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Washington

I

t’s official: Donald J. Trump,
billionaire New York real estate
magnate, in ceremonies January 20th on the steps of the
US Capitol in Washington, has
been sworn in as the 45th president
of the United States.
Entering office with the lowest approval ratings of any president since
polling on the issue began, Trump
pronounced “a new decree” in his
inaugural address. “From this day
forward,” he said, “it’s going to be
America first.” He pledged to “seek
friendship and goodwill” with the
other countries of the world but
would put US interests first.
Foreign leaders do not normally
attend US presidential inaugurations but Russia’s ambassador to
the United States was there as was
Nigel Farage, former leader of the
pro-Brexit UK Independence Party.
Rumours that Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu would attend
proved unfounded.
Trump enters office with only a
small governing team in place as
most of his cabinet nominees have
yet to be confirmed. He has not
named hundreds of other presidential appointees, such as the staff of
the National Security Council (NSC)
— including those who will oversee Middle East policy — with the
exception of its director, retired US
Army lieutenant-general Michael
Flynn. Many important deputy secretaries and under-secretaries at the
departments of State and Defense
have also not been selected.
There are far more questions
than answers about what Trump’s
presidency will mean for the Middle East. In his inaugural address,
Trump vowed to “unite the civilised world against radical Islam,
which we will eradicate completely

Former US president Barack Obama (R) greets President Donald Trump at Washington inauguration
ceremonies, on January 20th.
(Reuters)
from the face of the Earth”. During
the campaign, he claimed to have a
“secret plan” to destroy the Islamic
State (ISIS) quickly. When he will
unveil that plan, however, is itself
a secret.
Trump, who had admonished
Saudi Arabia and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries for
not paying their share for US securi-

There are far more
questions than
answers about what
Trump’s presidency
will mean for the
Middle East.

ty guarantees, said the United States
no longer would “subsidise the armies of other nations”. He also has
expressed hostility towards Iran,
the nemesis of Gulf Arab states.
Trump has said that he would like
to be the president who resolves the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict but has
nominated as his ambassador to Israel a man who supports Israeli annexation of the West Bank.
Observers will watch closely the
role of White House advisers who
will have Trump’s ear on a daily basis, including Flynn; Trump’s sonin-law Jared Kushner (who the president has said will focus on Middle
East policy); and Steve Bannon, former editor of the far-right Breitbart
News website who is to be senior

counsellor to the president.
Many White House insiders do
not see eye-to-eye with Trump’s
cabinet nominees on several issues,
including policies towards Russia,
the wisdom of revoking the nuclear
agreement with Iran and attitudes
regarding Muslim immigration to
the United States.
There are fights ahead but final
policy decisions now rest with Donald Trump.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Photo creates buzz, shows old values endure in Tunisia
Stephen Quillen

Tunis

A

photograph of a Tunisian national guardsman carrying an elderly
woman through the
snow created a huge
buzz on social media where it was
praised as an inspiring symbol of
altruism and courage.
The image, which began circulating January 16th, was shared
so many times that Facebook reportedly contacted the Tunisian
Interior Ministry to notify it of its
popularity.
Capturing the scene of an ailing
woman on the back of a young serviceman in an icy region of El Kef
governorate, the photo has been
described as “stunning”, “beautiful” and a source of pride for Tunisia.
It was taken as Bilel Messaoudi,
a national guardsman on duty in
Sakiet Sidi Youssef, El Kef, carried
the woman through the snow to an
accessible road.
The woman, who was in urgent

need of medical attention after suffering respiratory problems, could
not be reached in her home by vehicles due to the heavy snowfall.
She has since been listed in stable
condition.
In an interview with Tunisian
media outlet Mosaique FM, Messaoudi said he did what was expected of any national guardsman
working in isolated areas.

The photo illustrated
the resilience of
traditional values
such as mutual help
and caring for the
elderly.
In a country where there have
often been tensions between civilians and security personnel, the
photo was a welcome change.
“He’s a source of pride for all Tunisian people and we can see in him
the kindness that’s in all Tunisians,
regardless of their position,” said
one commenter on social media.
“Respect to the National Guard,

and especially to him.”
In a small country where social
transformation seemed to mean
the erosion of traditional values
such as mutual help and caring for
the elderly, the picture exemplified
the opposite.
For natives of El Kef and other
parts of the Tunisian hinterland,
the attention showed the notions
of empathy and solidarity crossed
above the regional divide between
the less and more developed parts
of the country.
While areas of north-western
Tunisia only occasionally receive
snowfall, the region is reeling this
year from an unusually strong
surge of frigid weather.
On January 16th, the National
Guard advised areas of northwestern Tunisia to avoid travel due
to hazardous weather conditions.
The same day, government agencies worked to provide assistance
to hundreds of vehicles, including
a bus carrying more than 40 children, that were stranded in the
snow.
Stephen Quillen is a journalist
based in Tunis.

A Tunisian National
Guard officer
carries an elderly
woman through
snow-covered
terrain, in Sakiet
Sidi Youssef,
in El Kef, Tunisia,
on January 16th.

(Facebook page of the Tunisian
Ministry of the Interior)
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Palestinians worry US embassy move will counter peace efforts
Malak Hasan

Ramallah

U

S President Donald
Trump has insisted that
he is serious about his
promise to move the US
embassy in Israel from
Tel Aviv, the metropolitan coastal
city, to Jerusalem, the focus of Palestinian-Israeli tensions.
The step is not new; many US
presidential candidates have promised during election campaigns to
move the US embassy to Jerusalem
but none carried out that commitment after arriving at the White
House.
The move, it is believed, would
spark violence and tensions. It
would be a clear contradiction of
international consensus regarding
the status of the holy city.
Johnny Assi, an expert in international law, said: “Capitals host
embassies and other cities have
consulates. Even though Israel
considers Jerusalem its capital, the
world doesn’t recognise the administrative measures imposed in Jerusalem by Israel.”

Palestinian Authority
President Mahmoud
Abbas called on US
President Donald
Trump not to move
the embassy, which
would hinder the
peace process.
The Palestinian leadership, Arab
countries, Europeans and the
just-departed Obama administration have expressed concerns that
Trump will implement the Jerusalem Embassy Act. It was passed by
the US Congress in 1995 to relocate
the embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, no later than May 31st, 1999.
US presidents Bill Clinton and

George W. Bush, who made the
same promise to move the embassy, invoked a waiver, saying a
bilateral peace agreement between
the two sides was the only way to
determine Jerusalem’s final status.

Jerusalem has always
been a sensitive issue
that rendered
reaching a solution
extremely difficult.
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas, during a news
conference in Bethlehem, called on
Trump not to move the embassy,
which would hinder the peace process.
“We heard President-elect Trump
say this but we have not been informed of an official position yet,”
Abbas said. “However, if he decides
to move the embassy, it would be
an illegal step that would ruin the
two-state solution. If this happens,
we will have a political and diplomatic response.”
Palestinian politicians and experts agree that if Trump moves
the embassy, it would not upend US
foreign policy and be the last nail in
the coffin of the two-state solution,
the only viable and just solution for
both Palestinians and Israelis in the
view of more than 70 foreign ministers who gathered January 15th for
an international peace conference
in Paris.
“This is dangerous. Moving the
embassy would counter all measures and agreements reached before. Going back to square one will
not be easy for us,” said Palestinian
Minister of Jerusalem Affairs Adnan Husseini.
The embassy move would also
challenge the Oslo accords, signed
between the Palestinians and Israelis and which govern relations between the two sides and leave permanent issues such as the status of
Jerusalem, Israeli settlements, security arrangements, international

A 2013 file picture shows motorists driving past the US embassy in Tel Aviv.
borders and the rights of Palestinian refugees to be resolved jointly.
Tensions have been building
following clashes in 2015 at Jerusalem’s al-Aqsa mosque, one of Islam’s holiest sites, and increasing
Israeli settler violence and intrusion into the mosque yard, which
they refer to as the Temple Mount.
Assi said the embassy move
would not calm the situation in Jerusalem and might result in more
tensions.
“Israel’s occupation of the city
of Jerusalem does not equal sovereignty. Jerusalem is an occupied
territory since 1967. The reaction
to the move might resemble that of
the first intifada,” he said.

The city of Jerusalem has always
been a sensitive issue that made
reaching a solution between the
Palestinians and Israel extremely
difficult. The Palestinians are adamant that East Jerusalem would
have to eventually serve as the capital of a sovereign state of Palestine
under the two-state solution. Israel
considers Jerusalem its declared
undivided capital, which already
serves as its seat of government.
The city, however, is not recognised by almost any country as the
capital of Israel. The US embassy
has been in Tel Aviv — like other
countries’ embassies — and to move
it to Jerusalem would cause many
problems, said Ahmad Rabaya, a

(Reuters)

resident of Ramallah.
“To move the embassy is to recognise that Jerusalem is the capital
of Israel, which means the United
States will no longer be an accepted
broker of peace,” Rabaya said. “It
will be an official declaration of
the failure of negotiations and that
the Palestinians have no political,
historical or religious rights in the
city.”
“For decades all we have known
was tension, violence and injustice
and Trump will only fuel the hatred
and violence by denying our right
in Jerusalem,” Rabaya concluded.
Malak Hasan is a Palestinian
journalist based in Ramallah.

Will Jerusalem be Trump’s first foreign policy crisis?

View poi nt

Mark Habeeb

S

everal US presidentelects, including Bill
Clinton and George W.
Bush, pledged during
their campaigns to move
the US embassy in Israel
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Once
in office, however, they chose not
to act — the law included a waiver
allowing the president to defer
action.
With the election of Donald
Trump as president, the pattern
may change, even though in his
final news conference as president
Barack Obama said moving the
embassy “could be explosive”.
Most candidates for president
made the Jerusalem pledge
when addressing pro-Israel
groups. Trump made it a central
element of his Middle East
foreign policy platform. Not long
before Trump’s inauguration,
Kellyanne Conway, one of his
closest advisers, said moving the
US embassy to Jerusalem was a
“very big priority’” for the new
administration. “He made this
very clear during the campaign,”
Conway said. “I’ve heard him
repeat it several times privately.”
Trump’s nomination of David
Friedman, his bankruptcy lawyer,
to be US ambassador to Israel
further signalled his willingness
to move the embassy. Friedman,
a major financial backer of the
Israeli settler movement, issued
a statement upon his nomination
saying that he looked forward to
serving in “the US Embassy in

Moving the US embassy could
serve as a boost for ISIS,
al-Qaeda, Hamas and Hezbollah.

Israel’s eternal capital, Jerusalem”.
Trump’s son-in-law Jared
Kushner, who will have an office
in the White House and advise
the president on a host of issues,
including the Middle East, is also a
supporter of Israeli settler groups
and the Kushner family is known
to be close to Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu.
Palestinians are understandably
distressed. Saeb Erekat, secretarygeneral of the Palestine Liberation
Organisation (PLO) and long-time
Palestinian negotiator, warned that
the PLO will revoke all previously
signed agreements with Israel,
including its 1993 recognition
of the country, if the embassy is
moved. “Any hope of peace in the
future will just vanish,” Erekat
said.
While Trump may have
little concern for the feelings
of Palestinians, he should be
concerned about an action
that may very well spark his
administration’s first foreign policy
crisis.
A range of views exist on
how the Palestinians — and the
Arab and Muslim worlds more
broadly — will respond if Trump
does relocate the embassy. Some
analysts say the region will
respond with angry rhetoric and
demonstrations but not serious
and sustained violence. At a
closed-door conference at the
Wilson Center in Washington,
Erekat reportedly predicted that
American embassies would be
forced to close because “the
infuriated public in the Arab world
would not allow for the embassies
to continue to operate”.
Riyad Mansour, Palestinian
ambassador to the United Nations,

has threatened to take the matter
to the UN Security Council and
General Assembly, given that
moving the embassy would violate
UN Resolution 181 concerning the
status of Jerusalem.
It is unlikely that any of these
responses would have much
effect on Trump. If US embassies
in the Arab world were attacked
or their operations encumbered
by demonstrations, Trump could
close them; doing so would be
consistent with his isolationist
foreign policy tendencies.
And Trump, like many of the
Republicans in Congress, has little
respect for the United Nations and
would not hesitate to cut the
world body’s funding.
The bigger challenge for
the new administration
in Washington would
be a violent and
sustained uprising by
the Palestinians. If this
were to occur, one
can expect the Trump
administration to lend
nearly full support to
Israel. With such close

A 2016 file picture
shows David Friedman
arriving at a private fund
raiser for then-Republican
presidential candidate
Donald Trump in the
Manhattan borough of New
York City.
(Reuters)

The biggest
leverage
over
Trump may
come from
US allies in
the region.

friends in the White House, Israel
would feel free to react as harshly
as possible.
In fact, Israel may relish the
opportunity. Netanyahu is mired
in a corruption scandal and would
like nothing better than to divert
public attention. A former Israeli
Defence Forces intelligence officer
told The Arab Weekly that many
extremist right-wing Israelis are
itching for an excuse to seize
more Palestinian land in the
West Bank and drive much of
the Palestinian population into
Jordan.
Trump has said that he
would love to be the president
who brings lasting to peace to
the Middle East and that his
self-professed skill at making
deals gives him an advantage.
He should be able to see that
a harsh military response by
Israel to Palestinian protests
would not be conducive to
deal-making.
The biggest leverage
over Trump, however,
may come from such
US allies as Egypt,
Jordan and Saudi
Arabia. Leaders of all
three countries know
that moving the US
embassy, especially
if it were followed by
violent conflict in which
Palestinians suffer many
casualties, would serve
as a tremendous boost
for the Islamic State
(ISIS), al-Qaeda, Hamas
and Hezbollah. The unanswered
questions: Would Trump listen
to these leaders? And, if he does,
what would he do about their
concerns?
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Former German diplomat Paul von Maltzahn:
Spectre of Trump haunts Europe’s bid to keep Iran deal intact
Gareth Smyth

I

Beirut
ranian oil sales to Europe
have reached 700,000
barrels a day, nearly
one-third of the Islamic
Republic’s overall crude
exports and more than
levels before the European
Union and the United States
tightened financial and energy
sanctions in 2012, when Europe
began a boycott of Iranian oil.
EU coordination with the
United States extended from these
sanctions to negotiating the 2015
Iranian nuclear agreement known
as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA). Earlier, without US
support, Europe had failed in 200305 to reach an agreement with Iran
limiting its atomic programme.
EU-US coordination is now
again in doubt. US President
Donald Trump’s notion of “making
America great” and his Twitter
diplomacy eschew multilateralism
and have sent a chill through
Europe, where institutions such
as the European Union and NATO
have been decades in the making.
Around the world, some leaders,
including Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu, seek a go-italone relationship with Trump.
More than most countries,
Germany has stood firm for
multilateralism. Chancellor Angela
Merkel is cautious of Trump but
has sent Christoph Heusgen, her
long-trusted adviser, and Peter
Wittig, Germany’s US ambassador,
to look into the new US president’s
intentions with meetings in New
York and Washington.
Paul von Maltzahn, a vastly
experienced diplomat who is
a former German ambassador
to Egypt, Iran, Indonesia and
Iraq, told The Arab Weekly in an
interview: “The first contacts were
laid rather late. We’re awaiting
more detail, making the most of
what we know.”
Berlin is concerned about
Trump’s attitude towards NATO
and the JCPOA, which during the
presidential election campaign he
denounced as “the worst deal ever
negotiated”.
Von Maltzahn stressed the
multilateral nature of the JCPOA,

signed by Iran and six world
powers — the United States,
Russia, China, Britain, France and
Germany.
“Up to now,” said von Maltzahn,
“Trump has shown he can
repudiate earlier positions, but
on Iran it seems he has to do
something new, and (in signalling
a tougher approach) he’s in line
with the majority of the Republican
Party. He can, of course, increase
sanctions (unilaterally).”
Von Maltzahn said he has no
doubt this would endanger the
nuclear agreement, with Iranian
President Hassan Rohani already
“under fire” at home and facing
re-election in May. He stressed,
however, that the European
signatories, including Germany,
would encourage Tehran to stay
within the JCPOA, come what may.
“This is definite,” he said. “All
of us are convinced it’s the best
deal we could get. It took a long
time and was possible because the
Obama administration saw the
benefit of a deal.”
The former ambassador said
he was sceptical of the proposal
kicking around Washington to
somehow broaden the JCPOA
to include issues such as Iran’s
regional role or its human rights
record.
“Germany would like progress
on human rights,” he said, “but
let’s remember that disentangling
Iran’s nuclear programme from
other matters made the agreement
possible.”
Neither is it clear to von Maltzahn
— as is also floated in Washington
— how Trump might use a new
relationship with Russian President
Vladimir Putin to squeeze Iran or
even to squeeze Europe.
“Europe’s first priority is NATO,”
said von Maltzahn. “On this we’re
all united and we can only lose if
the US attitude changes.
“What can the Americans offer
Putin? They can acquiesce with
the situation in Ukraine. But Iran is
different: In the Middle East, Putin
has his foot in front.
“For world opinion, he’s
acted while the Americans have
remained on the sidelines,”von
Maltzahn said. “It’s a prestige game
for Putin, and he’s back in world
politics.”
Von Maltzahn admitted that
Berlin was puzzled by Trump.

Iran’s oil sales
to Europe have
reached 700,000
barrels a day

German Economy Minister Sigmar Gabriel (R) and his Iranian
counterpart Ali Tayebnia talk during a conference in Tehran last
October.
(Reuters)

Berlin is
concerned about
Trump’s attitude
towards NATO
and the JCPOA.

“He stresses economic issues and,
when you consider what he’s been
saying about China, you wonder if
commercial aspects dominate his
political thinking.
“What makes me wary are these
signs that he’s unwilling to take
advice from people with whom he’s
not already struck up a personal
relationship.”
As Iran’s oil again flows to
Europe, and with Total of France
and Anglo-Dutch Shell signing
agreements to develop Iranian oil
and gas fields, Europe’s economic
interests are growing in Iran.
While Germany is ill disposed by
history to welcome a world where
each country grabs what it can,
Europe hardly seems a bastion of
stability.
Britain has barely begun planning
for Brexit, France has a presidential
election in April and much of

Eastern Europe — including
Poland’s right-wing nationalist
government — is alarmed by
Trump’s praise of Putin.
Germany faces a general election
in the autumn with the far-right
Alternative for Germany party
rising in the polls.
“We’re all taken up with our own
problems,” said von Maltzahn.
“Chancellor Merkel is looking
over her shoulder, given the lack
of enthusiasm for refugee policies,
and we’ll soon have a new Foreign
minister (Frank-Walter Steinmeier
stands down to become president
in February).
“On Iran and other matters, it’s
hard to see major new steps, other
than on the tactical level.”
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times from 2003-07.

Would Tillerson benefit US policy in the Middle East?
View poi nt

Elissa Miller

R

elations between
Russia and Rex
Tillerson, US President Donald Trump’s
pick to be secretary of
State, have rightly
come under scrutiny but parts of
Tillerson’s testimony before the
US Senate Foreign Relations
Committee concerning the Middle
East reflect an incomplete
understanding of a chaotic region
certain to challenge the new
administration.
The former chief executive
officer of ExxonMobil told the
committee the need to continue
US efforts to defeat the Islamic
State (ISIS) should be the “foremost priority” of the administration. Trump spoke repeatedly
during his campaign about the
necessity of defeating ISIS and
Tillerson’s focus on counter-ISIS
efforts was unsurprising.
Tillerson’s remarks on ISIS and
Syria also raised questions. He

Tillerson’s comments on the
Middle East reflect an
incomplete understanding of a
chaotic region.

argued that the United States
should postpone a decision about
the future of Syrian President
Bashar Assad until ISIS is eliminated. That idea is certainly in
line with the focus on defeating
terrorism that Trump put forward
during the campaign and in the
weeks leading up to the inauguration. However, such a policy is
deeply misguided and ignores
crucial realities.
Assad’s brutal crackdown on his
people facilitated ISIS’s rise in
Syria. In turn, he has benefited
from the terror group’s presence
in his country; Russia’s intervention in Syria, which was nominally
meant to counter ISIS, has, in
practice, helped bolster Assad and
weakened Syrian opposition
forces.
Tillerson questioned why the
United States should pursue
Assad’s overthrow when the
make-up of a post-regime
governance structure is unclear.
Rather than reflect smart policy,
this position serves to conveniently excuse Assad’s war crimes
in Syria while playing into the
hands of ISIS and other extremist
groups.
Tillerson’s understanding of the

need for careful US manoeuvring
in Syria also seemed to fall short
as he said the United States
should “recommit” to its “greatest” ally in the coalition fight
against ISIS, namely the Syrian
Kurds. However, US cooperation
with the People’s Protection Units
(YPG), a militia of the Kurdish
Democratic Union Party (PYD),
threatens to antagonise Turkey.
Turkey says the PYD is part of the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
which both the United States and
Turkey designate as a terrorist
group.
Turkey has lashed out in recent
weeks at the United States for its
support for the YPG and Turkey’s
Foreign minister has said he
hoped the Trump administration
would sever cooperation with the
group. While Tillerson praised the
US-Turkey relationship in the
hearing, his remarks on the YPG
could have certainly been viewed
by Turkey as inflammatory.
Some have asserted that
Tillerson possesses the diplomatic experience and bureaucratic expertise needed to
succeed as secretary of State
because of his years with ExxonMobil. However, many of his

The Senate
Foreign
Relations
Committee
appeared
deeply
divided over
Tillerson’s
confirmation.

remarks during the Senate
hearing suggested a lack of
nuanced understanding of the
complexities facing US policy in
the Middle East.
While Tillerson repeatedly
referenced the need for stability
in the region, he failed to
acknowledge that responsible US
engagement (as opposed to
disengagement or a purely
counterterror-focused agenda),
good governance and respect for
human rights in the region are
necessary elements for regional
stability.
The Senate Foreign Relations
Committee appeared deeply
divided over Tillerson’s confirmation. Notably, committee chairman, Senator Bob Corker, R-Tennessee, said he would seek a full
floor vote to confirm Tillerson if
the committee votes “no”.
Whether through a committee or
floor vote, should Tillerson
become Trump’s secretary of
State, he will face a difficult road
ahead in the Middle East.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle
East.
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Ruling on islands brings new chapter in Cairo-Riyadh ties
Amira Fekri

Cairo

A

decision by Egypt’s Higher Administrative Court
to revoke an agreement
between Cairo and Riyadh for the handover of
the Red Sea islands of Tiran and Sanafir put to rest an 8-month heated
debate about what should happen
to the two islands
The ruling came after Saudi-Egyptian relations had been improving
due to mediation by regional powers, opening the door for various
other options to end the emerging
crisis.
The Higher Administrative Court
on January 16th annulled an agreement signed by Egypt and Saudi
Arabia last April for the handover
of the two Red Sea islands to Saudi
Arabia. The agreement triggered
protests in Egypt as the opposition
accused the government of abdicating control of the islands in return
for Saudi aid.

Egypt’s
sovereignty over
the islands of Tiran
and Sanafir is
beyond any
doubt.

”

Judge Ahmed al-Shazly

While Egyptians engaged in an
uproarious debate, Saudi Arabia remained calm, not even commenting
on a ruling last June that revoked
the agreement. The Egyptian government appealed that ruling but
the Higher Administrative Court upheld it.
“Egypt’s sovereignty over the islands of Tiran and Sanafir is beyond
any doubt,” said Judge Ahmed alShazly in the decision.
There had been doubts that the
government was willing to hand the
islands over to Saudi Arabia. Sources in Cairo said documents presented to the court by the government
were either weak or proved that the
islands were Egyptian.
In one instance, the government’s
lawyer presented a document from
a February 1954 UN Security Council session that showed the islands
were Saudi. The same document
said Egyptian troops were deployed

An Egyptian woman celebrates after the Supreme Administrative Court upheld on January 16th a ruling voiding a government
agreement to hand over two Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia.
								
on the two islands during the second
world war and that they had been
occupied by the Egyptian Army
since 1906 as boundaries between
Egypt and the Ottoman empire were
demarcated.
The document said the two islands were exclusively Egyptian after Egypt became independent from
the empire.
Lawyer Essam al-Eslamboli said
the head of the office of the late intelligence chief Omar Suleiman had
given him a document proving that
the islands were Egyptian. He added
that he and his colleagues had had
two other documents — one from
the intelligence agency and another
from the Foreign Ministry — proving
that the islands were Egyptian.
Observers said the government

found it difficult to convince many
Egyptians to support the agreement
and feared protests against the islands’ transfer would threaten the
country’s stability.
Government lawyers said the
agreement was an act of sovereignty
and that the judiciary should not be
involved. However, Shazly said the
case fell under court jurisdiction,
since it was an administrative dispute.
Lawyer Khaled Ali, who also challenged the government in the case,
said the Higher Administrative
Court was the only court with jurisdiction over the case.
“This is why the verdicts of this
court are final,” he said, adding that
the government could not have the
ruling overturned by resorting to the

Higher Constitutional Court.
“The government’s decision to
refer the agreement to parliament is
also unlawful,” Ali said.
Mahmoud Kobeish, the former
dean of the College of Law at Cairo
University, said the Higher Constitutional Court could only say whether
the agreement was an act of sovereignty, adding “this does not mean
that the court can overturn the ruling of the Higher Administrative
Court that nullifies the agreement”.
He said parliament would make
matters worse if it insists on discussing the agreement, noting that
the government should find a way
out of the crisis other than pitting
the legislative and judicial powers
against each other.
A diplomatic source from Cairo

(AFP)

referred to three options for ending
the crisis: Freezing the agreement
and launching joint Saudi-Egyptian
projects on the two islands; renegotiating the fate of the islands; or
Saudi Arabia turning to international arbitration.
Observers say the two countries
must reconsider their relations and
get over the islands issue.
The ruling opens the door for rifts
between the two countries on other
regional issues, including Yemen
and Syria as well as the relations
with Iran.
There are, however, opportunities
for cooperation between them, such
as investments in labour, tourism
and trade.
Amira Fekri is an Egyptian writer.

