rise and stabilise at a range 
of $55-58 per barrel, rather than $50-
55 per barrel. The second signal will 
be how quickly global stocks de-
cline.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih addresses a news 
conference after a meeting of the Organisation of the Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) in Vienna, Austria, on December 10th.     
                                                                                                                                                                            (Reuters)

The producers 
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stability of their 
countries.

Oil export recovery 
helps Rohani but election 
remains a challenge
Gareth Smyth

London

H 

assan Rohani confound-
ed his critics in 2016. 
This was a year in which 
Iran doubled oil exports 
to 2.4 million barrels per 

day (bpd) and won OPEC exemption 
from its first overall production cuts 
since 2009. So ended a two-year ef-
fort by the Saudis to depress prices 
and squeeze Tehran’s coffers.

Rohani’s domestic opponents re-
main on the back foot. While a chal-
lenge is likely in the May 2017 presi-
dential election from a critic of the 
2015 nuclear deal with world pow-
ers (known as the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action, or JCPOA), both 
the country’s improving economic 
outlook and Rohani’s relationship 
with Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei favour his re-election.

December saw the president 
unveil his draft budget for the Ira-
nian year 2017-18, which begins in 
March. This is based on an oil price 
of $50 a barrel, up from $40 for the 
current year and not far short of the 
$55.3 a barrel that the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) estimates as 
the break-even price that balances 
the budget (compared to $79.7 a bar-
rel for Saudi Arabia).

Presenting the budget to parlia-
ment, Rohani said he hoped growth 
in 2016-17 would be 5%, with sin-
gle-digit inflation and the creation 
of 700,000 jobs. For 2017-18, there 
will be no growth in spending in 
real terms as the government tries 

to balance stimulus with cautious 
management.

The good news underlying the 
budget is that the export of oil has 
recovered quickly after internation-
al sanctions eased in January once 
Tehran complied with the JCPOA.

Having the Organisation of the Pe-
troleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
effectively accept Iran’s current ex-
port level (perhaps even increasing 
it by 90,000 bpd), despite an agreed 
overall reduction in production of 
1.2 million bpd, reflects what Roha-
ni called the “oil diplomacy” of Oil 
Minister Bijan Namdar Zanganeh.

“The OPEC agreement was a vic-
tory for Zanganeh, for Rohani’s ad-
ministration and its technocratic 
management,” said Saeid Golkar, 
visiting fellow at the Chicago Coun-
cil on Global Affairs and adjunct 
professor at Northwestern Univer-
sity.

Current energy exports, however, 
are nothing like the potential Iran 
has with the world’s largest hydro-
carbon — combined oil and gas — 
reserves. Prospects for attracting 
foreign participation have vastly 
improved in 2016 and the energy 
majors seem undeterred by the ar-
rival of Donald Trump as US presi-
dent as of January 20th.

Royal Dutch Shell is the latest to 
return to Iran, with an exploration 
agreement for two large oil fields 
reached with the National Iranian 
Oil Company (NIOC). Total is negoti-
ating an oil deal after its $4.8 billion 
gas agreement signed in November.

The company’s head of explora-
tion and production, recently in Vi-
enna to meet with Zanganeh, said 
he was “not particularly” worried 
about a Trump presidency.

Aircraft manufacturers are also 
relatively bullish, with Europe’s Air-
bus receiving agreement from the 
Obama administration to back the 
sale of more than 100 jetliners (with 
some US-made parts). Car-parts 
specialist Faurecia, an affiliate of 

the French automobile giant Groupe 
PSA, has signed two joint ventures.

That said, 2017 will offer challeng-
es for Rohani, including May’s presi-
dential election. While he remains 
the favourite as principlist critics 
struggle to find an effective chal-
lenger, Rohani’s position could be 
weakened by a bellicose approach 
from the Trump administration.

The US congressional vote to re-
new non-nuclear sanctions against 
Iran, which Rohani calls a “clear 
violation” of the JCPOA, which is 
doubtful, may have contributed 
to the recent weakening of the rial 
against the dollar.

Congress’s move has encouraged 
talk in the Iranian parliament of 
expanding the contentious nuclear 
programme and, while it is unlikely 
Iran would take such a step, the un-
certainty may undermine the eco-
nomic benefits of the nuclear agree-
ment.

“At present, I really don’t see any 
serious rival for Rohani,” said Gol-
kar. “Until now, the potential chal-
lengers do not seem strong enough, 
or popular or charismatic enough, 
to stop him. From another side, de-
spite differences between the leader 
and president, Ayatollah Khamenei 
knows Rohani is more experienced, 
which is important, in a Trump era.

“Despite his revolutionary rheto-
ric, Ayatollah Khamenei knows the 
risk of having an inexperienced 
president.”

Beyond the election, Rohani is 
set on economic reform, including 
greater independence for the Cen-
tral Bank, strengthening its ability 
to bear down on inflation, and the 
overhaul and capitalising of the 

banks to boost the private sector.
Implementing a plan from the in-

tergovernmental Financial Action 
Task Force to integrate Iran’s banks 
into the international system could 
help attract foreign investment, es-
pecially beyond the energy sector. 
All these changes would improve 
the ability of small and medium-
sized enterprises to raise capital.

