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Trump faces travel ban uproar, 
warns Iran after missile test
Washington

U 

S President Donald 
Trump provoked a ma-
jor uproar when he an-
nounced an executive or-
der banning people from 

seven Muslim-majority countries 
from entering the United States. The 
order triggered an unprecedented 
popular show of empathy for Ameri-
can Muslims, a minority that says it 
is often treated with suspicion.

“There is a huge wave of support” 
from non-Muslims, said Samer 
Khalaf, national president of the 
American-Arab Anti-Discrimination 
Committee (ADC), a lobby group in 
Washington. “The people who are 
out there demonstrating are mostly 
non-Muslim.”

A US federal judge in Seat-
tle, Washington, on February 3rd 
granted a nationwide temporary 
restraining order blocking Trump’s 
ban, leading the White House to say 
it would file an emergency appeal, 
claiming the move to be “lawful and 
appropriate”.

Following Trump’s announce-
ment, which affects people from 
Iraq, Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, 
Syria and Yemen, thousands of 
demonstrators turned up at airports 
around the country demanding the 
release of passengers from affected 
countries who were detained after 
their arrival in the United States.

Riham Osman, a communica-
tions strategist for the Muslim Pub-
lic Affairs Council (MPAC), posted 
on Twitter: “This is what America 
looks like” as protesters at Wash-
ington Dulles International Airport 
cheered every time a woman in a 
hijab walked by.

Trump argued that the ban, which 
he had vowed throughout the presi-
dential campaign to enact if elected, 
is necessary to keep Americans safe 
from Islamic terrorists. Many in the 
United States, however, say the step 
is a sign of Islamophobia and vio-

lates basic American values, such as 
the freedom of religion. Reportedly, 
neither US intelligence agencies nor 
the US Department of Homeland Se-
curity were briefed prior to Trump’s 
announcement.

The president fanned the flames 
by declaring that he was willing to 
help Christian refugees even as he 
was rejecting Muslims. “We are go-
ing to help them,” Trump told the 

Christian Broadcasting Network in 
response to a question about Chris-
tians in Syria, a country included in 
Trump’s ban and by another order 
halting the acceptance of Syrian ref-
ugees indefinitely.

Washington was among four 
states — Massachusetts, New York 
and Virginia the others — that have 
mounted legal challenges to the rul-
ing and attorneys general from 16 
states said the executive order was 
“un-American and unlawful”. A fed-
eral judge in New York has also ruled 
that the detention of people who ar-
rived in the United States on valid 
visas was illegal.

Just more than half — 51% — of 
Americans asked said they disap-
proved of Trump’s immigration or-
der, a CBS News poll released Feb-
ruary 3rd indicated, while 45% said 
they approved of the travel ban.

The new US administration has 
also taken a tough position against 
Iran. Michael Flynn, Trump’s na-
tional security adviser, announced 
that the president had put Iran “on 
notice” after Tehran conducted a 
ballistic missile test that Flynn said 
violated UN resolutions. On Febru-
ary 3rd, the Trump administration 
meted out sanctions against com-
panies and individuals in Iran and 
China it said supported Tehran’s 
ballistic missile programme and 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps.

Iran pledged to “vigorously” con-
tinue its missile activity regardless 
of the US warning.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Tunisia military, police receive 
right to vote in local elections

Tunis

T 

unisia’s parliament has 
ended months of political 
deadlock over the role of 
military personnel in the 
country’s electoral process 

by granting members of the armed 
forces and security services the 
right to vote in local elections.

The question of voter participa-
tion by the military was a tense is-
sue. Many people argued that bring-
ing military and security personnel 
into the electoral process would 
compromise their “exceptional” 
role in maintaining political neutral-
ity.

A clear majority of parliament — 
144 out of 217 seats — voted January 
31st in favour of granting military 
and police the right to participate in 
regional and municipal elections as 
soon as late this year. Servicemen 

are prohibited from campaigning or 
taking part in national elections un-
der the new law.

Article 6 of the bill, which laid out 
voting rights for military and po-
lice, caused the initiative to stall for 
nearly a year, delaying the selection 
of mayors and regional administra-
tion chiefs throughout the country. 
Parliament’s vote ended the dead-
lock but not the controversy. Many 
people continue to question the mil-
itary’s place in the political arena.

Among the bill’s critics were for-
mer generals and politicians who 
said that involving Tunisia’s mili-

tary in partisan elections would un-
dermine a tradition of political neu-
trality. Militaries in the Arab world 
have staged scores of coups over the 
years but Tunisia’s army has steered 
clear of domestic or foreign adven-
tures during the country’s 60 years 
of independence.

Critics raised concerns that giv-
ing soldiers the right to vote could 
jeopardise army unity. There has 
been speculation that broader voter 
participation by the military and 
the police, who together comprise 
about 140,000 people, could tilt the 
balance in elections against Islam-
ists. There were 4.9 million regis-
tered voters for the 2014 presiden-
tial election in Tunisia.

The vote of the military , despite 
the small proportion of the total 
number of voters, would be sym-
bolically significant if the military 
and police engage in politicking and 
signal their ideological and political 
leanings.

Anti-Islamist activists had vowed 

to push for more voting rights for 
military and police, arguing that 
parliament’s decision to approve 
only limited voting measures vio-
lates their rights as citizens.

“Giving the military the right to 
vote only in local elections is a bla-
tant breach of the equality right 
for all citizens before the law,” said 
former diplomat and anti-Islamist 

writer Farhat Othman.
Former army general Mohamed 

Meddeb, who has persistently op-
posed the bill because he says the 
military should be kept away from 
partisan politics, called the vote 
“nonsense” and “a sham”.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Critics said that 
involving military 
in partisan elections 
would undermine a 
tradition of political 
neutrality.

Lamine Ghanmi

An October 2014 file picture shows election workers handing 
ballot boxes to army soldiers for distribution to polling centres in 
the northern governorate of Nabeul.                                                    (AFP)

Demonstrators protest on February 1st against US President Donald Trump’s executive order that 
imposes a freeze on admitting refugees and a travel ban on seven Muslim-majority countries.         (AFP)
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fanned the flames 
by declaring that he 
was willing to help 
Christian refugees 
even as he was 
rejecting Muslims.

Morocco rejoins 
African Union

The message of Iran’s 
new envoy to Iraq 

Hezbollah’s long-
term plans in Syria

Why Jerusalem is 
important but is not 
the crux of the matter

P8

P5

P10

P15

Saad Guerraoui

Mahan Abedin

Nicholas Blanford

Kamel Hawwash

Interview

P20Hassan Abdel Zaher

Interview
Egyptian 
minister for 
International 
Cooperation

The Muslimah Who
fell to Earth
Dunia El-Zobaidi P23

P2-3

Rashmee Roshan Lall, Mark Habeeb, Mamoon Alabbasi, Gregory Aftandilian, Sami Moubayed, Mohammed Alkhereiji, Ed Blanche, Harvey Morris, Samar Kadi



2 February 5, 2017

Cover Story Trump’s travel ban

Washington

T 

he travel ban imposed 
by the Trump adminis-
tration on people from 
seven predominantly 
Muslim countries in the 

Middle East and Africa could hurt 
efforts by the United States to re-
gain the trust of its allies in the 
region and boost the morale of ex-
tremists, analysts said.

With an executive order signed 
January 27th, one week after taking 
office, US President Donald Trump 
instituted a 90-day ban on people 
from Iraq, Iran, Libya, Somalia, Su-
dan, Syria and Yemen entering the 
United States. Trump also stopped 
the admission of Syrian refugees 
into the United States and reduced 
the number of all refugees allowed 
to enter the country from 110,000 
to 50,000 per year. Trump said the 
steps were necessary to protect the 
United States from Islamist terror-
ists.

The order was reportedly devel-
oped without input from US intel-
ligence agencies, the US State De-
partment or the US Department of 
Homeland Security and members 
of Congress were not alerted be-
forehand.

The ban led to chaotic scenes at 
US airports, where travellers from 
the countries affected were de-
tained and some returned to their 
home countries, despite having 
valid visas or permanent residency 
permits (green cards). Authorities 
later said green card holders from 
the seven countries would be al-
lowed entry but visa holders would 
still be banned.

A US federal judge in Seattle, on 
February 3rd, issued a temporary 
restraining order — effective na-
tionwide — to stop enforcement of 
Trump’s order and airlines quickly 
said they would allow US-bound 
travellers from the affected coun-
tries aboard their flights. The White 
House termed the ruling “outra-
geous” — a characterisation later 
omitted — and said it would seek an 
immediate stay of the ruling.

In the Middle East, the fallout 
from Trump’s ban could be serious. 
“The overall impact on the Muslim 
world in general will be to consoli-
date the narrative that the United 
States is at war with Islam,” Richard 
LeBaron, a Middle East analyst at 
the Atlantic Council, a think-tank in 
Washington, said. “It puts our allies 
in the Middle East in a very awk-
ward position.”

British Home Secretary Amber 
Rudd echoed those concerns, tell-
ing parliament in London that the 
decision by the US government was 
a “propaganda opportunity” for ex-
tremist groups such as the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda.

The Organisation of Islamic Co-
operation (OIC) said it was worried 
about “selective and discrimina-
tory acts [that] will only serve to 
embolden the radical narratives of 
extremists and will provide further 
fuel to the advocates of violence 
and terrorism”.

The ban coincides with a contro-
versial plan by Trump to move the 
US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem, a step that would sup-
port Israeli claims to the entire city 
and that could inflame the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. The White 
House softened its strongly pro-Is-
raeli stance somewhat on February 
2nd by declaring that a further ex-
tension of settlements on Palestin-

ian land “may not be helpful”.
Philip Gordon, a senior fellow at 

the Council on Foreign Relations 
who served as White House coor-
dinator for the Middle East under 
US president Barack Obama, said 
there is “confusion, anger and fear” 
in the region. Writing in the Wash-
ington Post after returning from the 
Middle East, Gordon said Muslims 
across the region fear that Trump’s 
executive order “is not really a 
practical security measure at all but 
simply red meat for anti-Muslim 
Trump voters”.

Iran responded with the an-
nouncement of a travel ban of its 
own but reactions from others have 
been more restrained. The United 
Arab Emirates cautioned the ban 
was not directed against Islam. The 
Arab League said it had “deep con-
cerns” but expressed hope that the 
US government might review its 
position.

Turkey, which is not affected by 
the ban but sees itself as a voice for 
the Muslim world, was more out-
spoken: “Regional issues cannot be 
solved by closing the doors on peo-
ple,” Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
said.

LeBaron said muted responses 
from Muslim and Middle Eastern 
countries reflected a desire “not to 
be singled out like the seven other 
countries” but, even though the 
governments involved were cau-
tious, people in those countries 
were “offended”.

The Iraqi government is in an es-
pecially difficult bind. Invaded by 
US troops in 2003, Iraq currently 
hosts about 5,000 American mili-
tary personnel who are supporting 
the Iraqi Army in its effort to push 
the Islamic State (ISIS) out of Mo-
sul, one of Iraq’s biggest cities.

Parliament in Baghdad voted in 

favour of a reciprocal travel ban 
for US citizens but Prime Minis-
ter Haider al-Abadi said the gov-
ernment would not implement 
the measure. Pointing to the fight 
against ISIS in Mosul, Abadi said he 
did not want to harm Iraq’s national 
interests.

Some observers expect the num-
ber of Muslim countries on the trav-
el ban list to grow. “More countries 
are coming,” said Samer Khalaf, 
national president of the American-

Arab Anti-Discrimination Com-
mittee (ADC), a lobbying group in 
Washington.

“I have no doubt that there will 
be a push to include Saudi Arabia 
and other Gulf states,” Khalaf said. 
Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria were 
other possible candidates.

“People who have his [Trump’s] 
ear are not distinguishing between 
Syrians, Saudis or Moroccans,” 
Khalaf said. “They are all the same 
to him.”

‘Confusion, anger and fear’ after Trump’s travel ban
Thomas Seibert

A demonstrator waves a Yemeni flag as he and other members 
of the Yemeni community protest US President Donald Trump’s
temporary travel ban, on February 2nd, in New York.                        (AP)

Some observers 
expect the number of 
Muslim countries on 
the travel ban list to 
grow.

Analysts say the 
travel ban could hurt 
efforts by the United 
States to regain the 
trust of its allies in 
the region.

A US federal judge in 
Seattle, on February 
3rd, issued a 
temporary restraining 
order — effective 
nationwide.

The message Trump sends to the Muslim world

C
ease and desist, for 
God’s sake. Forget the 
Muslims, minorities, 
moral arguments. 
Ditch the overblown 
rhetoric about 

American values. Ask just this 
one question of US President 
Donald Trump’s order perma-
nently banning US Syrian refugee 
intake, all other refugees for 120 
days and the entry of people 
from seven mainly Muslim 
countries for three months.

Does it do the job?
Yes, if the job is to send a 

message to the Muslim world.
No, if it is meant to make the 

United States safer.
The arguments against Trump’s 

executive order are well-known 
but here is a mini rerun:

No extremist from any of the 
seven countries on Trump’s list 
has carried out a fatal attack in the 
United States in 40 years.

The 9/11 hijackers did not come 
from Somalia, Syria, Iran, Iraq, 
Libya, Sudan or Yemen.

Refugees have not killed a 
single person in a terrorist attack 
in the United States since the 
1980 Refugee Act, a Cato Institute 
think-tank study from last 
September stated.

The order keeps out the small 
number of Syrian refugees that 
the United States takes, even 
though they have already been 

vetted for two to three years. In 
2016, the United States accepted 
12,486 Syrian refugees, compared 
with about 300,000 received by 
Germany the same year. Since the 
Syrian civil war began, Turkey 
has received about 2.7 million 
refugees, Lebanon 1 million 
refugees and Jordan 650,000.

It prevents huge numbers of 
ordinary people — students, 
professionals, tourists — from 
entering the United States even 
though they hold valid visas.

It does not address US domestic 
terrorism. One of the San 
Bernardino attackers was US-born 
and of Pakistani ethnicity; his co-
conspirator and wife was Pakistani 
and lawfully resident in the United 
States. The Orlando shooter 
was US-born and his parents 
arrived in the United States from 
Afghanistan in the 1970s. One of 
the Boston marathon bombers 
was a naturalised US citizen and 
the other a green card holder. 
Both were from Kyrgyzstan. Even 
if Pakistan, Afghanistan and 
Kyrgyzstan were on the list, those 
three attacks may not have been 
prevented.

It shows a cruel and ugly 
America to the world, which is 
hardly likely to counter vengeful 
anti-Americanism. As about 900 
US diplomats put it in their dissent 
cable: “A policy which closes 
our doors to over 200 million 
legitimate travellers in the hopes 
of preventing a small number of 
travellers who intend to harm 
Americans from using the visa 
system to enter the United States 
will not achieve its aim of making 

our country safe.”
On every count, Trump’s 

executive order fails to make the 
United States safer but it does 
something else, something very 
big and important: It sends an 
unequivocal message to the world 
that the United States is finally at 
war.

That might sound like a 
tautology and an absurdly 
alarmist one, considering the 
United States has been on foreign 
battlefields for about 16 years. 
Those wars were different. The 
Afghan operation — later botched 
and now America’s longest war — 
was at least consistent with the 
principle of seeking justice rather 
than revenge. The Iraq invasion 
was hubristic folly.

In the years since 9/11, 
Islamist extremism has grown 
fat and sleek, a loathsome 
slug chomping on the floral 
heart — cosmopolitanism and 
multicultural freedoms — of 
Western societies. That is what 
Trump’s order is meant to suggest 
and that is what it is attacking by 
ceasing contact with Muslims.

Though the travel ban does 
not affect all 57 members of 
the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation or the 22 members 
of the Arab League or even all 
Muslim-majority countries, it is 
aimed squarely at Muslims.

The travel ban, like the promise 
to move the US embassy from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, is meant 
to show the utter contempt of 
Trump’s America towards the 
Muslim world.

Benjamin Wittes, editor 

of Lawfare blog and a senior 
fellow in governance studies 
at the Brookings Institution, 
a Washington think-tank, 
recently said the executive 
order was “malevolent”. It 
is worth noting that Wittes 
holds uncompromisingly hard-
line views on security issues, 
endorsing drone strikes, American 
surveillance policies and military 
commissions.

And yet he writes: “I don’t 
believe that the stated purpose 
is the real purpose. You do these 
things when you’re elevating the 
symbolic politics of bashing Islam 
over any actual security interest. 
You do them when you’ve made 
a deliberate decision to burden 
human lives to make a public 
point.”

This then is the United States’ 
real war on terror. Like the 
Mongol sacking of Baghdad in 
1258, which put an end to 500 
years of the Abbasid caliphate, 
Trump is laying waste to the 
edifice of America, the universally 
perceived idea that it believes in 
humanitarianism and fairness. He 
is sending a message — perhaps 
composed by his white Christian 
nationalist-supporting senior 
aide Steve Bannon — to Muslims 
everywhere.

The tragic consequence may be 
that the message will be received 
and fully understood.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Rashmee
Roshan Lall

View point
On every 
count, 
Trump’s 
executive 
order fails 
to make 
the United 
States 
safer.

The tragic consequence may be 
that the message will be received 
and fully understood.
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Amman

S 

yrian refugee Ammar 
Sawan took a first hopeful 
step towards moving to the 
United States last autumn, 
submitting to an initial se-

curity screening.
His dream of a better life was 

abruptly crushed when US Presi-
dent Donald Trump banned Syrian 
refugees from the United States un-
til further notice.

Sawan, 40, said he learned of the 
entry ban while watching late-night 
TV news with his wife in their small 
apartment in Amman.

“When we heard of the order, it 
was like a bolt of lightning and all 
our hopes and dreams vanished,” 
Sawan said.