Egypt never intended to give Tiran and Sanafir to Saudi Arabia
View poi nt

Ahmad
Abou Douh

W

hen the issue of
transferring
Tiran and
Sanafir islands
to Saudi Arabia
was raised in
Egypt, the comment “Awad sold
his land” was heard. The reference to a popular 1960s operetta
on Egyptian radio encapsulated
how the average Egyptian citizen
viewed this complex issue. In any
other country, Awad could freely
sell his land and buy another plot
without drawing a single comment but not in Egypt.
For thousands of years, Egyptians have had a special bond with
their land. The country’s unique
geography has a lot to do with
that. Egypt is basically a vast
desert split in the middle by
narrow strips of fertile green land
on either side of the Nile. The fate
of Egyptians has long been
intimately tied to those green
strips. Every Egyptian knows that
straying far from the Nile valley
spells doom.
The livelihood of Egyptians for
years depended on farming so

Cairo made a grave mistake by
even considering ceding the
islands to Saudi Arabia.

land became sacred. No Egyptian
farmer would sell his land no
matter the price offered. Selling
one’s land would bring dishonour.
These same values extend to the
country. National territory is a
matter of national pride.
The Egyptian government made
a grave mistake by even considering ceding Tiran and Sanafir
islands to Saudi Arabia. Any
official sitting behind a desk in
Cairo knows that just mentioning
the idea would create a crisis for
any regime and at any time.
Former Egyptian president
Hosni Mubarak experienced
first-hand the neurosis of Egyptian people when it comes to
touching their land and its
resources. The agreement he
struck regarding supplying Israel
with Egyptian natural gas left a
deep gash in people’s pride. The
public had sent him repeated
warnings over the years but he
was unable to grasp the intricacies
of the deeply rooted bond
between Egyptians and their land.
As a consequence, he lost any
legitimacy with the Egyptian
people and was eventually pushed
aside.
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
has been more careful in dealing
with Egyptian national pride.
From the beginning, he knew the

issue of the islands would represent a direct threat to his legitimacy. Nobody knows why he
decided to tackle the affair in the
first place.
The fateful Arab alliance
between Saudi Arabia and Egypt
should have been incentive
enough to have the Saudi side
predict the red lines its Egyptian
ally cannot cross. One simply
cannot ask anyone to risk destabilising a large society suffering
from a succession of acute crises
over Tiran and Sanafir, especially
when the issue has been dormant
for a long time.
The secret to the success of any
agreement lies in having each
partner understand the red lines
constraining the other. The crisis
over the islands was made worse
by the presence of another red
line. Surrendering the islands to
Saudi Arabia would have dealt a
deadly blow to the historical
Egyptian authority over the area.
Tiran and Sanafir control the
strait separating the Gulf of Aqaba
from the Red Sea leading to the
Israeli port of Eilat. The strait is
100% Egyptian. Surrendering the
islands to Saudi Arabia would turn
it into an international passageway and Saudi Arabia would
automatically become a party to
the Camp David agreement

The
Egyptian
regime
risked a lot
by accepting
Saudi
financial aid.

between Egypt and Israel.
The Egyptian side would rather
avoid that outcome. Since the
peace accords of 1979, Egyptian
foreign policy worked very hard to
make the country the only
legitimate interlocutor in the
Arab-Israeli conflict. Bringing in
another party in negotiations with
Israel about the Palestinian cause
would be a direct blow to Egypt’s
historical role and influence in the
region.
The Egyptian regime risked a lot
by accepting Saudi financial aid.
Just talk about surrendering
Egyptian soil would have been
very costly. Any other price for
that aid would have been acceptable, or at least negotiable, to the
Egyptian side.
Saudi-Egyptian relations will
persevere because neither side
can afford the cost of having them
deteriorate. The episode of the
islands of Tiran and Sanafir can be
taken as a stage on which both
partners were discovering the
limitations of each other’s
concessionary power. Closing the
chapter on the issue marks the
end of the exploratory stage and
heralds the beginning of a more
mature stage in negotiations.
Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian
writer.

January 22, 2017

News & Analysis

Iraq

5

Iraq’s provincial councils: A new and dangerous battleground
Mustafa Habib

Baghdad

A

s Shia political rivalries
play out on various Iraqi
provincial councils, it
is becoming clear that
the country’s next provincial elections will be among the
most important — and perhaps the
most perilous.
Iraq’s unpopular former prime
minister Nuri al-Maliki's visit to the
southern Iraqi provinces of Maysan, Basra and Nasiriya in December. Instead of being met by welcoming committee, he was greeted
by thousands of Iraqis demonstrating against him. Most of the protesters were affiliated with or followers of another political leader,
the cleric Muqtada al-Sadr.
In Basra, dozens of protesters,
who chanted that Maliki was corrupt and a thief, tried to storm the
hall where he was giving a speech,
forcing security staff to cancel the
event. Maliki threatened to launch
a new version of the 2008 military
operation called Sawat al-Fursan
— Operation Knight’s Charge —
against the protesters. This was a
military operation to purge Basra of
militias affiliated with Sadr’s movement.
This may have been an idle threat
— the 2008 operation failed and a
truce between the two Shia leaders was brokered by Iran. The real
repercussions of the 2016 protests
began to be played out some days
later on Iraq’s latest and increasingly important political battleground:
The country’s provincial councils.

Iraq’s next set of
provincial elections
are likely to be among
the most important
since 2003.
Because of new legislation that
gives provincial councils more
power to make their own decisions
on security, finance and politics,
Iraq is moving towards a more
decentralised governing system.
Competition for power on these
councils will increase.
Seats on the provincial councils in southern Iraq, populated
mainly by the country’s Shias, will
be divided between two main Shia

groups: The State of Law coalition,
led by Maliki, of which Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi is also a member; and the forces led by younger
clerics Ammar al-Hakim and Sadr.
The pair represents a new Iraqi
generation in political Islam.
Maliki’s response to the humiliation he suffered in front of Sadr’s
protesters in southern Iraq was to
instruct the members of the Baghdad provincial council belonging to
the State of Law coalition to question their governor, Ali al-Tamimi,
a member of Sadr’s movement.

Seats on the
provincial councils
in southern Iraq will
be divided between
two main Shia
groups.
The governor was to be questioned about financial and administrative corruption, including
about a security system to monitor
vehicles in Baghdad to try to stop
car bombs that was planned but
never carried out. Money for the
system was collected from the people of Baghdad.
“Calling Baghdad’s governor in
for questioning at this time is clearly politically motivated,” council
member Fadel al-Shuwaili, also a
member of the Sadrist movement,
told the news website Niqash.
“Why did they choose this moment? What have they been doing
for the past few months?”
Shuwaili said the alliance between the Sadrist members of the
council and other parties is strong
and the State of Law members
will not be able to sack the governor. The State of Law has 20 of 58
seats on the provincial council but
would need more than 29 to be able
to dismiss the governor outright.
“This questioning of officials is
both legal and constitutional,” said
Saad al-Matlabi, a senior member
of Maliki’s party. “If the Sadrist
movement trusts their governor,
then why are they afraid of having
him questioned?”
A few days later, a campaign
against Maysan Governor Ali
Dawai, a popular Sadr supporter,
gathered pace.
State of Law members in Maysan
accused Dawai of helping organise the protests against Maliki and
of preventing his supporters from

Iraqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr in the holy city of Najaf, last October. 				
planning their own meeting. Dawai
denied the allegations and said he
would file a lawsuit against those
who accused him.
After 2003, Iraq’s Shia-dominated parties worked together to ensure their hold on political power
but over recent years cracks have
shown in the alliance. After 2013’s
provincial elections, there were
nine Shia-dominated councils
formed in south Iraq, which has a
majority Shia population.
After 2014’s federal elections,
Maliki’s popularity waned and Sadr
banded with Sunni parties to push
Maliki out of the prime minister’s
job. Maliki was replaced by Abadi
— a more palatable member of Maliki’s party.
Over the past two years, the Shia
parties have appeared more united,
having been forced back together
by the security crisis sparked by
the Islamic State (ISIS).
However, as ISIS seems increasingly likely to be pushed out of Iraq
soon, many analysts worry about
what happens to the Shia alliance
after the security crisis has, more
or less, been resolved.

Up until now, most of the problems between the two sides of the
Shia alliance have been settled at
the ballot box. That could have
happened again in provincial elections scheduled for April. However,
as some areas are still held by ISIS
and many thousands of people are
displaced, as well as for other reasons, those elections have been
postponed until 2018 to coincide
with federal elections.
The other complicating factor
is the presence of the Shia volunteer militias. These were formed
in 2014 to fight ISIS following the
collapse of the Iraqi Army in the
north. Battle-hardened fighters
from those militias, which have
played a crucial yet controversial
role in fighting ISIS, will be returning to southern Iraq. The militias
will most likely continue to exist in
some form as the Iraqi government
has made them a legitimate fighting force, separate from the standing Iraqi Army.
The militias themselves do not
present a united Shia front, either;
there are many of them and they
have different allegiances to vari-

(AFP)

ous Shia leaders.
The worry is that, given conflicts
between Maliki and Sadr cannot be
resolved at the ballot box, they may
draw the militias into the scrap and
the political conflicts could then
turn violent.
Also worth considering is that
the militias have become immensely popular among ordinary
Iraqi Shias. This gives them great
political potential, which could be
used to support the political affiliations they already have or, possibly even in some cases, create their
own new, independent political
entities. They may challenge the
traditional Shia political parties,
many of whose members are seen
by ordinary people as corrupt.
One thing is for sure: Iraq’s next
set of provincial elections, now
planned for 2018, will quite likely
be some of the most important
elections the country has had since
2003. They may also be among the
most dangerous.
Mustafa Habib writes for niqash.
org, which originally published
this article.

Iraq says it liberated the ‘important areas’ of east Mosul
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raqi forces have retaken control of eastern Mosul from the
Islamic State (ISIS), commanders said, three months after
a huge offensive against the
militant bastion began.
Iraqi forces entered the last
neighbourhoods on the eastern
side of Mosul, on the left bank of
the Tigris river, which runs through
the city.
Speaking at a news conference
in Bartalla, a town east of Mosul,
Staff General Talib al-Sheghati,
who heads the Counter Terrorism
Service (CTS), announced “the liberation… of the left bank”.
Sheghati added that, while the
east of the city could be considered
under government control, work
remained to be done to clear the
last holdout militants.
The “important lines and important areas are finished”, he said,
adding that “there is only a bit of
the northern (front) remaining”.
Sheghati said plans were being
drawn up to retake the western part
of the city. He did not elaborate on
when that phase of the operation
would begin.
The west bank of Mosul is a bit
smaller but the streets in the Old

A member of Iraqi Special Operations Forces (ISOF) looks on at the
al-Zirai district of ISIS militants in Mosul, on January 18th. (Reuters)
City are too narrow for most military vehicles to use.
Stiff resistance by militants, thousands of civilians being trapped in
their houses by the fighting and bad
weather slowed the advance of Iraqi
troops.
All the bridges across the Tigris
in Mosul have been either blown up
by ISIS or destroyed by US-led coalition air strikes, which has made it
difficult for ISIS to resupply its fighters in the city’s east.
It will also make it difficult for

Iraqi forces to attack the right bank
without redeploying to other fronts
west of the river that have been
largely static for weeks.
The operation has left more than
148,000 people homeless, the United Nations said. Nearly 12,500 people have fled their homes in the past
week, UN officials said. More than
1 million people were estimated to
be in Mosul in October, when Iraqi
forces began the operation to retake
the city.
The United Nations warned of an

oil spill south of the Iraqi city of Mosul, near the town of Qayara, which
was retaken from ISIS in September. The warnings were in a report
on environmental damage caused
by oil fires intentionally started by
retreating ISIS militants.
Observers said they expect the insurgency to continue after Mosul is
retaken, especially if conditions do
not improve for the area’s Sunnis.
More than six months after Iraqi
forces retook Falluja, 50km west of
Baghdad, from ISIS, reconstruction
is slow and the government risks
alienating those residents who have
returned to the city.
The Norwegian Refugee Council
said in December that only about
10% of homes in Falluja were inhabitable.
Mayor Issa al-Sayer called for “the
help of the international community to allow Falluja residents to live
in stability”.
Baghdad promised to enable the
speedy return of those who had
been displaced during the reconquest of Falluja but the government
is strapped for cash. The risk that
observers warned about before the
operation to retake Falluja started
is that unkept promises would fuel
a sense among Sunni residents that
they are being marginalised by the
government, which is dominated by
Shia parties.
Violence and military operations

across Iraq claimed the lives of
more than 16,000 civilians in 2016,
a research group said, making it one
of the deadliest years in the country
since the 2003 US-led invasion.
In its annual report, the Londonbased Iraq Body Count reported
that 16,361 Iraqi civilians were killed
in 2016. The northern province of
Nineveh was the worst hit, with
7,431 people killed. Baghdad was
next with 3,714 civilians killed, the
research showed.

The west side of
Mosul is a bit smaller
but is home to
narrow streets
impassable to most
military vehicles.
The report came after the United
Nations in Iraq released a report
that stated that 6,878 civilians were
killed by violence in 2016.
The UN mission said the numbers
did not include casualties among
civilians in Iraq’s western Anbar
province for May, July, August and
December. It said it was hindered
from verifying casualty numbers in
conflict areas and from secondary effects of violence.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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The messages
of Davos

D

avos is over. Long live Davos. This year’s World
Economic Forum talked about a different sort of
globalisation than usual: Inclusiveness around the
globe.
It was a sign of the times and an acknowledgement of the restive state of the global village. Every
year, for nearly half a century, Davos has served as a
euphemism for a certain world view — support for globalisation
and for greater cosmopolitanism. Davos participants are automatically assumed to be in favour of the rapid changes that began in
the late 20th century, with greater integration of world trading,
financial and production systems.
But in 2017, many of those who attended Davos acknowledged
that the process of globalisation may not necessarily be the whole
answer. There is awareness that huge swathes of the world, not
least the overwhelmingly young populations of the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region, do not see globalisation as
having delivered.
Understandably, in many parts of the region, there is wariness
about the process of globalisation, which is not perceived as
having brought about the promised economic growth, job creation and poverty alleviation. This was often the consequence of
inadequate policies and unrealistic expectations. Regional
conflicts and the threat posed by terrorism have further inhibited
global investments and trade within MENA.
All of this while technological change has enabled everyone,
particularly the young, to see what development and prosperity
looked like in faster-growing parts of the world. If the unceasing
flow of migrants to the West revealed the despair of millions in the
MENA region, it also underlined the limits of the open-borders
model in the global village.
Ironically, the region has been one of the best guarantors of
global economic stability. The region’s oil producers integrated
into the international oil market early on. Of late, they have made
efforts to diversify their economies and spur growth. But by
weaning local populations off state subsidies, governments now
face unprecedented pressures at home. No longer can poorer
countries in the region rely on their monetary support.
For the long term and to really benefit from globalisation, MENA
countries need to adapt their socioeconomic and education
systems in particular to the coming age of automation and other
transformational changes. It must enable entrepreneurship so the
young and creative can compete in the global marketplace. It
must slash bureaucratic red tape and reform business practices to
attract foreign investment — not as charity but as corporate good
sense.
And finally, to properly engage in globalisation, there is an
urgent need for a pan-regional trade and business vision that goes
beyond expedient political posturing.
Worldwide, the prospects for globalisation seem bleaker than
ever before after last year’s Brexit vote, Donald Trump’s victory in
the US presidential election and the rise of protectionism and
populism in the West.
But that is no reason to give up on the possibilities of globalisation. Not yet. The region’s enterprising young people are not
necessarily a threat or a burden. They may be the main source of
hope. We owe it to them to keep the faith.
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Under
Obama, the
United States
has become
but a shadow
of itself.

Lots of unknowns
as Trump takes over
Obama’s failures

I

f there were anyone most
responsible for Donald
Trump becoming US president, it would have to be
Barack Obama.
The United States’ first
African-American president gave
up the country’s leadership of the
world. He must have forgotten that
it was his country and the values
of freedom it represents that won
the Cold War. The Soviet Union
turned out to be nothing more than
a hollow oppressive machine with
grand imperialistic designs that left
a trail of tyranny, destruction and
misery wherever it went.
It was thanks to the United States
and the end of the Cold War that
the countries of Eastern Europe
experienced freedom and that
Germany was unified. The Soviet
Union continued to disintegrate
with the Baltic states of Lithuania,
Estonia and Latvia along with the
majority Muslim republics choosing
to leave Lenin’s former empire.
Obama closed his eyes on
Russia’s annexation of the
Crimean peninsula and its blatant
interference in Ukrainian affairs.
He had done his best to let the
Ukrainians understand that they
had no choice but to surrender to
Russian President Vladimir Putin.
The world expected Obama to
correct the mistakes in Iraq of his
predecessor George W. Bush. He
did not. He worsened the situation.
In 2003, Bush offered Iraq on a
silver platter to Iran but it was
Obama who in 2010 turned it into a
de facto Iranian colony by agreeing
to a complete and early withdrawal
of US troops. Iraq quickly became
hostage of Iranian-backed sectarian
militias.
There is no need to expand on
Obama’s misdeeds in Europe.
By neglecting US relations with
Europe and by muzzling NATO, he
left the old continent vulnerable to
attacks by Russia.
In 2008, before becoming
president, Obama toured the
Middle East and met with
Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas. He promised
not to — as Bush did — leave the
Palestinian cause till the end of
his term; he would tackle the issue
from the first day he settled in the
White House.
Obama made true on his word.
He sent an emissary to Israel
and the Palestinian territories
but one who quickly returned
to Washington. Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu had
torpedoed the mission outright.
Obama gave in and let the Israeli

prime minister have the last word.
During the twilight of his term,
Obama tried once more to mislead
the Palestinians by not opposing
the condemnation of Israeli
settlements at the UN Security
Council and by supporting the final
report of the Paris Conference,
which insisted that the two-state
option is the only way out for the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
The Security Council resolution
and the Paris Conference were
important steps forward but can
the Palestinians hope for concrete
results without the real backing of
the new American administration
for these decisions?
Under Obama, the United States
has become but a shadow of itself.
That is what happens when a US
president surrenders to Russia and
Iran. He has given up his role as
leader of the free world.
This does not mean, of course,
that we should close our eyes on
American mistakes in the Middle
East or its hegemony in many parts
of the world from pre-Obama times
but the worst of American crimes
was when Obama had allowed
Syrian President Bashar Assad to
run free in Syria in the summer of
2013. Any hope for Syria was lost at
that time.
In Syria, Obama preferred not
to react to the use of chemical
weapons by the regime against its
own population. It was more urgent
for Obama to manage Iranian
sensitivities during the nuclear
negotiations.
History will remember Obama
as the first African-American
US president and a culprit in the
tragedy of the Syrian people, the
biggest human tragedy of the 21st
century. Obama reversed Bush’s
legacy. Now, the new master of
the White House is going to undo
Obama’s legacy.
While the positions of Donald
Trump and his new administration
on a number of issues are confused
and confusing, a change in US
foreign policy is on its way.
The coming year is going to
be full of surprises, especially
when questions of all kinds are
constantly put forth: What’s going
to happen to US relations with
Russia, China and Tehran? How
will the United States react to the
new alliance among Russia, Turkey
and Israel? Will Trump continue to
look down on NATO? And how far
will he go in reversing US policies
in Syria?
Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese
journalist.
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Hopes over the ‘Arab spring’ were premature

James Snell

Optimism has
evaporated.
The West is
turning
inward.

F

or my generation, 2011
came close to being our
1968. Like the latter, it
was a year of political
change, change that
seemed dynamic and
accelerated.
The world was on the verge of
being transformed. It seemed as
though undemocratic regimes, for
too long a regrettable fixture of
the Middle East, could be overthrown and replaced. More than
that, there was a sense of real
optimism. It seemed the weight of
history had been lifted.
The “Arab spring” personified
the best of this forward-looking
global trend and it gave hope to
the rest of us. The struggles of
ordinary people to liberate themselves from the monolithic forces
of state oppression were inspiring
and exciting and appeared to signal a sea change in international
politics.
Such hopes proved premature.
Five years on, this optimism has

evaporated. Now the agents of
political change are different. Retrograde forces have won the day.
The causes of this pall are numerous but they are linked. All of
them contribute to the countries
of the world — and especially the
West — turning inward, placing
domestic concerns above global
ones and abandoning any sense of
international obligation.
Most notably, this has been
manifested in the form of antiimmigrant populism. This sentiment has always been present and
has always exerted influence on
contemporary politics but never so
explicitly as in the last year.
Though the official campaign
for a leave vote in Britain’s referendum on the European Union
couched its terms carefully, the
subtext of immigration was
present in every argument, every
debate, every apparently unconnected question about the National Health Service or infrastructure
or our national character.

Other campaigners relied less on
making implicit appeals to nativism. The “Leave EU” campaign,
for example, put immigration
front and centre. That was the
reason most people voted the way
they did.
This has changed the nature of
British politics. Now it is assumed
that the electorate is hostile to
immigration, that it does not want
to accept refugees fleeing the disaster areas of the Middle East — or
any of them at all.
In the United States, the election
of Donald Trump to the presidency
demonstrates the same impulse
but at an even higher pitch. This
is a man who said he wanted a
“total and complete shutdown”
on Muslims entering the country.
He wants to kill the wives and
children of suspected terrorists.
He wants to reinstitute torture
and cannot imagine why anyone
would have a problem with that.
This has necessarily challenged
certain international norms but it

is also a symptom of a wider moral
malaise.
The dramatic nature of this
change in emphasis can be seen
in Western abandonment of the
Syrian revolution and widespread
regret — feigned or real — over
the end of the Qaddafi regime in
Libya. Defenders of these regimes,
from both the left and right, are
multiplying.
These people say Arab countries do not know what to do with
democracy and that they cannot
truly want it in any case. They
suggest that war crimes committed by the Assad regime are either
overstated or justified — a Western
lie or a good thing too.
This position sums up the past
year and will, in all likelihood,
dominate 2017. A darker, colder
world awaits, one in which other
people — and other countries —
matter less than would have been
thought possible six years ago.
James Snell is a British journalist.

What Iraqis want from Trump

Majed Sameraei

Neither
the United
States nor
Europe
is at a point
it can
do without
Iraqi oil.

U

S President Donald
Trump has said
and tweeted a great
many things but
made scant
reference to Iraq.
That is understandable because
the man comes from the world of
finance and is used to only dollar
and real estate fluctuations.
He suddenly finds himself
thrust into a world of political
complexities, military and
intelligence complications and
strategic economic interests.
Trump takes office within the
context of a hugely shrinking
US role in the world and in the
Middle East, a region afflicted
with creative chaos. So what
will be the new administration’s
foreign policy priorities during
the first 100 days and where
is the Iraqi file in all of this
confusion?
One might venture that Iraq
will not be among Trump’s
priorities, especially after the
possible death of the Islamic
State (ISIS) in the country.
ISIS is an offspring of al-Qaeda.
The latter is an old toy by now,
one used by the United States
against the former Soviet Union
in Afghanistan from 1979-89.
The Saudis were brought into the
game at the time by giving it a
religious dimension.
As to today’s new toy — ISIS — it
serves the agendas of big chiefs
and small chiefs in the region.
The United States uses it to keep
its hand on a vital region and

the Russians use it to facilitate
their return to influential roles
through the war in Syria.
So what is Trump’s plan for
Iraq, pre- and post-ISIS? How
will he translate into acts his
campaign declaration: “There
is no Iraq; there is only a bunch
of thieves and thugs”? The Iraqi
file includes issues that will
eventually impose themselves on
the White House, even if Trump
has no desire to get involved.
With the second largest oil
reserves in the world, Iraq is not
an obscure insignificant spot on
the globe. Neither the United
States nor Europe is at a point it
can do without Arab and Iraqi oil.
Trump and his advisers surely
remember that when the United
States invaded Iraq in 2003 the
forces went straight to the oil
fields and refineries. The Iraqi
Museum and other historic sites
were also placed under armed
protection. Trump was irked by
George W. Bush’s and Barack
Obama’s policies in Iraq as these
two did not levy a war tax, which
he estimated at $1.5 trillion and
which he seems adamant to
collect. Trump seems also willing
to send US soldiers to occupy
Iraqi oil fields and transfer the oil
to the United States.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi dismissed Trump’s
declarations as “campaign
rhetoric” but these days there
are leaked news of new arrivals
of US troops at US military bases
in Ain Al-Asad, Al-Habania and

other places. US military sources
have declared that US troops
were being sent to Iraq to stay
even after ISIS is kicked out of
the country. So no matter how
hard Trump tries to ignore the
situation in Iraq, it will catch up
with him because it is at the heart
of all crises in the Middle East.
Can Trump seriously come up
with a political solution for Syria
without one for the situation in
Iraq as well and what would this
solution be?