Unemployment — up to 12.2% 
from 10.7% in the first half of 2016 
and higher among under-25s — re-
mains a problem both for Rohani’s 
re-election prospects, especially 

as principlists rally poorer voters 
against technocrats, and for longer-
term stability.

Iran has long struggled to divert 
oil revenue into labour-intensive in-
dustries but this is essential if Iran is 
ever to reach its target of 8% annual 
growth.

Rohani, though, has made a start. 
He recently argued Iran had weath-
ered lower oil prices without with-
drawals from emergency funds and 
had instead over two years deposit-
ed “20% of its petrodollars” into the 
National Development Fund.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani leaves the lectern after 
submitting his next year’s budget bill in an open session of 
parliament in Tehran, Iran, on December 4th.                                   (AP)

2016 was a year in 
which Iran doubled 
oil exports to 2.4 
million barrels per 
day (bpd).

2017 will offer 
challenges for 
Rohani, including 
May’s presidential 
election.

Oil
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Western Libya 
oil pipelines
reopened

Dubai’s 2017 budget 
foresees $681 million 
deficit

EU offers Turkey 
deeper trade ties 
despite tensions

Libya’s state-run National Oil Cor-
poration (NOC) said major pipelines 
and fields in the west had been reo-
pened, a move that restores a key 
component of the North African 
country’s oil exports, stymied since 
the country’s 2011 civil war.

The NOC said in a statement that 
the Sharara and Elephant oil fields’ 
restoration will bring hundreds of 
thousands of barrels of oil produc-
tion to international markets.

Libya’s economy has suffered 
greatly from violent militia activ-
ity that has blocked oil production 
since 2014. It is part of the chaos 
that has wracked the country since 
its 2011 uprising and subsequent 
killing of longtime dictator Muam-
mar Qaddafi.

The country has rival govern-
ments in the east and west contest-
ing power.

(The Associated Press)

The Dubai government in the 
United Arab Emirates announced a 
2017 budget foreseeing a deficit of 
$681 million and 3% expenditure 
increase.

The city-state predicted its first 
deficit since the financial crisis of 
2009. That year, the emirate rocked 
world financial centres by calling for 
a moratorium on the equivalent of 
nearly $25 billion in debt of its Dubai 
World group.

Dubai’s 2017 budget includes ex-
penditure of $1.28 billion and a defi-
cit of $681 million, which is about 
0.6% of gross domestic product 
(GDP), a statement said.

Dubai has the most diversified 
economy in the Gulf, and is not de-
pendent on oil revenues. Salaries 
will account for 33% of expenditures 
in 2017, while spending on infra-
structure projects is expected to rise 
27% compared with 2016, taking up 
17% of the overall budget.

(Agence France-Presse)

The European Commission pro-
posed an expansion of its customs 
union with Turkey to include ser-
vices and most agricultural goods 
despite increased political tensions 
with Ankara since an attempted mil-
itary coup in July.

The commission, in a positive ges-
ture after months of criticism of An-
kara, said it asked EU governments 
to endorse its bid to revamp a lim-
ited 1996 accord that eliminated tar-
iffs on trade in industrial goods and 
processed farm products.

The customs union was long 
seen as a precursor to eventual EU 
membership for Turkey but acces-
sion talks have moved very slowly 
amid concerns over human rights 
and other issues. Those concerns 
increased sharply since Turkey’s 
large-scale purges of state institu-
tions following the failed coup.

Under the deal, the European Un-
ion envisages an annual increase of 
its exports to Turkey, its fifth largest 
trading partner, worth $28.2 billion 
and a rise in Turkish exports to the 
bloc of $5.2 billion, particularly use-
ful as Turkey’s economy slows. The 
European Union is Turkey’s largest 
trading partner.

The commission tied any deal 
on an expanded customs union to 
respect for democracy and human 
rights.

(Reuters)

BriefsEgypt resorts
to China to 
reduce pressure 
on greenbacks

Riyadh increases 
spending, adopts 
tough new measures

Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E 

gypt is shifting east, espe-
cially to China, to reduce 
pressure on foreign cur-
rency reserves it has at its 
central bank, ease trade 

with Beijing and attract Chinese in-
vestment.

A recently signed currency swap 
deal between Cairo and Beijing 
should help Egyptian importers 
use the Chinese yuan in transac-
tions with China.

Cairo hopes that the $2.6 billion 
deal, which will last three years, 
will stop the drain on US dollars 
it has at its central bank and bring 
the exchange rate of the American 
currency against the national cur-
rency, the pound, down.

“This is a very important deal 
because it will help our banks offer 
importers who do business with 
China an alternative to the US cur-
rency,” said Yasser Gaber, spokes-
man for the Trade and Industry 
Ministry. “The deal will help Chi-
nese investors and importers do 
more business with Egypt.”

Gaber described the deal as 
“manna from heaven” for the econ-
omy, which is struggling after years 
of turmoil in the aftermath of the 
2011 uprising.

China, whose currency was add-

ed to the International Monetary 
Fund’s (IMF) reserve basket in Sep-
tember, sent Egypt the value of the 
deal in yuan to use in transactions 
with it. Egypt, whose national cur-
rency is not part of the IMF’s re-
serve basket, sent China the equiv-
alent amount in pounds to use in 
transactions with it.