He and other Syrian refugees bris-
tled at the idea that they pose a po-
tential security threat, saying they 
are peaceful people fleeing perse-
cution. Some warned that the new 
US policy will be seen as targeting 
Muslims and inflame anti-American 
sentiment in the region.

“This decision made the United 
States lose its reputation in the 
world as the biggest economy, the 
biggest democracy,” said refugee 
Nasser Sheik, 44, who was para-
lysed by a stroke two years ago and 
lives with his family in Amman.

“We are not going out to harm 
people of other countries,” added 
his wife Madaya, 37.

Trump on January 27th suspend-
ed all refugee admissions to the 
United States for four months and 
banned the entry of Syrian refu-
gees indefinitely pending a security 
review meant to ensure terrorists 
cannot slip through vetting. Trump 
also issued a 90-day ban on all en-

try to the United States from seven 
Muslim-majority countries, includ-
ing Syria, with terrorism concerns.

At the time of Trump’s decision, 
more than 27,000 Syrian refugees 
from 11 Middle Eastern host coun-
tries were being considered for 
resettlement to the United States 
and were in various stages of the 
approval process, the International 
Organisation for Migration said.

During the last budget year, the 
United States accepted 84,995 refu-
gees, including 12,587 from Syria.

Close to 5 million Syrians have 
fled their country since an uprising 
against Syrian President Bashar As-
sad erupted in 2011 and escalated 
into civil war. Most of the refugees 
have settled in neighbouring coun-
tries, including Jordan and Leba-
non, where their struggle for sur-
vival often gets tougher every day.

Savings have run out, jobs are 
poorly paid and refugee children 
learn in crowded classrooms. Many 
refugees would prefer to return 
home but that is not an option as 
long as the war continues. Most are 
eager to escape tough conditions in 
the host countries and resettlement 
to the West seems the best alterna-
tive.

Sawan fled the Damascus suburb 
of Moadamiyeh in 2012, after he 
was roughed up by pro-Assad mili-
tiamen and feared eventual arrest. 
His wife Sanaa, 35, and three sons 
followed him a year later, fleeing 
government shelling. The couple 
had a fourth child, a girl, last year in 
Jordan.

The family struggles to cover 
rent, utilities and school transpor-
tation for the three oldest children, 
especially during the winter when 
Sawan’s income drops.

Sawan said he worries about 
his children, including bullying 
in school. His oldest, 15-year-old 
Khaled, said Jordanian students 
sometimes pick fights with Syrian 
schoolmates.

Sawan said he underwent the 
first round of security vetting for 
possible resettlement to the United 
States in October. With a new life in 
America suddenly in reach, he be-
gan to dream of a decent education 
for his children and a stable income 
for the family.

“My dream, even before the war 
in Syria, was to live in America,” he 
said, as the family huddled around a 
gas heater in the living room.

Now he said he is disappointed 
in America. “We are not terrorists 
and we don’t support terrorism,” he 
said.

Refugee aid groups said Trump’s 
ban is hurting innocent people.

“It will not make America safer,” 
Jan Egeland, secretary-general of 

the Norwegian Refugee Council, 
said by phone from Oslo. “It will 
make America smaller and meaner.”

He said the new US policy deals 
a blow to international responsibil-
ity for those fleeing persecution, 
an idea forged after the Holocaust 
when Jews and others seeking safe 
haven were often let down.

Others said US security checks of 
refugees are already robust, involv-
ing biometric screening and up to 
three years of vetting.

The suspension of the refugee 
admissions allows for exceptions, 
including for members of minority 
faiths claiming persecution, such 
as Christians in Muslim-majority 
countries.

Feras Zahka, 35, a Syrian Christian 
who fled to Turkey, is in the final 
stages of vetting to go to the United 
States but said he fears he might not 
be able to go.

“I was going through security 
screenings before the (US) elections 
took place,” he said by phone from 
Istanbul, where he works as a hotel 
receptionist. “I am scared my file 
will be scrapped.”

Bashir al-Saadi, 67, a Christian in 

the town of Qamishli in northern 
Syria, said giving preferential treat-
ment to Christians could raise ten-
sions with their Muslim neighbours.

“Giving visas to Christians (only) 
will give the impression that the US 
is a Christian state and is standing 
against Islam,” said Saadi who has 
family in the United States. “This 
will trigger resentment, might fo-
ment religious conflict and reflect 
badly on us.”

Mohammed Hassan al-Homsi, 
who fled his hometown of Palmy-
ra in Syria, said Trump’s decision 
would serve as propaganda fodder 
for the Islamic State (ISIS), the ex-
tremist group that controls parts of 
Syria and Iraq.

The entry ban will encourage ISIS 
supporters, Homsi wrote in a series 
of text messages from Syria’s rebel-
held province of Idlib where he 
found refuge.

“This decision proves the militant 
group’s theory that the West, led by 
the United States, is an enemy of 
Muslims,” he wrote. “It’s an unfor-
tunate decision.”

(The Associated Press)

Syria refugees see 
dream of better 
life crushed by 
Trump ban
Karin Laub

Members of a Syrian family in Jordan, which fears that US President Donald Trump’s halting of the 
nation’s refugee programme leaves them with few options as they scrape by in Jordan and dream
of a better life outside of civil strife and poverty.                                                                                                   (AP)

Syrian refugees 
bristled at the idea 
that they pose a 
potential security 
threat.

Trump keeps giving gifts to terrorists

F
or terrorist organisa-
tions such as the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Qaeda, the election 
of Donald Trump as US 
president is the gift 

that keeps on giving. During the 
presidential campaign, Trump 
called for banning Muslims from 
entering the United States. He 
later seemed to revise this pledge 
to say he would institute 
“extreme vetting” of immigrants 
from Muslim countries but 
Trump never truly backtracks on 
his outrageous comments; he just 
obfuscates them.

Trump’s January 27th an-
nouncement banning refugees and 
immigrants from seven Muslim-
majority countries was heralded by 
his followers as a fulfilment of his 
campaign promise. While it is true 
that he did not include all Muslim 
countries in his executive order 
and focused on countries and 
not on religion, suggestions that 
Christians from those countries 
would soon be exempted from the 
ban made the intention clear and 
put Christians in the Middle East 
at risk.

Trump has surrounded himself 
with advisers such as Steve Ban-
non, who has close ties to white 
nationalists and anti-Islam activ-

ists, so few doubt the underlying 
motivation for the president’s ac-
tions. Bannon, who has no foreign 
policy experience, was rewarded 
on January 29th with a position 
on the National Security Council 
(NSC) while the director of Nation-
al Intelligence and the chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff were 
removed from the NSC.

While Trump claimed the move 
was required for national security 
reasons, not a single immigrant 
or refugee from any of the seven 
countries named in the ban has 
conducted a deadly terrorist at-
tack on US soil, including the 9/11 
attack.

Among the countries included 
in Trump’s ban on immigration is 
Iraq, perhaps Washington’s biggest 
ally in the war against ISIS. It is un-
clear how offending your biggest 
ally is part of a strategy to defeat 
the enemy but that is what Trump 
has done.

Thousands of Iraqis who fought 
alongside and advised US troops 
in the war against ISIS are now 
banned from entering the United 
States. Media reports said among 
the first people turned away be-
cause of the ban was an Iraqi who 
has worked for the US government 
for ten years and the spouse of an 
Iraqi who worked for a US contrac-
tor and now lives in the United 
States.

It is hard to imagine that the 
demoralisation and insult these 
Iraqis now feel will not affect their 
commitment to the fight or at least 

their commitment to working with 
US forces.

By his actions, Trump not only 
validated the extremists’ claim 
that the West was at war with 
Islam, he offended the 3 million 
American Muslims who under-
standably feel that they, too, 
eventually will be targeted under a 
Trump presidency.

For many American-Muslim 
citizens, the ban prevents fam-
ily members living abroad from 
visiting. In the worst scenario, 
Trump’s actions and attitudes 
could radicalise some American 
Muslims by creating feelings of 
disillusionment and alienation. 
Legions of Trump supporters ex-
press anti-Muslim bigotry on social 
media — just as they did at Trump 
campaign rallies — but have never 
been called out by the president.

Somewhat lost in the uproar over 
Trump’s immigration ban, the 
president signed an executive or-
der on January 28th stating: “It is 
the policy of the United States that 
ISIS be defeated. Within 30 days, 
a preliminary draft of the plan to 
defeat ISIS shall be submitted to 
the president by the secretary of 
Defence.”

The executive order directed the 
plan to include guidelines on the 
use of public diplomacy, informa-
tion operations and cyber-strate-
gies “to isolate and delegitimise 
ISIS and its radical Islamist ideol-
ogy.” It instructed the Pentagon to 
identify “new coalition partners in 
the fight against ISIS and policies 

to empower coalition partners”.
One might recall that during the 

presidential election campaign 
Trump repeatedly declared that 
he had a “secret plan” to destroy 
ISIS and at one point claimed that 
he knew more than the country’s 
generals. Apparently, the big 
secret about Trump’s plan has 
been revealed: He had no plan and 
he knows decidedly less than the 
generals.

For an incoming administration 
to reassess US strategy to fight ter-
rorism is perfectly understandable 
— Hillary Clinton probably would 
have done the same thing — but to 
simultaneously take actions that 
only serve to undermine the fight 
against terrorism shows a level of 
policy incoherence that is truly 
stunning.

Trump also announced that he 
had instructed the Pentagon and 
US State Department to draft a plan 
to establish safe zones in Syria for 
Syrian refugees, to which Russia — 
the de facto arbiter of what happens 
in Syria — responded with a more 
diplomatic version of, “Say what?”

All of this happened during the 
president’s first eight days in office, 
with 1,453 days to go in his first 
term. If ISIS and al-Qaeda leaders 
drank alcohol, they would be pop-
ping champagne bottles.

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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T 

here has been a pause in 
major military operations 
in Mosul as Iraqi forces 
battling Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants prepare 

to advance into the western side of 
the city.

Iraqi forces launched an offen-
sive to recapture Mosul on October 
17th but only managed to retake the 
eastern side recently. The western 
side is thought to be more diffi-
cult to penetrate and hosts some 
750,000 civilians.

ISIS fighters have reportedly es-
tablished sniper positions in build-
ings on the west bank of the Tigris 
river ahead of the expected govern-
ment offensive. They have moved 
into Mosul’s main medical com-
plex, which includes a dozen build-
ings between two of the city’s five 
bridges — positions that can be used 
for observation and sniper fire, resi-
dents told Reuters.

Iraqi troops have been firing 
across the river to harass the mili-
tants and disrupt fortifications. 
ISIS militants are expected to put 
up fierce resistance when the next 
phase of the offensive begins.

“The idea is to keep making life 
tough for them from our position, 
to kill them and prevent them from 
escaping as other forces surround 
them from other directions,” Major 
Mohamed Ali told Reuters.

Both sides are waging a war of 
attrition. ISIS released drone foot-
age of cars driving at high speed 
into clusters of army Humvees and 
armoured vehicles before blowing 
up. Iraqi soldiers were seen flee-
ing as the car bombs sped towards 
them. The recordings also showed 

munitions dropped from drones.
ISIS is reportedly hacking store-

bought drones, using testing pro-
tocols and innovative tactics that 
mimic those used by US unmanned 
aircraft to adapt to diminishing 
numbers of fighters and a battle-
field that is increasingly difficult to 
navigate on the ground.

Iraqi forces said they discovered 
a mustard chemical warfare agent 
in eastern Mosul alongside a cache 
of Russian surface-to-surface mis-
siles.

About 100,000 Iraqi troops, 
members of regional Kurdish forces 
and Shia paramilitaries, backed by 
air and ground support from a US-
led coalition, are involved in the 
Mosul operation.

Iraqi forces estimated the num-
ber of ISIS militants inside Mosul at 
5,000-6,000 at the start of the bat-
tle and said 3,300 have been killed 
in the fighting.

More than 160,000 civilians have 
been displaced since the start of the 
offensive.

Children detained by Iraq’s Kurd-
istan Regional Government on sus-
picion that they had connections 
to ISIS allege they were tortured, a 
report from Human Rights Watch 
(HRW) states.

The children, who have not been 
formally charged with a crime, said 
they were held in stress positions, 
burned with cigarettes, shocked 
with electricity and beaten with 
plastic pipes, HRW said.

More than 180 boys under the 
age of 18 are being held, HRW es-
timated, and Kurdish government 
officials have not informed their 
families where they are, increasing 
the likelihood the children could 
disappear.

The rights group says they inter-
viewed 19 boys aged 11 to 17 while 

they were in custody at a children’s 
reformatory in Erbil. The rights 
group says the interviews were 
conducted without a security offi-
cial or intelligence officer present.

As Iraqi security forces have re-
taken territory from ISIS in the 
last 18 months, they have detained 
hundreds of men and boys. Many 
of those detained may have suf-
fered inhumane treatment or been 
tortured. Rights groups warn such 
practices risk sowing resentment of 
Iraqi security forces in the wake of 
military victories against ISIS.

“If the authorities and the inter-
national coalition really care about 
combating ISIS, they need to look 
beyond the military solution and at 
the policies that have empowered 
it,” Belkis Wille, a senior Iraq re-
searcher for HRW, told the Associ-

ated Press.
“Policies like torture, enforced 

disappearances, destruction of 
property and displacement are and 
will continue to (be) drivers for 
victims’ families to join extremist 
groups,” she added.

In Baghdad, Iraq’s parliament ap-
proved the appointment of a new 
Defence minister, Erfan al-Hiyali, 
and a new Interior minister, Qasim 
al-Araji, state television said.

Hiyali, a Sunni, and Araji, a Shia, 
are filling positions left vacant last 
year.

Hiyali replaces Khaled al-Obeidi, 
who was sacked by parliament. 
Araji replaces Mohammed al-Ghab-
ban, who resigned after a massive 
truck bombing in central Baghdad 
in July.

However, Iraqi Prime Minister 

Haider al-Abadi’s nominees for 
the Trade and Industry ministries 
failed to win the necessary votes 
for approval.

Hoshiyar Zebari was sacked as 
Finance minister in September fol-
lowing accusations of corruption, 
which he denied.

Critics slammed the dismissals of 
Obeidi and Zebari as politically mo-
tivated and warned they risked un-
dermining security in the country.

Industry Minister Mohammed 
al-Daraji resigned following orders 
from Shia Muslim cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr, who called for protests last 
year demanding Abadi replace his 
cabinet with technocrats. Daraji is 
from Sadr’s political camp.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Mosul sees pause in major military operations
The Arab Weekly staff

An Iraqi volunteer paints over a mural that had been displayed by ISIS on the eastern side of Mosul, 
on January 30th.                                                                                                                                                                (AP)
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Why Iraqis take issue with Trump’s travel ban

T
he temporary ban to 
enter the United States 
imposed on nationals 
of seven Muslim-
majority countries has 
sparked outrage from 

various parties but Iraqis took par-
ticular issue with US President 
Donald Trump’s executive order.

Several political and militia 
leaders wanted Iraq to kick out US 
troops in the country as part of an 
international coalition to root out 
Islamic State (ISIS) militants from 
the city of Mosul.

The Iraqi parliament called on 
the government of Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi to take “reciprocal 
measures”, which, however, would 
not extend to the US Army and Air 
Force.

Abadi said, even though the 
ban is an “offence to Iraq” and 
punished those “who are fighting 
terrorism”, he would not be taking 
retaliatory measures. Iraq’s Foreign 
Ministry urged Washington to 
review its decision.

Details on who is included in the 
blanket ban are unclear and chang-
ing. At first, US green card holders 
were included in the ban but that 
decision was reversed. Britain 
intervened to have its Iraqi-born 
nationals excluded. There were — 
now dispelled — rumours that even 
Israeli Jews born in Iraq might have 
been included.

For many Iraqis the ban came 

as a shock even though they were 
never welcomed with red carpets 
when travelling to countries in 
the West. They have become ac-
customed to being perceived as 
citizens of an “enemy state”.

Still, many are surprised that is 
still the case after 2003, when the 
US-led invasion toppled Saddam 
Hussein and brought in a succes-
sion of pro-American governments. 
Today the Iraqi state is an official 
ally of the United States, yet its 
citizens are treated with more sus-
picion than before.

Trump’s executive order would 
prevent Iraqi pilots from enter-
ing the United States to train in 

military bases in Arizona. These 
pilots are supposed to be America’s 
partners in the war against ISIS.

The ban does not distinguish 
between Iraqis: Those who fled 
Iraq during the rule of Ba’ath Party; 
those who fled UN sanctions and 
US wars; those who fled sectarian 
bloodshed that came after 2003; 
those who are fleeing ISIS, Shia 
militias or the grip of the Kurdish 
peshmerga; even the Yazidis were 
not spared.

It is ironic that the United States 
provides military support to some 
Iraqi militias that are on US terror 
lists but if the victims of those very 
militias want to escape, America 

will shut its doors.
It did not matter if you loved 

the American people or even 
liked its government, you are still 
equated with terrorists. You could 
be merely a conservative Muslim, 
a moderate or someone who has 
renounced his faith altogether. If 
you are born in Iraq, you are going 
to be viewed as a potential “Islamic 
extremist”. No vetting needed.

Some Iraqis went to America 
to escape US bombs or be treated 
for the effects of them. They do 
not think that the streets there are 
paved with gold. To them, Ameri-
can streets are paved with money 
from Iraq’s black gold, not to men-
tion blood.

The two most worrisome out-
comes of such a ban would be: Its 
adoption by other right-wing gov-
ernments across the globe and it 
would further separate populations 
from each other at a time when 
people need to know each other 
first-hand to dispel stereotypes and 
hopefully reduce hatred.

On the bright side, there have 
been moments of unity between 
citizens of the blacklisted nations 
and Americans, as well as people 
from elsewhere.

