Mohamad Abou el-Fadel, Harvey Morris, Claude Salhani, Paul Hamill, Alessandra Bocchi, Shadi Alaa Eddine, Ahmed Megahid, Kamel Hawwash, Yavuz Baydar

Issue 89, Year 3
UK £2/ EU €2.50

January 15, 2017

Jails as
incubators for
ISIS jihadists

Debate

Saudi
prospects
P4
P9

P12-13

The Arab world after
Obama
Paul Hamill

P7

Taking sides over
sectarian and ethnic
issues
Mamoon Alabbasi

P15

Morocco’s stalled
reforms
Saad Guerraoui

P3

Why Middle East
Christians remain
hopeful
Amr Emam

P22

Chaotic days ahead
for the Middle East
Nassif Hitti

P15

Renewable energy
in Abu Dhabi

Jennifer Bell

w w w. t h e a r a b w e e k l y. c o m

P20

Iran after
Rafsanjani
P16

Trump’s secretary of State nominee
says fighting ‘radical Islam’ top priority
Mark Habeeb

Washington

R

ex Tillerson, US President-elect
Donald
Trump’s choice to be the
next secretary of State,
said that fighting “radical
Islam” would be the State Department’s “foremost priority in the
Middle East” under his leadership.
Tillerson was responding to intense questioning January 11th by
members of the US Senate’s Foreign
Relations Committee. The Senate
must confirm Trump’s cabinet-level nominees before they take office.
Tillerson, the former chief executive officer of ExxonMobil, told the
senators that “we need to be honest about radical Islam… and murderous acts committed in its name
against America and our friends”.
He said radical Islam “poses a grave
risk to the stability of nations and
the well-being of their citizens”.
“Powerful digital media platforms now allow ISIS, al-Qaeda
and other terror groups to spread a
poisonous ideology that runs completely counter to the values of the
American people and all people
around the world who value human
life,” Tillerson said.
The key to defeating radical Islam, he said, was to defeat the Islamic State (ISIS). “The demise of
ISIS,” Tillerson said, “would also
allow us to increase our attention
on other agents of radical Islam like
al-Qaeda, the Muslim Brotherhood
and certain elements within Iran”.
Including the Muslim Brotherhood in this list suggests that Tillerson would advocate for designating
that group a terrorist organisation,
something that the Obama administration resisted doing despite appeals from many in Congress.
Tillerson also said that under
his leadership the State Department would “do its part in supporting Muslims around the world
who reject radical Islam in all its
forms”. He did not specify whether
he meant bolstering governments

Rex Tillerson testifies during a Senate Foreign Relations Committee confirmation hearing to become
US secretary of State in Washington, on January 11th.
(AP)
such as that of Egypt’s Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi or providing economic assistance to address underlying social
issues.
The 64-year-old Tillerson, who
has never served in government,
faced aggressive questioning over
his opinions towards Russia and
President Vladimir Putin. Despite
prodding by Senator Marco Rubio,

R-Florida, Tillerson refused to label
Putin a “war criminal” because of
Russia’s role in the Syrian conflict,
which by many accounts included
attacks on civilian targets in Aleppo
and elsewhere. “Those are very serious charges to make and I’d want
to have much more information
before reaching that conclusion,”
Tillerson said.

The demise of ISIS would also allow us to
increase our attention on other agents of radical
Islam like al-Qaeda, the Muslim Brotherhood
and certain elements within Iran.

”

US Secretary of State nominee Rex Tillerson

In a break with what had been a
major theme of Trump’s election
campaign, Tillerson said he would
not support a ban on Muslims entering the United States, saying he
opposed “a blanket-type rejection
of any particular group of people”.
He also declared his opposition to
a nationwide registry of Muslims in
the United States, another Trump
campaign pledge, questioning
“how such an approach would even
be constructed”.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.

Aoun completes fence-mending trip to Saudi Arabia
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

L

ebanese President Michel
Aoun, seeking the restoration of billions of dollars
in aid, completed a 2-day
visit to Saudi Arabia, a trip
described as a success by his inner
circle.
Aoun was tasked with smoothing ties with Riyadh after a year of
deteriorating relations that saw the
kingdom cancel $4 billion in military aid and institute a travel ban on
its citizens going to Lebanon.
“There have been some ambiguities. I am here today to dissipate
them,” Aoun told the Saudi Al Ekhbariya news channel before meeting with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud.
The two leaders reviewed bilateral relations and the regional and
international developments, the
official Saudi press agency said. A

source close to the Lebanese president told Agence France-Presse
that Riyadh had changed the status
of the multibillion-dollar military
aid.” The blockage is lifted,” the unnamed official said.

travel ban but unnamed Saudi officials told the Associated Press that
King Salman promised to review the
restoration of aid to the Lebanese
Army but did not give a timetable.

There are fears within the Saudi
government that weapons purchased from the grant will end up
in the hands of Hezbollah, which
is supporting opposite sides in the

There have been
some ambiguities.
I am here today to
dissipate them.
Lebanese President
Michel Aoun

”

Regarding the return of Saudi
tourists to Lebanon, once a preferred destination for Gulf travellers, Aoun told the pan-Arab daily
Asharq Al-Awsat that a decision
had been made and that bilateral
cooperation “would be translated
through ministerial channels”.
The Saudi government has not
made any official statements regarding restoring aid or lifting the

Saudi King Salman bin Abulaziz Al Saud chats with Lebanon’s
President Michel Aoun (L) in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, on January 10h.
(Reuters)

Syrian civil war than those backed
by Riyadh.
In February 2016, Saudi Arabia
and fellow Gulf Cooperation Council members — the United Arab
Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar and Bahrain — banned their citizens from
travelling to Lebanon and asked
those living there to leave due to
safety concerns.
The cancellation of the military
grant and the subsequent travel
bans stemmed from the failure of
Lebanon to condemn an attack on
the kingdom’s diplomatic missions
in Iran that took place in early January 2016.
Relations improved late last year
with a deal in which Aoun became
president under the condition that
Future Movement leader Saad Hariri, who is backed by Saudi Arabia, be
installed as prime minister.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.
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Lebanese hope for new relations with Riyadh
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

A

fter turning its back to
Lebanon for nearly a
year, leaving the tiny
country on the verge of
collapse, Saudi Arabia
received with open arms Hezbollah-backed Lebanese President
Michel Aoun on his first official trip
in office.
The January 9th-10th visit represented a Saudi policy shift. It came
after mounting tensions linked to
its rivalry with Iran and revived
Lebanese hopes for a swift return
of Saudi and other Gulf tourists and
badly needed investments.
Ties between the two countries
were strained after Riyadh suspended $4 billion in military aid
to Lebanon last February. It also
advised Saudi citizens to stay away
from Lebanon, dealing a big blow
to the country’s tourism sector. The
Saudis were angry about pro-Iran
Hezbollah’s heated rhetoric against
the Muslim Sunni monarchy and
Lebanon’s failure to abide by the
Arab consensus and condemn attacks by Iranian demonstrators on
Saudi missions in Iran.
The fact that Aoun opted for visiting Saudi Arabia first was dictated
by the need to rectify relations with
Riyadh and enlist its help to revitalise the country’s ailing economy.

Saudis appeared
keen to maintain
their cautious
approach towards
Lebanon.
Aoun returned to Beirut satisfied with the outcome of his talks
in Riyadh, where he met with Saudi
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud,
and a short visit to Qatar. Aoun confirmed that normal relations with
the Gulf countries, especially with
Saudi Arabia, were restored, “regardless of any differences that may
arise or that may have arisen in the
past in relation to the Syrian file”.
He said “the direct and indirect
results (of his tour) will soon appear”, announcing “an increased
return of the Gulf citizens to Lebanon as was the case in the past”.

President Michel Aoun of Lebanon (L) is received by Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia.
The Saudis, however, maintained their cautious approach towards Lebanon.
King Salman expressed “great
trust” in the new Lebanese president, saying he would “steer Lebanon to the shores of safety and stability”. The Saudi ruler instructed
his cabinet to review with their
Lebanese counterparts economic,
security, military and tourism cooperation.
A Saudi official source in Riyadh
explained that “nothing official
has been decided” concerning the
suspended Saudi military aid to
Lebanon but “it has been agreed
to discuss the issue at a later stage
between Defence Minister Mohammed bin Salman [bin Abdulaziz],
who was out of town at the time
of Aoun’s visit, and his Lebanese
counterpart and top army commanders”.
That, the source said, would depend on how relations between
the two countries develop, taking

into consideration “bilateral and
regional issues and the importance
to guarantee that the weapons are
not being leaked to any non-official
party”. This was a clear reference to
Hezbollah, which Riyadh last year
classified as terrorist organisation.
The meeting, the source added,
is likely to take place in April due
“to important Saudi engagements”
before then — a sign of the Saudis’
watchful approach.
Saudi and Lebanese leaders also
agreed to boost “political coordination over certain issues, increase
security cooperation for fighting
terrorism and drug trafficking, appoint a new Saudi ambassador to
Lebanon soon, secure the return
of the Saudi tourists and the Saudi
airlines in line with Lebanese security guarantees for their safety and
increasing investment opportunities as well as Lebanese exports to
the kingdom”.
Ignoring Hezbollah’s harsh media campaign against Saudi Arabia,

which is aware that the militant
group takes its orders from Iran
and not the Lebanese state, Saudi
officials expressed understanding of Lebanon’s peculiar position,
especially regarding Syria’s raging war. However, they cautioned
Lebanese officials against “adopting political stances in support of
outside parties that would reflect
negatively on its Arab relations”,
the source said.

Saudi policy shift
had the Lebanese
breathing a sigh of
relief.
Saudi Arabia, which had adopted a neutral stance until its main
Sunni ally in Lebanon Saad Hariri
returned to power as prime minister in November shortly after he
endorsed Aoun for the presidency,
realised the importance of re-engaging with Lebanon.

(AP)

It was clear that the Saudi policy
towards Lebanon was an “attempt
to drag Aoun to the middle and
push him away from Hezbollah and
its patron Iran, and so to corner it”,
said Amine Kammourieh, a Lebanese political analyst.
“The Saudis are betting on starting to dismantle the alliances that
Iran has knitted with non-Shia
forces in the region,” he said. “They
realised that their previous policy
of letting Iran sneak into the region
freely was wrong, adding to that
the latest developments in Syria,
which were not in their favour,
starting with Turkey’s new deviation.”
The Saudi kingdom, which Kammourieh said was the “wiser state
in the region”, is not ready to engage in dialogue with Iran or recognise its growing influence.
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.

Behind Aoun’s visit to Saudi Arabia

View poi nt

Shadi
Alaa Eddine

T

he recent visit to
Saudi Arabia and
Qatar by Lebanese
President Michel
Aoun was aimed at
winning back Saudi
donations to the Lebanese Army
and re-establishing Lebanon as a
touristic destination for Gulf
country citizens. Some political
analysts also saw in the visit a
renewed triumph for Lebanon’s
open-door policy and the laying
down of a welcome mat for more
Arabs returning to the country.
These readings overlook,
whether deliberately or inadvertently, the series of events and
reasons that had led to Aoun’s
visit.
The first thing to note is that
the trip came after a SaudiFrench deal regarding the Saudi
$3 billion donation to the
Lebanese Army that was contingent on buying French-made
weapons. The deal must have
lessened Saudi fears that the new
weapons would end up in the
hands of the Hezbollah militia by
stipulating that the manufacturing and delivery of the weaponry

Iran may also use guaranteeing
the safety of Saudi tourists in
Lebanon as a gesture of
goodwill.

be carried out in several lots and
phases in accordance with the
immediate needs of the Lebanese
Army.
In France, Syrian President
Bashar Assad is being rehabilitated politically. He recently
played host to right-wing French
representative Thierry Mariani.
Other French politicians’ visits
are likely to follow, which would
seem to indicate a change in the
countries’ relations with the rise
of the conservative right in
French politics. The French right
is, on the whole, favourable to
the Syrian president.
It would seem then that direct
French economic interests in
conjunction with forthcoming
new foreign policies have laid the
groundwork for the visit of a
Lebanese president considered
in Saudi Arabia as belonging to
the camp opposing the SyrianIranian axis in the region.
We must not also overlook
Russian interests in the affair.
Before being scrapped in deference to American sensitivities, a
project by the Lebanese Army to
purchase $500 million worth of
Russian weapons had been in the
works. The Americans were, at
the time, providing aid to the
Lebanese Army in the form of
weapons and equipment.
US-Russian relations are on the
threshold of a new and com-

pletely different era. With
Donald Trump in the White
House, American reservations on
the armament deal with Russia
may be lifted. Some sources
indicated that Aoun’s agenda in
Saudi Arabia included discussing
using part of the Saudi donation
or funds from other Gulf sources
to finance the deal with Russia.
Iran did not try to torpedo
Aoun’s visit to Saudi Arabia
simply because it is compatible
with its interests in Lebanon and
the region. The eventual return
of Saudi Arabia on the Lebanese
scene, despite the heavy presence of Hezbollah there, would
count as recognition of Iran’s
influence in the region. Iran will
also try to barter its influence in
other hot spots such as Yemen
and Syria.
Contrary to what many may
say, Hezbollah is not opposed to
the return of Gulf tourists to
Lebanon. Many of its members
and sympathisers work in
tourism and have been suffering
during the severe crisis in the
sector. With the Shia party
waging a war in Syria and funds
being more scarce, Hezbollah
can no longer financially support
all its sympathisers. More
tourists returning to Lebanon
would work to its economic
advantage.
Their eventual return to the

One must
not also
overlook
Russian
interests
in the
affair.

country carries with it more than
economic recovery. It could also
be exploited politically. Aoun,
for example, might market it as a
major achievement that would
also strengthen Christian hold on
power. With economic recovery,
the Sunni side, namely the
Future Movement Party, might
be amenable to accept the
government’s decisions.
Iran may also use guaranteeing
the safety of Saudi tourists in
Lebanon as a gesture of goodwill.
Alaeddin Boroujerdi, chairman
of the Committee for Foreign
Policy and National Security of
the Islamic Consultative Assembly of Iran, paid a visit to Lebanon prior to Aoun’s trip to Saudi
Arabia and renewed Iran’s offer
to equip the Lebanese Army.
Among these strategies and
projects by France, Russia and
Iran in Lebanon, an Arab project
is painfully absent. These
countries have built their
projects and strategies in
Lebanon on clear and direct
interests. Even Aoun’s visit to
Saudi Arabia was planned with
these interests in mind.
The return of normal Lebanese-Gulf relations is meaningless in the absence of a clear Arab
project for Lebanon.
Shadi Alaa Eddine is a Lebanese
writer.
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In Morocco, reforms stalled with no government formed
Saad Guerraoui

London

M

orocco is paying the
political and economic price for the inability to form a government three months
after the Islamist Justice and Development Party (PJD) won the most
seats in parliamentary elections,
analysts said.
Uncertainty resurfaced January
8th when Prime Minister Abdelilah
Benkirane, the PJD leader, declared
“the end of negotiations” with the
National Rally of Independence
(RNI) party to form a government
after failing to come to an agreement on the parties that should join
them.
The RNI conditioned its participation in an Islamist-led government with a bloc including the Constitutional Union (UC), the Popular
Movement (MP) and the Socialist
Union of Popular Forces (USFP)
while ruling out any alliance with
the Istiqlal Party (PI).

Two royal advisers
met with Benkirane
in December to
express the king’s
concern.
The PJD won 125 seats in the October vote. The Authenticity and
Modernity Party (PAM) took 102
seats. Istiqlal was third with 46
seats while the RNI holds 37 seats
and the MP has 27. The PJD needs
to form a coalition that includes at
least 198 seats in the 395-member
House of Representatives.

“The blockade (in forming a government) is going to delay the reforms that are needed for the country’s development as there is no
functional parliament to approve
them as a result of the delay in voting for the government’s budget,”
said analyst Mohammed Afry.

Public investment is
at stake and external
investment will be
affected by the delay.
Mohamed Amine Mansouri Idrissi, who said he voted for the
first time in the October elections,
described the political deadlock as
“ridiculous”.
“This situation today is frankly
ridiculous. It is a coup against democracy and people’s will,” said
Idrissi, founder of the Afrique
Strategie firm. “The aberration is
such that the party, which has had a
fraction of votes with a game of alliance, wants to impose its diktat as
if Moroccans had voted for the four
parties as one.
“The economic wait-and-see that
results from the political blockade
is very costly because it negatively
impacts Morocco’s image of stability and globally reflects on the overall business climate.”
The stalemate is likely to affect
Moroccan political parties’ credibility further after the voter turnout was relatively low in October
despite heavy public awareness
campaigns on the importance of
participating in the elections. Afry
said the delay would backfire on
political parties’ image.
“I lost faith in politics,” said medical doctor Youssef Oukessou. “We

Moroccan Prime Minister and Secretary-General of the ruling Islamist Justice and Development Party
(PJD) Abdelilah Benkirane, attends a conference in Sale, on October 22nd, 2016
(AFP)
haven’t seen any changes in terms
of fighting corruption.”
Two royal advisers met with Benkirane at the end of December to
express King Mohammed VI’s concern over the delay in forming the
government. This pushed the PJD
leader to open new talks with RNI
after announcing that the PI would
not be part of the next government.
Some analysts are predicting the

Moroccan monarch might intervene in the political impasse. King
Mohammed VI could designate another PJD figure to lead the negotiations if Benkirane steps down or he
could pressure the political parties
to reach an agreement at a time
when Morocco is seeking to reintegrate with the African Union.
The fallout from the “Arab
spring” protests in Morocco helped

the PJD win the elections in 2011
and lead the country for the past
five years, which have been marked
by political and economic stability
and a rise in foreign investment despite numerous ongoing conflicts in
the region.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Member of Libya’s UN-backed
leadership resigns, divisions
deepen
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

prominent member of
Libya’s internationally
backed
government’s
collective
leadership
has stepped down, citing its inability to “resolve the political crisis” facing the country
more than five years after dictator
Muammar Qaddafi was toppled.
Musa
al-Koni’s
resignation
showed the depth of Libya’s divisions at a time when militias shifted the theatres of fighting from the
eastern oil basin to southern regions 250km from Tripoli.
“We failed to solve citizens’ everyday problems… and unsolved
problems
have
accumulated,”
Koni, a deputy prime minister and
one of nine members of the Presidential Council, said of the reasons
behind his resignation.
“I don’t think we are unaware
of what the citizens are suffering
but we are incapable,” he said at
a January 2nd news conference in
Tripoli.
Koni’s resignation exacerbates
internal divisions in the council
and raises the question of the Government of National Accord’s ability to function. Two other council
members had put their participation in the leadership body on hold
as part of a rift between eastern
and western Libya over the country’s oil riches and control of the
military.
Koni stepped down when council
Chairman and Libyan Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj was in London
for a daughter’s wedding.
Sarraj expressed hope that Koni
would change his mind. He also
overturned the decision of council

member Fathi al-Mijabri to appoint
one of his supporters as the head of
the country’s intelligence services.
That move had provoked the ire of
other members of the council, who
said it was illegal.
Libya’s internationally recognised House of Representatives is
the only body legally entitled to fill
an opening created by the resignation of a member of the council but
it has yet to endorse the council
and its right to govern.
Libyan political analyst Alaa
Farouk painted a grim picture of
the fallout plaguing the council
and the country.

We failed to solve
citizens’ everyday
problems…

”

Deputy Prime Minister
Musa al-Koni

“Libyans inside the country live
under power blackout for hours
without running water and amid
economic misery,” he said. “When
electricity is back, they see their
government leaders bickering on
television, one casting doubt on
others, another stepping down,
while a third is fleeing while the
head of the government is busy
with the wedding of his daughter
in London.”
Analysts were split on whether
the council would continue muddling through or fall apart.
“I expect more resignations as
they do not want to bear false witnesses about the council failure
from inside,” said Libyan analyst
Abu Baker Khalifa.
Faraj Farkash, a Libyan political
activist, said: “Koni’s resignation
had lent a moral victory to opponents of the entente.”

The country’s latest political
problems surfaced when Libya
had apparently been moving in a
positive direction on other fronts.
Islamist militias aligned with the
council had uprooted the Islamic
State (ISIS) from the eastern Libyan town of Sirte in December, the
country’s oil output has been rising steadily and the budget for this
year has been agreed to with the
Central Bank.
Government spokesman Ashraf
al-Thilthi said in a statement that
the endorsement of the budget for
2017 would help resolve the cash
crisis and bolster the dinar.
Meanwhile, a warplane from
the Libyan National Army (LNA),
led by Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar, whose forces control most of
eastern Libya, including oil export
outlets, bombed a landing plane
carrying officials from the powerful Misrata militias on January 2nd
at Jufra air base.
Misrata militias chief General
Ibrahim al-Ainine was among several people wounded in the strike.
Misrata militias aligned with Sarraj’s government ousted ISIS from
Sirte early in December with the
help of US air strikes, British intelligence support and medical assistance from Italy.
Haftar’s
spokesman
Ahmed
Mismari said: “Our warplane hit a
gathering of terrorists.”
Jamal Turki, a Misrata military
spokesman told a local television
interviewer: “We came to the south
to enforce security in the south. We
told mediators from the region that
forces backed by Haftar seek war,
not us”.
Analysts said Haftar is trying to
consolidate support in southern
regions between Jufra and Sabha,
which include arms and ammunition depots and unused air bases,

A 2016 file photo shows Musa al-Koni, deputy prime minister of
Libya’s UN-backed government, attending a news conference in
Tripoli, Libya.				
(Reuters)
to prepare his forces for the day
when he begins to storm Tripoli
from the south.
They argue that tribes like
Qaddadfa, from which Qaddafi
hailed, and Senoussi are at odds
with Misrata militias and are ready
to back Haftar.
Of more immediate concern is
Western powers — Italy reopened
its embassy in Tripoli on January 10th in what the Italian Foreign Ministry said was a show of
support for Libya’s stabilisation

process — and Libya’s neighbours
backing Sarraj’s government despite domestic misgivings.
“The efforts of Egypt, Algeria and
Tunisia are directed at strengthening the entente and compromise
among Libyans rather than erasing
everything and restart from zero as
some in Libya think,” said Libyan
political analyst Fadhil Amine.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis. Additional
reporting by Reuters.
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Damascus goes dry as Syria’s grim water wars intensify
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

D

ays before Christmas,
Damascus went dry due
to an aerial attack on the
Ain al-Fijah spring 18km
north-west of the Syrian capital, which feeds the Barada
river that supplies 70% of the water
for the city and its environs.
It was initially reported by proregime websites on December 22nd
that the rebels who have held Wadi
Barada since mid-2012 had deliberately polluted the waters of Ain alFijah, which forced the authorities
to cut off the water supply.
The sabotage story was used as
a pretext to launch a major ground
offensive against militants at the
spring to seize control of the water
supply despite a nationwide ceasefire proclaimed on December 30th.
Hours later, the armed opposition
in Wadi Barada produced a video
on social media networks, showing heavy damage to the water infrastructure at the spring, clearly
caused by exploding missiles.
They explained that damage on
that scale could only be caused by
air attacks — and the only planes operating over the Damascus countryside were Russian and Syrian.
The regime had attacked the
spring, they claimed, to force the
rebels to surrender, which they did
not.

This is by far the
worst humanitarian
disaster to befall the
Syrian capital in
recent years.
This fell in line with similar tactics used by the regime since 2011
in a continuing battle for resources
that has become a central aspect of
the nearly 6-year-old Syrian war, all
part of its starve or surrender strategy in which it imposes sieges on

rebel-held towns and cities.
The water crisis spread panic and
anger among the war-swollen population of about 9 million people
in Damascus and its surrounding
countryside.
This is by far the worst humanitarian disaster to befall the Syrian
capital in recent years, given that
the ancient city has been relatively
immune to the violence that has
swept the country.

