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A

lmost one week after
the terrorist attack at an
upscale Istanbul nightclub that killed at least
39 New Year’s revellers,
the perpetrator, believed to be of
Turkic Uighur origin, remained at
large. At least 36 people were in police custody in connection with the
shooting at Reina, a popular club on
the European bank of the Bosporus.
Turkish media reports said the
wife of the alleged shooter was
detained in Istanbul. Several other
people were arrested in the Aegean
coastal city of Izmir. The state-run
Anadolu news agency reported that
several of them belonged to the
Turkic Uighur ethnic group and are
believed to have arrived in Turkey
from China’s Xinjiang region.
The Reina attack shocked many
Arab countries because citizens of
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Tunisia and Morocco were among the
27 foreigners killed. In a statement
released January 2nd, the Islamic
State (ISIS) claimed responsibility for the attack, saying it had
taken revenge for Turkish military involvement in Syria.
Turkish Deputy Prime
Minister Numan Kurtulmus
criticised the country’s Syria
policy following the nightclub attack. “I belong to those
who believe that [Turkey’s]
Syria policy is full of big mistakes,” he told the Turkish daily Hurriyet. “Of course, we will
not side with the Assad regime
and with the oppressors. We are
now repairing and correcting [the
policy].”
He said Turkey would work for a
peace deal in Syria and mend ties
with the Iraqi government.
Violence has surged in Turkey in
recent years, with more than 400
people killed in major terrorist attacks since 2015, claimed either by

A Turkish police officer secures central Istanbul’s Istiklal Avenue, the main shopping road
of Istanbul, on January 5th.
			
Kurdish militants affiliated with the
outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) or with ISIS or who seem to
have been inspired by the group.
This includes the deadliest attack
in the country’s modern history, a
double suicide bombing targeting
a peace rally in Ankara, on October
10th, 2015, that killed more than
100 people.
Observers warn that worse may
yet come. Metin Gurcan, a security
analyst, has long stressed that Tur-

key, which has suffered from terrorist attacks for decades, was unprepared to deal with the new type
of violence carried out by attackers
who were trained and radicalised
on the battlefields of Syria and Iraq.
Others ask how the Reina shooting could have happened despite
massive security measures on New
Year’s Eve due to fears of just such
attacks. Media reports said about
17,000 police officers were deployed in Istanbul alone. One Reina

The Reina attack has
also sent shockwaves
through many Arab
countries.

employee who survived the attack
told Hurriyet that he had to pass
“three police checks” when entering the club on December 31st and
that the area had been “surrounded
by police”.
Critics point to the hasty purges
of the police force due to the ruling
Justice and Development Party’s effort to root out followers of Islamic
preacher Fethullah Gulen, whom
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan blames for last July’s coup
attempt. They say the loss of manpower left the country vulnerable
to terrorist attacks.
Constanze Letsch is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Rumblings of discontent in Algeria’s Bejaia
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

D

emonstrators in the
north-eastern Algerian
town of Bejaia clashed
with riot police, burning a police truck, a bus
and damaging buildings in protest
against rising commodity prices.
Local media reported several
policemen and protesters were injured.
However, most cities and villages
remained quiet, even in the restive
Berber-speaking Kabylie, which
has often joined protests in Bejaia.
An anonymous statement had
called for a seven-day strike by local businesses over price increases
and austerity measures in Algeria’s
2017 budget. The call went viral on
social media.
People across Algeria rushed to
markets, emptying shelves of essential goods.
Political experts compared the

atmosphere surrounding the call
for the strike to the social climate
that led to riots in October 1988.
Rising prices, the high rate of unemployment among young people
and austerity measures announced

5.9

by the government were the main
reasons then for the unrest.
The violent protests were also
due to falling oil prices in the preceding years, as it is the case now
with slow economic and political
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reform, as well as the deep social
frustration.
Bejaia followed the strike call
with a vengeance, apparently because of the strong support there
for the separatist Autonomy Movement for Kabylie led by singerturned-politician Ferhat Mehenni.

People across Algeria
rushed to markets,
emptying shelves of
essential goods.
Algeria is gripped with anger
about the effects of the austerity measures and the future of the
country during a year of legislative
elections.
Under
President
Abdelaziz
Bouteflika’s reforms, the next government will be formed by the winner of the polls but there is unlikely
to be much change in the status quo
as the country’s leaders see preserving stability as the priority.

(AP)
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“Widespread social discontent
gripped society because of the austerity measures and rising prices,”
said political analyst Hamid Saidani.
Because of the local currency
weakness, due to shrinking oil export revenues, local prices have
risen more than 6% in the last year.
The head of parliament’s budget
committee, Mahjoub Bedda, said
he expected prices to increase up
to 9% this year because of austerity
measures.
Interior Minister Noureddine
Bedoui blamed “domestic enemies
of the state” for Bejaia’s riots and
urged Algerians to come together
to protect the country’s stability
and security.
“We are in a very particular conjuncture. Without security and
stability nothing can be done,” he
said.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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Turkey likely faces more terror attacks in 2017
The Arab Weekly staff

T

he killing of 39 people at
an Istanbul nightclub by
an Islamic State gunman
was the worst possible
start to 2017, but even if
the jihadists are defeated in Syria
and Iraq, Turkey will still face Islamist terror attacks as well as the
threat from Kurdish militants.
Since the Turkish election in June
2015, 593 civilians, 533 soldiers and
303 police have been killed in terrorist attacks in the country. Add to
that pro-government Kurdish militiamen killed on operations in the
south-east, plus the police, soldiers
and civilians killed in the July 2016
failed coup and troops killed in
Turkey’s operation in Syria and the
number of dead in such violence is
1,793, Turkish media reported.
That does not include the more
than 5,000 militants, most of them
separatist Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) fighters, who pro-government media said had been “neutralised” in about the same period.
The Islamist government reelected in 2015 promised to boost
security under President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan. By any measure,
the government has failed in that
mission.

Since June 2015, 593
civilians, 533 soldiers
and 303 police have
been killed in
terrorist attacks in
Turkey.
The latest victims were 39 revellers in one of Istanbul’s most exclusive nightclubs in a fashionable
district beside the Bosporus. A lone
gunman shot a policeman and security guards outside before entering the Reina club and firing up to
180 bullets into the crowd barely an
hour into 2017.
ISIS said a “soldier of the caliphate” carried out the attack
against people it called “apostates”
celebrating the new year. It said the
assault was to “let infidel Turkey
know that the blood of Muslims
that is being shed by its air strikes

and artillery shelling will turn into
fire on its territories”.
It marked the first time ISIS
claimed responsibility for an attack
in Turkey. The first attacks blamed
on ISIS in Turkey reflected the jihadists’ fight against their most dogged
adversaries in Syria — the Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG) and
its political wing the Democratic
Union Party (PYD) — and targeted
pro-Kurdish gatherings.
However, after Ankara joined the
fight against ISIS and allowed US
warplanes to use its Incirlik air base
to bomb ISIS targets in Syria from
July 2015, the jihadists began to hit
non-Kurdish targets in Turkey.
The ISIS claim of responsibility
for the Istanbul attack marks a shift
into open confrontation following
the direct intervention of Turkish
troops in Syria last August and the
intensification of the Turkish siege
of the ISIS-held northern Syrian
town of Al Bab.
“It’s a new phase,” security analyst Michael Horowitz was quoted
as saying by the Associated Press.
“What we saw before was an undeclared war, and now we’re entering
an open war.”
Turkey aided rebel factions fighting to overthrow Syrian President
Bashar Assad for five years and ignored that hard-line foreign and
home-grown jihadists were crossing the Turkish border to fight in
Syria. Many of them joined ISIS.
There are believed to be thousands
of Turkish fighters with ISIS, many
of whom will return home.
The arrest of about 40,000 people, including police officers and
military personnel, in connection
with the botched coup last July also
weakened the security services in
their fight against ISIS and Kurdish
separatists.
“Nothing that the government is
doing is helping make Turkey more
secure,” the New York Times quoted Asli Aydintasbas, a fellow at the
European Council on Foreign Relations, as saying.
“The crackdown on domestic dissidents is further destabilising the
country and, when it is not destabilising, it is increasing the dangerous
polarisation here,” she said.
Reacting to the Istanbul attack,

People lay flowers in front of the Reina nightclub on January 3rd, 2017. 				
Erdogan lumped all his enemies
together as terrorists, be they ISIS,
the PKK or erstwhile Islamist allies
he blames for the July coup.
“We will fight to the end as a
country and a nation not only
against the terrorist groups and
the powers behind them, but their
economic, political and social attacks as well,” Erdogan said in a
statement.
Just which powers behind ISIS
Erdogan was referring to was unclear. Before the attack, he accused the United States and its allies fighting ISIS of supporting the
group.
“They were accusing us of supporting Daesh,” Erdogan said at a
news conference December 27th,
using the Arabic acronym for ISIS.
“Now they’ve all vanished and
they’re giving support to terrorist
groups including Daesh, YPG and
the PYD. It’s very clear. We have
confirmed evidence, with pictures,
photos and videos.”
US State Department spokesman
Mark Toner called the accusation
“ludicrous”.

Erdogan’s policy in Syria has undergone a series of U-turns; from
holidaying with Syrian President
Bashar Assad in 2008 to backing rebels trying to oust him from
2011; from rivalry with Russia and
Iran over their backing for Assad
to joining Moscow’s diplomatic
efforts over Syria; from largely
peaceful co-existence with ISIS
along the Turkish border to a direct offensive against the militant
group.
One constant has been Turkey’s
hostility to Kurdish ambitions in
Syria and Turkey.
It was only when Syrian Kurdish forces, backed by US air power,
looked set to push ISIS out of its
last territory adjoining the Turkish border in August that Turkey
sent in troops to push back ISIS
and stop the Kurds from controlling the entire length of the Syrian
border.
The YPG, backed by US air
power, has proved the most
effective fighting force against
ISIS in Syria, capturing hundreds
of villages in its drive towards the

(AFP)

jihadists’ Syrian capital, Raqqa.
Turkey insists the YPG is part
of the PKK, which has fought for
more than 30 years for self-rule in
Turkey’s mainly Kurdish southeast.
Turkey has called on US President-elect Donald Trump to drop
US support for the YPG.
“The world talks about Daesh
but does not fight [against it]. It
is only Turkey that fights against
Daesh. The United States and others do nothing. They just supply
the PYD with weapons,” Turkish
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim said
on January 3rd.
“What we expect from the new
administration is to bring an end
to this shame,” Yildirim said.
Halting US support for the YPG
would remove the main arm of
the American effort against ISIS
in Syria. Even if Trump were to do
so and ISIS were defeated in Syria
and Iraq, Turkey would face the
threat from thousands of returning jihadists and, if the YPG were
neutralised in Syria, Turkey would
still have to deal with the PKK.

Turkey’s security deficit invites further harm
and instability

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

T

he figures explain how
Turkey turned into a
killing field of terrorism. In a seemingly
unstoppable series of
attacks targeting
civilians and security forces since
July 2015, the death toll from
attacks has shown a continuous
increase, with nearly 600 civilians losing their lives.
In the 18 months since Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
ended peace talks with the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)
and later abandoned the policy of
supporting the armed Syrian
opposition, more than 800
members of the security forces
have been killed. Many were the
intended victims in the 25 acts of
terror.
The bloodbath in one of
Istanbul’s upscale nightclubs only
an hour after 2017 started marks
how the killing spree has turned
into a pattern. It also signifies a
turning point. Jihadist-related
terror in Turkish cities had until
then targeted Kurds, Alevis,
leftist activists and foreign
tourists.

“The scenario was aimed at the
very lifestyle of people.”
Cevat Ones, a retired top member of
the Turkish Intelligence Service

This time, as pointed out by
Cevat Ones, a retired top member
of the Turkish Intelligence
Service: “The scenario was aimed
at the very lifestyle of people.”
In other words, it was Turkey’s
rather vulnerable secular segments’ turn to feel the horror.
To them, it seemed the massacre was somehow the result of a
fierce escalation against the free
choice of lifestyle. The ground to
a hate crime was ripened by a
systematic campaign of hanging
banners in the cities calling on
people not to celebrate the New
Year’s Eve.
With some young thugs dressed
in traditional outfits symbolically
beating Santa Claus out of
shopping malls, Turkey’s powerful Directorate of Religious
Affairs, which employs more than
85,000 imams, broke its tradition
and issued a khutbah condemning
the “waste” during the New Year’s
celebrations.
This, to many urban seculars,
was the last straw, with the state
intervening so openly into their
choices on how to live while
members of the army, seemingly
encouraged by the khutbah,
engaged in a hate speech spree on
social media.
This does not fully explain why
and how a lone gunman, despite
the presence of nearly 20,000
police officers deployed in

Istanbul, could so easily enter a
nightclub, empty six magazines
of his AK-47, killing 39 people and
then escape. The club is only 200
metres from a police station.
As with earlier attacks, the
nightclub killings bring to the
surface how paralysed the
intelligence of the Turkish
security apparatus has become.
What went wrong? Outside
experts and foreign diplomats
agree that the institutional
reshuffling that had begun a long
time before the coup attempt last
July targeting those Erdogan sees
as the enemies within — namely
Gulenists — left the intelligence
apparatus in chaos, weak and
inefficient.
There had been bleak warnings
that the replacements in key posts
in the police force during the
purge were picked based on party
loyalty than real merit, adding to
concerns about incompetence.
The assassination of Russian
ambassador Andrei Karlov
December 19th by a Turkish
police officer added to the fears of
infiltration of jihadism into the
security apparatus.
Aleppo was a turning point,
followed by Turkish soldiers
fighting against al-Qaeda offshoots in al-Bab, incurring more
hatred of jihadists for Turkey. The
seemingly imminent battle for
Idlib, the jihadist stronghold near

No matter
what, the
unstoppable
terror
continues
to tear
apart the
fragile social
fabric of the
country.

Turkish border, promises to raise
the rage level. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the leader of the Islamic
State (ISIS), has called Turkey
“the collaborator of the crusaders.”
As mistrust grows, the apparent
insensitivity of the government is
striking. Despite the rising death
toll in terror attacks over the past
18 months, no minister or
government bureaucrat has
resigned because of them. After
each act of terror, the only
consolation seemed to be found
in pep-talk phrases such as “We
shall remain united.”
Nothing helps conceal the real
monster behind the wave of
horror. Erdogan’s hasty U-turn in
his Syrian policy, which, after the
rapprochement with Russia,
meant leaving the entire opposition in Syria out in the cold.
In many ways, the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP) in
Turkey reaps what it sowed. It is
clear it should have never backed
regime change in Syria. Now, the
only option seems to be better
preparations for preventing an
export of jihadism onto its soil.
No matter what, the unstoppable
terror continues to tear apart the
fragile social fabric of the country.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist and occasional contributor to
The Arab Weekly.
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Uncertainties over
Algerian transition
continue
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

W

hen
Abdelaziz
Bouteflika assumed
the presidency of
Algeria in 1999,
he warned that he
would not accept being “threequarters of a president”. The independence guerrilla fighter added:
“I’m not afraid to be hit by a bullet
in the head.”
Almost two decades later, Bouteflika, 79, has sidelined all powerful rivals, but there is speculation
whether he will extend his 20-year
hold on power in 2019 or anoint a
successor.
The Algerian constitution grants
the president paramount power.
But presidents have often sought
compromises with the ruling party’s leaders, business people, regional elites and military and intelligence commanders. Those who
failed to toe the line were ousted in
military coups, killed or saw their
mandates curtailed.
“Algeria’s problem is not only the
bad government. The problem is
that the alternatives to this government are all dervishes,” said political commentator Saad Okba.
Riots erupted January 2nd in
the restive Berber-speaking northern town Bejaia in protest of rising
food and transport prices that have
come about because of of budget
cuts meant to address lower oil and
gas revenues. Protesters set a police
truck and public transport bus on fire
and damaged several buildings, including a bank, but the unrest did not
spread to other parts of the country.
Political commentators warned
the turbulence could be a sign of

View poi nt

Elissa Miller

things to come, pointing out similarities with circumstances that prompted the bloody riots of October 1988
when rising prices led to political upheaval and civil war.
Bouteflika has set a longevity record as president and his leadership
strength seems unchallenged since
he cleared powerful contenders by
embracing them as allies — for as long
as it took — before dumping them.
“President Bouteflika has his own
method to manage the men who accept to work for him or those who
come under the illusion that they
struck an alliance with him. He puts
them in competition showing them
they could be replaced by one another,” said Abed Charef, an Algerian
journalist for Agency France-Presse.
“He, under no circumstances,
tolerates their being equal to him.
In some cases, such as with general
Mohamed Mediene, Bouteflika manoeuvres and arranges his work to
jeopardise and waits with patience
for the fruit to fall,” Charef added.
Known familiarly as “General Toufik”, Mediene, 76, was one of the
longest-serving secret service chiefs
in the world. Trained by the Soviet
KGB in the 1960s, he oversaw Algeria’s Intelligence and Security Directorate (DRS) for 25 years. Bouteflika
sacked Mediene in September 2015,
jolting Algeria’s political and military establishments and leaving observers outside Algeria wondering
about the consequences of the move
given the frail state of the president’s
health and the power wielded by Mediene, whom Algerians called Rab
Dzair (Algeria’s God).
Mediene took over the DRS leadership in 1992 at the beginning of
an Islamist insurgency that lasted
a decade and claimed more than
150,000 lives. Before firing Mediene,
Bouteflika forged a strong link with

Algerian teachers, health workers and local civil servants protest in Algiers, last November, as part of
a 3-day strike over plans to tighten spending and increase the retirement age. 		
(AP)
the armed forces chief Ahmed Gaid
Salah, who was on a list of generals
prepared by Mediene for sacking.
Bouteflika showed the list to Gaid
Salah in 2004 and kept him as an ally.
This was another example of Bouteflika’s strategy of forging make-andbreak alliances with influential generals and political figures, such as
general Larbi Belkheir, nicknamed
the “Military’s Shadow” for his
role in decision-making conclaves,
including when new presidents
were selected, as well as Mohamed
Lamari, the army chief of staff.
“There is a difference for Gaid
Salah. He was pushed out before
Bouteflika rescued him. As a result,
Gaid Salah was ready to fight and
prepared for the next battle when
Bouteflika was preparing to get rid of
General Mediene,” Charef said.
He and others argue that such
tactics helped Bouteflika bolster his
power but produced only smoke
screens of change for Algerians
yearning for a strong multiparty system and deep economic reforms to
enable the country to diversify its
economy from dependency on oil
and gas exports.
“It is the same cyclical dynamic
giving the illusion of a political

battle while it is indeed a machine
going into freewheel. It is sufficient to remember that nothing has
changed since the firing of [Mohamed] Betchine, [Tahar] Benbaibeche, Larbi Belkheir, [Abdelaziz]
Belkhadem, Chakib Khelil, Toufik
Mediene and many others,” Charef
said.

The Algerian
constitution grants
the president
paramount power.
Ali Benflis, a former prime minister and head of the opposition
group Talaie el Houriat (Freedom’s
Vanguards), bemoaned the country’s apparent political stalemate.
“Algeria is a country with no good
management and without a vision
for its future and with no inclusive
national project,” he said.
Noureddine Benissad, head of
the Algerian League for the Defence
of Human Rights, said: “Our country lived under a state of emergency
for 19 years since 1992. We hailed its
lifting in 2011 but we see no progress on human rights.”

Bouteflika is relatively popular
among sectors of the Algerian population who see him as the protector of the country’s security and
stability amid fears of the repercussions of chaos in Libya, political tumult in Tunisia and tensions with
Morocco over Western Sahara.
He is credited with building a
strong army that shields Algeria’s
borders from radical Islamists and
other threats and a guarantee of domestic security in case of troubles.
Bouteflika also freed Algeria of its
burden of foreign debt; the country
has huge foreign currency reserves.
Despite weak oil prices, Algeria
had increased oil output to offset
price declines.
Amine Mazouzi, chief of Algeria’s
hydrocarbon state group Sonatrach,
said in early December that oil output reached 1.135 million barrels
per day since November compared
to an average of 1.051 million barrels daily in 2015.
“Bouteflika is the only leader
capable of tackling the country’s
challenges now. He should run for a
fifth mandate out of national duty,”
said Amar Tou, a former cabinet
minister. Other officials made similar calls.

Shifting US policy in North Africa

U

S foreign policy in
the Middle East and
North Africa has
been preoccupied by
responses to crises
resulting from civil
wars and protracted instability,
particularly in Syria and Iraq. Yet,
in several key North African
countries — Egypt, Libya and
Tunisia — US policies could shift
under the Trump presidency to
reflect a security-driven agenda.
Experts can do little more than
speculate until after the January
20th inauguration but an examination of US-North Africa relations
over the past year offers insight
into how policies may change
under the new administration.
The United States’ relationship
with Egypt under the Obama
administration has been rocky,
although in the past year there
were efforts to strengthen ties. US
Secretary of State John Kerry met
with Egyptian Foreign Minister
Sameh Shoukry several times, and
top US national security officials
and congressional delegations
visited Cairo to discuss regional
security and counterterrorism
efforts. In August, Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said
that “Egyptian-American relations are strategic and they have
been improving”.
Still, Cairo bristles from
concerns expressed by the United
States over alleged human rights
violations in Egypt. Those
concerns, which recently focused
on the restriction of public space

The new US administration could
throw its support in Libya behind
Haftar and his forces.

for non-governmental organisations to operate and the detention
of Egyptian-American Aya
Hegazy, were on display during
meetings between Shoukry and
US lawmakers in early December.
Based on US President-elect
Donald Trump’s emphasis on
counterterrorism and security and
his presumed preference for
strongmen, US-Egypt relations are
expected to strengthen and
prioritise national security
interests; little attention will likely
be paid to human rights concerns
or issues of democratisation.
It is no surprise that Cairo
welcomed Trump’s election or
that Sisi was the first foreign
leader to congratulate Trump on
his victory. Trump’s emerging
relationship with Sisi was recently
demonstrated when the president-elect intervened through a
direct phone discussion with him
to convince Egypt to postpone a
vote in the UN Security Council
concerning Israeli settlements.
Much of Sisi’s worldview
appears to be reflected in that of
Trump. The US president-elect
has surrounded himself with
advisers who seem to make no
distinction between political
Islam and Islamic extremism. A
designation of the Muslim
Brotherhood as a foreign terrorist
organisation is a distinct possibility under the Trump administration, a move that would certainly
be welcomed by Cairo. Trump has
repeatedly praised Cairo’s
counterterrorism efforts against
extremists, which some observers
say have been used too broadly to
crack down on opponents of the
government.
As for Libya, over the past year
Kerry has had numerous talks

with European counterparts and
officials from the UN-backed
Libyan Government of National
Accord (GNA) to strengthen the
position of the GNA. The United
States launched, following a
request from the GNA, air strikes
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in
the Libyan city of Sirte.
Kerry’s diplomatic efforts and
US military assistance came amid
US President Barack Obama’s
admitting that failing to prepare
for the chaotic aftermath following the ouster of Muammar
Qaddafi was the worst mistake of
his presidency.
Future US policy in Libya is tied
to Trump’s relationship with
Egypt. Egypt has joined the
international community many
times in rhetorically recognising
the GNA as the sole legitimate
government of Libya and has
hosted talks aimed at finding a
resolution to the political stalemate in Libya.
However, Cairo has also
continued to support anti-Islamist
strongman Khalifa Haftar, who
leads the Libyan National Army
(LNA) and is allied with the House
of Representatives, which refuses
to endorse the GNA. Both Sisi and
Haftar have moved closer to
Russia, challenging Western
influence in the region.
Strong ties between Trump, Sisi
and Russian President Vladimir
Putin could lead to a shift in US
policy towards Libya in which the
new US administration throws
support behind Haftar and his
forces. The abandonment of the
UN-backed process that produced
the GNA, as well the emboldening
of Haftar and his anti-Islamist
forces, would deal a heavy blow to
the GNA’s shaky credibility and

US-Egypt
relations are
expected to
strengthen
in the
coming year.

could produce further turmoil in
the country.
What closer counterterror
cooperation between Washington,
Moscow, and Cairo against
Islamist forces in Egypt and Libya
would mean for other countries in
the broader MENA region, such as
Syria, remains unclear.
Where does this leave Tunisia?
The small North African country
has been struggling to push
forward with its democratisation
process and has received significant Western support. The Obama
administration designated Tunisia
a major non-NATO ally in 2015 and
has had several strategic dialogues
with the country. The European
Union has also tried to strengthen
Western ties with Tunisia.
Should Trump pursue a more
robust counterterror effort in
North Africa by cooperating with
Cairo and throwing support
behind Haftar, Tunisia could face
an escalation in threats from
militants in Libya. The country
was targeted in a terror attack by
extremists trained in Libya. A
Trump administration could,
through this security-focused
lens, strengthen ties with Tunisia’s army and security forces and
help Tunis prevent further threat
spillovers from Libya.
However, given Trump’s
seeming affinity for transactional
relationships and the fact that
instability in Tunisia is a larger
threat to Europe, it is unclear
whether his administration would
invest in the support that Tunisia
needs.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Center for the
Middle East.
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Iraqi militias ‘committing war crimes’ using
government-imported weapons
The Arab Weekly staff

London

M

ilitias fighting alongside
Iraqi
troops
against the Islamic
State (ISIS) are committing war crimes
using weapons provided to the Iraqi
military by at least 16 countries, including the United States, Russia
and Iran, Amnesty International
said.
The predominantly Shia militias
were formed in 2014 to support the
Iraqi government’s fight against
ISIS.
Iraq’s Sunni Arab community has
been targeted by paramilitaries,
which have carried out extrajudicial
executions, torture and enforced
disappearances and other crimes,
Amnesty International said.
“International arms suppliers,
including the USA, European countries, Russia and Iran, must wake
up to the fact that all arms transfers
to Iraq carry a real risk of ending
up in the hands of militia groups
with long histories of human rights
violations,” said Patrick Wilcken, an
Amnesty International arms control
researcher.