The West is waking up to a threat 
that trumps all threats, including 
that of terrorism. We know that 
terror does not originate from one 
place and it has failed to alter our 
way of life. We also know we can-
not say the same about the forces 
behind the travel ban.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor based 
in London.
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View point
Terror 
does not 
originate 
from one 
place and 
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alter our 
way of life.

Iraqis have become accustomed 
to being perceived as citizens of 
an “enemy state”.

An Iraqi man holds the passports of his family members on January 30th after 
returning to Iraq from Egypt, where he and his family were prevented from 
boarding a plane to the United States.                                                                                                                (AFP)
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T 

here is a saying the Kurd-
ish have when all hope 
has been lost: “Even the 
devil has left them”. This 
is how Sayed Hazar, the 

deputy commander of the mili-
tary police to the east of Mosul, 
describes the corpses of the ex-
tremists he has been dealing with, 
since the beginning of the military 
operation to push the Islamic State 
(ISIS) out of that city.

Hazar had just removed three 
corpses out of one of ISIS’s many 
tunnels in the area. He buried those 
bodies himself but he says many 
others were buried in mass graves. 
The holes were dug, the corpses 
placed in them then the holes were 
filled in with bulldozers.

“We have been trying to deal 
with the bodies of these militants 
humanely,” Hazar said, “because 
even the devil has left them.”

Most of the corpses are unidenti-
fied. If the bodies have any identifi-
cation on them, it is usually forged, 
Hazar said. The only thing that can 
be done is to remember where the 
bodies are buried, should anybody 
come looking for them and want to 
identify them. “The only thing we 
really know about them is the place 
of their burial,” Hazar said.

Many of those killed are Iraqis 
who joined ISIS but there are also 
foreigners among the dead.

“The Iraqi Kurdish military bury 
the [ISIS] dead on the spot to avoid 
any possible problems with dis-
eases,” said Jamal Eminki, chief 
of staff of the Iraqi-Kurdish forces 

known as the peshmerga. “There is 
no way we can transport the bodies 
anywhere else because of the fight-
ing.”

The Kurdistan Clerics’ Federa-
tion said it is sure the corpses are 
being “treated in a humane man-
ner”. Usually there are no clerics 
at the burial though, the organisa-
tion’s head, Abdullah Mulla Sayed 
said, due to security conditions.

At one stage, there was a sugges-
tion that all the corpses be taken to 
one graveyard so as to create a kind 
of monument to the war. The site 
could also be used to raise money 
for the families of the dead.

“The council at the Ministry did 
not approve this idea,” said Mari-
wan Naqshbandi, spokesman for 
Iraqi Kurdistan’s Ministry of En-
dowment and Religious Affairs, 
who suggested the plan, “because 
they were concerned that, later on, 
the dead might be considered by 
some to be righteous men.”

In January, authorities in the 
Kirkuk area buried more than 80 
corpses in a mass grave in the Ban-
ja Ali area. Most of them died when 
ISIS launched a surprise attack on 
Kirkuk in October 2016.

The bodies were kept for a cer-
tain amount of time in hope that 
families would claim their rela-
tives, explained Sardar Ali, of the 
Kirkuk municipal authority. Some 
of the dead were claimed by rela-
tives but those who were not were 
simply buried.

“We had to deal with the bodies 
as unidentified because none car-
ried any ID,” Ali said, “but we also 
did DNA tests so that we can give 
these to families of the fighters if 

they come looking for them.”
The Independent Commission 

for Human Rights in Iraqi Kurdis-
tan sent letters to various offices 
requesting that the ISIS corpses be 
treated humanely and that they 
should not be used in any humili-
ating manner. The letter was sent 
to the local military and to media 
organisations.

“The [ISIS] corpses should be 
buried in easily identifiable places 
and according to international 
standards,” said Diya Butros, the 
head of the commission. “The IDs 
of those buried should be put into 
glass bottles and then left there, 
so their families can identify them 

later. Improper actions taken 
against the dead are also human 
rights violations.”

Many of those suggestions, how-
ever, are not necessarily being 
implemented. Butros said this is 
understandable, adding: “The situ-
ation is not stable and we are in a 
state of war.”

In general, it is clear there is no 
overarching plan for the corpses of 
ISIS fighters and they are being bur-
ied and identified by several differ-
ent organisations and authorities 
during the crisis.

For example, Hazar said he was 
going up a mountain near Khazar 
when he was called by someone in 

Mosul to ask if he knew anything 
about the fate of his son, who had 
joined ISIS.

“We have the body of his son 
but I could not tell him this,” Hazar 
said. And because the Iraqi Kurdish 
authorities have not decided what 
should be done with the enemy 
corpses, or if they should facilitate 
the bodies being given back to griev-
ing families, Hazar said he had no 
choice but to bury the body of that 
particular man, in the same way he 
has buried other ISIS corpses.

Histyar Qader writes for niqash.
org, which originally published 
this article.

Iraq soldiers wonder what to do with ISIS corpses
Histyar Qader

A file photo taken on September 4th, 2016, shows Iraqi security forces walking in a school yard used 
as a cemetery for killed ISIS fighters in Falluja, Iraq.                                                                                           (AP)

News & Analysis Iraq

Many of those killed 
are Iraqis who 
joined ISIS but 
there are also 
foreigners.

There is no 
overarching plan for 
the corpses of ISIS 
fighters.

Iran envoy pick is strong message for Iraq

T
he appointment 
Brigadier-General Iraj 
Masjedi as Iran’s 
ambassador to Iraq is a 
significant develop-
ment.

On the face of it, Masjedi’s 
appointment fits into a 14-year 
pattern of Iran posting senior 
figures of the expeditionary 
al-Quds Force of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC) to its Baghdad embassy.

Both Masjedi’s predecessor, 
Hassan Danayifar, and Iran’s first 
ambassador to post-2003 Iraq, 
Hassan Kazemi Qomi, were senior 
figures in al-Quds Force, the 
highly regarded overseas special 
forces division of the IRGC.

There are, however, subtle yet 
important differences. Compared 
to his predecessors, the new 
ambassador is very senior in the 
IRGC hierarchy and boasts 
superior connections to the 
highest levels of defence, security 
and strategic decision making in 
Tehran.

From this perspective, Mas-
jedi’s appointment is designed to 
send a strong message to key 
stakeholders and interested 
parties in Iraq, notably the Iraqi 
political establishment, the 
Americans and the Saudis.

Iran’s embassy in Baghdad is 
unique as it is under the full 
control of the IRGC.

The IRGC achieved notable 
success on two fronts. First, over 
time the IRGC organised Iraq’s 

long-beleaguered Shia commu-
nity at dizzyingly complex 
political, security and military 
levels.

Second, it neutralised the 
threat from the People’s Mujahi-
deen of Iran, an armed Iranian 
opposition group formerly based 
in Iraq, and through a mix of 
military pressure and political 
lobbying secured the group’s 
expulsion from Iraq last Septem-
ber.

In view of Iran’s increasingly 
secure position in Iraq it may have 
been expected that the IRGC 
would scale back its activities in 
the country and, at minimum, 
agree to share the embassy with 

Iran’s Foreign Ministry. Masjedi’s 
appointment ends that specula-
tion.

Three core factors have influ-
enced the IRGC’s decision to 
intensify its role in Iraq; The 
continuing conflict in neighbour-
ing Syria, the battle with the 
Islamic State (ISIS) inside Iraq and 
uncertainty over the new Ameri-
can administration’s intentions 
towards Iraq.

Of paramount concern to the 
IRGC high command is the critical 
military and security requirement 
of consolidating Iraq as Iran’s 
strategic depth. To achieve this 
goal the IRGC-controlled embassy 
in Baghdad needs to conduct 

successful outreach to all major 
players in Iraq’s fractured political 
system.

While Iran has good ties with 
the Shia groups inside and outside 
government, the situation is less 
than satisfactory in relation to the 
Iraqi Kurds and the country’s 
proud Arab-Sunni community.

In respect of the Kurds, Masjedi 
is a good choice as ambassador 
since he has ties with Iraqi 
Kurdish leaders stretching back to 
the Iran-Iraq war and is widely 
thought to be trusted by them. 
Indeed, pro-Kurdish media have 
been generally supportive of 
Masjedi’s appointment.

It remains to be seen whether 
Masjedi can alter Iran’s security-
orientated approach to the 
Arab-Sunni community, which, 
for more than a decade, has 
centred on containing its potential 
threat to the Shia-dominated 
establishment.

Above all, Masjedi’s key preoc-
cupation will be to decipher 
American intentions with a view 
to making appropriate responses 
and adjustments. US influence in 
Iraq has been in decline for five 
years but this may change if the 
Trump administration intensifies 
military activity, ostensibly to 
fight ISIS.

If this scenario turns to reality 
then the IRGC and their new 
ambassador in Baghdad will be 
anxious to ensure that a heavier 
US footprint in Iraq does not upset 
the Islamic Republic’s sensitive 
outreach programmes to Iraqi 
political, security and paramili-
tary groups.

Mahan Abedin, director of the 
research group Dysart Consulting, 
is an analyst of Iranian politics.
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View point
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Iraj Masjedi’s appointment 
is foremost designed to send a 
strong message to all key 
stakeholders in Iraq. An undated photo of Brigadier-General Iraj Masjedi                                 (Iranian social media)  
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B
arely two weeks after the inauguration, the Trump 
administration is embroiled in controversy over its 
decision to peremptorily ban entry into the United States 
of all refugees and visa holders from seven Muslim-
majority countries.

It is clear that US President Donald Trump is trying to 
reassure his core voters. A narrative of fear has created 

relatively large constituencies in the West, who routinely associate 
Arabs and Muslims with terrorism and violence.

Obviously, every country has the sovereign right to decide who 
enters its territory and who does not, but it is impossible to ignore the 
human toll of this decision. Piteous stories have emerged of the 
thousands of victims of Trump’s sudden rule change.

The new restrictions may not even serve US interests. Security and 
immigration experts say the move will not help the US fight against 
terrorism. They say that such a ban may even make it harder for US 
officials to work closely with allies in the Muslim world to counter 
extremism.

Besides, in an age of greater intertwined trade, cultural commin-
gling and swift communication across the global village, such sweep-
ing restrictions are unrealistic and unwise.

The issue of travel and immigration restrictions should, however, 
not overshadow the larger issues at stake in America’s relations with 
the Arab world.

Despite Trump’s campaign statements, Israel cannot rely on getting 
the free ride it imagined it would in Washington. On February 2nd, an 
unidentified senior Trump administration official took a relatively 
hard line on Israeli settlement building, reiterating the president’s 
commitment to a comprehensive two-state solution to the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and calling on Tel Aviv to cease “undermining” 
efforts to forge peace.

A subsequent White House statement seemed slightly less forceful. 
Settlements, it said, “may not be helpful” and Trump had not yet 
“taken an official position on settlement activity”.

This two-track approach may become a feature of Trump’s Washing-
ton with the wider world wondering which approach will prevail. 
Unsurprisingly, across the Middle East and North Africa, the mood is 
sombre, even though many analysts are willing to wait until they see 
how the Trump administration addresses the hard questions and 
makes hard decisions.

There are three things to watch out for: The administration has 
given the US military one month to devise a strategy to fight the 
Islamic State (ISIS). The clock is ticking. Also, in the past few days, the 
Syrian Democratic Forces in northern Syria have received a bit more 
support than usual from the Pentagon, signalling greater material 
engagement in the fight against ISIS.

Finally, the US approach to Iran. Early signs show a determination 
to stand up to Iran’s aggressive policies in the region. US national 
security adviser Michael Flynn did not hesitate to put Tehran “on 
notice” calling out its “destabilising behaviour across the Middle 
East” after its recent missile launch and the Houthi attack on a Saudi 
frigate. On February 3rd, Washington announced a new set of sanc-
tions against Iran.

There is a lot happening but the full picture of Trump’s intentions 
towards the region is clearly yet to emerge.

The Trump 
administration’s 
early record

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Iraq needs serious 
dialogue with Trump 
administration

A
ll geopolitical 
indicators point to a 
major shift in the US 
power structure 
with Donald Trump 
as president.

Trump’s vow to wipe out radical 
Islam and the Islamic State (ISIS) 
will lead to a serious revision of 
US policies in the Middle East, 
where there exist both Sunni-
based and Shia-based govern-
ment systems, led by Saudi Arabia 
for the former and Iran in the lat-
ter. Iraq represents an important 
component of the second type 
and will be considered by Trump 
and his team as a crucial pillar for 
the religious regime in Tehran.

The US ambassador to Iraq 
recently reassured the country’s 
government of Trump’s support 
in its fight against ISIS, which is 
in line with Trump’s campaign 
promises, but this does little to 
alleviate Tehran’s and Baghdad’s 
concerns arising from Trump’s 
anti-radical-Islam stand. Per-
haps this new reality would be 
a wake-up call for the parties in 
power in Baghdad to give up their 
extremist policies and return the 
country to its natural orienta-
tion. It is, however, unlikely this 
will happen as there are no signs 
of changes from the extremist 
Islamic line followed for the past 
13 years.

Trump’s expected serious 
revisions of the nuclear deal with 
Iran and Iran’s expected reaction 
will also affect Iraq’s Shia-based 
government. For the moment, 
there is a sort of ceasefire be-
tween Washington and Baghdad 
because of the war against ISIS in 
Iraq. When this war is over, the 
Iraqi authorities will have to show 
their real stand regarding Wash-
ington’s policies.

It is very unlikely that they will 
turn their backs on Iran and the 
power-balancing act as played by 
the governments of Nuri al-Maliki 
and Haider al-Abadi will not do. 
Unlike Barack Obama, Trump 
is not going to limit himself to 
simply asking for compassion 
towards the Sunni population in 
Iraq and accusing this population 
of terrorism will not do either. If 
one looks at the Iraqi Sunnis as 
the carriers of Saddam’s legacy, it 
would be useful to keep in mind 
that Trump had praised Saddam 
and pictured him as an anti-ter-
rorism hero even though he was a 
despot.

None of the excuses concocted 

by the Shia parties to justify their 
practices and are inspired by the 
myth of injustice against them 
will succeed in co-opting Trump’s 
policies. This myth has nothing 
to do with the realities of pre-
2003 Iraq. During that time, the 
Iraqi people — Sunnis and Shias 
alike — were seeking freedom and 
pluralistic democracy. The Sunni 
Arabs in pre-2003 Iraq, along with 
their partners among the Shia 
Arabs, were the engine behind 
construction and development 
efforts in Iraq.

Given the current wave of inter-
national terror under the cover of 
Islam, it will be difficult for Shia 
groups in Iraq to distance them-
selves from such acts and point 
instead to Sunni Arabs in Iraq as if 
the latter do represent extremist 
Salafist Sunni Islam. It is true that 
radical Shia groups in Iraq are not 
targeting Western and US inter-
ests because their focus is the 
elimination of Sunni Arab Iraqis 
but it is doubtful that US decision-
makers will make a distinction 
between one form of radical Islam 
and another. Cracks are already 
noticeable between Washington 
and Shia power groups in Iraq.

To counter the coming threat, 
the ruling parties in Iraq will try 
to convince the West and the 
United States that they are the 
sole side fighting ISIS and terror-
ism in Iraq. They will also try to 
unjustly pin the crime of harbour-
ing terrorism on the Iraqi Sunnis. 
In reality, they will be trying to 
mask the corruption and wan-
ton destruction caused by the 
Shia regime in Iraq, which was 
frequently mentioned by Trump 
during his campaign. By doing 
so, the Iraqi regime thinks that it 
might be spared from a harsh US 
policy against Shia Islam in the 
region.

During this critical period, it 
would be wise for non-sectarian 
political and intellectual elites 
in Iraq who are committed to a 
pluralistic civilian state to initiate 
a serious dialogue about its future 
with Trump’s advisers and col-
laborators.

Various channels could be used 
and the help of unbiased Arab 
and US media outlets could be en-
listed but it must be done quickly 
before the sectarian dinosaurs 
start counter-attacking. We are 
awaiting Trump in Iraq.

Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi 
writer.
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Trump’s comments about Iraqi oil are dangerous

Assad eyeing Hamas split over Syria

Opinion

D
uring his speech at 
CIA headquarters the 
day after his inaugu-
ration as president, 
Donald Trump 
exhibited an igno-

rance of modern Middle Eastern 
history and revealed how com-
ments by a US president can feed 
dangerous conspiracy theories 
about the country’s intentions.

Trump told the audience of CIA 
professionals that the United States 
should have taken Iraqi oil when it 
invaded that country in 2003. He 
invoked the old expression, “To 
the victor, belong the spoils” and 
said he first argued for this case 
for “economic reasons”. He added: 
“If we kept the oil, you probably 
wouldn’t have ISIS because that’s 
where they made their money in 
the first place, so we should have 
kept the oil, but, OK, maybe you’ll 
have another chance.”

This is not the first time Trump 
has advocated such an economic 
grab and sounded like an early 20th 
century imperialist. He said the 
same thing at a so-called com-
mander-in-chief forum in New York 
last September during the height of 
the US presidential campaign.

For Trump, everything is trans-
actional. In his mind, if the United 
States spent lots on money in Iraq, 
it would be only natural to take the 
oil as part of the deal and maybe he 
was trying to play cute by saying 
“you’ll have another chance” to 
take Iraqi oil at some future date.

These comments reflect Trump’s 
deep ignorance of modern Middle 
Eastern history, especially how the 
exploitation of oil resources drove a 
good part of European imperialism 
in the region. The comments must 
have made the CIA analysts, who 
pride themselves on understanding 
a particular country or region’s his-
tory, politics and culture, cringe.

Prior to the nationalisation of oil 
companies in the Middle East, the 
lion’s share of the profits went to 
Western oil companies backed by 
Western governments. Anyone who 
has studied the modern histories of 
Iraq, Iran and the other Gulf coun-
tries knows this very well.