In 2016, Egypt’s importers and 
manufacturers bought $90 billion 
worth of goods from other coun-
tries, including $11 billion from 
China.

While trade with China amounts 
to a little more than 12% of its over-
all trade, Egyptian officials said 
they hope the currency swap deal 
will rein in demand for greenbacks 
and bring the dollar exchange rate 
down while spurring Chinese in-
vestments in Egypt.

Foreign currency reserves in 
Egypt amounted to $23 billion in 
December, after a low of $15.5 bil-
lion in July.

The reserves rose after Egypt 
signed a $12 billion loan agreement 
with the IMF, the first $2.7 billion 
of which it received in November. 
Cairo also received billions of dol-
lars in deposits from Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates.

Gaber said the deal would help 
Egypt diversify its foreign currency 
basket and reduce dependence on 
the US dollar.

“We depended on the US curren-
cy to finalise trade deals for a long 
time but this policy is proving very 
costly,” he said.

A greenback trades for 19 pounds 
about two months after Egypt 
floated its currency against foreign 
currencies. The Egyptian pound 
flotation aims to boost foreign cur-
rency reserves and end a decades-
long controlled foreign currency 

exchange rate regime.
Local banks have bought nearly 

$5 billion from ordinary citizens, 
US dollars that would have been 
sold at the parallel market where 
traders used to buy the American 
currency at double the price paid 
by the banks before the pound flo-
tation.

Some in Egypt, including import-
ers, say the deal will do little to re-
duce dependence on the dollar and 
raise exports to China.

“So far, the banks are incapable 
of making the Chinese currency 
available to importers,” export and 
import businessman Ahmed Shiha 
said. “Importers have to pay in US 
dollars for deals with China.”

Egyptian exports to China 
amounted in 2016 to $500 mil-
lion and people such as Shiha cast 
doubt on the ability of the currency 
swap deal to raise the value of ex-
ports.

Gaber said, however, importers 
should look at the long-term ef-
fects of currency swap deals.

“The Chinese currency will take 
the stead of other currencies in 

the future after it was added to the 
IMF’s reserve basket,” he said. “For 
a country like Egypt, the presence 
of alternatives to the US dollar is an 
economically empowering factor.”

Before China, Egypt looked to 
hammer out a currency swap deal 
with Russia.

However, the deterioration of 
trade ties between the two coun-
tries after the bombing over Egypt’s 
Sinai of a Russian passenger plane 
in late 2015 prevented the deal 
from closing.

Finance Professor Khaled Zaka-
ria, of the American University in 
Cairo, said the inclusion of the Chi-
nese currency in the IMF’s reserve 
basket would raise demand for the 
currency, which will raise the ex-
change rate of the yuan.

“This will automatically raise the 
value of Chinese goods,” said Za-
karia “So, we are shifting demand 
from the dollar to the yuan, which 
will create another problem in the 
future.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

London

S 

audi Arabia’s budget for 
2017 increases spending 
while implementing a host 
of tough new measures 
aimed at achieving “finan-

cial balance” within four years.
The government said the budget 

deficit for 2016 was nearly $79.2 bil-
lion, down from an all-time high of 
$97.57 billion in 2015. The deficit re-
duction follows austerity measures 
in which civil service bonuses were 
cut and energy and water subsidies 
reduced.

“Our economy, thank God, is 
sturdy and it has enough strength to 
cope with the current economic and 
financial challenges,” Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud said 
in a televised address to introduce 
the budget.

Saudi Arabia, the world’s biggest 
oil exporter, faced a fiscal crunch 
after crude prices plunged in mid-
2014, prompting the government 
to put forward a new fiscal plan 

known as Vision 2030 to diversify 
the country’s economy away from 
its reliance on oil.

Despite the austerity measures 
and the low price of oil, Saudi Ara-
bia announced plans to increase 
spending in 2017, particularly on in-
frastructure, to stimulate economic 
growth. Riyadh plans to spend $237 
billion in 2017, an 8% increase from 
estimated spending in 2016.

After slashing state spending on 
infrastructure in 2016 to address 
the budget deficit, plans to increase 
such spending in 2017 are ambitious 
and could lead to increased invest-
ment and employment in the coun-
try, particularly in non-oil-related 
sectors, analysts said.

“The challenge is to balance rais-
ing revenues while keeping expend-
iture discipline and trying to keep 
growth and confidence in good or-
der,” John Sfakianakis, director of 
economic research at the Gulf Re-
search Center, told Arab News.

“Taking a medium to longer term 
budgetary cycle is more important 
for national development and trans-
formation plans rather than react-
ing to short-term revenue fluctua-
tions based on a single commodity 
like oil,” said economist Mohamed 
Ramady in an opinion piece in Sau-
di Arabia’s Al Arabiya News.

The new Saudi budget includes 
several unprecedented reform 
measures, including plans to phase 
out energy subsidies, a 5% sales tax 

to begin in 2018 and funding efforts 
to increase privatisation.