The US military
confirmed that its
advisers had entered
Mosul several times.
Amnesty
International
cited
nearly two-and-a-half years of field
research, including photo and video
evidence as well as interviews with
dozens of former detainees, witnesses, survivors and relatives of
those killed, detained or missing.
The report focused on four powerful groups — the Badr Organisation, Asaib Ahl al-Haq, Kataib Hez-

bollah and Saraya al-Salam — most
of which receive backing from Iran.
Tanks, machine guns and sniper rifles were among more than
100 types of weapons used by the
groups, Amnesty International said.
Weaponry has been supplied
by Iraqi state institutions or with
authorities’ approval and militia
members have purchased weapons
on the private market, including
online.
Iran was named as a major military sponsor of militias accused of
serious human rights violations.
Despite the paramilitaries formally becoming part of the Iraqi military last year, Amnesty International said its request to the Defence
Ministry for details of accountability mechanisms went unanswered.
“Instead of unequivocally hailing
militias as heroes fighting to put an
end to [ISIS] atrocities, thereby emboldening them, the Iraqi authorities must stop turning a blind eye
to systematic abuses that have fed
sectarian tensions,” said Wilcken.
Amnesty International called on
countries selling arms to Iraq to ensure the weapons are not used by
militias guilty of abuses.
Western officials have expressed
serious concerns about the government’s ability to bring the Shia militias under greater control.
The Popular Mobilisation Forces
(PMF), an umbrella group of militias, denies having sectarian aims or
committing widespread abuses. It
said it saved the country by pushing
ISIS back from Baghdad’s borders.
Thousands of fighters from various militias are participating in a
major offensive by Iraqi security
forces to retake the northern city
of Mosul from ISIS. Iraqi Army and
security forces are gaining momentum against ISIS in Mosul, the commander of the US-led coalition, US
Army Lieutenant-General Stephen
Townsend, told Reuters.

Iraqi Shia militiamen flash the ‘V’ for victory sign near the city of Falluja, last May.
Townsend said the increased
momentum was due to better coordination among the army and security forces. The Iraqis also improved
their ability to defend against ISIS
car bombs in Mosul, Townsend
said.
The US military said its adviser
corps has expanded to about 450
personnel in the last two weeks,
as Iraqi forces launched what they
call “phase two” of the Mosul campaign. The US military also confirmed that its advisers had entered
Mosul several times since the beginning of operations.
The total number of US troops
in Iraq is 4,935, by the Pentagon’s
count. They include trainers, security forces and other support troops.

Iraqi forces have retaken about
70% of eastern Mosul from ISIS,
Iraq’s joint operations commander,
Lieutenant-General Talib Shaghati,
told Reuters.
However, ISIS militants have recently displayed tactics to which
they are likely to resort if they lose
the city, killing nearly 100 people
with bombs in Baghdad and attacking security forces elsewhere.
Separately, Kurdish security forces closed the Iraqi headquarters of
an organisation that aids members
of the Yazidi religious minority,
which has been brutally targeted by
ISIS.
The move by the Iraqi Kurdish
asayish forces to close the Yazda organisation’s offices in the northern

(AFP)

city of Dohuk drew criticism from
Human Rights Watch (HRW).
“A force from the asayish raided
the main Yazda headquarters in Dohuk… and ordered the closure of the
headquarters and all Yazda projects
in camps” for displaced people, the
group said in a statement.
Kurdish government “authorities
need to think hard about the consequences of Yazda’s closure and
reverse its decision in accordance
with its international obligations to
facilitate, not obstruct, humanitarian assistance,” Belkis Wille, Iraq
researcher at HRW, said in a statement.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

Secession of Iraq’s Kurdistan highly unlikely in 2017

View poi nt

Mamoon
Alabbasi

C

alls for the secession
of semi-autonomous
Kurdish-majority
areas from Iraq have
increased in the past
month but domestic
and regional challenges remain
high for such a break-up.
“I’m confident New Year will
begin with renewed strength to
overcome crises & enemies and I
hope it’s the year of Kurdistan’s
independence,” Masrour Barzani,
chancellor of the Kurdistan
Region Security Council, said on
Twitter.
Kurdistan Regional Government
(KRG) Prime Minister Nechirvan
Barzani said he formally proposed
the topic of separation with the
central government.
“In the past, [independence]
was conveyed through the media.
Now, I am telling you (Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider al-Abadi and the
Iraqi government) officially our
goal is independence and we
must establish a committee to
discuss this,” Barzani said during
an interview with the Al-Monitor
website in December.
Iraq’s Shia-led central
government is staunchly opposed
to the break-up of Iraq. The KRG
is already in dispute with it over
budget matters. Despite the
improvement in ties between the
KRG and Abadi during the fight
against the Islamic State (ISIS),

Turkey may have strong ties
with the KRG and Barzani’s KDP
but supporting the creation of a
Kurdish state is another matter.

the government in Baghdad in
unlikely to approve the breaking
away of Kurdistan and Kurdish
officials have indicated they
would not announce
independence unilaterally.
The KRG’s grab of territories
under central government control
before being lost to ISIS and then
captured by peshmerga forces is
tolerated by Abadi due to
Baghdad’s weakness. They
remain, after all, Iraqi territories,
which is different from a change
in sovereignty.
Redrawing Iraq’s borders will
not be easy, especially when
there are many disputed areas.
Non-Kurds living in Kurdishmajority regions, some of whom
have been complaining of
persecution, find the prospect of
being part of a separate Kurdish
state terrifying.
Even outside the Kurdishmajority region, much of the
country’s mainly Arab population
(both Shias and Sunnis) see
Kurdistan as an indivisible part of
Iraq that is not in the purview of
the central government to give
up or of the KRG to take away.
Some in the Sunni Arabmajority region, which is closer
geographically to Kurdistan than
the Shia-majority parts of the
country, have aspired to have
their own semi-autonomous
authority. While
they may be
too weak
now to
prevent the
loss of parts of
their land to a
newly formed state, the threat of
conflict is likely to become more

serious in the future.
KRG President Masoud Barzani
called on Iraqi Kurdish parties to
join the Kurdistan Democratic
Party (KDP) to discuss a
referendum on independence
from Iraq.
But many in Iraq’s other main
Kurdish parties — the Patriotic
Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and the
Movement for Change (Gorran)
— fear breaking away from
Baghdad would mean being
dominated by the KDP.
The Kurdish parliament has
been suspended since October
2015 following deadly riots and
the PUK and Gorran —
among others — have
stated opposition to
Masoud Barzani, whose
mandate for the
presidency expired in
August 2015. He remains
in the position amid a
crackdown on dissent and
freedom of

Much of the
country’s
mainly Arab
population
sees
Kurdistan
as an
indivisible
part of Iraq.

Iraq’s Kurdish Regional Government President
Masoud Barzani speaks to the media at the town
of Bashiqa, east of Mosul, last November. (Reuters)

expression.
Regionally, the secession of
Iraq’s Kurdish-majority region is
strongly opposed by Iran, which
has an immense influence on
Baghdad as well as the PUK.
Tehran has been cracking down
on Kurdish militants in Iran, some
of whom operate from Iraq’s
Kurdistan region.
Turkey may have strong ties
with the KRG and Barzani’s KDP
but supporting the creation of a
Kurdish state is another matter.
Turkey’s training and backing of
peshmerga forces against ISIS or
Ankara’s importing oil from the
KRG, to the ire of Baghdad, have
led Iraqi Kurdish officials to
believe that breaking away from
Iraq is not a red line for the Turks.
They could be very mistaken.
Turkey’s problem is not with its
Kurds, many of whom support the
Turkish government or are part of
its ruling party, but rather with
Kurdish separatism.
Israel has been a vocal
supporter of the establishment of
an independent Kurdistan, which
it sees as a natural ally, but Tel
Aviv’s thumbs up is unlikely to
tip the regional balance in the
KRG’s favour.
Internationally, the United
States and Europe generally
support the KRG but they are
unlikely to put their weight
behind a unilateral break-up
of Iraq just yet. For them,
the unpredictable
repercussions from such
an event can wait.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an
Arab Weekly contributing editor
based in London.
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How Iran closed the Mosul ‘horseshoe’ and changed the Iraq war
Dominic Evans, Maher
Chmaytelli and Patrick Markey

Baghdad

I

n the early days of the assault
on the Islamic State (ISIS)
in Mosul, Iran successfully
pressed Iraq to change its battle plan and seal off the city, an
intervention that shaped the tortuous course of the conflict, sources
briefed on the plan said.
The original campaign strategy
called for Iraqi forces to close in
around Mosul in a horseshoe formation, blocking three fronts but leaving open the fourth — to the west of
the city leading to ISIS territory in
neighbouring Syria.
That model, used to recapture
several Iraqi cities from militants in
the last two years, would have left
fighters and civilians a clear route
of escape and could have made the
Mosul battle quicker and simpler.
However, Tehran, anxious that
retreating fighters would sweep
back into Syria just as Iran’s ally,
Syrian President Bashar Assad was
gaining the upper hand in his country’s war, wanted ISIS crushed and
eliminated in Mosul.
The sources said Iran lobbied for
Iranian-backed Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) fighters to be sent
to the western front to seal off the
link between Mosul and Raqqa, the
two main cities of ISIS’s self-declared, cross-border caliphate.
That link is now broken. For the
first time in Iraq’s two-and-halfyear, Western-backed drive to defeat ISIS, several thousand militants
have little choice but to fight to the
death and 1 million remaining Mosul citizens have no escape from the
front lines creeping ever closer to
the city centre.

The original
campaign strategy
called for Iraqi forces
to close in around
Mosul in a horseshoe
formation.
“If you corner your enemy and
don’t leave an escape, he will fight
till the end,” said a Kurdish official
involved in planning the Mosul battle.
“In the west, the initial idea was
to have a corridor… but the (PMF)
insisted on closing this loophole
to prevent them going to Syria,” he
said.
The battle for Mosul is the biggest
in Iraq since the US-led invasion

of 2003. About 100,000 people are
fighting on the government side,
including Iraqi soldiers and police,
peshmerga troops of the autonomous Kurdish region and fighters
in PMF units. A US-led international
coalition is providing air and ground
support.
Iraqi Army commanders have repeatedly said the presence of civilians on the battlefield has complicated and slowed their operation,
restricting air strikes and the use of
heavy weapons in populated areas.

Tehran, anxious that
retreating fighters
would sweep back
into Syria, wanted
ISIS crushed and
eliminated in Mosul.
They considered changing strategy to allow civilians out but rejected
the idea because they feared that
fleeing residents could be massacred by militants, who have executed civilians to prevent them from
escaping other battles. Authorities
and aid groups would also struggle
to deal with a mass exodus.
Documents drawn up by humanitarian organisations before the
campaign, seen by Reuters, show
they prepared camps in Kurdishcontrolled areas of Syria for about
90,000 refugees expected to head
west out of Mosul.
“Iran didn’t agree and insisted
that no safe corridor be allowed to
Syria,” said a humanitarian worker.
“They wanted the whole region
west of Mosul to be a kill box.”
Hisham al-Hashemi, an Iraqi
analyst on Islamist militants who
was briefed on the battle plan in
advance, also said it initially envisaged leaving one flank open.
“The first plan had the shape of a
horseshoe, allowing for the population and the militants to retreat
westward as the main thrust of the
offensive came from the east,” he
said.
About a week before the campaign began, Lebanese Hezbollah
Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah, a close ally of Iran, accused the
United States of planning to allow
ISIS a way out to Syria.
“The Iraqi Army and popular
forces must defeat it in Mosul, otherwise, they will be obliged to move
to eastern Syria to fight the terrorist
group,” he said. Hezbollah is fighting in support of Assad in Syria.
PMF spokesman Karim al-Nuri
denied that Tehran was behind the
decision to deploy the Shia fighters
west of Mosul.

Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF) take part in an operation against ISIS militants on the outskirts of
the town of Hammam Al-Alil, south of Mosul, on October 31st, 2016.
(Reuters)
“Iran has no interest here. The
majority of these statements are
mere analysis. They are simply not
true,” he said.
Nevertheless, securing territory
west of Mosul by the Iranian-backed
militias has other benefits for Iran’s
allies, by giving the Shia fighters a
launch pad into neighbouring Syria
to support Assad.
If ISIS is defeated in Syria and
Iraq, Tehran’s allies would gain control of an arc of territory stretching
from Iran itself across the Middle
East to Lebanon and the Mediterranean coast.
Iran was not the only country
pressing for the escape to be closed
west of Mosul. Russia, another
powerful Assad ally, also wanted
to block any possible movement of
militants into Syria, said Hashemi.
One of Assad’s biggest enemies,
France, was also concerned that
fighters linked to attacks in Paris
and Brussels might escape. The
French have contributed ground
and air support to the Mosul campaign.
A week after the campaign began,
French President François Hollande
said any flow of people out of Mosul
would include “terrorists who will
try to go further, to Raqqa in particular”.
Still, the battle plan did not foresee closing the road to the west of
Mosul until Iraqi Prime Minister

Haider al-Abadi agreed in late October to dispatch the PMF militias.
“The government agreed to Iran’s
request, thinking that it would take
a long time for the PMF to get to the
road to Syria, and during that time
the escape route would be open and
the battle would still proceed as
planned,” Hashemi said.
The PMF move to cut the western
corridor was announced on October
28th, 11 days after the start of the
wider Mosul campaign. Fighters
made swift progress, sweeping up
from a base south of Mosul to seal
off the western route out of the city.
Abadi “was surprised to see them
reaching the road in just a few
days”, Hashemi said. “The battle
has taken a different shape since
then — no food, no fuel is reaching
Mosul and (ISIS) fighters are bent on
fighting to the end.”
Once the Iraqi Shia militias advance west of Mosul had begun,
ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi
told his followers there could be no
retreat from the city where he proclaimed his caliphate in July 2014.
Those tempted to flee should
“know that the value of staying on
your land with honour is a thousand times better than the price of
retreating with shame”, Baghdadi
said in an audio recording released
five days after Shia militias announced they were moving to cut
off the last route out.

Since then his fighters have
launched hundreds of suicide car
bombs, mortar barrages and sniper
attacks against the advancing forces, using a network of tunnels under
residential areas and using civilians
as human shields, Iraqi soldiers say.
A senior US officer in the international coalition that is supporting
the campaign said waging war amid
civilians would always be tough but
the Baghdad government was best
placed to decide on strategy.
“They’ve got 15 years of war (experience)… I can’t think of anyone
more calibrated to make that decision and as a result that is why as
a coalition we supported the government of Iraq’s decision,” said
US Army Brigadier-General Scott
Efflandt, deputy commanding general in the coalition.
“The opening and closing of that
corridor, hypothetically, realistically, did not fundamentally change
the plans of the battle,” he added.
“It changes how we prosecute the
fight but that does not necessarily
make it easier or harder.”
The Kurdish official was less sanguine, saying the battle for Mosul
was now “more difficult” and could
descend into a long, drawn-out
siege similar to those seen in Syria.
It could “turn Mosul into Aleppo”, he said.
(Reuters)

Is the tide turning against Iraq’s Nuri al-Maliki?
Nazli Tarzi

London

A

s Iraq gears up for provincial elections, the floor
under the ruling Shia
alliance is cracking. Anger is mounting among
a population that says its demands
have not been met, as shown during
recent protests against Iraqi VicePresident Nuri al-Maliki in southern
Iraq.
Maliki’s unsolicited, self-funded
political tour to several southern
cities in December drew crowds of
enraged protesters demanding the
departure of a man they blame for
Iraq’s current situation. Dissatisfied
masses scolded Maliki — as their
placards read — for plundering Iraq’s
oil wealth and allowing one-third of
the country to slip into the grasp of
the Islamic State (ISIS).
“The aim of Maliki’s tour,” Amman-based activist Marjan al-Hilali
explained in a telephone interview,
“is to nurture the loyalty of certain
segments of society through hollow
promises and cash.”

Hilali said money was the order of
the day in the “new Iraq”. The highest bidder, he said, “is he who solidifies his power over ministries of
state”. Maliki’s promises of reform
and sweeping changes have come to
mean very little. Suspicion and distrust of his motives are grounded in
a history of his repressive and sectarian rule.
Iraqi-based activist Uday al-Zaidi
said, “Maliki and his State of Law
Party have lost the popular vote”,
especially among Shias in Iraq. Any
legitimacy he had was extracted
under electoral fraud and vote rigging. Even this was lost the moment
protesters took to the streets during
February uprisings in 2010”.
“He cannot defy his fate by walking over the cracks in the floor beneath him,” Zaidi said. “Power is
no longer narrowly concentrated
around him or his allies.”
Maliki denounced the protests,
labelling the participants as outlaws belonging to the Sadrist political movement. Days earlier, Islamic
Dawa Party leader Amara al-Kuzai
was attacked by armed groups in
Basra. The Sadrists released a statement three days following Maliki’s

eviction from Basra’s oil cultural
centre denying responsibility and
involvement. Wathiq al-Battat, leader of Iraq’s Hezbollah, stereotyped
demonstrators as “baltajiyya” —
“thugs” — and defended Maliki “as
not the only man responsible for the
blood Iraq has shed”.

Maliki’s political tour
around southern
cities in December
drew crowds of
enraged protesters.
Maliki is widely remembered for
crushing Iraq’s “Arab spring” in
2012 after a raid was ordered on the
Ministry of Finance headed by Rafi
al-Issawi, a Sunni. His guards were
arrested under terrorism charges
and another Sunni MP, Ahmad alAlwani, was imprisoned.
Starting in Falluja, thousands of
Iraqis rallied to condemn Maliki’s
sectarian governance. The popular
uprising lasted more than a year
but its “leaders were incarcerated,
forced into exile, and many of them
killed”, Ahmad Mahmoud, an organiser of the 2010 uprisings, now

based in London, explained.
“The same approach was used the
subsequent years as protests continued,” he said. Those who marched,
Mahmoud added, “whether in Falluja, Ramadi or Basra were conceptualised by Maliki and his henchman as seditionists and criminals”,
allegations Maliki returned to after
the demonstrations against him in
southern Iraq.
Zaidi said that, while political
groups joined the protests, “Maliki’s
projection of what really happened
is a mere illusion that Iraqis can no
longer be fed”. His reception suggests his popularity is waning.
Though rifts between Maliki and
the Sadrist movement are not new,
they have intensified in recent
months. Both blocs, on paper, are
partners in the ruling national alliance criticised by Zaidi “as a house
that is divided” along religious lines.
In late December, Muqtada al
Sadr met with Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi to discuss the war
against ISIS, reform plans and the
elevation of moderate voices within
the establishment reportedly without mentioning names.
“Lest we forget, the political sys-

tem in Iraq was essentially founded
upon injustices and the existing alliances that form the political process lack popular support,” Zaidi
said. “Whether it is Sunni or Shia or
Kurdish, these are all political blocs
moulded by the hands of US occupiers.”
With only a few months before
Iraqi elections, Zaidi maintained
that Iraq is witnessing the “rise of a
new popular movement… the biggest threat to those in power”.
He said that April’s vote “will give
birth to new political parties and
trends with old faces”. He added
that observers should expect several
delays under “invented pretences”
of the ruling national Shia alliance
to postpone the results.
Growing friction between Maliki’s
State of Law Coalition and the Sadrist movement are expected and
alliances will likely shift as political blocs try to consolidate power.
These agendas, Zaidi said, “will not
go undetected by the Iraqi people”.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist, whose writings and films
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.
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Welcoming 2017

A

new year — any new year — is full of things that
have never been and a few that could be. So it is
with 2017, just a few days old and bursting with
projections about what is to come.
What can we expect for the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA) region in 2017, keeping in
mind the distinction between hope and expecta-

tion?
We can hope that peace will break out wholesale in the region
but the expectation would be a gradual end to hot wars — Syria,
Yemen, Iraq, Libya — and a subsequently bumpy and prolonged
process of peace building.
We can hope that radical extremism will be given no quarter
but the expectation would be a graduated hobbling of terrorist
groups — the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda, disparate jihadist
entities in Syria — and of their ability to strike in the region and
beyond.
We can hope that the momentum gained by Iraqi forces in
their 11-week battle to take Mosul from ISIS will mean the end of
that brutal extremist entity but the more realistic expectation
must be that it will be a long battle to evict ISIS from Iraq and
Syria. And it is a mighty struggle for the hearts and minds of the
region’s youth.
We can hope that defence spending will be curtailed in the
region and that there will be a commensurate rise in development funding but, considering all the challenges — real and
perceived — the expectation must be that key MENA countries
will continue to devote large budgets to their security needs.
Nonetheless, it is time MENA states established viable economic strategies, focused on their overwhelmingly young
populations.
The new year began with a new UN leadership. It is hoped that
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, a bridge-building political
veteran with an aptitude for initiating and moderating difficult
conversations on the world stage, will rise to the unique challenges of this moment in history.
The United Nations is needed more than ever to articulate a
vision around which an increasingly fractious world can unite.
The UN secretary-general’s compassionate vision and creative
determination are needed to end conflict, especially in the
MENA region.
A lot will depend on the countries in the region and their
ability to look beyond chronic divisions and short-term calculations. On that front, there is reason to believe that hope and
expectation can unite. Developments in the MENA region in
recent months indicate a new sense of pragmatism and a can-do
spirit.
Donald Trump’s impending inauguration as president of the
United States and the continuing surge in prominence of rightwing forces in Europe place a new and serious responsibility on
the Arab and Muslim worlds. They must hold the line, knuckle
down and work towards a convincing narrative that dispels fear
and embraces mutually assured co-development and peace.
There is nothing that binds this region to continuously reenact the past. The Middle East and North Africa are not destined to be the way they are, riven by conflict and plagued by
the expectation of instability.
In itself, that is abundant reason for hope in 2017.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

A look ahead at
the Middle East
in 2017

Claude Salhani

Published by Al Arab Publishing House
Publisher
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Contact editor at:
editor@thearabweekly.com

Editor-in-Chief

Oussama Romdhani
Deputy Editor-in-Chief

Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor

John Hendel
Chief Copy Editors

Jonathan Hemming
and Richard Pretorius
Analysis Section Editor

Ed Blanche

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

East/West Section Editor

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising
Manager

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

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

Mark Habeeb

Society and Travel Sections Editor
Samar Kadi
Contributing Editors
Mamoon Alabbasi
Rashmee Roshan Lall
Senior Correspondents

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

Claude Salhani
Correspondents

Saad Guerraoui (Casablanca)
Dunia El-Zobaidi (London)
Roua Khlifi (Tunis)
Thomas Seibert (Washington)

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre
66 Hammersmith Road
London W14 8UD, UK
Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Political
instability
in 2017 will
very much be
the order of
the day in
Egypt,
Sudan, the
Palestinian
territories
and Iraq.

A

s a new year begins,
journalists and
analysts often try to
project what may
lay ahead for the
Middle East during
the next 12 months. What major
changes are likely to occur? Will
the conflicts that have darkened
the region finally come to an
end? Will its countries mature
politically and adopt greater
democratic reforms, albeit at
their own pace?
Alas, one does not need a
crystal ball to predict that the
outlook for greater change in a
positive manner does not bode
well for the region.
Considering the numerous
conflicts raging across it, one
does not need to be a prophet
nor have the capacity to read tea
leaves to predict that violence
will feature high in the forecast
for 2017.
Starting with Syria and the
devastating war that has been
ripping the country apart for
nearly six years, there appears
to be no end in sight or any
immediate relief for the Syrian
people. The probabilities are
therefore high that 2017 will be
another bad year for Syria and
that despite the fact that it may
very well be the year in which the
Islamic State (ISIS) is defeated.
Even the total defeat of ISIS
will not come without serious
repercussions for the region and
even for countries beyond the
Middle East. Several European
countries and the United States
could feel the fallout effect of
ISIS’s demise.
One immediate concern is
what is likely to happen to
the thousands of young jihadi
fighters who left their adopted
countries in the West and in
the East, too, to join ISIS? How
likely is it that they could ever be
reintegrated into normal society
without raising problems of one
sort or another?
And what of the fate of the
millions of refugees who have
unwillingly created new cities on
the outskirts of normality across
the region and beyond? Jordan’s
second-largest city is a refugee
camp.
Is it at all reasonable to plant
millions of people in makeshift
camps, often amid crime, drugs
and prostitution, and expect the
results to yield the makings of
normal society? These camps are

the perfect breeding grounds,
the incubators of tomorrow’s
problems.
If by some miracle the war
in Syria were to end overnight,
the country would face new
challenges in 2017 as it tries to
rebuild. Indeed, this war and
the refugee crisis it has created
have presented the region with a
whole new set of problems.
Lebanon has weathered the
war next door and successfully
thwarted advances of ISIS. At the
same time, the Lebanese have
finally agreed on a new president
after a more than two-year hiatus.
Of course, their choice, much
like the American people’s choice
for president, leaves much to be
desired but that is another story.
Violence continued in 2016 and
again very likely to continue in
2017 in the southern tip of the
Arabian peninsula as another civil
war and proxy battle between
Saudi Arabia and Iran goes on
and on interrupted by ceasefires
and attempts to reinstall calm.
Efforts to bring peace to Yemen
have been as successful as the
attempts to stop the war in Syria.
On the other side of the Arab
world, conflict continues in Libya
where ISIS may also be playing its
last card and where concentrated
efforts to eradicate the jihadist
terrorist group seem to be
working.
Political instability in 2017 will
very much be the order of the day
in Egypt, Sudan, the Palestinian
territories and Iraq. The Turks
and the Kurds are very likely to
go at each other in 2017 as the
Kurds continue to aspire for an
independent homeland much to
the displeasure this may cause
in Ankara, Tehran, Baghdad and
Damascus.
Is there good news across
the region? Well, Saudi Arabia
continues to introduce reforms,
albeit at a very slow pace. The
United Arab Emirates seems
to be riding a positive wave of
development despite the drop in
oil revenues. Morocco appears to
have avoided any great crisis this
year and it is hoped that in 2017
it will maintain that stability as
will Tunisia and Algeria, though
greater efforts in the latter would
not hurt.
Here is to wishing you all a very
happy new year in 2017.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Why many in the Middle East prefer Trump over Obama

Tom Regan

Saudi Arabia,
Egypt and
the Gulf
countries
saw the
nuclear
agreement as
a total win
for Iran.