Iraqi oil was the monopoly of the 
Iraq Petroleum Company, formed 
in the late 1920s during the time 
of the British mandate and con-
trolled by British, French, Dutch 
and American oil companies, while 

the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 
(today’s BP) was a British monopoly 
in Iran that was 51% owned by the 
British government.

Nationalists and communists in 
Iraq and Iran effectively used the 
issue of the exploitation of oil re-
sources to stir up their populations 
against the West. The sentiment 
that the West was taking the oil 
was widely felt among the popu-
lace.

So, to harken back to this era and 
say that the United States should 
have made an economic grab to 
take Iraq’s oil is not only naive but 
politically foolish.

During the US-led invasion of 
Iraq in 2003, there was a wide-
spread belief in the region that the 
US objective was to seize or control 
Iraq’s considerable oil resources. 
Although most scholars who have 
examined this period in depth have 
concluded that ideological factors 
— the desire to remake the Middle 
East — was the dominant one, the 
theory of oil exploitation as the real 
reason for the invasion lingers and 
is used by the Islamic State (ISIS) 

and al-Qaeda as recruiting tools.
Having a US president essentially 

say that next time the United States 
will make sure it will “take the oil” 
feeds such conspiracy theories and 
paints the United States in a very 
bad light.

Incredibly, Trump’s team did not 
backtrack from these comments 
when given the opportunity. His 
spokesman, Sean Spicer, merely 
said that Trump “is committed 
to making sure that America, the 
American people, the American 
taxpayer see some benefit and en-
sure that our interests overseas are 
not just sending blank cheques”.

In other words, taking the oil 
from another country would be 
simply a business transaction for 
US intervention, without any con-
sideration of the political fallout. 
Moreover, Trump and Spicer did 
not mention the huge costs that 
would be involved in occupying a 
country such as Iraq again to take 
the oil.

Trump’s comments have elicited 
criticism even from Republican 
foreign policy specialists. John 

Negroponte, former US ambassa-
dor to Iraq and former director of 
National Intelligence said president 
George W. Bush “almost bent over 
backward not to make a special 
effort to gain access for us to the oil 
resources”. Bush understood how 
sensitive the oil issue was.

Not surprisingly, former presi-
dent Barack Obama’s spokesman 
at the Pentagon, who has left the 
government, said the Trump White 
House should “clearly say the US is 
not going to take Iraq’s oil. Every 
moment that statement stands puts 
our troops at greater risk.”

What really counts is how 
Trump’s comments are being 
perceived in Iraq and in the wider 
region. One middle-class Iraqi told 
the media that Trump’s comments 
“are totally wrong”, a sentiment 
that is undoubtedly shared by mil-
lions of his countrymen.

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.

I
n January, the two main 
Palestinian parties, Fatah 
and Hamas, agreed in 
Russian-sponsored talks to 
form a national unity 
government, ending a 

quasi-civil war that has lasted 
between them since 2007.

Although Russia, along with the 
United States, the United Nations 
and the European Union, has been 
part of the Middle East Quartet 
trying to resolve the Palestinian-
Israeli dispute for 25 years, it seems 
interested in hammering out a 
unilateral endgame to the Palestin-
ian crisis on its own.

Advising Russia on how to move 
forward on Palestinian politics 
are Iran and Syria, allies that have 
worked with Hamas for years. Once 
considered a major pillar in the 
Iran-led Axis of Resistance, Hamas 
defected in 2012 soon after the Syr-
ian crisis erupted.

Convinced the regime of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad was 
about to collapse, Damascus-based 
Hamas chief Khaled Meshaal fled 
to Qatar. He started providing the 
armed opposition with weapons 
and explosives at a Palestinian 
camp near the Syrian capital.

Meshaal had every reason to 
jump ship; he was a former member 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
had swept elections in Egypt, Libya 
and Tunisia and was funded by his 
new host, Qatar, which was also the 
Syrian opposition’s main backer.

Much changed over the next five 

years. Egypt’s Brotherhood presi-
dent, Muhammad Morsi, was top-
pled in 2013, the Islamic State (ISIS) 
emerged in 2014 and the Russian 
Air Force entered the Syria war in 
September 2015, allowing the Syr-
ian regime to retake vast swathes of 
territory and empowering its allies 
in Damascus.

Hamas figures started scram-
bling for a U-turn and sent a senior 
delegation to the 37th anniversary 
of the Khomeini revolution, where 
they met with the commander 
of the elite al-Quds Force, Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, while 
showering Iran with praise on 
Hamas-affiliated television and 
radio.

Heavyweights in Hamas, such 
as Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh, 
realised that Iran was vital for 
Hamas's survival. Iranian patron-
age of Hamas started as early as 
1993, when the group was invited 
to open an office in Tehran after it 
opposed the Oslo Accords.

By 2007, Tehran was bankrolling 
the Hamas government with $120 
million annually after the interna-
tional community boycotted Gaza. 
That year Hamas ejected the once-
dominant Fatah faction from Gaza 
after a brief conflict.

Over the last six years, Iranian 
funding dried up and was never 
matched by Qatar, Saudi Arabia or 
Turkey. Gaza, ravaged by years of 
wars, siege and bad government, 
slumped deeper into poverty.

Youth unemployment stands at 

60% and 40% of Gaza’s population 
lives below the poverty line, driv-
ing people to seek alternatives that 
might protect them and provide 
better leadership.

One ready substitute is a new 
generation of Hamas leaders, ten 
years younger than Meshaal, head-
ed by two commanders of the Izz 
ad-Din al-Qassam Brigade, Moham-
med Deif, 52, and Yahya Sinwar, 56. 
The Syrian regime says Deif and 
Sinwar are strongly pro-Assad and 
are still backed by Tehran.

Unlike Meshaal, who was born 
in the Jordanian-controlled West 
Bank, grew up in relative comfort 
while he studied in Kuwait and 
now lives at 5-star hotels in Doha, 
these young leaders were born and 
have lived their entire lives in Khan 
Younis in southern Gaza, sharing 
the pain and plight of its people.

While they lead from below, 
creating an impressive power base 
for themselves in Gazan society, 
Meshaal comes across as discon-
nected and rather alien, addressing 
whatever supporters he still has via 
satellite.

Deif lost both his legs and Sinwar 
spent 22 years in prison, elevating 
them to iconic status among their 
peers.

If Damascus gets its way, one of 
these two men will replace Meshaal 
as leader of Hamas as a precondi-
tion for the group’s return to Da-
mascus. This, however, is unlikely 
to happen — and Iran knows it — 
because Israel will likely kill them 

before that happens.
The only other alternative for 

the people of Gaza is the recently 
emerged ISIS-affiliated militia 
called the Omar Hadid Brigades. It 
has procured sophisticated weap-
ons from Libya, smuggled into Gaza 
from the Sinai peninsula, where 
ISIS has a heavy presence.

The ISIS militia in the Palestinian 
territories is composed of former 
Hamas fighters who know the city 
inside out and have access to its 
arms, storehouses and secret cof-
fers. They also knew the homes 
of Hamas commanders and have 
started to go after them, accusing 
them of becoming too soft on Is-
rael, especially after Hamas floated 
the idea of a 10-year truce with the 
Jewish state.

ISIS promises to deliver in Gaza 
where Hamas has failed and the 
more the enclave slips into poverty 
and chaos, the higher the defec-
tion rate will become and the more 
difficult it will be for any outside 
player — be it Iran, Syria or Russia 
— to gain a foothold in Palestinian 
politics.

Russia and Iran realise that time 
is not on their side in Gaza and are 
putting their full weight behind 
restructuring Hamas, accommo-
dating its new generation, prevent-
ing defections to ISIS and restoring 
some normality to the territory.

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

Sami Moubayed

Gregory Aftandilian

Russia and 
Iran are 
putting their 
full weight 
behind 
restructuring 
Hamas.

Trump’s 
comments 
reflect his 
deep 
ignorance of 
modern 
Middle 
Eastern 
history.

US President Donald Trump reacts after delivering remarks during a visit to the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) in Langley, Virginia, on January 21st.                                                                                       (Reuters)
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Casablanca

A 

day after most African 
Union (AU) members al-
lowed Morocco to rejoin 
the group, Moroccan 
King Mohammed VI said, 

“I am finally home” during closing 
ceremonies of the AU summit.

“It is a beautiful day when one 
returns home after too long an ab-
sence,” the king said January 31st in 
Addis Ababa.

Morocco quit the Organisation of 
African Unity (OAU) — the African 
Union’s predecessor — in 1984 af-
ter the OAU recognised the Sahrawi 
Arab Democratic Republic (SADR), 
which claims sovereignty over the 
Western Sahara.

Morocco annexed Western Sahara 
in 1975 and maintains that it is an in-
tegral part of the kingdom. The Al-
geria-backed Polisario Front started 
an armed conflict with Morocco for 
an independent state that lasted un-
til a UN-brokered ceasefire in 1991.

Morocco rejoined the African Un-
ion after agreeing to return without 
conditions despite the SADR having 
a seat in the pan-African bloc. King 
Mohammed VI steered away from 
raising the Western Sahara issue 
at the summit but said the African 
continent could benefit more from 
Morocco considering its level of 
economic development.

“My vision of South-South coop-
eration is clear and constant. Mo-
rocco will be an engine for common 
economic growth,” he said.

“Having the Polisario Front hold 
the same seat like a state with cen-
turies-old history and which could 
bring a lot to Africa can be shocking. 
However, we can’t let our personal 
feelings overtake a more pragmatic 
attitude of international relations,” 
said Nabil Adel, director of the Re-
search Institute of Geopolitics and 
Geo-economics at ESCA School of 
Management in Casablanca.

“Morocco should, in the long 
term, convince AU member states 

that the SADR harms the Africans’ 
cohesion and call for its expulsion 
from the AU.”

Since officially requesting to re-
join the African Union last Septem-
ber, King Mohammed VI has led a 
diplomatic offensive that included 
trade agreements, investments 
and memoranda with other Afri-
can countries, including Nigeria, 
Rwanda and Ethiopia, which back 
the SADR.

“It is time that Africa’s riches 
benefit Africa. For too long we have 

looked elsewhere to make deci-
sions, commitments. Is it not time 
to turn towards our own conti-
nent?” King Mohammed VI said at 
the AU conference.

The Moroccan monarch also 
warned that the Arab Maghreb Un-
ion (UMA) — Morocco, Mauritania, 
Algeria, Tunisia and Libya — would 
crumble if its incapacity to live up 
to the ambitions of the 1989 agree-
ment continued.

Political disagreements between 
Morocco and Algeria regarding 

Western Sahara have often ham-
pered the union’s economic pro-
gress.

“Today, we regret to see that 
the Maghreb Union is the least 
integrated region in the African 
continent, if not in the whole world. 
Intra-regional trade has reached 
10% between ECOWAS [Economic 
Community of West African States] 
countries and 19% between SADC 
[Southern African Development 
Community] countries, while it 
is still stagnating at less than 3% 

between Maghreb countries,” King 
Mohammed VI said.

“The UMA is certainly the least 
active union in Africa. The king 
made an interesting point by high-
lighting the UMA is not function-
ing,” Adel said.

“Let’s hope that the UMA will be 
active again with the changing geo-
political climate in the region.”

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

Morocco rejoins African Union after historic vote
Saad Guerraoui

The King of Morocco Mohammed VI delivers a speech in the main plenary of the African Union in Addis Ababa, on January 31st.          (AFP)

News & Analysis Maghreb

Algeria uses Islamist channels in pursuit of Libya settlement

A
lgeria, which has 
suffered greatly in 
the fight against 
radical Islam, is 
turning to Islamist 
leaders to help 

mediate the Libyan conflict.
One of the main conduits for its 

mediation attempts has been 
Tunisian Islamist leader Rached 
Ghannouchi, who has met with 
Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika at least 16 times in six 
years. Secularist critics blame 
Ghannouchi for what they 
consider “unjustified interfer-
ence” in Tunisian-Algerian 
diplomatic relations.

Ahmed Ouyahia, a top Boutef-
lika aide who is angling to replace 
the president, travelled to Tunis 
in late January to brief Libyan 
Islamist leader Ali al-Salabi about 
Algeria’s mediation efforts.

Government officials in Algeria 

argue their country’s experience 
in dealing with radical Islamists 
gives them insight into how to 
manage the Libyan conflict. 
Algeria’s civil war claimed an 
estimated 200,000 lives and 
deprived Algeria of an estimated 
$50 billion in the 1990s when 
Islamist militants waged a 
10-year war against the country’s 
military.

After winning the presidency in 
1999, Bouteflika introduced a 
policy of National Reconciliation 
and Peace, which granted 
amnesty to thousands of Islamist 
militants.

Algerian Prime Minister 
Abdelmalek Sellal and other 
government officials said it was 
thanks to that policy that Algeria 
was able to “export peace” to 
neighbouring countries.

Algeria’s mediation efforts aim 
to bring together the head of the 
UN-backed Government of 
National Accord (GNA) Fayez 
al-Sarraj, Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar, the speaker of the 
internationally recognised 
parliament, Aguila Saleh, and 
their mainly Islamist foes 
Abderrahmane Souihli, Abdel 
Hakim Belhadj and Salabi.

Prominent tribal leaders and 
loyalists of former Libyan 
dictator Muammar Qaddafi have 
been urged to join the negotia-
tions, which Algeria hopes can 
result in a more broadly repre-
sentative national government.

Algeria’s approach to mediation 
in Libya is twofold. First, it hopes 
to reach out to Libyan Islamists 
by relying on its Islamist links in 
the region. Second, it would like 
to lean on Egypt, which has 
influence with Haftar, to draw 
him into the negotiations, 
although he has consistently 
rejected Islamists as terrorists 
and vowed to eradicate them.

Tunisian Islamists are tempted 
to see Algeria as their “regional 
protector”. They are particularly 
wary of US President Donald 
Trump’s team’s hostile views to 
Islamists after years of favourable 
attitudes from the Obama 
administration.

In Algeria, where election 
boycotts and voter apathy 
threaten to destabilise the 
country, the powers that be seem 
to think that Islamists could play 
a larger role in the country’s 
political transition.

Algerian diplomacy in Libya is 

helped by the conspicuous 
absence of the Arab Maghreb 
Union. The group, plagued by 
tensions between Algeria and 
Morocco, is unlikely to play a 
more active role, especially since 
Morocco has rejoined the African 
Union.

While Tunisia has shown tacit 
support for Algeria’s approach 
towards Libya, it is unclear 
whether Egypt will endorse 
Algeria’s Islamist-based strategy. 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi favours a role for official 
Arab armies, especially in Libya, 
calling them a “beacon of 
stability” in the region and sees 
them as part of Cairo’s fight 
against Islamists at home.

“Our priority is to support 
national armies, for example in 
Libya, so they can assert control 
over Libyan territories and deal 
with extremist elements,” Sisi 
recently told Portuguese broad-
caster RTP. “The same with Syria 
and Iraq.”

Foreign ministers of Algeria, 
Egypt and Tunisia are due to 
meet this month in Tunis to draw 
up a plan for mediating Libya’s 
crisis. A summit is to follow in 
Algiers if progress is made.

Lamine
Ghanmi

View point
It remains 
to be seen 
whether 
Algeria’s 
bet on its 
Islamist 
channels 
delivers 
tangible 
results.

Foreign ministers of Algeria, 
Egypt and Tunisia are due to 
meet this month in Tunis to 
draw up a plan for mediating 
Libya’s crisis.

The Arab Maghreb 
Union is certainly 
the least active 
union in Africa.”Nabil Adel, director of the 

Research Institute of 
Geopolitics and Geo-
economics at ESCA School of 
Management in Casablanca
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G 

ulf Cooperation Coun-
cil (GCC) heavyweights 
Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates 
have agreed to support 

US President Donald Trump’s pro-
posal for the establishment of safe 
zones in war-torn Syria and Yemen.

In an hour-long telephone con-
versation on January 29th, Trump 
and Saudi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud discussed issues 
such as the fight against terrorism 
and the conflicts in Syria and Yem-
en.

A White House statement said 
the two leaders reaffirmed the his-
torical friendship and strategic 
partnership of the two countries 
and agreed on the importance of 
“strengthening joint efforts” in the 
fight against terrorism.

The statement said that Trump 
“requested and the king agreed 
to support safe zones in Syria and 
Yemen, as well as supporting other 
ideas to help the many refugees 
who are displaced by the on-going 
conflicts”. Questions over which 
military would enforce the safe 
zones, which countries will provide 
ground forces and finance the en-
deavour remained unanswered.

The Washington Post reported 
that in a speech on immigration 
in August, Trump said wealthy 
Gulf countries would fund the safe 
zones. “We’re not gonna put up 
money. We’re gonna lead it and 
we’ll do a great a job but we’re gon-
na get the Gulf states to put up the 
money,” Trump said in Phoenix.

Trump also brought up the safe-
zone proposal with Abu Dhabi 
Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Zayed al-Nahyan, who pledged 
to support the initiative. Prince Mo-
hammed and Trump also said they 
would support joint efforts to coun-

ter extremism, violence and terror-
ist groups.

”The UAE is looking forward to 
overcome this stage of chaos and 
instability in the region through 
joint cooperation and efforts that 
serve mutual interests, achieve 
peace and stability and restore se-
curity,” Prince Mohammed said.

The official Saudi statement 
stressed that Trump and King Sal-
man agreed on “confronting those 
who seek to undermine security 
and stability in the region and inter-

fere in the internal affairs of other 
states”, a pointed reference to Iran.

The White House statement said 
that the Saudi monarch and the US 
president agreed on the importance 
of “rigorously enforcing” the nucle-
ar deal with Iran “and of addressing 
Iran’s destabilising regional activi-
ties”.