Iraqis want Trump
to help them
remove from
power those who
destroyed their
country.
The Obama administration
implemented important policies
in the region that established
Iranian influence in Iraq as
unavoidable in any obscure
strategic schemes. Former US
ambassador to Iraq Zalmay
Khalilzad boasted on several
occasions about continuous US
coordination efforts with Iran
doubtless in preparation for
occupying Iraq.
This also explains the
importance given to Shia Iraqi
parties in US policies in Iraq. The
anti-US rhetoric of these parties
is just a marketing ploy. Despite

repeated scandals of corruption
and mismanagement in the
Iraqi state apparatus, the Obama
administration failed to bring
about any serious changes for
the benefit of all Iraqis. Officials
of the US embassy in Iraq did
not have enough clout to reverse
the disastrous effects of policies
conceived and implemented
by the extremist right-wing
American cartel.
Surely Trump and his
advisers realise that the military
elimination of ISIS in Iraq must
pave the way to serious political
reforms. The question is: Do
Trump and his administration
seriously intend to introduce
serious reforms in Iraq and put
a stop to political Islam or was
all that tough talk just campaign
rhetoric? Can they free Iraq from
Iran?
What the Iraqis want from
Trump is for him to remove from
his circle all those advisers and
lobbyists who engineered the
sectarian government in Iraq.
They want concrete measures
leading to peaceful civil
government. They want him to
help them remove from power
those who destroyed Iraq and
to rely on liberal figures from
both the Sunnis and the Shias.
They want a serious and fair
solution for Arab Iraqis because
Iraqi Kurds are already busy
constructing their new state.
Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi
writer.

The failure to predict

Claude Salhani

Putin’s and
Trump’s
narratives are
riding on the
wave of failure
of the Obama
administration.

T

he Obama administration will no doubt be
blamed for the sad
state of affairs that
have plagued parts of
the Middle East
during its time in office. That
would be justified in part in
regards to the precarious conditions found in Syria, Libya and
Yemen. Barack Obama and his
administration failed to act
decisively when they should have
engaged in a more comprehensive policy in the region.
Equally guilty are previous US
administrations, most notably
that of George W. Bush, not for its
inaction in the region but more for
its actions. If Obama will be remembered for his lethargic policy
regarding Syria’s civil war, Bush
is to be remembered for starting a
war in Iraq that was uncalled for.
Sure, Saddam Hussein was a brutal
dictator but, like other despots in
the region, he provided security
for his country and kept would-be
jihadists at bay.
Of course promoting democracy
is a noble objective but before a

country embarks upon a perilous
journey in attempting to establish
a democracy to a place with no
prior exposure to its concepts,
as was the case with Iraq, the
repercussions and fallout of such a
venture should have been foreseen
and plans made accordingly.
The Bush administration falsely
believed that it could install
democracy in Iraq as though it
were an off-the-shelf, one-sizefits-all item. As the United States
painfully discovered, democracy
needs to be carefully applied and
slowly moulded to fit the targeted
country. Efforts must proceed cautiously and at a pace in line with
the country’s culture and traditions. In the Middle East, such a
process may take decades.
By contrast, in the United States,
politicians have their own concept
of time. It is a clock perpetually
stuck on a four-year cycle — from
presidential election to presidential election. It is very difficult to
formulate a comprehensive government foreign policy in the space
of a few months in a region where
time has a different meaning.

The failure of the United States
to predict the fallout from its military intervention in the Middle
East has unleashed demons that
have since crossed well beyond
Iraq’s political and cultural borders and pose a threat to adjacent
countries and beyond.
Just as Bush erred in predicting the fallout effects of the US
invasion of Iraq, so too did the
Obama administration miscalculate the consequences of the “Arab
spring”. Now Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s and new US President Donald Trump’s narratives
are riding on the wave of failure
of the Obama administration to
predict such fallouts.
Obama overestimated the ability
of the “Arab spring” to allow democracy to take root in the region,
outgoing CIA Director John Brennan told a Russian news agency.
Brennan added that, although the
people in the region strived for
individual freedom, “the concept
of democracy is something that really is not engrained in a lot of the
people and the cultures and the
countries out there”.

“I think there were very, very
unrealistic expectations in Washington, including in some parts
of the administration, that the
‘Arab spring’ was going to push
out these authoritarian regimes
and democracy is going to flourish
because that’s what people want,”
Brennan said on CNN’s The Axe
Files podcast on January 9th.
Preserving the stability and security of Middle Eastern countries
should have been given top priority by the Americans before they
went in guns blazing and were
forced to react to rapidly changing situations in hostile environments. Careful planning would
have perhaps reduced some of the
mayhem that ensued.
Even hard-line advocates
among US political liberals in
regards to the Middle East have
always maintained that a smaller
footprint of the state is better.
Now nobody should be surprised
by the emergence of neo-authoritarian trends.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist with The Arab Weekly.
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A Russian role in Libya?

News & Analysis

With a more enterprising Russia, cards are reshuffled in the Arab world
Francis Ghilès

Barcelona

A

new power structure is
emerging in the Middle
East as Russia uses its
intervention in Syria to
position itself as an important partner for regional powers as diverse and opposed to each
other as Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Israel
and Iran.
In North Africa, Algeria and Egypt
are indulging in a form of heavy lifting that pushes the United States
and the European Union to the sidelines. Some observers will welcome
these changes, others will deplore
them. Nobody can dispute that
the European Union’s and United
States’ capacity to shape policy in
the region is declining fast.
Algeria, Tunisia and Egypt have
a common interest in breaking the
impasse in Libya as violence in the
country since the death of Muammar Qaddafi risks spilling over the
border. It already has in spectacular
fashion in Tunisia with the attack
on the southern town of Ben Guerdane last winter and on the attempt
to torch the Algeria gas field of
Tiguentourine four years ago.

A confrontation
between the two
halves of Libya
remains a major risk.
Matters worsened when Tuaregs
from northern Mali, who had long
served Qaddafi, returned to their
country armed with weapons stolen from Libyan arms dumps and
nearly toppled the regime in Mali.
Whatever the goodwill of the
UN special envoy to Libya and the
European Union’s backing of the
Government of National Accord in
the west, the fact that control of
eastern Libya rests essentially with
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar means

a confrontation between the two
halves of Libya remains a major risk
that the country’s neighbours want
to avoid. Nor do they wish to become hostage to power games initiated from outside the region and
that they feel are not amicable to
their interests.

Algeria and Egypt
have no objection to
the Russians playing
a role in the region.
Russia has entered the fray in
Libya, where it had docking rights
in the eastern port of Benghazi at
the time of Qaddafi. Haftar twice
visited Moscow last year and was
recently invited on board the aircraft carrier Admiral Kouznetsov,
which was making its way back
to Russia from Syria. While on the
ship, Haftar had a videoconference
with Russian Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu.
Although Russia said it remains
committed to the UN arms embargo
on Libya, this show of support for
Haftar comes when his enemies
are weakening. It sends a rebuke
to Western powers which, after
brokering the fall of the former dictator, have been incapable of preventing Libya’s slide into chaos
Algeria and Egypt, at least since
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi took power,
have no objection to the Russians
playing a role in the region. Algeria
was very upset in 2011 as its warnings to Paris, London and Washington about the likely outcome
of their intervention in Libya were
treated with contempt.
Further evidence of Russia’s projecting itself as a major player came
when the Qatar Investment Authority decided to invest $5 billion in
the Russian oil company Rosneft
PJSC as part of a $10.6 billion deal
that included Glencore Plc.
A significant part of Qatar’s investment portfolio remains in the
United States where it is commit-

A May 2016 file picture shows a Libyan demonstrator holding an image of Field Marshal Khalifa
Haftar during a protest in the eastern coastal city of Benghazi .
ted to investing $35 billion over the
next five years.
Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad al-Thani has decided to
hedge his bets. His decision to invest in Rosneft was taken as Russian warplanes bombarded Aleppo
where the countries were on different sides of the Syria divide.
The strong Russian backing for
Syrian President Bashar Assad has
left the countries that had funded
and armed the Islamist rebels — Qatar, Turkey and Saudi Arabia — in
the lurch. Turkey has moved much
closer to its erstwhile enemy Russia
recently and Qatar has followed in
its footsteps.
Russia has long suspected Qatar of supporting militant Islamist

groups in Syria, a suspicion shared
by many Western observers, and
in Chechnya. The emir no doubt
remembers that Russian agents assassinated Chechen rebel leader Zelimkhan Yandarbiyev in the Qatari
capital, Doha, in 2004.
Another sign that the times are
changing is Qatar’s backtracking on
pledges made to clean up its act on
human rights after it won the right
to host the 2022 FIFA World Cup. It
hardly bothers to pay lip service to
them today. Human Rights Watch
recently pointed out that changes
to the labour law that took effect
in 2016 will not “protect migrant
workers from the serious abuses
that characterise Qatar’s construction industry and other low paid

(AFP)

sectors of its economy”.
The rise of Russia and populist
parties in the West and Donald
Trump’s accession to the White
House — have emboldened Qatar
to discard any promises it made to
reform its labour laws. It is also encouraging regional powers to play a
stronger role in mediating in North
African and Middle Eastern conflicts.
In view of the dismal Western
record in the region in recent decades, the latter development might
not be such a bad thing even if the
former can only be deplored.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

Russia increasingly taking sides in Libya

View poi nt

John C.K.
Daly

F

resh from its successes
in Syria, Russia is
turning its attention to
another country riven
by the “Arab spring” —
Libya.
The Russian Navy hosted
Libyan National Army (LNA) Field
Marshal Khalifa Haftar on board
its Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft
carrier, which is returning to
northern Russia following a
deployment in Syria. On January
11th, Haftar inspected an honour
guard, watched flight operations
by the ship’s Sukhoi Su-33 fighter
jets and spoke via video link with
Russian Defence Minister Sergei
Shoigu.
The gesture was hardly spontaneous. Haftar visited Russia last
June to discuss a number of
issues, including possible weapons deliveries, with Shoigu and
Russian Security Council Secretary Nikolai Patrushev. Three
months later, Haftar requested
that Russia end its arms embargo
and supply weapons and military
equipment to his forces, delivering his request to Russian President Vladimir Putin and Shoigu
via his special representative
Abdelbaset al-Badri, then serving
as Libya’s ambassador to Saudi
Arabia.
When asked whether he was
promised arms during his followup November visit to Russia,
Haftar coyly said Moscow had told
him weapons “can arrive only
once the (UN) embargo ends” but

Moscow’s stance may soon put it
at loggerheads with many
Western powers.

that he was assured that “Putin
will undertake to revoke it”.
Haftar’s interest in Russian
armaments has apparently moved
from rhetoric to reality. A January
16th report in Al-Arab newspaper
stated that, while on the Admiral
Kuznetsov, Haftar signed a
contract with the Russian government for $2 billion in weaponry
for his self-proclaimed army.
For the international community, which supports the Tripolibased Government of National
Accord (GNA), the key question is
whether Russia’s deepening
involvement in Libya will help
pacify the country or increase its
division. As long as Haftar
believes he has the unconditional
support of Russia and possibly of
the new administration in the
United States, he will not have any
interest in taking part in political
negotiations being brokered by
the United Nations, which

supports the GNA.
For its part, Russia sees political
stabilisation in the Middle East
and North Africa (MENA) region as
an integral component in its own
struggle with terrorism. On
January 16th Patrushev stated
that in 2016 Russia prevented
more than 900 foreign terrorists
from entering the country and
that the threat had increased
because of not only continuing
unrest in Syria but also due to the
developments in Iraq, Libya and
Afghanistan. Russia notes
approvingly that Haftar, backed
by Egypt, is seeking to exclude
Islamists from political negotiations while pursuing the independence of the military from
government control.
At the onset of the “Arab spring”
in 2011, Russia took a cautious
back seat when NATO, backed by
several Middle Eastern powers,
deployed air power to depose

Haftar’s
interest
in Russian
armaments
has
apparently
moved
from
rhetoric
to reality.

A 2017 photo shows the Admiral Kuznetsov aircraft carrier during its mission in
the eastern Mediterranean Sea.
(AP)

dictator Muammar Qaddafi.
Moscow quickly came to regret its
neutrality; in April that year, Putin
described the NATO bombing
campaign as a “medieval call for a
crusade”. Since then, Russia has
watched from the sidelines as the
country slid into civil war before
developing its relationship with
Haftar.
Russia’s Syrian intervention and
growing involvement in Libya
dovetail with the government’s
foreign-policy agenda, promulgated in 2013 and then codified in
December. It notes: “The growing
threat of international terrorism is
one of the most dangerous
realities in today’s world. The
spread of extremist ideology and
the activity of terrorist groups in a
number of regions (primarily, in
the Middle East and North Africa)
are the result of systemic development problems that globalisation
processes have laid bare.”
Reduced to its essence, an
imperfect centralised government
is preferable to a power vacuum
that allows extremism to flourish.
It is this rationale that underpins
Moscow’s Middle Eastern policies.
Moscow’s stance may soon put
it at loggerheads with many
Western powers, with both the
United States and European Union
having granted diplomatic
recognition to the GNA, something Russia has refused to do.
Given Haftar’s policy of denying
Islamists political participation, it
seems likely that he will enjoy
Russian support for the foreseeable future.
John C.K. Daly is a Washingtonbased specialist on Russian and
post-Soviet affairs.
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Opposition party plans to boycott Algeria’s April elections
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

leading
opposition
group led by Ali Benflis,
the former chief of Algeria’s ruling National
Liberation Front (FLN)
party, plans to boycott parliamentary elections in April, saying the
results are a foregone conclusion.
“The deep-seated crisis is verywell known,” said Benflis, who
heads Talaie El Hourriyet (Vanguards of Freedom). “We looked
for the existing political regime to
propose a remedy adapted to the
serious consequences of the situation. They are offering a placebo
called elections instead.”
The elections are part of reforms
laid out in last year’s revised constitution, which, on paper, gives
more power to the opposition.
Under the reforms, the next prime
minister will be appointed by the
political party winning the most
votes instead of being chosen by
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika.
Analysts argue that wider support for the elections from influential figures such as Benflis would
give new life to Algiers’ leaders,
who are battling popular discontent over budget austerity and trying to boost a struggling economy.
“The upcoming elections appear secondary, derisory and far
away from the priorities of the moment,” said Benflis, who finished
second behind Bouteflika in the
2004 presidential elections.

Wider support for
the elections would
give new life to
Algiers’ leaders.
“The existing regime focuses
only on one agenda, which is its
own survival. We have an alternative agenda to rescue the country,”
Benflis said.
Said Cheker, an Algerian political analyst, said: “Benflis and his
party seem to bet on a tumble of
the regime that might occur soon

enough to prevent the regime from
staging an election as a new false
alibi.”
Benflis, 72, previously served as
chief of the FLN, prime minister
and head of Bouteflika’s election
campaign before breaking with
the ruling establishment over disagreements about the country’s political direction in 2014.

The upcoming
elections appear
secondary,
derisory and far
away from the
priorities of the
moment.

”

Algerian opposition
leader Ali Benflis

“Our conviction is that our country has to race against the clock
as the passing time makes the political, economic and social challenges harder to tackle,” he said.
“We are the only responsible ones
to step in to face these challenges.”
While leftist and liberal groups
share Benflis’ analysis, they are
determined to occupy any political
space authorities will give them
in order to influence the nation’s
course. Critics have denounced
them as opportunists aiming to
make immediate gains.
At least four Islamist groups
have said they would take part in
the elections to gain official recognition in the country. Analysts,
however, said they consider Algeria one of the most unlikely places
for Islamists to take control, as
many in the country blame political Islam for what is referred
to as the “national tragedy” of the
1990s. During that period, an estimated 200,000 people were killed
in a civil war that had Islamist insurgents fighting the military.
The leftist Democratic and Social Movement (MDS) cited the Islamists’ return to politics as one of
the reasons for participating in the
elections.
“Algerian democrats from all political hues are facing a totalitarian
regime blighted by corruption,”

A 2014 photo shows Algerian opposition leader Ali Benflis speaking during a news conference in
Algiers.			
								
(Reuters)
said Najib Touaibia, a leading figure in the MDS. “The regime is
leaning on Islamism from now on
to tame and submit the civic society.”
Some political analysts predicted that the upcoming elections are
likely to exacerbate popular tension and contribute to voter apathy.
Political writer Redha Mahmoud
said: “The danger for the country is that rife social disarray and
confusion could be transformed
into possible misconduct with the
helping hand of manipulation.

There is a doubt the authorities
could handle such risks.”
Algiers University political scientist Louisa Ait Hamadouche said
the government likely to emerge
from the vote could spark protests,
as its main message for Algerians
will paradoxically be “there is no
need for change”.
“Algeria is stranded in the middle of a dual and hybrid system,”
Ait Hamadouche said. “We have
a society of mostly young people
and a political class of septuagenarians. There is rising unemployment with an increasing foreign

workforce, financial problems
with rampant corruption that is
protected and a deteriorating education system.
“The social front is on track to
erupt and the next government’s
task will be to contain the population by convincing them that the
solution is ‘no change’,” she added.
The government insists the voting will be fair and free, serving to
strengthen the country’s stability
and broaden democracy.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

Trump’s temptation to pursue the strongman option in Libya

View poi nt

Gregory
Aftandilian

D

espite international
efforts to support a
unity government in
Libya, US President
Donald Trump may
be tempted to opt
for a strongman to bring stability
to that fractured country and
please some of his foreign
friends, such as Russian President Vladimir Putin and Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.
Eastern Libya already has this
strongman: Marshal Khalifa
Haftar, who commands the
Libyan National Army (LNA), is
allied with the secular Tobruk
faction and has defeated Islamist
radicals in Benghazi and other
eastern Libyan cities.
Haftar deeply distrusts Islamists of all stripes and has stated
that Libya first needs stability
and order before democracy.
Although he has not explicitly
stated that he wants to rule the
entire country, last September he
said Libya would be better served
by a leader with “high-level
military experience” and cited
other former military leaders,
including Sisi, who have achieved
“remarkable success” in their
own countries.
Haftar’s praise for Sisi was not
unintended. Although Egypt
officially supports UN efforts to

The Obama
administration viewed
Haftar as a problem.

forge a Libyan unity government,
it has reportedly provided
Haftar’s troops with arms and
training despite an international
arms embargo on Libya. Haftar
and Sisi share mutual antipathy
towards the Muslim Brotherhood, which is aligned with
Libya’s Tripoli faction, and Sisi
undoubtedly appreciates Haftar’s
efforts to prevent Islamist
extremists from crossing Egypt’s
western border.
Haftar is also seeking Russian
help. Last year he conferred with
Russian officials in Moscow and
he recently was a guest on a
Russian aircraft carrier in the
eastern Mediterranean where he
had a video conference with
Russian Defence Minister Sergei
Shoigu.
Haftar is looking for Moscow to
support him as it has Syrian
President Bashar Assad. At a
minimum, Haftar wants Russia to
provide him with weapons.
Moscow, however, has demurred,
apparently because it is on the
record as supporting the arms
embargo on Libya.
Having a pro-Russian strongman in charge of Libya is
undoubtedly tempting for Putin,
as it would add another country
in the Mediterranean that would
provide Russia with ports for its
navy.
There are signs of cracks in the
West’s resolve to support the
concept of a Libyan unity government and shun Haftar. France
and Britain have reportedly

provided military trainers and
advisers to Haftar’s troops and
have employed their special
forces in areas his army controls.
It seems that these Western
powers are hedging their bets
because efforts to move forward
with Libya’s Government of
National Accord (GNA) have been
stymied. This government, led by
a Presidential Council under
Fayez al-Sarraj, only controls
Tripoli and surrounding areas
and is unstable. On January 12th,
for example, self-declared prime
minister Khalifa Ghwell tried to
overthrow it in a military coup.
From the east, the Tobruk faction
has yet to endorse the GNA and
will probably not do so.
Haftar also has made gains on
the ground. In September, his
forces easily captured two oil
ports, capable of producing
700,000 barrels of oil a day, that
were under the control of a
militia aligned with the GNA.
Haftar’s efforts to move further
west may encounter stiffer
resistance, however, as there are
formidable militias that are
backing Tripoli. Nonetheless, the
wind is at Haftar’s back.
The Obama administration
viewed Haftar as a problem
despite his being considered a
CIA asset, according to media
reports, because he was seen as a
divisive figure bent on upending
the GNA. The Trump administration is likely to take a different
view. During the presidential
campaign, Trump sharply

Haftar is
looking for
Moscow
to support
him as it
has Syrian
President
Bashar
Assad.

criticised Hillary Clinton for
“creating a mess” in Libya as
secretary of State and suggested
that the country was better off
under strongman Muammar
Qaddafi.
If the Trump team assesses that
Haftar, as a strongman, can bring
Libya under control, it may
conclude that supporting him is
the best path to follow rather
than sticking with the problematic and unstable GNA.
Trump is likely to be influenced
by Russian and Egyptian entreaties to support Haftar. Trump also
owes Sisi a favour. In late December, Trump, after conferring with
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu, called Sisi to ask him
to set aside an Egyptian-drafted
UN Security Council resolution
that strongly condemned Israeli
settlements. Sisi complied and,
although roughly the same
resolution was put forward by
other countries and passed by the
council, Trump may believe he
owes Sisi, whom he has called “a
fantastic guy”.
Support for Haftar would also
conform to Trump’s view that
stability, not political engineering, is what US policy should
strive for in the Middle East.
Whether Haftar can bring about
this stability remains to be seen.
Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer
in the Pardee School of Global
Studies at Boston University and
is a former US State Department
Middle East analyst.
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Fighting flares amid new Syria peace effort
Ed Blanche

Beirut

F

ighting has flared across
Syria, casting a pall over a
new drive by Russia, supported by Turkey, to hold
together a much-violated
ceasefire and hammer out a peace
deal between the Damascus regime
and disparate rebel forces.
In the run-up to the talks in
Astana, capital of Kazakhstan,
scheduled for January 23rd, clashes
were reported in at least eight of
Syria’s 14 provinces.
Still, most of the rebel groups
recognised by the Russians, whose
armed intervention in September
2015 averted the collapse of Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s regime,
have signed onto Moscow’s new
peace drive. One of the primary
aims of the Astana negotiations is
to consolidate the fragile December
30th ceasefire declared by Russia
and Turkey and pave the way for
a comprehensive peace agreement
dominated by Moscow.
Russia, with Turkey in tow, has
seized the diplomatic initiative in
Syria from the United Nations and
the United States, as well as the
Gulf monarchies, which back rebel groups and want Assad ousted
largely to thwart Iran’s expansionist objectives in the region.