I

t looked like it would be, in
the words of Humphrey
Bogart’s character Rick
Blaine of Casablanca fame,
the beginning of a beautiful
friendship. US President
Barack Obama’s overtures to the
Middle East at the beginning of his
presidency in 2009 not only
looked set to make over the United
States’ relationship with the
region but also led to Obama’s
being awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize.
So why is it that, nearly eight
years later, that “beautiful
friendship” has turned sour?
While Americans wonder what
will happen in the next four
years under the presidency of the
Twitter-happy Donald Trump,
many Middle Eastern leaders and
diplomats say they look forward
to dealing with Trump, despite his
inflammatory comments about
Muslims and Islam.
Boiling it down to its essentials,
many of them prefer, as one said at
a recent conference in Morocco, to
deal with someone who hates Islam
rather than an administration that
“loves Iran”.
Obama’s efforts — or lack
thereof — in the Middle East
will go down as one of the

biggest disappointments of his
administration.
Despite his tough talk, he
was unable to move the IsraeliPalestinian peace talks an inch;
in fact, one might argue that they
have gone backward.
Obama’s pro-democracy
comments during the “Arab
spring”, and particularly after the
2011 uprising in Egypt, angered
conservative regimes in the region.
His wishy-washy stance on Syria
was even worse. From the moment
he did not follow through on his
red-line comment about the Assad
regime’s use of chemical weapons,
Obama’s lack of direction and
the aggressive stance of Russian
President Vladimir Putin made the
American president look weak and
foolish.
It was the nuclear deal with Iran,
however, that was the final straw.
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the Gulf
countries saw the agreement as a
total win for Iran, lifting the burden
of sanctions, giving the Iranians
access to billions of dollars and not
exacting any requirements from
them to stop their meddling in the
affairs of neighbouring countries.
Then came the interview with
the Atlantic’s Jeffrey Goldberg,
in which Obama’s distaste for

the region and what he saw as its
never-ending conflicts and political
quagmires further pushed Middle
Eastern leaders away from the
United States.
Which goes a long way to
explaining why many are looking
forward to Trump.
They probably view the incoming
US president as a blank slate
on which they can project their
agendas. Some are counting on
his lack of interest in the region
and of foreign policy experience
to give them a freer hand to do as
they please. (Nation-building and
promoting democracy and human
rights likely will be sharply reduced
under Trump.) Also, his seemingly
chummy relationship with Putin,
who may have helped him win the
US presidency, could complicate
relations with Iran considering that
Russia and Iran have been close for
years.
Arab governments, however,
probably envision Trump being
more pragmatic and blunt than
Obama. Trump does not do
diplomacy and there is a sense that
the Arab world will have a better
notion of where it stands with the
US government under Trump than
under Obama.
There are some caveats: Trump

can change his mind on a whim
and the region may find his
temperament more puzzling than
Obama’s. If the United States is less
engaged in the Middle East, count
on Russia and China to be more
active. Nature abhors a vacuum,
after all.
Surprisingly, Iran wanted Trump
to win, too, not because they prefer
him to Obama or Hillary Clinton,
but because they see his election
as a potential massive headache for
what it calls “the Great Satan”.
That other great determinate of
public sentiment in the region —
the Arab street — probably does not
care much about who won the US
presidential election. One US leader
is much like another to it and
none offers the region very much
and what is offered is frequently
undesirable.
In the end, Trump will probably
not seem much better than Obama
but since the expectations are not
as high, the disappointment will be
noticeably less.
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.

The Somalisation of Yemen

Khairallah Khairallah

Some 19
million
Yemenis do
not have
access to
potable
water and 14
million do
not have
enough to
eat.

Y

emen is rapidly
deteriorating towards
total chaos. As feared
by the country’s
supporters, the
imminent demise of
Yemen’s last state institution will
turn it into a lawless state and
hasten its Somalisation. With a
population of more than 25
million, the ensuing humanitarian
disaster in Yemen will likely
surpass the one in Syria.
Yet those in power — or so it
seems to them — in Yemen ignore
the mounting danger. Some 19
million Yemenis do not have access
to potable water and 14 million do
not have enough to eat. Worse, a
whole generation has been lost to
poverty, sickness and illiteracy.
This generation will become easy
prey for terrorist organisations,
such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic
State (ISIS) and their offshoots.
It is useless to speak at length
about the evils of the presence of
these two groups in Yemen. The
December 11th terrorist attack in
Aden, in which 48 soldiers were
killed, is a good indicator of the
extent of the threat to the country.
Statistics released by international

groups are alarming. Every day
hundreds of Yemeni children die
because of lack of minimal living
conditions.
Yet, the crisis in Yemen persists
and peace negotiations have
reached a dead end. A political
solution does not seem attainable
in the short run. This does not
mean that the various parties in the
crisis cannot arrive at a negotiated
solution. They can if they accept
to be realistic. “Realistic” is
indeed the key word here. Being
realistic means, first and foremost,
abandoning delusions.
The first delusion to go is the
belief in the ability of any of the
parties involved to achieve a
military victory on the ground.
This means, of course, to recognise
that none of the parties is going to
be able to eliminate the others and
therefore a military solution must
be abandoned.
Potential military solutions in
Yemen have reached their limit.
Operation Decisive Storm stopped
the Iranian project for Yemen.
Following their victory in Sana’a in
September 2014, the Iran-backed
Houthis became deluded about
controlling all of Yemen. They

did not see the military operation
against them coming.
Territories under Houthi control
have shrunk considerably but
they are not out of the equation
yet. They still control Sana’a
and northern Yemen. They are a
presence in Taiz, thanks to their
alliance with former president Ali
Abuallah Saleh, who lost power to
the Muslim Brotherhood in 2011.
Since then, the highly centralised
regime has been in disarray.
Yemen is living a new reality.
Consequently, new solutions are
in order. It is useless to insist on
the past and to appeal to a bygone
legitimacy. Interim president, Abd
Rabbo Mansour Hadi, champion of
this legitimacy, has spent his time
since February 2012 when he was
handed the presidency by Saleh,
in settling old scores with the
latter. Almost five years in power
and nothing has changed on the
ground.
There is a vicious circle that must
be broken. In addition to what
has been agreed upon during the
peace talks in Kuwait, US Secretary
of State John Kerry’s initiative
would reduce Hadi’s presidential
prerogatives in preparation for

sidelining him. This is unavoidable
if the desired outcome is to relieve
Sana’a from the Houthis’ grip.
Sana’a would become the capital
of a federation of regions enjoying
decentralised powers. This new
Yemen would be a far cry from the
old Yemen under Saleh.
It is in the interest of the Gulf
countries and the international
community to work towards implementing such a solution to avoid
worsening the Yemeni crisis. In the
long run, the only people who will
benefit from a continuing crisis in
Yemen are the terrorists, be they
sponsored by Iran or by al-Qaeda
or ISIS.
To break the vicious circle of
violence in Yemen, a consensual
figure must be found to prepare for
resolution of the crisis. Concessions
must be made by all sides or Yemen
will continue to be held hostage
by the Houthis, a fanatical group
that believes that backwardness
can solve Yemen’s problems,
and by another group claiming
“legitimacy” and refusing to accept
that its days are forever gone.

theatre but also in the rise in
Europe of nationalistic or rightwing leaders close to Moscow. In
case the accusations levelled by
Washington regarding Putin’s team
hacking US elections turn out to be
true, we can conclude that these
digital wars are preliminary tests
for new forms of confrontation in
a feverish race to control decision
makers worldwide during the
coming decades. Donald Trump’s
election under the slogan “America
First” clearly indicates the return
of nationalistic discourse to the
detriment of globalisation and
international cooperation.
Future trends in international
relations will be decided by Trump
administration policies towards
China and China’s reactions to
them. During the new era, China
will focus on increasing its benefits
from the new Silk Road while the
United States will focus on the
South China Sea and countering
China’s game in Asia and the
Pacific.
In the wider Middle East,
everybody is waiting for the
Trump administration’s positions
regarding Iran, Saudi Arabia and
Turkey. It will be interesting

to find out the extent to which
this administration is willing to
concede Russia’s rising role in the
eastern Mediterranean.
In many places, 2017 is shrouded
in mystery. It is difficult to predict
the global effects of a strong US
dollar and the fluctuations of
the oil markets. In France, Iran,
Germany, the Netherlands and
Nigeria, the coming elections are
a waiting game and we cannot
clearly read the aftermath of the
Islamic State’s defeats in Mosul and
Syria. The future of the Kurdish
issue remains uncertain.
Some observers are quick to
dismiss any potential changes in
the Arab world for 2017.
Nevertheless, and despite the
continuous destructive chaos in
more than one Arab country, the
profound changes taking place
since 2010 in many are indicative of
the covert strength of Arab youth
to meet challenges head-on and
move forward with reforms while
strongly opposing any form of
colonisation.

Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.

Trends in the new year

Khattar Abou Diab

In the wider
Middle East,
everybody is
waiting for the
Trump
administration’s
positions
regarding Iran,
Saudi Arabia
and Turkey.

I

n all probability, 2017 is
going to be a year of
transition for the new
directions in the world
order within the context of
the strategic disorder and
polarisation among the powers.
This will be especially so
economically between Washington and Beijing. Transition will
also be the optimal word regarding the rise of Russia, the future
of the European Union after
Brexit, the coming elections in
France and Germany and the
shaping of a new Middle East out
of its destructive chaos.
Amid rising Putinism, loud
Trumpism, a hungry Chinese
dragon, an ageing Europe, a
generation of nostalgic dreamers
of bygone empires, merchants of
religion and fables, globalisation
refuseniks and pushers of the
clash of civilisations, the new era
in international relations does not
look so bright.
Regardless of the achievements
of both the digital and
technological revolutions in our
global village, history draws us
back to the first fall of global
capitalism, which led to the first

world war in 1914. Today, with the
growing gap between classes, the
shrinking space of freedoms and
the rise of nationalism, we are
witnessing conditions like those
that led to the Bolshevik revolution
of 1917. Of course, we will not see
the unfolding of the same scenario
but we will need to seriously
review our thinking patterns and
approaches.
With the withdrawals from the
International Court of Justice,
the use of brute force to settle
international disputes (Russia
resorted to the card of sanctioned
wars to rejoin the circle of
big players) and the spread of
terrorism, we have come to the
end of the Westernised era of
international relations. Today,
it seems that ethics or human
considerations no longer have
any role to play in international
relations nor can international
law and concerted multilateral
diplomacy stand in the face of
narrow national interests.
We can see the decline in the
limited gains of the previous world
order reflected in the ascension
of Putinism, not just in relation to
military successes in the Syrian

Khattar Abou Diab is a professor
of geopolitical sciences at the Paris
Center for Geopolitics.
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Syria’s fragile
ceasefire
unravelling amid
regional rifts
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he creaky Syrian ceasefire
declared by Russia and
Turkey on December 29th
is fraying as the complex
conflict veers towards a
new phase that could determine
the fate of the war-crippled country
and the surrounding region.
Differences over strategic objectives among the principal outside
powers involved in the conflict are
sharpening while rebel groups accuse Syrian President Bashar Assad
of violating the truce by seeking
control of vital water supplies to the
Damascus area as part of a starveor-surrender campaign against opposition forces.
The continued fighting and growing signs of disagreement among
Assad’s main allies — Russia and
Iran — threaten to derail Moscow’s
plans for peace talks scheduled for
January 23rd in Kazakhstan.
The Russian move is seen as designed to bolster Moscow’s influence as a global power by overshadowing foundering UN peace efforts
and provide it with an exit from its
first military operation outside the
borders of the former Soviet Union
since its 1991 collapse.
Amid the diplomatic manoeuvring, military operations against
the Islamic State (ISIS) appear to be
escalating, although with little cohesion among the various sides.
Turkey, retaliating for a string of
murderous ISIS attacks in its cities,
stepped up its 4-month-old incursion into northern Syria and besieged the strategic town of al-Bab,

ISIS’s westernmost stronghold in
Syria.
Turkish forces are hammering
the town with artillery fire and air
strikes. The Russians joined the fray
with air strikes south of the town in
yet another twist in the constantly
changing Syrian war.
Since Russia’s intervention in
September 2015, it has largely ignored ISIS while focusing on those
forces threatening Assad. But now,
with Assad secure following the
regime’s victory in reclaiming the
key city of Aleppo in December,
Moscow seeks to establish its antiterrorism credentials, while achieving a greater strategic objective by
further marginalising the United
States’ muddled role in Syria.
The intensification of anti-ISIS
operations in Syria leaves the jihadists in a steadily closing vice.
The scene is similar to that in
neighbouring Iraq where ISIS sent
waves of suicide bombers against
US-backed government forces in a
desperate effort to shatter a major
offensive that is steadily enveloping
the northern city of Mosul, the last
major ISIS bastion in Iraq.
This two-pronged assault on ISIS
seems certain to crush the Islamic
caliphate spanning Syria and Iraq
that the group proclaimed at the zenith of its power in mid-2014. That
victory, however notable when it
comes, is unlikely to extinguish the
ISIS movement or settle a Syrian
conflict that looks like dragging on
into a seventh year.
The accelerating tempo of terror
attacks in recent weeks across the
Middle East and Western Europe
in which hundreds of people have
been killed or wounded underlines
the potency of the threat of ISIS re-

Russian military engineers driving in their armoured vehicles to operate in Aleppo, Syria.
taliation for the impending loss of
its caliphate.
However, ISIS’s capabilities may
be curtailed by the loss of al-Bab,
where some Arab sources say the
group’s external operations arm has
its headquarters. This would leave
the city of Raqqa, the caliphate’s de
facto capital to the east, as ISIS’s last
urban stronghold in Syria.

Differences over
strategic objectives
among the principal
outside powers
involved in the
conflict are
sharpening.
Rivalry among Russia, Iran,
Turkey and the United States has
blocked a major push on Raqqa but
in recent days the Americans have
intensified air strikes on the city.
The US-led coalition fighting
ISIS said that since December 20th
it had mounted more air strikes
against Raqqa and its environs than
against Mosul. Between December
18th and January 1st, there were 52

strikes against Raqqa compared to
20 against Mosul.
“The United States, hoping to
stretch the Islamic State’s fighters
and resources thin by forcing it to
fight for both cities simultaneously, is eager to launch an offensive
against the Syrian stronghold as
quickly as possible,” the US security
consultancy Stratfor observed.
However, it noted, “significant
hurdles to the Raqqa operation
have arisen… Not all of the US coalition allies share its desire.”
One key obstacle is that the USbacked forces concerned are predominantly Kurdish, and Raqqa is
mostly Arab. Turkey in particular,
alarmed at the prospect of a Syrian
Kurdish enclave along its southern
border, opposes any offensive under those conditions.
The regime’s December victory
in recapturing the eastern sector of
Aleppo, held by rebel forces since
mid-2012, consolidated Damascus’s
control over much of Syria.
It also emphasised Assad’s complete dependence on Russia and
Iran to keep him in power — and
thus exposed his greatest weak-

(AP)

ness.
The differences among Moscow,
Tehran, Ankara and Damascus have
become more pronounced since the
Aleppo fighting ended.
Russia and Iran do not see eye
to eye on key issues. Russia, having secured Assad’s rule over much
of Syria and gained its long-sought
Middle East foothold with which
to challenge the United States as a
global power, has no enthusiasm
for being in an open-ended conflict
as the Americans did in Iraq before
their withdrawal in December 2011.
“Russia is looking for a way out,”
Stratfor concluded. That, however, demands a political solution,
which, given the divergent agendas of Assad’s foreign allies, there
seems little prospect of one.
Turkey wants to expand its influence across the Sunni world while
Iran wants to control Syria as the
western end of the strategic corridor it is trying to stitch together
from Iraq to Syria and Lebanon to
confront Israel.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Assad’s ‘ethnic cleansing’ plan unveils a new Syria
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

A

hallmark of the Syrian regime’s policy to recover
territory held by rebel
groups is the surrenderor-starve tactic, a brutal
binary choice for the defenders of
opposition-held towns and neighbourhoods across western Syria that
has paid dividends for President
Bashar Assad and his multinational
allies.
Access points in and out of the targeted area are sealed by regime forces and the population is subjected
to intense aerial and artillery bombardment. As food, medicine, water
and fuel supplies dwindle, pressure
mounts on civilians and fighters to
surrender.
The recent six-month siege and
relentless bombardment of eastern Aleppo, with a population of
200,000 people, was the acme of
this uncompromising tactic.
These deals — known in regimespeak as “reconciliation agreements” to disguise a tactic that
many consider to be a war crime —
are more commonplace than is generally appreciated.
The Russian Defence Ministry’s
Centre for Reconciliation of Opposing Sides in the Syrian Arab Republic
said that, as of mid-December, the
number of “reconciliation agreements” secured across Syria stood
at 1,057, with another 94 ceasefire
deals.
As the world looked on while
Aleppo, once Syria’s economic hub,
was battered into rubble, the Assad

regime was pursuing the same policy elsewhere, notably on Damascus’s periphery.
In
October,
Assad’s
forces
launched an offensive against rebel-held Khan al-Sheikh, a town
in Western Ghouta that sits on the
key highway linking Damascus to
Daraa in the south. By the end of the
month, the town was surrounded
and had been hammered by dozens
of barrel-bomb assaults and rocket
barrages.
On November 19th, an agreement
was reached in which the population would be allowed to go to Idlib
province in the north, a rebel stronghold. Rebels also could leave after
surrendering their heavy weapons.
About 3,000 people, half of them
militants, left Khan al-Sheikh in late
November. Rebels in four nearby villages also cut deals with the regime
and departed for Idlib, leaving the
area firmly in Assad’s grip for the

first time since the uprising against
his rule began in March 2011.
In mid-November, before the
eastern Aleppo evacuation deal had
been brokered, dozens of Hezbollah
fighters were mobilised in the Sarafand area of southern Lebanon and
deployed to Syria to lead an assault
to break the rebel siege of Kefraya
and Fouaa, two Shia villages in Idlib,
sources close to the party said.
Kefraya and Fouaa are already
part of a ceasefire deal with Zabadani and Madaya, rebel towns near the
Lebanese border that are besieged
by Hezbollah. If the assault to relieve Kefraya and Fouaa had been
successful, Hezbollah intended to
storm Zabadani and Madaya, the
sources said.
Zabadani lies close to Shia-populated villages and sensitive Hezbollah-controlled locations on the Lebanese side of the border. That makes
its return to Syrian state control

A June 2013 file picture shows residents of Qusayr in Syria’s central
Homs province waving the Syrian national flag and Lebanese Shia
Muslim party Hezbollah’s flag, after Syrian government forces
seized control of the former rebel stronghold. 		
(AFP)

imperative for the Iranian-backed
movement.
However, the planned assault was
apparently overtaken by events in
Aleppo when a deal was struck by
Turkey and Russia to allow the population in the eastern sector to leave
for Idlib.
Iran and Hezbollah objected, demanding that Zabadani, Madaya,
Fouaa and Kefraya be included in
the deal.
It is unclear whether the expanded deal will be implemented
but the surrender-or-starve policy
and subsequent evacuations of besieged populations raises the question what will happen to the towns,
villages and neighbourhoods in the
future.
Will their people be allowed to return if the war ends?
A pointer may lie in what happened in Qusayr, a mainly Sunni
town in Homs province 8km from
the Lebanese border. In June 2013,
Hezbollah seized the town. The Sunnis and rebel fighters fled.
Qusayr is now an important Hezbollah military base and staging
point for deployments deeper into
Syria. Recruits use the ruins to train
for urban warfare.
Several villages west of the town
have been populated by Lebanese
Shias for decades. To all intents and
purposes, Qusayr and nearby villages have effectively become an
extension of Lebanon’s northern
Bekaa valley, Hezbollah’s heartland.
As things stand, it is doubtful
whether the Sunni residents will
ever fully return to Qusayr. The
same could hold for Zabadani and
Madaya if a deal is reached that allows for their evacuation along the

well-trodden path to Idlib, which is
fast becoming a refuge for Sunnis
from across Syria.
Even some Damascus neighbourhoods have seen effective population transfers, such as Daraya,
where 10,000 people left in August,
and Moadamiyeh ash-Sham, both of
which surrendered after four-year
sieges.

Qusayr and nearby
villages have become
an extension of
Lebanon’s northern
Bekaa Valley.
The Syrian opposition has long accused the Damascus regime of seeking to reduce the Sunni presence in
western Syria to strengthen Assad’s
grip on the routes linking Damascus
to Latakia on the northern coast.
Nevertheless, Hezbollah leader
Hassan Nasrallah on December 23rd
said the Assad regime does not seek
to impose “demographic changes”
in Syria.
“Armed groups were behind the
demographic changes that happened,” he claimed, adding that
people driven out of Aleppo and
Daraya would eventually return to
their homes.
Whether those displaced Sunnis
are indeed allowed to return to their
homes remains to be seen — as does
whether they would wish to if Assad
remained in power.
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel
(Random House 2011). He lives in
Beirut.
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Putin seeks to be peacemaker in Syria — on his terms
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

new round of Syria talks
called by Russian President Vladimir Putin will
convene in Kazakhstan
in mid-January. Senior
diplomats from Iran, Turkey, Russia and both camps in the Syrian
conflict, including generals from the
Syrian Army, are expected to attend.
The plan is to secure a Russianbrokered peace deal that will crown
Moscow’s decisive victory in the
battle of Aleppo in December, securing the regime of Syrian President
Bashar Assad, with an internationally recognised peace agreement
under which Assad would retain
power.
Major stakeholders in the Syria
war — Saudi Arabia, Qatar, France,
the United States and the United Nations — have been excluded from the
talks in the Kazakh capital, reportedly by Putin himself.
Despite that, the talks seem to be
serious — perhaps more so than any
other political initiative since the
conflict erupted in 2011.
Russia is preparing invitations for
members of the Syrian opposition as
individuals, not as representatives
of political groupings. That means,
for example, that the Syrian National Coalition will not be invited
but at least two of its former leaders — Mouaz al-Khatib and Ahmad
al-Jarba — will.
The Riyadh-backed High Negotiations Council (HNC) has been vetoed
by Damascus and Moscow, making
way for a rebirth of the Turkishsupported opposition. This reflects
Ankara’s new alliance with Moscow
and Turkey’s military intervention
in northern Syria on August 24th.
Moscow is trying to secure some
Kurdish representation at Kazakhstan, but the Turks oppose the idea
“unless the Kurds are represented
within the Syrian government delegation as part of the regime and not
part of the opposition”.
There will be three topics on the
Kazakhstan agenda. One is powering a ceasefire — backed by Russia

Russian President Vladimir Putin speaks with Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu (R) and Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (L) during their
meeting at the Kremlin in Moscow, on December 29th, 2016. 									
(AFP)
and Turkey — that took effect December 30th and covered all of Syria
except territories controlled by the
Islamic State (ISIS) — Deir ez-Zor,
Al-Bukamal and Raqqa — and Idlib
province, where the Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham (formerly called al-Nusra
Front, which was linked to al-Qaeda), holds sway.
Russia and Turkey took the ceasefire plan to the United Nations on
December 31st and were rewarded
with a unanimous vote supporting
a resolution endorsing the deal and
welcoming the Kazakhstan talks.
That gathering will also discuss
the implementation of UN Security
Council Resolution 2254, which calls
for a “transitional period” to end the
Syrian war, leading to a new constitution and early parliamentary and
presidential elections.
Given the venue and Putin’s backing for the conference, the interpretation of “transitional” will most
probably be the Russian president’s:
A transition from war to peace and
from one-party rule to a powersharing formula, but not from Assad
to the Syrian opposition.
This is something that many believe the Turks have already con-

ceded to Putin in private. If Putin
gets his way, the transitional period
would lead to early presidential
elections, in which Assad gets to run
for another term in office.
From Astana, the negotiations
would then head to Geneva on February 8th to work within the UN
framework to institutionalise what
was agreed upon in Kazakhstan.

Major stakeholders in
the Syria war — Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, France,
the US and the UN
— have been excluded
from the talks.
Putin is prepared to give full Russian guarantees to the Kazakhstan
talks and assurances he will apply
whatever pressure is needed on his
Damascus allies to make the meeting a success.
The same applies to his Turkish
counterpart, Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
whose country is currently hosting
private talks between Russian and
Syrian generals and members of the
Turkish-backed armed opposition in
Syria.