While campaigning for the presi-
dency Trump said he would tear up 
the nuclear agreement on his first 
day in office, calling it “the worst 
deal ever negotiated”.

Defence chiefs of Saudi Arabia 
and the United States have also 
pledged to work together to coun-
ter Iran’s disruptive actions in the 
Middle East.

In a telephone call January 31st, 
US Defense Secretary James Mattis 
and Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 
who is also the Saudi Defence min-
ister, stated “their full rejection of 
the suspicious activities and inter-
ventions by the Iranian regime and 
its agents”, the Saudi press agency 

reported.
Mattis, a retired US Marine Corps 

general who served during the first 
Gulf War and the 2003 invasion of 
Iraq, is known for his deep aversion 
towards Iran, describing it once as 
“the biggest destabilising force in 
the Middle East”.

An exchange of visits is expected 
between King Salman and Trump in 
the near future.

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

Sana’a

A 

l-Qaeda in the Arabi-
an Peninsula (AQAP), 
which mostly operates 
in the southern and 
central Yemen, was at-

tacked in the first commando op-
eration authorised by US President 
Donald Trump.

In a dawn raid January 29th, US 
commandos launched an operation 
in central Yemen that targeted the 
home of a high-ranking al-Qaeda 
leader and that also served as an 
intelligence-gathering mission, the 
Pentagon said.

A firefight resulted in the killing 
of 14 suspected terrorists as well 
as the death of a US Navy SEAL. 
Several other US servicemen were 
injured. Local media reported that 
there were several of non-combat-
ant deaths, including ten women 
and children, which the United 
States says it is investigating.

A statement by AQAP said senior 
AQAP leader Abdulraouf al-Zahab 
and other members were killed in 
the raid.

White House spokesman Sean 
Spicer would not confirm reports 
that the 8-year-old daughter of US-
born al-Qaeda ideologue Anwar 
al-Awlaki, who was killed in a US 
drone attack in 2011, was among 
the civilian casualties.

Although it was the first US 
military raid approved by Trump, 
planning began during the Obama 
administration, CNN reported, and 
included military support from 
the United Arab 
Emirates.

The Yemeni 
branch of al-
Qaeda has been 
linked to high-pro-
file international terrorist op-
erations, including the November 
2009 Fort Hood, Texas, shooting 
and the January 2015 attack on the 
offices of satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo in Paris.

As the death toll in Yemen con-
flict surpassed the 10,000 mark, 
efforts led by UN Special Envoy 
Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed to end 
the almost 2-year war seem to be 
going nowhere.

The Iran-allied Houthi rebels 
launched a missile at a UN building 
in Saudi Arabia near the Yemeni 
border. A Saudi soldier was wound-
ed when the De-escalation and Co-
ordination Committee building in 
south Dhahran was attacked Janu-
ary 30th, the official Saudi Press 
Agency reported.

“It is especially tragic that this 
attack took place at a point in time 
where we are calling for a restora-
tion of the cessation of hostilities,” 
said Ould Cheikh Ahmed.

“It is of the interest of both par-
ties in the conflict to commit to the 
rapid resumption of a long-lasting 

cessa-

tion of hostilities in the coming 
days and weeks. The improvement 
in the security situation will open 
space for renewed dialogue,” he 
added.

Noting that the building attacked 
was supposed to host the commit-
tee that would oversee any cease-
fire and report on violations, Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed said: “The United 
Nations maintains a regular pres-
ence in this building and this inci-
dent is not a sign of good faith.”

Official Yemeni sourc-
es said Ould Cheikh 

Ahmed has given 
Yemeni President 
Abd Rabbo Man-

sour Hadi a copy of 
the amended plan to 

resolve the conflict. The 
new plan includes a fundamental 

change in Hadi’s status, including 
the continuation of his powers af-
ter the signing of a political agree-
ment.

“President Hadi continues to 
criticise the proposals without 
agreeing to discuss them and this 
will hinder and impede the path to-
wards peace,” Ould Cheikh Ahmed 
said on January 26th.

In another development, the 
Houthis were suspected of crash-
ing suicide boats into a Saudi war-
ship, killing two crewmen, on Jan-
uary 30th.

“A Saudi frigate on patrol west of 
Hodeidah port came under attack 
from three suicide boats belonging 

to the Houthi militias,” a statement 
by Saudi Defence Ministry said.

The Iran-allied rebels denied the 
suicide mission and attributed the 
destruction of the vessel to a guid-
ed missile.

The UAE summoned Iran’s 
chargé d’affaires in Abu Dhabi on 
February 2nd and filed a formal 
complaint over what it described 
as Tehran’s “illegal arming” of the 
rebels. “Iranian weapons, includ-
ing unmanned drones targeted 
recently by the Arab coalition, rep-
resent a flagrant violation” of UN 
Security Council resolutions,” the 
UAE said.

The war in Yemen began when 
Shia Houthis and their allies over-
ran Sana’a in September 2014, seiz-
ing most of the country. A Saudi-led 
Arab coalition, sup ported by the 
United States and Britain, began an 
air campaign against the rebels in 
March 2015. Arab coalition ground 
troops later entered the fight.

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

Trump reaches out to GCC leaders

US bombs al-Qaeda, as diplomatic efforts in Yemen falter

Mohammed Alkhereiji

US President Donald Trump (L) gives a thumbs up as he speaks on the phone to Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in the White 
House, on January 29th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                    (AFP)                                                                                                                     

King Salman and 
Trump agreed on the 
importance of 
‘rigorously enforcing’ 
the nuclear deal with 
Iran.

Saleh Baidhani

A Houthi fighter carries a rifle 
during a gathering in Sana’a, 
on February 2nd.                    (AFP)  

The Houthis were 
suspected of 
crashing suicide 
boats into a Saudi 
warship, killing two 
crewmen, on January 
30th.
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A 

s the Syrian war gradu-
ally shifts from the bat-
tlefield to the negoti-
ating table, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah could soon 

begin concentrating greater efforts 
on post-war plans to establish a per-
manent military presence in Syria.

Hezbollah has played a key role 
in defending the regime of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, forming 
the sharp end of the Iran-mobilised 
Shia paramilitary forces drawn from 
Lebanon, Iraq, Afghanistan and Pa-
kistan that have battled opposition 
rebel groups across Syria.

Despite frequent speculation in 
the media and calls from the Syrian 
opposition, and recently Turkey, for 
Hezbollah to pull out of Syria, there 
is little chance that the Party of God 
plans to withdraw any time soon.

“We will remain in Syria until we 
completely triumph over the ter-
rorist project,” Sayyed Ibrahim al-
Amine Sayyed, head of Hezbollah’s 
political council, declared in early 
January.

Syria is seen as a critical com-
ponent of Iran’s regional security 
architecture. It is the geo-strategic 
lynchpin connecting Iran to Hez-
bollah in Lebanon, allowing Tehran 
to project power directly to Israel’s 
northern border.

“Because Syria is a crucial ele-
ment of the chain of resistance, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran sided with 
the Syrian government and peo-
ple from the inception of this re-
gional and international conspiracy 
[against Damascus]. And it will con-
tinue to do so,” Ali Akbar Velayati, a 
top adviser to Iran’s supreme leader 
Ali Khameini, said in early January.

A December 30th ceasefire bro-
kered by Russia, Turkey and Iran 
has generally held, bringing some 
welcome calm to a country nearing 
its sixth year of war. An exception, 
however, has been in the Wadi Bara-

da area west of Damascus where 
Hezbollah and Syrian troops have 
battled rebels for control of strate-
gic springs that provide water for 
the Syrian capital.

The Syrian Army announced on 
January 29th that the area had re-
turned to state control after troops 
entered the water pumping station 
that had been in rebel hands since 
2012.

Wadi Barada is also important 
for Hezbollah due to its proximity 
to the Lebanese border. A hallmark 
of Hezbollah’s intervention in Syria 
has been to establish control over 
Lebanon’s north-eastern and east-
ern border with Syria to protect key 
arms supply routes and also Shia-
populated villages in the Bekaa Val-
ley from attacks by Sunni jihadists 
infiltrating from Syria.

On the Syrian side of the border, 
Hezbollah led offensives in 2014 
and 2015 to secure the Qalamoun 
area, which lies between Damascus 
and Homs and includes the main M5 
highway connecting the two cities.

The party has also turned Qusayr, 

a town 8km north of the border that 
it seized in June 2013, into a major 
military base. Its Sunni population 
fled during the battle and is not ex-
pected to return.

“I don’t think I can go back. The 
regime’s doing ethnic cleansing,” 
said Khallaf al-Khaled, a farmer 
from Qusayr living in a refugee 
camp in Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley. 
“They don’t want us back there.”

On the Lebanese side, over the 
last two years Hezbollah has built 
dozens of hilltop outposts in the 
barren mountains. Some are sub-
stantial permanent strongpoints 
with fortified bunkers and artillery 
emplacements.

Most are concentrated south of 
Arsal, a Sunni town in the north-
east Bekaa region, where they serve 
as a bulwark against jihadists of Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham and the Islamic 
State holed up in mountains and 
valleys to the east.

Hezbollah has also built new grad-
ed tracks to connect the outposts in 
this desolate area. At least two new 
tracks, wide enough to carry trucks, 

cross the border, potentially allow-
ing Hezbollah fighters to deploy east 
into Syria or for arms shipments to 
head west into Lebanon.

The other area of Syria relevant 
to the agenda of Hezbollah, as well 
as Iran, is the Golan Heights, part of 
which has been occupied by Israel 
since 1967.

Two years ago, Hezbollah and 
Iran were preparing a military in-
frastructure of bunkers, tunnels 
and ammunition storage sites in the 
northern Golan, a long-term invest-
ment that was aimed at Israel rather 
than Syrian rebels.

An Iranian general and a top Hez-
bollah commander were among six 
people killed near Quneitra, capi-
tal of the Golan, in a January 2015 
Israeli drone strike. Sources close 

to Hezbollah said the commander 
was inspecting the new facilities 
when they were attacked. Iran and 
Hezbollah view the Golan as a use-
ful arena to extend the “resistance” 
front against Israel from the adja-
cent south Lebanon.

The war in Syria has been trans-
formative for Hezbollah. It has 
greatly expanded in size and gained 
an array of new war-fighting skills 
and combat-tested troops. Amid 
Russian efforts to secure a negoti-
ated peace settlement, a strength-
ened and battle-hardened military 
wing will be able to turn its full at-
tention once more to Israel.

“Hezbollah is too small a name 
for what we’ve become,” bragged a 
veteran Hezbollah fighter who has 
served several tours in Syria. “We 
should call ourselves Jaish Allah 
[the Army of God].”

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

In Syria, Hezbollah’s war veterans dig in for the long haul
Nicholas Blanford

A 2015 file picture shows a Hezbollah fighter in Khashaat, in the Qalamoun region, north of Damascus.            (Reuters)

Wadi Barada is 
important for 
Hezbollah due to its 
proximity to the 
Lebanese border.

Hezbollah has 
greatly expanded 
in size and gained 
an array of new 
war-fighting skills.

Syria’s safe zones and draft constitution

S
afe zones  and a draft 
constitution in Syria are 
major projects that have 
emerged from collabora-
tion between the new 
US administration and a 

Russian leadership riding high on 
its strategic victories in Syria.

The Syrian crisis is 6 years old. 
It started as a revolt against 
dictatorship but turned into a 
proxy war between regional 
powers. Russia took a comfort-
able lead in making itself essen-
tial for a solution in Syria but the 
United States is coming back on 
the scene with the idea of creating 
safe zones in Syria.

Desirous of not being sidelined, 
Turkey jumped on the band-
wagon and praised the US 
initiative. Turkey suggested a 
similar initiative three years ago 
but the Americans shot it down 
then. Consequently, Turkey 
immediately aligned itself with 
the Russian strategy in Syria.

Analyses in the US media are 
talking about partitioning Syria 
into four zones, with each one 
being controlled by an interna-
tional or regional power.

The first zone would extend 
from Latakia on the Mediterra-
nean to Damascus and would be 
controlled by the Syrian regime. 
The second zone would extend 
from north-eastern Syria to the 
city of Manbij and would be under 
US control. Also under US control 
would be the third zone extend-
ing from Sweida to Quneitra. 
Turkey would control the area 
along its southern border, 
extending 70km inside Syria up to 
the city of al-Bab north of Aleppo.

Soon after the US plan was 
announced, Russian Presidential 
Press Secretary Dmitry Peskov 
lambasted the initiative and said 
the United States had not con-
sulted with Russia about the safe 
zones. “Washington must think of 
the potential consequences of 
establishing safe zones in Syria,” 
warned Peskov.

For US President Donald 
Trump, establishing safe zones is 
in the Americans’ interest 
because they would serve to dam 
the migration waves towards the 
United States, Europe and Syria’s 
neighbours. The safe zones could 
serve as bargaining chips for both 
the United States and Russia.

The US administration has 
drawn the limits of the zones 
along the demarcation lines 
between the different fighting 
factions in Syria and says the 
project would not obstruct any 

agreement with Russia about a 
solution in Syria..

Like its predecessor, the Trump 
administration says there is no 
need for the United States to get 
bogged down in the Syrian 
quagmire as long as Russia is 
willing to do the necessary job in 
the field while preserving 
American interests.

Both countries agree on 
fundamental principles: fighting 
Islamic organisations classified as 
terrorist, especially the Islamic 
State, guaranteeing Israel’s safety 
and Israel’s right to launch 
military retaliation strikes inside 
Syria and protecting the Kurds. 
They do also implicitly agree on 
replacing Syrian President Bashar 
Assad with a non-radical figure 
within a non-sectarian civilian 
government.

The Obama administration was 
lenient with the Shia Islamic 
movements in the Middle East. 
The Trump administration, 
however, seems to be set on 
clipping Iran’s wings. This would 
be compatible with US interests in 
the region and US efforts to 
contain Sunni Islamic movements 
as well.

Washington agrees with 
Moscow on limiting Iran’s 
influence in Syria and backs up 
Russia’s strategies that were 
implemented following the 
Aleppo agreement despite Iran’s 

obvious displeasure.
The meetings between Russian 

and US interests in Syria do not 
signal the beginning of a honey-
moon period between the two 
countries. Both are still testing 
each other.

However, both countries have 
become in possession of most of 
the cards in the Syrian game while 
the other regional players, Turkey 
and Iran, are trying to preserve as 
many of their cards as they can.

Among the strongest cards in 
the hands of Moscow and Wash-
ington is the one related to the 
draft Syrian constitution. They 
are both looking forward to a 
constitution that would disregard 
an Islamic system of government. 
Even Iran would be happy with 
such an outcome as it would 
eliminate right from the start the 
project for a competing Sunni 
Islamic state.

The safe zones and draft 
constitution projects will domi-
nate the settlement process in 
Syria. They assume that all parties 
in the Syrian conflict have had 
enough and are ready for a 
settlement. They will certainly be 
pursued along with the idea of 
preventing any radical Islamic 
movement from replacing Assad 
and kicking out all foreign militias 
from Syria.

Ali Alamin is a Lebanese writer.

Ali Alamin

View point
Washington 
agrees with 
Moscow 
on limiting 
Iran’s 
influence in 
Syria.

Both projects of ‘safe zones’ 
and ‘draft constitution’ will 
dominate the settlement 
process in Syria.
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F or nearly six years, 
heart-wrenching 
reports of Syria’s 
multitudes of war 
refugees made 
world headlines. 
Horrifying tales of 
families torn apart 

or drowned in the Mediterranean 
have reached millions, especially 
after the body of toddler Aylan 
Kurdi, dressed in a red shirt and 
blue shorts, washed up on a 
Turkish beach in late 2015.

The iconic image of his lifeless 
body epitomised the refugees’ 
plight and triggered massive pres-
sure on world capitals, forcing them 
to give succour — some of them 
reluctantly — to the last major wave 
of refugees that landed on Europe’s 
shores in 2016.

That raised the number of Syrian 
refugees in the European Union to 
110,000. Another 4.8 million are 
living in countries neighbouring 
Syria and 8 million are internally 
displaced within Syria itself — more 
than half Syria’s pre-war popula-
tion.

This human tidal wave of misery 
has been described as the worst hu-
man tragedy since the second world 
war and the catastrophe is getting 
worse.

Although many would not 
admit it, the Syrian refugee crisis 
is starting to take a back seat in 

international affairs, 
with world govern-
ments more focused 
on providing the 
basic necessities for 
refugees, such as 
shelter and schooling, 
than solving the root 
problem of why they 
fled their country in 
the first place.

Inside Syria itself, the swelling 
refugee problem has been effective-
ly sidelined. It was not mentioned 
at a recent conference in Moscow, 
attended by Turkey, Russia and 
Iran, and was not on the table at the 
Astana talks in late January.

Syrians are preparing for a new 
round of talks in Geneva in late 
February, aimed at discussing a 
political transition and a Russian-
authored constitution — but not, it 
seems, the refugees.

These destitute Syrians and their 
families have become the forgotten 
ones of the Middle East, just like 
the Palestinians who were driven 
from their homes or fled during 
the war of 1948-49 that resulted in 
the creation of a Jewish state. They 
have been living in limbo in Syria, 
Lebanon, Egypt and Jordan for 
nearly seven decades and are likely 
to remain so whatever happens to 
the Syrians.

There is no clear end in sight for 

the Syrian war. Nor is it clear to 
what the refugees might return, 
if they could. The destruction has 
been immense across the country. 
Many of those who fled are on the 
regime’s wanted list.

Those who packed up and left 
in the early years of the war were 
expecting the regime to fall — a 
hope shattered when the Russian 
Air Force entered the conflict in 
September 2015 and rescued Syrian 
President Bashar Assad from certain 
defeat.