Moscow wants to
engage the new US
administration to
give international
legitimacy to the
Astana talks.
Moscow, with Assad’s rule assured, is pushing the Astana talks
hard because it seems to be seeking to extract itself from the Syrian quagmire. Russian President
Vladimir Putin recently ordered a
partial withdrawal of the air forcedominated Russian military presence.
Russia’s willingness to use maxi-

General Mustafa al-Sheikh, the head of a Syrian opposition delegation, speaks to the media in Moscow, Russia, on January 13th.
mum force to keep Assad in place,
as witnessed in all its ruthless destructive power in the December
seizure of the rebels’ last urban
stronghold in eastern Aleppo, has
made it a major player in a conflict
Moscow views as a stepping stone
to restoring its Cold War power.
The Astana talks are the fourth
major
peacemaking
initiative
aimed at ending the Syrian war that
began in 2011 and Putin wants the
global kudos and influence that
ending a conflict in which an estimated 400,000 people have died
would bring him.
Many observers fear, however,
the Astana talks will fail to make
significant headway, given the wide
differences between the regime and
its opponents, as well as among the
outside powers that support the
rival forces in Syria — particularly
Russia and Iran — and within the
disparate rebel forces themselves.
The Islamic State (ISIS) and other
jihadist groups deemed by Russia

to be terrorists are excluded from
the talks, with delegations from
Iran and the United States in largely
observer roles.
Russia’s recent willingness to talk
to Ahrar al-Sham, a powerful Islamist group that has played a key role
in the war against Assad and which
signed on to the ceasefire, suggests
that Moscow is prepared to negotiate with groups it had formerly
shunned. However, Ahrar al-Sham
declared on January 17th that it
would not participate in the Astana
talks because of continued attacks
by the regime and ongoing Russian
air strikes.
The Russian invitation to the
United States to attend indicates
that Moscow wants to engage the
new US administration of President
Donald Trump to boost its efforts in
Syria and to give international legitimacy to the Astana talks.
“It will be the first contact, already an official one, during which
it will be possible to start discuss-

ing ways to wage an effective war
against terrorism,” Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov said.
If progress is made at Astana, UNsponsored negotiations would follow in Geneva in February.
But offensive air operations by
Russia and Turkey continued unabated even as the delegations to the
peace talks gathered in the Kazakh
capital. Damascus, buoyed by the
recent advances won by its allies,
continued to move against its enemies and a major offensive is expected against Idlib province near
the Turkish border where jihadist
forces, led by al-Qaeda-linked Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, one of the most
effective rebel groups, are strong.
The fighting may escalate in the
weeks ahead unless Moscow can
pull something out of the hat in
Astana.
On January 18th, the Russian military said it had mounted its first
air strikes with Turkey against ISIS
in the strategic northern city of al-

(AP)

Bab, one of the main battlegrounds
in the current phase of escalating
combat.
Attacks were also launched
against ISIS in the embattled northeastern city of Deir ez-Zor, capital
of Syria’s oil-rich province of the
same name.
The jihadists and their allies established themselves there in 2015
and have been advancing amid
fierce fighting against the onethird of the city still held by Assad’s
troops.
The jihadists’ operations reportedly have been reinforced by fighters from Iraq’s Anbar province and
indicate that ISIS still has offensive capabilities despite the severe
military setbacks it has suffered in
recent months in Syria and Iraq,
where the Islamic caliphate it declared in mid-2014 is steadily collapsing.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

Assad’s new strategy: Wooing back defectors

View poi nt

Sami Moubayed

O

n January 3rd,
Nawaf al-Bashir, an
influential tribal
leader who was an
early defector from
the regime of Syrian
President Bashar Assad, returned
to Damascus.
He had been lured by a Russianinspired campaign to woo key
opposition figures back to the fold
to divide the opposition and
bolster popular support for new
military offensives aimed at
recapturing more territory from
rebel forces.
The strategy seems to be
working. Coming on the heels of
the regime’s landmark December
victory in Aleppo, some Syrian
notables seem to have concluded
that bringing down the regime is
no longer possible and they are
turning a new page with the
Kremlin, via Damascus.
Bashir, 63, a long-time opponent of the regime who fled to
Turkey in the summer of 2011
shortly after the war erupted,
flew into Damascus Airport
aboard a plane from Tehran — the
most prominent counter-defection of the 6-year war.
Bashir heads the powerful
Baggara tribe, with 1.5 million
members from Aleppo and Deir
ez-Zor in Syria to Mosul and
Falluja in Iraq. The Baggara is an

Having provincial leaders back
in the fold could provide a
critical edge in the anticipated
battle for Deir ez-Zor.

essential ally for Moscow and
Damascus in their war against the
Islamic State (ISIS), which has
controlled Bashir’s native Deir
ez-Zor since 2012.
When Bashir defected, he
denounced the regime as “mafia,
sinners and murderers”. But he
recently declared: “We were
wrong. I now stand with the
people of Syria, its government
and army in their war against
terrorism and I place myself at the
disposal of my people, the state
and my president.”
Days after Bashir’s return,
Brigadier-General Mustapha
al-Sheikh, head of the Free Syrian
Army’s military council, appeared
on Russian television to praise
Moscow as a “friend of the Syrian
people”.
Russia’s military presence in
Syria was “not an occupation”, he
declared, hailing the recapture of
Aleppo in December, which
depended heavily on Russian air
power. This is a far cry from the
Syrian opposition’s ritual denunciations of the Russians as “war
criminals”.
Sheikh was born in the Idlib
countryside and was a long-time
member of the Ba’ath Party,
whose office in Idlib was headed
by his brother. When he defected
in December 2011, he ran the
Chemical Department in the
eastern province and was the
highest ranking officer to quit the
army.
Having provincial leaders like
Sheikh and Bashir back in the fold
could provide the regime and the
Russians with a critical edge in

the anticipated battle with the
jihadists for Deir ez-Zor and Idlib,
the next major offensives of the
war.
Bashir was born in a village in
the oil-rich region of Deir ez-Zor
in 1954. He grew up during the
early years of Ba’athism, when
Syrian tribes in the eastern
province were marginalised and
ignored by Damascus. Many of
the tribal lands were nationalised.
Bashir was proclaimed head of
the Baggara when he was 26, and
in 1988-92, served in the Ba’athdominated parliament. He shifted
to the opposition in 2005, signing
the famed Damascus Declaration,
a pro-democracy manifesto that
called for the end of one-party
rule.
After his defection, Bashir fled
to Turkey, retracting professions
of loyalty he had made. “I
apologise to the Syrian people for
what was said,” he declared at the
time. “We now want nothing but
to topple the regime.”
His return has Russian and
Iranian fingerprints all over it and
speaks of pragmatism in seeking
to rally Syrians in the fight against
ISIS and a political endgame
devised by President Vladimir
Putin himself.
Having Bashir back in harness,
they believe, will bolster popular
support for a possible offensive
on Deir ez-Zor, where ISIS scored
an important victory on January
16th, with more victories
expected.
Many of Syria’s Sunni Arab
tribesmen joined forces with ISIS
in 2012 or at least did nothing to

Some Syrian
notables
seem to have
concluded
that bringing
down the
regime is
no longer
possible.

impede the group’s rise. This was
largely because they badly
needed three things: leadership,
money and protection from
Iranian, Kurdish and Islamist
militias.
The Ba’athists sidelined the
traditional leaders of major tribes
and replaced them with political
nonentities. This left the northeastern provinces helpless,
weaponless and open to attack by
any of the warring factions.
The Russians apparently reason
that Syria’s rebellious tribes can
be “bought back” to the regime if
they are properly armed and
trained, and one way of doing that
is convincing people like Bashir to
switch allegiance back to the
regime.
He will no doubt be rewarded
politically and financially for his
counter-defection and this, so the
Russians apparently believe,
could lead to similar actions by
other tribal chieftains.
Another notable they are eyeing
is Ahmad al-Jarba, former
president of the opposition
National Coalition, who hails
from a prominent tribe in al-Qamishly and was once close to Saudi
Arabia.
Winning over men such as these
would strip the opposition of
some of its most prominent
figures, reinforcing the belief that
the regime, with Russia and Iran
behind it, is back on top — at least
for now.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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Turkey introduces a softer Russia to the Syrian opposition
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Ottawa

T

hroughout the last five
years of conflict in Syria,
Turkey has been among
the most active regional
powers supporting the
opposition. Before joining the war
effort with military force, the Turkish government consistently aided
Syria’s political and armed opposition and developed bonds of trust
with Syrian Arab rebels in the process.
Preparations for the next round
of talks between the Syrian regime
and opposition, scheduled to take
place January 23rd in Astana, Kazakhstan, offer a window into the
relations between the Turkish government and Syria’s various armed
opposition groups.
Rebel factions decided to send a
delegation to the Astana talks after
reportedly spending five days in
internal negotiations in Turkey’s
capital, Ankara. In previous talks,
such as those in Geneva and Vienna, the opposition delegation has
been composed of political figures
backed by and representative of the
armed factio
However, at this round of talks, a
military delegation is to represent
the anti-government groups. Some
non-Free Syrian Army (FSA) rebel
groups, such the Islamist Ahrar alSham, are reportedly not attending.
What also makes this round different from the others is that Turkey and Russia are the main powers
sponsoring the talks.
Though they have been supporting opposing sides in the conflict,
Turkey and Russia have been working closely in recent weeks in regards to Syria. Both countries have
been involved in the high-level
diplomatic effort aimed at putting
an end to the Syrian conflict. The
agenda of the Astana talks reportedly will not involve discussions
on transition or the fate of Syrian
President Bashar Assad, but only
reinforcing the ceasefire and humanitarian issues.
Since the start of the Syrian revolution, Turkey has opposed the Assad regime. Ankara on multiple occasions has called for Assad to step
down. However, Kurdish forces in
northern Syria are the main concern for Ankara.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) and his Turkish counterpart Mevlut Cavusoglu enter a hall as they meet in Moscow, Russia,
last December.					
								
(Reuters)
The country has a long history
in fighting Kurdish militias. Ankara considers the Syrian Kurdish
People’s Protection Units (YPG) an
offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), a group it has been in
conflict with since 1984 and is regarded as a terrorist organisation
by the United States, the European
Union and Turkey.
Though shifts have become apparent between Turkey and the Syrian opposition, FSA groups continue to view Ankara as their key ally.
Since Turkey began diplomatic
talks with Moscow, the Russian
military behaviour in Syria has
changed, said Mohamed al-Abdullah, a spokesman for the Turkeybacked
FSA-affiliate
al-Hamza

Division. “Turkey’s interest with
Russia would result in a positive
outcome for our revolution and the
Free [Syrian] Army,” said Abdullah,
whose group is part of the Turkish
Army-led operation against Islamic
State (ISIS) in northern Syria.

Turkey has been
among the most
active regional
powers involved in
supporting the
Syrian opposition.
On December 30th, Russian jets
carried out air strikes against ISIS
targets near al-Bab in northern
Syria, in support of Turkey’s opera-

tion, a move seen as major shift in
Moscow’s position and a milestone
towards strengthened TurkishRussian cooperation. Abdullah said
this would result in an improved
strategy for Turkey to counter ISIS
and Kurdish autonomy in northern
Syria.
“[Russia and Turkish] interests
share the idea of maintaining Syria’s unity,” said Abdullah.
Pro-opposition media have reported that Turkey was backing a
proposal by the opposition to unify
all armed groups into one national
army. This suggests that a TurkishRussian partnership on Syria is feasible and could produce tangible
outcomes. In the last year, Russia
has been loudly calling on the in-

ternational community and powers
backing the opposition to separate
moderate opposition forces from
hardliners. The rebel unity proposal would likely serve this aim.
“The one conflict that may occur
[between Russia and Turkey] is on
the fate of Bashar Assad,” said Abdullah. “Turkey views that there
would be no unified Syria with Assad in power, while Russia thinks
this is an early topic for discussion
now, as there is no alternative in the
opposition.”
Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on
politics and news in the Middle
East and Syria in particular. He can
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

What will Putin expect for supporting Assad?

View poi nt
John C.K.
Daly

I

t is a not insignificant
consideration, as it is
beyond dispute that Syrian
President Bashar Assad’s
regime would not have
survived the last five years
without Russian diplomatic,
military and economic assistance.
Offering diplomatic support,
after pro-democracy protests in
Syria that erupted in March 2011
descended into a vicious civil
war, Russia used its veto power
in the UN Security Council to
block attempts to remove Assad
from power.
On the economic front, Russia
provided the Syrian government
with the sinews of war. The
Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute (SIPRI)
reported that Syria’s arms
contracts with Russia in 2011 and
2012 were worth $687 million. As
the Syrian conflict spiralled into
military deadlock, Russia began
direct military intervention in
the Syrian civil war in September
2015, sending troops, aircraft and
warships.

The consequences of Russian
intervention are not limited
to Syria.

More than any other external
factor, this unprecedented show
of Russian support for the
beleaguered Syrian government
allowed it to survive, even as the
death toll and refugee flows
surged.
This raises the question: What
will Russian President Vladimir
Putin seek as recompense for his
commitment of diplomatic cover,
military support and money? Not
an altruistic man, Putin has
cynically exploited the war for
Russia’s own purposes, shoring
up Moscow’s only significant
Arab ally while using Syrian
naval and air bases.
Russian expectations are likely
to be twofold — military and
economic.
On the military front, Russia
will seek permanent use of
Tartus as a naval base and
probably Hmeimim as an air
base; both already host Russian
military forces. This would be a
development of prime importance for Russia, as it would
counter eastern NATO maritime
deployments into the Black Sea
and the United States’ use of
Incirlik air base in Turkey as well.
As for economic benefits,
Russia will undoubtedly be
invited to help renovate Syria’s
battered hydrocarbon infrastruc-

ture, which before the civil war
was a key component of the
country’s economy. Syria’s oil
production has decreased from a
peak close to 610,000 barrels per
day (bpd) in 1995 to approximately 379,000 bpd in 2008.
Following the outbreak of war,
many oil fields fell under Islamic
State (ISIS) control. By 2015
production had plummeted to
33,000 bpd. Russia is likely to
gain a significant foothold in
Middle East oil production, a
region where foreign partnership
has been fraught with difficulties.
The consequences of Russian
intervention are not limited to
Syria. On December 19th, a
22-year-old Turkish police officer
assassinated the Russian ambassador to Turkey, Andrei Karlov, at
an art exhibition in Ankara,
shouting “Allahu akbar,”
“Aleppo” and “revenge” before
he was killed by security guards.
Russia labelled Karlov’s killing “a
terrorist act with all its implications”.
Turkey and Russia have been
on opposite sides of the conflict
in Syria — the Russian government supports Assad and Turkey
has been assisting the rebels.
Despite this, Turkey and Iran, the
major regional players in the

Russian
expectations
are likely to
be twofold —
military and
economic.

Syrian tragedy, have sought to
align their policies with Russia’s.
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu and Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
have travelled to Moscow to
confer with Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov.
During the past five years, as
the Syrian uprising transformed
from domestic demonstrations
into a major civil war, at least
400,000 Syrians have been
killed, 1.9 million wounded and
more than half the country’s 23
million population forced to flee
their homes.
While the Assad regime with
Russian military assistance
slowly gains the upper hand, the
only certainty seems to be that
the killing will continue, from
the battlefields of Syria to
Russian soft targets beyond the
killing fields. Whether Putin
regards this as a worthwhile price
to pay for increased Russian
influence in the Middle East, no
one can say.
What is also certain is that,
more than any other outside
influence, Russian military
intervention has been the
decisive one leading the Syrian
warring factions to return to
peace negotiations in Astana on
January 23rd.
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Paris conference: Hollande’s vanity project

Sharif Nashashibi

G

iven the limited
scope and
outcome of the
Paris conference on the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
Israel’s vocal
denunciations
seem misplaced. The conference,
attended by delegates from 70
countries, was never designed to
amount to peace talks; it was
simply talks about talks, ones that
represent a mirage on the diplomatic horizon.
The conference’s communiqué
condemned Palestinian violence
and warned both sides against
unilateral measures, reinforcing
the myth of two equal parties
to the conflict. It shied away
from criticising US President
Donald Trump’s desire to move
the US embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem, despite the obvious,
dangerous and wide-ranging
consequences of such an act.
French President François
Hollande said the objective of
the conference — his brainchild —
was to reaffirm the international
community’s commitment to
a two-state solution, as if the
international community is not still
stubbornly wedded to the fantasy
that a viable Palestinian state is
possible under the crushing weight
of Israel’s relentless colonisation.
The final statement was
reportedly watered down,
excluding reference to the 1967
lines as a basis for negotiations,
and calling on participants to
consistently distinguish between
Israel and its illegal settlements.
The former point aligns with
Israel’s refusal to consider the
internationally recognised 1967
borders and is thus tacit acceptance
— some will understandably
interpret it as encouragement
— of its settlement enterprise.
The second point
cushions Israel
from punitive
measures regarding
settlements, as if it is
sufficient to penalise
the country without
penalising the party
responsible for their
construction and
expansion.
Besides, those
calling for a two-state

Even if the
conference was
sympathetic to the
Palestinians, Israel
could safely ignore it.

French President François Hollande delivers his speech at the opening of the Middle East peace
conference in Paris, on January 15th.
(Reuters)
solution include Israel’s closest
allies, not out of sympathy with the
Palestinians but out of a desire to
safeguard Israel and maintain it as a
Jewish state (regardless of how that
cements the second-class status of
its Palestinian Muslim and Christian
citizens, who make up some 20% of
the population).
Indeed, Hollande himself stated
that “if we let [the two-state
solution] wither away, it would
be a risk for Israel’s security, to
which we are resolutely attached.”
He added that “we do not want to
impose any solutions,” effectively
signalling to Israel that it can still
do as it pleases.
A resolution of the conflict
“can only come after direct
negotiations” between Israel and
the Palestinians, Hollande said.
If those words sound familiar, it
is because they have repeatedly
come out of Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu’s mouth. This
stance perfectly suits any party to
bilateral negotiations that enjoys
overwhelming power and leverage
over the other party, as Israel does
over the Palestinians.
Yet despite the above, in the
warped reality in which Israeli and
Palestinian leaders live, Netanyahu
condemned the conference
(pursuant to Israel’s strategy of
playing the eternal victim) and

Palestinian Authority President
Mahmoud Abbas, perpetually
grateful for scraps, welcomed it.
Abbas said the conference would
help stop “settlement activities and
destroying the two-state solution
through dictations and the use of
force.” It will do no such thing.
In any case, the timing of the
conference ensures its utter
irrelevance, coming days before the
inauguration of a US president who
has proudly declared that “there’s
nobody more pro-Israeli than I am”
and whose ambassador-designate
to Israel rejects a Palestinian state.
Even the Obama administration
assured Israel that any proposal
following the conference at the UN
Security Council would be opposed
by the United States. Meanwhile,
Britain’s desire to be close to Trump
no doubt motivated its blocking
of an EU decision to support the
conference communiqué.
As such, even if the conference
was sympathetic to the
Palestinians, Israel could safely
ignore it. Indeed, Netanyahu, who
aptly described the conference
as “futile”, has rejected a French
invitation to Paris to discuss its
conclusions. “This conference
is among the last twitches of the
world of yesterday… Tomorrow will
look different and that tomorrow
is very close,” he said, clearly

referring to the Trump presidency.
He is not wrong.
One must wonder at the timing
of the conference, coming just
days before Trump’s inauguration
and a few months before French
elections in which Hollande is not
running and whose likely winners
are avowedly pro-Israel.
It is reminiscent of the US
abstention in December of a
Security Council resolution
condemning Israeli settlements,
in the dying days of an 8-year
presidency that had hitherto
shielded Israel at the United
Nations and signed the biggest
military aid package in AmericanIsraeli dealings. Condemning the
abstention and resolution, Trump
tweeted that “as for the UN,
things will be different” after his
inauguration.
Perhaps the timing of the
conference was the whole point,
meant not to make diplomatic
progress but as a vanity project
for Hollande to bolster his legacy,
so he can claim — albeit in the
closing days of his presidency and
no matter how unconvincingly —
that he contributed to diplomacy
and tried to further the IsraeliPalestinian “peace process”.
Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist
and analyst on Arab affairs.

Will Britain sell out the Palestinians again?

Rashmee Roshan Lall

O

ne hundred
years after a
British Foreign
minister
sneakily, strategically and
fatefully
announced the
British empire’s
support for the establishment of a
Jewish national home in Palestine,
the United Kingdom may be
surreptitiously selling out the
Palestinians all over again.
This time, it is not the Balfour
declaration, the November 1917
letter from British Foreign secretary
Arthur Balfour to a leading
British Jew, Baron Lionel Walter
Rothschild. That missive is available
for all the world to see at the British
Library in London. “His Majesty’s
government,” Balfour wrote, “view
with favour the establishment in
Palestine of a national home for the
Jewish people and will use their
best endeavours to facilitate the
achievement of this object.”
In 2017, the British stance on the
Israeli-Palestinian issue is much
less easy to document and archive.
Through a subtle
series of diplomatic
manoeuvres, Britain
has tried to indicate
a sideways shuffle on
the conflict. Britain
refused to participate
wholeheartedly in
a Middle East peace

Britain is anxious to
curry favour with the
new US president.

conference staged January 15th by
France in Paris, becoming the only
major EU country to attend at the
relatively low level of observer.
Britain also refused to sign the
ensuing communiqué on how the
European Union could support the
Israeli-Palestinian peace process.
The logic was obvious. In fact,
it could be reckoned up in filthy
lucre, in the pounds and pence that
post-Brexit Britain hopes to earn
from Donald Trump’s America.
Remember that the Balfour
declaration was made in exchange
for debt relief from the Rothschilds
and other bankers to help pay for
the first world war.
Now, Britain is anxious to curry
favour with the new US president
to get a trade deal that it hopes can
offset losses caused by withdrawal
from the European single market.
If it has to shunt off Palestinian
hopes for self-determination in
the process, well, that is legitimate
collateral damage.
Consider these key developments.
In an interview with the Times
of London, Trump urged Britain to
veto further UN Security Council’s
resolutions on Israel. Trump’s plea,
just days before his inauguration as
president, came within one month
of Security Council Resolution 2334,
which condemned illegal Israeli
settlements as a threat to a two-state
solution.
Britain, one of the five permanent
members on the Security Council,

had pushed for Resolution 2334
and voted for it but, after Trump’s
entreaty, it appeared to moderate its
outrage at Israeli behaviour.
Right after the December 23rd
Security Council resolution, which
was slammed by an irate Trump,
Britain began a soft-focus attempt
to recalibrate its position in line
with the new US president’s stated
inclinations. British Prime Minister
Theresa May allowed her spokesman
to issue a blunt statement
condemning former secretary of
State John Kerry’s criticism of Israel
and its right-wing government’s
policy of settlements building.
With a month left in office for
Barack Obama’s administration, the
minor tectonic plates of geopolitical
alliance-building were shifting
with respect to the Palestinians.
Yet again, they were to serve as
bargaining chips in a soulless
attempt for Britain to do deals with
an incoming American president
who describes himself as a great
negotiator.
Will it work for Britain? Will
selling out the Palestinians result
in rich dividends for a country
desperate to find foreign trading
partners and investors in its postBrexit avatar?
Do not bet on it. There is lingering
uncertainty over Britain’s real
position on the Israeli-Palestinian
issue. On January 17th, May declared
with full-throated enthusiasm that
Britain was “committed to a two-

state solution in the Middle East”.
Her reaffirmation of a decadesold policy was not a spontaneous
reassurance. It came in response to
a journalist’s pointed question and
she offered no detail of how, when
or even if Britain would help bring
the Israelis and Palestinians back to
the negotiating table.
And yet Britain continues to
provide substantial aid to the
Palestinian Authority — almost $450
million from 2011-16. All shades of
its political spectrum — from the
governing Conservatives, to main
opposition Labour, the third-party
Liberal Democrats, right-wing
populist UK Independence Party
and bit-player Greens — support a
two-state solution.
Some might see the British
strategic readjustment to Trumpfriendly, pro-Israeli moves as a
throwback to the mendacious
faux sympathy of times past.
Seventy years ago, Baron Martin
Charteris, head of British Military
Intelligence in Palestine in 194546, acknowledged the “romantic
element” of the Zionist idea even as
he declared that “the Arabs, too, are
a romantic people”.
That betwixt-and-between
position has come back into focus
today. It does Britain no credit.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a columnist
for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be
found at www.rashmee.com and she
is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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Jordan cabinet reshuffle
strengthens king’s control
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

J

ordanian King Abdullah II
reshuffled the country’s
cabinet, bringing in five new
ministers but keeping Prime
Minister Hani Mulki in his
post as the country faces an increased risk from the Islamic State
(ISIS) and resistance to planned
austerity measures.
The two most notable changes
January 15th were the appointment
of former police chief Ghaleb Zubi
as Interior minister and the selection of royal family adviser Ayman
Safadi as Foreign minister.
The other three new ministers
are Mamdouh Abbadi as minister
of State for Prime Ministry Affairs,
Omar Razzaz as minister of Education and Hadithah Khreisha as minister of Youth.
Bisher Khasawneh, who was
minister of State for Foreign Affairs
in the previous cabinet, was given
the post of minister of State for Legal Affairs.