The minutes of these talks, a prelude to Astana, are being signed off
on by the Russians and Turks. From
a legal perspective, this is supposed
to give assurances that any deal will
be implemented by the patrons,
regardless of what Syrian players
think and whether they agree to
them or not.
This all stems from Russia’s thundering victory in Aleppo in December, which only happened after Turkey looked the other way as Russian
warplanes pounded the rebel-held
east of the ancient city, abandoning
its proxies to facilitate a clear-cut
Russian victory.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov wants the Kazakhstan meeting to adopt a document put forth by
Russia’s military in Istanbul, which
would give de facto recognition for
military groups that Moscow has
branded “terrorist organisations”,
mainly the powerful Islamist Ahrar
al-Sham in northern Syria.
Russia insisted on excluding them
from the UN-sponsored Geneva III
talks in Switzerland. Now Russian
generals are sitting down with Ahrar
al-Sham, much to the displeasure of
Damascus, and want them to attend

the Astana conference to start talking with the Syrian Army.
Ultimately Russia wants to give
these rebel groups co-administration of their towns and villages in
northern Syria and make them partners in the war against ISIS.
The problem is that Damascus
and Tehran are aggressively lobbying for their extermination while
Moscow is seemingly determined
that Aleppo will be the last big battle in Syria — and the last big victory
for the Syrian regime.
The rest of Syria has to be retaken
either through political deals or enforced surrender honouring the national ceasefire of December 30th.
Russian generals expect a breakthrough in early 2017.
By that time, Donald Trump
and his team will have established
themselves in Washington, with the
Syria file completely in the hands
of Putin and his Iranian and Turkish allies — a fait accompli to which
President Trump will supposedly
not object.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian historian and author of Under the Black
Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

Russia’s propaganda war on Aleppo

View poi nt

Tom
Regan

T

wo battles were
fought in Aleppo.
One, now past,
featured barrel
bombs, air raids by
Russian and Syrian
jets, possible war crimes and
heavy civilian casualties. The
other, which is still being waged,
is the propaganda war undertaken by pro-Kremlin media
both in Russia and abroad to not
only downplay civilian casualties and the attacks on facilities
such as hospitals but to dismiss
them entirely as made up by the
West to embarrass Russia and
negate the victory it and its
Syrian allies achieved.
It is not surprising most
Russians have little idea of what
is really happening in Syria. The
Russian government tightly
controls most media outlets in
the country and they have
played up Russian forces’
support for Syrian government
troops against what they call
“terrorist anti-government
forces”, while hardly ever
reporting on civilian casualties
or attacks on hospitals or
humanitarian convoys. The
Russian people have been in a
fact-free zone on Syria for quite
some time.
What is more interesting is the

If the past year has shown us
anything, it is that the all-out
assault on facts will continue.

way Russia’s propaganda
machine has attempted to
influence opinion in the West
about what happened in Aleppo.
This propaganda takes several
forms. Stories that depict news
from Aleppo as made up by
anti-Kremlin forces can be found
on numerous pro-Kremlin and
far-right sites. One of their most
popular tactics is to attack
videos taken in Aleppo by
non-partisan international
organisations that graphically
depict the carnage, claiming that
the events never happened but
were manufactured to undermine Russia and the Syrian
government.
Even more interesting is how
these Kremlin-generated stories
have been picked up by websites
that supported Donald Trump in
the 2016 US presidential elec-

tion. Eager to echo anything that
Trump advocates, these sites
have basically become useful
idiots for the Kremlin to promote its version of the events.
Trump’s craven support for
Russian President Vladimir
Putin in the face of accusations
that Russia hacked the last US
election has stunned foreign
policy experts.
However, to really get to the
main engine of Russian disinformation in the West, what must
be considered is RT, or Russia
Today. Billing itself as a “news”
channel, the reality is that RT is
little more than a mouthpiece
for Putin. It is owned lock, stock
and barrel by the
Russian government.
Whatever
Putin’s
particular

Whatever
Putin’s
particular
fancy of the
day is, it will
be found
on Russia
Today (RT).

A photo released by the Russian Defence Ministry claims to show a Russian
military engineer distributing juice to local children in Aleppo, Syria.

(AP)

fancy of the day is, it will be
found on RT. This is certainly
true of how the Russians want to
paint the situation in Aleppo.
A quick internet search reveals
a trove of RT stories over the past
year about how “corrupt corporate media” in the West is
promoting fake news about
civilian casualties in Aleppo.
Instead, RT features stories
about how civilians were so
happy to be freed from the grip
of the “terrorists” after the
Syrian government forces
recaptured Aleppo that they
were literally dancing in the
streets. You would hardly know
any civilian had been killed.
In the end, Putin’s game is one
of sowing confusion and doubt.
If he can create a seed of doubt in
people’s minds about what really
happened, then legitimate news
stories from or about Aleppo
become suspect. This is part of
the overall assault on journalism
practised not just by the Kremlin
but by anyone who wants to
make sure that its version of the
story is the main one, even if it is
nothing more than a tissue of
lies.
And you can count on the fact
that this will not be the last story
that pro-Kremlin sites such as RT
will attempt to twist. If the past
year has shown us anything, it is
that the all-out assault on facts
will continue to make it harder
and harder for those in the West
to know what Russia is really up
to in Syria.

10

January 8, 2017

Gulf

News & Analysis

Oman resets GCC ties, joins Saudi anti-terrorism coalition
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

O

man
has
officially
joined the Saudi-led
anti-terror military coalition known as the Islamic Military Alliance
to Fight Terrorism (IMAFT), an indication that it wants to improve
ties with its fellow Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) members.
The official Saudi Press Agency
said Saudi Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who is also the
country’s minister of Defence, received a letter from Omani Defence
Minister Bader bin Saoud al-Busaidi announcing that Oman would
join IMAFT. It is the 41st country to
enter the alliance.
The Omani Foreign Ministry said
the decision to join the alliance
“comes within the common understanding of the Islamic countries
and in particular the role and leadership of the sisterly kingdom of
Saudi Arabia”.

Talks on an alliance
between Saudi
Arabia and Oman
are nothing new.

”

Joseph Kechichian,
a senior fellow at the King
Faisal Centre for Research and
Islamic Studies in Riyadh.

The sultanate’s decision comes
when there has been rampant
speculation about strained relations between Oman and other
GCC members — Saudi Arabia in
particular — regarding Muscat’s relationship with Iran.
IMAFT includes countries with
large established armies such as
Pakistan, Egypt and Turkey. Other Gulf countries in the counter
terrorism coalition are the United
Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Qatar.
The alliance does not include Iran,
Syria or Iraq.
Oman has traditionally been the
most independent of Arab Gulf
states with regards to foreign poli-

cy. When the war in Yemen broke
out in March 2015, Oman was the
only GCC member not to actively
join the Saudi-led alliance fighting
the Iran-allied Houthis, opting for a
more intermediary diplomatic role
in the conflict.
News that Muscat was instrumental in clandestinely bringing
Iran and the United States to the
negotiating table that led to the
Iran nuclear deal also did not sit
well with Oman’s Arab Gulf neighbours.
In November, a Bahraini official
said a proposal to turn the GCC
from an alliance to a union might
not include Oman.
Ganem Albuainain, Bahrain’s
minister of Parliament Affairs,
told the London-based Al Hayat
newspaper: “The position of Oman
vis-à-vis the union is well known
and respected but this should not
freeze us. There might be a Gulf union and a Gulf Cooperation Council
for those interested in the formulas.”
Plans for a Gulf union gathered
steam in 2013, with Saudi Arabia
and Bahrain calling for the shift
but Oman outwardly rejected the
move. The United Arab Emirates,
Qatar and Kuwait abstained from
endorsing the proposal. Albuainain
said he thought there was “great
enthusiasm for the union from the
other Gulf members”.
However, the announcement of
Oman joining IMAFT seems to have
set a possible rapprochement in
motion. A Saudi official said Prince
Mohammed would make an official
trip to Muscat, paving the way for a
visit by Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.
“The recent return to the fold
is a realisation that the destiny of
Oman is in the Arabian Peninsula,”
said Joseph Kechichian, a senior
fellow at the King Faisal Centre
for Research and Islamic Studies
in Riyadh adding that “Omanis are
Arabs not Persians and cannot be
anti-Arab”.
“We need to remember that the
alliance was created for the purpose of preventing the spillover
from the Iranian revolution; therefore, from the very beginning,
there were disagreements. More re-

Oman’s Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said attends a military parade in the capital Muscat, marking the
sultanate’s 46th National Day, on November 18th, 2016.
			
(AFP)
cently, there has been some pretty
tough decision-making within the
GCC in that regard,” he said. “Now
the Omanis have publicly stated:
‘We are part of the alliance for better or worse. We are going to be a
part of the larger alliance against
terrorism.’”
Talks on an alliance between
Saudi Arabia and Oman are nothing
new, Kechichian said.
“At the very beginning it wanted to create the peninsula shield,

which is the joint force that exists,
to something much more powerful.
At the beginning, Sultan Qaboos
[bin Said Al Said] was even proposing that there would be an army of
100,000 men under command of a
GCC general, presumably a Saudi,
but the bulk of the soldiers would
come from Saudi and Oman. That
project was postponed a number of
times since then.
“Eventually, Oman is going to be
part of the GCC union. There really

is no alternative. Small countries
cannot make it by themselves in
the international arena. They need
to be part of strong regional alliances.” Kechichian said.
“There is no escaping that Oman
is part of the GCC, was a founding
member and will also become a
part of the union. It’s just a matter
of time.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Manhunt in Bahrain after jailbreak
The Arab Weekly staff

London

B

ahraini authorities have
intensified the search for
gunmen who stormed
Jaw prison near Manama,
killing a policeman and
freeing ten people held on terrorism charges.
A force of up to six gunmen attacked the prison, one of Bahrain’s
biggest, at 5.30am January 1st. One
policeman was killed and a second
officer suffered “moderate” injuries during the assault, authorities
said.
The inmates who escaped had all
been convicted of terrorism-related charges, mostly tied to violent
anti-government protests and attacks on Bahraini security services,
authorities said.

Iran’s Ahl Al Bait
channel described
the individuals
behind the prison
break as “heroes”.
Jaw prison houses more than
2,400 inmates, including 1,000
convicted of terror-related offences. Last June, 17 inmates broke out
of Al-Hadd jail, east of Manama,
but most were captured the next
day.
Authorities in Manama suspended three officials, including the Jaw
prison director, and referred the

case to the prosecutor’s office.
“The decision follows the recommendations of an investigation
committee that was set up by the
Interior Minister to investigate the
circumstances of the terrorist attack on the Reformation and Rehabilitation Centre in Jaw on January
1st,” a statement carried by Bahrain
News Agency said.
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
officials labelled the attack on
the prison an act of terrorism. In
a statement a day after the prison
break, GCC Secretary-General Abdul Latif al-Zayani condemned
“the heinous act of terrorism”
while affirming the GCC’s continuing support for Bahrain’s security.
Kuwait’s cabinet and Saudi Arabia
and Qatar’s Foreign ministries issued similar statements of support.
The Arab League condemned the
attack on the prison and expressed
its support and solidarity in what
it described as Bahrain’s “war on
terror and refusal of foreign interference in the Bahraini internal affairs”, a reference to Iran.
Arab League Secretary-General
Ahmed Aboul Gheit stressed that
such interference undermines confidence in building constructive relations with Tehran.
“Iran is adamant on interfering
in the internal affairs of Arab countries and fuelling unrest by exporting a heinous and sectarian-tainted
mantra. Such a subversive policy
undermines the confidence of Arab
countries in the possibility of
building normal and constructive
relations with Iran on the basis of

good neighbourhood and mutual
respect,” Gheit said.
“No stability in the Middle East
can be guaranteed without a total
change in behaviour by Iran.”
Iran’s Ahl Al Bait channel described the individuals behind the
prison break as “heroes”. Bahrain’s
Interior Ministry accused the channel of supporting terrorism.
“The channel gloated over the
death of the fallen serviceman
while performing his duty, describing the runaway terrorist elements
as ‘champions seeking freedom’,” a
statement from the ministry said.

The inmates who
escaped had all been
convicted of
terrorism-related
charges.
“This represents an additional
evidence of Iranian direct support
for the terror acts and reflects at the
same time an Iranian persistence
to interfere in the internal affairs of
Bahrain.”
The GCC views Iran and its proxies, such as Hezbollah, as a cause
of regional instability, pointing to
situations in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon,
Yemen and Bahrain. Tensions were
heightened last January when Riyadh severed diplomatic ties with
Iran following the storming of its
Tehran embassy by protesters angered at Saudi Arabia’s execution
of a radical Shia cleric convicted of
involvement in the killing of police.
This resulted in Saudi Arabia

cancelling a $3 billion aid package to the Lebanese Army over the
Lebanese government’s failure to
condemn the attacks on the king-

dom’s diplomatic missions in Iran.
This was followed by travel bans
by Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Kuwait.
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Egypt hopes for stability in 2017 but challenges remain
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

T

he Egyptian government’s
success in weakening the
Muslim Brotherhood, defanging militants in the
Sinai and improving poorly performing state institutions
should help stabilise the country in
2017, analysts said.
However, analysts also pointed
out that Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi faces challenges in
dealing with the many small militant groups that formed after the
2013 ouster of Islamist president
Muhammad Morsi, securing the
border with Libya and bringing ties
with the country’s most important
Arab ally — Saudi Arabia — back on
track as well as dealing with crises
in Syria, Yemen and Libya.

Eradicating
militancy in the vast
deserts of Sinai
remains a tough
mission for the army.
“Saudi Arabia will by far be the
toughest foreign policy challenge
in 2017,” said Mohamed Hussein,
an international relations professor
from Cairo University. “There are
efforts to bring the two states back
together but whether they will succeed is uncertain.”
The rebel groups, many of which
are backed by Saudi Arabia, Syrian
President Bashar Assad says he is
fighting in his country tend to be
the same groups or variances of
them that Sisi is fighting in Egypt.
Sisi also has been unwilling to
send troops to Yemen, where the
Saudis are leading a military campaign aimed at containing the country’s Shia Houthis and preventing
the formation of a Shia enclave in
their borders.
“The Saudis view much of this as
a betrayal to Sisi’s initial pledge to
go to all lengths to defend them,”
Hussein said.
Having substantially weakened
the Muslim Brotherhood in 2016,
Sisi now must deal with post-Brotherhood violence, mainly carried out

A masked member of security forces in Tahrir Square in Cairo, last November.
by small groups capable of inflicting
heavy damage on Egypt’s security.
“These are little-known groups
that keep appearing with new
names every now and then,” security expert Khaled Okasha said.
“Security agencies will have a real
difficulty tracking them down.”
One of the groups assassinated an
army lieutenant-general outside his
home in Cairo in October and another claimed responsibility for the
killing of six policemen on December 10th after planting two bombs
near a checkpoint in Giza. Security
agencies say a suicide bomber who
attacked a downtown Cairo church
on December 11th, was a Brotherhood member.
In 2016, the army had some success battling a branch of the Islamic

State (ISIS) and other militants
in the Sinai, killing hundreds of
militants and driving others out of
north Sinai cities. Eradicating militancy in the vast deserts of Sinai remains a tough mission for the army,
military experts say.

Trump has said he
admired Sisi’s
“courage” in fighting
terrorism.
Securing the 1,200km border
with Libya will also be a tough challenge for Egypt in 2017, as it has
been since the toppling of Libyan
dictator Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.
“As the war rages in Libya and
the Libyans fail to form a unified

					

government, Egypt will continue
to make extra effort to prevent militants from sneaking into it through
the border,” said retired army general Hossam Suweilam. “Libya
is expected to descend into even
more violence in 2017.”
Egypt says arms shipments to
Sinai militants come from Libya
where rival armies, parliaments
and governments jostle for control.
Political developments in the
United States, where Donald
Trump will be the US president as
of January 20th, and in Europe,
where right-wing, anti-immigrant
sentiments are on the rise, will also
affect Egypt, political experts said.
Trump has said he admired Sisi’s
“courage” in fighting terrorism. He
has also vowed to cooperate with

(Reuters)

Moscow in bringing the war in Syria
to an end and seems less interested
in pushing human rights and political freedoms outside US borders
than US President Barack Obama
has been.
“This will give Sisi the chance to
further stabilise his country without having to worry about international criticism of human rights
conditions in Egypt,” said Tarek
Fahmi, a political science professor
from Cairo University. “The coming of right-wing governments in
a number of European countries
will further embolden the Egyptian
leader into going ahead with his
stabilisation plan without worries.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Failed tactics of ISIS in Cairo church attack
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

bomb attack on a Cairo
church has seemingly
united, instead of divided, Christians and
Muslims in Egypt.
“Nobody can break the people of
this country,” said Kamal Zakhir,
a Christian writer. “Those who attacked the church wanted to scare
the Christians and sow the seeds
of division between them and
their Muslim compatriots but they
failed.”
The December 11th attack, carried out by a suicide bomber affiliated with the Islamic State (ISIS),
killed 26 Coptic Christians, including two children, and injured
scores of others injured.

Nobody can break
the people of this
country.
Kamal Zakhir, a
Christian writer

”

The attack was seen by some as a
personal affront to Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who has
taken responsibility for defending
Coptic Christians, almost 12% of
the population of 92 million.
Public demonstrations of sympathy for the Coptic Christians testified to ISIS’s failure to sow tension

between Muslims and Christians.
When a Muslim preacher went to
the mourning ceremony for one of
the church attack victims, relatives
of the victim asked him to read out
verses from the Quran.
The family of another victim and
that of a Muslim policeman killed
in an attack on a police checkpoint
in Giza province two days earlier
had a joint mourning ceremony
during which verses from the Bible
and the Quran were read.
Social media users shared a photo of two Christian priests sweeping the floor outside a mosque in
Cairo as Muslim worshippers exited the mosque.
Many veiled Muslim women
were seen at the funerals of churchbombing victims, grieving the dead
just like their Christian relatives
did for theirs.
“Egyptians are certain that the
church attack did not target Christians alone but the whole of Egypt,”
said Nadia Radwan, a researcher
from the state-run National Center
for Sociological and Criminological Research. “This is why they are
keen to demonstrate unity.”
This seems, however, to be more
than just a momentary desire by
the Muslim majority to visibly empathise with Christian compatriots.
Before New Year’s celebrations,
some Salafist and fundamentalist preachers advised Muslims not
to participate in the festive mood.
Some told Muslims not to congratulate Christians on Christmas.
Nonetheless, hours before the

Egyptian Muslims and Christians hold lighted candles in Cairo, following a deadly explosion inside a
Coptic cathedral in Cairo, Egypt, December 14th, 2016.
(Reuters)
clocks chimed 12 on December 31st,
large numbers of Egyptians went to
streets to mark the end of 2016 and
welcome 2017.
Santa Claus costumes sold briskly in shops nationwide, sweets and
coffee shops and restaurants made
record profits and fireworks were
heard across the country, especially near the Giza pyramids where
the official New Year welcome was
made.
Egypt’s Orthodox Christians celebrated Christmas on January 7th

and there had been speculation following the church attack that the
celebrations would be called off.
On January 6th, however, the
Christians had Christmas mass at
the Saint Mark’s Coptic Orthodox
Cathedral, the seat of the Coptic
pope and a few metres from the
church where the December 11th
attack took place.
The midnight mass, which was
attended by Sisi, defied ISIS’s threat
after the attack that it would continue to target Egypt’s Christians.

“Why should we be broken?”
asked Samir Morqos, a former
presidential adviser and Coptic
Christian intellectual. “The terrorists target Christians because they
are Egyptians, not because they are
the followers of Jesus Christ. They
want to bring Egypt down, something we and Muslims will fight
against.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Realpolitik saves Lebanon, for now
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

R

ealpolitik was a landmark
shift in Lebanon’s politics
at the end of 2016 — putting at rest more than a
decade of acute political
disputes during which prominent
anti-Syria and anti-Iran/Hezbollah
figures were assassinated.
After a 30-month presidential
vacuum that almost brought the
country to collapse, a new president was elected on October 31st,
a new prime minister named shortly afterwards and a new cabinet
formed in record time.
A so-called made-in-Lebanon
settlement under which Sunni
leader Saad Hariri agreed to endorse
Michel Aoun — Hezbollah’s ally and
a strong Christian leader — for the
presidency had a domino effect.
Hariri received enough backing and
— most importantly — Hezbollah’s
blessing to assume the post of
prime minister, form a cabinet and
win an overwhelming confidence
vote in parliament.

It is very likely that
ISIS and other
radical jihadists
would try to sneak
into Lebanon as
they lose more
territory in Syria
and Iraq.

”

A senior security source
All that happened in less than one
month, a clear contrast to the fierce
political rivalries that dominated
Lebanon since the 2005 assassination of former prime minister Rafik
Hariri, Saad’s father, and Syria’s
abrupt withdrawal from Lebanon a
few months later.
Normalising political life in the
multi-confessional country and
reviving state institutions was necessary to protect Lebanon from
regional fires and keep Sunni-Shia

animosity under check. However,
what made the internally brokered
settlement possible was major regional powers refraining from obstructing it.
“The regional factor was decisive.
The Iranians, who have the upper
hand in maintaining the existing
balance inside Lebanon, benefit
from such a settlement and have interests to see their (proxy) war with
Saudi Arabia coming to an end,”
said Michel Nawfal, an expert in
Iranian affairs. “The Syrian regime
has become so weak, depending on
Russia and Iran for its survival, that
it can no longer dictate policies or
impose its conditions as it used to
do in Lebanon.”
Saudi Arabia maintained a neutral stance until Hariri, its main
Sunni ally in the country, returned
to power.
As for Hezbollah, its main concern was to protect its back while
fighting in Syria alongside the
forces of Syrian President Bashar
Assad. The militant group reportedly received guarantees from
Aoun that no one was to touch its
huge arsenal, question its military
involvement in Syria or block its
movement through the LebaneseSyria border up to Lebanon’s southern borders with Israel.
“A new phase has started in Lebanon,” Nawfal noted, adding, however, that the recent settlement was
“a transitional one, an attempt to
prevent the collapse of the country”.
The first test for the new cabinet
will be to draft a new electoral law
in time to have the long-overdue
parliamentary elections, which are
scheduled for May. They would be
the first such general elections in
eight years. Fears remain that the
elections would be postponed if the
major parties do not agree on a new
law that would secure proportional
and right representation.
The new government on January
4th approved two long-awaited and
crucial decrees that specified conditions for oil and gas extraction off
Lebanon’s coast. The move, which
brings Lebanon closer to becoming
an energy-producer, was delayed

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad Hariri (L) is congratulated by Lebanese lawmakers after the new
government won a vote of confidence, in the parliament building, Beirut, on December 28th, 2016. (AFP)
for more than two years because of
political disputes and corruption.
It is yet to be seen whether
Hariri’s government will be able to
fight the widespread corruption
at state institutions, as repeatedly
promised by Aoun. Government
corruption is costing the Lebanese
treasury $3.3 million annually, said
Nicolas Tueni, the first to assume
the newly created post of minister
of state for Combating Corruption.
With war raging in neighbouring
Syria and the Islamic State (ISIS)
and other radical groups losing
ground there and in Iraq, the threat
of terrorism remains high in Lebanon.
The army and various security
services have dismantled dormant
and active terrorist cells, arresting
key terror figures and foiling numerous planned terrorist attacks
targeting commercial malls, Casino
du Liban and other key tourist and

shopping areas.
The latest catch was an 11-member terror network linked to Jabhat Fateh al-Sham — formerly the
al-Qaeda-linked al-Nusra Front —
which was instructed to blow up
booby-trapped cars in Hezbollah
strongholds in Beirut’s southern
suburbs and kill civilians as well as
current and former army officers.

A new phase has
started in Lebanon
but it is a
transitional one.
Michel Nawfal,
expert in Iranian affairs

”

“But it doesn’t mean that we are
out of danger,” said a senior security source. “It is very likely that ISIS
and other radical jihadists would
try to sneak into Lebanon as they

lose more territory in Syria and
Iraq.”
The spillover from the Syria war
will continue to affect Lebanon despite the battlefield successes of the
Syrian regime and its Russian, Iranian and Hezbollah allies. Hezbollah
is too engaged in the Syria battles to
consider the withdrawal of its fighters from there or to provoke another
battle with Israel on the southern
Lebanese borders. However, a military operation initiated by Israel
cannot be excluded whether in Lebanese or Syrian territories.
The election of Aoun has put
Lebanon back on the political regional and international map but
the country’s fate will be determined when regional settlements
are achieved.
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.

Lebanon: Will the momentum be squandered?
View poi nt

Rami Rayess

A

fter two-and-a-half
years of presidential
vacuum, the Lebanese parliament
succeeded in electing
a new president,
former army commander Michel
Aoun, who was practically refused
by all parliamentary blocs only
weeks before going to the ballot.
Regardless of the reasons or
circumstances that stand behind
this election, the new president
attempted to send positive signals
in all directions. His inaugural
address was meticulously written
and applauded by almost all
parties in the long-divided
political society.
He received envoys from Syria,
Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar and
Egypt and promised to pay his
first visit as president to Riyadh.
Aoun said Lebanese-Arab relations would return to their
previous status of friendliness,
expecting come back of Gulf
citizens to Beirut after lifting the
ban imposed last year in an
unprecedented deterioration of
mutual relations in contemporary
history.
However, questions arise as to
whether the momentum gained
after the presidential election,
nominating long-exiled Saad
Hariri as prime minister and
creating a 30-member cabinet that

Political confessionalism stands
in the way of proportional
representation.

represented almost all the
political parties and gaining
parliamentary confidence in less
than 48 hours; yet, this momentum is under scrutiny.
Information leaked that
Hezbollah would not accept the
return of Hariri to the premiership
after parliamentary elections was
never refuted. Talk about sacrificing to accept his comeback when
the regional axis of resistance,
with enormous Russian support,
is achieving victory, most recently
in Aleppo, could not be disregarded, either.
This highly undermines the possibility of accomplishing the
long-awaited solutions for
accumulating problems, especially in the economy, the ever-

growing public debt or the rising
challenges in the social demands,
health care or otherwise.
Even though there are high
expectations from Hariri for the
six-month transitory phase, political discussion concentrates on the
electoral law amid severe divisions regarding the issue.
Leader of the Democratic
Gathering, Walid Jumblatt,
warned that he would refuse any
attempt to adopt laws that aim at
marginalising or shrinking his
parliamentary presence, a stance
positively met by public and
private statements from several
leaders, including Hariri, Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah and parliament Speaker
Nabih Berri.