Those who fled to Turkey from 
northern Syria, escaping regime 
attacks in eastern Aleppo or the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Deir ez-Zor, 
Raqqa and Al-Bukamal, may be a 
little luckier, as they might find new 
homes in a quasi-safe zone that the 
Turks are trying to set up on their 
border with Syria.

The Turks started on this project 
last August, when they invaded 
and occupied the border town of 

Jarabulus. Now they plan to create 
an island for Syrian refugees on 
4,000 sq. km, an area half the size 
of neighbouring Lebanon.

Among the objectives is to de-
stroy any prospect of an emerging 
Kurdish state in northern Syria and 
find a place to divert 2.5 million Syr-
ian refugees now huddled in Tur-
key, a severe drain on its resources 
and a security problem.

The truth is that the Syrian war 
is still creating refugees, who are 
fleeing into Idlib province in the 
north-west, rather than endure the 
hazards of heading to Europe or 
elsewhere.

Idlib is becoming an incubator for 
terrorism and jihadist rule. After 
the rebel stronghold in eastern 
Aleppo finally fell in December, 
after months of Russian bombing, 
the rebels who surrendered were 
shipped to Idlib, along with those 
from besieged localities in the 
Damascus countryside such as Wadi 
Barada and Zabadani.

Christians, Alawites, Ismailis, 
Druze and Shias were all sent to 
other areas retaken by the regime — 
not to find them shelter but to break 
the domination of the majority 
Sunnis in these areas and diminish 
opposition to a regime dominated 
by minority Alawites.

Long before Donald Trump made 
it to the White House, 27 US gov-
ernors closed their states’ borders 
to Syrian refugees. Now Trump’s 
controversial ban on Muslims com-
pletely bars Syrians from the United 
States.

While some world leaders lecture 
Trump on human rights and the 
Geneva Convention, however, some 
might follow his lead and impose 
similar bans on Syrians. All it takes 
is another major terrorist attack that 
can be blamed on the Syrian war.

T he escalating 
rebel infighting in 
Syria’s northern 
Idlib province is 
hardly surprising, 
given the history 
of divisions 
within the 

opposition throughout the Syrian 
conflict and the disarray caused 
by a string of battlefield defeats 
since Russia’s armed intervention 
in September 2015.

More than that, however, a 
series of local truces — the most 
notable recent example being 
east Aleppo in December — al-
most ensured the inevitability of 
such clashes as they entailed the 
evacuation of rebels with differing 
allegiances and ideologies from 
various parts of the country into 
Idlib.

While this gave besieged rebels 
relative safety in the largest 
remaining opposition stronghold, 
the likelihood of tensions and 
open conflict between them must 
have been a major, if not the pri-
mary, consideration for the regime 
when negotiating those truces.

Clashes began in December 
when former al-Qaeda affiliate Jab-
hat Fateh al-Sham (JFS) launched 
mass assaults against Free Syrian 
Army (FSA) factions.

JFS said it was acting pre-
emptively to “thwart conspira-
cies” against it at talks in Astana, 
Kazakhstan, brokered by Russia, 
Turkey and Iran. It said it had been 
“sidelined” by groups “trying to 
divert the course of the revolution 
towards reconciliation with the 
criminal regime” of Syrian Presi-

dent Bashar Assad.
However, the late 

January talks ended 
with no breakthrough 
or major concessions 
from opposition del-
egates, indicating that 
JFS’s consternation 
lay in the very pres-
ence of rebel groups 
in Astana rather than 
their negotiating posi-
tion.

Its expressed reason for attack-
ing the FSA is also undermined by 
the fact that Islamist group Ahrar 
al-Sham — to which rebel factions 
have flocked for protection from 
the JFS campaign — did not attend 
the talks but nonetheless said it 
would support groups that did if 
they secured a favourable out-
come for the opposition.

As such, the JFS position likely 
reflects paranoia at being excluded 
from the ceasefire and peace 
tracks. Its assaults may also be 
designed to secure its dominance 
in Idlib, viewing arrivals from 
other groups as a potential chal-
lenge.

After JFS quickly wiped out 
the FSA faction Jaish al-Mu-
jahideen, several groups formed 
an alliance with Ahrar al-Sham, a 
major player in Idlib, with an FSA 
official saying JFS “wants to end 
the FSA”.

Ahrar al-Sham said the JFS as-
sault was “without justification” 
and benefited the regime. It said 
it would join its “brothers” to 
contain JFS if it did not cease fire, 
accused it of rejecting mediation 
attempts and warned it that any 
attack on its members would be 
considered a “declaration of war”.

Several Islamist factions sub-
sequently said they were joining 
forces with JFS. They said this 
was meant to heal rebel divisions 
and create a stronger front against 
the regime but, given the timing 
of its creation, it looks more like 
a response to the alliance formed 
around Ahrar al-Sham.

If that is the case, the stage is set 
for what could be the worst rebel 
infighting yet, at the best possible 
time for the regime.

The JFS assault is self-defeating, 
whether it makes military gains or 
not. An alliance against it headed 
by the powerful Ahrar al-Sham 
may be able to push it back or 
at least inflict significant losses. 
However, if JFS gains ground, this 
would make it easier for the vari-
ous air forces active in Syrian skies 
to target it.

Until now, despite JFS being 

excluded from ceasefires, some 
(mainly Western) air forces have 
been hesitant about hitting the 
group in areas where other rebel 
factions are present.

Clearing rebels in its midst would 
remove that reticence, leading 
to more air strikes against it. The 
Pentagon said in December that 
a single attack by a B-52 bomber 
killed more than 100 JFS fighters. 
The group would not want such a 
large casualty toll repeated.

The JFS assault will make it 
increasingly unpopular among As-
sad’s domestic opponents — civil-
ian and military — as the resultant 
fracturing and weakening of rebel 
ranks will play into his hands at a 
time when he has never felt more 
secure since the revolution against 
him began in 2011.

One of his officials, Ali Haidar, 
said in January the regime was 
ready for “open battle” against 
rebels in Idlib. The regime “is clear 
in its policy when it said it will 
not forego any patch of Syria and I 
think Idlib is one of the coming hot 

areas”, Haidar said.
The JFS assault risks handing 

the province on a platter, which 
would be disastrous for the op-
position because of Idlib’s strategic 
value — a major rebel stronghold 
bordering Turkey that is an impor-
tant supply route.

Capturing it would secure the 
Damascus-Aleppo highway, which 
rebels have used as a supply route, 
and neighbouring Latakia, As-
sad’s home province and a regime 
stronghold.

Syrian revolutionaries would 
not forgive JFS for benefiting the 
regime in such an important area 
of conflict.

Regime opponents are mind-
ful of its history of attacking and 
defeating FSA factions, and of its 
attempts to quell pro-FSA pro-
tests in rebel-held territory during 
ceasefires. JFS is painting itself 
into a corner and dragging the Syr-
ian revolution with it.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

A 2016 file picture shows fighters of Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 
cheering on a pickup truck in northern Idlib province.            (Reuters)

A Syrian refugee holds a child carrying a placard that reads “We 
ask the EU governments to help us” in the port of Chios in Greece, 
on April 3rd, 2016.                  (AFP)

Rebel infighting is a gift for Assad’s regime

Debate

For Syria’s millions of refugees, no future and no hope

Sami Moubayed

Sharif Nashashibi

The Syrian refugee 
crisis is starting
to take a back seat 
in international 
affairs.

The stage is set 
for what could be 
the worst rebel 
infighting yet, at the 
best possible time 
for the regime.

Syria
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Amr Moussa: The Arabs will never say 
‘Yes, sir’ to Turkey or Iran

Arab League in dire financial straits

Cairo

F
ormer Arab League 
secretary-general 
Amr Moussa 
remains a busy 
man. A veteran of 
Middle East politics 
— he was Egyptian 
Foreign minister 

from 1991-2001 — Moussa is 
keeping a weather eye on the 
national, regional and interna-
tional situation, including 
attending the World Economic 
Forum in January in Switzer-
land.

Moussa, speaking at his office in 
Cairo one day after the anniversary 
of the January 25th, 2011, Egyptian 
revolution, addressed many of the 
unprecedented challenges the Mid-
dle East is facing.

“Yes, it was a real revolution and 
as a reaction to bad governance but 
it was also hijacked very quickly 
and it didn’t last long,” Moussa told 
The Arab Weekly. “Still, the effect 
is deep. The change has started. 
Egypt will never go back to how it 
was before and I believe the reac-
tion will take a long time but there 
will be a new Egypt at the end of 
the road.

“Of course, it could be better but 
this is the beginning.”

Six years after the revolution, 
Egypt finds itself confronted with 
a region in flux and is backing dif-
ferent sides in conflicts in Syria, 
Yemen and Libya. This is a precari-
ous state that is raising tensions 
between Cairo and traditional stal-
wart supporter Saudi Arabia. Many 
Egyptian officials deny any tension 
between Riyadh and Cairo but the 
signs of strain are clear.

“Egyptian-Arab relations have 
their own life,” Moussa said. 
“There are pushes and pulls — 
positives and negatives — but all of 
us feel that, in the final analysis, 
we all belong to the Arab nation. 
We all belong to the Arab world 
and the differences will be dealt 
with as we go.”

He added: “This is not the first 
time that Egypt and other Arab 
countries [have had problems]. 
You remember after Camp David? 
That was a total boycott. And then 

you see what happened thereafter. 
So, I hope, I trust, that this tense 
situation will not continue for long.

“I agree with you, of course it is a 
tense situation. Of course, relations 
are not what they should be among 
Arab countries.”

Moussa said the region has com-
pletely changed and that change 
requires Arab countries to work 
together to build a more stable 
future.

“With the developments that 
are taking place we have to discuss 
the future regional arrangement, 
particularly following the advent 
of two regional powers — Iran and 
Turkey — which are after all from 
the region but are not Arab,” he 
said.

“So, I believe that the solution 
to the Syrian issue and with it the 
Iraqi issue and with it the Kurd-
ish issue and with it the Iranian 
ambitions and [safeguarding] Arab 
rights is for all of this to be dealt 
with in one pot. We must all sit and 
talk about the future of the region. 
And this is the constructive thing I 
am calling everybody to do.”

Moussa warned that, unless it 
worked together to put forward a 
clear vision for the future of the 
region, the Arab world could see 
the United States and Russia try to 
impose a vision that would lead to 
disaster.

“Should they [Moscow and 
Washington] commission Iran and 
Turkey to take care of the region? 
They can’t. They just can’t,” Mous-
sa said. “They [Iran and Turkey] 
are not Arab. The majority [of the 
Middle East] is Arab and the Arabs 
will never say ‘Yes, sir’ to Turkey 
or Iran. But if there are leaders 
from among our own ranks, like 
the Saudis and Egyptians, so I 
believe this is the way to solve the 
problems.”

As for whether Egypt, which has 
been preoccupied with domestic 
concerns over regional ones since 
the 2011 revolution, has returned 
to its regional role after the revolu-
tion, Moussa was clear.

“No, not yet but we are on the 
way,” he said. “It will take time 
and sound policies but the Arab 
world is in need of Egypt. Wher-
ever you go, you will hear talks 
that ‘We cannot do it without 
Egypt. We want Egypt back’. This, 
in itself, is essential for Egypt to 
assist the situation. As the Arabs 

need Egypt, Egypt also needs the 
Arabs and altogether we can do the 
game. Separately we can’t.”

Egypt must play a larger role in 
resolving regional crises, Moussa 
said, particularly the political and 
security crises next door in Libya.

“We witness active politics. 
Yes, Egypt is playing a role there, 
particularly as the situation in 
Libya is a threat to Egypt if it is left 
to the terrorists. They were eyeing 
Egypt [from Libya], especially [the 
Islamic State] ISIS. So, the role of 
neighbouring countries, and par-
ticularly Egypt, is to bring together 
all of the parties in the Libyan 
conflict to sit together and chart 
the route forward. I can see some 
glimpse of hope now.”

Speaking less than one week 
after the inauguration of Don-

ald Trump as the US president, 
Moussa struck a note of caution. 
“Well, the beginning has not been 
very encouraging but let us wait 
and see how things will develop. 
In the United States, it is not just 
the personage of the president 
himself; there are the rest of the 
institutions as well. So, let us give 
him the first 100 days, or even the 
first six months,” he said.

“Let us give him a chance. 
Provided, of course, that he does 
not embark on something that 
will confuse the whole issue,” he 
added, speaking before Trump’s 
controversial decree to ban citi-
zens of seven Muslim countries 
from entering the United States.

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

I n t e r v i e w

Mahmud el-Shafey

“With the 
developments 
that are taking 
place we have 
to discuss the 
future regional 
arrangement.”

Former Arab League 
secretary-general 

Amr Moussa

Cairo

T 

he Arab League is in the 
midst of a financial crisis 
that is making it hard for 
the 22-member organisa-
tion to maintain humani-

tarian activities or even pay the 
salaries of its employees.

“Member states lag behind the 
deadline for paying their share of 
the 2017 budget,” said Adnan al-
Khodeir, assistant Arab League sec-
retary-general for financial affairs. 
“We have appealed to Arab govern-
ments to speed up the payment of 
their contribution to the budget or 
we will fail to carry out our job.”

Arab governments were sup-
posed to have paid their annual 
share of the budget by the begin-

ning of January but only 14% of 
the $64 million budget has been 
financed and that was all paid by 
Kuwait.

In 2016, only 38% of the funds 
needed for the proposed budget 
was paid.

The lack of finances has crip-
pled the league at every turn. It has 
failed to conduct most of the hu-
manitarian missions it had planned 
for war-torn and poverty-stricken 
areas, such as Yemen, Libya, Iraq 
and Sudan. These projects were ap-
proved at the Arab League summit 
last July in Mauritania.

Each Arab League member is sup-
posed to contribute to the league’s 
budget based on the number of its 
nationals working for the organisa-
tion. Egypt used to pay 65% of the 
budget of the league because that 
percentage of Arab League employ-
ees were Egyptian. In 2012, Saudi 
Arabia replaced Egypt, which was 
struggling with economic and po-
litical unrest, as the largest budget 
contributor.

One Arab League employee said 
instead of receiving her salary for 
December on the 25th of the month 
as usual, she received it on Janu-
ary 19th. “My colleagues and I are 
certain that the salary for January 

might not come at all,” said the em-
ployee, who requested anonymity.

Arab League spokesman Hossam 
Zaki said: “The league has limited 

financial resources, which is why 
it needs to cut down its spending. 
The lack of funds has actually ren-
dered the league incapable of offer-

ing support to Arab people in need.”
Observers accuse some Arab gov-

ernments of withholding contribu-
tions to the budget of the league to 
put pressure on Arab League Secre-
tary-General Ahmed Aboul Gheit.

“Funding is turning into some 
Arab countries’ pressure card to ef-
fect change in the Arab League,” 
said Abdullah al-Ashaal, Egypt’s 
former assistant Foreign minister. 
“Some Arab states have interest 
in undermining the league and its 
new chief.”

Some Arab League members, in-
cluding Qatar and Sudan, objected 
to Aboul Gheit’s nomination to 
the top post of the Arab League 
last March. Qatar cited some of his 
stances when he served as Egypt’s 
Foreign minister from 2004-11.

Khodeir said the financial crisis 
would undermine the league in the 
coming months, including its bid to 
prepare for the Arab League sum-
mit, scheduled for March in Jordan.

“This is why I say this financial 
crisis must come to an end very 
quickly,” Khodeir said. “This is a 
crisis that will bring most of the ac-
tivities of the league to a total halt.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

A 2016 picture shows Arab Foreign ministers and delegation 
members attending an annual meeting at the Arab League 
headquarters in Cairo.                             (Reuters)

Former Arab League secretary-general Amr Moussa during an interview in Cairo, on  March 11th, 2014. 
                                                                                                                                                                                          (Reuters) 

The financial crisis 
is leading to 
massive changes 
inside the league, 
including the laying 
off of scores of 
employees.
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Beirut

S 

audi Arabia, forced out of 
decades of self-imposed 
insularity by the political 
convulsions of the Middle 
East, is finalising an agree-

ment with the strategic Horn of 
Africa state of Djibouti to establish 
a military base to bolster the king-
dom’s security as its confrontation 
with long-time rival Iran heats up.

The United Arab Emirates, Saudi 
Arabia’s key ally in the Gulf and in 
its 2-year war in Yemen, is building 
a military base in the East African 
state of Eritrea at the port of Assab, 
60km across the Red Sea from Yem-
en.

These expansionist plans by Arab 
states that have long relied on the 
United States and other Western 
allies to protect them are primar-
ily intended as the outer markers 
of a military alliance among the six 
members of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) to confront Iran.

It also has another purpose: To 
protect the three main maritime 
checkpoints in the region — the 
Suez Canal in the north, the Bab el 
Mandeb Strait between Yemen and 
Eritrea that links the Red Sea and 
the Indian Ocean and the Strait of 
Hormuz, gateway to the Gulf and 
bracketed by Oman and Iran.

The U-shaped Hormuz waterway 
has long been a flashpoint between 
the Islamic Republic, and the Unit-
ed States and the GCC, with Tehran 
regularly threatening to close the 
only way in and out of the Gulf and 
cut maritime trade, particularly oil 
and gas exports from Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, the UAE and Qatar.

But these days the focal point 
of concern about maritime secu-

rity is the Bab el Mandeb, one of 
the world’s busiest trade routes 
and only 29km wide at its narrow-
est point, through which some 4.7 
million barrels of Europe-bound oil 
and petroleum pass every day.

“Almost all maritime trade be-
tween Europe and Asia, approxi-
mately $700 billion annually, pass-
es through this narrow waterway,” 
observed analyst James Pothecary 
in the Maritime Security Review in 
November 2016.