The water crisis
spread panic and
anger among the
war-swollen
population in
Damascus.
Even when the war began in
March 2011, when the greater Damascus population was closer to 5
million, water was scarce. Now the
populace has reached critical mass
because of the huge numbers of refugees and displaced people from all
over the war-wrecked country who
have thronged the capital seeking
safety and succour.
Private water vendors are selling
water at black market prices of 2,500
Syrian pounds — $5 a barrel — a crippling price because the average Damascus household consumes about
100-150 barrels of water per month,
for drinking, washing and sanitation. Water costs ordinary Syrians
$500-$750 a month, devastating for
a city in which a senior post in the
public sector, which employs millions of Syrians, pays no more than
$150 monthly.
The nationwide ceasefire declared
by Turkey and Russia prevented regime forces from marching on Wadi
Barada. The armed opposition tried
negotiating a deal with government
troops, saying that they would allow technicians to enter the Barada
valley to repair the damage if the
regime stopped bombarding the Damascus countryside.
On January 9th, this deal went
into effect but it may be temporary.
The regime insists on retaking Wadi

Syrians fill plastic containers with water at a public fountain in Damascus, on January 3rd, 2017.
Barada, regardless of the ceasefire,
claiming that the estimated 1,500
fighters there are members of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (JFS), al-Qaeda’s
rebranded branch in Syria, which,
along with the Islamic State (ISIS),
was the only rebel group excluded
from the ceasefire.
Despite the agreement, the crisis
is far from over as it will take time
and money to repair the damaged
pumps, signalling difficult times
ahead for the people of Damascus.
Similar crises are emerging elsewhere in Syria, with equally disastrous outcomes and with jihadist
forces employing the grim and brutal tactics of the regime.
The Euphrates Dam, 40km upstream from Raqqa, de facto capital
of the ISIS caliphate, was built by

the Soviets in the 1970s. It has been
held by the jihadists for two years.
ISIS recently shut down a major
water flow into the battered city
of Aleppo, a significant battlefield
since mid-2016, from the Euphrates
— an old tactic used by Zionist militias that blew up the main water
pipelines to the port city of Haifa
before the creation of the state of
Israel in 1948.
If Kurdish forces get too close to
the Euphrates Dam, ISIS has threatened to destroy the huge structure.
That would flood the entire region
and inundate the nearby town of
Tabqa to add to Syria’s already massive human catastrophe.
In neighbouring Iraq, the same
applies in Mosul, where the caliphate was proclaimed in June 2014.

(AFP)

US-backed Iraqi state forces are
battling to retake the city from ISIS
and red flags are already high about
the fate of a 3.4km-long dam 60km
north of Mosul on the Tigris river.
Built on unsuitable foundations
as a prestige project by Saddam
Hussein in the early 1980s, the dam
has required regular repair and
maintenance, something ISIS failed
to provide for two years.
If the dam collapses, up to 11.11
billion cubic metres of water, known
as Lake Dahuk, will submerge Mosul and lay waste to all the downstream towns and cities, shattering
the lives of up to 7 million people.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

Syria’s long-shunned Kurds are on their own again
Harvey Morris

London

S

yria’s dominant Kurdish
group, the Democratic
Union Party (PYD), has —
unsurprisingly — been excluded from the ceasefire
agreement announced by its Russian co-sponsor just before the turn
of the year.
And, if and when peace talks
open as anticipated on January 23rd
in Kazakhstan, it will be no surprise
if the Kurds are not represented.
Russia’s reliance on Turkey’s
partnership in the joint ceasefire
initiative made the exclusion of the
Kurds inevitable.
On the day of the ceasefire announcement by Russian President
Vladimir Putin, Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim said: “No group
that we regard as a terror organisation will sit around the negotiating
table and we regard the PYD as a
terror organisation.”

The Democratic
Union Party has —
unsurprisingly
— been excluded
from the ceasefire
agreement.
Salih Muslim, co-chairman of the
PYD, told Russia’s Sputnik network:
“Nobody asked us to join the truce
because countries in the region
deny that there is a nation called
Kurds.”
The Kurds are not alone in thinking that the latest manifestation of
Turkey’s intervention in the Syrian

conflict has less to do with combatting the jihadists of Islamic State
(ISIS) than with preventing the
consolidation of Kurdish advances
made during the Syrian war.
The Turks have certainly given
the impression they were less concerned about the continued presence of ISIS in Raqqa, de facto capital of the self-proclaimed jihadist
caliphate, than with the PYD taking
the credit for ousting them.
To the consternation of Washington, Yildirim declared publicly
in 2016 that if the PYD’s People’s
Protection Units (YPG) militia was
involved in an operation to take
Raqqa, Turkey would not take part.
US support for the YPG has been a
major factor in the deterioration of
relations between Washington and
Ankara and in Turkey’s subsequent
pivot towards the Russians.
The YPG has proven to be a central player in the international coalition confronting ISIS. Under the
umbrella of the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), a Kurdish-dominated
army in which Arab and minority
community units are also involved,
it has sought to cast itself as a nonsectarian force.
Since the ceasefire was announced and subsequently endorsed by the UN Security Council,
Yildirim has demanded that the incoming US administration of Donald Trump halt weapons supplies to
the YPG if it wants improved relations with Ankara.
“The United States should not
allow this strategic partnership to
be overshadowed by a terrorist organisation,” Yildirim declared. Only
Turkey was fighting ISIS, while the
US and its allies “do nothing”, he
said.

Fighters from the Kurdish-Arab alliance, known as the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), prepare for an assault on the Islamic
State (ISIS) bastion of Raqqa, on December 10th, 2016.
Washington last autumn said
that small arms it has supplied
have gone only to Arab units of the
SDF.
In the face of persistent accusations by Turkish officials that it is
airdropping weapons to the Kurds,
the latest of which came from
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan a
few days before the ceasefire announcement, the US embassy in
Ankara issued a categorical denial.
Despite the denial and Yildirim’s
“do nothing” comment, the reality
is that the United States is continuing to back the YPG indirectly with
air strikes against ISIS. In the first
week of 2017, US planes struck a
range of ISIS targets, including five
near Raqqa.

(AFP)

The SDF said these helped it
move forward on that front as part
of Operation Euphrates Wrath and
to expel ISIS from villages west of
the town.
Whether that cooperation continues will depend on how Trump
responds to Turkey’s demands that
he ditch the Syrian Kurds.
It is a delicate time for the Kurds,
despite their battlefield successes.
They have always been regarded
with suspicion by most of the Syrian Arab opposition because of their
ambivalent attitude towards the
Damascus regime during the war.
Although Kurdish and regime
forces have clashed during the conflict, for the most part there has
been an effective truce in which the

two sides have best been described
as “frenemies”.
Turkish-backed rebels accused
the YPG of coordinating with the
Syrian Army during the assault on
Aleppo in late 2016.
The Kurds’ overriding concern is
to maintain the gains made since
2011 in terms of establishing autonomy in the predominantly Kurdish
regions bordering Turkey.
The announcement of a ceasefire brokered by Russia and Turkey came the same day that Syrian
Kurdish groups and their allies met
to unilaterally declare a federal
region in north-eastern Syria and
even to promise early elections.
The SDF would operate as the new
federation’s military.
The move was intended to cement the de facto autonomy established in the region since the
war began by centralising the government of three majority Kurdish
cantons. Logically, that might provide a model for a future federal
Syria.
However, opposition to a federal model is one thing on which
Turkey, Damascus and most of the
Syrian opposition can agree. Russia even appears to have dropped
its lukewarm support for a federal
plan in the face of resistance from
the Assad regime.
Given this unanimity among
their enemies, it was no surprise
the Kurds were not included in the
ceasefire and it will be no surprise
if they are not at Astana.
Harvey Morris has written several
books on the Middle East, including No Friends but the Mountains:
The Tragic History of the Kurds
published in 1993.
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Iraq says it will recapture Mosul in three months
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raq’s military operation to retake the city of Mosul from the
Islamic State (ISIS) could be
complete in three months or
less, says the top commander
of Iraqi special forces
“It’s possible” that Mosul would
be liberated in that time frame, said
Lieutenant-General Talib Shaghati,
who is also commander of Iraq’s
Joint Military Operation, in an interview with the Associated Press.
He warned it was difficult to give
an accurate estimate of how long
the operation would take because it
is not a conventional fight. “There
are many variables,” he said, describing the combat as “guerrilla
warfare”.
Masrour Barzani, head of the
Kurdistan Regional Government’s
Security Council, said on Twitter
that ISIS was “on the verge of collapse”. His region’s peshmerga forces are not fighting inside the city.
Iraqi forces announced that three
more neighbourhoods in eastern
Mosul had been retaken from ISIS
fighters. Brigadier-General Haider
Fadhil of Iraq’s special forces estimated that about 85% of eastern
Mosul was under Iraqi control.
The western side of Mosul, which
is home to the old city and some
of ISIS’s strongholds, was always
tipped as likely to offer the most resistance.

Turkey reserves the
right to take
measures inside Iraq
but would no longer
need to do so once
such threats are
removed.
The offensive began October 17th
and Iraqi leaders originally pledged
the city would be retaken before
2017. However, as the fight enters its
fourth month, only about one-third
of the city is under government control.
Iraqi forces have slowly advanced
across Mosul’s eastern neighbourhoods. Fierce ISIS counterattacks

have killed or injured hundreds of
Iraqi troops and inflicted considerable damage to their military equipment.
Repeatedly, after what appeared
to be swift progress on the ground,
Iraqi forces have been pushed back
by ISIS counterattacks.
Shaghati said counterattacks, specifically car bombings, have slowed.
He estimated his forces were seeing
less than half the number of ISIS car
bomb attacks on the front than they
were faced with when the operation
began.
His views were shared by MajorGeneral Maan al-Saadi of the Counter-Terrorism Service, which has

About 85%
of eastern Mosul
is under Iraqi
government control.
done much of the fighting in east
Mosul.
“At the beginning, they launched
many car bombs, now much fewer.
There are one, two or three a day,
never more than ten,” he said. “In
the first phase, they used more
than 50 a day,” Saadi told Agence
France-Presse.
Many of those attacks were conducted by suicide bombers who
rammed explosives-laden vehicles
into federal forces.
The offensive to drive ISIS out of
Mosul involves a 100,000-strong
force of Iraqi troops, Kurdish fighters and Shia militias.
A fresh push that started December 29th has resulted in Iraqi forces,
with increased backing from the
US-led coalition, making significant
gains in the eastern side of the city.
“We see fewer and fewer VBIED
than we had previously in Mosul,”
Pentagon spokesman US Navy Captain Jeff Davis said, using the acronym for vehicle-borne improvised
explosive devices.
The United Nations had warned
that the military campaign could
displace up to 1.5 million people.
Spokesman Jens Laerke of the
UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) said

Iraqi security forces fight against ISIS in the eastern side of Mosul, on January 10th, 2017.
approximately 135,500 people have
left Mosul since the operation began in October. Some 4,000 people
fled on January 2nd, one of the largest single-day outflows during the
campaign.
OCHA said it and its partners
have no access to civilians in areas
of western Mosul controlled by ISIS
and in a note pointed to “increasing humanitarian concerns for the
wellbeing of civilians in these areas”.
In Baghdad bombings in commercial areas of the capital killed 11
people and wounded 40 on January
11th.
On the diplomatic front, Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi said
recently that an agreement had
been reached with Turkey regarding withdrawal of its troops from

Bashiqa camp, near Mosul.
Turkish Prime Minister Binali
Yildirim, who met with Abadi while
visiting Baghdad, noted significant
progress in the fight against ISIS
and said the issue of Bashiqa would
be solved “somehow in a friendly
way”.
Separately, Turkish Defence Minister Fikri Isik said Turkish troops
in Iraq had carried out a mission
during which more than 700 ISIS
militants were killed.
“Turkey respects Iraq’s territorial
integrity and unity and the presence of our troops in Bashiqa is not
a choice but a necessity,” Isik said in
Kirikkale, a city east of the Turkish
capital, Ankara.
Turkish Deputy Prime Minister
Nurettin Canikli said Turkey reserves the right to take measures

(AP)

inside Iraq to defend itself against
terror threats but would no longer
need to do so once such threats are
removed.
“The Bashiqa camp is there because of terror that originates in
Iraq and it is our right to take measures against this. If the threat is removed, there will be no need to,”
Canikli said in an interview with A
Haber television.
Iraq has long demanded that
Turkish forces withdraw from
Bashiqa camp and Abadi said relations with Turkey could “not move
forward one step” without a withdrawal of Turkish forces from the
camp in northern Iraq, state television reported.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.

How toppling Saddam led to the toppling of Iraq

View poi nt

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

T

en years after former
Iraqi president
Saddam Hussein was
paraded via mobilephone photos on
international television before being hanged by
religious Shia extremists backed
by Iran, it is hard to escape the
reality that his demise was also
the toppling of Iraq as a state and
society.
It should go without saying
that this does not mean that Iraq
always stood no chance without
Saddam to lead it because that
would be patently untrue.
Iraqis have a long, proud and
storied history of not only being
a regional centre of learning,
commerce and the arts but also
of being at the focal point of
power in the region. It was in the
Baghdad halls of power of the Abbasid caliphate that the Arab and
Islamic golden age flourished and
reached its zenith. Many Iraqis are
descended from that fine stock of
centuries ago and their capacity
for greatness exists beyond any
one particular personality such as
Saddam, no matter how dominant.
However, it is how Saddam was

Is that the best Iraq can aspire
to? Replacing one brutal dictator
with multiple sources of endless
brutality?

removed from power that ensured
that Iraq would not flourish after
his fall and would tumble into an
abyss. Let us be clear: Iraq was not
liberated nor was Saddam overthrown by the Iraqis themselves.
Iraq was conquered via the means
of an illegal US-led invasion with a
few token Iraqi opposition groups
to lend the destruction of Iraq
some misplaced credence with a
misinformed and gullible audi-

ence that would buy the nonsense
that Iraq aided and abetted alQaeda.
It has become increasingly
exasperating that it is necessary to
list facts so people get a measure
of the annihilation of Iraq. Prior to
2003, Iraq was stable — fact. Prior
to 2003, Iraq was secure — fact.
Prior to 2003, Iraq did not have
a problem with terrorism — fact.
Prior to 2003, Iraq was not rent

It is how
Saddam was
removed
from power
that ensured
that Iraq
would
tumble into
an abyss.

A US soldier watches as a statue of Iraq’s then president Saddam Hussein falls in
central Baghdad on April 9th, 2003.
(Reuters)

asunder by brutal sectarianism —
fact.
That Saddam was a brutal
dictator who would smash any
opposing voices is undeniable and
naturally can never be condoned.
However, that is dwarfed when
placed alongside what has happened to Iraq post-2003, which
has much in common with a
wasteland governed by rival
warlords and their gangs and with
a government holed up in Baghdad’s Green Zone to give a veneer
of a democratic administration being in charge and have everything
under control.
In Saddam’s Iraq, even parallel forces to the main army, such
as the Popular Army, could not
operate anywhere he did not allow
them to. Irrespective of his crimes,
of which there were many, at least
he presided over a functioning
state, complete with institutions
and some sort of chain of command and accountability both
within the military and the civilian bureaucracy.
Can the same be said about the
Iraq of today? The answer to that
is a resounding no.
Is that the best Iraq can aspire
to? Replacing one brutal dictator
with multiple sources of endless
brutality?
Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher
at the University of Exeter’s
Strategy and Security Institute in
England.
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Predicting MENA’s
future

W

elcome to 2022. The world, according to US
intelligence analysts, will be a great deal scarier.
The rules-based international order will be in
decline. The Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region will have plunged deeper into
disarray.
That dispiriting snapshot of tomorrow’s world
comes from the US National Intelligence Council, which is tasked
with helping shape the United States’ medium- and long-term
strategic thinking. The council issues a quadrennial Global Trends
Report before a new or re-elected American president is sworn into
office.
It has not always been accurate predicting things but it has offered
interesting insights into the US intelligence community’s view of the
MENA region and foreseeable trends there. Foreign reports are
obviously not a substitute for the region’s own vision of its future as
articulated by indigenous strategic thinking.
Whatever the caveats, the US report is worrying. For one thing, it
does not seem to place high value on the efforts aimed at enshrining
peace or pursuing reconstruction objectives. Instead, the report sees
continuing conflict and expanding extremism. Islamist groups, it
says, will ceaselessly reduce tolerance of minority groups and create
more refugees.
It also warns that arrested political and economic reform can
threaten poverty reduction, disappointing the aspirational young to
the point they lose hope and become socially disruptive. The lack of
constructive narratives will leave the region more fragmented than
ever by 2022.
Sadly, this is not the only report predicting hard times for the
region. As the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development recently said in its annual States of Fragility Report, persistent
vulnerabilities exist in fragile states because of weak institutions,
political violence, extremism and poverty. To that extent, the MENA
region is especially vulnerable. Its population is overwhelmingly
young — some 60% is under 25 — and woefully despairing of its
prospects — nearly 30% is unemployed and the brain drain to the
West is roughly at the same level.
The only good news is that many Arab countries have had a decent
track record in poverty reduction over the course of decades. The
challenge is to ensure those gains are not reversed by conflict and the
ceaseless refugee flow but enhanced to meet citizens’ security,
education and employment needs.
The Global Trends Report sees the emergence of local politics as
good news. Decentralised governance should not, however, mean the
chaotic fraying of the state, which could spell further problems.
It is a given that MENA must take responsibility for its problems and
for the imaginative formulation of viable solutions to its woes. In
many regards, the region’s leaders know the predictable consequences of inadequate policies and should take a step away from the
brink.
But to face the current massive humanitarian crisis, especially in
Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon, which host the largest numbers of
refugees on their soil, the MENA region needs the wider world’s
goodwill. And it needs it now. Humanity does not have to wait any
longer to see the scope of the tragedy.
Benign foreign attention, however, is different from base meddling.
Short-sighted tinkering with an already-fragile regional situation can
make matters worse well before 2022.
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In most
recent
Middle
Eastern
wars, there
have not
been true
winners nor
true losers.

I

s an unconditional surrender
in the Middle East ever
possible? Unlike the clear-cut
outcome of the second world
war in which the Allied
powers demanded — and
obtained — unconditional surrender from Nazi Germany and Japan,
in the Middle East the indecisive
haze of war never completely
dissipates.
In most recent Middle Eastern
wars, there have not been true
winners nor true losers.
And therein lies the conundrum.
In a conflict, you cannot have both
sides believing they are victorious.
When that occurs, as it often does
in the Middle East, it means the
conflict remains unresolved and
they tend to resurface with greater
vigour.
This brings us to the events
playing out in the region and the big
push on Mosul, Iraq’s second largest
city, by a US-backed coalition to
oust the Islamic State (ISIS). Shortly
thereafter a push by Russian-backed
forces is expected to target the
Syrian city of Raqqa, ISIS’s selfproclaimed capital. Are we looking
the beginning of the end of the ISIS?
In either cities, Mosul or Raqqa, do
not expect an official surrender to
take place.
When Paul Bremer, the former
US administrator of the Coalition
Provisional Authority in Iraq,
made the moronic decision to ban
the Ba’ath Party and dissolve the
country’s armed forces prior to
having an alternative infrastructure
in place he must have been thinking
of actions undertaken by the United
States and its allies at the close of
the second world war.
As far as contingency planning
in wartime goes, Bremer was no
Dwight Eisenhower, and Iraq is
certainly not Germany.
In post-war Germany, the Nazi
Party was dissolved and banned and
the German military had to accept
surrendering unconditionally. A
gentler, kinder German Army was
reinvented and it worked out for the
best. Germany joined NATO and the
European Union and became one of
the principal bastions of democracy
in Europe, championing human
rights and trying to assist Germans
who got caught on the wrong side of
the Iron Curtain.
Were there clusters of diehard
Nazis who, much like ISIS in Iraq
today, wanted to see the revival
of the former regime? Yes, there
were but from their safe havens in
South America, other than organise
periodic nostalgic gatherings and
hailing their dead fuhrer, there was
little for them to do but try to stay a

step ahead of the Nazi hunters.
In Germany at the end of war,
there was a clear winner and a clear
loser. There were no grey areas.
In Iraq, there was never an official
surrender nor an acceptance for
cessation of hostilities. Nor is either
likely to happen with ISIS.
A few months ago, there was
talk of redrawing international
borders in the Middle East and of
the possibility of relegating the
1916 Sykes-Picot accords — in which
Britain and France agreed to divide
Ottoman lands between them — to
the dustbin of history. There were
fears of ISIS getting a permanent
foothold in Syria and Iraq and
repeating the exercise in Jordan
and Lebanon. How quickly things
change.
The threats emanating from
ISIS, though quite serious, did not
materialise to the point many had
imagined or feared. Two of the
smaller Arab countries, Jordan
and Lebanon, have held off any
Islamic takeover. Today with ISIS
in retreat quite naturally without
any expectation of a surrender,
this is one more conflict that
will never officially end. Rather,
large numbers of ISIS fighters and
cadres will simply vanish into
their surroundings and await an
opportunity to strike back.
In analysing political and military
trends in the region after every war
since 1948, there seems to be one
rather worrisome common thread
that surfaces at the end of every
conflict. In between one war and
the next, the political situation
becomes more complex, while on
the military front newer weapons
are introduced and new groups
emerge. The trend has been that
those new groups were consistently
more radical, more fanatical and
more dangerous.
What can we expect in the followup to the madness, violence and
ferocity carried out by ISIS? One can
only imagine.
Adding to the general uncertainty
is the Donald Trump factor. What
exactly the Trump factor is is not
clear. No one in Washington seems
to have a clear image of what the
US president-elect’s policy towards
the Middle East is likely to be. It is
possible not even Trump himself
knows.
Unless sectarianism stops being
the determining factor, governance
rises to modern standards and
peacemaking becomes the norm,
the region is bound to experience
more violence.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist with The Arab Weekly.
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Courting the Copts

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel

Above all,
Egyptian
Copts must
avoid falling
into the trap
of
blackmailing
the
authorities.

T

he honeymoon
between the Egyptian
state and the Salafists
is over. Their political
clout has waned.
Previously, they had
been able to indirectly remain
close to the reins of power, giving
the impression that they enjoyed
wide acceptance and allowing
them to expand their presence on
the public scene through
mosques and religious circles but
the state has resorted to a
number of measures to stop their
political march.
The exclusionary measures
adopted by the Egyptian
leadership against the Salafists
seem similar to those used against
the Muslim Brotherhood, in which
the state succeeded rather well
in clipping the Brotherhood’s
wings economically, socially and
politically.
By contrast, we are witnessing
the beginning of a systematic
charm operation towards the
Copts. It started with the extreme
kindness and friendliness shown
them by President Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi on holidays and by his
anger every time Copts were
targeted by violence. It is clear
that the Egyptian regime is keen
on preserving the voting favours
of the Christian bloc, a large and

united front, at a time when other
blocs seem to be deserting it.
The special attention given
by the state apparatus to the
Copts is well-motivated. The
Copts are — first and foremost —
Egyptian citizens who have been
feeling targeted and they need
reassurances that their rights will
be preserved. They also carry
economic clout because a large
number of Egyptian business
people are of the Christian faith
and hold important stakes in the
economy. In times of economic
crisis, these citizens deserve
deference.
What the Egyptian regime fears
most, however, is for the Coptic
asset to turn into a liability as
a consequence of the repeated
attacks by Islamic extremists and
terrorists on Christian citizens and
their churches. It is imperative
that the country’s president
show serious concern about the
situation lest things get out of
hand with dire consequences both
internally and internationally.
Locally, the security apparatus
must at all times be on the
alert for acts of provocation.
Confrontations between Muslims
and Copts could start with isolated
incidents between individuals and
quickly degenerate into riots.
The state must show extreme

severity towards anyone who
dares attack a Coptic citizen. It
must also show serious intent in
preserving those rights perceived
by the Coptic minority as being
taken away. It is for that specific
purpose that the Egyptian
government speeded up the
adoption of the law on building
churches. The government has
thus given concrete proof of its
good intentions.
The Egyptian regime is
purposefully doting on Coptic
citizens in the hope of limiting
potential damage to Egypt on
the international level. It cannot
choose not do that as Egypt is
facing other debilitating problems
and definitely does not need
further pressure from outside. The
Egyptian authorities must fend off
suggestions that the Copts in the
country be placed under Christian
custody because they are part of
the world’s Christian community.
Giving in to the Coptic
community’s demands, even if
some of them seem exaggerated,
is one way of containing the
situation.
There also might be hidden
political objectives behind
this attention. Rich Coptic
citizens might fill social roles
previously held by the Muslim
Brotherhood. The latter could

easily be sidelined. If the Coptic
minority in Egypt internalises
the encompassing concept of
citizenship and breaks free from
the restrictive sectarian interests,
there will be a good chance for its
members to become true actors in
the Egyptian society. They must
correctly place the official support
shown to them within the context
of their being Egyptian citizens
and not as the result of pressure
on the government.
Above all, Egyptian Copts
must avoid falling into the trap of
blackmailing the authorities, for
this would give Islamic extremists
the opportunity to weaken the
government by accusing it of
supporting Copts to the detriment
of Muslims. In such a scenario, the
government will have very limited
choices for action.
Thus, the idea of using the
Copts as social alternatives
for the Muslim Brotherhood
becomes potentially dangerous.
It is best, therefore, to promote
policies that place citizenship
above every other consideration
so that all Egyptians — Muslims
and Christians — become an
alternative to the Muslim
Brotherhood.
Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an
Egyptian writer.