A lot of work
is expected
to alleviate
public
services
and regain
confidence.

Lebanon’s President Michel Aoun (R) and Prime Minister Saad Hariri attend the
first meeting of the new cabinet at the presidential palace in Baabda, Lebanon, on
January 4th. 								
(Reuters)

Whether this discussion will be
sufficient to reach a new electoral
law or have elections based on the
1960 law is not clear. However,
there is a lot of talk in Beirut that
most political forces refuse that
law in public and support it in
private.
Though there are increased
requests that the proportional
representation law be applied,
political confessionalism stands in
the way of making such an ideal
electoral system plausible. The
debate over the electoral law
might hinder significant development in other fields because it
might emerge as a source of
tension, deviating attention from
secondary issues.
Two-and-a-half years of
political paralysis drastically
aggravated the economic situation
because the former cabinet barely
functioned under the pressure
from the Free Patriotic Movement
and Hezbollah under different
titles. Therefore, a lot of work is
expected to alleviate public
services and regain confidence
that has been squandered because
of political differences and
institutional decay with high rates
of corruption in the bureaucracy
and public administration.
Whether this is feasible, the
coming days are to judge.
Rami Rayess is editor-in-chief of
Lebanese Al Anbaa Electronic
Newspaper (anbaaonline.com) and
spokesman for the Progressive
Socialist Party in Lebanon. Follow
him on Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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Expert says
Palestinian
leadership has
‘no strategy for
diplomacy nor
for resistance’
Dalal Saoud

A

Beirut

s 2016 neared its
end, a piece of
good news
shifted world
attention to the
Palestinian issue
that seemingly
had been
regulated to oblivion, having been
overshadowed by the turmoil and
raging wars in the Arab region.
The UN Security Council adopted
a resolution on December 23rd
condemning Israeli settlements as
illegal after the Obama administration stunningly abstained.
Such a move, which was followed
by a warning from US Secretary
of State John Kerry that Israel’s
continued settlement growth
threatened the prospect of a final
peace deal based on the two-state
solution — is likely to be a shortlived victory for the Palestinians.
Israel was expected to defiantly
continue building more settlements
and US President-elect Donald
Trump threatened that “things will
be different” after he is sworn in
on January 20th. Trump’s choice of
David Friedman as ambassador to
Israel means that the new administration in Washington will likely
proceed with its stated intention to
move the US embassy from Tel Aviv
to Jerusalem.
“It will get so much worse for the
Palestinians under Trump,” Rashid
Khalidi, a Palestinian-American
historian of the Middle East and
the Edward Said professor of Arab
Studies at Columbia University,
said in an interview with The Arab
Weekly in Beirut.
Khalidi, a passionate defender of
Palestinian rights whose relationship in 2003 with then-senator
Barack Obama stirred a storm when
the latter was elected president in
2008, said he had no hopes Obama
would do something for the Palestinians.
Despite that Obama’s first call to
a foreign leader on his first day in
office was to Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud Abbas and that
he was quick in appointing former
senator George Mitchell as special envoy for Middle East peace,
Obama soon realised the difficulty
of bringing peace to the Arab region
and ending the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict.
Obama, Khalidi said, has always
been “a politician who saw what
he considered the limits of the possible”.
Mitchell, who wanted to involve
all Palestinian factions — including Hamas — in the negotiations
the way he had done with the Irish
Republican Army (IRA), saw his
efforts — in Khalidi’s characterisation — “sabotaged” by then-secretary of State Hillary Clinton and her
adviser Dennis Ross and blocked by
the Congress.

“At that point or soon after,
Obama decided there was nothing
that could be done,” Khalidi said.
With Trump preparing to enter
the White House, the Palestinians
must put their differences and divisions aside and formulate a new
strategy to remind the world about
their ordeal.
“As long as the Palestinian national movement is in its current
state of disarray, I don’t think we
can expect any significant change,”
Khalidi said.
He referred to the division between Fatah and Hamas, which, he
said, were two completely stagnant
movements with huge patronage
operations, providing employment and security to hundreds of
thousands of people but “probably
unrepresentative” to most Palestinians.
“They (Fatah and Hamas) have
no strategy: No strategy for the
liberation of Palestine, no strategy
for challenging the (Israeli) occupation, no strategy for a diplomacy
nor for resistance,” Khalidi pointed
out.
He blamed both the Palestinian
Liberation Organisation (PLO) and
Hamas for pursuing respectively
in the 1970s and in the 1980s “a
narrow or more diplomatic-based

● Fatah and Hamas

are two completely
stagnant
movements with
huge patronage
operations,
but “probably
unrepresentative” to
most Palestinians.

● Most Palestinians understand that
it is very unlikely there will be a
Palestinian state.

● Palestinians should get away from
the “illusion” that what is being
built in the occupied territories is
“a nucleus of a state” because “it is
not”.

● Attacking civilians would be

“politically stupid, immorally wrong
and illegal.”

● The Israelis made the two-state

solution “null, void and unfeasible”.

strategy focused on two-state solution to which both of these parties
are completely committed blindly”
while most Palestinians understand that it is very unlikely there
will be a Palestinian state.
“The two leaderships are too
blind and too unwilling to admit
that everything they are doing and
have been doing is probably mistaken,” Khalidi noted. “We are in a
trap. Our Palestinian leadership has
led us blindly not intentionally into
that trap.”
A new paradigm is needed, he
said, emphasising that it was up to
the Palestinians — not Trump — to
figure out a strategy, change the
status quo and say what they want
and what they are going to do with
the Israelis and the occupation.
He also called for getting away
from the “illusion” that what is being built in the occupied territories
is “a nucleus of a state” because “it
is not”.
He recalled as “a huge achievement” the launch of the Palestinian
national movement in 1968 when
the Palestinians put themselves on
the map by adopting “a strategy of
resistance” and the first Palestinian
intifada against the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza
Strip, which lasted from December
1987 to the conclusion of the Oslo
peace accords in 1993.
“The 1987 intifada was
a huge victory not just
because we looked good
or we liked the idea of
kids throwing stones on
tanks but because the
Israeli public was forced
to change its view of the
occupation and the Israeli
leadership to negotiate with
the Palestinians,” Khalidi
explained.
“We changed the balance of
forces and we did not do that by
shooting, by killing more Israelis
than Palestinians were killed. We
changed the balance of forces
because there was an actual sense
of strategy of how to change international public opinion and Israeli
public opinion.”
Lamenting the Palestinian
leadership for not exploiting sufficiently the gains of the intifada,
throwing away the “sacrifices” of
those who fought for it and thus
engaging in peace negotiations that
led to the Oslo accords, Khalidi said
Palestinians need to re-establish a
national movement.
“You have to find a strategy that
makes you stronger and makes the
enemy weaker and hitting them
(Israelis) frankly doesn’t make
them weaker… not this people,” he
said. “We suffered 1,500 dead in
Gaza and they suffered a few and
they believe seriously that they are
victims. They actually believe they
are victims. That’s the enemy we
have to deal with.”
He argued that the use of force
is justified in national liberation
struggles by an oppressed people as
long as it is used within the terms

of international law. Attacking civilians would be “politically stupid,
immorally wrong and illegal”,
he said, adding: “You can trace
especially over the past 10-20 years
how the use of force has unified the
Israelis and divided the Palestinians in the end.”
Giving the examples of the
1954-62 Algeria war of independence from France and the 1954-75
Vietnam war against the United
States, Khalidi argued that the Palestinians should opt for a “tactic”
in “which they resist and make it
more difficult on the Israelis what
they are trying to do in a way that
forces them to think and change
their views”.
But what do Palestinians want
for themselves? What would they
offer to the Israelis, what would
they do with those who have been
for five generations on Palestinian
soil and how would they fight them
and force them to stop doing what
they are doing? These are a few of
many questions raised by Khalidi,
who said the Israelis made the
two-state solution “null, void and
unfeasible”.
“For decades now, there are
650,000 Israelis living in the West
Bank and Jerusalem… So, where is
the Palestinians’ state? Where will
you put it? This is a reality which
both Palestinians actually understand, including the people outside
and inside,” he said.
With the Arab world “being
played from the outside”, raging
wars in once-unified Syria, Yemen,
Libya and Iraq and the prospects of
them being broken up as well the
“artificial struggle” between Sunni
Saudi Arabia and Shia Iran, putting
the Palestine question forward
at this time is “very, very hard”,
Khalidi said.
US public opinion is changing but
the Trump administration represents “what Americans still think:
That the Israelis are good and the
Palestinians are bad.”
“It is finally time to understand
that you will not get anything out
of the US government unless you
address the American people and
change the public opinion there,”
he said. “You have to change them
and this is not impossible.”
As for Russia, the Palestinians
should expect nothing from it despite its ascending and expanding
role in the Middle East.
“They (Russians) have very good
relations with Israel,” Khalidi noted.
The Israelis are not “asleep” as
they understand that there is a
change in America and thus are
working on improving relations
with India, China, Russia, Eastern
Europe, East Asia and South-East
Asia.
“They are way ahead of us. The
Arab countries are sitting there,
fighting this medieval SunniShia stupid conflict and Israel is
in the 21st century doing deals
and technology and military
hardware with the whole world,” he
concluded.
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Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (L) looks at one of the first two F-35I stealth fighter jets purchased in the United States next to its pilot (2ndR), an Israeli officer,
after he landed on December 12th, 2016, at the Israeli Nevatim air force base in the Negev desert, near the southern city of Beer Sheva. 			
(AFP)

Israel’s new ‘quantum leap’ strike jets
challenge Iran
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

srael recently took delivery
of the first of 50 F-35I stealth
fighters, considered the most
advanced combat jet in the
world, from the United States,
an event that marks a new and potentially critical phase in the Jewish
state’s dealings with Iran.
The December 12th arrival of two
of the jets at Nevatim air base in the
Negev Desert of southern Israel was
greeted with great fanfare as tensions with Iran mount amid the violent upheavals sweeping the Middle
East and the gathering momentum
of the Islamic Republic’s expansionist strategy.
Iran’s large-scale military deployment in Syria to prop up its key Arab
ally, President Bashar Assad, means
the Islamic Republic has its forces,
including Lebanon’s Hezbollah,
deeply entrenched on Israel’s northern border. This is causing unease in
Israel.
The F-35I delivery will greatly extend the range and firepower of Israel’s air force, the strongest in the
Middle East.
Brigadier-General Tal Kalman, the
deputy commander of the Israeli Air
Force, called it “a quantum leap”
that “will allow the air force to do
missions that its current aircraft are
unable to do today”.
Israeli officers pointed out that
the F-35I with its radar-evading capabilities and other technological
innovations greatly enhances the
Jewish state’s capability to launch
pre-emptive attacks, presumably on
Iran’s nuclear and missile facilities.
Israeli newspapers quoted a person only identified as LieutenantColonel Yotam, who will command
the first F-35I squadron, as saying:
“We all understand that we bought
this plane to attack places we were
not always able to attack. This plane
knows how to do that perfectly. This
is our aim in receiving this plane.”
The Israelis have dubbed the F-35I
the Adir, Hebrew for “the mighty
one”.
The “I” designation means US
plane maker Lockheed Martin has
tailored the jets to Israel’s military
requirements.
The Israeli air force will receive
other F-35Is at a rate of six or seven
a year beginning in 2017. Eventually,
the Israelis will have two squadrons

of the fifth-generation fighter. A
third squadron of 25 aircraft is likely
to arrive at a later date.
As Israel builds up its F-35I
strength at a cost of about $85 million per aircraft, it is also seeking to
acquire three advanced Dolphinclass submarines from Germany’s
ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems under a $1.3 billion contract.

Iran is looking at
buying Russian
Sukhoi Su-33 fighter
jets to build up its
dilapidated air force.
These boats can carry Israeli-built
Popeye Turbo cruise missiles, reportedly armed with nuclear warheads. They will supposedly replace
the first Dolphin variants bought
from ThyssenKrupp, with the German government paying a hefty
portion of the cost, in the 1980s.
Israel already has taken delivery of two Dolphin-2 boats, with a
third under construction in Kiel and
scheduled for delivery in 2018.
Israeli officials say these submarines give Israel a “second strike”
capability to retaliate against a potentially crippling nuclear attack
by an enemy. Left unsaid is that the
submarines give the Jewish state a
first-strike capability as well.
Israel is a very small country and
thus vulnerable. Iran, on the other
hand, is quite vast and its cities and

An Israeli F-35 fighter jet
performs in an air show at
the Hatzerim base in the
Negev desert, near the
southern Israeli city of
Beer Sheva, on December
29th, 2016.
(AFP)

strategic installations are spread
over a large area, making it more
able to survive a nuclear attack and
thus retaliate.
Iran is believed to have more ballistic missiles than Israel but they
do not have the range or accuracy
of Israel’s weapons, although military analysts have said that, at the
current rate of Iran’s missile development, that could change within a
few years.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu has directed the purchase of Dolphin-2 submarines and
is locked in a bruising battle with his
military chiefs and political rivals
such as former Defence ministers
Ehud Barak and Moshe Yaalon.
They oppose the deal, claiming
the new subs are “not necessary”
and, along with the costly F-35I acquisition, are straining the defence
budget and denying funds for the
army, which needs to be modernised for 21st-century warfare.
The primary mission of the advanced German-built boats is to
zero in on strategic targets in Iran
from the Indian Ocean, augmenting
the land-based threat of long-range,
nuclear-capable Jericho strategic
missiles deployed in bunkers deep
under the Judean hills and nuclear
bomb strikes by the air force.
Israel wants the capabilities of the
F-35I for one purpose: To counter
Iran. Israeli leaders are convinced
Tehran is determined to develop
nuclear weapons and the ballistic missiles to carry them to

obliterate the Jewish state and become the unchallenged paramount
power in the Middle East.
Israeli concerns have heightened
as the Tehran regime, buoyed what
some estimates put at $100 billion
in assets unfrozen by the nuclear
agreement it struck with US-led
global powers in July 2015, accelerates its military modernisation drive
and continues to carry out missile
tests in defiance of UN Security
Council resolutions.
“Underlying the choice of priorities in Israel is the sensitive matter
of how soon Iran will acquire a nuclear strike capability,” observed
Stephen Bryen, a defence industry
veteran and first head of the US Defense Technology Security Administration.
“There are differences in how
the Israeli intelligence community
and Israel’s prime minister assess
the overall risk,” he wrote in the US
weekly Defense News in November.
“Israeli intelligence does not think
the Iranians are yet in a position to
threaten Israel, even though they
have long-range ballistic missiles.
They also tend to think (as does the
CIA) that the restraints imposed by
the nuclear deal led by the United
States will delay Iran’s deployment
of nuclear weapons for at least ten
years.”
But, Bryen concluded, “even if
they’re right, Israel needs to be prepared for the end of that decade —
when Iran can openly flout
nuclear weapons without
in any way violating the nuclear deal”, also known as the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA).
Netanyahu, like most Israeli leaders, opposed US President Barack
Obama’s push to strike the deal with
Iran, claiming it does little to impede Tehran’s quest to develop its
own nuclear arms.
They want to see the agreement
scrapped. US President-elect Donald Trump vowed to do that during
his election campaign, although
whether that will translate into policy remains to be seen.
In recent months, Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC)
has boosted the country’s longdeficient air-defence network with
advanced Russian S-300 PMU2 missiles capable of shooting down ballistic missiles and aircraft simultaneously at long range.
Iran has reportedly sited its first
S-300 battery around the Fordow

uranium enrichment centre, a vital component of the nuclear programme built deep inside a mountain near the holy city of Qom south
of Tehran.
This, observed Behnam Ben Taleblu and Patrick Megahan of the
Washington-based Federation for
the Defense of Democracies, “sheds
light on what the Islamic Republic
believes requires defending” and
“raises questions as to Tehran’s future nuclear intentions”.
Under the 2015 agreement, which
bans all Iranian enrichment activity for 15 years, Fordow, built to
withstand all but the most powerful
conventional bunker-buster bombs,
was supposed to be transformed
into a research centre with international assistance.

The F-35 delivery
substantially
enhances Israel’s
military capabilities
against Iran.
That would not need air defences.
So, Ben Taleblu and Megahan concluded, by deploying the S-300s
around Fordow “Iran appears to be
sending a message that despite the
JCPOA it is keeping its nuclear options open”.
Iran is also looking at buying Russian Sukhoi Su-33 fighter jets to build
up its dilapidated air force, which is
largely equipped with Vietnam-era
US jets inherited from the shah’s regime toppled in 1979 and no match
against US or Israeli warplanes.
On December 13th, Iran’s official
news agency IRNA reported that
Iranian President Hassan Rohani
ordered the technical development
of nuclear-propulsion systems for
ships.
It is not clear whether that order
— which in its present version the
United States concedes does not
violate the 2015 nuclear deal — extends to naval vessels, such as submarines.
Iran announced in 2012 it was in
the initial phase of building a nuclear-powered sub.
Nothing has been heard of that
ambitious project since but Iran
has long wanted to upgrade its naval forces and in recent months has
talked of setting up bases across the
region as the clerical regime seeks to
expand the Islamic Republic’s power across the region.
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As caliphate shrinks, ISIS expected to head for the hills again
James Bruce

Beirut

T

he Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights, a Britainbased group that monitors
the Syrian war through a
network of activists, reported that the Islamic State (ISIS)
has summoned its senior figures
to a meeting in Iraq to choose a
potential successor to the elusive
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, head of the
group’s self-proclaimed caliphate.
It is not clear why ISIS would be
seeking to do this after suffering
major battlefield reverses and facing the loss of its major strongholds
and the collapse of the caliphate it
declared in Syria and Iraq in mid2014.
However, if the call for an emergency meeting is correct, it would
suggest that the jihadist group
could hold Baghdadi, an Iraqi cleric,
responsible for its current crisis and
wants to find a new leader.
It is questionable whether a leadership change would be enough to
change ISIS’s fortunes.
The Americans and their ragtag
army of Syrian and Kurdish allies
are preparing an offensive to retake
the city of Raqqa in northern Syria,
the de facto capital of the caliphate
with a population of about 500,000
and ISIS’s last urban stronghold in
Syria.
In northern Iraq, Mosul, the largest city ISIS conquered, is under
threat by US-backed forces and expected to fall. On December 7th,
ISIS lost its last foothold in the Libyan coastal city of Sirte, the only city
outside of Syria and Iraq it has held
and that was intended to be the hub
of the group’s North African operations.
US officials say 60% of the caliphate had been lost by mid-December. A measure of ISIS’s desperation
is its claim to have mounted 1,024
suicide attacks between January
and November, the overwhelming
majority in Syria and Iraq but with
some in Libya.
It is not possible to verify statistics provided by Amaq, ISIS’s news
agency, but the unprecedented intensity of martyrdom operations
jibes with front-line reports and underlines how ISIS is falling back on
suicide attacks in a last-ditch effort
to slow its enemies.
Abu
Mohammad
al-Adnani,
Baghdadi’s Syrian No.2 who was
ISIS’s top propagandist and strategist as well as chief of its formidable
external operations apparatus, foresaw that the jihadists would have
to return to insurgency warfare and
terrorism if they were to survive the

Iraqi forces detain a man suspected of belonging to the Islamic State (ISIS) group in eastern Mosul after recapturing it in an ongoing
military operation against the jihadists, on January 1st.
growing onslaught.
A few weeks before he was killed
in a US air strike in northern Syria
on August 30th, Adnani pointed towards a sharp shift in strategy in an
audio message:
“Whoever thinks that we fight to
protect some land or some authority or that victory is measured thereby has strayed from the truth,” he
declared. “It is the same, whether
Allah blesses us with consolidation
or we move into the bare, open desert, displaced and pursued.”
Some analysts say that once Mosul falls, ISIS’s forces in Iraq will
retreat into nearby Diyala province,
a haven for jihadists since 2003, to
regroup and rearm in the rugged,
sometimes mountainous terrain
that in its southern extremity loops
around eastern Baghdad, which
would be the likely target for a wave
of suicide bombings.
US analysts Michael Knights and
Alex Mello, who have both worked
in Iraq, call Diyala, where 60% of
the population is Sunni, “Iraq’s
sectarian tinder box” and observe
that by “escalating terrorist attacks

against Shia targets there, the group
could create a spiral of sectarian violence that it could exploit to make
a comeback.
“The strategy almost worked a
decade ago,” they said in a report by
the Counter-Terrorism Center at the
US Military Academy in October.

US officials say
60% of the caliphate
had been lost by
mid-December.
“After the US surge cleared Islamic State of Iraq (ISIS’s predecessor)
fighters from Anbar province, the
group made significant gains in Diyala by carrying out a terrorist campaign against Shia targets designed
to plunge the country deeper into
civil war.”
They warned that if ISIS continues to take the initiative in Diyala,
the province “is likely to become
the Islamic State’s main safe haven
location in Iraq, back-to-back with
other key operational locations like
Tarmiyah, the Jalam Desert, the

A member of the Iraqi forces shows a car plate stamped with the logo of the Islamic State (ISIS) group
as troops advance in Mosul’s eastern Al-Intisar neighbourhood, on December 31st, 2016.
(AFP)

Hamrin Mountains, the Iranian border and the eastern approaches to
Baghdad.”
In Syria, where ISIS is still a fighting force to be reckoned with, as
demonstrated when it unleashed a
surprise offensive that recaptured
the storied city of Palmyra from
the Syrian Army on December 10th11th, the thinking is the jihadists
will retreat into the country’s vast
eastern desert around oil-rich Deir
ez-Zor province where it is strongly
entrenched.
John Arterbury, a Washingtonbased counterterrorism expert, observed in an analysis published by
the New Statesman of London, that
activists said ISIS plans to gather
its senior leadership in Deir ez-Zor,
which will “afford the Islamic State
the springboard for guerrilla or conventional attacks…
“The Syrian regime lacks the
manpower and the operational capability to retake Deir ez-Zor, even
with the backing of Russian air power,” he wrote.
“Likewise, Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi has poured cold water on the notion that Iraq’s popular
militias enter the Syrian theatre.
Should they defy him and try, an
advance by the mostly Shia militias
could upend eastern Syria’s ornate
social fabric and add fuel to the sectarian fire…
“The fight against the Islamic
State will continue long after Raqqa
and Mosul’s liberation,” Arterbury
noted.
“The US should not yield in its
determination to pursue the terror group to the farthest stretches
of Syria. If it fails to do so, the Islamic State may just re-emerge once
again, revitalised and born anew as
it has before.
“Ignoring Deir ez-Zor means ignoring a key piece of the Syrian
tapestry. It is only by recapturing
Islamic State-held territory in its totality, including these desert flanks
and fringes, that the US and its allies can hope to put the final nails in
(ISIS’s) coffin.”
There is another reason why it
would be imprudent to consider
that ISIS can be completely crushed.
It is expected to regenerate, just as
its jihadist predecessors did, such as
al-Qaeda after its dispersal by the US
invasion of Afghanistan after 9/11.
ISIS can also be expected to unleash a new wave of terrorist attacks
in the West and other parts of the

(AFP)

world where its so-called provinces
have spread. ISIS has established
extensive terror networks in Western Europe — France and Belgium in
particular and reportedly in Spain
and Italy.
It also has a presence in such distant regions as India, Indonesia,
Pakistan, the Philippines, Somalia,
Nigeria and Latin America.
“The pace of jihadist attacks
in Europe is unprecedented,” observed security analysts Daveed
Gartenstein-Ross and Colin Clarke
in a November paper for the Foundation for Defense of Democracies
in Washington on how ISIS’s strategy is likely to evolve.
ISIS “has operated on across a
larger contiguous geographic area
than anything we have seen previously from jihadists”, but now likely seeks to decentralise its terrorist
operations as the control exerted
by external operations apparatus,
known as Amniyat al-Kharji, diminishes.

The fight against
the Islamic State
will continue long
after Raqqa and
Mosul’s
liberation.