A security threat there “will have 
serious economic consequences for 
global trade… As maritime shipping 
is approximately 90% of how the 
world’s goods are transported, in-
terference at these choke points is a 
serious threat to international busi-
ness,” he wrote.

“The situation in the strait is like-
ly to escalate, leaving both naval 
and civilian vessels at risk.”

Houthi tribesmen in Yemen, sup-
ported by Iran, who are warring 
with a Saudi-UAE coalition there, 
have gained a measure of control 
over the strait in recent months that 
deeply troubles Riyadh.

On October 9th and 12th, rebel 
forces unleashed anti-ship cruise 
missiles — probably Chinese-de-
signed C-802 weapons like those 
provided to Iran — from Houthi-
controlled territory against several 
vessels, including warships of the 
US Navy 5th Fleet, which has its 
headquarters in Bahrain.

A UAE ship was badly damaged. 
The US Navy ships retaliated with 
a broadside of land-attack missiles 
that destroyed two Houthi-con-
trolled radar stations on Yemen’s 
western coast.

The action halted the missile at-
tacks but on October 22nd there 
was an attempted attack on the 
Spanish-flagged Galicia Spirit, a liq-

uefied natural gas (LNG) carrier, by 
militants using a skiff loaded with 
explosives. The attack was similar 
to al-Qaeda attacks on the US Navy 
destroyer USS Cole in Aden har-
bour in October 2000 and on the 
French tanker Limburg off Yemen’s 
Hadramawt coast in the Red Sea in 
March 2002.

The most severe attack was on 
January 30th when Riyadh reported 
a Saudi frigate off rebel-held Hodei-
dah port was attacked by three sui-
cide boats, one of which exploded 
when it rammed the vessel, killing 
two crewmen and wounding three.  
The Houthis claimed they hit the 
frigate with an unspecified mis-
sile on January 31st. Whatever the 
cause or timing of the blast, the at-
tack marked a major escalation in 
the Red Sea maritime conflict.

Shipping companies have thwart-
ed attacks by Somali pirates in re-
cent years but they face an entirely 
new threat from ideologically moti-
vated missile attacks and possibly 
suicide operations.

“One thing is certain: If the threat 
to the Bab el Mandeb shifts from pi-
racy to militancy, shipping compa-
nies will have to rethink their safety 
protocols,” the US-based global in-
telligence consultancy Stratfor ob-
served in a recent analysis.

“The chances of more attacks 
occurring in the months ahead are 
high,” it warned.

“If allowed to continue, Yemeni 
militants will eventually hit a tank-
er carrying liquefied natural gas or 
crude, causing a shock to interna-
tional shippers that rely on the Bab 
el Mandeb, as well as the energy 
markets they service. Mitigating 
the… militant maritime threats will 
come down to control over land.”

On January 7th, Yemeni state 
forces supported by the UAE Army 

and Air Force launched an offen-
sive code-named Operation Golden 
Arrow, preceded by two weeks of 
preparatory air strikes, on the city 
of Dhubab near the Bab el Mandeb.

The push triggered heavy fighting 
and the objective seems to be secur-
ing the coastline of Taiz province to 
cut off the rebels’ arms supplies on 
the Red Sea coast through Mokha 
and Hodeidah and to prevent fur-
ther attacks on shipping.

The offensive is moving north-
ward towards Mokha but, as of mid-
January, rebel forces still controlled 
nearly all of Yemen’s Red Sea coast 
north of the strait.

There has also been trouble in the 
Strait of Hormuz, the narrow 260km 
channel that links the Arabian Gulf 
with the Indian Ocean. Some 40% 
of the world’s tanker traffic passes 
through its narrow navigable pas-
sages.

On January 8th, the USS Mahan 
fired warning shots at four armed 
attack craft manned by the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
as they sped towards the destroyer 
in a threatening manner.

That incident followed a series of 
similar encounters in recent months 
as hardliners in Tehran appeared to 
be challenging the United States 
over the landmark 2015 nuclear 
agreement between US-led global 
powers and the Islamic Republic 
under which Iran agreed to curtail 
its nuclear programme in return for 
the lifting of crippling sanctions.

Hardliners have defied UN Securi-
ty Council resolutions by test-firing 
ballistic missiles, causing great US 
unease, while Tehran, bolstered by 
an estimated $100 billion in unfro-
zen assets under the nuclear deal, 
has stepped up a military moderni-
sation drive.

The tension has swelled with the 
election of political maverick Don-
ald Trump as US president, who has 
vowed to get tough with Iran. Dur-
ing his election campaign, Trump 
threatened to tear up the 2015 deal.

Any escalation in this simmering 
confrontation could include a face-
off in the Strait of Hormuz. Despite 
earlier threats, Hormuz has never 
been closed, largely due to push-
back by the US military. The last 
full-scale clash there was in April 
1988 when half of Iran’s operational 
navy was sunk or disabled.

But any escalation would sharp-
en the conflict in Yemen, which 
could lead to open confrontation in 
the shipping lanes of the Red Sea, 
the Bab el Mandeb and the Gulf of 
Aden.

Iran’s naval forces remain vastly 
inferior to those of the United States 
and its regional allies but its use of 
weapons such as armed drones and 
anti-ship missiles, particularly the 
Chinese-designed C-802 and Irani-
an-built derivatives, pose a mari-
time threat — and not just against 
ships.

C-802 variants Iran has sup-
plied to Hezbollah threaten Israel’s 
offshore gas facilities in the east-
ern Mediterranean. With a range 
of 120km, the C-802s put a large 
swathe of the southern Red Sea, in-
cluding the UAE’s new military base 
in Assab, within reach.

To the north, Israeli intelligence 
claims Hezbollah has acquired 
shore-based Russian-made Yak-
hont anti-ship cruise missiles, 
which could inflict critical damage 
to Israel’s expanding offshore en-
ergy industry, the Jewish state’s key 
economic pillar.

In this regard, the GCC’s oil and 
gas facilities are also deemed to 
be in Iran’s cross hairs from these 
weapons and the recent deploy-
ment of Russian S300-PMU air-
defence missiles, with their long-
range radars, have added to Iranian 
firepower.

“Iran could use its air defences to 
threaten the formation of maritime- 
or air-exclusion in the Gulf, Strait of 
Hormuz and Gulf of Oman, compli-
cating access to and transit through 
these regions for the US and its re-
gional allies and creating leverage 
over its adversaries,” observed Far-
zin Nadimi of the Washington Insti-
tute for Near East Policy in a Janu-
ary analysis.

The S-300s, which can track 100 
targets simultaneously, could be 
used to create a no-fly zone that 
would cover the US Navy 5th Fleet 
and the regional headquarters of 
Britain’s Royal Navy, both in Bah-
rain, Qatar’s North Dome gas field 
and the entire Strait of Hormuz.

Egypt, a major Red Sea power and 
currently mired in economic woes, 
has a major stake in maintaining 
trade through the seaway. It cannot 
afford to lose vital revenues from 
the recently expanded Suez Canal.

On January 5th, Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi inaugu-
rated a new naval force based in the 
Red Sea tasked with ensuring mari-
time security. It includes a special 
forces brigade and will have access 
to two newly acquired French-built 
Mistral-class helicopter carriers.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor
of The Arab Weekly.

Key Middle East shipping arteries under threat
Ed Blanche

A member of Yemeni 
pro-government 
forces patrols in the 
western Dhubab 
district, north of 
the strategic Bab el 
Mandeb strait, on 
January 11th.   
                                (AFP)

The situation in the 
strait is likely to 
escalate, leaving 
both naval and 
civilian vessels at 
risk.”Political risk analyst 

James Pothecary
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In this undated 
photo, the Royal 
Saudi Navy conducts 
military exercises in 
the Strait of Hormuz 
and the Sea of Oman.  
       (AP)
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Cairo

E 

gypt plans to play a more 
active role regarding Lib-
ya due to concerns con-
flicts in the neighbour-
ing state will evolve into 

a full-scale civil war and that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) might seek to 
seize more territory, experts said.

“The fear in Egypt these days is 
that Libya can burst into a compre-
hensive civil war if proper interven-
tion is not made,” said Ziad Aql, 
a researcher at Al-Ahram Centre 
for Political and Strategic Studies 
think-tank in Cairo. “This is why 
Cairo is trying to find a solution to 
the crisis agreeable to all parties in-
volved.”

After offering backing to the 
army led by Khalifa Haftar, which 
controls large areas of eastern and 
northern Libya, Egypt is adopt-
ing a more inclusive approach to 
the Libyan crisis and trying to get 
the country’s rival governments to 
unite while also helping it battle the 
forces of political Islam.

“This will be the stickiest issue 
as Egypt tries to broker a settle-
ment to the conflict,” said Libyan 
analyst Mohamed Idriss al-Amroni. 
“Nevertheless, Egypt is capable of 
finding a middle ground on this be-

cause a restive Libya is perilous to 
Egypt’s national security.”

The Foreign ministers of Egypt, 
Tunisia and Algeria were expected 
to meet in Cairo soon to discuss 
ways to help Libya resolve its crises, 
Egyptian Foreign Ministry sources 
said. This would be a follow-up to a 
January 21st meeting in Cairo.

“Terrorist organisations active 
in Libya pose real threats to it,” 

Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry said following that meet-
ing.

“Egypt is only interested in bring-
ing stability to Libya,” said Egyp-
tian Foreign Ministry spokesman 
Ahmed Abu Zeid. “To do this, it will 
deal with all legitimate institutions 
in the neighbouring country.”

The unrest in Libya following the 
downfall of Muammar Qaddafi’s 

regime in 2011 has posed security 
concerns for Egypt along its bor-
ders. Cairo said most of the arms 
that end up in the hands of mili-
tants in the Sinai peninsula enter 
the country from Libya, where 
stockpiles of weapons and ammu-
nition belonging to Qaddafi’s army 
fell into the hands of militants and 
arms dealers.

Sinai-based militants, who in late 

2014 swore allegiance to the Islamic 
State (ISIS), have staged repeated 
attacks against Egyptian Army and 
police posts. ISIS took control of the 
Libyan city of Sirte on the Mediter-
ranean coastline in 2015. Libyan 
pro-government forces backed by 
US air strikes drove ISIS out of the 
city in December but the terror 
group is still reported to have a sig-
nificant presence in the country.

Cairo

U 

nderlying Egypt’s 
growing ties with So-
malia, Eritrea, Djibouti, 
South Sudan and Ugan-
da is its desire to hem 

in Ethiopia politically, economi-
cally and militarily, experts said.

The moves were prompted by 
Ethiopia’s constructing a multibil-
lion-dollar hydroelectric dam on 
the Nile River, Egypt’s only source 
of water.

“Egypt can do nothing but put 
pressure on Ethiopia to make it 
think twice before it starts harm-
ing Egyptian national interests,” 
said Attia Essawi, an African affairs 
specialist. “This can only be done 
by cementing ties with Ethiopia’s 
neighbouring countries.”

Before the dam construction, 
Egypt, which receives 55.5 billion 
cubic metres of water from the Nile 
annually, suffered a water deficit 
of almost 20%. The deficit is ex-
pected to spike dramatically after 
the dam becomes operational in a 
few months.

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi said nobody should be 

allowed to tamper with the flow 
of the Nile. “This is a matter of life 
and death,” he said January 27th 
during a conference about Egyp-
tian young people in the southern 
province of Aswan.

Nonetheless, Ethiopia said its 
Grand Renaissance Dam, which 
will turn the country into an elec-
trical power hub in Africa, is indis-
pensable for its economic develop-
ment.

The project has reached the 
point of no return and the most 
Cairo can hope for is to convince 
Ethiopia to fill in the dam reservoir 
over a longer period that would 
prevent harm to Egypt, experts 
said. The dam reservoir will hold 
603 billion cubic metres of water 
and Ethiopia plans to fill it over a 
5-year period, during which Egypt 
expects to suffer its biggest water 
shortage.

Egyptian water experts, pointing 
out that the dam’s height and stor-
age capacity indicate that Addis 
Ababa aims for more than just gen-
erating electricity, suggest Ethio-
pia may be trying to limit water 
available to Egypt.

“You do not need a dam 170 me-
tres high to generate electricity,” 
said Alaa al-Zawahri, a professor 
of hydraulic engineering at Cairo 
University and a member of the 
panel studying possible effects of 
the dam.

Having failed to curtail Ethio-
pia’s dam project, Cairo is trying 
economic and political pressure on 
Addis Ababa.

“Egypt can cut Addis Ababa off 
its immediate surroundings if it 
wants through its close ties with 
the countries neighbouring Ethio-
pia,” said Hosni Sadek, a research-
er in African affairs.

Egypt is an important market 
for meat and agricultural crops for 
neighbouring countries. The Egyp-

tian Partnership Agency for Devel-
opment, a Foreign Ministry divi-
sion whose job is to cement ties 
with African states, allocates tens 
of millions of dollars every year 
in assistance to them and Egypt’s 
powerful army offers support to 
the fragile militaries of nearby 
countries as they try to keep mili-
tant groups at bay.

During a December visit to Cairo, 
Djibouti President Ismail Omar 
Guelleh oversaw the signing of sev-
eral cooperation agreements and 
there was talk that Egypt would es-
tablish a military base in Djibouti, 
the first outside its border. Sisi had 
been in Uganda earlier to discuss 
economic and trade issues and 
South Sudanese President Salva 
Kiir visited Cairo on January 9th to 
discuss similar deals with Sisi.

By winning Ethiopia’s neigh-
bours’ support, analysts said, 
Egypt can secure a strong position 
against Ethiopia for future negotia-
tions about Nile water shares.

“Now, Egypt is using the eco-
nomic and political pressure cards 
it has in its hands to commit Addis 
Ababa to think well before it starts 
making Egyptians thirsty,” politi-
cal analyst Abdel Monem Halawa 
said. “Egypt cannot stay silent 
while real work is being done to 
cut its lifeline, namely the Nile.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based 
in Cairo.

Egypt ponders a more active role in Libya

Egypt pressures Ethiopia on effects of Nile dam project

Ahmed Megahid

Ibrahim Ouf

Libyan Foreign Minister Mohamed Taher Siala (C) attends a ministerial meeting of countries neighbouring Libya along with UN Envoy 
Martin Kobler (R) in Cairo, on January 21st.                                                                                  (AP)

Labourers transplant rice seedlings in a paddy in the Nile Delta 
town of Kafr Al-Sheikh, north of Cairo, on May 28th, 2008.    (Reuters)

A fisherman steers his boat on the Nile River in Luxor, south of 
Cairo, November 28th, 2015.              (Reuters)
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Egypt is using 
economic and 
political pressure 
to commit Addis 
Ababa to think well 
before it starts 
making Egyptians 
thirsty.”Abdel Monem Halawa, 

an independent 
political analyst

By winning 
Ethiopia’s 
neighbours’ 
support, Egypt can 
secure a strong 
position against 
Ethiopia.

The fear in Egypt is 
that Libya can 
burst into a 
comprehensive 
civil war if proper 
intervention is not 
made.”Ziad Aql, researcher at 

Ahram Centre for Political 
and Strategic Studies
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Why the status of Jerusalem is not the crux of the matter

Debate

Palestinian statehood bid lost in Western identity politics

O
n December 
23rd, one of the 
Obama adminis-
tration’s last 
major decisions 
on the interna-
tional stage was 
to not veto a UN 

Security Council resolution 
criticising Israel for its settle-
ments on pre-1967 Palestinian 
territory.

The internet and social media 
were inundated with reaction. 
The abstention was welcomed by 
pro-Palestinian movements — both 
Western and Arab — as well as in 
mainstream Arab circles.

Indeed, from the viewpoint of 
those who see a two-state solution 
as the catalyst for lasting peace in 
the region — the viewpoint of much 
of the international community — it 
would have been difficult to not 
welcome such an abstention from 
the Obama administration.

Caution, however, should be 
exercised. Does this seemingly 
defiant act from the Obama 
administration further the long-
sought and long-fought Palestinian 
goal of full statehood? The short 
answer is ‘No’.

To quote Joshua Harris’s book 
I Kissed Dating Goodbye: “The 

right thing at the 
wrong time is the 
wrong thing”. This 
comes to mind in 
relation to the Obama 
administration’s 
abstention and 
refusal to veto the 
Security Council’s 
resolution. The 
timing is not just 

wrong but spectacularly wrong, 
given Donald Trump’s election 
victory and whose administration 
is expected to revert to the United 
States’ status quo of unconditional 
Israeli support on all major 
questions of international law.

Filtered down, the Obama 
administration’s abstention was 
merely a symbolic act of defiance 
on the left side of American politics 
against the ever-growing right-
wing populism that carried Trump 
to victory.

The same dynamic can be 
seen in Britain in relation to the 
Palestinian-Israeli question. The 
generic consensus is that political 
parties left of centre have a pro-

Palestinian tendency and that such 
parties — like the Labour Party — 
have a perception, even if untrue, 
of being anti-Semitic.

Particularly among young voters 
and students, the wearing of the 
keffiyeh as a fashion symbol, for 
example, has come to signify a 
generic pro-Palestinian stance 
on the left side of British — and, 
by extension, Western — politics. 
Conversely, political parties whose 
ideological stance is right of centre 
tend to sympathise with the Israeli 
position much like the Republican 
Party in the United States and the 
Conservative Party in Britain.

Of course, such an observation is 
a generalisation but generalisations 

serve to shape the political 
landscape. In the West, the 
situation is unhealthy because 
it relegates the Palestinian-
Israeli question to an aspect of 
Western identity politics with 
an expectation that the left wing 
favours the Palestinians and the 
right wing favours the Israelis.

Once such an expectation 
emerges, it only fosters an 
environment in which dialogue is 
closed and the Palestinian-Israeli 
question gets lost in the maze of 
Western partisan politics along 
with issues such as abortion, 
immigration, the environment, the 
privatisation of health services, 
foreign aid, etc.