The government is
carrying out
unpopular austerity
measures to cut
public debt.
The reshuffle came as the country is facing a rising threat from attacks by ISIS amid public criticism
of the security services’ ability to
counter such dangers.
ISIS claimed the December 18th
attack in Karak province in which 11
members of the security forces and

three civilians, including a Canadian tourist, were killed. The kingdom has been hit by number of ISIS
attacks in the past year.
Former Interior minister Salamah
Hamad narrowly avoided a vote of
no-confidence in parliament but
lost his job in the cabinet reshuffle.
King Abdullah II fired the head of
the Public Security Directorate, Major-General Atef al-Saudi, over his
handling of the Karak shootings.
He was replaced by Major-General
Ahmad Fatih, who was reportedly
urged by the king to improve the
skills of those under his command.
The Religious Affairs Ministry
said it dismissed 15 mosque preachers and disciplined seven others for
refusing to take part in nationwide
memorial prayers for the Jordanian
troops killed by ISIS in Karak.
Observers say the dismissal of
the former Foreign minister Nasser
Judeh, who had been the country’s
top diplomat since 2009, was designed to enable a more direct role
in diplomacy to be played by the
Royal Court, via Safadi.
They add that Khasawneh’s former post as minister of State for
Foreign Affairs was created so the
Royal Court could exert influence
on the country’s foreign policy
when Judeh did not see eye to eye
with the king.
As the new minister is the king’s
man in the cabinet, there was no
longer a need for Khasawneh’s former post. However, he assumed a
new ministerial role.
The cabinet changes came during
the implementation of the government’s unpopular austerity measures to cut public debt, as part of
economic reforms mandated by the
International Monetary Fund. The
man overseeing those measures,

Finance Minister Omar Malhas,
kept his job in the reshuffle.
The government has toughened
its crackdown against critics of its
austerity programme. The country’s state security court charged
eight people, including a former
member of parliament and a retired
major-general, with incitement after they allegedly joined social media protests against expected price
increases.

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

Jordan’s newly appointed Foreign Minister Ayman Safadi (R) and
newly appointed Education Minister Omar Razzaz at the Jordanian
Royal Palace in Amman on January 15th.
(AFP)

hammed Momani said Jordan, a
member of the US-led military coalition against ISIS, is a target but
has countered threats because of
social cohesion and what he said
were well-trained security forces.
“We know we have been successful in stopping them on many
other occasions,” he said. “If you
look at what is happening in countries around us… you see our ability to preserve our stability and
security.”
Jordan’s confrontation with ISIS
goes back to 2014, when the kingdom began air strikes as part of an
international campaign to dislodge
ISIS from large areas of neighbouring Syria and Iraq.
Jordan’s military strikes, however, have not kept the militants
from its borders and have made
the kingdom a target.
Last year, seven ISIS supporters

and a Jordanian officer were killed
in a shoot-out during an arrest
raid. In June, ISIS sent a car bomb
from Syria that killed seven Jordanian troops. Lone gunmen carried
out three separate attacks at Jordanian security installations, with
five Americans among the dead.
Jordanian officials have remained
silent about the attackers’ motives.

where to affirm its relevance.
Jordan is a logical target because
of the visible presence of Western
installations and foreigners, said
David Schenker of the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy.
The United States is expected to
provide $1.6 billion in economic
and military support to its beleaguered ally in 2017.
“The narrative here in Washington is that the threat is pretty large
but that Jordan can handle it,”
Schenker said.
Jordan began a clampdown on
suspected ISIS sympathisers in
2014, with several hundred people
now serving prison terms and five
recently sentenced to death.
After the Karak shooting, security forces detained dozens more
people. Twenty-two hard-line
preachers who refused to pray for
the Karak victims would be pun-

The reshuffle came
when the country is
facing a rising threat
from ISIS attacks.
Tourism Minister Lina Annab,
who retained her job, said the country’s tourism sector fared better in
2016 from the previous year despite
several terror attacks.
“It’s business as usual and the
cancellations have been minimal.
Unfortunately, as for danger there
is no place that is 100% safe,” said
Annab.
Jordan has reportedly attracted
larger numbers of tourists from
Gulf Arab states in recent years,
making up for the drop in package
tours by European operators. Tourism, which is one of the country’s
main sources of foreign currency,
constitutes about 10% of the country’s gross domestic product.
Amman has also appealed to
donor countries for $7.6 billion
through 2019 to deal with the effects of the crisis in neighbouring
Syria. Jordan hosts 650,000 Syrian
refugees.

Castle attack exposes Jordan’s vulnerability to ISIS threat
Karin Laub and
Mohammed Daraghmeh

Karak, Jordan

B

ullet marks on the thick
walls of a Crusader fortress and shattered windows of nearby restaurants — damage from a
recent shooting rampage — bear
witness to Jordan’s vulnerability
to attacks by Islamic State (ISIS)
extremists.
Some say the assault on Karak
Castle last month by Jordanian followers of ISIS could signal a more
aggressive campaign to destabilise
the pro-Western kingdom.
The government dismisses ISIS
as a fringe phenomenon and says
Jordan’s security forces can contain any threat but the December
18th shooting set disconcerting
precedents. It marked the first time
ISIS claimed an attack on a civilian
site in Jordan, a spot popular with
tourists. A Canadian woman and
two local residents were among
ten people killed.
The four shooters were sons of
Jordanian tribes, traditionally a
pillar of support for the monarchy. Local media said they were
college-educated men in their late
20s and early 30s, underscoring
the appeal of ISIS ideology among
some Jordanians.
The security establishment faced
rare criticism over its failure to prevent the attack, with more than
one-third of parliament members
calling for a vote of no-confidence
in the Interior minister.
Marwan Shehadeh, an expert on
militants, said the Karak shooting
signalled “a remarkable change”
in ISIS tactics. “The year 2017 will
be the year of great security challenges in Jordan,” he said.
Government spokesman Mo-

Critics say Jordan
fails to address the
wider causes of the
militants’ appeal
among Jordanians.
As ISIS comes under growing
pressure in Syria and Iraq, a gradual retreat there might generate
an even stronger incentive for the
group to carry out attacks else-

Jordanian security forces patrol in front of Karak Castle last December. 				

(AP)

ished, said Religious Affairs Minister Wael Arabiyat.
Critics say Jordan fails to address
the wider causes of the militants’
appeal among Jordanians, hundreds of whom have fought in the
ranks of ISIS in Iraq and Syria.
Musleh Tarawneh, a Karak legislator who led the recent push in
parliament to dismiss the Interior
minister, noted that unemployment in his district has risen to
25% and that university graduates
cannot find jobs. “Islamic State
found a way to enter the Jordanian
tribes through poverty and unemployment,” he said.
The rise in unemployment is a
result of long-term trends, including an economic slump caused in
part by regional instability, that
could take years to reverse. The
Karak shooting dealt another setback to an already struggling tourism industry, once a vital part of
Jordan’s economy.
Atef al-Saoud, the head of
the Public Security Directorate,
said this month that the cell had
planned to carry out New Year’s
Eve attacks with explosives belts.
Individual tourists from the
United States, Italy and Switzerland seemed undeterred, walking
outside the castle a day before it
reopened.
They said they felt safe because
the probability of a second attack
in the same spot was low. They
also said that attacks by militants
can happen anywhere, pointing
to recent incidents in Berlin and
Istanbul.
Emily Clymer, 31, a US academic
from Bethlehem, Pennsylvania,
said she felt safer in the Jordanian
capital, Amman, where she works,
than in the United States. Jordanian security forces “take precautions; they react quickly”, she said.
(The Associated Press)
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Dubai launches Security Industry Regulatory Agency
Jennifer Bell

Dubai

C

yber-crime is a fast-growing threat to businesses
and critical infrastructure
facilities in the United
Arab Emirates, yet many
companies fail to realise the importance of those threats and are illequipped to deal with security risks
posed by highly organised hackers,
industry experts said.
The Dubai government said it will
launch the Security Industry Regulatory Agency (SIRA) at Intersec
2017, the world’s largest trade fair
for the security, safety and fire protection industries. A forum provides
a platform for decision-makers to
discuss the law governing the Emirate’s security industry framework,
guidelines and expectations.
Yet Amir Kolahzadeh, chief executive officer at the Dubai-based
It Sec, an industry leader in cybersecurity, said more needed to be
done to increase awareness about
online threats. Organisations within
the country and wider region lack
measures to safeguard businesses in
a growing digital era, he said.
“The cyber-security threat is not
only targeting UAE residents and
businesses, it is worldwide epidemic,” Kolahzadeh said. “However,
the UAE and GCC [Gulf Cooperation Council] organisations’ lack of
urgency in order to address these
threats against their network and
data does place them in a higher risk
category than their counterparts
worldwide.”
Kolahzadeh said a lack of official
statistics means the UAE’s ranking
among the most targeted nations
for cyber-criminals cannot be determined and cyber-crime is increasing
exponentially.
“For example, the number of clients calling us after they have been
some way affected by a cyber-crime
in the UAE had increased by fivefold
from 2015 to 2016.”
Kolahzadeh, who is to make the
keynote speech at Intersec 2017 on
the tie between physical security
and cyber-security, said it was important to understand why hackers
would decide to go after critical infrastructure facilities, adding that
often the crimes are not financially
motivated but aimed for destabilising a business or even a country.

A 2016 file picture shows UAE Prime Minister and Dubai Emir Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum attending a ceremony
to launch the Mohammed bin Rashid Global Centre for Endowment Consultancy social initiative, in Dubai.
“Cyber-security has moved beyond what we have imagined,” he
said. “Today hackers are easily capable of infiltrating a [closed-circuit
television] or access-control network of a prison, bank, hospital and
open doors, lock doors, delete or
replace footage and basically take
over the physical security assets of
the organisation, hence disabling
critical infrastructure — and all done
remotely,” he said.
Among the biggest threats to the
UAE’s critical infrastructure are attacks on hospitals and health care
systems that endanger public safety
and put a spotlight on a new weakness as public and private institutions struggle to adapt to the digital
era.
“We believe that the health care
system will be the number one attacked industry in the next year or
two,” Kolahzadeh said. “As all medical devices are now online and connected to the internet for monitoring and reporting, they also become
a target of hackers to take over these

devices for ransomware.”
Scott Manson, cyber-security
leader for the Middle East and Turkey at Cisco, also highlighted the
health care sector as a growing target for cyber-criminals.

A lack of official
statistics means the
UAE’s ranking among
the most targeted
nations for cybercriminals cannot be
determined.
“According to the World Privacy
Forum, the street value of stolen
health care data is $50 as compared
to $1 for a stolen Social Security
number,” he said. “New attack models such as ransomware can capitalise on the sensitivity of the situation, where the question is not just
about losing data but patients’ lives.
Adding up all these, the health care
industry is an attractive target for

cyber-criminals.”
One of the biggest hurdles in
tackling cyber-crime is the lack of
trained professionals to deal with it.
According the Cisco 2016 Annual
Security Report, by 2019 there will
be a deficit of 1.5 million security
practitioners. Globally, 26% of organisations face staffing shortages
and 35% have expertise shortages
with security jobs growing at 12
times the rate of the overall job market and three times the rate of general information technology.
Manson pointed to the lack of
women entering the sector, which
he said represented a loss of talent
for the industry and a loss of opportunity for them. He said increasing
the number of security professionals
is a priority in the war against cybercrime as is better equipping employees with cyber-security knowledge.
“UAE workplace security research
conducted by Cisco and [Gulf Business Machines] showed employee
behaviour is a genuine weak link
in cyber-security and becoming
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an increasing source of risk, more
through complacency and ignorance than malice, because companies have so insulated employees
from the scale of daily threats that
people expect the company’s security settings to take care of everything
for them,” Manson said.
“When data breaches are the result of an external attack, it is often
the inexperience of employees that
is exploited, whether it be by clicking on an e-mail link they shouldn’t
open or downloading an unapproved app.
“Cyber-attackers have identified
the human as the weakest element
and no matter how many sophisticated security technologies are deployed within an organisation, a security solution is still only as secure
as its weakest link.”
Intersec 2017 runs January 22nd24th.
Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in the United
Arab Emirates.

Why Yemen is a war worth fighting
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Paul
W. Hamill

T

he war in Yemen has
proved to be one of the
worst humanitarian
disasters of the 21st
century.
In September 2014,
Houthi militants took control of
Sana’a and seized the presidential
palace from the control of President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi. The
United Nations estimates that since
then, more than 10,000 people
have been killed, 3.5 million internally displaced and 14 million lack
sufficient food.
International norms of warfare
have been flouted by the Houthi
rebels time and again. Families
across Yemen bury children who
are dying en masse from starvation
and malnutrition. The world has
produced another dark regional
conflict that visits death and violence on an impoverished civilian
population.
The international community
has spoken clearly and forcefully about the crisis in Yemen. On
April 14th, 2015, the UN Security
Council adopted Resolution 2216
demanding that Houthi forces

The Yemeni people deserve
a government that exists by
the will of the people.

cease hostilities, withdraw from all
illegally seized territory and restore
governing control to the legitimate
government of Yemen.
Human decency and compassion demand both that the Houthis accept the resolutions and a
broader international effort to end
the Yemen conflict. What may be
less evident are the fundamental
principles at risk in this war. Hadi
has insisted that any peace negotiations be preceded by the full
implementation of this resolution.
He is right.
Ousted authoritarian strongman
Ali Abdullah Saleh lost his claim
to governance in November 2011
when he transferred power to Hadi
amid a Houthi-backed rebellion
against his 33-year rule. Saleh’s
alliance with the Houthis is nothing
more than a brazen power grab
aimed at restoring his rule, no matter the cost to the Yemeni people.
The rule of law is the cornerstone
of a peaceful society and the violent actions taken by the rebels and
forces loyal to Saleh undermine
any chance of stable government
or political resolution. The United
States has a moral obligation of fidelity to the principle of the rule of
law. It served as a supporter of the
region’s stability and global order
for most of the 20th century and
well into the current era.

By supporting the Saudi-led
coalition in Yemen, the United
States sends a clear message that it
will defend Yemen and its people
from a minority of lawless rebels
who seek to subvert power through
coercion and force.
The Yemeni people deserve a
government that exists by the will
of the people, absent domestic
insurrection or outsider meddling.
The coalition’s goal to restore peace
and order in the country is a vital
commitment to these principles.
Resolution 2216 demands that
neighbouring countries halt arms
exports to Houthi commanders
and their subordinates. The Houthi
rebels have been trained, advised,
supplied and supported by Iran’s
Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC).
This should hardly come as a
surprise to observers of Iranian
military and geopolitical doctrine.
Tehran wishes to impose its strict
form of theocratic government on
Shia countries and assert political
dominance across the Middle East.
In November, Iranian Armed Forces
Chief of Staff General Mohammad
Bagheri said his country would, in
all likelihood, set up military bases
in Yemen, Syria and other Arab
countries.
IRGC General Hossein Salami has
said: “It is now time for the Islamic

Saleh’s
alliance with
the Houthis
is nothing
more than
a brazen
power grab.

conquests. After the liberation of
Aleppo, Bahrain’s hopes will be
realised and Yemen will be happy
with the defeat of the enemies of
Islam.”
Yemen’s integrity as a state has
been dangerously corroded by the
forces of factionalism and outsider
interference. The results have been
devastating for the country and the
region.
Houthi militants have fired on
Saudi civilian centres and US warships in the Arabian Sea.
If Yemen is to live in peace, a
genuine political process is needed
that brings together the disparate
factions of the country but this
cannot include Tehran-sponsored
militants.
Support for the Saudi-led military coalition in Yemen guarantees
the United States’ role as a defender of the international order and
backer of a truly inclusive peace
process.
Yemen is worth fighting for because it represents standing up for
peaceful transfers of power, change
through political processes and the
rule of law.
Paul W. Hamill is an adjunct
senior fellow at the American
Security Project and principal at
Logan International Relations in
Washington.
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‘Virtual planners’ of ISIS on the dark side of the internet
Ed Blanche

Beirut

I

n the aftermath of the Islamic
State’s attacks across Paris on
November 13th, 2015, French
investigators were stumped
about how the slaughter of
130 people had been planned, even
though the authorities had the terrorists’ mobile phones.
The reason was the perpetrators
had, for the first time, used encrypted messaging apps, such as
Telegram or WhatsApp, that could
not be cracked by French authorities, the Americans or anyone else.
It was a turning point, and a deadly one, in the Islamic State’s war of
terror against the West and its enemies around the globe.
“We cannot penetrate into certain
conversations,” lamented François
Molins a former chief prosecutor in
Paris, at the time. “We are dealing
with this gigantic black hole, a dark
zone where there are just so many
dangerous things going on.”
Since then, the Islamic State
(ISIS) terror campaign has escalated
sharply under the group’s shadowy
but innovative intelligence apparatus, headed by veteran Islamists
and some of Saddam Hussein’s top
security operatives.

We’re dealing with
this gigantic black
hole, a dark
zone.

”

François Molins, a former
chief prosecutor in Paris
The inner workings of the jihadists’ apparatus are only now coming
to light through the interrogation
of defectors and intelligence on
senior ISIS leaders and digital data
captured in covert raids by special
forces of the US-led coalition.
The key to it all is the Amniyat
al-Kharji, the external operations
arm of ISIS’s intelligence and security organisation. It inspires and
controls attacks by individual supporters known as “lone wolves” but
it also organises and directs trained
infiltrators to mount coordinated
attacks that are invariably more lethal and morale-sapping, such as
the bomb and gun strikes against
several targets in Paris.
The key to Amniyat al-Kharji’s
growing abilities to organise, plan
and execute sophisticated attacks is
its hijacking of the internet and the
evolution of end-to-end encryption
on the internet and mobile devices
that is impervious to tracking by intelligence services. European counterterrorism officials call ISIS operations in which online handlers
guide terrorists to their targets as

being “remote-controlled”.
The Amniyat’s increasingly sophisticated killing machine and its
encryption system has allowed ISIS
to transform the mechanics of terror from unfocused and random attacks by individuals into a deadly efficient network of cells directed by
Amniyat’s team of handlers.
Western intelligence services fear
this may well escalate from gun and
bomb attacks and driving lorries
into crowds, to car bombings and
possibly even chemical weapons
strikes.
A Western security source said
that an ISIS defector, born in Germany but raised in Britain and known
as Abu Khaled, has claimed the Amniyat plans to use women suicide
bombers. Recent security swoops
in Tunisia have added weight to
that claim with the arrest of several
women who were allegedly preparing for suicide operations.
Rachid Kassim, one of the Amniyat’s principal terrorist coordinators
who focuses primarily on France,
seems to be active in this endeavour. In September 2016, three women, aged 19, 23 and 39, were arrested
in connection with a failed attempt
to blow up a car packed with gas
canisters and jerry cans of diesel
near Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris,
a major tourist attraction. The plot
was directed by Kassim.
Some in the intelligence community blame US whistle-blower
Edward Snowden, who in 2013 unveiled the secrets of US penetration
of cyberspace, for revealing to militant groups how they could thwart
electronic surveillance and have a
safe means of operational communications. This gave ISIS a vital and
highly lethal edge in its clandestine
operations that US and other intelligence services have been unable to
combat or neutralise.
According to Edward Jay Epstein,
author of the book How America
Lost Its Secrets: Edward Snowden,
the Man and the Theft: “Snowden
also aided potential terrorists by
offering specific tips about secret
sources and methods used by both
(the US National Security Agency)
and its British counterpart, the Government Communications Headquarters.”
The Amniyat was headed by Muhammad al-Adnani, a 39-year-old
Syrian and one of ISIS’s top operatives, chief strategist and propagandist with a $5 million US bounty on
his head, until he was killed in a US
air strike in Syria on August 30th,
2016,
On December 5th, ISIS announced that he had been succeeded as propaganda chief by someone
identified only by the nom de guerre
Abu Hassan al-Muhajir, whose appearance and whereabouts Western intelligence experts say are not
known.

A 3D printed logo of Twitter and an Islamic State flag are seen in this picture illustration taken
February 18th, 2016.
Whether Muhajir also took over
the Amniyat as well is not clear but
his first announcement was to echo
Adnani’s infamous September 2014
call on ISIS supporters everywhere
to attack Western kuffar — disbelievers — wherever they were to be
found.
One supporter who had acted
on Adnani’s appeal was Anis Amri,
a Tunisian who drove a hijacked
25-tonne lorry through a crowded
Christmas market in Berlin on December 19th, killing 12 people and
injuring dozens more.
Western intelligence sources say
he had communicated with the Amniyat at least once using Telegram
before he embarked on his killing
spree.
“Although much remains unknown about Amri’s case, it bears
many of the hallmarks of ISIL’s ‘virtual planner’ model of managing
lone attackers,” observed terrorism
specialist Daveed Gartenstein-Ross
of the Washington-based Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, using another acronym for
ISIS.
“The virtual planner model has
revolutionised jihadist external
operations. ISIL has taken advantage of recent advances in online
communications and encryption
to engineer a process by which the
group’s top operatives can directly
guide lone attackers, playing an
intimate role in the conceptualisation, target selection, timing and
execution of attacks,” he explained
in a January 4th analysis.

“Virtual planners can offer operatives the same services once provided by physical networks. This
model has helped transform lone
attackers who rely heavily on the
Internet from the bungling wannabes of a decade ago into something more dangerous.”
Al-Qaeda, which engaged in complex attacks such as the multiple
suicide hijackings of September
11th, 2001, which required months
of preparation, did not have access
to the technology available to ISIS.
So far as is known, ISIS has not
attempted such ambitious operations as 9/11 or the thwarted January 2006 al-Qaeda plot to blow up
ten US-bound airliners over the Atlantic — a rerun of a foiled 1995 plot
known as Operation Bojinka, linked
to al-Qaeda, to destroy up to 12 US
airliners over the Pacific.
But, Gartenstein-Ross and others
fear that it may just be a matter of
time before Amniyat al-Kharji gravitates towards such potentially catastrophic plots. “ISIL has demonstrated an unprecedented ability to
coordinate sustained campaigns in
various theatres across the globe,”
he acknowledged.
Intelligence officials say the tactic
of using heavy trucks to ram crowds
of civilians, such as the July 14th attack on a Bastille Day crowd in the
Mediterranean city of Nice that
killed 84 people and the Christmas
market attack in Berlin involved encrypted guidance by ISIS handlers
in Syria.
They were probably in the north-
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ern city of Raqqa, de facto capital of
ISIS’s Islamic caliphate, or al-Bab,
where Western intelligence says
Amniyat has a particularly active
command centre.
“Most of ISIL’s prominent virtual
planners appear to be based in the
group’s ‘caliphate’ in Syria and Iraq,
in large part due to proximity and
access to ISIL’s top leadership,” Gartenstein-Ross said.
“But since the main equipment
that virtual planners require is an
internet connection and good encryption, they could theoretically
operate from other geographic locations.
“Being geographically dispersed
carries greater risk of detection,
but particularly as ISIL continues
to decline as a territorial entity, the
emergence of prominent virtual
planners operating from outside
the Syria-Iraq theatre is likely.”
Analyst Bridget Moreng, writing in the journal Foreign Affairs
in September 2016, observed that
“although ISIS’s territorial holdings
continue to dwindle, the threat it
poses does not.
“ISIS has proven itself to be
an endlessly adaptive organisation, utilising creative measures to
shape-shift in its response to external pressures.
“As the group’s territory shrinks
and its leadership is picked off by
US-led air strikes, ISIS will rely increasingly on its ‘virtual planners’
— members who operate in the dark
spaces of the Internet — to inspire
and coordinate attacks abroad.”