”

John Arterbury, a
Washington-based
counterterrorism expert
“Regardless of its success in
building an insurgency,” they noted,
ISIS “has achieved a level of mass
mobilisation internationally that
al-Qaeda never did. This makes the
strategic use of truly disconnected
cells more feasible than it has ever
been for jihadists.”
Gartenstein-Ross and Parker concluded: “One defining feature of the
group’s military strategy has been
that it doesn’t want to have the
time and place of violence dictated
to it… It is possible that, consistent
with this doctrine, losing in Iraq and
Syria will prompt (ISIS) to channel
more resources into attacking Lebanon, Jordan, the Gulf or Europe.”
James Bruce has written
extensively on Middle Eastern
security issues for publications
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He
lives in Beirut.
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US Mideast policy torn between Obama, Trump
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

squabble between the
administration of US
President Barack Obama
and
President-elect
Donald Trump on the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict is throwing the course of America’s Middle
East policy into doubt.
Obama has accepted a UN resolution that takes aim at Israel’s settlement policy, creating new facts
under international law. Trump,
however, has signalled that his administration will not feel bound by
it.
“The UN — even the Security
Council — only matters as much as
governments care to make it matter,” said Michael Rubin, a former
Pentagon official and an analyst at
the American Enterprise Institute
(AEI), a think-tank in Washington.
“Basically, what we see is the
Israel-Palestine dispute becoming a
partisan football in the US context,”
Rubin said via e-mail. “That means
every change of administration
may bring with it a rapidly different
approach.”
Only weeks before Trump’s inauguration on January 20th, the
Obama administration refused to
use the US veto to block a UN resolution critical of Israeli settlements
on Palestinian land. Trump tried
to stop the draft resolution by persuading Egypt’s President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi to drop Cairo’s initiative at the UN Security Council but
Malaysia, New Zealand, Venezuela
and Senegal made sure the council
voted on the motion anyway.
Following adoption of the resolution, Trump told Israel in a tweet to
“stay strong” until he takes over the
presidency but the Obama administration stuck to its line with US

Secretary of State John Kerry delivering a speech on December 28th
that warned the two-state solution,
as the only realistic way to secure a
peace between Israel and the Palestinians, was in “jeopardy”.
Kerry said the UN resolution was
not a sign of diminished US support for Israel but he defended his
government’s decision to allow the
resolution to be adopted and criticised Israel for moving away from
the two-state goal. “If Israel goes
down the one-state path, it will
never have true peace with the rest
of the Arab world,” he said.

The big question is
what kind of policy
will Trump pursue
beyond his stated
strong support for
Israel.
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas called the UN resolution a
“slap in the face” for Israel and an
expression of international support for a two-state solution. Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu slammed the US position and
vowed to continue with settlementbuilding. Kellyanne Conway, one of
Trump’s closest aides, said the new
administration would seek a “much
stronger relationship with Israel”.
That determination of the Trump
camp could mean that the twostate solution will be abandoned as
the basic approach for the IsraeliPalestinian conflict, despite the
Obama administration’s efforts to
prevent that from happening, said
Ryan Ahari, research and policy
fellow at the Muslim Public Affairs
Council (MPAC).
“It looks more and more like Israel is becoming a one-state with
the Palestinians as second-class

citizens,” he said. Ahari added that
the push of the new US administration could lead other countries
with populist leaders to follow suit.
“They’re looking towards Trump,”
he said.
Rubin predicted that Obama and
Kerry could end up making matters in the Middle East even more
complicated with their manoeuvres. A stalemate between Israel
and the Palestinians, coupled with
a “heightened disdain” for the United Nations, could encourage Trump
to act unilaterally “by moving the
US embassy to Jerusalem and perhaps recognising Israeli sovereignty
over disputed areas, such as East
Jerusalem”. This could “scramble
the situation permanently and box
in future administrations”, he said.
Ahari also criticised the Obama
administration’s moves. “It’s too little, too late,” he said. “Where have
they been in the last three years?”
The big question is what kind of
policy will Trump pursue beyond
his stated strong support for Israel. The president-elect has said he
would like to be the man to solve
the Israeli-Palestinian question
with an agreement but he has given
no indication what he plans to offer
to the Palestinian side.
Richard LeBaron, a former US
ambassador to Kuwait, said he
doubted that much programmatic
work is going on among Trump’s
team to formulate a coherent Middle East strategy. “It is typical of
Trump to inject himself with those
feeds, expressing firm opinions
based on almost zero experience,”
said LeBaron, a non-resident senior fellow at the Atlantic Council in
Washington.
Netanyahu “is having Trump’s
ear whenever he wants it” and was
using that access to his advantage,
LeBaron said, adding that the development is not necessarily as

A 2016 file picture shows then-US Republican presidential hopeful
Donald Trump addressing the American Israel Public Affairs
Committee (AIPAC) Policy Conference in Washington.
(AFP)
positive for the Jewish state as it
seems.
“The Israelis run some risks if
they rely on those tweets” and on
David Friedman, a staunch supporter of Israel who is Trump’s pick
as new US ambassador to Israel,
LeBaron said.
Despite his pro-Israel stance,
Trump has been reluctant to make
commitments about a future US
involvement in the region. With
his highly impulsive style that

sometimes leads to contradictory
statements and in the absence of a
thoroughly developed strategy for
the Middle East, the new president
could be facing serious challenges
after taking office, LeBaron said.
“At some point very difficult decisions will have to be made” with
regards to the Middle East, he said.
“This won’t work.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

The Obama administration’s last-minute stand
with the Palestinians

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

M

uch scorn is being
poured on the
Obama administration’s belated
scramble to
defend Palestinian rights and its principled
indictment of Israeli settlement
building in the West Bank and East
Jerusalem.
What was the point, the scornful
ask, of US Secretary of State John
Kerry making a splendid speech
more than 70 minutes long when
he would soon be powerless to do
anything meaningful about the
situation? Soon, Israel’s champion, President-elect Donald
Trump, will blow in to the Oval
Office, all orange make-up and
bluster, and with big plans to
bolster Israel’s position above and
beyond anything any US administration has done.
Under Trump’s designated
envoy to Israel, David Friedman,
the US embassy will move from
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. On January
3rd, the first day of the new US
Congress, three senators from
Trump’s Republican Party — Ted
Cruz, Marco Rubio and Dean
Heller — introduced the Jerusalem
Embassy and Recognition Act.
Israeli settlements in the occupied
territories will sprout faster and
more furiously under the approving eye of a US ambassador who
has personally raised millions of
dollars for West Bank building
activity. “Stay strong, Israel,”
Trump tweeted, “January 20 is
fast approaching.”

One might have hoped for more,
much before, but realistically,
this is as good as it gets. For now.

So it is. January 20th, presidential inauguration day in the United
States, when Trump takes over
from Barack Obama, is close at
hand. Closer still is the January
15th Middle East peace conference
in Paris, during which 70 countries are likely to endorse the
parameters outlined by Kerry for
an Israeli-Palestinian agreement
and a two-state solution.
Israel is apoplectic. Its Defence
Minister Avigdor Lieberman
described the Paris conference as
“a tribunal… a new version of the
Dreyfus trial but the accused
won’t be one Jew; it’ll be the
whole state of Israel.” (Alfred
Dreyfus was a Jewish French
artillery officer wrongly convicted
of treason in 1894 and sentenced
to life in prison.)
With the world’s attention only
intermittently focused on the
Middle East, are you still thinking
what a lot of people are saying:
That the Obama administration’s
last-minute attempt to look as if it
cared about the Palestinians is
posturing of the very worst sort?
If so, here are five reasons to
think again:
It’s the image, stupid:
From December 23rd, when the
Obama administration allowed
the passage of the first UN
Security Council resolution
critical of Israeli settlements in
nearly 40 years, to January 15th,
Israel will have suffered 23 days of
international finger-wagging. This
is embarrassing, enervating and
exposes Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu’s claim that
he had all but neutralised international concerns about continued
settlement building.
It’s the economy, stupid:
The Security Council resolution

could boost the boycott, divestment and sanctions (BDS) campaign, which is modelled on the
economic pushback against
apartheid in South Africa. The
text of the resolution calls on
members “to distinguish, in their
relevant dealings, between the
territory of the State of Israel and
the territories occupied since
1967”. This effectively encourages
countries to differentiate between
Israel and the settlements,
possibly along the lines of the
European Union’s 14-month-old
guidelines on the separate
labelling of imports from Israel
proper and from the occupied
territories. In November, France
became the first country to
enforce the guidelines. If BDS
gains momentum, it could hurt
Israeli exports, costing its economy $15 billion-$47 billion over a
decade.
Words matter:
Kerry spoke of nakba, the term
Palestinians use to describe the
catastrophe of expulsion from
their homeland after 1948. He
described the Palestinians’ status
under occupation as “separate but
unequal”. With nakba, an American secretary of State explicitly
and unprecedentedly recognised
and relayed to the world the
reality of Palestinian suffering.
The reference to “separate but
unequal” spoke to the American
people’s understanding of racial
segregation. Kerry’s use of
different registers allowed his
speech to resonate with disparate
audiences, making it more
effective with more people in
more places.
The facts matter:
Kerry’s December 28th speech
and the December 23rd UN

Kerry’s use
of different
registers
allowed his
speech to
resonate
with
disparate
audiences.

resolution applied the sledgehammer of facts to the fortress of lies
constructed by Netanyahu over
the last few years. The Israeli
prime minister has worked hard to
normalise settlement building but
both the UN resolution and Kerry’s
tough talking reiterated the
international consensus that they
are illegal. Even if late in the day,
there is value in reaffirming the
international consensus, in
speaking up for the oppressed and
in calling out injustice.
The message is key:
Kerry addressed the Israeli
people, urging them to “decide
(between) the unusually heated
attacks that Israeli officials have
directed towards this (the Obama)
administration” and the reality of
the Israeli state’s actions. He also
sent a hopeful message to the
Palestinians and their leaders,
who have had little to show for
their efforts to use diplomacy and
peaceful activism over the years.
It is pointless to argue over
whether to be optimistic or
pessimistic about the Obama
administration’s belated push to
say the unsayable and do the
unthinkable about Israel at the
United Nations. An optimist sees
reality as better than it is; a
pessimist sees it as worse than it
really is. Best to be a realist.
In the last days of a fading year,
realism was applied to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. One
might have hoped for more, much
before, but realistically, this is as
good as it gets. For now.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Guterres faces Herculean task of rescuing UN
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

W

hen the United
Nations’ first secretary-general,
Trygve Lie of Norway, stepped down
in 1952, he told his Swedish successor, Dag Hammarskjold: “You’re
about to take over the most impossible job on Earth.” Now, more than
ever in the United Nations’ 71-year
history, this applies to the new secretary-general, Antonio Guterres
of Portugal, who assumed office
for a five-year term on January 1st.
Guterres’s agenda is already
packed with high priorities — wars
in Syria, Libya and Yemen, North
Korea’s nuclear weapons, the Islamic State (ISIS) and the world’s
swelling refugee crisis. His previous post as UN high commissioner
for human rights gave him plenty
of experience to deal with the refugee crisis but to do that he first
needs to bring the Syrian war to an
end.
That will not be easy due to crippling deadlock in the UN Security
Council with France and Britain
lobbying for regime change in Damascus against the will of Russia
and China. A recent breakthrough
was made thanks to serious cooperation between Turkey and Russia, acting independently of the
United Nations, that resulted in a
ceasefire in late December.

Whether Guterres
will succeed in
ending the Middle
Eastern bloodbath
remains to be seen.
For any deal to pass, however,
it needs the support of the United
States. US President-elect Donald
Trump has been highly critical of
the United Nations, unlike Barack
Obama who had an excellent

working relationship with former
secretary-general Ban Ki-moon of
South Korea.
Obama operated through the UN
framework to tighten sanctions
against Iran and North Korea and
to legitimise the 2011 intervention
in Libya, blocking attempts by the
US Congress to restrict UN funding.
If Trump lives up to his campaign promises and turns a new
page with the Kremlin, a détente
will likely emerge at the Security
Council, because everybody in the
new US administration will likely
be on the good side of Russian
President Vladimir Putin, including Trump and his picks for secretary of State — Rex Tillerson — and
for UN ambassador — Nikki Haley.
Haley, twice elected governor
of South Carolina but a newcomer
to the United Nations, is expected
to adopt a compromising attitude
towards Russia in the world body,
unlike her hawkish predecessor,
Samantha Powers.
None of this bodes well for the
United Nations, increasingly seen
as ineffective in international diplomacy.
Trump has hinted he would reduce UN funding, saying: “We get
nothing out of the United Nations.
They don’t respect us. They don’t
do what we want and yet we fund
them disproportionately.”
If he puts his money where his
mouth is, this could be devastating
for Guterres, because the United
States provides no less than 22% of
the UN annual budget.
At first glance, a US-Russian
honeymoon seems a prospect to
be desired but if these two powers
start getting along, their arrogant
and flamboyant leaders might take
unilateral action on global issues,
without seeking approval — or
even advice — from the United Nations.
This would jeopardise UN peacekeeping efforts, along with protections for civilians and human
rights. A Trump-Putin alliance
might dwarf and belittle the Unit-

ed Nations, rather than empower
it.
Guterres, a former Portuguese
prime minister, has inherited a
paralysed Security Council and a
world left in shambles by six years
of fearsome violence in the Middle
East. The United Nations has been
effectively sidelined. Russian vetoes in the Security Council have
impeded UN efforts towards a political solution and aid for Syria’s
millions of displaced.

Guterres, a former
Portuguese prime
minister, has
inherited a paralysed
Security Council and
a world left in
shambles.
On Syria, a Russia-brokered conference — to which UN officials
have not been invited — is to take
place in Kazakhstan in mid-January. The Russians are discussing
a replacement to the hapless UNmandated Geneva process, which
was launched in late 2015 only to
be suspended in April after failing
to make any progress towards ending the fighting in Syria.
Moscow is lobbying to replace
UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan
de Mistura, alleging that he has not
only failed to make progress but
has sided with the Syrian opposition.
If he is asked to step down, de
Mistura would be the third UN envoy pushed aside since 2011 — after
former UN secretary-general Kofi
Annan and the veteran Arab negotiator Lakhdar Brahimi, two of
the United Nations’ most accomplished diplomats — and would
be yet more dust in the eyes for a
global organisation, whose reputation has sunk precipitously, especially over the carnage in Syria.
Ban, who served two terms as
secretary-general, has been widely blamed for much of the United
Nations’ stasis. He assumed office

A December 12th, 2016, file photo shows UN Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon (L) clasping hands with then-UN Secretary-General
designate Antonio Guterres after Guterres was sworn in at UN
headquarters.
(AP)
just two days after the execution
of Saddam Hussein on December
30th, 2006, an act that triggered a
vicious sectarian war in Iraq, one
that the United Nations failed to
prevent or curtail after UN special
envoy Sergio Vieira de Mello was
killed, along with 22 of his staff,
when their Baghdad hotel was
bombed in August 2003.
The terrorists succeeded in
scaring Ban away and limiting
the United Nations’ role in Iraq,
prompting the secretary-general to
focus on other pressing issues on

which he could better deliver, such
as climate change, combating HIV/
AIDS, and the humanitarian crisis
in Darfur.
At the start of his second term,
the “Arab spring” erupted, taking
the entire region down a path of
uncontrollable violence that Ban
was unable to stop — or even impede.
Whether Guterres will succeed
in ending the Middle Eastern
bloodbath remains to be seen but
it will not be easy with Trump in
the White House.

For Riyadh and GCC, Trump era heralds period of uncertainty

View poi nt

Jareer Elass

T

he US-Saudi relationship became noticeably cooler during the
eight years of the
Obama administration
and Riyadh is concerned about how its ties with
Washington will evolve under a
Trump presidency.
The relationship could become
downright chilly should US-Russian relations become cosier. Not
only could Saudi Arabia find itself
without the familiar security
safety net it has relied on for 70
years but it may face tougher
competition from one of its chief
oil rivals if Western sanctions on
Moscow are lifted.
The Saudis and the Obama
administration have struggled
over their differing views on a
host of significant issues,
including the civil war in Syria
and how to deal with Iran. After
reaching an international nuclear
agreement with Tehran, President Barack Obama raised
concerns by counselling Riyadh
and its Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) allies to “share” the
neighbourhood with Iran.
The Saudis’ long-held assumption that Washington would
continue to be its military
protector should it face a serious
external or internal threat eroded
during the Obama years. This was
particularly so following the

The incoming US president has
made erratic pronouncements
about US relations with the
region.

Obama administration’s support
of the 2011 “Arab spring” protests
and its alarming failure in Saudi
eyes to intervene in the fall of
former Egyptian president Hosni
Mubarak.
Now the Saudis must deal with
Donald Trump, who suggested on
the campaign trail that the
kingdom has not “paid enough”
for US military protection. He
also threatened a potential US
ban on Saudi oil imports. It is
unclear whether Trump was just
spouting campaign rhetoric or if
he will expect Saudi Arabia and
other Gulf countries to pay a
version of protection money,
which would certainly be an
affront to Saudi sensibilities.
A Saudi regime weakened by
uncertainty over US military
protection and forced to take a
back seat in regional politics
benefits Moscow as it seeks to
gain on its chief rival in oil
markets and extend its political
influence in the Middle East.
Trump’s nomination of ExxonMobil Chairman Rex Tillerson to
be secretary of State signals his
determination to develop closer
ties with Moscow. With Tillerson
at its head, ExxonMobil forged
several lucrative joint ventures
with Rosneft, Russia’s largest
state-owned energy firm,
through a 2011 strategic cooperation agreement. Tillerson has
been a vocal critic of US and
European sanctions on Russia’s
energy sector that put a stop to
ExxonMobil’s ability to go
forward with its joint ventures in
Russia.
Much has been made of
Tillerson’s personal relationship

with Russian President Vladimir
Putin and his having been
awarded Russia’s Order of Friendship in 2013. Tillerson’s company
also has close ties to Saudi Arabia
that date back nearly 70 years to
when the precursor companies of
Exxon and Mobil were partners in
Aramco. ExxonMobil operates
refinery and petrochemical joint
ventures in Saudi Arabia that
were established 30 years ago, an
indication of strong ties Tillerson
has with Gulf Arab states — a
point not lost on Israel.
It is not that Saudi Arabia has
not looked elsewhere for military
protection. In the wake of the
9/11 attacks, when relations
between Washington and Riyadh
were particularly frayed, the
Saudi leadership sought to
strengthen political and commercial ties with China, which was
fast becoming one of the largest
importers of Saudi oil. Beijing,
though, has been loath to commit
to supplying naval or air power to
the Gulf region and assuming
responsibilities for protecting
others when it has disputes in its
own back yard to sort out.
The Saudis flirted with
strengthening political and
military ties with Moscow.
Then-Crown Prince Abdullah bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud met with Putin
in Moscow in September 2003
and Putin reciprocated by visiting
King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al
Saud in Riyadh in February 2007,
becoming the first Russian leader
to visit the kingdom.
However, a sizeable arms
contract being negotiated in early
2008 between the two countries
was derailed by Riyadh’s insist-
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chilly should
US-Russian
relations
become
cosier.

ence that the deal would only go
forward if Moscow ceased
military cooperation with
Tehran, something Russia was
unwilling to consider.
Ultimately, stark ideological
differences coupled with mutual
mistrust and Moscow’s political
heavy-handedness make it
unlikely that Riyadh would
welcome a Russian umbrella of
military protection. As two of the
largest oil producers in the world,
Saudi Arabia and Russia are
highly competitive in key
markets.
The prospect of Saudi Arabia
and its Gulf allies no longer under
US military protection and having
to fend for themselves against
external or internal threats seems
implausible, particularly when so
much of the world’s oil would be
at risk. Trump would quickly
learn that a disruption to Gulf oil
supplies would have a global
financial impact that would not
spare the United States.
The reality though is that it is
impossible to anticipate whether
a Trump presidency will indeed
closely ally itself with Russia and
place demands on Saudi Arabia
that Riyadh would find objectionable and refuse. What certainly is
disconcerting to Saudi Arabia and
its Gulf allies is that the incoming
US president has made erratic and
at times contradictory policy
pronouncements about US
relations with the region. The
days of assurance and predictability seem over.
Jareer Elass reports on energy issues
for The Arab Weekly. He is based in
Washington.
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Morocco working on becoming regional industrial hub
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco is working
on becoming a major industrial hub in
the Middle East and
North Africa (MENA)
region to diversify its agricultureled economy.
The development of free trade
zones, logistics and the educational system over the past decade,
along with the country’s strategic
location, has helped the North African kingdom attract major companies. The efforts of the Moroccan
Investment Development Agency
(AMDI) led Boeing to sign a deal
that could boost the kingdom’s
aeronautics exports by $1 billion
and create 8,700 jobs, officials said.
Boeing already has a joint venture
with France’s high-technology
group Safran in Casablanca to build
wire bundles and harnesses for aircraft makers.

The North African
kingdom seeks to
create another
23,000 jobs in the
aeronautic sector by
2020.
AMDI was also one of the main
negotiators of the contract signed
with Canada’s Bombardier to build
a manufacturing facility at the integrated industrial platform of Nouaceur. The company announced
in August that it planned to relocate some production facilities in
Northern Ireland to Morocco to cut
costs.
There are more than 100 European and US aviation industry firms
operating in Morocco, which seeks
to create another 23,000 jobs in
the aeronautic sector by 2020 and
increase exports to $1.6 billion per
year, officials said.
The North African kingdom exported $590 million worth of aircraft parts in the first eight months
of 2016, accounting for 3.5% of Moroccan exports.
In the auto industry, Morocco

Employees work at a factory operated by Somaca in Tangiers. Somaca is part of an expanding web of car makers and parts suppliers in
Morocco.
(Reuters)
has attracted big names such as
Renault and PSA Peugeot Citroen.
Renault’s factory in northern Morocco is the largest car manufacturer in Africa with a capacity to produce 340,000 vehicles annually. It
produced 229,000 cars in 2015, up
from 174,000 the year before, the
company said.
Jean-François Gal, director of the
Renault factory, hailed Morocco as
the “perfect location at the gates of
Europe”.
With the expected opening of
an assembly plant near Kenitra in
2019, PSA Peugeot Citroen hopes
to sell 1 million vehicles in 2025 in

Africa and the Middle East, including 200,000 in Morocco. The kingdom projects auto industry exports
to reach $10 billion a year by 2020.
The automotive sector became
Morocco’s largest exporter in 2014
with a turnover of $4.4 billion,
overtaking phosphates.
About 150 automotive-related
manufacturers are operating in the
country, the Moroccan Association
for Automotive Industry and Trade
said.
“Morocco has been working in
the last few years to lure investors
in both the automotive and aeronautic industries as part of its strat-

egy to diversify its economy and
create job opportunities,” analyst
Abdesslam Alaziz said.
He said many factors have contributed to Morocco’s industrial
expansion.
“Young, skilled and cheap workforce, tax exemptions, free zones
in various parts of the country, the
logistical infrastructure and its geostrategic location are among the
factors that helped Morocco attract
big names in the automotive and
aeronautic industries,” he said.
Morocco has tried to develop its
higher education system in a way
to meet the demands of the indus-

trial sectors. It created the Institute
of Aeronautic Jobs (IMA) in which
students learn advanced trade
skills related to aerospace manufacturing and engineering.
It has also offered foreign companies tax exemptions, provided
most of the production is destined
for export.
“Another key factor is Morocco’s
political stability compared to other neighbouring countries,” Alaziz
said.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Climate change hurting economic growth in Morocco
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco is one of many
African
countries
hit hard by climate
change with drought
hurting the nation’s
economic growth.
The kingdom, which hosted the
22nd Conference of the Parties of
the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change (COP 22), experienced heat waves in June and July
that resulted in the loss of 15,000
agricultural jobs, the High Commission for Planning (HCP) said.
The agricultural sector accounts for
almost 15% of Morocco’s gross domestic product (GDP) and employs
40% of the country’s workforce.
Repeated cycles of drought in the
last ten years are a cause for concern for Morocco, whose population is forecast to reach 38 million
by 2030.
A report from the World Health
Organisation (WHO) on climate
risks and their consequences on
health indicates that more than
300,000 people in Morocco would
directly suffer from the effects of
climate change unless initiatives
are established to curb it even
though the country is a relatively
very small emitter of greenhouse
gases. A lack of concrete measures
to adapt to climate change would
incur a net loss of 3.1% of the country’s gross domestic product in the
coming years, the WHO said.

A farmer stands in a dry field in the Bouskoura village, outside
Casablanca, Morocco, last February.
(Reuters)
To its credit, Morocco has a goal
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions 32% by 2030, which will require an investment of nearly $5
billion. It has banned the production of plastic bags and is building

the world’s largest solar power facility.
Studies predict Morocco will experience an overall increase in average annual temperatures of 5-7
degrees Celsius over the oases and

eastern areas, 4-5 degrees throughout the rest of the country and 3-4
degrees on the coast and the Sahara by the end of the century. Scientists predict 40% lower annual
rainfall totals in areas west of the
Atlas mountains and 20% lower in
the rest of the country as well as a
water shortage that will adversely
affect the vital agricultural sector.
The world’s largest oasis, in the
Tafilalet region of south-eastern of
Morocco, is also threatened by climate change, the COP 22 Organising Committee said.
“Today these green islands lost
in the desert face the impacts of
climate change (recurrence of
droughts, multiplication of extreme weather events). With the
decrease of water resources and
soil degradation, agricultural activity is declining in oasis areas,”
the committee posted on Facebook.
Some Moroccan non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have
been working to protect the oases
by planting hundreds of palm and
olive trees.
El Hassan Baiga, founding member of the Lamta for Solidarity association, said his NGO seeks to
protect oasis communities from
climate change-related disasters
and deliver life-saving emergency
aid.
“We empower vulnerable people to transform their lives and
their communities and help save
the biodiversity in the region’s oases,” said Baiga whose association

was founded three months after
flash floods damaged houses in
Asrir oasis, 7km from Guelmim in
south-eastern Morocco in December 2014.
The NGO built three homes,
helped renovate shelters and is
continuing to build low-cost green
houses thanks to funding mainly
from overseas. It is also raising
awareness among oasis communities about the importance of
plantations that help sustain the
region’s fauna and flora and resist
desertification.