King Salman stressed the eco-
nomic restructuring measures 
adopted by the country following 
the sharp drop in global oil prices 
had been painful but were neces-
sary to avoid long-term damage to 
the country.

Speaking to the Shura Council, 
he said: “The state has sought to 
deal with these changes… through 
a variety of measures to restructure 
the economy, some of which may 
be painful in the short run but ulti-
mately aim to protect the economy 
of your country from worse prob-
lems.”

“Similar circumstances have hap-
pened before over the past three 
decades, forcing the state to cut its 
expenses but it emerged from them, 
thanks be to God, with a strong 

economy and continuous and in-
creasing growth,” he said.

Analysts expressed relief at the 
decline in the deficit while acknowl-
edging that this represents a more 
fiscally responsible outlook to deal 
with new challenges.

The budget includes “some tough 
decisions which neither nationals 
nor expats living in the kingdom are 
used to nor will find easy. However, 
with the ongoing oil price crisis, 
Riyadh, which until today still re-
lies mostly on the energy economy, 
had only one of two options: Fight 
or flight,” an editorial by the Saudi-
based English-language Arab News 
said.

“Rather than burying its head in 
the sand, praying for solutions and 
exhausting its reserves, the govern-
ment opted for the more difficult of 
the two choices: To fight,” it said.

A clerk counts Chinese yuan and US dollar banknotes at a 
branch of Bank of China in Taiyuan, Shanxi province, China.                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                                     (Reuters)

Saudi Finance Minister Mohammed al-Jadaan holds a press 
conference to unveil the country’s national budget for 2017,
on December 22nd, in Riyadh.                                                               (AFP)

A recently signed 
currency swap deal 
between Cairo and 
Beijing should help 
Egyptian importers.

Riyadh announced it 
has reduced its 
budget deficit to 
about $79.2 billion.

The Arab Weekly staff
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London

A 

group of established and 
emerging Qatari artists 
has come together for its 
first international exhi-
bition reflecting on the 

ways the members connect with 
their identities, cultures and sur-
roundings in an era in which their 
country is constantly shifting.

Reconnecting: Contemporary Art 
from Qatar featured 18 artists and 
six film-makers at London’s P21 
Gallery in an event organised by 
London-based Reconnecting Arts 
with the aim of supporting emerg-
ing Middle Eastern creative talent.

“It is being held to allow the 
emerging artists of Qatar who we 
see rarely exhibiting internation-
ally a chance to showcase their own 
perspective on their ever-changing 
society,” explained curator Sara Fo-
ryame, who is also a visual artist.

The exhibition created a frame-
work for the artists to explore their 
individual and collective vision of 
the local culture and its interaction 
with the rest of the world. Many 
of the artists chose to document 
the swift progress and concern 
about their country’s rapid growth 
through various media spanning 
painting, installation, photography 
and moving image.

Some of the artists connected 
with the past using handmade Qa-
tari leaf palm and old photographs 

as references. Others were connect-
ing with the present through ex-
ploration of the city and the way in 
which technology has been affect-
ing the current generation.

Hessa Ali Batta portrays Qatari 
daily life through playing cards. She 
stays faithful to the traditional char-
acters on the cards but gives them 
a local perspective. The joker is the 
unique Al Muqannaa (The Masked 
One), featuring Ahmed Mohammad 
Al Jaber, a local icon who decorates 
cars and drives around Qatar play-
ing patriotic music.

“The relationship between the 
old and new is a recurring theme,” 
Foryame said. “Qatar is changing 
so drastically. We see some artists 
exploring this theme through film 
where overlapping of desert and the 
city contrast against each other. The 
artists hope that culture is not bur-
ied under the concrete and glass. An 
illustration by Khalid al-Fahad of 
two elderly characters taking a ‘self-
ie’ with the ‘selfie’ stick explores 
technology and modernism impact-
ing on the older generations.”

“Qatar is changing in the blink 

of an eye. I think with any country 
that is changing, nostalgia for the 
past is always present but equally 
unease about the future is also 
present. There can also be at times 
tension between the past and fu-
ture. The artists all explore their 
own thoughts on the country, the 
landscape and their personal views 
about the change that has taken 
place,” Foryame said.

The exhibition featured the work 
of Ali Hassan and Yousef Ahmed, 
the most well-known artists in Qa-
tar and the Gulf region. Hassan, a 
calligrapher, produced a wooden 
sculpture of a horse dedicated to 
the people of Qatar. The desert 
horse, used by Bedouins, captures 
the spirit of travel and the flow of 
movement.

Ahmed, a pioneer of Qatar’s mod-
ern art movement, was inspired by 
the flat desert of Qatar’s landscape 
and creates textured abstractions 
overlaid with Arabic calligraphy.  
Ahmed recalled as a child drawing 
on outside walls with coal leftover 
from the stove. Today, his draw-
ings depict the natural environment 
through his choice of colour, tex-
ture and materials, which he often 
makes himself.

The photographs of Aref al-Am-
mari are dedicated to the art of fal-
conry where families come together 
for a weekend and the younger gen-
eration learns about traditions and 
skills from the older generation. 
There was also a film about falconry 
revealing the close relationship be-
tween man and bird as the falconer 

talks lovingly about his creatures. 
Ahmed al-Sai’s series of portrait 
photographs feature porters who 
moved to Qatar to earn money to 
send home to their families. Each 
face tells a story of a life.