ISIS strategy of provoking civil war in Europe

View poi nt

Nassif Hitti

T

he Paris, Nice and
Berlin terrorist acts
and the New Year’s
attack at a nightclub in
Istanbul indicate that
the Islamic State (ISIS)
is shifting its focus to Europe to
create a theatre of action and
confrontation there.
The strategic aim seems to be to
provoke all-out civil war between
non-Muslims and the Muslim
communities of Europe, a war that
would give added meaning to the
clash of civilisations theory advanced by Samuel Huntington.
The continuous erosion of ISIS
territory is forcing the terrorist
organisation to adopt a strategy
like al-Qaeda’s. From building and
consolidating a state, it is shifting
to diversifying and expanding into
territories of its enemies.
The aim is to create domestic tension and civil wars by encouraging
terrorist actions and the murderous
indiscriminate killing of civilians

so that Europeans societies rise
against the Muslims among them.
Those Muslims would then support
or acquiesce to the ISIS view of a
clash of civilisations.
It is a strategy that is not counting only on ISIS ideology and its
criminal acts but on the reaction
of the infidels. This is facilitated
by numerous factors. First and
foremost, the increasing popularity
of the extreme right (in Europe) is
playing into the hands of ISIS. The
more terrorist acts occur the more
there is a tendency to increase the
split within Western societies along
sectarian lines and stoke hatred
against all Muslims, not just against
radical and jihadist Islamists.
It is a calculated provocation to
drive a wedge between European
societies, suffering serious political and economic problems and an
easily identified culprit: Islam and
the Muslims. The tendency of such
discourse aims at encouraging ghettoisation of the Muslim communi-

ties. Whether that is done as an
act of self-defence or whether it is
imposed, both meet the same goal.
The failures of successive policies
of integration, added to other crises
in Europe, are factors that help
in setting the stage for civil war
— a war that happens first in the
minds of people and then in acts of
hatred. This sets the stage for ISIS
to advance its destructive goals and
prove its discourse of hatred and
discrimination.
The answer lies in a multidimensional approach by political and
religious leaders, as well as civil
society activists.
To start with, we need to remember that it is a war not between
Islam and others but a war within
Islam itself; between the Islam of
enlightenment and openness —
the true spirit of Islam — and the
discriminatory radical Islamist
doctrines that preach hatred.
It is the role of Muslim clerics to
deconstruct the ideological dis-

The strategic
aim seems to
be to provoke civil
war between
non-Muslims and the
Muslim communities of
Europe.

course of jihadists and to delegitimise it in the eyes of the Muslims
before anybody else. It also raises
the need for all-encompassing
parallel reform in the Arab world in
cultural, social, educational, political and economic fields.
It is equally important on the
European side to review the reasons
for the failure of integration policies and to address directly these
reasons to avoid the dangers of
exclusion and marginalisation.
It is also of utmost importance for
Europeans to address the deep and
complex reasons behind the dangerous rise of exclusivist nationalist
extremism.
What is urgently needed is collective action based on a comprehensive approach to avoid falling
into the trap of civil war in Europe,
which is the objective of ISIS.
Nassif Hitti was head of the Arab
League Mission in Paris, Rome and
the Vatican. He is based in Beirut.
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Turkish police catch up with Istanbul nightclub killer
Constanze Letsch

Istanbul

T

he man suspected of killing 39 people celebrating
New Year’s Eve in an exclusive Istanbul nightclub
told Turkish police that
he was directed by the Islamic State
(ISIS) in Syria and had switched targets only hours before the attack
due to heavy security elsewhere in
the city.
Turkish authorities said the gunman confessed to the attack on the
Reina nightclub after he was captured, ending a nationwide manhunt.
Parts of the suspect’s statement
to police appeared in the Turkish
media. The Hurriyet daily reported that the suspect — Abdulkadir
Masharipov, a 33-year-old Uzbek —
was told by militants in Raqqa, ISIS’s
de facto capital in Syria, to stage an
attack around Istanbul’s central Taksim Square.
“The order came from Raqqa.
I was told to stage an attack on
New Year’s Eve in Taksim,” he was
quoted as saying to the police. “On
New Year’s Eve, I went to Taksim
but heavy security precautions had
been taken there. It did not seem
possible to stage an attack.”
Masharipov reportedly said he
spoke to his contacts in Raqqa and
was told to search for another target.
He said he took a cab around 10pm
and wound up on the banks of the
Bosporus, near the Reina nightclub.
“Reina looked suitable for an attack,” he said. “There did not seem
to be heavy security there. I told [my
contact] that Reina seemed suitable.
[The contact] accepted that and told
me to stage an attack in Reina.”
Masharipov described how he
picked up his gun in the Zeytinburnu neighbourhood. He returned
to the nightclub, killed a policeman
and a passer-by before entering and
opening fire on a crowd of 600 partygoers.
Local media published photographs that show the suspect with
a swollen and bruised face. Bloodstains can be seen on his face and
T-shirt and he was being held by the
neck. Hurriyet did not publish de-

A woman lays flowers by a makeshift memorial in front of the Reina nightclub in Istanbul on January 17th, a day after Turkish police
arrested the suspected attacker.					
							
tails on how it obtained the police
statement. It was also unclear how
police got the confession.
Masharipov was captured in a
large police raid late January 16th in
the Istanbul suburb of Esenyurt. Police also detained an Iraqi man and
three women from Senegal, Somalia
and Egypt. It was not clear whether
the women had ties to ISIS. Some
media reported that they were planning to go to Syria to join the jihadist
group.
Police also seized two drones,
ammunition and almost $200,000
in cash that Masharipov reportedly
received from ISIS to facilitate his
escape. His wife was detained in the
Istanbul suburb of Pendik and their
18-month-old daughter was taken
into care, Turkish media reported.
Police were still looking for their
4-year-old son.

Istanbul Governor Vasip Sahin
said Masharipov admitted to carrying out the attack.
“The terrorist confessed his
crime,” Sahin said at a January 17th
news conference, adding that his
fingerprints matched those found at
the scene of the shooting.
The governor described the Uzbek
gunman as a “well-trained terrorist”
who “was educated in Afghanistan
and can speak four languages”. He
said he police operation to capture
the Reina shooter involved 2,000 officers. CNN Turk reported that joint
police operations against ISIS cells
in Turkey had also been carried out
in other provinces, including Bursa,
Hatay, Izmir and Kayseri. More than
250 people, including 168 foreign
nationals, were detained in relation
to the Reina nightclub attack.
Hurriyet
reported
that

Masharipov, who was allegedly part
of a Central Asian ISIS cell and operated under the code name Abu Muhammad al-Horasani, is thought to
have received training in al-Qaeda
camps before joining ISIS.

Police seized two
drones, ammunition
and almost $200,000
in cash.
“In January last year I entered
Turkey via Iran because I had
been told to join the war in Syria,”
Masharipov reportedly told police.
He settled in the central Anatolian
town of Konya, where he received
the order to stage the Istanbul attack. He is believed to have arrived
in Istanbul on December 16th.
In the early hours of January

(AFP)

1st, the gunman had opened fire
on revellers in the exclusive Reina
nightclub with an automatic rifle,
killing 39, 27 of whom were foreigners, many from Arab countries. According to reports, he used stun
grenades and, in several cases, shot
those wounded and lying on the
ground.
It was the first terrorist attack on
Turkish soil undisputedly claimed
by ISIS. In a statement released following the attack, the group said it
had taken revenge for the Turkish
military involvement in Syria. In
August, Turkish troops entered Syria to reclaim border territory from
ISIS and to push back the advance
of Kurdish fighters.
Constanze Letsch is a
contributor to The Arab Weekly
in Istanbul.

Why Erdogan is an ideal counterpart for Europe
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Yavuz Baydar

F

orget the old guidebooks on how to
conduct foreign policy.
These are times that
require that the modes
and codes change.
The official introduction of
Donald Trump as the leader of the
free world further colours a globe
that has already fallen under the
domination of leaders who as
political figures represent an
unusual mixture of personal and
national interests.
The language of this new type of
a leader, elected and self-confident, obstinate and relentless,
defiant to checks and balances,
has already been on display,
thanks to the largely successful
efforts of Russian President
Vladimir Putin.
Admired by some in Europe,
such as Marine Le Pen of France or
Geert Wilders of Netherlands,
Putin has also been a source of
inspiration for Turkey’s Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, who copy-pasted
Putin’s populistic strategies, with
a constantly renewed crisis policy
and ceaselessly tough rhetoric
towards the West.
Inside the European Union, a
similar approach has been
enthusiastically adopted by

Erdogan now goes even further
by declaring that most Syrian
refugees would be naturalised.

Hungarian Prime Minister Victor
Orban, whose xenophobic policies
have been spreading like a virus
across Slovakia, the Czech
Republic and beyond.
Much attention has been also
focused on how Erdogan diverted
the course of his country towards
autocratic rule. This backward
shift leaves all the unfulfilled
expectations of an extremely
diverse society. Unresolved issues
and the collapse of the rule of law
have shattered Turkey’s accession
process with the European Union.
It is now on life support, regarded
as in a vegetative state.
International human rights
organisations and independent
observers, many of them experts
in law, have compared Turkey’s
ruling Justice and Development
Party’s (AKP) immense purge of
governmental institutions, mass
arrests, witch-hunt of dissidents
and termination of media freedoms to the playbook of totalitarian leaderships in 1930s Europe.
Their genuine concerns seemed,
for a time, to have found a
common ground among the
European leaders.
Nothing can be further from the
truth. What we see and hear from
the influential European capitals
is simply an illusion.
“The show goes on,” said a
European diplomat, who asked to
remain anonymous.
“In fact, Erdogan is the ideal
Turkish leader for the EU,” he said.

“He is somebody suited down to
the ground for them. With the
entire discourse and attitude he
has demonstrated in the past four
years, he has become the proof of
the arguments of all those in
power positions in the EU who
had kept saying that Turkey does
not belong to Europe and never
will.
“He has turned himself into a
central figure of the clash of
civilisations, perceived as
imposing a political culture that
goes right against the foundational spirit of the EU,” the
diplomat added. “He is admired
discreetly for providing the
ultimate argument for Turkophobes arguing Turkey was never
fit to enter the EU.”
“But that EU is no longer,” I
insisted, adding that it tolerated a
similar type of anti-European
leadership within itself, such as in
Hungary, Poland or Slovakia. He
agreed.
Which brings us to the new
modes and codes. In Erdogan’s
case, much boiled down from a
European vantage point to
keeping the refugee flow to a
minimum.
The Turkish president does not
disagree. With the help of a
refugee deal that went against the
European spirit of human values,
he played along and helped lower
the numbers of people trying to
reach the European Union.
Erdogan now goes even further

The rapidly
weakening
economy,
which is
showing
signs of
stagflation.

by declaring that most Syrian
refugees would be naturalised.
There are an estimated 2.7 million
of them on Turkish soil. Granting
them citizenship means curbing
the outflow into the European
Union and it sounds like music to
the ears of European leaders who
feel strained to maximum.
The AKP does its utmost to strip
its own citizens, large numbers of
those who stand in opposition,
such as millions of Kurds, of the
right to travel abroad, citing
emergency rule. In other words,
while he accuses the European
Union of closing its gates to
Turkey, he is encircling Turkey
with barbed wire.
So, we should be left with no
illusions. Erdogan has become the
helping hand for the European
Union to blow out the Turkish
candle, a de facto guarantee for
where its borders end, drawing
the limits for the European
conscience. There may even be
those who pray in secret that
Erdogan stays in power as long as
possible.
What matters in the new age is a
foreign policy reduced to just
trade. As long as there are those to
do business — nothing but
business — with, forget the rest.
Welcome to the age of new modes
and codes.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Hunger strikers throw down gauntlet to Iran’s rulers
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

A

t least seven prisoners
have been on hunger
strike in Iranian jails in
recent months, international human rights
groups report. Social media campaigns have highlighted the strikes
as a means to secure basic rights
and criticised President Hassan
Rohani for not making good on his
Citizens Rights Charter launched in
December.
Dokhi Fassihian, senior programme manager for the Middle
East and North Africa for Freedom
House said the hunger strikers were
“risking their lives… to protest their
inhumane conditions and inaction
on human rights by… [Rohani] as
he campaigns for re-election” in
the presidential vote scheduled for
May.
Fassihian called Rohani’s charter,
which the president promised during his 2013 presidential election
campaign, “largely meaningless”
and demanded the president “make
concrete proposals to improve
Iran’s appalling human rights record and uphold the government’s
obligations under international and
domestic law”.
Shirin Ebadi, the Iranian Nobel
peace laureate living in Britain,
called for Sadegh Larijani, the head
of Iran’s judiciary, to resign over
mistreatment of political prisoners.
Ebadi wrote in December that Larijani was “overseeing a miscarriage
of justice… in the name of religion
and with the excuse of national security”.

At least seven
prisoners have been
on hunger strike in
Iranian jails in recent
months.
The best-known hunger striker,
Arash Sadeghi, abandoned his fast
at the beginning of January after 72
days when the authorities gave his
wife a furlough.

In 2016, Sadeghi was sentenced
to 15 years in prison for offences
including “conniving with counterrevolutionaries against the system”
and “insulting the sharia”. His wife,
Golrokh Ebrahimi-Iraee, was imprisoned in October for blasphemy.
Among others reported to be
refusing food were Mohammad
Reza Nekounam, a dissident cleric;
Saeed Shirzad, a children’s rights
campaigner; and Azeri-language
activists Mehdi Kukhian and Karim
Chaichian.

So far foreign
attention has not
helped imprisoned
Iranian dualnationals.
Another Azeri, Morteza Moradpour, was released from Tabriz
prison at the end of December after
ending a 65-day hunger strike at his
mother’s request.
But the best-known hunger
striker after Sadeghi took food is
probably Ali Shariati, jailed for five
years for organising protests outside parliament against acid attacks
on women in Isfahan. He began his
fast on October 31st demanding a
review.
The protests have reached parliamentary deputies. Shariati’s case
has been raised by Ali Motahari,
who asked the judiciary not to allow it to become “an excuse for the
enemies of the Islamic revolution
to criticise us for human rights [violations]”.
A second deputy, Bahram Parsai,
told the Iranian Labour News Agency he had met judicial officials over
Sadeghi in fear his plight would be
“misused by enemies”.
For some of Iran’s conservatives,
international advocacy groups
are under suspicion, even if their
inconsistent figures belie accusations of conspiracy. Amnesty International has claimed the charges
against Sadeghi came partly from
his communications with them.
Spokeswoman Sara Hashash said
Amnesty was unable to “provide an
estimate for the total number of po-

Richard Ratcliffe, husband of imprisoned charity worker Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, takes part in a
vigil outside the Iranian embassy in London, on January 16th. 					
(AP)
litical prisoners in Iran” but could
confirm that the organisation regarded four “human rights defenders” arrested in 2016 as “prisoners
of conscience” — Shariati, Ebrahimi-Iraee, Atena Daemi and Omid
Alishenas.
Daemi was arrested in October
2014 by the Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps (IRGC) for her posts
on Facebook, according to the New
York-based US charity International
Campaign for Human Rights in Iran
(ICHRI), which named Alishenas
among five others interrogated in
the same case.
The ICHRI was apparently first to
report that Nizar Zakka, a Lebanese
businessman, who had been a resident in the United States, began a
hunger strike on December 8th.
Zakka, who heads the Arab ICT
Organisation, which promotes in-

formation technology, and has received funding and contracts from
the US government, was sentenced
in 2015 to ten years in prison for
spying. His US lawyer said Zakka
was refusing food because he was
innocent and “wants to be released”.
Activists and advocacy organisations say publicity will embarrass
Iran’s judiciary and government
and help free prisoners. They have
claimed Ebrahimi-Iraee was released because of a demonstration
outside Tehran’s Evin prison.
So far foreign attention has not
helped imprisoned Iranian dual-nationals, 38-year-old British charity
worker Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe,
80-year-old US citizen Baquer
Namazi and his son Niamak.
Their cases are often analysed as
a way for fundamentalists in Iran’s

judiciary or security services, including the IRGC, to undermine the
international outreach of Rohani.
Also, keen to undermine detente
between Iran and Western powers
are the Mujahideen-e Khalq (MEK),
the exiled Iranian opposition group
previously allied to Saddam Hussein, which argues new US President Donald Trump should learn
from the Sadeghi case.
“Acting virtually on their own,
domestic activists were able to
compel a repressive, but fearful regime to release one of its political
prisoners and prevent the death of
another,” the MEK said.
“In the wake of that victory, it is
inspirational to think of what else
they could accomplish if they had
the full support of the international
community. Hopefully, the Trump
administration will take note.”

Will Russia play ball with the US on Iran’s ballistic missile programme?
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

T

he Trump administration’s Iran hawks will
likely signal the end of
the honeymoon period in
US-Iran relations following the 2015 nuclear deal between
Tehran and world powers.
Efforts under US president Barack
Obama to safeguard the Iran nuclear accord and use the apparent
confidence-building it generated
for further progress in US-Iran engagement has masked the deep divide between the two countries. On
almost every strategic crisis in the
Middle East, Iran and the United
States appear to be in direct competition.
While the Iranian nuclear programme has taken centre stage internationally in recent years, the
Iranian ballistic missile programme
continues to generate great risks to
American interests.
Even without nuclear warheads,
those weapons represent potent
devices whose growing sophistication in range, accuracy and lethality
ultimately outpaces the ability of effective countermeasures to thwart
them.
The United States will, as a matter of course, confront Iran over
its ballistic missile programme,
seeking to curtail its development.
However, as no military option exists to destroy the weapons, the
Americans can go only as far as diplomacy can take them.
Alongside the threat of unilateral

sanctions against Iran, the United
States will need to build diplomatic
momentum internationally and
here the Russian position will be
critical. From the Russian perspective, there is little motivation to
provide much support to American
efforts to force Iran to curtail its ballistic missile programme. Moscow
may view it as troublesome, as it
typifies the international challenge
of missile proliferation and its consequences, but it does not in itself
constitute a threat to Russian security interests.

Iran’s ballistic
missile programme
continues to
generate great risks.
Note that Russia continues to
restrict any sensitive technology
transfers to Iran that could benefit
its indigenous missile programme.
At the same time, Russian security
interests within the Middle East
context indirectly benefit from the
insecurity Iran’s growing missile
capabilities create for US strategic
dominance in the region.
Russia will also be sympathetic to
the fact that, in the absence of any
modern air force, Iranian security
strategy has been built on its
missile capabilities since the 1980s.
Moscow can only risk irreparably
spoiling relations with its most
important partner in the Middle
East by supporting American
pressure for Iran to curtail its most
prized of all military capabilities.
Moscow is ambitiously trying to
create a loose political alliance with

Iran and Turkey.
Iran is not explicitly contravening
any international obligations with
its development of ballistic missiles. Many other countries have
such programmes and there are no
international laws applicable on
these activities.
Where Iran is vulnerable is if it
can be successfully charged with
transferring missiles in contravention of the Missile Technology
Control Regime (MTCR) to groups
such as Hezbollah or Syria, for example, or if its missile testing can
be proven to be for delivering nuclear weapons. Both are difficult to
prove and even then Iran is likely to
be protected by Russia and Chinese
veto power at the United Nations.
Irate with growing US military
deployments to Eastern Europe and
especially with NATO’s expanding ballistic missile defence shield,
Russia is intensifying its confrontation with the West.
The United States has argued its
case for expanding ballistic missile
defence to Eastern Europe because
of Iran’s growing missile capabilities but Moscow has never bought
the argument. Iran is unlikely to
have any serious current motivation for developing ballistic missiles that can target Europe or the
United States.
If Iran had nuclear weapons, the
strategic equation could logically
change — radically, even — but that
scenario ostensibly has been put to
rest with the nuclear deal. For all
strategic intents and purposes, the
Iranian ballistic missile programme
needs to focus attention only on
short- and medium-range weap-

A 2016 file photo shows a member of Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary
Guards Corps next to a missile in an underground tunnel at an
undisclosed location in Iran. 			
(AFP)
ons. Everything else only serves
political rhetoric or defiance, which
Moscow would feel confident it
could moderate.
Yet, if the United States goes hard
after Iran for its ballistic missiles,
then the nuclear accord is jeopardised. Tehran has provided every
possible signal to that end together
with the non-negotiability of its
missile capabilities. The repercussions of the nuclear deal collapsing
would make it a preceding footnote
before an inevitable but dangerous
US-Iranian military confrontation,

within years if not months.
Without a major geopolitical
realignment by Moscow, Iran can
count on its northerly partner to get
the United States to somehow learn
to live with Iranian ballistic missiles
and keep working on improving political trust with its greatest adversary in the Middle East; however
costly that is to its interests.
Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai
and maintains a cross-disciplinary
focus in international security,
defence policy and strategic issues.
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Terror, taxes hinder Jordan tourism sector
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

F

ears that Jordan’s tourism industry could decline this year following
the December 18th attack
on Karak Crusader Castle
were brushed aside by government
officials but workers in the tourism
sector remained deeply sceptical.
Jordanian Minister of Tourism
Lina Annab stressed the resilience
of the tourism sector, saying it had
cushioned itself from the repercussions of militant attacks with few
signs of a significant drop in tourist
arrivals.
“It’s business as usual and the
cancellations have been minimal.
Unfortunately, as for danger there
is no place that is 100% safe,” Annab said in a statement.
She said revenues were stable at
$4 billion in 2016 against the previous year with 3.8 million foreign
visitors spending at least one night
in the country, a rise of 2.6% from
2015.
Officials said the kingdom has
drawn larger numbers of tourists
from Gulf Arab states in recent
years and they have made up for a
drop in package tours by European
operators.
Tourism expert and owner of the
tourism company Skygate Tours
Murad Ghsoun is less confident,
however.
“In the global tourism environment, any terrorist attack might
have a negative effect on the economy as a whole and not only on
tourism,” he said. “We are in this
industry and we depend on it and
we know when things are bad or
not and so far we are suffering.”
Ghsoun argued that, in most cases, countries had to take unprecedented security measures after
terror incidents but he said he was
positive that the need for upgraded
security would not scare away visitors. “Jordan remains a safe place
for tourists and will always be no
matter what has happened,” he insisted.
More than a dozen people, including a Canadian tourist, were
killed in two attacks by Islamist
militants in December in the southern city of Karak. Islamic State militants claimed responsibility for the
violence.

Tourists visit the ancient city of Petra in Jordan, on May 9th, 2016.
Three American servicemen
were killed by a Jordanian guard
in November. Washington issued a
travel warning to Americans travelling to Jordan because of threats
from militant groups. Jordanian officials criticised the warning as unnecessary.
Travel and tour operators said
they are concerned about government plans to introduce a 16% sales
tax, which was announced by Annab at the end of last year. The tax
enforcement was supposed to go
into effect in mid-January but it
was delayed due to the controversy
around it.
“If the government insists on
forcing the tax the whole sector
will suffer and as tour operators
working in this field for decades we
will start looking for other options
to make ends meet,” Ghsoun said.

“This sector has been suffering a
lot lately and we do not need additional challenges to deal with. The
profit margin is really low and with
this new tax we will be out of business. The government should rethink the decision.”

Terror and taxes
dealt a severe blow
to Jordan’s tourism
sector in 2016.
Ghsoun explained that the sales
tax on tourism will be applied on
outbound tourism, stipulating a
16% rise in the cost of travel outside
the kingdom and, consequently,
travel offices will charge 16% more
for their services.
Former parliament member Amjad Msalamani slammed the move

(AFP)

as “unacceptable” and “not wellstudied”, cautioning against adverse repercussions.
“It adds more (financial) burden
on travel agents who work only 90
days in a year. It will merely contribute to making more than 2,000
employees unemployed,” Msalamani said.
“This will happen sooner than
expected as many will have no other choice but to close their offices,
lay off employees and move somewhere else or work online. Is this
what we really want to happen to a
sector that is already suffering?”
Shifting the operation online requires merely obtaining licences
from the ministries of Industry,
Tourism and Endowment — the
latter in case of tour operators organising travel to Mecca — but no
registration. They will then not be

obliged to follow the ministries’
regulations, including the sales tax
law.
Experts argue that tour operators
will eventually have to charge more
for their services, which will affect
the performance of the tourism
sector. Jordanians will think twice
before travelling or visiting tourist
sites and operators will be forced
to compete in a smaller market by
lowering prices while bearing higher overhead costs.
Tourism is one of the Jordan’s
main sources of foreign currency
and constitutes around 10% of the
country’s gross domestic product.
Investors have poured billions of
dollars in the past decade into a
string of hotels across the country.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Egypt’s dwindling tourism revenues affect antiquities
Cairo

W

ith a shaky economy following years
of unrest and a huge
drop in the number
of tourists, Egypt
has struggled to preserve its fabled
archaeological heritage.
From Alexandria on the Mediterranean to the Great Pyramid of Giza
— the last of the Seven Wonders
of the World — and Aswan to the
south, the North African country is
home to impressive ancient monuments.
For years, the sites relied on a
steady stream of ticket sales to
finance their upkeep but since
Egypt’s 2011 revolution, the number of tourists visiting the country
has dwindled, leaving authorities
scrambling to make up lost revenues.
“Since January 2011, our revenues have fallen sharply, which
had a strong effect on the state of
Egyptian monuments,” Egyptian
Antiquities Minister Khaled el-Enany said.
From more than 15 million in
2010, the number of tourists visiting Egypt totalled 6.3 million in
2015. Revenue from tickets to historical sites dropped to about $38
million in 2015 from approximately
$220 million in 2010.
Years of political tumult after the

A guardian at Luxor temple waits for tourists, south of Cairo, last
December.
(AFP)
2011 uprising that unseated strongman Hosni Mubarak and a jihadist
insurgency following the army’s
2013 overthrow of his Islamist successor Muhammad Morsi have discouraged many from visiting.
“It’s catastrophic,” said Fayza
Haikal, an Egyptologist and professor at the American University of
Cairo.
Zahi Hawass, an archaeologist
and former Antiquities minister,
said the country’s heritage has suffered because of the tourism decline.
“With the lack of funding, you

cannot restore anything. Look at
the Cairo museum. It’s dark,” he
said, referring to the famed Egyptian Museum in the capital’s Tahrir
Square. “And you cannot ask the
government to support you because the economy is not that good.
And antiquities are deteriorating
everywhere.”
Administering the country’s antiquities takes about 38,000 employees, including on-site workers,
technicians, Egyptologists and inspectors, the ministry said.
The government has relied on
foreign handouts since Morsi’s

overthrow and decided to float its
currency as part of an economic
reform programme connected to a
loan from the International Monetary Fund.
An important part of an economic revival would include the return
of tourism, a main hard currency
earner for Egypt.
Until then, Enany is trying to limit the damage.
“I try to do extra activities to increase revenue,” he said.
For example, the Egyptian Museum, home to the golden mask
of Tutankhamun and mummies of
pharaohs, is now kept open into the
night, he said. Annual passes are
available to encourage Egyptians to
visit the sites.
Patrons and archaeological missions contribute to the preservation
of Egypt’s ancient heritage but the
funds cannot cover everything.
“Priority is given to restoration,”
said Haikal, “but there are excavations that have been stopped due to
lack of funding.”
The excavations “have waited for
5,000 years and can wait”, she said,
but important restoration work has
also been delayed.
“At the very least we identify
what needs restoration and we do
the minimum to keep them in a
proper state,” Haikal added.
Enany is pushing to grant public
access to more sites, as was done

with the recently opened tombs of
Nefertari and Seti I in Luxor. The
Malawi museum in the southern
province of Minya has also been
reopened, after a mob looted it
during the bloody unrest following
Morsi’s overthrow.
The Grand Egyptian Museum
near the Giza pyramids should
also be opened, at least partially, in
2018.