The Arab world after Obama

Paul Hamill

The Trump
administration
may prove to
be more of the
same for Arab
leaders.

I

t may not be what US
President Barack Obama
wished to achieve but many
leaders in the Arab world
have felt abandoned by the
United States in favour of
mullahs in Tehran and the chaos
that emerged from the “Arab
spring”.
The Obama administration
was seen by many of the United
States’ Middle East allies to
have prioritised securing and
maintaining the Iran nuclear
deal above all other factors. It
was also regarded as too quickly
abandoning long-term allies in the
region for rule of the mob.
The Obama years saw Iraqi
lands falling to the Islamic State
(ISIS) and Tehran-backed militias;
the devastating civil war in Syria
plagued by Russian bombs, militia
terror and mass casualties; the
NATO-backed overthrowing of
a tyrant in Libya but with no
day-after plan, leading to the
country descending into a terrorist
haven; Egypt forced into political
destabilisation buttressed by
mass economic consequences and
a lack of international efforts to
bring a true peace for Israelis and
Palestinians.
This policy free-for-all
was coupled with an almost
unbelievable refugee crisis — the
worst since the second world war —
with a mass exodus of people in the
region fleeing to an increasingly
wary Europe.
Many in the Arab world assign
responsibility for the chaos to the
Obama administration. The facts
are far more complicated and need
to be reconciled with Obama’s
election mandate to withdraw US
forces from the region, the lack of
economic opportunities for many,
lack of deeper political reforms
and the absence of true policy or
political engagement from Arab
leaders in the United States.
If the Arab world views a Donald
Trump presidency as a return to
normal — that is to a more active
US presidency, a more supportive
United States, a more engaged
military and a firmer global
leadership from the White House —
it will be severely mistaken.
Trump was elected on the pillars
of America first in economics,
counterterrorism directed
operations against ISIS and the
pulling back of the US military
presence around the globe.
On one hand the president-elect

US President Barack Obama and former US secretary of State
Hillary Clinton (C) tour the Sultan Hassan Mosque, on June 4th,
2009, in Cairo.
(AFP)
has nominated a secretary of State
— Rex Tillerson — and a secretary
of Defense — former general James
Mattis — who are both strategic,
serious and well-informed. On the
other, his inner circle and certain
key officials in the incoming White
House — political appointees and
leaders on the National Security
Council — have expressed deeply
anti-Islamic and anti-Arab
comments.
The Trump administration may
prove to be more of the same for
Arab leaders. It might even head
into a more isolationistic and
nationalistic direction, to the
detriment of the region.
They can try to ignore this
paradigm, as they did in the Obama

years, but, by acknowledging the
situation, by changing, by seizing
key opportunities now presenting
themselves, Arab leaders can
change the dynamics and create
a stronger, safer and more stable
region.
Leaders must take wider regional
social and economic reform and
integration to create stronger and
more stable countries. Vision 2030
out of Saudi Arabia and Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s
promises of economic reform are
vital to this.
Creating wider social and
economic mobility with more
diverse opportunities and, most
importantly, job growth will
not only help the region, it will

create markets and investment
opportunities of global trade. It
will enable sustainable budgets
in places where countries neglect
the economic factors that produce
terrorism and allow for more wellequipped and well-trained military
forces. This will also help Trump
in his promises to disengage the
United States from a military role
in the region.
As it concerns the malign
influence of revolutionary Iran,
Arab governments must take a lead
to demonstrate that those actions
by Tehran feed terrorists, such as
ISIS and the Houthis in Yemen, as
well as destabilise Lebanon, Iraq
and Syria.
In this effort, leaders in the
Arab world must continue to
state how this is not an interIslam conflict, it is not Shias
versus Sunnis but, rather, the
imperialistic revolutionary policies
of the Tehran regime that spread
destabilisation throughout the
region, support global terrorism
and subjugate its own people. Arab
leaders must not wait for White
House action. They must create an
international coalition to counter
Iran’s actions.
Leaders in the Arab world must
acknowledge they cannot only
cosy up to whoever occupies the
White House. They need wider
and far-deeper engagement with
the American people, Congress
and policymakers throughout the
country.
This will mean talking to
ordinary Americans, through
social and business groups,
discussions on partnerships
with Congress and a wider policy
and strategic engagement. Arab
leaders must show the American
people how they are reforming
their economies, how they are
rooting out terrorism, how they
are countering the actions of the
Tehran regime.
Arab leaders should not expect
that the end of the Obama
administration will mean a return
to an easy relationship with
Washington. They should plan for
Trump stepping back further and
to take decisive action to ensure
the region returns to economic and
political strength and stability.
Paul Hamill is an adjunct senior
fellow at the American Security
Project and principal at Logan
International Relations in
Washington.
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Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030: Clerics will fall in line
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

U

nlike its Gulf neighbour, the United Arab
Emirates, which has a
thriving leisure and entertainment sector that
attracts millions of tourists annually, Saudi Arabia has been blessed
— and handicapped — with being
considered the capital of the Muslim religion.
That is the challenge facing Saudi
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz. He is the
architect behind Vision 2030, a plan
designed to wean the kingdom’s
economy off its oil dependency
while creating jobs, stimulating the
private sector and, consequently,
modernising Saudi Arabia.

The target is to
double household
spending on
recreation to 6%.
An important component of the
plan is the creation and promotion
of a kingdom-based entertainment
industry, especially during a time
of austerity measures when people
tend to look for forms of escapism.
However, in a society known for
its conservatism, the sociological
changes that come with the plan,
which endorses more employment
opportunities for women and investments in entertainment ventures now alien to the kingdom,
might prove a bit too much for
some.
Prince Mohammed has put together a multipart strategy to deal
with any backlash from the conservative religious establishment

that might oppose a path towards
further modernisation, a recent
report in Foreign Affairs magazine
stated.
Prince Mohammed, who is also
heads the kingdom’s Council of
Economic and Development Affairs, said only a small percentage
of Saudi religious scholars would be
“too dogmatic to be reasoned with”.
He said any incitement or violence
would be met with “isolation and
other punitive measures”.
The deputy crown prince also
told the magazine that more than
half of the scholars who make up
the religious establishment “can be
converted through dialogue and the
rest either have no interest or are
not in a position to cause any serious problems”.
Last May, the kingdom set up the
General Authority for Entertainment, tasked with putting together
an entertainment industry from
scratch. One of its first endeavours
was signing a deal with the Six Flags
Entertainment Corporation. Six
Flags Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
and President John M. Duffey told
the Al Arabiya news channel, that
his company was proud to enter
this agreement to provide entertainment facilities for the kingdom,
with a theme park that will cost
$500 million.
“We share Saudi Arabia’s vision to
bringing entertainment to the country,” Duffey said.
As a prequel, entertainment offerings have been picking up in the
kingdom. In November, a variety
show sponsored by the entertainment authority took place in King
Abdullah Economic City and a motor sports and music show drew a
sold-out crowd. Riyadh recently
was the site of a World Wrestling
Entertainment event.
Speaking to Bloomberg News,
General Entertainment Author-

Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz arrives for a news conference in
Riyadh, on April 25th, 2016.
(AFP)
ity CEO Amr AlMadani said that, by
2020, there would be more than 450
clubs providing a variety of cultural
activities and events in Saudi Arabia, creating 100,000 jobs. The target is to double household spending
on recreation to 6%. That would be
higher than 4% the US Labor Department reports that Americans
spent on entertainment in 2015.
Saudi Grand Mufti Sheikh AbdulAziz ibn Abdullah al-Sheikh, known
for his conservative views and
aversion of entertainment, seems

to have softened his tone. During
a question-and-answer session on
his weekly television programme
With the Grand Mufti, Sheikh was
asked about plans of the entertainment authority. “These things will
be dealt with wisely, God willing,”
he replied.
Another caller, who mentioned
the entertainment authority’s plans
for establishing a local film industry and producing concerts, asked
whether it was just a matter of time
before such events would take place

near the Grand Mosque in Mecca.
“My brother, the kingdom lives in
security and stability, and all praise
and thanks be to God for that, and
then thanks to our government,
which is acting according to divine
jurisprudence based on what
pleases God,” Sheikh said.
“These issues will be dealt with
wisely, God willing, and I hope that
we agree to follow the truth and
that what is put forward benefits
the ummah and I hope that what we
hear is good, God willing.”

Saudi-Iran crisis, economic woes strain Oman’s neutrality
Tom Finn
and Fatma al-Arimi

Muscat

C

aught between two vast
neighbours locked in a
regional struggle, Oman
has sought to be to the
Middle East what neutral
Switzerland is to global diplomacy
but its policy of being friends to all
and enemy to none is under heavy
strain.
Oman has never found it easy to
balance relations with Saudi Arabia
to the west and Iran to the north
but worsening rivalries between
the region’s dominant Sunni and
Shia powers is testing its cherished
policy of non-alignment.
That policy has been felt far beyond the small but strategically
located sultanate on the Strait of
Hormuz, through which about 40%
of the world’s seaborne crude oil
flows.
Oman helped to mediate secret
US-Iran talks in 2013 that led to
the historic nuclear deal signed in
Geneva two years later. It has also
helped to free American hostages in
Yemen.
Omanis say this Swiss-style
peacemaker role is vital to prevent
the Middle East from sinking even
deeper into chaos.
“We hope Oman will stick to the
same policies. A full-blown conflict between Iran and Saudi Arabia
would be a disaster for everyone,”
said Tawfiq al-Lawati, a member of
Oman’s consultative Shura Council.
However, an assertive Saudi Arabia, which is leading a bombing
campaign against Iranian-allied rebels in Yemen, has insisted that the
Gulf Arab monarchies draw closer
together to confront Tehran.
At the same time, Oman is struggling with a vast budget deficit
largely due to low global prices for

Omani Foreign Minister Yusuf bin Alawi arrives for a Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) extraordinary meeting in Riyadh on
January 9th, 2016.
(AFP)
its oil exports. Muscat is therefore
looking to increase trade with Iran,
following the easing of international sanctions on Tehran under the

nuclear deal, to buttress its economy.
As a result, Muscat has had to
walk a diplomatic tightrope. “With

Saudi Arabia, we do sometimes
have disagreements and with Iran,
too,” said Lawati, “but there is still
more bringing us all together.”
Muscat surprised neighbours this
month by agreeing to join a Saudiled military coalition, not the one
fighting in Yemen but a separate,
larger grouping. This is officially
aimed at fighting the Islamic State
(ISIS) and other militants but suspected of serving also as a counter to Tehran around the Muslim
world.
Gulf Arab citizens hailed the
decision as a sign that their countries were closing ranks against the
perceived Iranian menace. Oman
had “returned to the bosom of the
Gulf”, said prominent Saudi columnist Turki al-Dakhil.
Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud is expected to visit Muscat
soon, Saudi and Gulf sources have
said, in what would be a sign of
strengthening relations. “In grave
times, clear positions are needed,”
said a Gulf Arab official. “We, of
course, know Oman will stand with
us.”
And yet Oman may struggle to
please its wealthier fellow Gulf Arabs consistently. They interpret
neutrality as disregard for the Gulf’s
shared security during wars in Iraq,
Syria and Yemen where Riyadh and
Tehran back opposing sides.
Joining the Saudi-led alliance
signals Oman’s concern over the
spread of ISIS and al-Qaeda militants who have vowed to attack
Gulf Arab monarchies. Oman also
faces some domestic uncertainty as
76-year-old Sultan Qaboos bin Said
Al Said has no named successor.
However, a transformation of foreign policy balancing act does not
appear to be in prospect.
A former Omani diplomat, who
declined to be named, described
the move as a “largely symbolic”
gesture to accommodate Riyadh
and said it would involve “little ma-

terial commitment”.
Ahmed al-Mukhaini, a former
assistant secretary-general for the
Shura Council, suggested the move
may give Oman more influence to
calm strained regional nerves but
“would not compromise our independence”.
“It might even give Oman more
leverage, more space, to play a better role in this coalition and the region. By joining the coalition Oman
is shielding itself from criticism
from Saudi Arabia,” he added.
There are economic risks to a
Saudi rapprochement. Any perception that Muscat is allying with Riyadh may irk Tehran, analysts say.
Iran has billions of dollars of foreign
reserves in Omani banks and could
pull the plug on promised projects
in the sultanate.

Muscat surprised
neighbours this
month by agreeing to
join a Saudi-led
military coalition.
The nuclear deal offered hope of
a leap in trade between Oman and
its gas-rich neighbour. Muscat expects the end of sanctions to speed
the completion of a liquefied natural gas pipeline, which it hopes will
feed energy-intensive industries.
“Oman needs the economic cooperation that Iran has pledged…
The two countries’ planned subsea
gas pipeline is an important part of
the sultanate’s plans for economic
improvement,” said Giorgio Cafiero, chief executive officer of Gulf
State Analytics.
Oman sees foreign investment
from Iran, including a car factory,
a hospital complex and a nanotechnology plant, as helping economic
diversification away from oil, he
added.
(Reuters)
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Why Western scenarios for Saudi Arabia are rubbish
Sabahat Khan

T

he collapse of oil
prices triggered
an unprecedented
fiscal crisis in
Saudi Arabia and
led many Western
analysts to say the
country was
heading for
socio-economic turmoil and even
unrest.
Brent crude remains about 35%
less than its 10-year average and,
as with many other oil producers,
Saudi government revenues were
hard hit. Even as Saudi costs of oil
production remained the lowest
in the world and its position as the
largest oil exporter was still uncompromised, observers predicted
Riyadh would rapidly reach the
breaking point because of massive
government spending. Every year it
spends as much as India, a country
with a population 50 times larger.
These assessments were unfair
and entirely discounted not only the
vast potential of Saudi Arabia to balance its books and reconfigure the
economy through reform but they
also failed to apply fair methodology that contrasted the position of
Saudi Arabia with other developing
and developed economies.
The Saudi economic performance
in 2016 exceeded expectations to
keep the country on a steady path
and the future holds enormous
untapped potential that is inadequately cited in the media.
Saudi Arabia has largest Arab
economy and is part of the Group
of 20. Saudi gross domestic product
(GDP) was estimated to be $646
billion in 2015 — just smaller than
Switzerland and Turkey. With $540
billion in foreign exchange reserves
— the fourth largest in the world
— Saudi Arabia has more savings
than Germany, Britain and France
combined.
Comparing Saudi external debt of $134 billion — 19% of GDP and
equivalent to $3,100
for each citizen — to
other countries would
be something to envy
for many countries.
Economies of a similar
size, such as Turkey
and Switzerland, have

The Saudi economic
performance in
2016 exceeded
expectations.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud signs a document approving the country’s national budget
for 2017 on December 22nd, 2016, in Riyadh.
(Saudi Press Agency)
external debts of $405 billion — 55%
of GDP and equivalent to $5,100 for
each Turk — and $1.6 trillion — 229%
of GDP and equivalent to $200,000
for each Swiss. French external debt
is 222% of GDP (equal to $85,317 for
each citizen) and the British external
debt is 569% of its GDP (equal to
$146,244 for each citizen).
To reach similar levels of debt
as a portion of GDP to most other
medium-sized economies, Saudi
Arabia would need to burn its way
through $1 trillion. So Saudi Arabia
will have little problem raising
another $25 billion from bond sales
in 2017 as planned after its recordsetting maiden bond sale of $17.5
billion last October.
Saudi Arabia is one of the world’s
lowest taxing countries in the world,
with corporate tax at 20%, personal
income tax at 2.5%, payroll tax at
22% (for Saudi nationals) and no
value-added tax (VAT) currently
imposed.
When it imposes a VAT in 2018,
Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Coopera-

tion Council (GCC) partners will join
150 countries around the world
utilising this revenue instrument in
their tax systems.
Saudi Arabia also hosts one of the
largest populations of expatriate
workers — more than 11 million. The
World Bank estimated expatriates in
Saudi Arabia sent home remittances
of almost $39 billion, second only to
$61 billion sent out from the United
States.
With such massive outflows of
capital leaving the country every
year, this is another revenue stream
for the government to tap. Mohammed al-Tuwaijri, secretary-general
of the Royal Court’s Financial
Committee, said the government
plans to raise as much as $3 billion
by 2020 as new fees on expats are
introduced.
With millions of skilled and semiskilled jobs occupied by expats,
effective Saudisation of the labour
market, though challenging, gives
the government a vast pool of opportunity to open up to locals for

work and to retain billions from the
economy within the country.
2016 was a testing year of austerity for Saudi Arabia as government spending cutbacks kicked in.
Salaries were frozen and subsidies
reduced but the government was
also busy clearing backlogged payments. For example, it will soon
have cleared close to a total of $40
billion in payments to construction
firms — almost 80% of all its debts
owed to the sector.
Saudi Arabia successfully reduced
its budget deficit by more than expected in 2016 and aims to balance
its books by 2020. This year Saudi
Arabia will cut defence spending
and reduce energy subsidies further
while anticipating higher oil and
non-oil revenue. The 2017 budget
will be the government’s largest
ever.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai and
maintains a cross-disciplinary focus
in international security, defence
policy and strategic issues.

Pressure mounts on Saudi Arabia

Francis Ghilès

T

he name of the
game in Saudi
Arabia is
survival. There
are no credible
alternatives to
the Al Sauds and
the bitter legacy
of revolts in the
Middle East and North Africa
since 2011 is unlikely to lead the
Saudis to rise up. They may,
however, insist their rulers be
more accountable rather than
authoritarian.
The Saudi government has
been forced to rewrite the bargain
that involves a cradle-to-grave
welfare system in exchange for
the surrender of political rights
and adherence to Wahhabi social
mores. Reduced spending on
social services and education and
streamlining a bureaucracy that
employs two-thirds of all Saudis
are daunting challenges, coming as
they do when domestic demands
for social change and international
awareness of association of
Wahhabism with
Islamic militancy are
growing.
The Saudis
have spent an
estimated $70
billion-$100 billion
on proselytising since
the seizure of the
mosque in Mecca by
fanatical Islamists in
1979. Western voices
are growing stronger
in their condemnation
of Saudi funding of

The Saudi
government has
been forced to
rewrite the bargain
that involves a
cradle-to-grave
welfare system.

hard-line jihadist militants.
At one point during his
campaign, US President-elect
Donald Trump blamed Saudi
Arabia for the 9/11 attacks. He
also suggested he could stop oil
imports from the kingdom in his
bid to make the United States
energy-independent. He has
hinted at changes in US foreign
policy that would make the
kingdom deeply uncomfortable.
His pledge to relocate the US
embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem could move Arab states
to break off diplomatic relations
with the United States.
Trump has also hinted that he
may scrap the internationally
sanctioned nuclear agreement
with Iran. Were that to happen
— against the wishes of the Gulf
states and Saudi Arabia — Riyadh
would be forced into a nuclear
arms race with Iran for which
it simply does not have the
necessary engineers and scientists.
In Syria, Saudi-backed rebel
groups have been sidelined by
the prospective peace whose
midwives are Russia, Turkey and
Iran. The fall of Aleppo last month
has turned the resistance to Syrian
President Bashar Assad into an
essentially rural insurgency.
Saudi Arabia’s intervention
in Yemen has fared no better,
sparking widespread anti-Saudi
feeling among many Yemenis.
A 2-year military campaign
has shown the Saudi Air Force
targeting by design or error civilian
facilities, what some observers
have called “war crimes”.

The United States last year
halted the sale of air-dropped
and precision-guided munitions
until it had better trained Saudi
forces in the use of such weapons.
What is the point of being the
second largest importer of military
equipment in the world if one’s
army is incapable of using them?
The Iranian-backed Houthis and
forces of former Yemeni president
Ali Abdullah Saleh still occupy
much of Yemen, including the
capital Sana’a. Adding insult to
injury, Saudi rulers have asked
Algeria, a country they have
deeply despised, to help mediate
an agreement between the two
sides.
Looking west, relations with
Egypt have sharply deteriorated
since Saudi money and muscle
helped put general Abdel Fattah
al-Sisi in power in 2013. A $23
billion agreement to supply Egypt
with 700,000 tonnes of petroleum
products every month was
suspended last October to punish
Egypt for having supported the
Russian resolution on Syria at the
United Nations.
Saudi Arabia and Egypt have irreconcilable differences regarding
Syria and Iran. Saudi muscle has
failed to make Sisi — the generalturned-president — look on Saudi
concerns in a friendlier fashion.
Further north, in Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia refused to endorse Michel
Aoun being appointed president of
Lebanon after a stalemate of two
years. The new head of state has
the strong support of Hezbollah,
the Lebanese Shia militia whose

support for Assad has been
constant and whose close links
with Iran are well-known.
Saudi Arabia can now
contemplate something its leaders
never dreamed of in their worst
nightmares: A Shia axis with runs
from Beirut to Tehran. True, Saad
Hariri, the son of former prime
minister and Lebanese-Saudi
businessman Rafik Hariri who was
assassinated in 2005 allegedly by
Hezbollah militants, has become
prime minister of Lebanon. He
is totally beholden to the Saudi
government, which will have
to bail out his companies in the
kingdom.
The position of Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman
bin Abdulaziz is on the line.
Well-informed observers say this
powerful son of King Salman
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is being
groomed as his successor despite
objections from powerful voices in
the Al Saud family.
Prince Mohammed is also
in charge of modernising and
streamlining the kingdom’s
economy. So far, however, he has
little to show on the domestic or
foreign front for his endeavours.
If he does not meet with more
success in 2017, some might
wonder whether his credibility will
be on the line.
More than at any time in modern
history, Saudi Arabia is buffeted by
ill winds.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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Israel steps up shadow war with Hezbollah
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

srael’s Institute for National Security Studies (INSS)
stressed in its annual strategic
assessment, released January
2nd, that Hezbollah remains
the most serious threat the Jewish
state faces.
It urged Israel’s intelligence establishment to intensity efforts
to block the transfer of advanced
weapons systems to Hezbollah — a
process that may already be under
way with a spate of air and missiles
strikes against Syria.
The vast majority of the arms
supplied to Hezbollah from Iran
pass through Syria. Hezbollah, a
key force keeping Syrian President
Bashar Assad in power amid the
war in the country, is reportedly
building military bases and seeking to establish a presence in the
disputed Golan Heights, a strategic
volcanic plateau that overlooks Israel’s agricultural heartland.
Iran, Hezbollah’s patron and arms
supplier, is listed as the secondranking military threat by INSS, in
part because of its distance from
Israel.
Combined, Iran and Hezbollah,
which serves as the Islamic republic’s strategic arm in the Levant,
present a comprehensive threat to
Israel that far exceeds any other.
This ranges from Iran’s growing ballistic missile force and the nuclear
weapons Israel’s military leaders
are convinced it will develop in the
coming years to Hezbollah’s emerging tactical capabilities.

Hezbollah is
estimated — largely
by Israel — to possess
more than 130,000
rockets and missiles.
Much of that is due to advanced
weaponry it amassed in recent
years despite repeated Israeli air
strikes against weapons convoys
and targeted assassinations in Syria
and Lebanon of key figures in ac-

quiring or developing Hezbollah’s
firepower.
Hezbollah is estimated — largely
by Israel — to possess more than
130,000 rockets and missiles, including long-range weapons capable of destroying city blocks.