Hayfa al-Saada’s painting on alu-
minium metal features a woman 
dressed in traditional fabric. The 
aluminium echoes the curves and 
ripples of the fabric representing an 
intertwining of strength and beauty. 
Her Qatari Matryoshka consists of a 
number of wooden dolls in tradi-
tional Qatari costumes inspired by 
traditional Russian nesting dolls. 
She aims to introduce Qatari culture 
to the younger generation who may 
not be familiar with the costumes.

Foryame said she was delighted 
that emerging artists have been 
given the chance to show their work 
alongside that of Qatar’s famous 
artists.

“The main reason for doing this 
exhibition was to encourage emerg-
ing artists to believe in themselves 
and their work. And it has been 
great to see some of the established 
artists so supportive of this,” she 
said.

“One thing many artists have said 
is that it is easy to get your work 
shown if you are a traditional artist 
or photographer; however contem-
porary work is still finding its niche 
in Qatar. We are seeing more inde-
pendent exhibition spaces.”

It is a thought-provoking exhibi-
tion which encouraged visitors to 
reflect on their own identity and 
how they are connecting with the 
past.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society section of The 
Arab Weekly.

A photograph by Qatari artist Aref Ammari  dedicated to the art 
of falconry is featured at the Reconnecting Arts exhibition in 
London.                                                                                                 (P21 Gallery)

American Arabesque celebrated in Virginia

Washington

A 

s Washington gears up 
for the inauguration of 
a new president who has 
called for a “total shut-
down” of Muslims en-

tering the United States, just across 
the Potomac River in Alexandria, 
Virginia, more than 1,000 people 
attended American Arabesque, a 
celebration of Arab arts and cul-
tures.

“We wanted to showcase the rich 
diversity of Arab culture in a fam-
ily-friendly environment, so visi-
tors could experience the music, 
poetry, cuisine, art, handicrafts and 
children’s educational activities in 
an exuberant atmosphere,” said or-
ganiser Rosemarie Esber, an inter-
national development consultant 
who specialises in Arab history and 
culture.

Esber said the idea for the festi-
val came to her last May and she 
approached Cheryl Anne Colton, 
regional programme director of Al-
exandria’s Office of the Arts.

Colton was enthusiastic. “Once 
people learn traditions, dances, 
music and art from another cul-
ture, appreciation and tolerance oc-
cur, rather than fear and hate,” she 
said, but she did have her doubts. 
“Like others, I had been following 
world affairs. I was concerned that 
tension would develop during the 
planning, the event and afterward,” 
Colton said.

Instead, she and others who at-
tended saw intense joy, pride and 
cultural, not political, exchange 
during the December 3rd event. 
The cold quiet of the day gave way 
to warmth and high spirits in the 
exhibition hall. Inviting aromas 

from food stands greeted visitors in 
the lobby. Rooms were dedicated to 
performances, vendors, exhibitors, 
children, even prayer and medita-
tion.

The programme opened with a 
recitation by Alexandria’s poet lau-
reate, Wendi Kaplan, who ceded 
the stage to Samara Najia, a Pal-
estinian-American poet who will 
soon publish her first book. “There 
were eight poems, total. All of them 
were in English with Arabic mixed 
in. They were perfect for the festi-
val and reminded everyone of our 
common human connection,” said 
Patricia Lee, who drove from Mary-
land for the celebration.

A major part of the festival was 
an art exhibit and sale coordinated 
by Amr Mounib, a professional pho-
tographer originally from Egypt. “I 
wanted to promote mutual under-
standing through the arts to create 
a platform for future generations 
and understanding of how cul-
tural diversity adds to the layers of 
American society,” he said.

Like for so many Arabs and Arab 
Americans, widespread misinfor-
mation about the Middle East con-
cerned Mounib. He was delighted 
that “so many Americans of other 
origins were curious and came out 
to visit and show their support. 
Some even prepared a few Arabic 
greetings!” To the delight of on-
lookers, Lukman Ahmad, a Syrian 
Kurdish artist, painted Waiting for 
Spring, which he auctioned to raise 
money for the Syrian American 
Medical Society.

Throughout the day, traditional 
Arabic music infused conversations 
and purchases, demonstrations 
and learning experiences. Foty 
Fusion, the Huda Asfour Quartet, 
Ramy Adly, the Arab Jazz Collec-
tive and the Arabic Music Ensemble 
attracted capacity crowds and sold 
CDs to new and old fans. Surround-
ing them were vendors of Syrian 
painted glass, Palestinian ceramics 
and skin-care products, Moroccan 
jewellery, Yemeni coffee, Egyptian 
quilted textiles and Lebanese choc-
olates.

Next to young women trying 
on vibrantly coloured capes and 

tunics, two calligraphers worked 
calmly. A climate-change expert 
asked Joe Ayoub, who works at the 
US Department of Energy, to write 
“Antarctic ice” in Arabic. A volun-
teer patronised the henna artist 
nearby. His hand framed her de-
sign.