From more than 15
million in 2010, the
number of tourists
visiting Egypt
totalled 6.3 million in
2015.
On some projects, the ministry
can get special funding, such as for
recent work done on the synagogue
of Alexandria and the Abu Mena
church, a UNESCO World Heritage
site.
Hawass, who advises Enany, said
the minister needs more support
and for authorities to think beyond
Egypt by undertaking exhibitions
abroad.
“Why leave Tutankhamun in the
Cairo museum, in a dark area. No
one sees it,” he said. “Tutankhamun can bring money!”
(Agence France-Presse)
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Asian oil firms playing important role
in post-sanctions Iran
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

A

bout a year ago, the Iran
nuclear deal — officially
known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA) — was formally
implemented. JCPOA was received
by Iranians with hope of rebuilding
the country’s energy industry, as
well as providing an opportunity to
regain the country’s share in world
oil markets and access again to capital and technology.
The withdrawal of most international oil companies (IOCs) because
of the sanctions created a large gap
in Iran’s energy industry. The JCPOA
allows for the lifting of some sanctions against Iran in exchange for
limitations on and greater international inspections of the country’s
nuclear programme.
Since those sanctions ended, the
Iranian government has tried to increase production rapidly to reclaim
Iran’s market share, especially in
Asian markets.

The predominance of
Asian firms provides a
new landscape for
Iran’s energy industry.
The government also tried in the
upstream and downstream sectors
to strike a balance between competing domestic power groups, while
working to strike a balance between
the qualification of Western and
Asian oil companies in future bidding processes. Much has been accomplished. What remains unclear
is the stand of US President Donald
Trump on JCPOA, considering his
strong criticism of it during the presidential campaign.
Iran succeeded — rather fast — in
increasing oil production to nearly
pre-sanction levels. Production registered 3.7 million barrels per day
(bpd) in October, compared to the
pre-sanction levels of approximate-

ly 4 million bpd. Crude oil exports
increased to more than 1.7 million
bpd with the bulk of exports — about
1 million bpd heading to Asia, enabling Iran to regain market share.
Much of the early crude oil exports were stored in Iran’s very large
crude carriers (VLCCs), which acted
as floating offshore storage during
the sanctions. The National Iranian
Tanker Company (NITC) owns 42
VLCCs, seven of which resumed
shipment of crude oil as early as last
December. All of the vessels, flying
the Panamanian flag, discharged
their cargoes at Asia-Pacific destinations.
The National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) has qualified for work
in the upstream sector 29 IOCs from
more than a dozen countries, mostly Asian, including Japan, China,
South Korea, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Thailand and India. European IOCs
include France’s Total, Italy’s Eni
and Anglo-Dutch Shell. Britain’s BP
did not express interest. US firms
were prevented from participation
because of remaining sanctions.
It makes sense for the Japanese
IOCs to participate heavily in Iran’s
upstream, as they are traditionally
large buyers of Iranian crude oil.
China, for example, is the largest
importer of Iranian crude oil, with
about 600,000 bpd. Japan is the second largest importer.
Asian oil companies were paying
Iran with their local currency while
sanctions were in place, avoiding
using US dollars and the sanctions.
Iran used the Asian currencies to
purchase capital and consumer
goods from these countries.
The predominance of Asian firms
provides a new landscape for Iran’s
energy industry, which was previously dominated by Western firms.
This phenomenon will change Iran’s
energy geopolitics. Asian oil firms
are expected to provide the technology and the capital necessary for a
take-off of the Iranian oil industry.
Iranian officials have estimated that
$100 billion is required for the development of the oil and gas sector.
The first two fields to be developed straddle the borders with Iraq:

Dwi Soetjipto, chief executive officer of Indonesia’s state energy
company Pertamina, stands on Very Large Gas Carrier (VLGC)
Pertamina Gas II as it transports LPG from Iran, last October.
(AP)
North Azadegan and Yadavaran. Negotiations for the development of
phase 2 of these fields are being held
with China’s China National Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and Sinopec. Output level of the two fields
is estimated at 165,000 bpd.
In addition to these two fields,
talks are also being conducted with
Total (in partnership with CNPC) for
the development of South Pars gas
field and Shell.
Upstream work for the development of new fields is to be undertaken under new Iran Petroleum Contracts (IPC). Among the IPC terms,
an IOC must work with an Iranian
company. This ensures that Iranian
businesses and their shareholders
are directly involved in Iranian oil
and gas.
Accordingly, the IOCs must reconcile conflicting Iranian vested interests: The reformists advocating
“international cooperation” and the
conservatives with the “resistance
economy” agendas. This is not an
envious task for the IOCs.
Asian firms, mainly South Korean, have dominated the down-

stream sector. National Iranian Oil
Refining and Distribution Company
(NIORDC) has awarded a $1.91 billion
contract to Daelim to upgrade Iran’s
second largest refinery, Isfahan. The
contract was awarded under a $15
billion funding deal for “oil, gas and
infrastructure”. The upgrading of Isfahan refinery will increase 20% the
capacity of gasoline and double liquefied petroleum gas (LPG) production at the plant.
With the Daelim contract, South
Korean firms have three of the five
refinery agreements signed by
NIORDC since international sanctions were lifted. It is estimated that
South Korean firms will undertake
$12 billion worth of downstream
projects.
Other contracts won by South Korean firms include one by Daewoo
for $10 billion heavy work construction at the Hormuz refinery and a
contract awarded to SK for $20 million to study increasing gasoline and
diesel output at Tabriz refinery.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Tunisia’s artisans and designers teaming up on the old and new
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

T

he old Medina of Tunis is
the site of many architectural gems but it is often
the artisans’ markets that
fill visitors with wonder
as they stroll the alleys looking for
a chechia (traditional hat), djebba
(traditional Tunisian dress), or
shopping for original jewellery.
Tunisian artisans, designers and
civil society organisations have
been concentrating on forging
partnerships and being more creative to revive the country’s heritage
after the protests and unrest of recent years.
For Sami Dhehbi, crafting traditional jewellery saved him from
unemployment as he set up a small
workshop near the Zitouna mosque
where he and fellow artisans work
on their products.
“I have been working on making
jewellery for ten years,” he said. “At
the beginning, I was jobless and
started working at a jewellery shop
and that is how I became interested
in developing my own work. Many
clients were impressed by the way
my designs brought back the old
jewellery lines and features…
“The fine lines are what interest
me the most. The old fine lines that
are used in old Tunisian jewellery
are in demand again as more and
more Tunisians are trying to revive
those old styles.”
Dhehbi is among Tunisian arti-

sans whose passion for hand-made
crafts prompted them to innovate
and work with designers in combining traditional and modern lines
by using long-practised sewing and
manufacturing techniques.
Sofian Fantar specialises in designing products inspired by Tunisian heritage. In his workshop,
Fantar creates products that draw
on traditional graphics and methods while promoting Tunisian
identity and culture. He said his
designs strike a balance of fashion
and tradition
Fantar advocates that Tunisian
artisans incorporate elements of
the country’s traditional garments
and accessories in their work.
“There is a symbiotic relationship between both artisans and
designers in the sense that each depends on the other for the success
of the product. Artisan products
are portraits of identities as they
translate the beliefs and thoughts
of our grandparents. They stand for
the rich tradition that the country
has to offer,” Fantar said.
“Yet this does not mean we
should not adapt to the new identities of the world around us today.
Identity is ever evolving and needs
to be adapted to new techniques
and methods. Artisan products are
products that carry identity. We
need to help artisans make the best
of their products.”
Salah Barka, a renowned Tunisian fashion designer, has been
working on projects combining
appealing designs of traditional
clothes and current fashion trends.

“Artisans today should involve
young designers to give a fresh
perspective of their work. There is
an attempt to delete the history of
artisans by ignoring their efforts.
They even ignore the history of the
details and the work that has been
put into the fabric and jewellery
and that is why they need designers to bring their collaboration to
the front. They create projects that
are not too different from what designers create,” Barka said.
“It is a completely new world that
needs to be reintroduced and that
is only achieved through merging
it with designer’s vision. Artisanal
products need recognition. We are
thinking of creating a mobile market that introduces people in the
regions to the work of artisans.”
Civil society organisations have
taken on a significant role to promote Tunisian traditions and heritage. A collective of Tunisian women, under the name Be Tounsi,
began a campaign to promote the
work of Tunisian artisans and designers. The collective showcases
young artisans’ creations, including jewellery, artefacts, garments
and scarves online.
“Tourism was badly affected by
terrorism, which damaged the artisans’ market. We wanted to start
a small campaign that urges Tunisians to dress Tunisian especially
and it worked more than we expected. There were so many people
who liked the idea and committed
to the initiative to promote Tunisian artisans and designers who
are inspired by Tunisian tradition,”

said Faten Abdelkefi, one of the
founders of the collective.
“The success of the campaign
drew the attention of Tunisians
who showed that they are faithful
to Tunisian outfits. We organised
our own fair and we provided free
stands for young artisans. The idea
was to promote the work of these
young artisans by providing them a
space where they can display their
work.”
In addition to organising fairs,
the collective uses Facebook to encourage Tunisians to use traditional Tunisian garments and jewellery
in their daily outfits. One of their
success stories was the promotion
of the traditional knitted garment
Maryoul Fadhila that Tunisian
women used to wear.
“Maryoul Fadhila, for instance, is
an old piece of our heritage. We can
appropriate it to our modern style
and this gained success as people
started wearing the T-shirt again,
attending festivals, wearing it casual and even formal,” Abdelkefi said.
“We want to promote Tunisian
outfits and show people that artisans are very talented. It is an
opportunity to help the sector of
artisans which is in crisis. Go back
to dress in Tunisian clothes. Just
include little details like a scarf,
the hat, the coat and something to
encourage the young artisans and
designers.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly. She is based
in Tunis.

Briefs
Saudi to launch
multibillion-dollar
renewable scheme
Saudi Arabia is set to launch a renewable energy programme worth
up to $50 billion, as it vies to diversify its economy, Energy Minister
Khalid al-Falih said.
“This is the first time we talk
about the specific programme,”
Falih said at the World Future Energy Summit in Abu Dhabi. “I am
pleased to announce that we will
be launching in the next few weeks
in Saudi Arabia the first bid round
of our massive programme to introduce renewables.”
Falih said the projects -- utilising solar and wind energy -- are
aimed to reach a capacity of 10 gigawatts by 2023 and will cost $30
billion-$50 billion.
He said 70% of the kingdom’s
utilities would be fuelled by gas.
“Saudi Arabia will become one
of the leaders of the sustainable
economy,” he said.
(The Associated Press)

OPEC oil output
to come down in
January
Steeper cuts in OPEC oil production are soon likely as producers
implement a key deal aimed at stabilising oil prices, the International
Energy Agency (IEA) said.
“Initial indications are that a
steeper (month-on-month) decline
may be on the way in January,” said
the IEA.
Under a landmark deal, aimed at
reducing a global supply glut that
depressed oil prices, the Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting
Countries (OPEC) is meant to slash
its output ceiling by 1.2 million barrels per day (bpd) to 32.5 million
bpd.
The cartel said its oil production
was down in December but was still
well above levels envisaged in the
deal.
Under the agreement, Saudi Arabia is to cut production to 10.1 million bpd, Iraq to 4.4 million bpd,
Kuwait to 2.7 million bpd and the
United Arab Emirates to 2.9 million
bpd.
(Agence France-Presse)

Global shipping
insurers to resume
near full coverage
for Iran oil
Global shipping insurers have
devised a way to ensure nearly full
coverage for Iranian oil exports beginning in February, striking a deal
that does not involve US-domiciled
reinsurers, officials in Tokyo and
London said.
The reluctance of US firms to
handle Iranian goods limited the
number of reinsurers but the new
arrangements should boost the
number of eligible shipments.
That would provide a boon to
Iran, which is trying to raise oil
exports after most economic sanctions were lifted in 2016, though
banking restrictions that remain
could cap any major rise in exports.
“There will be no US-domiciled
reinsurer participation on the 2017
IG reinsurance programme,” Andrew Bardot, secretary and executive officer at the International
Group (IG) of P&I Clubs in London
told Reuters.
The new arrangements take effect February 20th, he and other
officials said.
“This will substantially address the
potential shortfall in reinsurance
recoveries in the event of Iranianrelated claims,” Bardot said.
(Reuters)
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African football cup a boost for fans, businesses
Stephen Quillen
Tunis

F

ootball fans and the businesses that cater to them
had been anxiously awaiting the African Cup of Nations (CAN) being contested in Gabon.
“As part of a country that has
a huge fan base for football, we
consider all football tournaments
important,” said Tunisian football
enthusiast Hamza Ben Tiba. “The
African Cup of Nations… is the second most important one, next only
to the World Cup.
“It’s a highly anticipated event
and I do not exaggerate when I
say that close to half the country
watches in the hope that this cup
will be ours,” Ben Tiba added.
Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco
head the Maghreb contingent while
Egypt, led by emerging star Mohamed Salah, is hoping to add to
the country’s three CAN titles in the
past decade.
Notably absent from this year’s
16-team tournament are Nigeria
and South Africa, former champions that failed to qualify.
For Maghreb football followers,
who may feel more in touch with
their Arab or Amazigh heritage, the
African Cup of Nations presents a
chance to engage with a broader
spectrum of African life.
“While all of Africa is diverse in
terms of geography, ethnicity and
culture, including sub-Saharan Africa, Maghreb identity is specific
because the region is on the Mediterranean, which, historically and
until now, favoured a lot of intermingling of peoples, cultures, customs and ways of life,” said Nejib
Ayachi, founder and president of
the Washington-based Maghreb
Center.
People from the Maghreb, like
most in Africa, share a passion
for football and have performed
strongly in previous CAN tournaments. Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco each have one title. Tunisia is
the most recent victor among them,
winning in 2004.

Opening ceremony of African Cup of Nations in Libreville, Gabon, on January 14th.		
Despite the event’s popularity,
however, it presents challenges for
fans without access to cable television, who must either stream the
games online or crowd into one of
the cafés showing the matches.
“Most of them go to the cafés,”
said Ben Tiba, “and it is usually a
full house. If you do not come early
enough, you will watch the game
standing.”
For café owners and workers,
CAN is a financial godsend. “The
games are a great source of revenue
for the cafés, especially when Tunisia is playing,” said Tahar Mannai,
who works at a café in Tunis.
Despite the entertainment and
camaraderie the cup often brings,
some have cautioned about the
dangers of its promoting ethnocentrism or intense nationalism.
“The African cups in football,
boxing, basketball and other sports
do not bring people together because of the way they are organised

and financed,” said Rachid Tlemçani, a professor of political science at
the University of Algiers.
“On the contrary, these sports
bring chauvinism, bigotry, intolerance and violence. Sportsmanship
is not highlighted when autocrats
and the military take care of these
events,” he said.

For Maghreb
followers, the CAN
presents a chance to
engage with a
broader spectrum of
African life.
Football matches have also often
become the sites of violent clashes
and the CAN has not been an exception.
During the 2015 CAN semi-finals,
supporters of the hosts Equatorial
Guinea threw objects at Ghanaian
fans and players in what was later

				

described as “a night of shame for
African football”. The match was
delayed after Ghanaian fans were
forced to huddle in a small enclosure near the goal for shelter. Equatorial Guinea, which lost the match
3-0, was fined $69,500 over the incident.
In 2009, a World Cup qualifying
match between Egypt and Algeria
spiralled into political violence in
Cairo after reports circulated that
Egyptian fans had been attacked
by Algerians while leaving the stadium. Infuriated by these accounts,
Egyptians flocked to the Algerian
embassy in Cairo, hurling “firebombs at police… and (overturning)
a police van”, the BBC reported.
Dozens were reportedly injured and
thousands of Algerian flags burned.
Despite such setbacks, many
view this year’s cup as an overall
positive force for the continent, an
opportunity for fans and players
from across Africa to come together

(Reuters)

and enjoy a common passion.
“I think that playing football
against each other as part of one
continent, brings people together,
undoubtedly,” Ayachi said.
This year’s competition, which
includes more than 20 English Premier League players, promises to
provide exciting moments.
Among those to watch is one of
Africa’s highest-paid players, Sadio Mane. A winger for Liverpool,
Mane has helped position his native
Senegal as an early CAN favourite.
Senegal has never won the tournament.
Other favourites include Ghana,
which has four titles, the Ivory
Coast and Algeria, whose first
match against Zimbabwe finished
in a 2-2 draw.
Top finishers in the group stage
of the tournament advance to the
quarter-finals in late January. The
final match is scheduled for February 5th.

UAE and Bahrain to make WorldTour series debut
Jennifer Bell

Abu Dhabi

A

Middle Eastern flavour
has been added to the
top level of international cycling in 2017 with
two teams from the region joining the prestigious WorldTour series.
Squads based in the United Arab
Emirates and Bahrain will compete at the sport’s foremost events
while raising the profile of the
countries abroad and the appeal of
cycling at home.
The UAE-Abu Dhabi Professional
Cycle Team, unveiled this month
by Emirati businessman Matar Suhail al-Yabhouni, who is the team’s
chairman, was formed after Chinese company TJ Sport withdrew
its sponsorship arrangement with
the Italian outfit formerly known
as Lampre-Merida. Backing from
Abu Dhabi led to the team securing
a WorldTour licence, a new name
with the goal of “galvanising, elevating and promoting cycling” in
the emirates, said Yabhouni.

Squads from the UAE
and Bahrain will
raise the appeal of
cycling among their
societies.
Alongside the UAE team will be
the Bahrain-Merida team, a fellow
WorldTour first-timer. The team
counts top cyclists such as Ital-

ian Vincenzo Nibali, winner of the
2014 Tour de France and 2013 Giro
d’Italia, among its ranks.
Eighteen teams kicked off the
2017 WorldTour on January 17th
with the 5-day Tour Down Under
in Australia. That is to be followed
by the Dubai Tour starting January
31st, and the Tour of Oman in midFebruary. The season’s two biggest
races are the Giro d’Italia in May
and the Tour de France in July.
“We are excited to announce
UAE Abu Dhabi, UCI WorldTour
cycling team,” said Yabhouni. “We
are proud to be entering a longterm partnership with one of the
world’s longest-standing and most
successful sports. The creation of
the team will continue to galvanise, elevate and promote cycling
in Abu Dhabi and the UAE.”
Mauro Gianetti, a former professional rider and manager, provided
strategic advice to the company on
its entry into professional cycling,
which is thought to have cost $32
million.
“The idea was there right from
the beginning of the Abu Dhabi
Tour in 2015,” Yabhouni said at the
launch. “It’s my own initiative to
give something back to my country.”
UAE Abu Dhabi will be managed
by former racing cyclist Giuseppe
Saronni, who said: “We are called
UAE Abu Dhabi, the nation’s team.
We are proud. For the first time we
don’t have a sponsor’s name on the
jersey but the name of a nation.
“We went from a family team to
a national team. Our investors believe in this project and it’s not just

UAE Abu Dhabi cycling team in training.
going to be a short term one.”
Saronni’s team had been sponsored by Italian steel company
Lampre since its formation in the
early 1990s.
Other team members include
South African Louis Meintjes,
eighth overall in the 2016 Tour
de France; former world cham-

(The team’s Twitter account)

pion Rui Costa; British sprinter
Ben Swift and UAE champion and
Olympian Yousif Mirza.
“I’m honoured and thank Matar Yabhouni for selecting me to
be part of this exciting new team,”
Mirza said.
Until the UAE adopted the TJ
Sport-Lampre project in the 11th

hour in December, the Bahrain-Merida team was set to be the first toplevel team from the Middle East to
debut in the WorldTour series.
Italian rider Franco Pellizotti
spoke of his enthusiasm in joining
the team. “I am really happy for
more than one reason,” he said in
a statement. “I will race another
season and above all with BahrainMerida pro cycling team, I return to
the WorldTour, which means riding with top cyclists in the world…
“What makes me even more excited is the idea to be part of a new
team, to share the enthusiasm of a
new beginning with my co-riders
and to feel everyone’s desire to
achieve something good together.”
The Abu Dhabi cyclists will race
on bikes made by the Italian company Colnago.
Bahraini Prince Nasser bin Hamad al-Khalifa, who was instrumental in starting the team, recently
posted a photograph on his Instagram account of him with one of the
Bahrain-Merida team bikes from
Taiwan’s Merida, one of the world’s
largest bicycle manufacturers.
“We are extremely proud to be
joining an exceptional group of cycling professionals and enthusiasts
in our pursuit of further reach to
the sport of cycling in our region,”
he said in an accompanying message. “The Bahrain Merida Pro Cycling Team will also showcase the
Kingdom of Bahrain on the global
stage, by showcasing the Kingdom
as a premier destination for both
business and tourism, as well as
supporting the growth of cycling
within our part of the world.”
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Morocco engages process of integrating migrants

A 2016 photo shows a Moroccan police officer speaking to an African migrant during a regularisation campaign in Rabat.

Saad Guerraoui

London

M

orocco is one of
the world’s leading
sources of migration,
with 4 million citizens living abroad,
but it has also turned into a destination for migrants and refugees,
mainly from sub-Saharan Africa,
due to its stable economy, proximity to Europe and relatively flexible
migration policy.
A mere 15km across the Strait
of Gibraltar from mainland Spain
at its closest, Morocco is nearest
to mainland Europe of all African
countries. The Spanish enclaves of
Ceuta and Melilla, bordering Morocco, have the European Union’s
only land frontiers with Africa.
Thousands of illegal migrants
from sub-Saharan Africa use Morocco as a transit point to reach
Europe, complicating relations between Morocco and the European
Union.

“Migrants from sub-Saharan Africa coming from a poor background
are transiting through Morocco
because of Europe,” said Mehdi
Alioua, a sociology professor at the
International University of Rabat.
“White or black, Muslim or Christian, migrants have to find ways of
adapting and integrating into society to settle permanently in our
country or use it as a threshold to
go elsewhere,” Alioua said.
With the number of migrants
and refugees in Morocco growing,
King Mohammed VI in 2013 called
for the government to address their
status. Since then, Morocco has
regularised the status of more than
20,000 migrants, granting residency permits and setting up programmes to integrate migrants into
a society struggling to accept their
presence.
On January 10th, the monarch
ordered the Council of Ministers to
extend migrants’ residency permits
from one to three years to make it
easier for them to access housing,
loans and business opportunities.
A statement from the cabinet

said: “Procedures for the issuance
and renewal of residency permits
will be accelerated and simplified
to the maximum extent possible.”
Alioua said the king’s initiative
makes sense given the situation.
“It is, of course, part of Morocco’s
desire to come back stronger in Africa because, if Morocco wants to
be in Africa, Africa must be in Morocco,” he said.

The new policy will
make it easier for
migrants to access
housing, loans and
business
opportunities.
“Since these regularisation campaigns concern not only Africans
but also all migrant populations
with irregular status, such as Spain
and the Philippines, this logic
must be understood as a desire to
strengthen the rule of law and to
improve the multicultural aspect
of living together in Morocco.”

In 2003 Morocco criminalised
illegal migration, set severe sanctions for the support and organisation of irregular migration and
increased human and technological control capacities at its borders.
Civil society groups said, however,
the law was no longer compatible
with Morocco’s migration policy.
Not all are willing to back needed
reforms, said Alioua, who blamed
Islamist politicians for failing to
commit to them because of religious reasons.
“It is primarily a lack of will,” he
said. “The government is led by an
Islamist party that has allied itself
with pan-Arabists. They are not for
this regularisation nor for a plural
society. For them, Morocco is an
Arab and Muslim country. Some
(Islamist politicians) have even
criticised this regularisation and
others have asked that it be applied
only to Muslims.”
“Indeed, today the children of
migrants go to school but will have
to follow the courses of Islamic
education while some are not Muslims. In addition, non-Moroccan

(Reuters)

citizens can easily obtain Moroccan
nationality,” he said.
Sub-Saharan Africans once regularised have the same employment
rights as Moroccans and many work
in sectors such as construction, catering and hospitality, contributing
to the Moroccan economy.
“Migration is still poorly understood. As if we had a cake for a
number of people and if new people arrive they will have to share
and therefore have less,” Alioua
said. “However, the economic reality is very different: When new
people arrive, the size of the cake
increases because they consume,
lodge, pay taxes and so on,” Alioua
said.
However, he said discrimination
against foreigners is common and
is in violation of the country’s constitution.
“There is anti-black racism that
is beginning to rise in our country
and this is very worrying,” he said.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly
on Maghreb issues.