Repeated cycles of
drought in the last
ten years are a cause
for concern for
Morocco.
“There are some animal species
that are on the brink of extinction
such as wolves in the GuelmimOued Noun region because of climate change that affected the animals’ food chain,” warned Baiga.
Morocco is vulnerable to drought
and floods. To reduce its vulnerability, the government has been
advised to better manage water
resources through innovating irrigation techniques and reducing
waste, implementing long- and
short-term strategies to fight desertification and continuing to
invest in renewable energies that
are key to reducing carbon dioxide
emissions.
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Iran and Russia, allies in Syria, forge
major energy links
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

A

s the world waits for US
President-elect Donald
Trump to move from
tweeting to conducting
foreign policy, Iran and
Russia continue to extend their energy cooperation.
Visiting Russian Energy Minister Alexander Novak on December 13th signed an agreement for
a 5-year Russian loan for a $1.6
billion gas-fuelled power station
in Hormozgan province, aimed at
producing 1,400 megawatts (MW)
as Iran seeks to increase production from 76,000 MW to 100,000
MW by 2021.
In recent months, Iran has signed
memoranda-of-understanding
(MoUs) with Russian companies
for seven oil fields, six of which are
already operating but with very
low recovery rates.
Tehran’s motivation is clear: It
wants foreign investment and expertise to better exploit the world’s
largest combined hydrocarbon reserves. The Russians have much to
offer.

Tehran wants foreign
investment and
expertise to better
exploit the world’s
largest combined
hydrocarbon reserves.
Moscow’s calculations are nuanced. Its three largest energy
companies — Lukoil, Gazprom and
Rosneft — are reaching into Europe
and across Asia. Their gas and oil
pipelines follow many byways of
age-old silk roads but their growing power and links to the Russian
state are very modern.
Iran’s wariness of Russia goes
back even beyond the 1828 Treaty
of Turkmenchay, when the Qajar
dynasty ceded vast Caucasus territories to the Russian empire. More
recently, Iran’s leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei balked in 2006 at the
failure of his top security official,
Ali Larijani, when the latter’s “tilt

to Moscow” failed to stop Russia
supporting UN Security Council
sanctions over Iran’s expanding
nuclear programme.
Tensions with Russia eased with
the landmark 2015 nuclear agreement with US-led world powers
but old suspicions persist in Tehran.
“True, the Russians treat Iran
as a pawn, not a partner,” a leading Iranian business journalist told
The Arab Weekly. “History — and
perhaps the Russian mentality —
shows that they would never favour ‘strengthening’ Iran, other
than for a limited time in a way that
suits their broader goals in their
chess-like international policy.
“Specifically on oil and gas, cooperation should help both sides,
given Iran’s relative isolation but it
may also give Russia further means
to exert pressure [if it chooses to
do so] and even give [Russian President Vladimir] Putin more ammunition when it comes to dealing
with Trump.”
Tactics, however, are not strategies: Iran’s relationship with Russia will outlast Trump. Moscow has
a huge, well-staffed embassy in
Tehran, a city where Washington
has lacked diplomatic representation since 1979.
Russia supplies arms — most recently the S300 air-defence missile system — and has developed
Iran’s only functioning nuclear
power station at Bushehr. Moscow
strongly supports the nuclear deal.
Contact between Iranian President Hassan Rohani and Putin
seems good. The two have, in recent weeks, had telephone conversations about oil production levels
— just before the Organisation of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) agreed to reduce output by
1.2 million barrels a day and more
recently over finding a “quick resolution” to the Syrian conflict.
Given the deals Iran has struck
since sanctions eased in January
2016 with, among others, Total
and Shell, there is every incentive
for Russian operators.
The seven oil-field MoUs signed
by Russian companies are among
49 Iran has designated for the new
Integrated Petroleum Contract

Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Zanganeh (L) and Russian Energy
Minister Alexander Novak walk to a meeting in Tehran, last
December.							
(IPC), designed to give greater profit incentives to foreign operators
through removing set productionshares and extending contract
lengths from five to up to 20 years.
The two largest fields, Mansouri
and Ab Teymour, each with about
15 billion barrels, have been assigned to Lukoil. Gazprom, Tatneft
and Zarubezhneft share the other
five.
Iranian Oil Minister Bijan
Zanganeh has said Iran was in talks
with Rosneft over four other oil
fields while Gazprom is reportedly
discussing gas projects, including
a pipeline to India, storage and
developing conversion facilities
for liquefied natural gas (LNG), all
areas in which Gazprom has vast
experience.
As well as financial muscle, the
Russian operators have technological expertise. Of the seven fields
covered by MoUs all except Dehloran, a new field containing 5.2 billion barrels assigned to Tatneft, are
in operation but with low recovery
rates varying from 6-17%.
Nor does the cooperation stop
there. Zanganeh announced that
Iran intends to supply Russia with

Briefs
Gulf stock listings
nosedive in 2016

(AP)

100,000 barrels of oil a day with
half the payments in technology and equipment, apparently a
means to minimise problems with
dollar payments, which Washington has been slow to facilitate despite the 2015 nuclear agreement.
The Oil Ministry in Tehran has
suggested there will be a “swap”
agreement by which northern Iran
would receive gas and oil from
Russia in return for supplying Russian tankers with oil to export from
Iran’s southern coast, reducing
transportation costs for both sides.
These arrangements flow from
coinciding national interests, even
geography. Whatever wariness exists on both sides, Moscow and
Tehran have a relationship based
on realpolitik and mediated by
communication.
Both are seasoned chess-players. As of January 20th, Trump
will need more than 140-character
tweets if he is to play with either
one.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times from
2003-07.

Egyptians pin hopes on new measures to
reverse economic slump
Amr Emam

Cairo

F

ewer foreign tourists, a
slowdown in exports and
lack of investment incentives negatively affected
Egypt’s economy in 2016
but measures have been instituted that are designed to reverse
Egypt’s economic fortunes in 2017.
“Egyptians will feel the positive
effects of these measures in the
new year,” said Samir Morqos, a
former economics professor from
the American University in Cairo.
“The measures were well-calculated and based on thorough studies
of Egypt’s economic needs in the
future.”

The reopening of the
estimated 4,000
factories will
contribute to
reducing
unemployment.
The measures included a free
flotation of the Egyptian pound
against foreign currencies, a decision made long after Egypt had lost
the battle against the black market.

The presence of an official foreign exchange system and a black
market created two prices for foreign currencies, a situation that
scared investors and caused untold
losses to importers and manufacturers. Banks bought the US dollar,
for example, for 8.88 pounds while
it was traded for 14-15 pounds on
the black market.
The flotation decision on November 3rd was aimed at unifying
foreign currency exchange rates
and moving foreign currency dealings back to the banking system.
The banks collected $4 billion
the month after the move was
made, which eased pressure on
foreign currency reserves at the
Central Bank and helped meet importers’ and manufacturers’ demand for greenbacks.
Rashad Abdo, president of the
Egyptian Forum for Economic
Studies, said the big challenge
in 2017 will be for Cairo to rein in
commodity prices, which have
shot up because of the rise in the
official US dollar exchange rate.
“The pound flotation drove the
US dollar exchange rate up from
8.88 pounds to 18 pounds,” Abdo
said. “This has automatically
pushed commodity prices up.”
Commodity prices have risen
almost 80% since the pound flotation and there are fears that the

resulting public resentment could
lead to political unrest.
Before the flotation, the government struck a deal with the International Monetary Fund for a $12
billion loan, the first tranche ($2.75
billion) of which Egypt received in
mid-November. The government
said the loan was necessary to support foreign currency reserves,
finance Egypt’s economic reform
programme and gain investor confidence.
Economists said the loan was
needed to help increase foreign
currency reserves, especially after
main Gulf financiers Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates reduced their financial support.
“The reserves were on the way
down while revenues from tourism and exports almost totally
stopped,” Morqos said. “A continuity of the decline in the reserves
would have been catastrophic for
the economy.”
A challenge in 2017, economists
said, will be for Egypt to use the
loan money it gets in reforming its
economy as it promised.
Apart from the pound flotation,
the government slashed fuel subsidies 48%, prepared to restructure the food subsidy system and
raised import duties on hundreds
of goods.
The customs duty increases were

aimed at encouraging consumers
to opt for locally made products
and scrap imported ones.
The decision can have other effects, economists said.
“True, the decision will make
imported products too costly for
most consumers to buy but it can
backfire, especially if there is not
enough national output,” said
Mukhtar al-Sherif, an economics
professor at Mansoura University.

The flotation
decision on
November 3rd was
aimed at unifying
foreign currency
exchange rates.
One of the challenges Egypt
faces in increasing production is to
help reopening thousands of factories that closed in the past five
years because of political unrest,
competition with imported products and lack of necessary fuel.
The reopening of the estimated
4,000 factories will contribute to
reducing unemployment, placed
at 28% of the workforce of 26 million, Sherif said.
“More production will also contribute to reducing the poverty
rate, which reached 27.8% in 2016,”
he added.

Stock markets in the energy-rich
Gulf saw a sharp drop in the number
of initial public offerings (IPOs) in
2016, as well as the value of listings,
Kuwaiti investment firm KAMCO
Research said in a report.
Only three IPOs — all from Saudi
Arabia — were made in the region
in 2016, half the number recorded
in 2015 and the lowest in 15 years,
KAMCO Research said. The total
value of the IPOs was $745 million,
the lowest since 2013.
KAMCO said Gulf companies
looking to issue IPOs decided to put
them off due to events including
Brexit, the US presidential election
and volatility on oil markets.
Companies were also deterred by
extreme turbulence on Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) stock markets in the first ten months of 2016
before they rebounded as oil prices
advanced.
Gulf companies were likely to wait
until encouraging economic data
start to appear before they enter the
IPO market with full force, KAMCO
said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Lebanon approves
key gas, oil drilling
decrees
Lebanon’s government issued key
decrees to prepare the way for oil
and gas extraction off its coast after more than two years of political
deadlock that had stymied previous
efforts.
The decrees authorise regulators
to divide the offshore areas into
blocks for drilling and exploration
and to issue tenders.
A bonanza of gas reserves has
been discovered off the coasts of
Lebanon and Israel, sparking a
frenzy of development on the Israeli
side to tap into the fields. Lebanon’s
government, beset by infighting and
corruption, has made only marginal
progress towards that goal.
A portion of the reserves lies in
territory disputed by the two countries. The Lebanese militant group
Hezbollah has issued numerous
warnings that Israel should not try
to tap into Lebanon’s gas reserves.
(The Associated Press)

Iraq cuts oil
production per
OPEC deal:
ministry
Iraq has cut crude production
by about 200,000 barrels per day
(bpd) as part of an Organisation of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) agreement aimed at boosting flagging prices, the Oil Ministry’s
spokesman said.
“Iraq reduced its production to
around 4.6 million barrels (per day)”
from more than 4.8 million, Oil Minister Assem Jihad said.
OPEC agreed last year to cut production to reduce a global supply
glut that had kept prices low. The accord represented a dramatic reversal from OPEC’s Saudi-led strategy,
introduced in 2014, of flooding the
market to pressure rivals, in particular US shale-oil producers.
Iraq was especially hard hit by
the fall in oil prices, which came as
it fought a costly war against jihadists and after government mismanagement and corruption had squandered vast oil revenues when prices
were high.
(Agence France-Presse)
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Cyber-security threats

Saudi-Iranian confrontation moves to cyberspace
Jareer Elass

Washington

G

eopolitical and ideological rivals Iran and Saudi
Arabia have been engaged for several years in
proxy wars in Yemen and
Syria as the two countries vie for regional supremacy.
Now Tehran appears to be masterminding another form of warfare
against Riyadh by supporting periodic state-sponsored cyber-strikes
that are exposing strategic vulnerabilities of the kingdom. A recent
cyber-attack disrupted the Saudi
aviation sector.
There is growing concern in Riyadh over Tehran’s ability to inflict
serious damage to key operations
within the kingdom through malware, which could have widespread
consequences globally as well if oil
production is affected. Iran clearly
is determined to become a dominant cyber-power. Since 2013, Tehran has boosted its cyber-security
budget 12-fold and experts put
Tehran in the top five of the world’s
cyber-powers.

The latest cyberattack against Saudi
Arabia began in
mid-November.
In 2012, Saudi Aramco experienced a significant breach that infected 30,000 of the state oil company’s computers. There is little
doubt that Iran was responsible for
that incident, though Tehran vehemently denied any association with
it. Even more troubling for the Saudi government was the awareness
that the hackers likely had inside
help from one or more Saudi Aramco employees who had high-level
access to the company’s computer
network.
The latest cyber-attack against
Saudi Arabia began in mid-November, when malware destroyed
computers at a handful of government organisations, including the
kingdom’s aviation regulator, the
General Authority of Civil Aviation
(GACA). Six government agencies
were reportedly struck, although
two were able to fend off serious
damage.
The Saudi government acknowledged that the country’s cyber-security department had ascertained
that a systematic attack had oc-

curred, including against the transportation sector, but did not identify the other government bodies
that were targeted. It is rumoured
that the kingdom’s Central Bank
was also a victim of the malware.
The November cyber-attack crippled the GACA headquarters for
several days by wiping out critical
data on thousands of computers
and halting administrative operations, though Saudi airports were
seemingly unaffected. Riyadh is
conducting a full assessment of the
cyber-attack but digital evidence
points to Iran as the instigator.
Most telling is that the malware
employed in the November cyberattack is a variation of the Shamoon
virus that was effectively used in
August 2012 to wipe clean the hard
drives of three-quarters of Saudi
Aramco’s corporate computers, replacing all data with the image of

a burning American flag. A group
calling itself the Cutting Sword of
Justice took responsibility for that
breach, accusing Saudi Aramco of
aiding a “corrupt” Saudi regime in
carrying out “crimes and atrocities” in countries such as Syria and
Bahrain through use of Muslim oil
revenues.

Tehran appears to be
masterminding
another form of
warfare against
Riyadh.
Though Saudi Aramco’s oil operations and exports remained unaffected because the malware did
not reach systems software associated with technical operations, the
company immediately shut down
its corporate computer network

to prevent the malware’s spread.
Saudi Aramco moved quickly to
purchase 50,000 hard drives from
South-East Asian computer manufacturers. The damage to Saudi
Aramco’s computer network is considered one of the most destructive
cyber-attacks on a single business
to date.
Not only did digital evidence
point to Iran’s involvement in that
incident but the theory was that
Tehran instigated the breach on
Saudi Aramco as retaliation against
the United States following an April
2012 cyber-attack on Iran’s Oil Ministry and affiliates that forced Tehran to temporarily disconnect its
main Gulf oil terminals from the
internet to prevent the malware’s
spread. Because the Iranian oil industry is still largely mechanical
and not reliant on the internet, no
oil production or exports were be-

lieved to have been affected.
The biggest and most damaging
cyber-attack against Iran was the
Stuxnet virus that in 2010 infected
computers that ran the Gulf country’s main nuclear enrichment facilities, resulting in the destruction
of 1,000 of Iran’s 6,000 centrifuges
used in enriching uranium. The
United States and Israel reportedly
collaborated on developing and
employing the Stuxnet malware to
stall Tehran’s nuclear development
programme.
According to Andretta Towner, a
senior intelligence analyst a CrowdStrike, a security technology firm:
“Stuxnet was kind of an awakening for them in cyber-security matters… So the country decided that
building the national cyber capability was just the natural next step.”
Towner was speaking at a conference on Iranian cyber-threats sponsored by the Atlantic Council.
After Stuxnet, Iran committed to
boosting its own cyber capabilities.
A report issued in December 2014
by cyber-security firm Cylance said
that an Iranian hacking group referred to as Operation Cleaver had
victimised at least 50 companies
in 15 critical industries spanning 16
countries.
Cyber experts point out that
Iran’s development of its cyber capabilities is two-fold; not only does
it enable Tehran to gather intelligence, but it can also be employed
for Iran’s “other political agendas in
the Middle East”, Towner says.
Last March, the US Justice Department indicted seven hackers
linked to the Iranian government
on charges that included attacking the public websites of US banks
from late 2011 to May 2013. The
indictments, which marked the
first time the US government has
charged state-sponsored individuals with cyber-attacks aimed at disrupting the networks of a key US
industry, named seven employees
of two Iran-based computer security firms said to be working on behalf of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps.
Given the strained political relations between Tehran and Riyadh,
the Saudi government may be compelled to beef up its own cybersecurity skills as Iran has demonstrated its willingness to attack its
foe’s key industries. Also, given US
President-elect Donald Trump’s
rhetoric suggesting frostier USIranian relations may be ahead, the
United States also should brace for
more Iranian cyber meddling.

Cyber incidents are ‘business risk’ in the Gulf
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

C

yber incidents targeting
corporations in the Gulf
region have seen a steady
rise in recent years, putting major companies
at increasing risk of frequent and
grave attacks. Protecting data can
have massive cost implications, experts said.
Shabnam Karim, a Dubai-based
senior associate for global legal firm
Clyde & Company, notes there has
been an increase in issues related
to “ransomware” — malicious software designed to block access to
a computer system until money
is paid — hacking and data breach
across the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC).
“Some of these incidents relate
just to the theft of confidential information but there are now regular
claims relating to fraudulent payment transactions, which have occurred due to hacking.” Karim said.
“According to official statistics,
the UAE is the eighth most targeted
country globally and the first in the
Middle East and Africa for spearphishing.”

“Spear-phishing” is an e-mail
spoofing fraud attempt that targets
a specific organisation or individual, seeking unauthorised access to
confidential data.

The UAE is the eighth
most targeted
country globally and
the first in MENA.
“Within the UAE, finance, insurance and real estate sectors were
the most affected last year. Close
to three-quarters of all attacks were
directed towards companies in
those sectors. We do not have accurate numbers of [the] incidents in
this region. However, we have seen
a real increase in the last two years
in cyber incidents, across sectors,”
Karim added.
Gary Hibberd, managing director
of AGENCI, a leading cyber-security
agency in London, stressed the inability of IT departments to confront
cyber threats. “With 1 million new
forms of malware created every
day and the proliferation of data,
to expect the IT department alone
to tackle this threat is a futile exercise,” Hibberd said during a visit to
Dubai.
“Companies at their board level

need to see cyber-crime as a business risk. Cyber-security is not an
IT problem or a technology issue
any more. Corporate strategy and
resources have to be marshalled to
tackle this on a permanent basis.”
Oisin Fouere, managing director
of K2 Intelligence and head of the
cyber-defence practice within the
region, said, “A key measure to ensure that gaps are effectively remediated is to establish and maintain a
dedicated and skilled cyber-security
function with executive level reporting.”
The sectors most at risk are companies with a large amount of customer data, such as health care and
telecommunications, Karim said.
“In order to achieve a financial
gain, we see hackers frequently targeting banks and exchange houses,”
he said. “The Bank of Muscat claim
in 2013, which resulted in a multimillion-dollar theft from hacking,
is a good example of the level of
sophisticated criminals that companies in the UAE are dealing with.”
“There are several risk mitigation
steps that can be deployed. This includes setting up internal policies
because cyber-data breaches are
not always externally perpetrated
but can result from internal actions, such as an employee acciden-

tally clicking on a phishing link,”
she added.
The information overload and
the arrival of the Internet of Things
(IoT) with the prospect of 40 billion
internet-enabled devices by 2020
will make the situation even more
complex.
“A growing number of security
weaknesses are being identified as
a result of both smart initiatives
and IoT deployment,” said Fouere.
“We firmly believe that until liability for security weaknesses are
attributed to manufacturers that
this issue will continue to pose significant cyber-security risks both
for the government and individual
users. Governments should introduce and maintain basic security
standards for embedded devices,
ensuring that manufacturers carry
out adequate security testing of devices before release.”
Hibberd said the introduction of
IoT, smart grids and smart cities
will result in a world that is increasingly interconnected and interdependent.
Asked how risks can be reduced
in the future, he stressed that “fundamentally, education is the key
and awareness is its close ally”.
“We must educate those who
create the products we use and it

should be legislated that they provide privacy by design and default,”
he said. “It must be a feature (of the
product). Authorities need to put
more pressure on organisations to
improve their security but, ultimately, we as the users of these devices need to take account for our
own safety.”

UAE’s finance,
insurance and real
estate sectors were
the most affected by
cyber-attacks in
2016.
Legislation that imposes a requirement upon businesses to
declare and report cyber-security
breaches would be an effective tool,
Karim argued.
“This would provide better data
into where and how breaches are
occurring, as incidents are often
hidden from the public domain,
businesses would no longer be able
to adopt a laissez-faire approach
and would have to treat cyber-security as a boardroom issue.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubaibased contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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Arab countries face climate warming reality
Samar Kadi

Beirut

W

hile 2016 set a heat
record globally, further
temperature
increases, reduction
in rainfall, seasonal
shifts and decline in agricultural
activities are predicaments looming over the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region because of climate change.
The region is suffering from
extreme summer temperatures,
which reached 54 degrees Celsius
in Kuwait, cyclones in Oman and
Yemen, snow in the Saudi deserts
and drought that wiped out half the
wheat crop in Morocco.
The challenges are enormous but
adaptation through mitigation of
sources of energy, especially water,
is a prerequisite for the survival of
future generations in the world’s
hottest and driest region, which will
be the hardest hit by changing climate conditions, UN experts said.

Poorer communities
in the region will be
hit hardest by effects
of climate change.
“We can forecast a rise of 3-5 degrees Celsius by the end of the century as a worst-case scenario. It is
quite remarkable how much the
temperature increase will affect us
even relative to a very close baseline
period from 1986 to 2005,” said Carol Cherfane, a senior water specialist
with the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA).
“We are also seeing increases of
30-60 days of hot weather in the region towards the end of the century.
While the global norm for a hot day
is 25 degrees, it is 35 degrees and
even more than 40 for the region,”
Cherfane said.
She stressed, however, that “you
can adapt to these conditions but
you have to have the resources to

ensure that all (vulnerable) people
have the means to adapt, too”.
Countries in the region are aware
of their vulnerabilities but the effects will vary, with poorer, more
agriculturally based economies suffering the most. Poorer communities have fewer resources to cope
with the effects of climate change.
“In our Arab region, climate
change adaptation is pre-eminent.
It is a water issue above anything
else. It is linked to our livelihood,
our food security, our health, the
tourism industry, the whole gamut,”
Cherfane said.
Higher temperatures will result in
a shifting of seasons, with extended
periods of drought, longer summers
and shorter winters. “This will affect
the ability of farmers to engage in
production for national food security and for their personal household
income. They no longer know when
the season actually starts or whether
they should plant their crops in February or in April,” Cherfane added.
Higher temperatures also lead
to overuse of groundwater, more
demand for more desalination and
consequently salt-water intrusion
into coastal aquifers, degrading water for drinking and irrigation.
While demands for agriculture,
population growth and rapid urbanisation are putting immense
pressure on the region’s scarce water resources, declines in agriculture
will increase rural unemployment
and drive many people to already
crowded cities, which will experience worsening heat waves, air pollution and dust from land degradation and desertification, Cherfane
predicted.
Aware of the challenges, many
Arab countries have begun adapting to the new climate reality and
contributing towards the global goal
of lowering emissions and slowing
the rise in global temperatures. Adaptation techniques include water
harvesting schemes, larger use of
solar energy, treatment and reuse of
waste water, protection of groundwater aquifers and water use efficiency in irrigation, Cherfane said.

A file photo shows sink holes on the shoreline of the Dead Sea in Jordan, showing retreating sea water
line. A dry spell from 1998-2012 in the Middle East was the worst drought in 900 years.
(AP)

She noted that Lebanon was trying to develop lakes on top of the
mountains where water can be
conserved and stored. In Egypt efforts are under way to build wave
breakers to preserve coastal installations and wetlands from sea water
intrusion. In Jordan, treated waste
water is used in irrigation in agricultural areas, while Saudi Arabia,
the world’s largest producer and
consumer of desalinated water, is
testing the use of solar energy in desalination.
Morocco remains the leading Arab

country in climate change adaptation, having built the largest solar
plant in the world for generating
electricity, which Rabat has linked
to a water desalination plant supplying its arid southern area.
“We should still engage in mitigation to the (highest) degree possible.
Even today it will take 20-30 years
for the atmosphere to change,” Cherfane said. “Unfortunately, the shortterm nature of politics looks at a 1- or
4-year terms that is influencing how
life would be in generations. That
is why we have to become oriented

towards sustainability and not immediate growth.”
Cherfane also underlined that if
no significant effort is made to reduce climate change, more use of
nuclear energy, which is “no carbon
energy”, could be considered. “It
carries different types of risks, but
not having your kids able to breathe
in a century and a half,” Cherfane
said, “you will not have an option
but to turn to such technology.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

Songs and sanctions help regreen Sudan’s desert villages
Hannah McNeish

Albaida, Sudan

T

he women of Sudan’s
North Kordofan state
used to be famed for their
war songs urging men to
defend their meagre desert assets of cattle, bush and watering holes. Now, in villages such
as Albaida, surrounded by deep
orange sand dunes, women chant
odes to protect their environment
from a new enemy: climate change.
“Oh, lemon tree, I plant you because you are good for climbing so
that I can get enough phone signal
to send my love messages,” sing a
dozen women sitting under a lalop
tree, tapping upturned buckets as
percussion.