Lisa Jaradat and Haifa Amin trav-
elled from New York to market their 
firm iMPACT’s embroidery created 
by Palestinian and Jordanian wid-
ows and low-income women. “It’s 
great to see the unity among Arab 
Americans and to educate the com-
munity about the art, history and, 
especially, the embroidery. What 
the media is portraying about the 
Arabs isn’t necessarily true,” said 
Jaradat. The artisans receive most 
of the non-profit organisation’s 
proceeds and train other women. 

“Being able to give back to those 
impacted by war and poverty is ul-
timately our goal,” she said.

Several embassies had booths. 
“We were all surprised that Ambas-
sador Abdullah bin Faisal bin Turki 
Al Saud of Saudi Arabia not only 
attended the event but also spent 
time visiting the celebration and 
speaking with exhibitors,” Esber 
said. The Nakba Museum Project, 
a travelling exhibition that tells the 
Palestinian story through various 
art forms, also had a table.

Down the hall, children painted 
Omani incense burners and learned 
about frankincense from Amal 
Morsy, the librarian at the Middle 
East Institute. Others listened to 
tales in Arabic read by Tuqa Nu-
sairat, one of the founders of Mak-
tabatee, which sells Arabic story-

books. There were also percussion 
and crafting workshops by local 
artists.

Esber said she would like to have 
the festival again next year and in-
volve more Arab countries. “Eve-
ryone working on planning and 
organising the event did so as a 
labour of love. Their commitment 
and dedication to realising an out-
standing cultural experience with 
minimal resources was inspiring,” 
she said.

“The essence of community spir-
it on Saturday was quite apparent, 
with people smiling, talking, laugh-
ing, singing and engaging in con-
versation,” said Colton.

Mary Sebold is a 
Washington-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Mary Sebold

Syrian silks as part of the handicraft exhibition American Arabesque – Washington DC.         (Lynn Simarski)

Throughout the day, 
traditional Arabic 
music infused 
conversations and 
purchase.

London exhibition showcases 
Qatari contemporary art
Karen Dabrowska

The event was 
organised by 
London-based 
Reconnecting Arts 
with the aim of 
supporting emerging 
Middle Eastern 
creative talent.
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Travel/Christmas special

Beirut

I 

t is this time of the year in Leb-
anon when people compete, 
not over politics, but over 
spreading a festive and mer-
ry atmosphere to celebrate 

Christmas and the new year.
From the capital city of Beirut to 

small village roundabouts, ornate 
Christmas trees, flickering lights 
and nativity scenes pop up the first 
week of December. City squares 
and houses are decorated, streets 
are lighted and shops are adorned. 
Days before Christmas, the entire 
country is enveloped in the air of 
festivity.

Although it is a period for revel-
ling in prayers, Christmas in Leba-
non is also an occasion to have 
fun. Concerts, holiday markets 
and exhibitions, children’s theatre 
with Christmas themes and sea-
sonal fairs are organised across the 
country.

“We have a special Christmas 
event every day starting from the 
first of December, including Christ-
mas chants, theatre, parades and 

concerts in addition to a Christ-
mas market set up in the Roman 
alley where charities expose and 
sell their products such as handi-
crafts and Christmas cookies and 
other delicacies,” said Aya Younes, 
an official of municipality of Jbeil, 
north of Beirut.

The ancient coastal Phoenician 
city gained additional fame two 
years ago when its gigantic Christ-
mas tree was featured in the Wall 
Street Journal as one of the most 
beautiful holiday decorations in 
the world. In Jbeil, one can walk 
among the ruins while enjoy-
ing the decorations and glittering 
lights to the sounds of Christmas 
carols.

“Even this year, Jbeil’s Christmas 
tree stands out as the most beauti-
ful in the country. The municipal-
ity spends a lot of money and effort 
to have the city embellished with 
the most dazzling decorations,” 
Younes added.

Downtown Beirut displays some 
of the country’s most lavish deco-
rations. The season kicks off with 
the official lighting of imposing 
trees in Martyrs’ Square and Bei-
rut’s refurbished souks where 
Christmas fairs take place.

“The intention is to create a fes-
tive atmosphere in the downtown 
of Beirut, particularly in the souks, 
which is the commercial heart of 
the city where everybody goes for 
shopping or for entertainment… It 
is the natural place where we con-
centrate all activities, which begin 
early December and go through 
the first week of January,” said 
Mounir Douaidy, general manager 
of Solidere, the company in charge 
of redeveloping Beirut’s central 
district.

He said the souks would host 
three main exhibitions related to 
Christmas in addition to a Santa’s 
village, offering different activities 
and attractions for children. “The 
whole process, including decora-
tions, events, parades and exhibi-
tions, costs hundreds of thousands 
of dollars attracting thousands of 
people,” Douaidy said.

For Christmas fair organiser 
Nayla Bassili, it is a special time 
celebrated with fanfare and enthu-
siasm in the country. “We do cel-
ebrate the occasion fully,” she said. 
“There is Christmas decoration in 
the streets that attract many peo-
ple and I hear that many people 
from abroad, including Lebanese 
expatriates, are coming for the 
holidays.”