Israel seems to be
stepping up the
shadowy conflict
with Hezbollah, as
Iran seeks to
establish a presence
in the divided Golan.
In recent weeks, the covert war
between Israel and Hezbollah that
has dragged on for five years apparently flared again, possibly this
time with higher stakes.
There have been several missiles
attacks reported in Syria, all presumably Israeli weapons launched
from either the Israeli-occupied
sector of the Golan Heights or from
Lebanese airspace. These were apparently aimed at curtailing deliveries of advanced weapons to
Hezbollah that in the past have
reportedly included Soviet-era SA22 air defence missiles, which, for
the first time, allow Hezbollah to
directly challenge Israel’s control
of the air in Lebanon and Syria,
and Yakhont anti-ship missiles that
could be used against Israel’s offshore gas facilities.
On November 30th, at least two
missiles, apparently fired by Israeli
jets in Lebanese airspace, hit a convoy of trucks outside Damascus,
triggering speculation the trucks
were carrying advanced weapons
to Hezbollah.
On December 2nd, Israel reportedly conducted two air strikes using Popeye missiles around Damascus, one against a weapons depot
manned by the Syrian Army’s crack
4th Armoured Division at Sabboura, north-west of the Syrian capital.
The other blasted several cars near
the Damascus-Beirut highway.
In a 3am strike on December 7th,
several surface-to-surface missiles hit installations in the Mezzeh
military airbase at Damascus International Airport, where Hezbollah

A Hezbollah member stands on a pick-up truck mounted with a multiple rocket launcher in the south
Lebanon city of Nabatiyeh on November 7th, 2014.
(AFP)
maintains a high-security facility
for receiving arms airlifted from
Iran before they are trucked to Lebanon. The missiles started several
big fires at the airport, triggering
major explosions.
In a separate attack on that date,
Hezbollah facilities in and around
the town of Zabadani, on the border with Lebanon and a key junction in the overland arms route to
Hezbollah strongpoints, were hit.
On January 13th, Syria accused Israel of another missile strike on the
Mezzeh base in a predawn attack
that triggered multiple explosions
and caused casualties.
Israel’s Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu acknowledged for the
first time in April 2016 that Israel
has been mounting air strikes in
Syrian territory to curb shipments
of what he called “game-changing
weaponry” to Hezbollah.
The Jerusalem Post suggested
on December 8th that the Israelis’
strikes the previous day had tar-

geted “the presumed base of the
Syrian Army’s secretive Unit 450,
a branch of the Syrian Scientific
Studies and Research Centre that is
at the centre of the Assad regime’s
chemical weapons programme
north of Damascus”.
On the same day, Israel’s hawkish
Defence minister, Avigdor Lieberman, raised the ante by claiming that the Israeli Air Force had
thwarted an attempt to transfer
chemical weapons from Syria to
Lebanon.
If that is true, it suggests that
Hezbollah and Iran may be prepared to escalate the covert efforts
to upgrade Hezbollah’s arsenal to a
highly dangerous new level.
Lieberman often shoots from the
hip and his comments may have
had political overtones but it was
the first time a top-level Israeli official had voiced such concerns.
These air and missile strikes constitute what the Israelis call a “campaign between wars”, a concept

that involves overt and covert operations designed to thwart emerging
threats, particularly the acquisition
of advanced weaponry.
This is a finely balanced confrontation short of war in which both
sides observe certain restraints that
will prevent hostilities escalating to
all-out conflict.
But now Israel seems to be stepping up the shadowy conflict with
Hezbollah, as Iran seeks to establish a presence in the divided Golan, a red line for Israel.
Lieberman warned that while Israel has no interest in intervening
in the Syrian war, it would take action to preserve Israelis’ security,
particularly on advanced weapons
transfers to Hezbollah. Israel, he
declared, “will make decisions according to this policy without taking other circumstances or restriction into account”.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Could the Palestine-Israel conflict destroy the UN?
View poi nt

Kamel
Hawwash

T

he vote on UN Security
Council Resolution
2334 on the illegality
of Israeli settlements
in occupied Palestinian territories brought
relations among the international
body, Israel and the future US
administration to a head.
The United States unusually
abstained on the resolution that
criticised Israel while all other
members of council voted in favour of it. Israel was outraged,
particularly since it thought it had
managed to have the text taken
off the table after Israeli officials
and the incoming Donald Trump
administration pressured Egypt to
withdraw it. However, the resolution was brought forward 24 hours
later by New Zealand, Senegal,
Malaysia and Venezuela.
Israel called the resolution
“shameful” and immediately
recalled its ambassador to New
Zealand, punished Senegal by cancelling aid agreements and hauled
in all other remaining ambassadors
for a telling off at the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.
The matter did not end there. Israel threatened to cut its contribution to the United Nations, thought

Senior US lawmakers want to see
American funding to the United
Nations cut unless the Security
Council repeals Resolution 2334.

to be $40 million a year, in protest
of the resolution. It recently announced that it would withhold $6
million of that contribution, which
a Twitter posting by Israeli Ambassador to the United Nations Danny
Danon claimed “represents the
portion of the UN budget allocated
to anti-Israel bodies”.
He argued that “it is unreasonable for Israel to fund such entities”
but did not elaborate on which
bodies would be hit by the cut.
The passing of Resolution 2334
also created ructions in the United
States, with US President-elect
Donald Trump claiming the resolution would “make it much harder
to negotiate peace” but also tweeting that, as to the United Nations,
things would be different after he
is sworn into office January 20th.
The US House of Representatives overwhelmingly approved a
non-binding bipartisan resolution
that rebukes the United Nations for
criticising Israeli settlements. The
resolution called for the Security
Council resolution to be “repealed
or fundamentally altered”. A similar bipartisan measure has been
introduced in the Senate.
That may not be enough for
Israel or its supporters in the
United States. Lawmakers, including US Senators Lindsey Graham,
R-South Carolina, and Ted Cruz,
R-Texas, want to see US funding to
the United Nations cut unless the
Security Council repeals Resolution 2334.
The call was supported by

Israel’s Ambassador to the United
States Ron Dermer, who told Fox
News: “I think a new president and
Congress that wants to make sure
that every penny of your money is
going to something that protects
and defends and advances US
interests — I think there’s a lot of
changes that could happen at the
United Nations.”
If implemented, the cut in UN
funding would not be the first such
incident. In 2011, the United States
and Israel withheld funding for
UNESCO following the admission
of the Palestinian territories to the
UN agency. The move resulted in
the suspension of the two countries’ voting rights two years later.
The United States pays 22% of
the world’s contributions to the UN
budget, much more than any other
country. By comparison, Israel’s
contribution is 0.4%.
The effects of a serious cut in
US funding of the United Nations
would be severe. While the most
visible activity of the United Nations in recent weeks has been
through the Security Council,
much of the work the world body
and its agencies do is largely invisible to the masses.
The United Nations works on
some of the world’s most pressing
challenges from the humanitarian
needs of survivors of earthquakes
in Japan and Haiti to political
crises and violence in Iraq, Libya,
Syria and Afghanistan.
Not only is funding important to
the United Nations’ operation but

If implemented,
the cut in
UN funding
would not
be the first
such
incident.

so too is America’s leadership and
engagement.
Despite the very legitimate
scepticism about the ability of
the United Nations to deliver on
security and justice in the Middle
East and despite Israel’s continued violations of Security Council
resolutions, the United Nations
remains a critical organisation for
the people of the region.
As Resolution 2334 showed,
there are times when the United
Nations can help Middle Eastern
causes by, at the very least, keeping them at an appropriate level of
prominence. This is what Resolution 2334 did and its ramifications
continue.
It is worth noting that the name
“United Nations” was coined by
US President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and was first used in the Declaration by United Nations of January
1st, 1942, when representatives of
26 countries pledged their governments to continue fighting against
the Axis powers in the second
world war.
It would be ironic if the same
country were to put the future of
the United Nations in jeopardy by
severely cutting its contribution to
the world body.
Protesting the UN resolution on
Israel’s illegal settlements could
lead to the destruction of the
United Nations.
Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based
Palestinian university professor
and writer.
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Israeli government
too quick to link truck
attack to ISIS inspiration
Luke Baker

Jerusalem

T

he Israeli government
was quick to suggest a
Palestinian who rammed
a truck into a group of Israeli soldiers was inspired
by the Islamic State (ISIS), raising
questions over how it came to that
conclusion.
Hours after the January 8th attack, which killed four soldiers and
wounded 17, Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said the
assailant showed signs of being a
supporter of ISIS. He did not give
details.
Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor
Lieberman also pointed to ISIS,
citing parallels with ISIS-inspired
attacks on crowds using trucks in
Germany and France last year.
“We saw it in France, we saw it in
Berlin and unfortunately we saw it
today in Jerusalem,” he said during
a visit to the scene overlooking Jerusalem’s Old City.

There is no
presence for ISIS as
an organisation in
the West Bank.
Palestinian Authority
spokesman

”

A day after the attack, an obscure
Palestinian group claimed responsibility and said it had no outside
links and had acted on political
motives. It was not possible to verify the claim but in Israel multiple
voices pointed out the differences
between Palestinian violence and
that perpetrated by ISIS.

While extremism may inspire
some Palestinian assailants, political motivations linked to Israel’s occupation and the long-running conflict remain the dominant factor,
they said, suggesting the government sought to downplay politics.
“Palestinian attacks are overwhelmingly motivated by nationalism, not by religion,” said Orit
Perlov, a social media expert and
research fellow at the Institute for
National Security Studies in Tel
Aviv. “Israel is trying to generalise
the phenomenon, saying everyone
faces the same threat but, while the
symptoms may be similar, the causes are completely different.”
In Europe, there is sympathy and
support for Israel and the threats it
faces but also cautiousness about
close comparisons.
During the last 18 months, Netanyahu has repeatedly described a
wave of Palestinian attacks on Israelis as part of the same violent Islamist campaign afflicting Europe,
saying Israel, France and Germany
are in the same boat and that Israel’s front-line position needs to be
better understood.
“They might have different
names — ISIS, Boko Haram, Hamas,
al-Shabab, al-Qaeda, Hezbollah —
but all of them are driven by the
same hatred and bloodthirsty fanaticism,” Netanyahu said in January 2016. “We understand we are in
a common battle for our values and
a common battle for our future.”
The statement about the truck attack was the clearest link Netanyahu had made between a Palestinian
attacker and ISIS, although he did
not say the group planned it or that
the assailant, who was shot dead at
the scene, was an ISIS operative.
Yossi Melman, an analyst writing
in Ma’ariv newspaper, said there
was little evidence to suggest the

Palestinian attacker had drawn inspiration from ISIS, pointing out
that Palestinians carried out carramming attacks before ISIS.

A Palestinian group
claimed
responsibility for the
attack but denied
outside links.
“This is essentially a case of unaffiliated terrorists, young people…
who do not belong to any organisation and decide on their own, often
on a whim and with no prior preparations, to commit a terror attack,”
he said.
Others said it made sense for Netanyahu to draw a direct link between the threats Israel faces and
those in Europe but that it was unlikely to convince policymakers.
“There are no signs that Europe
as a whole will stop considering the
occupation as the main cause for
Palestinian terrorism,” said Ilan Jonas, chief executive officer of Prime
Source, an Israeli political and security consultancy.
Europe is not about to “adopt Netanyahu’s line that this is part of a
universal phenomenon that is totally unrelated to Israel’s policies in
the West Bank”, he said.
As is common, Hamas, the Islamist group that controls Gaza,
praised the attack but the Palestinian Authority, which has limited
self-rule in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank, was more circumspect.
Its security forces even carried out
raids in some areas, supporting Israel’s clampdown.
Adnan al-Dmairi, spokesman of
the Palestinian security services in
the West Bank, dismissed any suggestion ISIS had a foothold in the
territory.

“There is no presence for ISIS as
an organisation in the West Bank,”
he said, while acknowledging some
people expressed support on social
media. “There is nothing of such a
name as ISIS in the Palestinian areas.”
Data tend to back that up. Figures
collected by Israel’s security establishment show Palestinian support
for ISIS declining, said Perlov, with
the level falling from 14% in 2014-15
to 8% last year.
“The trend is downward. Even if
there was some low-level support
for [ISIS] at the peak when it seized
control of Mosul, that has dropped
away,” said Perlov.
Some Israeli Arabs — no more
than a couple of dozen, analysts say
— have tried to join ISIS in Syria or

Iraq but that number is a fraction of
the Muslims who have joined ISIS
from Britain, Belgium, France or
the Netherlands.
For Europe, Israel’s generalisation of the terrorism threat presents
a problem, said Andrea Frontini, an
analyst at the European Policy Centre, because it risks over-politicising counterterrorism cooperation.
Europe needs and wants closer
cooperation with Israel when it
comes to tackling rising security
threats, he said. Europe, however,
does not want to feel like it has
softened its approach on other issues, such as the Middle East peace
process and Israel’s occupation, to
show solidarity.
(Reuters)

Israeli court rules to cut ties of Palestinian family in Jerusalem
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

A

fter a 6-year battle, the
Israel High Court ruled
that Nora Gheith and
Mustafa Sub Laban
would be allowed to
stay in their Jerusalem’s Old City
home for another ten years but
without their three children and
two grandsons.
Family members petitioned the
High Court, appealing a previous
court decision to evict them from
the home they had been living in
for more than 50 years. Ateret Cohanim, a Jewish settler organisation, claimed the home was the
property of Jews abandoned by its
Palestinian tenants. The court supported that view in a ruling that
said the Palestinian family was not
living at the property.
Gheith said she was not sure
whether the ruling was a victory,
detention or an attempt to split up
her family.
“I was able to keep my house for
another ten years but I am not allowed to live with my children. No
law approves to separate a mother
from her children,” she said.
She lived in the house with her
husband, Sub Laban, their three
children, a daughter-in-law and
two grandchildren. However, the
ruling barred her children and
grandchildren from living in the
house.
“This is so difficult, unjust and
unfair,” Gheith said. “I need my
children with me. My children will
not live with me but no one can
deny them the right to visit me.”
Gheith’s parents rented the

Palestinians walk towards the Qalandia checkpoint between the
West Bank city of Ramallah and Jerusalem, last June.
(AP)
house in 1953 from the Jordanian
Custodian of Enemy Property,
which is in charge of abandoned
Jewish property after 1948. This
meant the family’s tenancy would
be protected for three generations
but after the last family member of
the third generation dies, the family loses “protected tenants” status
and the property is transferred to

the settler organisation.
Gheith was born in the house
three years after the property was
first rented and lived there with
her family as protected tenants after 1967 when Israel occupied the
West Bank, taking possession of all
property that was under the control of the Jordanian government.
Israeli settlers claimed the house

belonged to Jews before Israel’s
establishment in 1948 and it was
rented out to Gheith’s family during the Jordanian rule of East Jerusalem from 1948-67.
B’Tselem, the Israeli Centre for
Human Rights in the Occupied
Territories, said 125 Israeli settlements recognised by the Ministry
of the Interior as “communities”
were established in the West Bank
from 1967 to late 2013. It estimates
the number of Israeli settlers living in Jewish-only settlements
in the West Bank to be more than
547,000, 196,890 of whom are in
East Jerusalem.
The last Palestinian family to live
near Gheith was evicted in 1988.
B’Tselem said the Israeli government’s goal in Jerusalem has been
to “create a demographic and geographic situation that will thwart
any future attempt to challenge
Israeli sovereignty over the city”.
Gheith said if she were not a
Palestinian, no one would have
targeted her and her family to be
evicted. “They will bring any Jewish family to live in the house that
belonged to my family for nearly
six decades,” she said.
Settlers claimed that the protected tenancy status that applies
to rented property before 1967 no
longer applies to Gheith and her
family because the house was
abandoned.
Gheith said such claims were
baseless because she always lived
in the house in Aqbat al-Khaldieh
neighbourhood in the Muslim
quarter of the Old City. “They
needed any excuse to evict my
family,” Gheith said.
Court personnel will conduct
unannounced inspections to make
sure that no one is living with

Gheith and her husband. She described the situation as living in a
prison.
Rafat Sub Laban, Gheith’s son
who is a legal researcher, said he
was looking into whether further
legal action can be taken. It is uncommon for Palestinian children
to leave their family home before
marriage.
“This is completely absurd and
goes against our social norms
and violates our right to family,”
he said. In fact, this is an indirect
means to force my family out of
the house, as my mother and father cannot live without us, especially that they are elderly and cannot live alone.”

Palestinians in
Jerusalem do not
hold Israeli or
Palestinian
citizenship but carry
Israeli-issued
residency permits.
Moving out of the house and Jerusalem could jeopardise the family members’ residency status.
“We will not be in compliance of
the centre of life policy, which Israel applies to Palestinians in East
Jerusalem. Under this policy, if we
can’t prove residence in Jerusalem,
our residency status would be endangered and could be revoked,”
Sub Laban said.
Palestinians in Jerusalem do not
hold Israeli or Palestinian citizenship but carry Israeli-issued residency permits that can be revoked.
Malak Hasan is a reporter based in
Ramallah.
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Threat of returning jihadists stirs debate in Tunisia
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

he question of whether to
admit jihadist Tunisians
back into the country has
become a hotly debated
political and security is-

sue.
With the number of Tunisian extremists fighting abroad estimated
at about 3,000 by the government
and nearly double that number by
foreign sources, much of the public has come out against accepting
jihadists’ return. Some insist that
such individuals be stripped of Tunisian nationality.
About
1,000
demonstrators
marched January 8th in Tunis to
protest the return of jihadist fighters from Syria, Iraq and Libya.
Concerned that a flow of seasoned fighters could trigger terrorist
incidents at home, the demonstrators, many of them women, shouted: “No return, no freedom for the
criminal hands of Daesh” (an Arabic
acronym for the Islamic State) and
“No pardon for terrorists”.
A similar demonstration occurred
December 24th in Tunis.
Many of the demonstrators’ slogans were hostile to Ennahda, Tunisia’s main Islamist political party,
accused by secularists of having
facilitated the departure of Salafist
radicals from Tunisia during its two
years in government from 2011. Ennahda has vehemently denied the
accusations.

Their number is
2,926, including
four in Yemen and
20 in Mali.
Tunisian President
Beji Caid Essebsi

”

Often cited as the lone success
story of 2011’s “Arab spring”, Tunisia has long been embroiled in a
fierce ideological battle between
modernism and ultraconservatism.
Paradoxically, the North African
country has a reputation as one of
the most progressive and tolerant
in the region but is also being described at times as the world’s top
per person exporter of extremist
militants.
Terror incidents in Tunisia have

Tunisians demonstrate in Tunis on January 8th against the return of jihadists fighting for extremist groups abroad.
contributed to its economic weakness. In 2015, attacks at a museum
in Tunis and a holiday resort in
Sousse claimed the lives of scores
of foreigners, devastating the country’s tourism sector and discouraging foreign investment. Tunisian
nationals are also suspected of being behind 2016 terror attacks in
France and Germany.
Ennahda party leader Rached
Ghannouchi has been criticised after seeming to condone the return
of jihadist fighters. “Unsold meat is
better consumed at home,” he said,
using a local proverb. Ghannouchi
also floated the idea of proposing
legislation that would permit returning jihadists to be pardoned.
With growing fears that an influx
of Tunisian militants would derail
what progress has been made, political leaders have been working
to assure the public they are ready
to deal with the threat. Tunisian
President Beji Caid Essebsi told an
interviewer he was determined to
deal with the issue “with resolve

and decisiveness” and that returning terrorists would be subject to
the provisions of the anti-terrorism
law.
“But I must make clear that we
cannot bar these people from returning because the constitution
does not allow such a ban,” Caid Essebsi said.
Article 25 of the Tunisian constitution prohibits the state from revoking any citizen’s nationality or
from forcing citizens into exile or
extradition by banning them from
entering in the country.
“Nevertheless, they (the terrorists) will not be greeted with
flowers,” Caid Essebsi said. “We
will neutralise them and the antiterrorism law will be implemented
against them.”
“Their number is 2,926, including four in Yemen and 20 in Mali.
Do not listen to speculation putting
them at 10,000 or 6,000,” he said.
UN experts have estimated the
number of Tunisian jihadists fighting in Iraq, Syria and Libya to be ap-

proximately 5,500.
Whatever the figure, many worry
that Tunisia’s legal system cannot
absorb such a large number of extremists.
“Tunisian authorities initially argued that the terrorists would not
all be arrested and jailed upon their
return, due to a lack of space in
the already crowded prisons,” said
Samir Abdallah, a Tunisian lawyer
and former ambassador.
The Tunisian Interior Ministry
has acknowledged that 800 jihadist
fighters have re-entered the country; 160 of them are in jail, the Ministry of Justice said.
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef
Chahed has said any jihadist returning would be dealt with by Tunisia’s
legal system. “Tunisia signed no accord about the return of terrorists.
It is doing nothing about their return. Those who return will be arrested and tried in courts based on
the anti-terrorist law,” he said.
Yet, with the controversy surrounding jihadist returnees front

(Reuters)

and centre, what many consider to
be the root causes of radicalisation
in young people — unemployment
and poverty — have been put on the
back burner.
Official figures indicate that
640,000 young Tunisians are
unemployed and 100,000 have
dropped out of the education system. A recent poll by the Tunisian
Forum for Social and Economic
Rights showed that 45% of young
Tunisian respondents were willing
to emigrate, even illegally if need
be.
One of the estimated 34,000
young Tunisians who illegally migrated to Europe in 2011 was Anis
Amri, the main suspect of Berlin’s
Christmas market attack. Amri is
believed to have driven a truck into
a crowded market on December
19th, killing 12 people and injuring
49. He was later killed in a shootout with Italian police in Milan.
Tunisian officials and other
sources say Amri was radicalised
while jailed in Sicily.

The radicalisation of Anis Amri in Sicily
Alessandra Bocchi

Tunis

I

talian investigations into the
Tunisian terrorist suspected
of killing 12 people at a Christmas market in Berlin have uncovered a network of support
organisations that provided him
with help and indoctrination over a
4-year period.
The Islamic State (ISIS) released
a video after the December 19th attack showing Anis Amri, a 24-yearold born in Oueslatia, pledging allegiance to the group: “My message
to crusaders bombing Muslims every day… Their blood will not go in
vain. We are a nation behind them
and will take revenge for them,” he
said.
Amri crossed France into Italy
after the December 19th attack, the
BBC reported, where he was eventually killed by Italian police in the
northern Milan suburb of Sesto San
Giovanni.
Since the attack, Italian investigators found documents showing a
pattern of unreported radicalisation
of Amri during his time in Sicilian
jails.
Amri arrived on the small island
of Lampedusa in 2011, where he
sought asylum pretending to be
a minor. He was sent to a tempo-

Italian police officers work next to the body of Anis Amri in a
suburb of the northern city of Milan, Italy, last December. (Reuters)
rary centre for underage migrants,
where, Italian security officials said,
he became increasingly unsatisfied with living conditions and the
bureaucratic processes required to
obtain asylum.
Amri and four other Tunisians
threatened and beat the custodian
of the centre, took part in a robbery
and “in a particularly violent riot,
when the centre was set on fire and
several people were injured”, an
Italian security official told the Italian newspaper Il Sole 24 Ore. Amri

was found guilty of aggravated intimidation, personal injury and arson and was sentenced to four years
in jail.
The Italian Division of Investigation and Special Operations, known
as Digos, and investigations led by
the prosecution in Palermo recovered files showing violent behaviour that led Amri to be moved to
different jails in Sicily. In four years,
he was sent from Catania to Enna,
Sciacca, Agrigento and Palermo,
where, according to Digos, he was in

contact with Tunisian Islamists who
helped him obtain false documents
to freely move around Europe.
However, Italian newspaper La
Stampa reported that Amri was
only signalled to the authorities in
prison as violent and indications of
radicalisation were never reported,
even though Italian security officials said that during his time in Sicily’s jails Amri told a fellow inmate:
“You’re a Christian, so I will cut
your head off.”
His behaviour was reported as
anti-social and he was excluded
from activities with other inmates.
In 2013, Amri was found to have intimidated and bullied his cellmates
and a year later he was accused of
organising revolts inside the prison.
The Italian penitentiary department’s administration warned the
Italian committee of antiterrorism
analysis about Amri’s suspicious activities. According to findings by the
Italian branch of Investigations on
Criminal Activities and Terrorism,
they found the Italian penitentiary
system had created an environment
in which “religious acts of conversion were directed in a way that increased the number of people ready
to commit acts of terrorism”.
During his time in jail, Italian investigators said Amri obtained false
documents through a terrorist networking operation so he could reach
ISIS recruiter Ahmad Abdelaziz

based in Germany, a known recruiter of terrorists for the organisation
in Europe, Il Sole 24 Ore reported.
The same investigators also said
there was evidence that Amri could
have contacted jihadist cells in
southern Italy connected to the terrorist organisation Ansar al-Islam,
which planned journeys for undocumented migrants to venture into
northern Europe.