Challenging sexual harassment in Egypt
Najwa Dardiri

Cairo

T

he initiative In Yesterday’s Dresses When the
Streets Were Safe aims to
challenge the notion that
women in Egypt are being
sexually harassed because of the
way they dress.
Begun by Egyptian activist Hadia
Abdel-Fattah and photographer
Jihad Saad, the initiative involved
taking pictures of women, from a
variety of backgrounds, wearing
short dresses and exposed shoulders as well as women wearing the
hijab and what would be considered average attire. The pictures
are available on the Facebook page
of the anti-harassment initiative,
We Won’t Keep Silent on Harassment: https://www.facebook.com/
domiat.anti.harassment/.
“I looked for original and shocking ideas because I was seeking
some depth in my approach to
women’s issues. I wanted to create
ripples in a still pond,” Abdel-Fattah said.
She said she wanted to refute the

argument that women’s choice of
clothes is what naturally leads to
harassment. She had women in the
project wear vintage 1960s dresses
and walk along streets in Cairo.
None who did so were harassed,

she said.
Abdel-Fattah said In Yesterday’s
Dresses When the Streets Were Safe
was started within the context of
the UN campaign against genderbased violence but that she and

A Facebook photo shows women participating in the anti-harassment initiative.
(@domiat.anti.harassment)

Saad were working independently
and self-financed the project.
Abdel-Fattah, 29, previously
worked with civil society organisations focusing on the rights of
women and children.
She pointed out that many women in Egypt choose to be veiled or
wear the hijab and that the highest
percentage of women being sexually harassed tend to be found in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, where
many are completely veiled. The
project garnered much media attention and controversy with opponents saying it encouraged sexual
harassment.
“I don’t bother about those who
oppose the idea or even those who
insult me. These reactions indicate
that the initiative succeeded in
shocking society and by so doing
realised its objective,” Abdel-Fattah said. “It exposed the problem
and created debate. The important
thing is that everyone realises that
our clothes are not behind sexual
harassment.”
Some experts have linked the increase in sexual harassment to what
they said was a decline in moral values among young people, rigid religious discourse, frequent viewing

of violent films and the widespread
use of various degrees of nakedness
in advertisements. Others claim the
causes were the increasing numbers of working women and their
taste in clothes.
Saad previously turned his lens
on violence against women. He did
a project using a female model from
Cairo wearing make-up designed
to look like bruises on her face
and body as if she had been a victim of domestic violence. He said
he wanted to denounce violence
against women from within the
family unit.

I wanted to create
ripples in a still
pond.

”

Egyptian activist Hadia
Abdel-Fattah
Abdel-Fattah said In Yesterday’s
Dresses When the Streets Were Safe
was one of many projects she has
lined up related to violence against
women.
Najwa Dardiri is an Egyptian
writer.
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Exploring themes
of Islamic art and
architecture at
Sharjah festival
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

S

harjah has long been involved in exploring Islamic
influences in art as evidenced by the successful
run of the Sharjah Islamic
Arts Festival. This year, the 19th
edition of the festival features 64
artists and 364 activities, including
art displays, lectures and professional workshops.
The focus is on exhibitions at
the Sharjah Art Museum, Al Majaz
Waterfront, Al Majaz Amphitheatre and Noor Island. There are also
calligraphy workshops and exhibitions, film screenings and lectures
on Islamic art and architecture.
Elaborating on this year’s theme,
Mohammed Ibrahim al-Qaseer, cultural affairs director and general
coordinator of the festival, said:
“‘Bunyan’ is the Arabic word for
‘standing structure,’ or ‘forming
construction’ or ‘man-built creation’, which sets it apart from the
word ‘architecture’.

The focus is on
scientific features of
Islamic architecture,
its different
functions and forms.
“The concept of architecture
is about meeting certain social
functions and human necessity,
whereas the ‘art of architecture’ is
an exploration of creativity, composition, and motifs to create an
unambiguous identity, whether religious or social. In this edition, we
deconstruct the concept of bunyan
to rebuild a discourse through visuals in the realm of contemporary
Islamic arts.”
The festival has attracted artists
and architects from the UAE, Saudi

Arabia, Egypt, Iraq, Iran and Jordan
as well as participants from other
parts of the world — from the United
States to South Korea, which were
clearly influenced by the distinctive
artistic language of Islamic aesthetics and its various components.
“One of the most significant objectives of this edition is not only
the recovery of historical memory
or to celebrate past achievements
but also to secure a future for these
arts, one that is shaped in line with
the evolution of life and its accelerated pace,” said Nada al-Jasmi,
senior editor at the Sharjah Department of Culture and Information.
“The emphasis is on the scientific
features of Islamic architecture,
its different functions and forms,
through a series of questions relating to aesthetics, to claim a visual
discourse that is both innovative
and contemporary.”
The artists responded to the
theme with much variety, applying various traditional and modern
visual techniques, from painting,
sculpture and ornamentation.
Sharjah Pavilion, by Josh Haywood from the United Kingdom, at
the Al Majaz Amphitheatre is a fitting gateway for the event, blending traditional and modern Islamic
design. Soaring vaulted ribs draw
the gaze heavenward and uplift the
spirit, while sunlight filters through
the symmetrical motifs of the tessellated canopy.
Haywood, who has specialised in
parametric design and digital fabrication, achieves patterns that are
suggestive of infinity and hint at
paradise.
Italian artist Edoardo Tresoldi’s
Sacral at Al Majaz Waterfront represents a visual rhythm of solids and
voids that are determined through
light and shadows that affect the
wire mesh, where the solid material transparency holds within it both
the landscape and the architecture.
The work alludes to a material and
spiritual duality within a dialogue

Sheikh Salem Bin Abdulrahman al-Qasmi (R), chairman of Sharjah Ruler’s Office, at the opening of
Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival with artist Ahmed Keshta.
(Sharjah Islamic Arts Festival)
between ancient and contemporary.
The installation Simplicity in Repetition, by Ahmad Angawi of Saudi
Arabia, uses the geometrical unit
called the flower of life, which can
expand by holding on to one another and grow in space like a living
tree. Made of walnut, the multiple,
evenly shaped, overlapping circles
form a flower-like pattern with a
six-fold symmetry like a hexagon.
Angawi’s work aspires to confer
industrial design with the status of
craftsmanship.
Egyptian artist Hamdy Reda’s
Shelter of Time and Light envisions
the Arabic tent as a shelter and as
a distinct form of housing that is
moveable like a camera where the
angle can be changed. Reda focuses
on the relationship between this
primitive form of housing and other forms of architecture and structures.
The role and historical value and
the evolution of the arch in Islamic

architecture inspired the work of
Daydreamers of Hong Kong titled
Spiral Arches at the Al Majaz Waterfront. The pavilion consists of
100 layers of arches, forming a long
arcade guiding into the courtyard.
The arcade begins with the modern
parabolic arch and leads back to the
ancient horseshoes arch, the first
Muslim adaptation and modification of the design of the arch.

The Sharjah festival
hosts 64 artists and
features 364
activities, including
art displays, lectures
and workshops.
For Antonio Santin of Spain, the
carpet represents a metaphoric
analysis of reality, where each person ponders whether to stand on
top of the carpet or hide underneath it. Santin weaves together

Meet the young Palestinian Frank Sinatra
Noreen Sadik

Nablus

O

mar Kamal is the newest
musical talent to emerge
from the Palestinian territories. With a voice and
demeanour uncannily
similar to that of the American singer and actor who sold more than 150
million records, it is for good reason
that Kamal has been called the Palestinian Frank Sinatra.
Over coffee at a café in his home
city of Nablus, in impeccable English, Kamal spoke about the world
of music, the challenges he faces
and his hopes for the future.

In 2014, Sony Music
Entertainment
Middle East
representatives
heard him and
recognised his talent.
The 24-year-old singer credits
his parents for his love of music.
His mother, who has a degree in
English literature, is a fan of Lebanese diva Fairuz, whose music Kamal describes as having a tinge of
a Western influence. His father, an
engineer, often returned from business trips abroad with recordings by

Western artists.
“It was mostly my father’s musical taste — Frank Sinatra, Tom Jones
and Dean Martin — that inspired
me,” Kamal said.
One of three siblings, he was 8
years old when the second intifada
began in 2000, forcing him to spend
a lot of time indoors with not much
to do. Music became an escape, he
said. He took up the piano and, soon
after that, the violin. By the age of
16, he had participated in two music
festivals — one in Germany and the
other in Spain.
He attended Cardiff University in
Wales. Music, however, did not take
a back seat to his studies. “I earned
a spot as the lead vocalist for the
university’s big band, a 20-piece
brass orchestra, which toured the
United Kingdom,” he said.
In 2015, Kamal was awarded a
master’s degree in architectural engineering and had to decide what
career path to choose. Sometimes,
Kamal said, one just has to listen to
one’s heart — and that is just what
he did.
His decision not to follow in the
footsteps of his father and brother
but instead to pursue a career in
music, which is often unpredictable
and financially precarious, worried his parents. “I knew that success would make them change their
minds and give me the green light,”
he said. “After all, they are my biggest supporters.”

It was not long before he got his
own identity and that comes from
big break.
an accumulation of all the different
In 2014, while organising constyles you come across.”
certs in the Palestinian territories,
Kamal’s first album,
representatives of Sony Music EnSerenade, which was
tertainment Middle East heard
recorded in HolKamal perform and recognised
lywood in coordihis talent. Soon after, he signed
nation with top
a recording deal with the comengineers and
pany.
musicians
of
Kamal’s debut single, Love
various musical
Never Felt So Good — his rendibackgrounds,
tion of the Michael Jackson song
was released Jan— was released in October 2016.
uary 12th. On it,
With the accompanying video, Kahe covers a wide
mal’s voice and suave appearance
range of songs
take listeners back to another
from
era. “Being called the Palestinian Sinatra doesn’t
bother me,” Kamal
said. “He is one of
the best entertainers ever and there
will never be another Sinatra.
“I never intended to follow one
genre only. Every artist has to
start somewhere
and from there
develop
his
own identity,”
he said. “As a
young musician
you want someone to look up
Omar Kamal, the 24 year old singer, credits his
to. It’s all about
(Omar Kamal)
developing
your parents for his love of music.

marvellous Oriental designs and
oil, as a sculptural material in his
hands, becomes a highly expressive
tool.
Entwine, by artist Lianne Clark at
Al Noor Island, is made from curving plywood beams, intertwined
together and held in compression
by tensioning the boundary, forming an octahedral-shaped module.
Similar to Islamic geometry, the
nature of the design results in each
viewing angle appearing entirely
different.
The annual Sharjah Islamic Arts
Festival began in 1998 under the
supervision and organisation of the
directorate of art in the Department
of Culture and Information, with
the intention of exhibiting various
kinds of traditional and contemporary Islamic arts. The current edition runs through January 24th.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

the 1970s, ‘80s and ‘90s, all of
which he “has added a modern,
revolutionary twist to”.
Kamal does sing in Arabic at times
but admitted: “I am more comfortable singing in English.” It is when
he sings in Arabic, he is often told,
that he best expresses the emotions
in his songs. “I guess it’s the music
that connects with my core because
I’m singing in my own language,”
he said. “Maybe it’s a subconscious
thing.”
Kamal does not want to rely on
his Palestinian nationality for success. “If I am going to make it as an
artist just because I am Palestinian,
then I don’t deserve to succeed,” he
said.
His biggest challenge is to “carry across my artistry or vision as
quickly as possible and develop
that identity without being pressured by record labels”.
“I just want to make beautiful
music and reach as many people
as I can,” he said.
“The biggest question is how
can one have reach and recognition and have really good quality
music? I think that is the challenge for every artist that does
not just want to get out and
make it big.”
Serenade is available on
iTunes or Apple Music.
Noreen Sadik is a PalestinianAmerican journalist based in Israel.
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Violent Borders:
In defence of ‘the right to move’

Book s

Ibraheem
Juburi

Jones
dismisses
the common
misconception
that borders
are “natural”
or “eternal” in
any way.

R

eece Jones’ Violent
Borders: Refugees and
the Right to Move
traces the history of
the nation-state from
a territory defined by
its front lines to an exclusive area
of governance. He masterfully
frames the European migrant
crisis as a by-product of the
failed and elitist concept of state
borders.
“Prior to the emergence of
states, people were free to move
as they pleased,” Jones writes.
The book describes how
walls historically bound great
cities, with the primary task of
protecting the wealth within. As
cities became states and states
developed legal systems, the
right to move was addressed
in different ways, culminating
in violent modern-day border
conflicts.
Early documents reserved the
privilege of movement to noble
elites, with most citizens bound
by their legal status as slaves or
serfs. The Magna Carta officially
designated the right to travel in
and out of England to a select few,
“without fear” of kings. Although
freedom of movement for the
poor was not explicitly limited, it
simply was not considered, writes
Jones. He uses such instances
as precursors to a critique of the
current global attitude towards
the movement of people.
As serfdom died out by the
19th century, Europe experienced
a brief period of relatively free
movement, spurring the need for
nation-states to establish a new
form of control over resources and
land. The concept of citizenship
emerged as this new model, with
identity documents and more
secure state borders eventually
defining political communities as
they are today.
Jones points out that just as
the Peace of Westphalia in 1648
served to organise the system
of borders in Europe, state
beneficiaries of that system drew
similarly arbitrary lines elsewhere

in their search for resources in
distant lands.
Zones of influence were
colonised in the Middle East, Asia,
Africa and the Americas, often
without consideration of ethnic or
linguistic divisions. Jones argues
— quite rightly — that the eventual
decolonisation processes of the
20th century brought about the
creation of boundaries that often
failed to meet local needs and that
continue to hamper peace at the
borders.
Africa is a prime example.
While there are only 54 African
countries, more than 1,500
languages are spoken, a fact
that the de-colonisers of the
1940s did not respect. Jones
cites Africa’s approximately
50 active independence
movements as a consequence.
Foreign misadventures
created a map whose
appearance is etched not by
local social contracts but by
an often-tactless European
exit strategy.
The increasing
militarisation of state
borders, Jones argues,
comes because of
countries fighting against
their dwindling power in
a world of supranational
organisations such as the
United Nations.
The Mexico-US frontier, for
example, had only 3,000 Border
Patrol agents in 1990 but by 2010
that number had increased to
20,000; 33 people were killed by
Border Patrol there from 2010-15.
The India-Bangladesh border,
designed by the British, has seen
more deaths than any other, with
India’s Border Security Force
killing more than 1,000 people
from 2010-15.
In Europe, despite talk of
removing borders dominating the
narrative in the 1990s, migrant
violence is increasing; 23,700
migrants have died attempting to
reach the European Union since
2004 due to increasingly rare
routes of safe passage.

“The European
migration crisis demonstrates the
structural violence of the global
border regime,” writes Jones.
Violent Borders puts questions
of movement and intrastate
inequality in a historical
perspective that once glimpsed
cannot be unseen. It firmly, and
convincingly, maintains that
borders are nothing more than
state tools for maintaining control
of resources and populations, the
beneficiaries of which are often
the rich while those who suffer
its intrinsically violent wrath are
the poor who seek safety within
its walls.
“The violence of borders goes
hand in hand with protecting

The cover of
Violent Borders:
Refugees and
the Right to
Move.

the privileges that borders
created,” Jones writes.
Jones does not offer
solutions to the migrant
crisis or other issues, such
as environmental damage,
induced by the “global border
regime”. He writes: “The system
of states, borders and resource
enclosures is embedded in our
culture and our way of life and
permeates many aspects of our
existence to the point that it is
difficult to imagine life outside of
it.”
Instead, he shows how by
simply moving, people can fight
against the domination and unjust
exclusivity of wealthy countries,
painting migrants as rebels in this
sense.
Jones dismisses the common
misconception that borders are
“natural” or “eternal” in any way.
He argues instead that humans
require the right to freedom of
movement just as much as the
rights guaranteed by their artificial
countries.
The value of Jones’ work
is in its breakdown of the usand-them mentality that is so
persistent in the story of borders
and that is undermined by the
migrants of today in what author
Simon Springer (Why a Radical
Geography Must be Anarchist)
terms the “revolution of the
everyday”, a revolution that Jones
says should be encouraged.
“Refusing to abide by these
enclosures and movement
restrictions is a political act that
can expose the violence of borders
and the inequality of the global
border regime,” Jones says.
Despite its abstract conclusions,
Violent Borders is an excellent read
delivering a deeper understanding
of the structural issues underlying
the restriction of movement of
people between states and the
intrinsic violence Jones’ claims it
breeds.
Ibraheem Juburi is a Londonbased correspondent of The Arab
Weekly.

Rolling Blackouts: Dispatches from Turkey,
Syria and Iraq by Sarah Glidden

Book s

Dunia
El-Zobeidi

The overall
purpose of
journalism
and how
journalists
cover wars
is what
shines most
in Glidden's
book.

F

or some, the 2003
US-led war in Iraq,
which toppled Saddam
Hussein, and the “Arab
spring” revolutions of
2011 were moves
towards democracy. For others,
they were a setback.
In Rolling Blackouts: Dispatches
from Turkey, Syria and Iraq, comic
cartoonist Sarah Glidden set out
to show the effects of war and
recount the tales of refugees but
the overall purpose of journalism
and how journalists cover wars is
what shines most in the book.
Glidden studied painting at
Boston University and started
creating comic strips in 2006
when she was living at the Flux
Factory artists collective in New
York. She based her book on
memoirs and testimonies she had
collected in 2010 during a trip
with journalists to Syria, Turkey
and Iraq to research stories on
the effects of the Iraq war for
American audiences.
Glidden, also the author of How
to Understand Israel in 60 Days or
Less, ended up “reporting on the
reporters” in Rolling Blackouts.
She said reporters speak of
only being able to hear one side
of stories. A complaint that stood
out in her book was: “Emotionally
manipulating people, then
simplifying their stories. It’s not
the noble profession I wanted it
to be.”

Witnessing people’s misery
made the journalists reflect
on who is responsible. The
reporters debate whether they
did enough to stop the Iraq war
by peacefully protesting and
if violent protest would have
made a difference.
They also question whether
the war was a good way to
liberate Iraq’s Shias and Kurds,
who had been oppressed
by Saddam, at the expense
of the thousands who
subsequently lost their lives.
The reader is reminded
of the good intentions
journalists have when
reporting on war. A
reporter says: “Everything
that I do in journalism is
based on the idea that
if people are exposed
to more ideas and
information then they’ll
allow themselves to
question things that
they assumed were
right…. The best we
can hope for is that
the story gets passed
along. The way the
reader uses that story
to understand the
world is up to them.”
There is also a
reminder of the
good intentions
soldiers had when they
invaded Iraq. One former soldier

The cover
of Rolling
Blackouts.

said he was against the war but
wanted to influence Iraq in a
positive way. As the invasion was
followed by the insurgency and
al-Qaeda, he said he wanted to do
something to stop it and make the
United States look better in the
region.
The book gives a brief
introduction of what the
politically loaded term
“Kurdistan” is and its history and
provides a summary of the Iraq
war through dialogue.
A Kurd spoke of the freedom
that Iraq’s Kurdish community
gained after Saddam’s fall: “The
Arab people, they will not control
this area again. The Kurdish
people, they taste the freedom,
they like it. Now if something
happened again, all the Kurdish
people would sacrifice their life
for that freedom.”
Rolling Blackouts is a colourful
and entertaining read that
provides a good introduction into
understanding the Iraq war and
“Arab spring” in Syria. Filled with
wit, sarcasm and comedy, the
book shows Iraqis and Syrians to
be generous and polite, despite
their troubles.
Rolling Blackouts: Dispatches
from Turkey, Syria and Iraq
by Sarah Glidden, Drawn and
Quarterly, 304 pages
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.
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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.
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.

Taba Fjord Bay.

Taba, Egypt’s
stunning
northernmost
destination
Haitham Salah
Cairo

U

nlike just about every
other place in Egypt,
Taba’s weather is the
same in the summer
and the winter: Magnificently mild. This, however, is
not what makes this small town
near the northern tip of the Gulf
of Aqaba in the Sinai peninsula a
must-visit.
Taba visitors are obliged to be
part of its Bedouin culture as soon
as they arrive.

Climbing the St
Catherine Mount
has always been an
impressive, challenging
experience.
“Taba is particularly about its
people and how they fill those
who visit them with joy,” said Yunis Ahmed, a tour guide who has
been helping visitors explore the
deserts and mountains of Taba

Taba St Catherine Monastery.

for more than a decade. “Nonetheless, when it comes to natural
beauty and the breathtaking sites
of the town, one will find it hard to
count.”
Outings in Taba usually start in
the evenings when Bedouins, who
live in the desert hinterland near
tourist villages, hotels and beaches, light bonfires and begin receiving guests, offering food, music
and dances.
Participants often dance and listen to music until the early hours
of the morning when the sun
shines on the beaches of soft sand
and clear water.
Coral in stunningly large numbers include some of the world’s
rarest and most eye-catching. Diving and snorkelling cannot be more
interesting anywhere else.
Diving is especially a memorable experience in Fjord Bay, 15km
south of Taba.
Amany Hijab, a 41-year-old postal worker, recently visited the bay.
“It is one of few places that fit irresistible as an expression,” Hijab
said. “While it is open, the place
is full of privacy and diving in the
bay is very rewarding to the eyes
and the senses.”
Another must-see attraction

Beirut:
Through December 28th
Events associated with
Sursock Museum Late Nights
take place noon-9pm each
Thursday at the Sursock
Museum. The event includes
exhibitions, collection
displays, late-night talks,
performances and screenings.
Dubai:
January 27th-28th
Quoz Arts Fest pushes
the frontiers of art with a
schedule of live art, murals,
workshops, film screenings,
gallery openings, live music
and contemporary dance
performed and created by
local artists at Al Serkal
Avenue.
Marrakech:
January 29th

Taba tourists on top of St Catherine Mount.
in the Taba area is Castle Zaman,
built on a hill that overlooks the
Gulf of Aqaba. Standing on top of
the castle, visitors can see the borders of Israel, Jordan and Saudi
Arabia across the Red Sea.
The castle has several chambers
and halls worth exploring and its
own beach, which is open to visitors. The castle is on the road connecting St Catherine Monastery
with Jerusalem.
The monastery stands at the foot
of Mount Horeb where, according
to the Old Testament, Moses received the Ten Commandments.
The area is revered by Muslims,
Christians and Jews.
Founded in the sixth century,
the monastery, a UNESCO World
Heritage site, is the oldest still in
use. Its walls and buildings are of
great importance in the study of
Byzantine architecture. The mon-

astery also houses a rare collection
of early Christian manuscripts and
icons.
Climbing the St Catherine Mount
has always been an impressive,
challenging experience but, after
hours of trekking, climbers are rewarded with a view of the mountainous landscape of the Sinai peninsula.

Diving is especially
a memorable
experience in Fjord
Bay, 15km south of
Taba.
Taba hotels and tourist villages
are starting to see signs of life again
after the bombing of a Russian passenger plane over Sinai in October
2015 scared many tourists away
and forced several tourist facilities
to close.
Tourists visiting Egypt in general, and Taba in particular, will
notice an enticing change: Accommodation, transportation and food
prices are noticeably low. The price
drop has been precipitated by the
recent flotation of the Egyptian
pound, a move that sent the Egyptian currency lower against all foreign currencies.
Tourism expert Magdi Selim said
the pound flotation has turned
Egypt into an affordable destination for everybody.
“For a few hundred dollars, tourists can come to a place like Taba
and have a memorable vacation,”
Selim said. “I am sure that no other
place can offer that much for such
a low amount of money.”
Haitham Salah is an Egyptian
travel journalist.

More than 8,000 runners are
expected for the 28th Marrakech International Marathon. Many internationally
renowned sports figures are
scheduled to be present and
touristic activities and street
shows will take place.
Dubai:
February 18th-28th
Al Marmoom Heritage Festival celebrates the camel
and its importance to the
region. The event includes
professional camel races
that attract many trained
participants to compete for
titles and high-end prizes.
The tournament is a way
to experience the longstanding Emirati pastime
with cultural and traditional
shows planned around the
camel races.
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