“We feel the Christmas spirit 
everywhere but Christmas mar-
kets here are not exactly the same 

as the traditional ones that we 
find in Europe, where hot wine is 
served and items on display are 
exclusively related to Christmas,” 
Bassili said.

Christmas celebrations in Leba-
non tend to be similar, yet a bit dif-
ferent from the other countries. 
About two weeks before Christmas 
Day, sprouted beans and seeds 
such as chickpeas, broad beans, 
lentils, oats and wheat are grown 
on damp cotton wool. By Christ-
mas, the plants will have reached 
6 or more inches in length and the 
shrubberies are placed under the 
tree and decorate crèches and oth-
er parts of the home to mark the 
birth of Jesus.

“In the past, the crèche was the 
only Christmas decoration that 
we had. The shrubs were grown 
probably to celebrate a new life — 
the birth of Jesus. The Christmas 
tree and Father Christmas were 
later introduced in Lebanon, be-
ing imported from the West,” said 
80-year-old Mona Zaytouni.

With the recent election of a 
president of Lebanon after more 
than two years of political vacu-
um, the country is hoping for a 
busy festive season. “It is a posi-
tive thing that encourages tourists 
and Lebanese expatriates to come 
to Lebanon for the holidays at a 
time our direct competitors in the 
region, namely Turkey and Egypt, 

are witnessing some sort of insta-
bility,” said Pierre Ashkar, head 
of the Hotel Owners Association 
in Lebanon, who projected more 
than 80% occupancy in the hotels 
around the new year.

Adding to the festive mood, 
most gift and cloth shops have pre-
Christmas sales and food outlets 
offer special Christmas delicacies 
and treats, some of which are only 
available at this time of year.

Though it is home to 18 differ-
ent sects — with more than 30% 
of the population Christian — and 
a turbulent history stemming 
from these religious differences, 
the Christmas spirit is embraced 
across the country, no matter one’s 
religious background.

“There is no other place in the 
region than Lebanon to have such 
a Christmas atmosphere. Look 
at all these trees and decorations 
put up in all parts of the country. 
It is no doubt the only Christmas 
destination in the Middle East,” 
Douaidy said.

Samar Kadi

The Christmas spirit is 
embraced by everyone 
across Lebanon, no 
matter one’s religious 
background.

Celebrating 
Christmas
in Lebanon

Members of a Lebanese band wearing Santa Claus costumes 
perform during a Christmas event in Beirut, on December 8th. (AP)

Two people take a photo of a couple near Christmas decorations in Beirut, on December 8th.             (AP)

A girl wearing 
a Santa hat attends
a Christmas event,
in downtown Beirut, 
on December 17th. (AP)
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Abu Dhabi:
Through December 30th

Al Dhafra Festival is a major 
regional and international 
event inspired by the authen-
tic Bedouin spirit. It features 
more than a dozen heritage 
activities and competitions 
with a total prize value of 
more than $12.8 million.

Abu Dhabi:
Through January 1st

The Sheikh Zayed Herit-
age Festival reflects the late 
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-
Nahyan’s efforts to preserve 
the heritage of the United 
Arab Emirates by bringing 
together visitors from around 
the world to experience the 
diversity of UAE culture in 
interactive attractions.

Muscat:
Through March 24th

The first Festival of India in 
Oman includes Indian clas-
sical and folk dances, Indian 
instrumental music, an exhi-
bition of Indian calligraphy, 
an Indian food festival and a 
fashion show. The festival is 
organised with a view to pre-
senting Oman with glimpses 
of diverse Indian culture, rep-
resenting various traditions 
of Indian heritage. Events are 
scheduled for Muscat, Sala-
lah, Sur and Sohar.

Dubai:
Through April 8th

Global Village is a large 
cultural event in Dubai that 
offers an array of festivals, 
shopping and entertainment 
in an open-air theme park. 
This entertainment and shop-
ping destination includes 
more than 75 participating 
countries, dozens of fun rides 
and 26 restaurants offering 
food from around the world.

Beirut:
Through June 1st

Souk El Tayeb is a weekly 
market that hosts more than 
60 producers from across 
Lebanon with food products 
as well as traditional and 
handmade crafts. Souk El 
Tayeb is open 10am-4pm 
each Thursday at the Village 
Dbayeh.

Tunisia:
January 17th-20th

The International Oases Festi-
val in Tozeur is a celebration 
devoted to the Saharan way of 
life that is timed to coincide 
with the date harvest. Special 
events include displays of 
local rituals and ceremonies. 
The festival promotes cul-
tural heritage through dance, 
music and poetry as well as 
Tunisian and desert tourism.

Doha:
February 22nd-May 21st

Picasso-Giacometti is an exhi-
bition that begins at the Fire 
Station Artist in Residence 
centre in Doha. The exhibi-
tion includes more than 80 
works from collections of the 
Musée National Picasso and 
the Foundation Giacometti 
in Paris, including The She 
Goat by Pablo Picasso (1950) 
and Alberto Giacometti’s Tall 
Woman (1960).

Fireworks explode during a Christmas tree lighting ceremony outside the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, on December 3rd.   (Reuters)

Bethlehem, a special 
Christmas destination
Bethlehem

U 

nlike 2015, when vio-
lence and tension be-
tween Palestinians and 
Israelis overshadowed 
Christmas celebra-

tions, Bethlehem in the West Bank 
braced for a joyful holiday season 
celebrated by people of all faiths.