Italian investigators
found documents
showing a pattern of
radicalisation of
Amri during his time
in Sicilian jails.
Amri was released from jail for
deportation in May 2015; however,
the Tunisian government refused to
recognise Amri as a citizen, leading
Italian authorities to order him to
leave the country and filed his profile with the Schengen information
centre, reported the Italian newspaper Il Fatto Quotidiano.
Amri left Italy a few months later,
apparently to reach Abdelaziz in
Germany, where the plotting of terrorist acts began, the German newspaper Bild said.
Alessandra Bocchi is a Tunis-based
journalist.
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For ISIS, prisons have become terror incubators

French gendarmes stand at the entrance of the Fleury-Merogis prison near Paris after the arrival of a police convoy carrying ISIS operative Salah Abdeslam, who took part
in the Paris attacks, in November 2015.
(Reuters)

James Bruce

Beirut

T

he recent surge of murderous attacks by the Islamic
State (ISIS) across Western
Europe was carried out
by what Belgian counterterrorism expert Rik Coolsaet has
called “the fourth wave” of jihadists — bitter, alienated young Muslims who turned to crime and were
largely recruited while in prison.
There is growing evidence that,
across Europe and in the United
States, prisons have become key incubators for this new generation of
jihadists as more young, alienated
Muslims turn to crime.
Coolsaet observed that the “street
gang dynamics and… foreign fighters’ networks have much in common”.
Europe’s prison system is a
“breeding ground” for jihadist militancy, stated a recent British report
on what it warned is an emerging
“crime-terror nexus”.
The report by the International
Centre for the Study of Radicalisation (ICSR) at King’s College,
London, released on October 11th,
stressed that there is a “complete
connect” between jihadist groups
and criminal organisations across
the continent that comes together
in Europe’s prisons.
This is in sharp contrast to the jihadist wave that followed the 197989 Afghanistan war with the emergence of al-Qaeda under Osama bin
Laden.
Then, few, if any, of the recruits
had criminal records or significant
brushes with the law because the
organisation sought to avoid scrutiny by security services.
Most recruits were motivated by
the extreme interpretation of Islam
as espoused by bin Laden and his
war against those he called “crusaders” who had invaded the Muslim
world.
That changed with the emergence, around the turn of the century, of a generation of apocalyptic
extremists such as Abu Musab alZarqawi, a Jordanian with a long

criminal record, who set up his own
hard-line group, al-Qaeda in Iraq,
the forerunner of ISIS.
ISIS was created by the inmates of
US military prisons in Iraq following the 2003 invasion. These men
included followers of Zarqawi before he was killed in a US air strike
in June 2006.
Among them was a little-known
Islamic preacher named Awwad
Ibrahim Ali al-Badri al-Samarrai,
who became known as Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi, ISIS’s leader and selfproclaimed head of the Islamic caliphate ISIS declared in 2014.
The links between the jihadists —
ISIS in particular — and the criminal
milieu stems to a significant extent
from the large number of marginalised and disillusioned young Muslims trapped in dead-end ghettoes
in Western Europe’s cities, especially in France, Belgium and Spain,
where North Africans have settled
since the 1950s.
“Analysts have long been conscious of the high number of young
men with previous involvement in
petty or serious crimes among volunteers (for jihad) and the importance of family ties in contemporary
Islamic militancy,” observed Islamic
terrorism expert Jason Burke.
“They are increasingly aware that
ISIS has combined the two in a devastatingly effective way,” he wrote
in a March analysis published by the
British newspaper the Guardian.

Europe’s prison
system is a “breeding
ground” for jihadist
militancy.
“A study of the 2001-2009 period,
before the rise of ISIS, showed that
around a quarter of militants identified in Europe had (criminal) convictions. This proportion, evidence
suggests, has risen.”
In August 2015, the Brussels government said half of Belgian jihadis
had a criminal record, usually convictions for theft or assault. Several
of the November 2015 Paris attackers had histories of petty crime and
came from the margins of European
society.

Burke, author of several books on
jihadists, argues that, unlike al-Qaeda, currently led by the 64-year-old
veteran Egyptian jihadist Ayman alZawahiri whose pronouncements
tend towards theological treatises,
ISIS propaganda, especially its
hard-core videos, is about unbridled violence, excitement and even
sexual fulfilment.
Several of the jihadists who carried out the March 22nd suicide
bombings in Brussels had criminal backgrounds and served time
in prison. Two of them, brothers
Khalid and Ibrahim el-Bakraoui,
aged 26 and 29, were convicted of
armed robbery and other violent
crimes and became radicalised
while behind bars.
The father of Anis Amri, a
24-year-old Tunisian who, German
authorities say, drove a truck into
a crowded Berlin Christmas market killing 12 people, said his son
became a jihadist militant when he
was in prison on Sicily for conviction on robbery and arson charges.
Amri “spent four years in jail in
Italy where he first met extremist
groups, which attracted him,” his
father told the Times newspaper.
Amri left the family home in
Oueslatia, a small town in northern
Kairouan province in 2011 and made
his way to Italy in the turbulent aftermath of the Tunisian revolution
that ignited the “Arab spring”.
He was released in May 2015,
thrown out of Italy and arrived
in Germany several weeks later.
There, German authorities say, he
was spotted as a potential militant
because of his connections to a
Salafist radical known as Abu Walaa.
Amri fled Germany after the Berlin atrocity and made his way back
to Italy, where he was shot dead
by police in a gun battle outside a
Milan railway station on December
23rd.
Boubaker al-Hakim, a FrenchTunisian ISIS leader killed in US
air strikes on the ISIS-held city of
Raqqa in northern Syria on November 26th, also found his way to jihad
through the European prison system.
He told the Islamic State’s maga-

zine Dabiq in early 2015 that he
went to Iraq after the US invasion of
March 2003 to fight the Americans.
By his own account, he joined the
jihadist group led by the hard-line
Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi,
which was the genesis for ISIS.
In 2004, Hakim moved to Syria
where he was arrested by the regime of President Bashar Assad and
spent nine months in the notorious
Far Falastin prison with other hardened jihadists.

ISIS was created by
the inmates of US
military prisons in
Iraq following the
2003 invasion.
He was deported to France, where
he said he was “imprisoned for seven years”. That was “difficult”, he
told Dabiq, but noted it was also “a
great gate for da’wah (proselytisation) to Allah” and a “school” for
indoctrinating others in jihadist
ideology.
Amedy Coulibaly, one of the perpetrators of the Charlie Hebdo killing spree in Paris on January 9th,
2015, became a jihadist while serving 6-year sentence in a French prison for bank robbery.
In 2010, investigators asked him
about Islamists he knew. He replied:
“I know all of them: The ones from
the Chechen networks, the ones
from the Afghan networks.” He admitted he knew them from prison.
The key figure behind his entry
into jihadist terrorism while behind
bars was Algerian-born Djamel Beghal, a French citizen convicted
in 2001 of leading a jihadist plot to
blow up the US embassy in Paris and
widely seen by the French as a diehard jihadist ideologue and skilled
recruiter.
Louis Caprioli, deputy chief of
France’s domestic counterterrorism
unit from 1998 to 2004, called Beghal a “sorcerer, seducer — anyone
who came in contact with him could
not have helped but become more
radicalised.”
In 2005, Coulibaly, then a 23-yearold petty criminal, met Beghal, then
40, in the sprawling Fleury-Merogis

prison, the largest in France, when
Coulibaly began his sentence for
bank robbery.
Cherif Kouachi, another young
Muslim whose life would be
changed forever by Beghal, joined
them in 2005 and spent 20 months
there while awaiting trial for various
offences.
During the seven months Kouachi
and Coulibaly were in Fleury-Merogis together in 2005, they were radicalised by the mesmerising Beghal
and thrust towards their doom a
decade later.
Counterterrorism officials describe Beghal as a key link between
generations of European terrorists,
including the 2011 shoe-bomber
Richard Reid, 9/11 participant Zakarias Moussaoui and fiery London
ideologue Abu Hamza al-Masri.
As fate would have it, Masri was
sentenced to life in prison on terrorism charges by a US federal court in
New York on January 19th, 2015, the
day that Beghal’s recruits, Coulibaly
and Kouachi, along with his elder
brother Said, massacred 17 people
in Paris in a series of landmark attacks that triggered a wave of terrorist strikes across Western Europe. All three jihadists were killed
by police.
In January, Britain’s prison service disclosed that 1,229 of 5,885
men behind bars in the country’s
eight maximum-security prisons —
those convicted of the most serious
crimes — are Muslim. That is nearly
21% of what are known as Category
A prisoners.
A month earlier, Nick Hardwicke,
the outgoing chief prisons inspector
warned that Islamists were using
British prisons as a key recruiting
venue.
He said that a “small number of
very dangerous men motivated by a
religion or an ideology… are trying
to recruit other people so they’ll go
on to commit offences linked to that
ideology or religion”.
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.

14

January 15, 2017

Egypt

News & Analysis

Tough time for the opposition in Egypt
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

A

hmed Tantawi learned
the hard way how dangerous it is to oppose the
government of Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah

al-Sisi.
In December, Tantawi, a journalist and a lawmaker, criticised a
government-proposed media bill,
calling for the measure not to be enacted without listening to the Journalists’ Syndicate, the independent
guild of the country’s journalists.
His suggestion was met harshly.
Parliament Speaker Aly Abdel A’al
insisted that Tantawi leave.
“This was embarrassing to me,”
Tantawi said. “Opponents are always silenced inside parliament.”
Other lawmakers have been humiliated and insulted for striking
discordant notes. One lawmaker
was chastised, smeared and asked
to keep quiet for inquiring about the
salaries of army generals. Another
was reprimanded for criticising Sisi.
Egypt’s parliamentary opposition
says it is bullied, abandoned and
feels unwanted. This, however, is
less about the mostly pro-Sisi parliament and more about shrinking
political freedoms, declining tolerance for opposition and the extreme
lack of space for those who disagree
with people in power in Egypt.
With the Muslim Brotherhood
formally out of politics and Egypt’s
ultra-orthodox Salafists neutralised
and leftist parties alienated, the
country’s political situation is all
about support for the president and
his retinue.
Political analysts refer to fear
from being in the opposition in a
country where everybody is either
a backer of the president or made a
political outcast.
“The regime does not want unlike-minded politicians to be present,” Cairo University political science Professor Hassan Nafaa said.
“It hates to be opposed. It hates to
see those who disagree with it.”
Egyptian politics has been
marked by political parties for decades and a parliament for a century
and a half. There are more than 120
political parties but none is in the
opposition.
Before the 2011 uprising that
ended the rule of autocrat Hosni
Mubarak, there were leftist and liberal parties that propagated different political and economic ideologies. After Mubarak was deposed,

Journalists chant slogans as they gather in front of the Journalists’ Syndicate in Cairo on November 19th, 2016, to protest against the
court verdict to sentence the head of the union and two members to two years in prison.
(AFP)
Islamist parties — banned under
Mubarak — were formed, enriching
Egyptian politics.
The first post-Mubarak elected
president, Muhammad Morsi, was
Islamist. His failure to address economic and political problems led to
his military-orchestrated, publicbacked ouster a year later.
Sisi, the army chief under Morsi
who won the presidential election
after the latter’s ouster, quickly
moved to crack down on the Muslim Brotherhood, to which Morsi
was affiliated and the most vibrant
Islamist group in the country.
He forced the Brotherhood out of
political life. Sisi also succeeded in
rallying most of the country’s political forces behind him while he
attempted to obliterate political Islam.
However, his heavy-handed policies annihilated political diversity,
political analysts like Nafaa said.
The culture in Egypt, he added, is
one of complete submission to the
president’s will.
“The regime is in a real crisis,”

Nafaa said. “It is badly in need of
listening to a different point of
view.”
Nevertheless, different opinions
are not allowed to be voiced and,
when they are, they are met with
harshness.

The regime does
not want unlikeminded politicians
to be present.

”

Hassan Nafaa,
political science professor

Most journalists criticising the
president are out of business. Lilian Dawoud, a Syrian TV host, was
deported a few months ago, and
Mahmoud Saad, who hosted a talk
show on the private channel alNahar TV, did not have his contract
renewed. Abdel A’al has called for
suspending a programme on a private television network by Ibrahim
Issa, an outspoken critic of Sisi. Issa’s programme was suspended on

January 2nd.
Abdel A’al also tried to prevent
MPs from talking to the media, yells
at journalists and bans meetings
between lawmakers and foreign
diplomats.
When Tantawi was bullied by
the parliament speaker and his colleagues, he said he felt broken and
helpless and had no option but to
leave the parliament chamber.
“This was unprecedented in the
history of parliament,” he said.
“Only those who back the government are allowed to speak.”
Many argue that it was not the
right time to criticise Sisi’s approach because Egypt is in a peculiar situation since the January 2011
revolution and the short Islamist
rule. Egyptians face multiple security and economic challenges that
put the country’s future at stake.
Leftist politician Hussein Abdel
Razik said Egyptians must stand
united behind the president, who
holds the country together, brings
security to the man on the street
and works to gain the confidence of

the international community.
“Egypt is in an existential battle
and this makes it necessary for everybody to stand in the camp of the
president,” he said.
A veteran of Egyptian politics,
Abdel Razik, referred to the economic hardships faced by Egypt
and the country’s war against terrorism.
Sisi’s opponents, however, argue
that the Egyptian leader, who has
initiated real economic reforms,
started an all-out campaign against
religious extremism and advocates
a return to Egypt’s regional leadership, was using the same hardships
to expand his powers, tighten overall control and silence opposition.
Some of Tantawi’s colleagues in
parliament are afraid to talk, lest
they anger and run afoul of Abdel
A’al, he said.
“They prefer silence to being humiliated,” Tantawi said, “but how
long should we be silent and why?”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

Anger in Egypt as Red Sea islands’ handover looms
Amr Emam

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi’s move to refer to parliament an agreement that would hand
over two uninhabited Red
Sea islands to Saudi Arabia jeopardises the country’s stability and goes
against the public’s wishes, critics
said.

It will take
parliament weeks,
maybe months, to
either approve or
reject the deal.

”

Deputy Parliament Speaker
Suleiman Wahdan

“By referring the deal to parliament for approval, the government
proves its total disrespect of the
will of the people,” rights advocate
Khalid Ali said. “This amounts to
voluntary abdication of a piece of
our country’s territory.”
Ali and other activists filed a lawsuit to stop the transfer of Tiran and

Sanafir islands, which lie at the entrance of the Straits of Tiran, which
connects the Read Sea to the Gulf of
Aqaba, to Saudi ownership.
Cairo stated in April 2016 that the
islands are in Saudi territorial waters, although Egypt has had a military presence on Tiran to protect
the nearby Straits of Tiran. Riyadh
handed control of the islands to
Egypt in 1950 as a bulwark against
Israel.
The government referred the deal
to parliament on December 29th, almost seven months after signing the
agreement in Cairo in the presence
of Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz
Al Saud.
It is expected to take parliament
weeks at least to act on the deal,
Deputy Parliament Speaker Suleiman Wahdan said.
“Can you face your constituents
on the streets after approving this
deal?” lawmaker Ahmed al-Tantawi
asked his colleagues during a recent
debate on the private Dream television network. “Approving the deal
will be a betrayal of the confidence
of the people.”
Protests against the deal have
taken place in Cairo and on social
media, a position backed by thousands of people who said there was

A 2016 photo shows Egyptians reacting at the high administrative
court as a judge announces the postponing of a court ruling in the
case of two Red Sea islands to January 16th, 2017, in Cairo.
(AFP)
no mandate for Sisi or his government to hand control of the islands
to Saudi Arabia.
Former presidential candidate
and leftist politician Hamdeen Sabahi said he expected public anger
to snowball.
“Egyptians will get out on the
streets to protest the deal, even if
they all go to jail,” Sabahi said. “Sisi

does not have the right to give up
sovereignty over these islands.”
Sisi has been under pressure from
the Saudis to offer them something
tangible in return for the billions of
dollars in aid since the overthrow
of Islamist president Muhammad
Morsi in 2013.
Riyadh has started measures to
punish Cairo for not reciprocat-

ing in some way. The Saudis have
suspended oil shipments and postponed billions of dollars in promised
investments and finally by cementing ties with Ethiopia, the country
that is constructing a dam on the
Nile River, Egypt’s only source of
water.
A former career diplomat, who
requested anonymity, warned the
island dispute could cost Sisi his job
and spark a new popular uprising.
If parliament rejects the deal, the
diplomat said, Sisi can go to the Saudis and tell them: “Look, I did everything to give the islands to you but
[the lawmakers] are against this.”
If parliament approves the deal,
however, the diplomat added, Sisi
can circumvent public anger, which
would then be directed at legislators.
Mustafa al-Fiqqi, a former diplomat, said he expected Saudi Arabia
to resort to international arbitration
if parliament rejects the deal.
“This is why it is necessary to settle this issue peacefully,” Fiqqi said.
“Egypt and Saudi Arabia need each
other, particularly now.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.
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The Middle East in 2017:
A chaotic regional order
emerging
Nassif Hitti

Beirut

F

ive years after the burgeoning of the “Arab
spring”, the Middle East
has been caught in a long
“Arab winter”. Tension,
turmoil and all kinds of wars — civil
ones fought under different names,
wars by proxy and a bloody regional
civil conflict — have developed from
Iraq and Syria to Yemen and Libya.
Looking back at the last five
years, one could observe through
the hotbeds of conflicts, which became more and more interdependent because of the grand strategies
of the regional and international
powers involved, that non-state actors — sectarian, ethnic and extremist religious movements, including
the Islamic State (ISIS) and others
— are the key players in the transnational fighting. They yield more
power than the countries in which
they fight their wars under different
banners with the support always of
major powers.
In many cases in the “Arab spring”
countries, the regimes proved to be
stronger than the country they have
confiscated and privatised to serve
their interests. Meanwhile, society
is imploding along primordial identity lines — sectarian, religious or
ethnic — and weak state institutions
are breaking down and collapsing.

Non-state actors are
becoming the key
players in the ongoing
transnational
fighting.
The rise of sub-national identities
with their transnational solidarities
are threatening, with the exacerbated violent conflicts, the future
of a country itself. One can easily observe the looming danger and
growing number of failed and failing nations phenomena due to the
open-ended wars of all sorts.

Interesting enough from a historical perspective, this is happening at
the centenary of the Sykes-Picot accord and is allowing many observers to predict the collapse of such
an order.
Indeed, the taboo of the sanctity
of the country that fell after the
Cold War allowed many to consider
a post-Sykes-Picot order: The carving of new states out of the existing
ones amid the absence of any foreseeable solution to many of the ongoing conflicts and the difficulties if
not the impossibilities to put back
together the broken de facto pieces
of many of the concerned states.
Thus, a decade ago Joe Biden,
then a US senator, was among the
first to call for the partition of Iraq
on sectarian basis as the only feasible way to establish peace, one
based on the breaking of Iraq into
pieces. The strong return to the
front burner of Middle East politics
of the Kurdish independence issue
raises the spectre of redrawing borders in the Levant in particular.
Yet, it is worth reminding that
states’ divorce or splitting does not
necessarily lead to peace and to settling conflicts. The clash of sub-national identities in a failing country
contributes to and encourages such
splitting plans. Breaking up could
be considered by certain sectarian
or ethnic groups as the only way for
final salvation from a historical injustice done to them in the absence
of a successful nation-building
strategy.
However, the partition of Ethiopia and Eritrea as well as of Croatia
and Serbia and later the independence of South Sudan have indicated
that breaking up does not necessarily translate into a peaceful situation.
In the war-torn Middle East, three
scenarios appear to be plausible:
— The Sudanisation or the divorce
and the fragmentation of certain
states into two or more ones along
ethnic or sectarian lines, a sort of
post Sykes-Picot system. Such a scenario is difficult to envisage because
it cannot be limited to one particular country. It cannot be done à la

carte without having a spillover effect into other countries leading to
general chaos and a more complicated situation.

States’ divorce or
splitting does not
necessarily lead to
peace and to settling
conflicts.
— The Somalisation scenario,
which has been ongoing for years in
many places. It is being looked at as
the lively illustration of failed countries. Such states feature ongoing
protracted social conflict that could
be contained or managed with no
spillover effect outside the borders
in the absence of any plausible solution due to the complexities of the
conflict. At the same time, they develop the capacity to live with such
kind of conflict that witnesses ups
and downs in intensity of fighting,
at an acceptable cost and as the only
possible option.
— The Lebanonisation scenario
or the establishment of a political
system based on the consociational
democracy model, a consensus over
power-sharing among different ethnic, sectarian or religious communities. To paraphrase what Winston
Churchill said about democracy,
such a system is the worst of all systems except for all others. Yet, as
the Lebanese model has proven for
years through its different crises, it
is a system that invites interference
and interventions and that needs to
be revisited regularly because of its
tension- and crisis-provoking nature and for being vulnerable and
attractive to regional tensions and
crises.
It looks likes that after five years
and more of the once promising
“Arab spring”, a chaotic regional order is emerging in the Middle East
carrying more instability, tension
and wars of all sorts.
Nassif Hitti was head of the Arab
League Mission in Paris, Rome and
the Vatican. He is based in Beirut.

A member of the Syrian government forces replaces an Islamic
State (ISIS) group flag with a Syrian flag at Aleppo’s thermal
power plant, on February 21st, 2016. 			
(AFP)

Taking sectarian and ethnic sides in the MENA region

View poi nt

Mamoon
Alabbasi

T

aking sectarian or
ethnic sides in the
Middle East and
North Africa is
neither new nor
exclusive to the
region but there is a growing,
less straightforward aspect to
the phenomenon.
The norm has generally been
that people side with members
of their own faith, confession or
ethnicity.
This could be done via the
ballot box, in which political programmes become less important
to the electorate than the
identity of candidates. People
could very well end up voting
against their own interests.
In the worst scenarios, it is
manifested when people are
ready to kill, maim or displace
others because of their sectarian
or ethnic backgrounds. Those
who are not involved in such acts
could still engage in seeking to
justify them.
However, with the increase of
media and social media attention on the Middle East, many

Even solidarity with victims of
terror sometimes depends on
ethnicity, faith or sect.

from outside the region, as well
as from within, are more frequently taking sectarian or
ethnic sides.
These people could be in
positions of power or influence,
such as decision-makers,
politicians, analysts at thinktanks or journalists. Or they
could be laymen whose views
contribute to public opinion,
which would yield influence on
the media and government.
The reasons for taking such
sides are often ideological but
sometimes it is more about
hating a particular group. The
end result is often a consistent,
cartoonish, black and white
worldview.
The actions matter less than
who carried them out. In many
cases, people’s reaction to the
death of Yemenis would depend
on how they were killed. Was it a
shell by the Iranian-backed
Houthi rebels or an air strike by
the Saudi-led coalition that
supports the government? By
people, I do not mean Yemenis
or Saudis who are supporting
one of the warring sides but
people from other parts of the
Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region, the West or the
world in general.
The same, more shockingly,

could be applied to Syria. Who
raped, tortured, killed and
mutilated the corpses of Syrian
civilians? Was it militants of the
self-proclaimed Sunni caliphate
of the Islamic State (ISIS) or was
it carried out by forces loyal to
the secular/Alawite Assad
regime, backed by Shia militias
from Iran, Lebanon, Iraq,
Afghanistan and Pakistan? The
strength of condemnation (if
any) would depend on who
carried out such acts, systematically.
If you are a staunch Western
advocate of Kurdish separatism,
then the lives and views of Kurds
who support the Turkish government — and they are many —
might not matter much to you. If
you could overlook the plight of
Kurds suffering at the hands of
Kurdish militias or authorities,
then the persecution of Arabs
and Turkmen by Kurdish forces
in Syria and Iraq will not cause
you to lose much sleep at night.
Interestingly, Iran’s Kurds
appear to matter even less.
Sometimes you would find
that some Sunni Islamists only
advocate minority rights or slam
human rights abuses when it
suits them.
On occasion, you would find
alliances between ultra-secular

With the
increase of
media and
social media
attention on
the Middle
East, many
from outside
the region,
as well as
from within,
are more
frequently
taking
sectarian or
ethnic sides.

Sunnis and Shia fundamentalists
against Islamist Sunnis. For
example, an atheist Tunisian
might express greater concern
over Sunni Islamists advocating
the hijab in Egypt than Shia
Islamists imposing the hijab in
Iran.
Such alliances are no longer
based on ideology or principle
but rather depend on which side
you hate more — or if a perceived
threat is closer to home. In such
a case, you would stand against
those who are closer to you in
sect, ethnicity and even ideology
because they are your foes at
home or regionally.
Some leaders can never do
anything right. The same leaders
can never do anything wrong,
depending on whom you’re
asking. Even solidarity with
victims of terror sometimes
depends on ethnicity, faith or
sect.
The dangers of blindly taking
sides in this manner are not
restricted to the on-the-ground
actors in the MENA region but
also to anyone or anything that
could influence them — from
policymakers to public opinion.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor based
in London.
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Turkish parliament votes to hand powers to president
The Arab Weekly staff

Istanbul

T

urkey’s parliament has
begun voting its own
powers away with changes to the constitution that
would leave it reduced,
analysts said, to rubber-stamping
decrees issued by President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, who could stay in
power for more than another decade.
Erdogan argues there should
be an executive presidency, as in
France or the United States, to
combat security threats from the
Islamic State (ISIS), Kurdish separatists and followers of his former
ally, Islamist cleric Fethullah Gulen.
A failed coup blamed on Gulen
on top of an unprecedented wave
of attacks by ISIS and Kurdish
militants led to the declaration of
emergency rule in Turkey last July.
Constitutional amendments put
before parliament would not guarantee checks and balances to presidential power the US and French
systems have. The president could
issue decrees without consulting
parliament and directly appoint
the heads of the military and intelligence as well as fill many of the
top judicial posts.
Erdogan would have more powers than Syrian President Bashar
Assad
or
Russian
President
Vladimir Putin, analysts and opposition leaders said.