A series of intense
droughts, which
lasted several years,
killed most of the
desert-hardy acacias
and turned farms to
dust.
People in the village of 300 families have planted approximately
9,000 trees in the past year to stop
the advance of the gezan — sand
dunes — aided by disappearing tree
barriers and desert storms blasting
through the grass-thatched houses.
“Now it’s getting better. We don’t
wake up and find sand covering
everything,” said farmer Maryam
Mohammed Quoreshi.
Quoreshi said she remembers
when people did not have to walk
far to find clusters of trees to provide fodder for animals. Farmers

were wealthy because “there was
enough rain for every living thing”
and they tapped plentiful, thorny
acacia trees for gum arabic.
A series of intense droughts,
which started in 1984 and lasted
several years, killed most of the
desert-hardy acacias and turned
farms to dust. This caused men to
migrate north to search the desert
for gold, harvest dates or scour
Khartoum for odd jobs, as families
waited for them to send money
home.
“We never had any plans. You’d
just wake up in the morning and
deal with that day,” Quoreshi said.
“You’d live in a constant state of
anxiety.”
Villagers said the area never recovered from those years of ruin
and that temperatures have been
rising and rainfall fluctuating since,
causing further desertification.
North Kordofan state suffers
from extreme fluctuations in rainfall, which varies from 150 millimetres to 450 millimetres per
year, leaving incomes vulnerable
to frequent drought cycles, the UN
Development Programme (UNDP)
said.
Eltigani Khalifa Mukhtar, director of administration at North Kordofan’s Ministry of Agriculture,
said rain patterns began changing
about 15 years ago, causing widespread crop failures every three
years that led to mass hunger.
“Some people migrated, some
people died — especially children,”
he said.
In some of the villages he has
visited in recent months “there are
one or two men left. That means in
some villages, more than 90% migrate”, he explained, adding that

an estimated 2 sq. kilometres of arable land is lost to desert each year.
To stop desertification, the government has embarked on reforestation projects, planting 2 million
trees — mainly acacias — during the
past two years and aiming for 30
million within five years.
Mukhtar said he hoped this
would rehabilitate the gum arabic
belt and “create a barrier to shifting
sands covering all our state”.
Since November 2014, UNDP has
launched pilot climate change adaptation projects in seven villages
in North Kordofan to further the
national reforestation programme
and build community resilience.
In Albaida, UNDP established
tree nurseries and planting programmes and installed solar water
pumps to feed vegetable gardens.
The 2-year project has educated
people about the role of trees in
protecting fertile top soil from
heat, erosion and sand.
“We were told we should not cut
trees to make the environment better and we have been noticing that
the weather has improved and the
sand is not moving like before,”
said Quoreshi.
A cooperative of 60 women, divided into groups of ten, grows potatoes, tomatoes, pumpkins, carrots, okra and greens year-round.
Most of the produce is sold to vendors from the nearby town of Bara
and state capital El Obeid.
Sudan is applying to the Green
Climate Fund for financial support
to scale up similar climate change
adaptation projects across all nine
states.
In addition to the songs penned
by women to celebrate each type of
tree, the community has come up

A 2015 file picture shows members of Sudan’s Nuba community
performing a traditional dance during the Nuba Mountains
Cultural Heritage Festival.
(AFP)
with strict rules and punishments
to protect them.
“It is forbidden to cut trees,” said
villager Omer Nourin, clasping his
wrists together to show what happens to people who cannot pay
fines handed down by an enforcement committee that tree-fellers
appear before. “You have to go Bara
prison.”
The community has allowed
some villagers to languish in jail for
weeks while their relatives try to
raise the money to pay the fine of
500-1,000 Sudanese pounds (about
$77-$155) to get them out.
Mukhtar and other climate
change experts take a similar line

towards
developed
countries,
whose higher greenhouse gas emissions are contributing to the warming of desert areas where summers
can surpass 50 degrees Celsius.
“The rich countries made the
problem, so they have to help us
solve this,” he said. “Whoever pollutes the environment has to pay.”
This article was prepared
for the Thomson Reuters
Foundation, the charitable arm of
Thomson Reuters, which covers
humanitarian news, women’s
rights, trafficking, property rights
and climate change.
Visit http://news.trust.org.
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Alarming rise of violence against women in Arab region
Samar Kadi

Beirut

V

iolence against women
is a global issue but has
risen in the Middle East
in recent years and incurred costs that significantly affect society at large.
Figures indicate that gender-based
violence is increasing with new
forms of attacks.
“Violence against women is
equivalent to violation of human
rights. It remains under many
forms in the Arab region, including
intimate partner violence, genderrelated killings and other forms that
are particular to this region, such as
early forced marriages and temporary marriages, sexual harassment
and female genital mutilation,” said
Blerta Aliko, deputy regional director of Arab states at UN Women.

Conflict and violence
sweeping the region
at large have
increased the risks of
violence against
women.
“An estimated 30% of everpartnered women in the Middle
East and North Africa region have
experienced physical violence by
intimate partners at some point in
their lives, while one in seven girls
is married as a child with the highest rates in Mauritania, Sudan and
the Yemen,” Aliko said at a panel
discussion in Beirut on the cost
of violence against women in the
Arab region.
“While 87% of women and girls
aged between 15 and 49 have undergone FGM (female genital mutilation) in Egypt and Sudan, an estimated 19% have experienced the
same form of violence in Yemen
and 8% in Iraq since 2015.”

Although complete data on the
prevalence of violence are lacking
in the region, largely due to underreporting of violence within marriage particularly, some estimates
were available.
“In Egypt, the prevalence of domestic violence did not change
over two decades with nearly onethird of married women experiencing a form of physical violence
by their husbands. In Morocco,
a national survey estimated the
prevalence of violence at 62% with
nearly 9% of sexual violence, while
in Jordan, 44% of women who have
been married at some point in their
lives have experienced physical
violence at least once since age 15,
and 9% reported experiencing sexual violence,” Aliko said.
Conflict and violence sweeping
the Middle East have increased the
risks of violence against women,
including striking forms of sexual
violence. Syrian women refugees
in Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq have
reported high rates of domestic
violence, sexual harassment and
early and forced marriages. Similar trends were observed in Yemen
and Libya, the United Nations said.
Gender-based violence has a direct and devastating effect on society and constitutes an impediment
to progress, development and democracy, experts said. Estimation
of the cost of the violence is viewed
as an important tool to bring about
constitutional reform and push
forward for implementing laws
and enforcement, said Mehrinaz
el-Awady, director of the ESCWA
Centre for Women.
“Our region has the highest rate
of violence against women but
there is an absence of the estimation of the cost of such violence,”
Awady said, noting that Egypt was
the only Arab country to do an estimation, which was calculated at
$11.8 billion.
“There are serious consequences…
on the victims and on the family, the
children and the economy. The cost

A December 6th file photo shows Lebanese activists protesting against a law that allows a rapist to get
away with his crime if he marries the victim.
(AFP)
going into services for the victims
and the lost productivity could have
been directed into projects and other
activities that benefit everyone in the
society,” Awady added.
With the exceptions of Somalia
and Sudan, all Arab League countries have signed and ratified the
Convention on the Elimination of
all Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW). However, the
ratification did not have a concrete
effect on the status of women in
the region because many countries
had reservations about the core
provisions of the convention and
did not ratify the optional protocol.
Awady said progress in addressing violence against women is
largely fragmented. “One finds
countries that have done constitutional reform — like Egypt and Tu-

nisia — but this has not been transformed into law. Or, if there is a law,
there is no strategy and if there is
a strategy, there is no budget. So
none of the Arab countries until now do have a comprehensive
framework.”
The crises in the region, compounded with the rise in Muslim
extremism and a push in some
“Arab spring” countries for adherence to Islamic law have threatened women’s aspirations and
increased risks of violence against
women, the experts said.
In Iraq, forced genital mutilation and forced early marriages
returned as a practice after 2003, a
trend that reappeared with the rise
of religious extremism.
“These are forms of violence that
have existed, for example in Syria,

even before the crisis but they have
exacerbated significantly with
displacement as a negative coping mechanism for economic and
protection purposes… The family
members deemed it is much more
reasonable to marry off girls than
keeping them in camp settings
where there could be other forms
of violence,” Aliko said.
Under-reporting
of
spousal
violence is common because of
shame, fear of retaliation, lack of
information about legal rights, lack
of confidence in, or fear of, the legal system and the legal costs involved, the experts said.
“That is why we join forces to advocate for the need for the estimation of [violence against women]
and to have a more effective policy
reform,” Awady said.

hostile against us. Their comments
on social media platforms evoked
hatred and puritanism that is hard
to believe could come out from socalled intellectuals,” she said.
She contended that with “repetition and determination the society will get used to accepting that
women practise their life the same
way as their counterparts in other
countries”.
TV anchor Vivian Ghanem, a
Christian, described Jaber’s initiative as “encouraging” as well as
“courageous”.
“It will contribute to raising
awareness and introducing positive
change. The initiative struck a very
sensitive chord in the society but it
should continue until tangible results are achieved and until the society gets used to matters that are
supposed to be natural and a fundamental right for any person around
the world, and that is personal freedom,” Ghanem said.
Riding a bicycle is not the end
objective but a means to make a
statement, she said. “It is a drop in
a sea of matters that relate to personal freedoms and the right for free
speech and free action, which the
society is trying to suppress with the
support of the regime. These freedoms can only be safeguarded and
sustained through laws that protect
the individual from the dominance
of the society,” Ghanem added.
Iraqi women were pioneers in the
Arab region in gaining their rights,
notably since the enactment of the
personal status law in the 1950s
that enabled them to practise key
professions, including medicine,
engineering and law and enrol in
the armed forces. Iraq’s Naziha alDulaimi, who served as minister of
Municipalities in the late 1950s, was
the first Arab woman minister.
While it received large support

from Iraqi youth, Jaber’s initiative
was lambasted in intellectual circles. A journalist, who asked to be
identified as “Sami”, described the
move as “unethical” for women and
an affront to the conservative Iraqi
society.
“It is incorrect to impose the will
of a bunch of girls on the whole society. This initiative could usher in
a larger use of bicycles which will
inevitably lead to more harassment
and provocation and consequently
to angry reactions resulting in additional social problems, which we
can do without,” Sami said.

Women bikers breaking taboos in Iraq
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I

t is not merely about riding bicycles but about breaking taboos and pushing for women’s
rights and freedom in the conservative Iraqi society. Marina
Jaber’s bold initiative “I am the society” has inspired dozens of Iraqi
girls to ride bicycles in the streets
of Baghdad, defying traditions and
causing controversy.
Jaber, a 25-year-old artist, said
she had the idea of riding a bicycle
in public during a visit to Europe. “I
felt really sad then because Baghdad’s girls are deprived of enjoying
such activity,” she said. “This is how
I got the idea of the initiative, which
I wanted to be a starter for every girl
who aspires to achieve her dreams
despite the harshness and severity
of the society.
“It is just a beginning to break the
status quo in the Iraqi society, which
became even more closed and conservative after 2003.”
Jaber started her project in areas considered less conservative to
gather courage to cycle in more traditional areas. She posted pictures
online under the Arabic hashtag “I
am the society”.
“When I moved to conservative,
popular neighbourhoods, including
Al-Meedan, Shawaka and Shorja, I
had to put up with insults and hostility,” she said. “I was pushed and
cursed. They even tried to obstruct
me but I was determined to continue and accept the challenge.
“I thought: ‘How do I want girls to
rebel against their society and take
their simple rights if I don’t dare to
ride my bicycle?’”
Jaber’s initiative, launched in
early December, was applauded by

Iraqi Marina Jaber, 25, rides a bicycle in Baghdad’s Abu Nawas
street during an event in defiance of a conservative culture that
disapproves of the practice on December 5th, 2016.
(AFP)
poet and activist Aya Mansour, who
shared the same objective. “Everybody is concerned in making a
change. It is a matter that concerns
men as well as women,” Mansour
said.
“Change should come from within the person and this is what we
should be fighting for, especially

that Iraqi women have always been
pioneers in acquiring their rights notably in the ‘60s, ‘70s and ‘80s of the
last century.”
Mansour lashed out at male intellectuals and academics who “claim
to be civilised” by preaching personal freedoms and rights. “In fact,
they were the harshest and most

The initiative targets
girls who want to
achieve their dreams
despite the severity
of the society.
He argued that supporters of the
initiative “were not much different
in their practices” from religious
parties that control Iraq. “They cut
off Abu Nawas, which is a vital road
in Baghdad, to organise their ride,
notwithstanding the hassle they
caused to others.”
Despite the harsh criticism by
conservative men and women and
hard-line religious leaders, Jaber
said she is determined to uphold her
initiative, which she illustrated in an
art installation made from a dismantled bicycle.
“I wanted to show the public that
a bicycle is a very simple tool made
of metal and two wheels,” she said.
“So, why is it rejected and the girls
who ride it are slammed as immoral?”
Oumayma Omar, based in Baghdad,
is a contributor to the Culture
and Society sections of The Arab
Weekly.
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New year ushers in continued
dangers for Arab cultural heritage
Hashem Osseiran

Beirut

I

nternational efforts to safeguard the Middle East’s cultural heritage elicited guarded
optimism from experts who
warn that significant obstacles, mainly persisting violence
and chaos, hinder attempts to protect the region’s legacy.
The political turmoil and military conflicts that engulfed the
Middle East in 2016 caused staggering losses to the region’s cultural property. In Libya, UNESCO
placed five sites on its list of endangered world heritage. At least
400 confirmed incidents of damage to cultural heritage sites were
recorded in Syria and northern Iraq
in 2016, estimates Amr al-Azm, an
antiquities expert and associate
professor of history and anthropology at Shawnee State University in
Ohio.

About 60% of the
damage in Iraq’s
ancient city of
Nimrud is said to be
beyond repair.
The ancient Syrian city of Palmyra was recaptured by the Islamic State (ISIS) in December, likely
leading to further destruction of
the World Heritage site. The old
quarters of Aleppo were damaged
in the latest regime offensive to
reclaim the city and the recently
liberated ancient Assyrian city of
Nimrud in Iraq has been reduced
to rubble, with archaeologists
claiming that 60% of the damage is
beyond repair.
Overall, the Arab world is the

region with the highest number
of world heritage sites at risk, UNESCO said, with Syria the country
with the largest number of endangered heritage places. The scale of
devastation in Syria has evoked
comparisons to the second world
war and the Bosnian wars.
Faced with large-scale looting
and ideologically motivated destruction of heritage sites and cultural property, representatives of
40 countries, meeting in December in Abu Dhabi, approved plans
to establish a $100 million fund to
protect heritage sites in war zones
and build a network of safe havens
for endangered cultural property.
The outcome of the conference,
organised by France and the United Arab Emirates in partnership
with UNESCO, promises to serve
as “positive first step”, said Kamal
Bitar, a cultural heritage expert at
the Arab Regional Centre for World
Heritage (ARCWH).
“We have to start somewhere.
We have to lay the first brick before
the others will follow,” he said in a
Skype interview.
Bitar stressed that $100 million
was not enough to deal with all
the destruction, considering that
the reconstruction of the Old City
of Aleppo alone would likely cost
tens of billions of dollars.
Azm, who previously served as
Syria’s director of scientific and
conservation laboratories at the
General Department of Antiquities
and Museums (DGAM), was more
critical, calling the Abu Dhabi conference “a vanity event” and “an
exercise in showing off”.
He said plans to establish a network of safe havens for endangered cultural property were “controversial” and “complex beyond
belief”.
He said previous examples from
the region are telling. For instance,

countries that created internal
safe havens have often made the
mistake of transferring materials
to surroundings that do not meet
minimum preservation standards.

The scale of
devastation has
evoked comparisons
to the second world
war.
During Lebanon’s civil war, the
collection of the National Library
of Lebanon deteriorated for 15
years while kept in poor climate
conditions in a Beirut suburb. The
Ottoman archives in Iraq, which
were put in 156 metal boxes and
placed in cold storage, became
mouldy because temperatures
fluctuated between 0-8 degrees
Celsius due to electricity cuts.
Safe havens established abroad
often invited controversy. The
evacuation of the Iraqi Jewish archive to the US National Archives
and
Records
Administration
(NARA) in 2003 incited accusations
that US forces had, with the help of
the Israelis, kidnapped the archive
and shipped it off to Israel. In 2005,
opponents of the Iraqi transitional
government used those claims to
pressure the government to ask for
its return.
Another major obstacle in safeguarding cultural heritage, Bitar
and Azm said, is the structure of
international organisations, such
as UNESCO. They are tailored towards dealing solely with recognised states and state institutions,
they said.
In Libya, where conditions endanger a varied range of cultural
heritage sites dating from prehistoric, Greco-Roman and Islamic
periods, no controlling govern-

A combination picture shows Aleppo’s Umayyad mosque, Syria,
before it was damaged on October 6th, 2010 (top) and after it was
damaged (bottom), December 17th, 2016.
(Reuters)
ment is in place. As a result, safeguarding Libya’s cultural heritage
has often been neglected.
Several areas in Syria and Iraq
fall outside state control, meaning that institutions, such as the
departments of antiquities and
museums, lack access to cultural
property in those areas. Non-state
actors and groups have tried to fill
the gap and secure cultural prop-

erty in rebel- or militant-held territory.
“If the conflict slows down, we
will see an improvement. If the
conflict is heading towards more
escalation, then we will see more
damage. The two go hand in hand,”
Azm said.
Hashem Osseiran is a reporter
based in Beirut.

Syrian band brings music of Aleppo to Berlin
Jona Kallgren

Berlin

I

nstead of bombs there were
beats. Guitars took over for
guns. There were cheers, not
screams. Aleppo, however, was
never far from the minds of the
band Musiqana and the crowd at its
record release concert in Berlin.
“I didn’t know if I should cry or be
happy,” said Samaa Hijazi, a 20-yearold medical student who has been in
Germany about five years but grew
up in Syria. “I was thinking about
the times my father sang these
songs. I sang them together with
my brother. And they are all still in
Syria.”

The band’s music is
the city’s version of
tarab, traditional
music often referred
to as “musical
euphoria”.
Lead singer Abdallah Rahhal, 28,
is an Aleppo native, and the band’s
music is the city’s version of tarab,
traditional music often referred to
as “musical euphoria” with emotional and poetic lyrics.
Musiqana has been working on
the five-track, self-produced recording called The Beautiful One since
forming as a band last January. The
group almost called off the release
party, saying it did not feel right to
celebrate and dance while the humanitarian disaster in and around
Aleppo continued.
The band members decided it
was better to go ahead with the
performance on December 18th,
bringing their tarab songs, known
to most in the Arab world, to a

Abdallah Rahhal (C), singer of Musiqana, a Syrian band based in Berlin, performs during a concert marking their record release at the
former silent movie cinema Delphi in Berlin.
European audience.
“Every day there is tragedy and
every day we play music,” said guitar player Adel Sabawi, who is from
Damascus. “We came here not to
make the people happy but we have
a message: It is true that we are displaced but we have music and we
have traditional music and we try to
bring it here.”
The five band members are all recent arrivals, part of a wave of hundreds of thousands who made their

way to Germany over the past two
years. They met at an event called
Refugees in Concert and have since
played more than two dozen concerts as a band, the largest one with
the Berlin Philharmonic orchestra in
front of 1,500 people.
The record release concert drew
a mix of Germans and Syrians to a
1920s venue that used to be a silent
film cinema before becoming a vegetable warehouse in what was once
East Berlin.

Many Germans had come to learn
more about the Syrian culture of
the migrants who are living next to
them.
“I was simply curious,” said Heike
Winter after the concert. “I wanted
to get to know these people and their
music and I’m really happy that they
brought their culture here.”
Rahhal said the last 12 months has
provided the band with the opportunity to “tell the German people
about our culture, about our music,

(AP)

about how we make parties”.
He said he hopes interacting with
his German hosts will help them see
him and his bandmates as something other than refugees.
“Refugee, that’s not my name and
it is not my work. I’m a singer. I’m
a Syrian man,” Rahhal said, “but the
problem is that my situation is that
I’m a refugee. It is only the situation.”
(The Associated Press)
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Agenda
Muscat:
Through March 24th
The first Festival of India in
Oman includes Indian classical and folk dances, Indian
instrumental music, an exhibition of Indian calligraphy,
an Indian food festival and
a fashion show. The festival
presents the diverse Indian
culture, representing various
traditions of Indian heritage. Events are scheduled
for Muscat, Salalah, Sur and
Sohar.
Dubai:
Through April 8th

A boat leaving the port of Tabarka.

Tabarka, home to coral reefs and music
festivals in Tunisia’s north-west
Roua Khlifi

Tabarka

T

abarka’s locals advise
visitors to start at Maaloula — the Crocodile’s
Head Hill. Children say
the crocodile-shaped hill
protects the town. An ancient legend — still popular among the elderly and children — recounts that
Tabarka was a refuge of a Roman
god that was hunted by other deities for marrying a human.
Escaping his demise, the Roman
god settled along with his family in
Tabarka, a coastal Tunisian town
along the Algerian border overlooking the Mediterranean Sea.

The town is home
to many music
festivals, such as the
International Jazz
Festival.
Only 175km north-west of Tunis,
Tabarka is a charming coastal town
with an exotic air and shrouded
with mystery. The vista includes
lustrous beaches, green forests and
mysterious mountains. The town
is famous for its landscape, with a
combination of mountains and the
sea, providing a rich environment
for ecological tourism.
“Tourists who come to this region get to discover the lifestyle,
the traditions and the local dishes
as they are immediately immersed
in the town. It is an opportunity to

Tabarka Jazz Festival.

discover the region through its people’s own way of living,” said Adel
Selmi, founder of Purenature, an
ecotourism tour project.
“The region is rich with forests.
Locals have a rich culture that
could be of great wealth to visitors.
It contains different hiking trails offering hikers many choices of adventures.”
With its own international airport,
Tabarka boasts 21 hotels that can accommodate up to 6,000 guests. Visitors can enjoy diving with one of its
three diving clubs and explore the
beauty of the reefs and coral. The
town offers hiking trails and two
thermal therapy stations.
Tabarka, which dates back some
2,800 years, is not only a haven for
nature lovers. It also has a rich history spanning a myriad of civilisations, including Roman, Phoenician, Arabic and Turkish.
Among the town’s hallmarks is
the historic Genoese castle, built
on an offshore rock. The fort was
the home of the Tabarquinis, coral
fishers who fled Italy and settled on
the island.
“In 1537, during the time of Ottoman ruler Hayreddin Barbarossa,
sailors from Genoa kidnapped his
right-hand man, Dargut. The Lomellini family intervened to release
him and as a reward, Barbarossa
gave the Lomellini family the small
island attached to the mainland of
Tabarka. The place became a port
from which they could transport
the coral of Tabarka to Italy. They
built the fort that still stands today,”
Selmi said.
“The ruling family of Lomellini
lived in the fort for 200 years along
with 1,800 sailors and came to be

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 shopping
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 Festival in Tozeur is a celebration
devoted to the Saharan way
of life and is timed to coincide
with the date harvest. Special
events include displays of
local rituals and ceremonies.
The festival promotes cultural heritage through dance,
music and poetry as well as
Tunisian and desert tourism.
Marrakech:
January 29th

The Needles of Tabarka.
known as the civilisation of the
Tabarquinis. They brought artisans
to work on the coral. In 1740, the
king of France wanted to buy the
island but Ahmed Pacha, the bey of
Tunis, sent troops to reclaim the island and captured the people of the
fort. Some settled in Tunisia and
others fled to Italy where they built
the new Tabarka as they called it,”
Selmi added.
In addition to the fort, the rock
pinnacles of Tabarka are not to be
missed. Soaring 25 metres of height,
the needles of ochre-coloured rock
were sculpted by wind and water
over millennia. Past the rock pinnacle, stands the Tabarka Basilica
on the remains of a fourth-century
cistern that was rendered into a
three-aisled church during the rule
of Christians.

Tabarka contains a wealth of coral used in making jewellery. Fishing
coral is a vital local activity and the
town’s artisan shops abound with
an array of beautiful coral-based
jewellery.
The town is also famous for musical festivals, including the International Festival of Jazz, Latin Music
Festival and Tabarka Rai Festival.
“This year’s edition of the jazz
festival attracted tourists and Tunisians in great numbers. In a way,
these festivals made the town a
centre for culture,” said Mounir
Mlaouhi, general secretary of the
committee organising the jazz festival and treasurer of the Association
of Ecotourism and Artisanal Fishing of Tabarka.
“Tabarka offers visitors a variety of musical genres ranging from
jazz, samba, blues, to soul and
other genres that people now await
impatiently. Tunisians, Algerians
and tourists danced to the sound of
music all throughout the festival.”
Taking place in summer at the basilica of Tabarka, the festival, first
organised in 1973, hosted many internationally renowned artists over
the years, including Billy Paul, Barbara Hendricks, Kool and the Gang,
Diana Krall, Miles Davis, the Temptations and Al Di Meola.
“Tabarka has an eclectic history,
which contributed to its uniqueness. The festivals managed to promote the image of a town that is
open to other cultures, a town that
celebrates through music,” Mlaouhi
said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

More than 8,000 runners
are expected to race in the
28th Marrakech International
Marathon. Many internationally renowned sports figures
are scheduled to be present
and touristic activities and
street shows will take place.
Beirut:
February 15th-March 19th
Al Bustan International Festival of Music and the Performing Arts is a musical celebration held in various venues in
Beirut. With an emphasis on
chamber music, the festival
promotes and celebrates music from all over the world and
includes orchestral concerts,
choral music, puppet shows,
opera and dance.
Doha:
February 22nd-May 21st
Picasso-Giacometti is an exhibition that begins at the Fire
Station Artist in Residence
centre in Doha. The exhibition includes more than 80
works from collections of the
Musée National Picasso and
the Foundation Giacometti
in Paris, including The She
Goat (1950) by Pablo Picasso
and Alberto Giacometti’s Tall
Woman (1960).

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