Being the birthplace of Jesus, as 
stated in the Bible, Bethlehem re-
ceives tens of thousands of visitors 
and pilgrims, both Palestinians 
and foreigners.

Roman Catholics and Protes-
tants celebrate Christmas on De-
cember 25th while Greek, Coptic, 
Syrian and other Orthodox Chris-
tians observe it on January 6th. For 
Armenian Christians, Christmas is 
on January 18th. That allows Beth-
lehem a longer Christmas celebra-
tion than other places.

Festivities traditionally kick off 
in early December when Bethle-

hem municipality has its annual 
Christmas tree lighting ceremony 
next to the Church of the Nativ-
ity, which was built over the site 
where Jesus is believed to have 
been born.

The lighting of the tree on De-
cember 3rd is the second most cel-
ebrated event after Christmas Eve. 
Thousands of people flock into 
Manger Square to witness the tree 
brightly illuminated as choirs sing 
Christmas carols.

“Like a cascading waterfall of 
stars, Bethlehem’s tree is magi-
cal,” said Talal Abu Hija, a Palestin-
ian from Ramallah who travelled 
to Bethlehem to take part in the 
event.

Although another tree was lit in 
Ramallah, which serves as the ad-
ministrative capital of the Pales-
tinian Authority, many described 
the tree lighting in Bethlehem as 
unrivalled.

Abu Hija said she made the trip 
to Bethlehem because it is the only 
city where she feels the Christmas 
spirit. “It took me two-and-a-half 

hours to reach Bethlehem from Ra-
mallah, due to blocked roads and 
Israeli checkpoints, but the second 
I entered Bethlehem I felt trans-
ported to another world,” she said.

Walking the streets and narrow 
alleys of the ancient city, visitors 
can enjoy local Arabic music and 
Christmas songs playing from 
loudspeakers and souvenir shops 
while sparkling ornaments care-
fully dangled from surrounding 
trees and buildings.

The city is preparing to receive 
more than 10,000 tourists and 
pilgrims during the holiday sea-
son this year, Palestinian Minis-
ter of Tourism and Antiquity Rula 
Ma’ayaa said.

Tourism was lower than previ-
ous years during the first quarter of 
2016, due to political tensions, but 
the number of tourists increased 
significantly afterward. “The 
percentage of hotels’ occupancy 
reached 85% and is expected to 
reach 100% on December 23rd, 
24th and 25th,” Ma’ayaa said in a 
news release.

The streets of Bethlehem exude 
hope and joy. With snowflake-
shaped ornaments dangling above, 
street sellers encourage shoppers 
to buy Santa Claus-style hats, cre-
ating sights and sounds that be-
come an integral part of the city.

With temperatures dropping to 
around 5 degrees Celsius at night, 
restaurants and bars become fa-
vourite refuges for those who are 
looking to enjoy a warm meal and 
a refreshing drink.

Although many Christian Pales-
tinian families follow the Western 
tradition of serving roast turkey, 
there are no dishes that Palestinian 
Christians prepare specially to cel-
ebrate Christmas, making dinner 
tables extremely diverse, colourful 
and certainly mouth-watering.

Alice Yousef, from Ramallah 
said her family usually opts for a 
perfectly stuffed lamb or qedra, a 
rice-based dish seasoned with nut-
meg and allspices and topped with 

lamb chunks.
“There are, however, many 

sweets we only make during 
Christmas like ghraybeh (Middle 
Eastern shortbread cookies), rock 
cake, ginger cookies, Christmas 
cake and Buche de Noel.”

What is also special about the 
holiday season in Palestine is the 
first week of December, which is 
known as Bourbara, a celebration 
to commemorate Saint Barbara. 
Families prepare wheat porridge, 
which is topped with sugared fruit, 
chocolate and sweets, and is tradi-
tionally distributed to the poor and 
needy.

In addition to elaborate dishes 
and sweets, visitors may indulge 
in offerings from the many food 
stalls on Manger Square and in the 
streets of Bethlehem, where they 
can grab a falafel sandwich and a 
hot cup of tea with mint leaves or 
sage.

On Christmas Eve, pilgrims who 
have no access to midnight mass 
in the Church of Nativity — only 
those with connections or who are 
able to get the limited tickets from 
Christian religious institutions 
can attend — often join the annual 
procession to Bethlehem or travel 
to nearby Jerusalem to visit other 
historical religious sites, such as 
the Church of Holy Sepulchre.

The Bethlehem municipal-
ity chose Mercy as its Christmas 
theme for 2016, stressing that it is 
what the Palestinian people, who 
are struggling to have their own 
state and live in peace, need most.

Malak Hasan is a reporter based in 
Ramallah.

Malak Hasan

Like a cascading 
waterfall of stars, 
Bethlehem’s tree is 
magical.”Talal Abu Hija, a Palestinian 

from Ramallah.

A Christian worshipper lights a candle at the Church of the 
Nativity in the biblical West Bank city of Bethlehem.                   (AFP)                                                                                                                        