Constitutional
amendments put
before parliament
would not guarantee
checks and balances.
“They want to benefit from emergency rule to change the constitution. They want regime change.
They want to change to a dictatorial regime,” opposition leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu told supporters.
Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) is short of
the 367 seats in the 550-seat parliament for a two-thirds majority necessary to change the constitution
but, with the help of a small far-

right party, it should have the 330
votes that would put the constitutional changes to a referendum as
early as April.
Given the formidable party machine that has seen the AKP sweep
every election and referendum
since 2002, Erdogan should feel
confident he can swing the public
vote.

Erdogan’s ruling
Justice and
Development Party
(AKP) is short of the
367 seats for a twothirds majority.
In the first years of Erdogan’s
rule, Turkey had sustained economic growth and record levels of
foreign investment thanks in large
part to political stability following
two decades of revolving-door administrations and high inflation.
However, Turkey’s backing of Islamist rebel factions in the Syrian
civil war has led to blow-back with
ISIS bombs killing hundreds in
suicide attacks across the country
since July 2015. The breakdown of
a peace deal with Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) rebels has led to
a similar wave of bombings and a
renewed insurgency in the mainly
Kurdish south-east.
Both violent campaigns and the
failed July coup hurt Turkey’s important tourism sector with bookings down 40% in the first week
of January compared to the same
period last year, an industry survey
stated, and scared away foreign investors worried about stability.
Economic growth is sluggish and
inflation is rising. High levels of external debt and the Central Bank’s
failure to raise interest rates sufficiently to defend the lira — possibly under pressure from Erdogan
— have undermined faith in the
currency, which has lost more than
11% of its value since the start of
2017.
Far from bringing stability, Erdogan’s increasing powers and intolerance for opposition — a café
manager was arrested on December 24th after saying he would not
serve tea to the president — has
coincided with the most extensive
wave of violence in the republic’s

Ruling Justice and Development Party and main opposition Republican People’s Party lawmakers
scuffle at the parliament in Ankara during deliberations over the bill to change the constitution, on
January 11th.
(AFP)
93-year history.
Government supporters blame
the violence on an alliance of ISIS,
also known by its Arabic acronym
Daesh, the PKK and what Turkey
calls the Fethullah Gulen Terror Organisation (FETO).
“It is very clear that Daesh, the
PKK and FETO are acting all together,” declared the Sabah newspaper
on January 5th after a bomb attack
in the western city of Izmir. Sabah
is owned by a company headed by
Berat Albayrak, Erdogan’s son-inlaw and Turkey’s Energy minister.
These three disparate organisations are coordinated by the United
States, Sabah said.
A December survey said 76% of
people polled in Turkey believed
a foreign power was behind the attacks. Of those, 80% said the United States was the power involved.
The fall in the lira has similarly
been blamed on an international
conspiracy to undermine Turkey

with Erdogan urging people to sell
dollars to help prop up the local
currency. The lira has continued to
slide, fuelling the rush to buy more
dollars and other hard currencies.
“A global conspiracy against Turkey frees the Turkish government
from any responsibility,” columnist Mustafa Akyol wrote on the AlMonitor web site. “Had the government examined ISIS, the PKK
and the Gulenists as independent
actors, then there would be many
questions to ask the government…
but all such questions evaporate
when all answers are found in a collective Western conspiracy against
the glorious ‘New Turkey’.”
The Detained Journalists Solidarity Platform says 147 journalists
are currently in jail in Turkey, more
than in any other country. Twelve
members of parliament from the
main Kurdish party are also imprisoned.
“The AKP elite confuses democ-

racy with ‘majoritarianism’,” Turkish writer Elif Shafak said in a December interview with EUobserver.
Erdogan’s ability to win elections
and votes in parliament is likely to
lead to a slide towards ever more
authoritarian rule unhindered by
the checks and balances of a robust
parliament, a free press and free
speech. As the space for legitimate
opposition becomes ever narrower, some are more likely to turn to
other means to overturn that rule,
increasing instability.
The new constitution, senior
opposition parliamentarian Deniz
Baykal told parliament, “will destroy our century-old political tradition based on the understanding
of the sovereignty of the nation
and the supremacy of the parliament; the national political culture
will collapse and this proposal will
substitute the sovereignty of the
nation with the hegemony of one
person.”

Rushing Turkey headlong into a political abyss
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Yavuz Baydar

T

he year 2017, it seems,
will be the ultimate
test for the resiliency
of Turkey’s marred
political system and
the endurance of its
diverse, yet sharply polarized,
society.
Although his government has
had to deal with a stream of terror
attacks and a weakening economy,
nothing appears to stop Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
from enforcing a radical, historic
systemic shift. It is one, he
apparently hopes, that will grant
him absolute power to rule the
country for at least another
decade.
Erdogan is only months away
from a referendum that, critics
fear, will sink Turkey into the dark
well of autocracies in which
stability is achieved at the cost of
basic liberties and rights.
With the help of his right-hand
man, Prime Minister Binali
Yildirim, Erdogan engaged
parliament to approve a package
of constitutional amendments
due, his aides said, in April.
The 18-point bill is in various
ways political dynamite. It

Erdogan is only months away
from a referendum that, critics
fear, will sink Turkey into the
dark well of autocracies.

abolishes the notion of an
impartial presidency, under which
Turkey has been ruled, however
problematically, since its 1923
founding. Erdogan would be
given, more or less, a free ride to
rule the country from his palace,
where he would assemble the
cabinet, hiring and firing ministers and top bureaucrats to his
liking.
The system he will likely push
through will scrap the post of the
prime minister with executive
power being transferred exclusively to the president. He will be
empowered to declare a state of
emergency, for up to six months at
first, to be extended by a parliament that he aims to keep under
his control. The legislative
package would also hand him
extended powers to issue decrees
at will.
Erdogan would be entitled to
abolish parliament and declare
elections, should he deem it
necessary. Other parts of the
package are constructed to make
sure to keep governmental checks
and balances to the minimum:
The number of top judges and key
members of the judiciary the
president would be entitled to
pick would be increased so that
control is established over any
prospect of accountability.
A part that the opposition finds
most worrisome is that the
presidential and parliamentary

elections would be on the same
day. A most critical point, that of
keeping the 10% threshold of the
vote for parties to enter parliament, has not been brought up,
due to the ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP) smokescreen tactics.
This, of course, will be useful
for Erdogan to maintain a majority
in the legislature. He, of course,
will be able to keep his party
affiliation during his one-man
rule tenure.
The changes, if approved, would
be in effect from 2019 and would
allow the president to serve two
consecutive five-year terms. Fears
of Turkey turning into an autocratic state are certainly legitimate, especially among members
of an opposition party.
The pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democracy Party (HDP), the third
largest group in parliament, has
seen a dozen of its deputies,
including its co-chairmen, jailed
on terror charges in the past two
months. Its lawmakers say their
right to legislate has been violated.
Equally, the centrist-secular
Republican People’s Party (CHP),
aims to do all it can to block
Erdogan’s legislative package.
Both parties point to what they
say is the absence of the rule of
law in the country since the
abortive coup last July.
“Mind you, dear friends, we

Erdogan’s
single
remaining
challenger is
the rapidly
weakening
economy,
which is
showing
signs of
stagflation.

debate this draft under the
emergency rule,” said Deniz
Baykal, a veteran CHP deputy, in a
passionate plea to his fellow
lawmakers. “The emergency rule
was extended unconstitutionally.
We are ruled by decrees. One
hundred and sixty-three generals,
150 top judges, 6,296 officers and
147 journalists are in pre-trial
detention. Government trustees
have taken over 230 companies.
More than 50,000 public servants
are under legal inquiry. TV
channels are brought to their
knees.
“People have not been informed
at all about this draft. For God’s
sake, under such circumstances,
how come you think of a constitutional amendment? Have we lost
our minds?”
Baykal’s last question converges
with perceptions abroad as well.
Yet there is no sign of a diversion
from the path Erdogan has
chosen.
As he accelerates towards
autocracy, Erdogan’s single
remaining challenger is the
rapidly weakening economy,
which is showing signs of stagflation. He may end up winning in
the end but he could find himself
ruling a country of great instability.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Rafsanjani leaves Iran in grip of power struggle
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

T

he day after Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani lost the
run-off presidential ballot
in 2005, he arrived early
for work at the Expediency Council, the state body he led.
Rafsanjani knew politics had ups
and downs and he was a great survivor. His death — due to heart complications on January 8th at the age
of 82 — leaves Iranians struggling to
imagine their country without him
and marks an important transition
from the ageing generation that led
the 1979 Islamic revolution.
Rafsanjani has been at the core of
political power in Iran since then.
He was a close confidante of the
revolutionary leader, Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini. He became
parliamentary speaker, war commander towards the end of the
1980-88 war with Iraq and then
president for two terms in 1989-97.
From 1983 until his death, he sat
on the Experts Assembly, the clerical body that selects Iran’s supreme
leader.
Rafsanjani was crucial in persuading Khomeini in October 1988
to end the devastating war with
Iraq in which an estimated 1 million
people on both sides were killed.
It was a decision that Khomeini
called “more deadly than drinking
from a poisoned chalice”.
In 1989, Rafsanjani orchestrated
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei’s succession as leader and was central in
both the country’s post-war development and an uneven thaw in relations with the United States and
Europe.
Yet Rafsanjani, known in Iran as
kuseh — “the shark” — remained
mysterious.
Even his name was oblique. He
became “Rafsanjani” during the
struggle against the shah — when
he was jailed several times — after
the city, Rafsanjan, nearest to the
village, Bahraman, where he grew
up before starting clerical studies in
Qom aged 14.
His given name Akbar sometimes
became Ali Akbar, still wrongly
used by some international media.
Mystery gave him aura, which
could work in his favour. People
went to Rafsanjani — including
Westerners in the 1980s seeking the

A March 2011 file picture shows former Iranian president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani attending Iran’s Assembly of Experts biannual
meeting in Tehran. 												
		
(Reuters)
release of hostages held by Lebanese Shia militants — to get things
done.
As late as 2005, Western diplomats and news publications coveted Rafsanjani, seeking respectively
meaningful talks over Iran’s developing nuclear programme or just
an interview. For the latter, Rafsanjani’s aides insisted on positive coverage and were not short of takers.
Rafsanjani felt the nationalism
common among Iranians, even revolutionaries, and published a book
in 1968 lauding Amir Kabir, the
19th-century Qajar minister who
was ruthless in politics while a reformer and educationalist.
In Tehran, the Arman-e Emruz
newspaper mourned “the death of
the contemporary Amir Kabir”.
Pragmatism is double-edged.
During Iran-Contra, when in 198587 Tehran sought US weapons to
fight Iraq, many feared contact with
the “Great Satan” would pollute the
revolution’s ideals.
In the West, some balked at Rafsanjani’s citing by Argentinean
prosecutors for the 1994 bombing
of a Jewish centre in Buenos Aires
and by German prosecutors over
assassinations of Iranian opposi-

tion figures in Europe.
Reports of Rafsanjani’s growing
wealth grew more fantastic as Iran
in the 1990s see-sawed between
high growth and downturns — an
ideal environment for speculators.

Rafsanjani was
crucial in
persuading
Khomeini in October
1988 to end the
devastating war
with Iraq.
Iranians in shared taxis fed the
myths, detecting Rafsanjani’s hand
everywhere. Forbes magazine in
2003 put his wealth at more than
$1 billion and the New York Times’
obituary alleged he “exercised a
near monopoly on the lucrative pistachio trade”.
Certainly, associates and family
— including his son Mehdi, imprisoned in 2015 on corruption charges — undertook complex business
dealings, including in real estate,
that drew fire from fundamentalists
during the reformist presidency of
Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005).
As an establishment pillar, Raf-

sanjani kept aloof from the reformists but he was still targeted
by fundamentalists, especially as
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad sought to
win the 2005 presidential election
by denouncing the wealthy few — a
message so skilfully targeting Rafsanjani that it needed no spelling
out.
Defeat to Ahmadinejad curbed
Rafsanjani’s influence, although
the lure of his brand of pragmatism
increased for many in the political
class, including Khamenei, once
the reformist danger was routed,
first by Ahmadinejad in 2005 and
then by riot police during the 2009
protests against Ahmadinejad’s
fiercely disputed re-election.
The reformists’ demise helped
facilitate an act Amir Kabir would
have lauded, the 2015 nuclear
agreement with US-led world powers.
By 2013, with US President Barack
Obama pledged to engage Iran,
Rafsanjani was barred from Iran’s
presidential election on dubious
grounds of age but backed Hassan
Rohani, a long-time ally and once
his deputy as war commander.
Rohani’s victory led to the 2015
deal limiting the nuclear pro-

gramme and easing sanctions.
In the 2016 Experts Assembly
election, Rafsanjani topped the
Tehran constituency with 2.3 million votes (51%), confirming his
continuing popularity in the capital.
Iran’s political class expected him
to play some role in the developing intrigue over the succession to
Khamenei, who is nearly 78.
That expectation is now dashed.
A new generation of leaders — including Rohani, aged 68; judiciary chief Sadegh Larijani, 55; head
of the Imam Reza shrine Ebrahim
Raeisi, 56; and Mahmoud Hashemi Shahroudi, 68, second deputy
chairman of the Experts Assembly
— will shape the Islamic Republic’s
future.
This hinges on its ability to manage both internal differences and its
relations with the outside world.
Iran’s
factionalised
political
system goes on but with Rafsanjani’s death the Islamic Republic he
helped to shape has lost its canniest
defender.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times in 2003-07.

Iran’s military budget increase raises tensions with US

View poi nt

Tom Regan

T

he relationship
between the United
States and Iran has
been antagonistic for a
long time. Even after
the two sides reached a
deal on Iran’s nuclear programme,
tensions continued over Iranian
involvement in Syria, Yemen and
other hotspots. The election of
Donald Trump, who has openly
attacked the nuclear deal as “a
disaster”, added to the level of
distrust between the two adversaries.
Three things happened recently
to increase that tension: 1) the
death of former Iranian president
Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani dealt a
blow to the moderate camp and to
President Hassan Rohani; 2) an
incident in the Strait of Hormuz in
which a US Navy ship fired
warning shots at Iranian gun boats
its commanders felt were too
close and; 3) the Iranian government’s passage January 9th of a
plan that would increase military
spending from 2% of the overall
budget in 2015-16 to 5% of the

Tehran has increased the
funding for the military more
than 70% in the three years of
Rohani’s term in office.

budget in 2016-17.
While the death of Rafsanjani
and the close call between the
Iranian and US ships were important developments — Trump has
said that he would “blow Iranian
ships out of the water” if a similar
incident happened during his
administration — it is the increase
in military spending that deserves
the most attention.
The Iranian government has
quietly increased the funding for
the military more than 70% in the
three years of Rohani’s term in
office. The January 9th increase in
military spending is designed to
not only boost the regular army
and the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) but also to
improve the country’s long-range
missile programme. It is this last
element that is sure to set off
alarms in Washington and,
perhaps more importantly,
Jerusalem.
Trump has said he would
prevent Iran from increasing its
missile capacity, although he has
not said how he would accomplish
this.
“Those ballistic missiles, with a
range of 1,250 miles (2,000km),
were designed to intimidate not
only Israel… but also intended to
frighten Europe and someday
maybe hit even the United States,”

Trump told an American Israel
Public Affairs Committee gathering last March. “We’re not going to
let that happen.”
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu can be counted on to
use this to his advantage. He is
already counting on an improved
relationship with the Trump
administration, which seems to
share his hawkish views on Iran.
The Iranian military budget
increase gives the cunning
Netanyahu something that he can
use to distract the Israeli public
from the emerging scandal
involving his alleged offer to help
one Israeli newspaper get a foot
up on the competition if it gave
him more favourable coverage.
There is, however, a wild card in
this contest: Russia. Moscow
could help Trump’s ambitions to
deter Iran militarily or thwart his
plans to do so.
When Iran and Russia started to
work together in Syria, it altered a
long-standing principle in Iran
since the revolution of 1979 of “No
East, No West.” Both sides have a
historical distrust of each other’s
true intentions (particularly on
the Iranian side) but the global
political situation means it is to
their mutual benefit to work
together.
Russia sees Iran as a way to

The USIranian
relationship
is headed for
yet another
rocky
stretch.

become a significant player in the
Middle East. Iran sees Russia as
the best way to promote a bipolar
world order that significantly
diminishes the idea of the United
States as the world’s sole superpower.
It will be interesting to see how
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s
bromance with Trump will affect
the Russian-Iranian alliance.
Putin is the dominant partner in
that relationship, so whatever
Putin believes is the best way to
advance the Russian agenda will
be reflected in his dealings with
Washington and Tehran.
It is hard to predict how things
will change after Trump’s inauguration on January 20th. Trump
says (and tweets) a lot of hard-line
positions publicly but tends to be
more reasonable when dealing
with a controversial issue face to
face.
One thing you can be sure of,
however, is that the US-Iranian
relationship is headed for yet
another rocky stretch after a
relatively peaceful interlude.
Tom Regan, a columnist at
factsandopinion.com, previously
worked for the Christian Science
Monitor, National Public Radio,
the Boston Globe and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation.
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2017 will be
another year
of key elections
for Europe
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

I

f 2016 was the year of Donald
Trump, Brexit and the rise of
nativist politics, 2017 looks
likely to continue in that vein
with an ongoing migration crisis and several European elections
that could shape the future of the
continent for decades.
France and Germany, key members of the European Union, are to
have parliamentary and presidential elections in 2017, with security
and migration expected to be the
major election issues. Italy, where
former prime minister Matteo Renzi stepped down after a referendum
defeat, could also have snap elections in 2017.

There is a marked
rise in right-wing
Eurosceptic parties
that look set to
increase their share
of the vote, if not
take office, in 2017.
While it is unlikely that any other
European country could choose to
follow Britain out of the European
Union, there has been a marked rise
in right-wing Eurosceptic parties
that appear likely to increase their
share of the vote, if not take office,
in 2017.

“In five months, you will make
a choice… France is open to the
world. It is European. It is fraternal.
How can we imagine our country
huddled behind walls, reduced to
only its domestic market, returning to its national currency and
discriminating against its children
according to their origins?” asked
French President François Hollande in his New Year’s Eve address.
Whatever happens, Hollande will
be vacating Élysée Palace after the
election, with the sitting president
— the most unpopular French leader
since the second world war — declining to stand for re-election as the Socialist Party candidate in favour of
former prime minister Manuel Valls.
Despite this, many political analysts say the election will come
down to a choice between the
Conservative François Fillon and
the far-right National Front leader
Marine Le Pen. Both candidates are
running on a broadly anti-immigration platform.
The first round of France’s 2017
elections is set for April 23rd. If no
candidate wins an outright majority of the vote, a run-off between
the top two candidates is scheduled for May 7th.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel will also be facing a tough task
in 2017, with many in the country
criticising her for acceptance of unfettered migration and the slew of
terrorist attacks that took place in
2016.
An estimated 900,000 refugees

Staff count ballot papers at the Glasgow count centre at the Emirates Arena, Glasgow, Scotland, on
June 23rd, 2016, after polls closed in the referendum on whether Britain will remain or stay in the
European Union.
(AFP)
have arrived in Germany since
2015, with many linking the opendoor refugee policy to the increasing number of terrorist attacks in
the country. Most recently an Islamic State-inspired terrorist used
a stolen truck to run down shoppers at a Christmas market in Berlin, killing 12 people.
“As we pursue our lives and our
work, we tell the terrorists: They
are murderers full of hatred but it’s
not they who determine how we
live and want to live. We are free,
humane [and] open. Together we
are stronger,” Merkel said in a defiant New Year’s Eve speech.
She faces a tough challenge in
securing a fourth term in office in
September’s federal elections fol-

lowing questions from Bavarian
sister party and coalition partner
the Christian Social Union (CSU)
over immigration and the rise of
the right-wing populist Alternative
for Germany party (AfD) that looks
set to enter parliament for the first
time with a healthy number of
seats.
While Italy is scheduled to have
elections before May 2018, many
analysts say these could be sooner
rather than later after Renzi’s resignation following a referendum defeat on constitutional reform.
The appointment of Renzi’s former Foreign minister, Paolo Gentiloni, as head of Italy’s centre-left
government signals a continuation
in policy at a time when the anti-

establishment Five Star Movement
and anti-immigration Northern
League party are on the rise.
Elsewhere in Europe, elections in
Holland, Serbia and Slovenia could
prove critical for the future of Europe as many anticipate a continuation of the rise of the right that began in 2016.
In Holland, far-right politician
Gert Wilders was ahead in polls at
the turn of the year, with many expressing alarm at the prospect of
a Dutch prime minister known for
his anti-Islamic views and who has
previously been convicted of hate
speech.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

‘Integration’ remains key British migration issue
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

I

“

ntegration” has become a
watchword in British politics with government and
parliamentary reviews into
it being issued within a
month of each other.
A landmark government review
into integration, which pointed to
a lack of it among Britain’s more
than 3 million Muslims, was issued
December 5th, the same week that
a third-party survey revealed that
British Muslims support “full integration” and broadly shared the
views and priorities of the wider
population.
A 200-page report by British government official Louise Casey into
“opportunity and integration” in
Britain painted a bleak picture of
segregated British Muslim communities and called for immigrants to
take “an oath of integration with
British values and society”.
The report said there were “high
levels of social and economic isolation in some places and cultural and
religious practices in communities
that are not only holding some of
our citizens back but run contrary
to British values and sometimes our
laws”. It called for increased focus
on promoting the English language
and on “women’s emancipation” in
communities in which they are being held back by “regressive cultural
practices”.
A parliamentary report into integration, issued on January 5th by
the all-party parliamentary group
on social integration, did not strike
the same bleak tone regarding a
divided Britain, although it did endorse the government’s recommendation that all immigrants be made
to learn English.
“All immigrants should be expect-

A 2015 file photo shows Muslims performing prayers for Eid alFitr to mark the end of the holy month of Ramadan at a park in
London, Britain.
(Reuters)
ed to have either learned English before coming to the UK or be enrolled
in compulsory ESOL [English for
Speakers of Other Languages] classes upon arrival,” the study advised.
Labour MP Chuka Umunna, who
heads the parliamentary committee
on social integration, outlined the
difficulty of treating “integration”
as a monolithic and easy-to-solve issue. “It’s clear that immigration has
impacted on different communities
in different ways and the pace of

change has alarmed many,” he said.
“The government has a duty to
address the lack of integration of
immigrants… Failing to do so has
left a vacuum for extremists and
peddlers of hate to exploit,” said
Umunna, who represents an ethnically and religiously diverse north
London constituency.
However, a third-party poll published on December 2nd and billed
as “the most extensive research of
British Muslims ever conducted”

put forward a far less bleak view of
“integration”, asserting that British
Muslims “broadly share the same
views as the rest of the population”.
“Despite the greater religiosity and social conservatism [among
British Muslims]… their lifestyles
are largely secular with only limited
interest in sharia finance or separate
religious education,” a report on the
poll stated.
The poll, conducted by the Policy
Exchange think-tank in conjunction with the ICM polling company,
surveyed more than 3,000 British
Muslims. It revealed that 53% of respondents said they wanted to “fully integrate with non-Muslims in all
aspects of life”. Another 37% said
they favoured integration on “most
things” while 6% expressed support
for leading “a separate Islamic life
as far as possible” and 1% said they
favoured a “fully separate” Islamic
life.
The poll revealed that 93% of British Muslims asked said they felt a
fairly or very strong attachment to
Britain and that British Muslims
were more likely than the general
population to condemn terrorism.
The three reports — one issued by
a conservative-led government, one
by a bipartisan parliamentary committee and the other by a third-party polling company — paint wildly
contrasting views of British-Muslim
integration. Many Muslim organisations particularly criticised the reproachful tone of the government
report.
Harun Khan, secretary-general
of the Muslim Council of Britain
(MCB), dubbed the Casey review a
“missed opportunity”, adding that
the tone of the report seemed to inordinately blame Muslims.
“We need to improve integration
and it needs to involve the active
participation of all Britons, not just
Muslims. As former prime minister
David Cameron has stated, ‘Integra-

tion is a two-way street’,” Khan said.
As for the all-party parliamentary
report, Khan said: “Unlike recently
published deliberations, this report includes a number of sensible
recommendations, including local
integration plans, training and English learning classes for economic
migrants…, community mentoring programmes, encouragement
of social mixing and cutting naturalisation fees, as well as automatic
pathways to citizenship for new arrivals.”

93%
of British Muslims
asked said they
felt a fairly or very
strong attachment
to Britain.
Mohammed Shafiq, chief executive of the Ramadhan Foundation,
a Muslim lobby group, condemned
the Casey report as “inflammatory
and divisive”.
“Sadly, in today’s Britain, Muslims are seen as an easy target to
attack by politicians, commentators
and parts of the media without any
regard for the impact this has on
communities,” he said.
Questions of integration have
only been on the rise since the Brexit vote, with many observers expressing concern at the spike in race
and religious hate crime reported
following the June referendum.
However, most British Muslims, the
poll indicated, do seek integration.
“I grew up in Britain, I would class
myself as British. My values are the
same as any ordinary British person,
I just happen to be from a particular
faith,” answered one Birminghambased British Muslim to the ICM
poll.
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Russia elbows US aside in Middle East
Harvey Morris

London

A

fter a Moscow meeting on the Syrian crisis
in mid-December — a
meeting notable for the
conspicuous
absence
of the United States — Washington
felt obliged to insist it was not being
sidelined from international efforts
to resolve the conflict.
A new troika of Russia, Turkey
and Iran, which would have been
unthinkable a year ago, gathered to
draw up a Moscow declaration on
extending a ceasefire in Syria. The
Americans were not invited.
US State Department spokesman
John Kirby was on the defensive,
explaining that his boss — US Secretary of State John Kerry — “doesn’t
see this as a snub at all”.
The Russians could scarcely disguise their glee at having frozen
Washington out of the Syrian question.
“All previous attempts by the
United States and its partners to
agree on coordinated actions were
doomed to failure,” Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu said
ahead of the Moscow meeting.
“None of them wielded real influence over the situation on the
ground.”

The Russians could
scarcely disguise
their glee at having
frozen Washington
out of the Syrian
question.
Just a year ago, Shoigu was deploying missiles in response to Turkey’s shooting down of a Russian
warplane. Here he was now sitting
down with his Turkish counterparts
to determine the future of Syria.
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov, another participant, said
trilateral cooperation between Rus-

sia, Iran and Turkey was the most effective way to settle the Syrian crisis. Again, no mention of the United
States.
NATO-member Turkey, once the
most intransigent opponent of the
Bashar Assad regime in Damascus,
appears to have accepted the inevitable and has effectively dropped
its demands for regime change.
Its new-found relationship with
Russian President Vladimir Putin
showed no sign of being disrupted
by the assassination in Ankara of
Russia’s envoy on December 19th,
the day before the Moscow meeting.

The US is going
through the dying,
lame-duck days of
the Obama
presidency.
On the contrary, the killing of ambassador Andrei Karlov prompted
some unsubtle suggestions in both
countries that the United States
was somehow to blame.
One lesson that might be taken
from the tripartite Moscow gathering is that half a century of US hegemony in the Middle East is disappearing with a whimper rather than
a bang.
Russia, which had been reduced
to a diplomatic lightweight in the
region after the collapse of the Soviet Union, appears to be calling the
shots and cementing ties not only
with Iran but with America’s NATO
ally Turkey.
It might be premature, however,
to mourn or to celebrate the United
States’ retreat.
The United States is going
through the dying, lame-duck days
of the Barack Obama presidency.
Both he and Kerry will be out of office in a week.
As for President-elect Donald
Trump, his policies towards the
Middle East, as on a range of other
issues, remain what former secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld

Foreign Ministers Sergei Lavrov (front) of Russia, Mevlut Cavusoglu (2nd R) of Turkey, Mohammad
Javad Zarif (R) of Iran and members of the delegations attend a meeting in Moscow in December. (Reuters)
would have described as “known
unknowns”.
Obama has been castigated at
home and abroad for his reticence
in tackling the Syrian crisis, most
notably with his failure to follow up
on the threat of action if Damascus
crossed a “red line” by using chemical weapons.
In Obama’s defence, it could be
said that at the time he prioritised
an international nuclear deal with
Iran, which he successfully reached
despite a reluctant Congress. Action against Iran’s Syrian ally might
have scuppered that.
He showed markedly less enthusiasm than France and Britain about
getting embroiled in Libya in 2011,
although the United States is overwhelmingly blamed for the consequences of that messy intervention.

In Iraq, the United States stood
by as Islamic State (ISIS) forces
swarmed into the country, intervening only in response to frantic appeals from its Kurdish allies
that they were about to be overwhelmed.
Nevertheless, Obama is portrayed in the parallel universe of internet conspiracists as a war-monger who deliberately created ISIS to
promote US interests in the region.
When it comes to interfering in
the affairs of other states, Obama
might conclude that an American
president is damned if he does and
damned if he does not.
The Russians may be, for the
time being, enjoying the benefit of
the doubt. They acted decisively
to fill the vacuum of US inaction
in support of their Syrian ally and

now it looks as if Assad might survive. That, however, has come at
the cost of a brutal campaign to recover Aleppo that has been widely
condemned — and not only in the
West.
Trump has said positive things
about Putin but that does not necessarily mean the United States will
just accept that there is a new Russian hegemony in the Middle East.
For all the recent focus on Aleppo, there is still a battle going on
for Mosul, where the United States
is leading an international coalition
supporting Iraqi forces moving
slowly to recover the city from ISIS.
So the one “known known” surrounding the change of guard in
Washington is that the United
States is not about to retreat from
the region just yet.

Jared Kushner has wasta

View poi nt

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

J

ared Kushner is to become
a senior adviser to the
United States’ 45th
president, his father-inlaw Donald Trump,
because he has wasta.
That’s Arabic for “clout”, which
means who you know rather than
what you know or, more importantly, what everyone else knows
you know.
So far, what does the world
know that Kushner knows?
It knows he is married to the
incoming US president’s favourite child, Ivanka. That his
father-in-law prizes family and
loyalty just a notch above his own
fabulously good opinion of
himself. That Kushner’s grandmother, Rae Kushner, who was
born in present-day Belarus,
suffered grievously along with
her family at the hands of the
Nazis on account of her Jewish
faith.
Finally, it is probably fair to
assume Kushner knows that
being an Orthodox Jew makes
him an important, possibly
discordant voice on a key conflict
in the Middle East. His reflexive
sympathies, with the backing of
his powerful father-in-law’s
administration, could decisively
tip the scale on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Soon after his election win,

Jared Kushner is to become a
senior adviser to the United
States’ 45th president, his
father-in-law Donald Trump.

Trump declared that Kushner,
who has no foreign policy
experience and no known record
of delicate diplomatic deal-making, could help “do peace in the
Middle East”.
A lot rides on that casual
statement. It suggests that
America’s next president believes
the Israeli-Palestinian peace can
be brokered without even the
pretence of US impartiality. It
indicates that Kushner, who has
financially supported Israeli
settlement building, will be
blandly expected to weigh in on a
tricky core issue of the conflict.
The settlements were recently
declared illegal by the United
Nations, to Israel and Trump’s
fury.
Trump’s statement also shows
that he sees no problem in
deploying a partisan envoy to “do
peace” in a sensitive region even
though the Kushner family has
known Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu for years
and financially supports the
American Israel Public Affairs
Committee. It, of course, is
committed solely to promoting
the US-Israel relationship.
Here is the flip side and it is
argued by no less than Richard
Haass, president of the Council
on Foreign Relations and an
experienced diplomat under various Republican administrations.
He recently mused that Kushner’s induction as Trump’s
special envoy to the Middle East
would re-establish “strategic
trust” between the United States
and Israel. As for the peace
process, he said, putting the

words into quotes, it does not
currently exist, so Kushner can
neither break it nor make it.
This is sad but true. However,
even if there is no peace process
now, the appointment of someone who could not revive it is its
death knell.
Of course, Kushner’s powerful
role in his father-in-law’s White
House has implications that go
beyond the Israeli-Palestinian
issue. As Trump’s most trusted
and influential adviser — family
comes first, after all — he can
speak for the American president
in a way that incoming Secretary
of State Rex Tillerson
will probably come to
envy.
In a funny way
though, Kushner’s

With
Kushner’s
rise, a
Western
superpower
appears to
be twinning
with the
exotic East.

A 2016 file photo shows Jared Kushner,
son-in-law of President-elect Donald Trump
walking from Trump Tower, in New York.

induction makes the United
States more relatable for countries in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region, where
family rule is often seen as a
guarantor of stability and the
bonds of kinship well understood
as the strongest badge of authority. With Kushner’s rise in an
America that hitherto frowned on
the blatant privileging of those
linked to a president by blood or
marriage, a Western superpower
appears to be twinning with the
exotic East. This is hardly
inspirational but it is relatable.
For a son-in-law with wasta is
not unusual sighting in Middle
East and North Africa (MENA)
countries. Kushner’s direct
equivalents are the powerful
sons-in-law of two elected
presidents. Berat Albayrak,
Turkey’s minister of natural
resources and energy, has
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
for a father-in-law. Gebran Bassil,
Lebanon’s Foreign minister, is
married to President Michel
Aoun’s daughter.
Even so, Trump has been
elected US president, not
anointed king. One day, he will be
out of office and the interrupted
rhythms of presidential appointments sans nepotism will resume.
Then, Trump and his son-in-law’s
historical footprint will be no
more than the total sum of good
or evil they wrought.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
Her blog can be found at
www.rashmee.com and she is
(AP) on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Renewable energy takes centre stage in Abu Dhabi
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

A

s concerns rise about the
sustainability of fossil
fuels and with the cost
of solar panels dropping
sharply, renewable energy is high on the agenda again. With
its abundance of sun and energy
expertise and because of a push for
innovation led by the United Arab
Emirates, the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) region is widely regarded as the potential leader in the
still-developing field.
The vision for a greener MENA
is there and, with carbon dioxide
emissions in Gulf states among the
highest in the world, it needs to be.
This should get the spotlight
when the World Future Energy Summit, part of Abu Dhabi Sustainability
Week, marks its tenth anniversary
January 16th-19th. Leading industry
and government figures are expected to attend what is considered the
most influential event for advancing
the use of renewables, energy efficiency and clean technology.
As the summit’s host, the UAE has
been working to live up to the gathering’s message. The UAE Energy
Plan 2050, unveiled January 10th,
aims to cut carbon dioxide emissions by 70%, increase clean energy
use 50% and improve energy efficiency 40%, resulting in savings of
$190.5 billion.
“Ensuring the sustainability of
energy resources means ensuring
the sustainability of the country’s
growth,” Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid al-Maktoum, UAE prime
minister and ruler of Dubai, said
when announcing the plan.

For all the vision, however, experts say there must be a commitment to change shared by governments, the private sector, investors
and residents.
Ulysses Papadopoulos, founder
and chief executive officer of GreenEmirates, said those with the capacity to invest are realising the potential that renewable energy offers and
now companies and communities
need to follow suit.

The UAE Energy Plan
2050 aims to cut
carbon dioxide
emissions by 70%.
“The UAE has committed to the
COP 22 Paris agreement on climate
change and aggressive targets have
been set but I believe businesses in
the UAE must understand why they
need to come on board,” he said.
“One of our biggest issues is transport, for example. So many people drive vehicles without regard
to their efficiency, engine size and
so on. The Emirates Authority for
Standardisation and Metrology has
said it will regulate larger cars. So
there is a government commitment
but people on the ground need to
be better educated and there also
needs to be more, better streamlined regulation.”
“In Abu Dhabi and in Sharjah, the
tariff for disposing of landfill waste
by tonne is much higher than in
Dubai and recycling companies in
Dubai have said this doesn’t encourage businesses to seek alternatives,”
he said. Dubai also has 150 charging stations for electric vehicles but
many motoring retailers are not
even importing electric or hybrid
cars.

An Emirati official looks at the Concentrating Solar Power platform at Masdar City, on the outskirts of
Abu Dhabi.
(AFP)
“The UAE is very ambitious and
committed where green energy is
concerned, but it also has thousands
of companies who are not operating
in a green way,” Papadopoulos said.
One of the often-heard arguments
against green energy is that it costs
too much but Papadopoulos said
the alternative message needs to get
through.
“Green energy is not more expensive. It actually saves money,” he
said, “and it is more cost-effective
to go green from day one, so you do
not have to implement it later on.
“The introduction of more tariffs
on water and electricity in the UAE
means high consumers face a high
cost and we receive a lot of inquiries

from companies about how they can
reduce these energy costs.”
The single biggest change needed
towards becoming a more sustainable country, however, is in how
buildings are constructed, Papadopoulos said. Property owners do not
necessarily want to look at fitting
solar panels or installing energyefficient measures, he pointed out,
but offering them a greater range of
options would make this a more attractive proposition.
“Many businesses will now come
in, fit solar power panels, pay for
them, then charge a monthly fee,”
he said. “There is a lot of activity
in this area from investors. It is all
about having that initial push.”

However, Abu Dhabi, Papadopoulos said, has some catching up to do
with neighbouring Dubai, because
the reliance of residents in the UAE
capital on energy subsidies has led
to overuse of energy.
“Abu Dhabi has been very socially
conscious in providing power and
water as a form of community support but this has not encouraged its
residents to be mindful of their consumption,” he explained. “Now, this
has started to change but I would
say that Abu Dhabi, in this regard,
is two to three years behind Dubai.”
Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in the United
Arab Emirates.

Saudi embrace of ride-hailing apps
drives economic, social change
Celine Aswad

Dubai

S

audi Arabia hopes its plan
to bring 1.3 million more
women into the workforce
by 2030 will be given a lift
from ride-hailing apps Uber
and Dubai-based rival Careem.
The cars offer women, who are
banned from driving in the conservative Muslim country, an alternative to being driven to work
by chauffeurs, male relatives or the
shabby taxi system.
Ride-hailing apps have come under intense scrutiny from governments and regulators across the
globe as they disrupt traditional taxi
businesses but Saudi Arabia courted
Uber and Careem to support its Vision 2030 economic reform plan.
With a budget squeezed by lower
oil prices, the plan aims to draw
workers from government jobs by
creating 450,000 private sector positions by 2020. Uber and Careem
say they will create up to 200,000
jobs for Saudi men in two years.
By offering women a way to get to
work, it should also help meet the
plan’s goal of increasing the female
workforce by 5 percentage points in
five years to 28%.

Women account for
about 80% of Uber
and Careem’s
passengers, the
companies said.
“This is the next best thing to
women being able to drive, because
you are in control of your time, no
more wasteful waiting around,” said
Marwa Afandi, a 36-year-old marketing executive.
With the workforces of Uber and
Careem expected to overtake in
number the 65,000 nationals em-

ployed by state oil giant Saudi Aramco, the kingdom has invested in
both companies.
Saudi’s sovereign wealth fund put
$3.5 billion into Uber in June 2016
and state-controlled Saudi Telecom
Co announced on December 18th
that it bought 10% of Careem for
$100 million.
“The percentage of Careem captains who are Saudi has jumped
from effectively zero to 60% in the
last 12 months and we aim to employ 70,000 Saudis by end 2017,”
said Abdulla Elyas, co-founder of
Careem.
Women account for about 80% of
Uber and Careem’s passengers, the
companies said.
“In a country where they (women) cannot get behind the wheel we
are offering both the women and
the government a win-win solution,” said Zeid Hreish, Uber’s general manager in Saudi Arabia.
A personal driver offers the most
cachet for middle- and upper-class
women but, as these cost as much
as $800 a month — around 20% of
the average monthly household
income — women look for more affordable options.
Some wealthier Saudi women
have never used the country’s existing taxi system because it is
not seen as acceptable for them to
travel in the older vehicles that are
often provided.
Uber and Careem offer an alternative because they require their
drivers to use cars that are less than
3 years old. Uber works with car financing companies in Saudi Arabia
to help its drivers buy newer cars.
The use of the app for booking a
car also allows a passenger to select
a particular driver and some say
the use of smartphone technology
brings a better class of driver.
There is little difference in price
between a journey with Uber or Careem and a local taxi company but
the industry does not feel threat-

ened because it caters to a different
market — road-side taxi hailers are
usually lower-income men and do
not own smartphones.
Careem is developing a subsidised rides programme for low-income working Saudi women with
the Ministry of Labour.

Saudi Arabia hopes
to bring 1.3 million
more women into the
workforce by 2030.
The high female engagement
with such apps reflects how social
attitudes are evolving in the conservative kingdom. Traditional
social norms dictate local women
cannot interact with men to whom
they are not related. However, the
ride-hailing scenario has jumped
ahead of such restrictions, aided
by a zero tolerance policy for driver
complaints operated by Uber and
Careem.
“I am comfortable in the car with
the driver because we are getting
a professional service from a company where the driver will be held
accountable for any complaints
made against him,” said Alia Shayef, a 42-year-old banker living in
Jeddah.
Some riders and drivers, however, remain uneasy about the mixing
of genders. An 18-year-old university student in Riyadh said that since
more Saudis became Uber and Careem drivers her father has forbidden her to use the apps.
One Careem driver said he does
not take female riders to avoid cultural clashes and any risk of complaint.
The proliferation of ride-sharing
services has also done little to take
away the yearning for women to
drive. Some are concerned that it
has made it even less likely that the
government will ever allow women
to get behind a steering wheel.

Saudi women use the Careem application on their mobile phones
in Riyadh, on January 2nd.
(Reuters)
In June, when Uber announced
the Saudi wealth fund had invested
in its business, some Saudi women
took to Twitter to unveil their disapproval with the hashtag “Saudi
women announce Uber boycott,”
trending within hours of the news.
The state investment is partly
aimed at bolstering the employment of local men at a time of rising unemployment. The Ministry
of Transportation in November said
Uber and Careem must “limit the
jobs to Saudi nationals” although
legal non-Saudi drivers may continue to work for the companies.
Working for a globally recognised
company, such as Uber, is a draw
for tech-savvy Saudis, helping
some overcome the stigma of being
a driver.

“Uber is a trend and people want
to follow it and be a part of the
digital revolution,” said Abdulelah
Bassyoni, founder and managing
director of Saudi-based digital consultancy Brain Technology.
Despite this, Careem and Uber
say most drivers work part-time,
alongside government jobs that
they are reluctant to leave cause
of the perceived security and benefits.
Nasser, a 30-year-old from Riyadh, said he was working as an
Uber driver to top up his government salary with extra cash.
“It is crazy to think anyone would
leave their government position. It
is a blessing to have it,” he said.
(Reuters)
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Lebanon moves to oil exploration stage
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

T

he Lebanese government
has agreed, after nearly
three years of delay, to
approve two decrees. The
first delineates five blocks
to be put on offer for oil and gas exploration. The second establishes
the working model to be used — a
hybrid production-sharing contract
(PSC).
The approval of the decrees ended more than two years of gridlock
among politicians on how to proceed with the Lebanon’s first-round
bidding process. The delay cost
Lebanon opportunities, as neighbouring Cyprus and Israel made
discoveries, attracted major international oil companies (IOCs) in the
case of Cyprus and the start of domestic production in Israel as well
as the signing of sales and purchase
contracts with regional countries.

The unnecessary
long delay in
Lebanon raised an
outcry among the
people.
The delay in Lebanon raised an
outcry among the public concerning corruption. This outcry was
reiterated — by two Democratic Alliance ministers, led by the Druze
political leader Walid Jumblatt —
during the cabinet’s meeting that
approved the two decrees.
The breakthrough was reached as
a result of an agreement among the
country’s sectarian leaders in late
2016 for Michel Aoun to become
president and Saad Hariri prime
minister.
Pre-qualified firms were selected in 2015 to take part in the firstround bidding. The list includes
major IOCs that showed interest

due to the blocks’ potential. Lebanon commissioned international
firms to conduct 2D and 3D seismic
surveys in its Exclusive Economic
Zone (EEZ) waters. The results
showed positive prospects.
ExxonMobil, Chevron and Anadarko (the United States), Shell
(Britain/Netherlands),
Total
(France), Inpex (Japan), Statoil
(Norway), Repsol (Spain), Mersk
(Denmark), Petrobras (Brazil), Petronas (Malaysia) and Eni (Italy) are
among the companies pre-qualified.
The final selection is to take place
in the last quarter of this year. It is
not clear how many of the firms are
still interested in operating in Lebanon, particularly after the decline
in oil prices. Several firms (Exxon
Mobil, Total and Eni) are taking
a regional interest in the eastern
Mediterranean, having expressed
interest in operating in both Cyprus
and Lebanon.
The gas process in Lebanon, however, faces more difficult challenges. The maritime borders — north
with Syria and south with Israel
— are not demarcated. The border
with Israel poses a particular problem as the countries are formally at
war. Demarcating the marine border with Syria is not easy either, as
it must await the end of the conflict
there and the development of better relations between the two countries.
Lebanon has not signed joint
field development agreements with
its marine neighbours. The accords
set rules and procedures to develop
fields that straddle the waters of
multiple countries.
Both Cyprus and Israel launched
bids during 2016. Israel has discovered around 1.1 trillion cubic metres
(tcm) of gas in ten fields and started
production from the Tamar field in
April 2013. Cyprus has discovered
one field, Aphrodite, with about
140 billion cubic metres (bcm) of
gas reserves.
In the latest bid rounds an-

OPEC chief
‘confident’ on
production cuts

A 2013 file photo shows a worker pointing at screens on board a
boat during a tour of areas off Lebanon’s coast believed to have gas
reserves.
(Reuters)
nounced by the two countries last
year, Cyprus succeeded in attracting Exxon Mobil, Qatar Petroleum,
Eni and Total for southern blocks.
Eni discovered a major field,
Zohr, last August in northern Egyptian waters, only 5km south of Cypriot waters. The projections are that
the structure could extend into the
southern Cypriot waters, hence the
IOCs’ interest in blocks bordering
the Zohr discovery.
Israel has two tasks during 2017.
The first is to see to it that the operating companies — local Israeli
firms and Houston-based Noble Energy — receive sufficient credit facilities from international banks to
develop the giant Leviathan field. A
sales and purchase agreement has
been signed with Jordan’s National
Power Company for gas supplies
over a long-term period.
The second challenge for Israel
is attracting IOCs to participate in
gas exploration and development.
About 24 blocks were opened to
bidding last August and interest
was expressed by several firms.

Major exploration work in Israel, has been undertaken by Noble
Energy, in partnership with local
Israeli firms, principally the Delek
Group.
Israel gas development slowed
in 2015 and 2016 because of a legal
battle between the Anti-Monopoly
Commission and the operating
companies. The former argued that
Noble and its partners discovered
all the offshore gas fields so far, creating a monopoly that gives them
the upper hand in determining future gas prices and hence power
prices to the detriment of the Israeli
consumer. The companies argued
that the commission was acting
contrary to the agreement that they
had signed with Israel. The dispute,
though having been settled, scared
the IOCs.
The 24-block opening is to assist
in further exploration in Israel and
create a more positive relationship
with the IOCs.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Tunisia seeks buyers after record orange harvest
Tunis

T

unisia is desperately looking for orange lovers after a bumper harvest of
550,000 tonnes of the
fruit, half of which could
be destroyed if there are no buyers,
experts said.
Mohamed Ali Jandoubi, who
heads the Groupement Interprofessionel des Fruits (GIF), an association of citrus growers, said farmers
have harvested 550,000 tonnes of
oranges this year.
“Over the past five years we
reached a ceiling of 400,000 tonnes.
This year we’ve harvested 550,000
tonnes. It’s huge,” said Jandoubi,

who warned the recent harvest will
not spell good news if there are no
buyers.
“Half of it could be destroyed” if
there are no buyers, the Tunisian
Union of Agriculture and Fishery
recently warned, with about 10%
of the harvest expected to be exported.
Jandoubi said the bumper harvest
was due primarily to prevailing dry
weather conditions and “physiological conditions”, which meant the
orange blossoms and the fruit held
on to the trees.
About 12,000 families work in the
orange industry, Jandoubi said.
France favours the so-called Maltese orange specific to Tunisia and

Briefs

growers hope to tap into the French
market to increase sales. They are
looking to promote Tunisia’s oranges during the Paris agriculture
salon, which takes place February
25th-March 5th.

Tunisia has had a
bumper harvest of
550,000 tonnes of
oranges.
Russia could be another market
for Tunisian oranges, although they
could face tough competition with
oranges produced in Egypt and Turkey.
Orange farmers urged authorities

to help them develop their industry
and find alternative uses for oranges,
such as in juices and cosmetics.
Tunisia’s economy, of which agriculture is a key sector, has been
affected by social unrest since the
2011 “Arab spring” and by a string of
jihadist-claimed attacks, including
on its vital tourism industry.
Last year, strong exports including dates and olive oil helped Tunisia’s economy “avoid the worst”,
the Finance Ministry has said.
In 2015-16, the North African
country exported a record 110,000
tonnes of dates, a 10% increase on
the previous year and a rare boost
for the economy. Tunisia last year
was the world’s number one exporter of olive oil.
(Agence France-Presse)

A Tunisian worker collects oranges at a farm on January 3rd, in Menzel Bouzelfa in the north-eastern region of Nabeul.

(AFP)

The head of the Organisation of
the Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC) said he remains “confident”
that the cartel and outside members
will stick to an agreement to cut production to help boost oil prices.
The comments by OPEC Secretary-General Mohammad Sanusi
Barkindo of Nigeria come as the
cartel and non-members try to stick
to the landmark deal after oil prices
collapsed in mid-2014.
OPEC agreed in late November to
cut production by 1.2 million barrels
per day (bpd), the first reduction
agreed to by the cartel since 2008.
Nearly a dozen other countries
pledged in December to cut an additional 558,000 bpd.
“I remain very confident with
what I have seen in the last several
months,” Barkindo said at the Atlantic Council’s Global Energy Forum
in Abu Dhabi. “The level of commitment from both sides… is unparalleled.”
He added that there’s been “a high
level of compliance”. How that compliance will be verified has yet to be
determined.
(The Associated Press)

Egypt inflation
quickens to
highest level in
years
Egypt’s annual inflation rate was
24.3% in December, official figures
showed, after the government floated the pound, sparking the biggest
price hikes in years.
Consumers have been hit by surging prices since November when the
government floated the currency
and slashed fuel subsidies as part of
an economic reform package linked
to a $12 billion International Monetary Fund loan.
The Egyptian pound, which had
been pegged at 8.83 to the dollar,
was recently trading at more than 18
pounds to the dollar.
The inflation rate is the highest
since at least January 2011, a survey
of central bank data indicates.
Food prices rose 29.3%, with bread
and cereal up 54.1%, rice rising 77%
and flour 52.7%, the Central Agency
for Public Mobilisation and Statistics
said in a statement. Clothing and
shoes prices rose 20.3% while health
care costs were up 33.3%, the bureau
said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Iran Air takes
delivery of first
Airbus jet
post-sanctions
Iran Air has taken delivery of the
first new Western jet under an international sanctions deal, with Iran
Air Chairman Farhad Parvaresh calling it a “sunny day” for peace and
friendship between Iran and Europe
and a memorable one for Iranian
aviation.
Parvaresh invited the plane-making chief of Airbus to fly on the new
A321, which has been painted in Iran
Air livery, to Tehran.
The 189-seat plane is the first of
100 ordered from Airbus following
a deal reached in 2015 between Tehran and world powers to lift nuclearrelated sanctions against Iran.
The airline also ordered 80 aircraft from Boeing and is expected to
seal an order for 20 turboprops from
Europe’s ATR.
(Reuters)
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Middle East Christians remain hopeful
for the future despite ISIS violence in 2016
Amr Emam

Cairo

C

hristians in the Middle
East appear to be clinging to a renewed sense
of hope in the new year
as the Islamic State (ISIS)
and other militant Islamist groups
lose ground.
“Most Middle East Christians underwent tragic experiences in 2016
as they continued to escape, especially from restive countries like
Syria and Iraq, in pursuit of safety
in Europe,” said Sameh Fawzi, a former adviser to the Egyptian Coptic
pope.

Historically,
Lebanese
Christians have
contributed to
the Arab
renaissance.

”

Lebanese Christian
politician Fares Souaid

“True, there is still fear within
Christian circles in the region that
the same suffering will continue in
the new year but there is hope as
well,” he added, recalling the December bombing that killed 26 people in a Coptic church in Cairo. The
attack was claimed by ISIS.
Christians, the largest religious
minority in Egypt, represent almost
12% of the population. Egypt’s new
parliament has 36 Christian members, out of a total of 596, the largest Christian representation ever.
Adding to the Christians’ optimism has been the Egyptian
government’s approval of a longawaited law to allow them to build
churches. The law removes many
hindrances that stymied church
construction and renovation in
Egypt.
“The law has had a positive effect

Iraqi Christians pray during Christmas mass at an Orthodox church in Bashiqa, east of Mosul, Iraq, on December 25th, 2016.
on Christians and showed them
that they live in a country that
views them as equal to their Muslim compatriots,” said Christian researcher Ishaq Ibrahim. “Such laws
contribute to the empowerment of
this country’s Christians.”
In the occupied Palestinian territories, Muslims and Christians
displayed greater unity against the
Israeli occupation last year and
inside Israel itself Christians and
Muslim Arabs often fight the same
anti-discrimination battles.
Prolific attacks against Christians
in restive Arab countries gave rise
to international calls for labelling
atrocities committed against them

as genocide. Some Christian charities and Western politicians expressed fear for the future presence
of Christians in war-torn countries
Syria and Iraq.
While the Christian exodus from
Syria continues, especially in areas
occupied by militant and radical
groups fighting the army of President Bashar Assad, one needs only
to look next door to Lebanon for
positive signs of Christian and Muslim co-existence.
Lebanon is the only Arab country
that has a Christian president and
a Christian army commander, positions guaranteed under the Taif
peace accord and the constitution.

“Historically, Lebanese Christians have contributed to the Arab
renaissance and proved that they
were able to play a (positive) role
in modernising this region,” said
Lebanese Christian politician Fares
Souaid. “They have partnered with
Muslims, who share with them this
common space.”
However, the challenge for regional governments in the new year
will be to protect Christians and
other religion minorities against
attacks by ISIS and other radical
groups, experts said. It is highly
likely that ISIS will target the weakest segments of Arab societies,
namely minorities, as it suffers de-

(Reuters)

feats, experts warned.
To alleviate the potential suffering of the Christians, regional governments need to initiate school
curricula reform so Christians
will be viewed as full-fledged citizens, not as religious minorities,
they warned.
“This will be the real challenge
for these governments in the new
year and in the years to come,” said
the Rev. Poules Halim, the official
spokesman of the Egyptian Coptic
Orthodox Church. “School curricula reform will greatly improve the
standing of Christians in the region,
even if they continue to be targeted
by radical groups like ISIS.”

Syrian child refugees taught to release stress and resist recruitment
Sally Hayden

Beirut

T

he screams of a dozen
Syrian and Palestinian
children pierce the air of
a community centre in
Lebanon’s Shatila refugee

camp.
The children are not hurt; they
are yelling to express the anger and
fear they feel as victims of conflict
in special “peace education” classes.
“We don’t hit each other. We don’t
say bad things about each other.
Boys don’t hit girls,” said 11-year-old
Hala, who asked not to be identified
for security reasons.
Hala fled Deir ez-Zor in Syria and
has been living in Lebanon for less
than two years. She said one of her
favourite activities is called playback in which each child tells a story
or describes a situation that is bothering them and other children act it
out.

International Alert
says the classes make
children less
vulnerable to
recruitment by
militant groups.
Organised by Basmeh and Zeitooneh, a local charity, the classes
in a chaotic fifth-floor room were
set up to help children voice their
opinions, release stress caused
by war and displacement and re-

discover their imaginations, staff
members said.
They said they hoped by providing children with activities such as
painting, drama and storytelling,
the children will be less vulnerable
to recruitment by militant groups
that prey on children and teenagers
who have little to occupy their time.
“These kids have been through
a lot. They’re traumatised in many
different ways,” said “peace education” project manager Elio Gharios.
“They’re agitated, maybe introverted, aggressive at times.”
Lebanon is home to more than
1 million Syrian refugees, half of
them children.
In 1949, Lebanese officials
opened the Shatila camp in Beirut
to host Palestinian refugees fleeing
Israel’s founding in 1948. As a new
wave of Syrian refugees joined the
ranks of the displaced, Shatila has
grown upward, with some buildings
now six floors tall. Houses are damp
and overcrowded and tangled electricity wires that hang across the
streets cause multiple deaths a year.
More of an urban slum than a
traditional refugee camp, Shatila,
which covers 1 sq. kilometre, is
home to as many as 42,000 people,
said Rasha Shukr, the Beirut area
manager for Basmeh and Zeitooneh.
Gharios, a charismatic 24-yearold Lebanese psychology graduate,
said children aged 7-14 attend the
classes with up to 20 children in
each session. Each class starts with
the children deciding on rules for
how they can and cannot treat each
other.
“They need to know that finding

A Palestinian mother sits with her daughters in her house in the
Shatila Palestinian refugee camp, on the southern outskirts of
Beirut, on January 7th.
(AFP)
peaceful ways to resolve conflicts is
a very important matter… They are
reminded every time that violence
is not the solution, it’s not the way,”
Gharios said.
“They’re young, it is the teenagers who are easiest to brainwash.
Many children know how to roll a
joint, say, and they’re 12 or 11. Many
have witnessed things happen in
here where someone would hold a
gun against someone else’s head.”
Young Syrian refugees are at particular risk of being recruited by
extremist groups because their recent displacement fuels a sense of
hopelessness, said UK-based charity International Alert, which funds

projects in Shatila camp, including
the classes.
Palestinian groups, including
Hamas militants and Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas’s Fatah
movement, are active inside Shatila, charities working there said.
Islamic State (ISIS) and Jabhat Fateh
al-Sham, another extremist group,
have also been known to target
young refugees online, they said.
International Alert said the classes make children less vulnerable to
recruitment because they provide
them a safe environment to discuss
problems, learn conflict resolution
skills and rebuild a sense of purpose.

Caroline Brooks, Syria projects
manager at International Alert,
which supports similar programmes
throughout Lebanon, Syria and
Turkey, said there were many reasons children may join an extremist
group.
Often there is a need for a sense of
significance, purpose and belonging
and sometimes there is a desire for
revenge, she said.
A lack of alternatives and the
need to make a living are also strong
pull factors, Brooks said.
Conflict and displacement tend to
fuel the abuse and exploitation of
children, refugee experts said. For
example, many children are forced
to work or beg to feed themselves
and their families. Young girls face
greater risk of being married off and
domestic violence increases, they
said.
“Peace education” classes have
already had some effect, Brooks
said citing a 17-year-old in the programme who was approached by an
ISIS recruiter through Facebook.
The teenager immediately reported it to a member of staff involved
in the classes.
For Hala, the classes she has been
attending have made a huge difference to her and her younger siblings.
“My brothers changed. They became much happier,” she said.
(Distributed by the Thomson
Reuters Foundation, the charitable
arm of Thomson Reuters, that covers humanitarian news, women’s
rights, trafficking, property rights
and climate change.)
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Zaha Hadid’s early paintings exhibited in London
Karen Dabrowska

London

A

re they architectural
drawings or are they
works of art? This question inevitably comes to
mind when visiting the
Zaha Hadid: Early Paintings and
Drawings exhibition at London’s
Serpentine Sackler Gallery. The
works on display show a harmonious blend of art and architecture
with integrated colours and superb
colour schemes. Hadid was also a
designer who created magnificent,
unique ceramics, scarves and candleholders.
The Serpentine Sackler Gallery
— one of Hadid’s first permanent
buildings in London — has a superb
design creating space to enjoy the
exhibition in tranquil surroundings.
Hadid joined the Serpentine Gallery
as a trustee in 1996 and in 2000 she
built the first Serpentine Summer
Pavilion.
This was followed by a light installation, Lilas, in 2007 and in 2013
she completed the renovation and
extension of the Serpentine Sackler
Gallery, which houses her current
exhibition.

The Serpentine Gallery shop offers limited edition prints and
books about Hadid’s work, along
with silk scarves and unique ceramics she designed. The exhibition
was developed in partnership with
Swarovski, manufacturers of highquality crystals, with which Hadid
collaborated to create lighting installations, sculpture, jewellery and
home decor.
The displayed works are mainly
in acrylic and ink on cartridge paper and the style is influenced by
the work of Russian painter Kazimir
Malevich. Geometric shapes emerge
from the canvases, their interpretation left to the imagination of the
visitor.
Also on display are calligraphy
and sketches from Hadid’s notebooks and paintings and drawings
created from the 1970s to the early
1990s before she completed her first
building — the Vitra Fire Station in
Germany in 1993. She often used
calligraphic sketches to visualise
ideas and spaces, sometimes using
paintings as precursors to buildings.
For her painting was a design tool.
Hans Ulrich Obrist, the artistic
director of the Serpentine Gallery,
explained that the aim of the exhibition is “to show the extraordinary
art” of Hadid, who died last year.

A woman poses for a photograph alongside an artwork titled
Grand Buildings, by the late Iraqi-born British architect and artist
Zaha Hadid, at the Serpentine Sackler Gallery in London, on
December 7th, 2016.
(AFP)

Zaha Hadid:
“I have always
been interested
in the concept of
fragmentation
and with ideas of
abstraction and
explosion.”
(Mary McCartney)

“We felt it is very important in London to pay homage to her and to
celebrate her work, particularly her
amazing art work, which is less well
known,” Obrist said.
“There was a long history of Zaha
Hadid with the Serpentine, so it was
appropriate that we celebrate her
life and work at the Serpentine because she was a trustee and she built
two pavilions for us.
I was very close friends with Zaha
Hadid. I have done many books and
interviews with her. In her last lecture at the Royal Institute of British Architects she showed amazing
sketches connected with her childhood in Baghdad that were rarely
exhibited. I planned the exhibition
with her.”
Obrist described Hadid as one of
the greatest artists of the 20th and
21st centuries. He emphasised that
her work has many different dimensions and cannot be reduced to one
theme.
“During the ‘70s and ‘80s she
anticipated the digital age and invented a genuinely new language,”
he said. “Only digital technology allowed the buildings she designed to
be built. What makes her buildings
so unique is their amazing energy.”
Born in Baghdad in 1950, Hadid

studied mathematics at the American University of Beirut before
moving to London in 1972 to attend
the Architectural Association (AA)
School of Architecture where she
was awarded the Diploma Prize in
1977. She founded Zaha Hadid Architects in 1979.

played one of his signature solos,
Ummi (My Mother), with lyrics
based on a Darwish poem. Beyond
its mournful characterisation of
love and longing, the song resonated strongly for the large number of
Arab ex-pats in the theatre.
“Of course, it was especially
powerful for the people in this audience,” remarked Rita, a young
Lebanese immigrant who did not
give her last name. “So many people are here alone, so far from their
families, and everyone misses
their mother and their home.”
Although Khalife has often said
Ummi is not a metaphor for the
Palestinian struggle but an hom-

age to his love for his own mother,
his embrace of Darwish’s powerful poetry of Palestinian exile and
despair has often been a source of
controversy and not just with Israel.
Khalife added lines from the
Quran to Darwish’s lyrics for Ana
Youssef, ya Abi, landing him in
court in Tunisia where he was tried
and acquitted of blasphemy after
numerous Arab intellectuals and
artists rallied to support him.
Khalife is one of the best-known
Arab musicians outside of the Middle East, not only for his masterful oud playing but for his ability
to bring musical traditions from
around the world into his compositions.
Born in 1950, he began his career
playing within the strict traditions
of the oud and taught at the Beirut National Conservatory of Music in the early 1970s. He formed
Al Mayadeen Ensemble with the
intention of reviving the musical
and chorale traditions of his hometown of Amchit. From there, his
popularity grew as he often played
in the bombed-out theatres of wartorn Beirut.
It was not until 2010, after Rami
and Bachar had established themselves as major talents both on
Lebanon’s contemporary music
and art scene and internationally, that Marcel, Rami and Bachar
Khalife made their debut as a trio
at the Beirut Music and Arts Festival.
The trio’s fusion of oriental,
electronic, classical and percussion music energised the Arabic
music world and continues to cap-

Zaha Hadid
anticipated the
digital age and
invented a genuinely
new language.
Hadid was awarded the Pritzker
Architecture Prize in 2004 and is
internationally known for her built,
theoretical and academic work.
The MAXXI: Italian National Museum of 21st Century Arts in Rome,
the London Aquatics Centre for the
2012 Olympic Games and the Heydar
Aliyev Centre in Baku are among her
works.
Zaha Hadid Architects has 950
projects in 44 countries. Among recently completed projects is Oxford
University’s Middle East Centre at St
Antony’s College. The firm is working on a diversity of projects, including the new Beijing airport terminal
in Daxing, China, the Sleuk Rith In-

Marcel Khalife and sons go on US tour
Jeffrey Sipe

New York

S

tanding ovations are normally reserved for the
end of a concert but when
Marcel, Rami and Bachar
Khalife walked on stage at
New York’s Town Hall, one of the
country’s premier performance
venues, the audience rose to its
feet and gave a warm welcome
with prolonged applause.
The humble family of musicians
accepted the welcome and proceeded to prove that the opening
ovation was well-deserved.
Kicking off a US tour, the Khalifes delivered an emotionally bracing performance, last December,
that opened with a poem by Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish,
who once described Marcel Khalife as his “heart’s artistic twin”.
Khalife backed his recitation of the
poem with a softly plucked tune
on his oud.
He returned to Darwish’s poetry
various times in the 90-minute
performance, at one point inviting
a slightly hesitant crowd to join in
on the haunting refrain of The Pigeons Fly.
Khalife is well-known in the
Arab world for both his politics
and his pioneering forays into jazz
and Western harmony, which he
uses to complement a sometimes
barely perceptible Arabic rhythm
snaking through many of his pieces.
His sons — Bachar, a percussionist who tapped cymbals, pounded

a beat box and sometimes took
to his drum kit, and Rami, a keyboardist who played piano and
synthesiser — have clearly inherited their father’s talent and his
penchant for experimentation.
At one point, Rami, a graduate of
New York’s Juilliard School, rose
from his seat and, with his fingers,
plucked the strings of his piano.
At other junctures, Rami’s synthesiser created an electronic frisson
that was far from the traditions of
Arabic music.
About one-third of the way
through the concert, the emotional atmosphere in the theatre took
a palpable turn as Marcel Khalife

Marcel Khalife (C) with his sons Rami (L) and Bachar.

(AP)

stitute in Phnom Penh, Cambodia
and 520 West 28th Street in New
York.
Obrist said: “We are just beginning to see the legacy of one of the
greatest artists and architects of our
time. She was one of the most charismatic people one could meet in
one’s lifetime. She had thousands of
projects and ideas. Many were realised towards the end of her life. Her
legacy is in the buildings which will
be built, like the extension to the
Science Museum in London and a
public building in Antwerp.
“Thirty building projects are going to be built and there will be more
and more recognition of her work.
The world of architecture is dominated by men. She had an amazing
impact as one of the first women
in architecture. She is a role model
who gave so much courage to young
people. Her legacy will grow and
grow.”
Zaha Hadid: Early Paintings and
Drawings runs through February
12th at the Serpentine Sackler Gallery.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

ture the imaginations of audiences. The high-energy combination
of the oud, piano and percussion,
streaked with the squeals of electronic synthesisers and keyboards
puts it on the level of the best in
world music.

Marcel, Rami and
Bachar Khalife are
touring the United
States as part of the
American-Arab
Anti-Discrimination
Committee’s Turaath
programme.
At least one audience member
regarded the seamless blend of the
various musical forms as a metaphor for Marcel Khalife’s status
as a musician, an artist and a political figure. “He is many different
things to many different people,”
said Ibrahim Dulijan, a doctoral
student from Saudi Arabia, “but
above all, he is a unifier, musically
and politically.”
Marcel, Rami and Bachar Khalife
are touring the United States as part
of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee’s Turaath
programme, which aims to break
down negative stereotypes of Arab
Americans by educating Americans about the diverse cultures of
the Arab world. Other stops on the
tour include Washington, Boston,
Dearborn, San Francisco, Los Angeles and Houston.
Jeffrey Sipe is a New York-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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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
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.

The architecture of the Old Hejaz Railway Station in Madinah evokes the designs popularised during the Ottoman Empire.

(Rob L. Wagner)

A day in the holy city
of Medina in Saudi Arabia
Rob L. Wagner

Medina

T

he holy city of Medina in
Saudi Arabia is a mustsee destination for every visitor who joyously
treks to the Prophet’s
Mosque for prayers but its other
attractions are often bypassed.
Medina is a city of about 1 million people, relatively small compared to the Saudi cities of Jeddah
and Riyadh, but it has a village
vibe. The pace slows. It is a city
where people take their time.
Driving north into the city on the
main highway in the evening, newcomers are first surprised to see
the mountainsides lit up by huge
lamps. It is an eerie feeling, giving
Medina a bit of mystery but also
giving it character. It emphasises
that Medina is not just a desert city
but one with high mountain ranges, deep wadis and a sense of timelessness that conjures the past.
Guide Ibrahim Alyenbaawi is a
third-generation Medina resident
who laments the city’s dwindling
date farming industry but excitedly discusses the history of its
many mosques. For Alyenbaawi,
visitors need to touch base with
the city’s historically significant
mosques that often are lost in
the shadow of the Prophet’s Mosque, also called
Al Masjid an Nabawi.
Like
many
Medinans,

Alyenbaawi alternates between
the important mosques to pray.
“Medina is such a small place
compared to Jeddah or Riyadh that
it’s easy to go from one mosque to
another just to change the routine,” Alyenbaawi said.
Considered probably the most
important mosque aside from
Al-Masjid an-Nabawi is the Quba
Mosque on the edge of the city. It
is one of the oldest mosques in the
world and it is believed that Prophet Mohammad laid its first stones.

The Quba mosque on
the edge of the city
is one of the oldest
mosques in the world.
The neighbourhood surrounding Quba mosque is always crowded with tour buses off-loading the
faithful for prayers while vendors
jockey for spots to sell prayer mats,
subha and refreshments.
Also historically significant is the
Masjid Qiblatain, or the Masjid of
Two Qiblas, which is where the
Prophet received the command
to change the direction of the Qibla
from
Jerusalem
to Mecca.

The Saudi government refurbished several
locomotives and freight cars along with several
outbuildings at the Al-Hejaz Railway station,
which also contains a museum on the Medina
history. 			
(Rob L. Wagner)

Masjid Qiblatain is less crowded
than Quba and the walkways leading to the entrance of the mosque
are nicely shaded with leafy palm
trees.
Once religious obligations are
completed, there are several
family-oriented attractions that
provide the small village experience that Medinans love so dearly:
Mount Uhud, the Al Medina Museum at the Al-Hejaz Railway station, the Old Bazaar and King Fahd
Park in the southern portion of the
city.
The 1,075-metre Mount Uhud,
just north of the city, is where the
second battle was fought between
Muslims and the non-believers
of Mecca in 625. In addition to
the battlefield site is the Grave of
Hamza bin Abdul-Muttalib, the uncle and companion of the Prophet.
But the crown jewel of Medina’s
tourist attractions is perhaps Al
Medina Museum at the Al-Hejaz
Railway station in the centre of
the city. Exquisitely restored to its
original splendour, the station displays Ottoman empire architecture in all its glory.
The massive railway station houses 14 halls that show
Medina’s history and environment during
the time of
the Prophet
and
an
examination
of the
lives of
Mu-

hammad’s wives, sons and daughters. Outside are restored locomotives and freight cars from the
Hejaz railway line that ran from
Damascus south to Medina to
bring Haj pilgrims to Mecca. The
line, though intended to continue
to Mecca, was never completed
due to the outbreak of the first
world war.

The crown jewel
of Medina’s tourist
attractions is perhaps
Al Medina Museum at
the Al-Hejaz Railway
station.
The museum and station are
surrounded by a tall wall and access is found on the east side of
the sprawling property. “There is
hardly anyone ever here,” Alyenbaawi said. “The best part of visiting here is that you have the whole
place to yourself.”
But if you want crowds and the
hustle and bustle of the city, along
with bargaining over trinkets,
then the Old Bazaar may be your
preference. It is a maze of shops,
booths and tables that offer anything from cheap sunglasses, to
stereo systems, to authentic Arab
clothing, jewellery and oud. The
marketplace leads to the Prophet’s
Mosque and lends flavour to all
that is Arab. Just about everything
with a price tag is negotiable.
At the end of a long day, the best
part of the trip is to visit King Fahd
Park in the Al-Hadigah district. The
park is open until 1am during the
week and 2am on weekends. Visitors can sit Saudi-style on the grass
with a blanket, portable barbecue
and plenty of drinks in a cooler for
a late evening supper.
On the edge of the park is a recently built souk that evokes the
marketplaces of yesterday. It
specialises in shops offering anything from vintage jewellery to ice
cream. If visitors find the jewellery
not to their taste, they can visit the
shop in the centre of the souk that
refurbishes and sells old washing
machines.
Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

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.
Beirut :
Through December 28th
Sursock Museum Late Nights
or Nocturnes du Musée Sursock take place every Thursday between 12:00 and 21:00
at the Sursock Museum. The
event includes exhibitions,
collection displays, late night
talks, performances, and
screenings.
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
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.
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.
Please send tips to:
editor@thearabweekly.com