This emergence should not be 
welcomed. The Palestinian aim of 
full statehood — and, indeed, the 
wider desire for peace for both 
Palestinians and Israelis — should 
transcend ideological party politics 
and should be a universal aim. For 
such an aim to be achieved, its 
basis requires universal support 
both in abstract terms and on the 
ground.

Like abortion, immigration, 
the environment and others, the 
Palestinian-Israeli question has 
become an aspect of partisan 
opinion from one side vis-à-vis 
the other side. This dynamic in 
Western politics means that the 
aim of statehood is as far away 
from fruition as it ever has been, 
despite the warm words behind 
Security Council resolutions 
and parliamentary votes for 
recognition.

Fadi Farhat is a lawyer based in 
Britain.

T 

he question of 
whether the 
Trump administra-
tion would quickly 
honour the pledge 
to move the US 
embassy from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem 

has exercised the minds of 
Palestinians, Israelis and the 
wider world.

In 1995, the US Congress passed 
the Jerusalem Embassy Act, which 
recognised Jerusalem as the capi-
tal of Israel and required a change 
in the embassy’s location by May 
1999.

However, this was effectively re-
sisted by every US president since 
then despite occasionally promises 
to carry it out as the United States 
continued to seek a peace deal 
between Israel and Palestinians.

During his election campaign, 
Donald Trump was explicit in his 
promise to move the embassy 
when he addressed the American 
Israel Public Affairs Committee 
conference in March 2016 and said: 
“We will move the US embassy to 
the eternal capital of the Jewish 
people, Jerusalem.”

Trump’s choice for US ambas-
sador to Israel, David Friedman, 
seemed to be a means of facilitat-
ing this move. Friedman vowed 
to “strengthen the bond between 
our two countries and advance the 
cause of peace within the region 
and look forward to doing this 
from the US embassy in Israel’s 
eternal capital, Jerusalem”.

Friedman also let it be known 
that he would live in a private 
apartment in Jerusalem and would 
work out of Jerusalem rather than 
Tel Aviv.

Since his inauguration, however, 
Trump seems to 
have rolled back on 
his embassy com-
mitment, much to 
the surprise of many. 
His spokesman, Sean 
Spicer, said recently: 
“We are at the very 
beginning stages of 
even discussing this 
subject.”

Spicer dodged a 

question from a Sky News corre-
spondent who asked: “What is the 
strategic interest for the US in the 
embassy move?”

The reality is that there is no 
strategic benefit for the United 
States in moving its embassy. The 
mere speculation that the move 
could happen raised alarms across 
the world.

The Palestinians warned of 
dire consequences with Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO) 
officials threatening to revoke rec-
ognition of Israel. The Palestinian 
president and the king of Jordan 
met in Amman in late January and 
agreed to “take steps” if the move 
happened.

Undoubtedly Trump knows that 
the United States’ strategic interest 
would be in securing a peace deal 
between Israel and Palestinians 
rather than unleash a backlash that 
he cannot predict or control by 
moving the US embassy.

The status of Jerusalem would 
be part of what would be a historic 
peace deal that he said he wanted 
to negotiate. Trump’s own experi-
ence of negotiating should tell him 
to avoid measures that antagonise 
either party to a negotiation.

Some have argued that the em-
bassy move would be so damag-
ing to US strategic interests that a 
peace deal would be pushed well 
beyond Trump’s term in office.

In moving its embassy to West 
Jerusalem, the United States 
would be recognising Israel’s 
sovereignty over West and East 
Jerusalem, which no other country 
does. It would further be violat-
ing international law. UN Security 
Council Resolution 478 rejected 
Israel’s declaration that Jerusalem 
(East and West) “complete and 
united” is its capital.

An embassy move could com-
plicate matters if other countries 
followed suit. British support for 
a move of the US embassy came 
from former secretary of State for 
Justice Michael Gove. He wrote in 
the Times of London that “Israel 
is the only state where we don’t 
locate our embassy in the nation’s 
capital and the only ally the For-
eign Office has refused to let the 
queen visit”.

He added: “So let’s celebrate the 
centenary of the Balfour declara-
tion by moving our embassy to 
Jerusalem next year and inviting 
[Queen Elizabeth II] to open it. 
What are we afraid of?”

A Foreign Office spokesman 
quickly dismissed the idea, stat-
ing: “The UK has an embassy in 
Tel Aviv and a consulate-general 
in Jerusalem. We have no plans to 
change the location of our diplo-
matic presence in either Israel or 
the occupied Palestinian territo-
ries.”

Observers note, however, that 
although a possible embassy move 
seems to have stirred the Pales-
tinian leadership into action, the 
continuation of the status quo is 
more damaging to the prospects 
of signing a peace agreement. 
Palestinians point to the contin-

ued judaisation of Jerusalem, the 
expansion of illegal settlements on 
occupied Palestinian land, which 
may be annexed by Israel at a later 
stage.

Critics argue that unless a major 
effort is put into combating the 
settlement project, there will be 
no Jerusalem left for the Palestin-
ians to claim as their capital or a 
contiguous plot of land in the West 
Bank to claim as their free inde-
pendent state.

They say that the move of the 
US embassy to Jerusalem is highly 
sensitive but is not the crux of the 
matter: The end of the occupation 
without annexing Palestinian ter-
ritories and the right of return are.

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

Fadi Farhat

Kamel Hawwash

The Palestinian aim 
of full statehood 
should transcend 
ideological party 
politics.

Unless a major effort 
is put into combating 
the settlement 
project, there will be 
no Jerusalem left for 
the Palestinians.

A Palestinian protester holds a placard during a demonstration 
against the construction of Jewish settlements and against US 
President Donald Trump, on January 20th.                                     (AFP)                                                                                                                     

Palestine   Israel

Road signs are seen in front of the Israeli settlement of Maale 
Adumim in the occupied West Bank, on January 17th.             (Reuters)                    
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Istanbul

T 

he Turks have a saying: 
“The one who arrives 
makes you miss the one 
who has gone.” While 
many in Turkish gov-

ernment circles could barely dis-
guise their glee at the departure 
of Barack Obama and the arrival 
of Donald Trump as US president, 
there are signs they may come to 
rue their initial enthusiasm.

Turkish leaders were infuriated 
by the Obama administration’s 
refusal to bypass extradition pro-
cesses and simply hand over Penn-
sylvania-based cleric Fethullah Gu-
len after Ankara blamed him for the 
failed Turkish coup last July.

US support for Syrian Kurds fight-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria 
also angered many Turks who fear 
it will lead to the establishment of 
a hostile Kurdish statelet allied to 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) re-
bels fighting for a homeland inside 
Turkey.

“Obama… left office in Wash-
ington as one of the least success-
ful presidents in the history of the 
United States,” concluded Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
foreign policy adviser Saadet Oruc 
in a column for the pro-govern-
ment Star newspaper.

So it was with some hope that 
Trump’s election was greeted in 
Turkey. Anti-Trump demonstra-
tions were a “disrespect to de-
mocracy”, said Erdogan, who also 
praised the new US president for 
“putting in his place” a CNN re-
porter at his first news conference 
after his inauguration.

“Both Erdogan and Trump repre-
sent a nationalist, nativist, populist 
battle cry against the global liberal 
order, and this creates common 
ground between the two sides,” 
Mustafa Akyol wrote in Al-Monitor.

Thin-skinned populists with a 
predilection for suing critics, Er-
dogan and Trump may just hit it 
off. Either that or the two strong-
men may become bitter rivals. 
Politics and national interests will 
probably decide.

After the initial euphoria, a new 
realism has settled into Turkish at-
titudes towards Trump, especially 
after his executive order banning 
entry into the United States from 
seven Muslim-majority countries 
and suspending a programme to 
admit Syrian refugees.

Even so, reaction to what has be-
come known as the “Muslim ban” 
from Erdogan, who sees himself as 
a champion of the Muslim world 
and whose country hosts close to 
3 million Syrian refugees, has been 
muted.

Turkey’s main concerns appear 
to be US policy regarding the Syrian 
Kurds — US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson called them “our greatest 
allies” in Syria during his confirma-
tion hearings — and whether US au-
thorities agree to Turkey’s request 
to extradite Gulen, a former Erdog-
an ally, to face charges of master-
minding the botched coup.

“What is going to be Trump’s at-
titude to the Middle East? Because 
right now the Middle East is boil-
ing over,” Erdogan said before the 
ban was put in place. “Now some 
statements regarding the Middle 
East are coming to our ears and if 
these statements are true, they are 
disturbing.”

Erdogan-watchers saw that as a 
reference to Syria. While Trump 
said he “will absolutely do safe 
zones in Syria” — an idea touted 
by Turkey almost since the conflict 

began in 2011 — Turkish leaders 
fear Trump might establish them in 
areas controlled by the Kurds. That 
would lend Kurdish aspirations le-
gitimacy and boost their chances of 
consummating their autonomy.

“Seen from Ankara, Washing-
ton’s support for the Syrian Kurds 
is an expression of hostility against 
Turkey,” Halil Karaveli wrote in The 
Turkey Analyst.

“The most powerful country in 
the Middle East is Turkey and the 
determining country is Turkey,” 
Erdogan said. “I think that it would 
not be right for humanity, for our 
world, if those who have no rel-
evance or interest in the Middle 
East, to make a very historical mis-
take and make decisions regarding 
the Middle East.”

Erdogan said he sought to meet 
with Trump as soon as possible but, 
despite the US president having 
called several world leaders, there 
was no White House acknowledge-
ment of a call with the leader of an 
important NATO ally. Turkey hosts 
both US troops and nuclear mis-
siles and is a member of the Group 
of 20 forum of major economies.

Whenever that conversation 
takes place, Erdogan said he would 
also bring up the matter of Gulen 
and the evidence Turkey has given 
US authorities to support its extra-
dition request.

“We gave them 85 dossiers and 
will ask what has happened to 
them,” Erdogan said. “Our wish is 
that this task is concluded as soon 
as possible.”

For Turkey, much will depend 
on the outcome of the extradi-
tion proceedings. In a country that 
has imprisoned 40,000 people on 
coup-related charges and holds 
more journalists in its jails than any 
other, the US verdict is likely to be 
seen as a deliberate snub if it goes 
the wrong way.

While Erdogan’s supporters have 
railed against Trump’s policies to-
wards Muslims, the Turkish presi-

dent has chosen to refrain from 
criticism and even his ministers’ 
admonitions have been mild.

What must be disturbing for Er-
dogan, though, is that one of the 
first foreign leaders Trump spoke 
with on the telephone was Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. 
Relations between Turkey and 
Egypt have been frosty since Sisi 
overthrew the Muslim Brother-
hood government in 2013.

Erdogan, an Islamist who sees 
himself as a protector of Sunni 
Muslims, was close to the Muslim 
Brotherhood government in Egypt 
and has given refuge to some of its 
leaders. He has also hosted Hamas 
and several Syrian Islamist rebel 
groups.

A bill before the US Congress to 
designate the Muslim Brotherhood 

a terrorist organisation would sour 
relations with Turkey, as would the 
realisation of Trump’s pledge to 
move the US embassy in Israel from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

While Obama is reported to have 
gone from seeing Erdogan as a 
moderate Muslim leader to an au-
thoritarian, his administration ex-
pended great diplomatic effort to 
keep the Turkish president on side 
and even allow US warplanes to use 
Turkish air bases to fly sorties in 
support of Kurdish forces fighting 
ISIS in Syria.

Quiet diplomacy though is not 
the Trump hallmark and his ad-
ministration may have its work cut 
out to meet Turkish expectations 
in the Middle East and Turkey may 
look back wistfully to the days of 
Obama.

Turkey’s high hopes 
over Trump may come 
crashing down
The Arab Weekly staff

A July 2016 file photo shows Turkish cleric and opponent to the 
Erdogan regime Fethullah Gülen at his residence in Saylorsburg, 
Pennsylvania.                                                                                              (AFP)

News & Analysis Turkey

Bells are ringing for Turkey’s moment of decision

Y
es or no? This will be 
the question for 
nearly 55 million 
voters in Turkey 
when they go to the 
polls in April, unless 

the Erdogan government changes 
its mind and calls off the vote.

A “yes” vote would legitimise a 
de facto singular rule that Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
represents as the holder of the 
executive presidency, establish-
ing a sort of sultanate that many 
analysts agree would bring an end 
to the parliamentary system 
whose roots go back to the 
foundation of the republic in 
1923.

In a nutshell, a “yes” vote 
would push Turkey into the 
league of autocracies in operation 
in Central Asia.

Erdogan was in full-scale 
“yes-I-can” mode when he 
launched the moves in January 
that led to the planned referen-
dum. Playing his Machiavellian 
cards masterfully, he kept his 
ultra-nationalist adversary, 
Devlet Bahceli, who is the leader 
of the National Movement Party 
(MHP), closer, cementing an 
Islamo-conservative bloc in the 
majority.

In return, Bahceli, is rumoured 
to have been promised cabinet 
seats for the MHP. However, given 
Erdogan’s record of political 
treachery, concerns have risen 
that Bahceli’s move was an act of 
suicide for his party.

Much has been written about 
the power shift Erdogan has 
worked so hard for since 2011. In 
short, it would abolish the 
separation of powers, hand him 
maximum powers to form a 
government and shape the entire 
state apparatus.

By way of appointments, he 
would have nearly full control 
over the judiciary, guaranteeing 
immunity from charges on abuse 
of power and corruption. By 
keeping his party affiliation, he 
would be a commander-in-chief, 
having a potential to rule the 
country by also exerting control 
of the armed forces. He would be 
empowered to issue decrees at 
will and to abolish parliament as 
he sees fit.

Sezgin Tanrikulu, a Kurdish 
deputy of the main opposition, 
secular Republican People’s Party 
(CHP), described it astutely, using 
a football club as an analogy.

“Imagine a chairman of that 
club,” he wrote. “He gets elected 
at the same time as the chairman 
of the national football federa-
tion. He has the right to appoint 
the members of the national 
referees’ committee and also 
professional football disciplinary 
commission. He shapes football 

arbitration committee as well. 
Not only that: If a player in his 
team misses a goal, he can fire 
that player. If the rival team 
happens to win against his team, 
he is entitled to punish the rival 
team. And, if despite all this, his 
team doesn’t win the champion-
ship, he has the power to cancel 
the entire league!”

Back to the question. Will it be a 
“yes” after all or “no”? Figures by 
respected national pollster AKAM 
presented a snapshot that would 
disappoint Erdogan. The survey 
in the first half of January showed 
the “no” vote at 57.6% with the 
“yes” vote at 42.4%.

This explains why there has 
been a delay by Erdogan to ratify 
the bill by parliament that would 
make the April referendum a 
must. At the time of this writing, 
ten days had passed without 
presidential approval. İs there a 
change of heart? It may that the 
presence of a large “no” vote is 
worrisome for the ruling Justice 
and Democratic Party (AKP). If so, 
a way out would be either to wait 
until 2019 elections or to declare 
snap polls. This, it seems, is the 
AKP’s hard choice.

Presuming that the chaotic and 
acrimonious politics of Turkey 
advances to referendum, how will 
the “yes” and “no” sides build 
their campaigns? Erdogan has 
made it clear that, defying once 
more the constitution, he would 
arrange at least 40 rallies. His 
strength with the public is 

unquestionable and that is what 
his party, the AKP, counts on, in 
bringing the “yes” vote to 
between 55-60%. This corre-
sponds to a total of the AKP and 
MHP vote.

There could be glitches along 
the way. The AKAM survey 
pointed out, for example, that the 
two-thirds of the ultra-nationalist 
voters of MHP said they would 
vote “no”. Anxious about this, 
Erdogan is pushing for further 
arrests and overall harassment of 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP) deputies, just to 
appease those voters. If this is the 
pattern, it is taken for granted 
that the HDP would be under huge 
legal pressure.

On the other side of the equa-
tion: The horror for the “no” side 
would be low voter turnout. The 
AKAM study indicated that 20% 
of the HDP voters polled said they 
are not willing to vote due to fear 
or mistrust. AKP likely hopes that 
harassment of the HDP would 
increase the possibility of a 
Kurdish boycott.

There are more concerns. Some 
CHP deputies openly warned that 
voters may be scared by assassi-
nations and terrorist acts, 
accusing the AKP of using all 
means to manipulate the vote. 
Exaggerated or not, this shows 
that Turkey walks on razor’s edge.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
In a nutshell, 
a “yes” vote 
would push 
Turkey into 
the league of 
autocracies.

Yes or no? This will be the 
question for nearly 55 million 
voters in Turkey when they go 
to the polls in April.

For Turkey, much 
will depend on the 
outcome of the 
Gulen extradition 
proceedings.
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Beirut

I 

ran’s test-firing of a new me-
dium-range ballistic missile 
a little over a week after US 
President Donald Trump took 
office bore all the signs of being 

a direct challenge to his untested 
administration, which has made its 
hostility towards Iran abundantly 
clear.

The White House took a tough 
line, with national security adviser 
Michael Flynn warning in a state-
ment: “Iran is now feeling embold-
ened. As of today, we are officially 
putting Iran on notice.”

That “notice” was given teeth 
February 3rd when the US Treas-
ury Department announced sanc-
tions against several companies 
and individuals in Iran and China 
that the Trump administration said 
were supporting Tehran’s ballis-
tic missile programme and the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
(IRGC). The sanctions bar American 
or US-based companies from doing 
businesses with those named by 
the Treasury Department.

Those sanctioned include Iranian 
businessman Abdollah Asgharza-
deh — already under other US pen-
alties — along with several Chinese 
companies and suppliers, mainly 
the Cosailing Business Trading 
Company in Qingdao. Other groups 
named include the Rostanian net-
work based in the Gulf region and 
Lebanon-based Hasan Dehghan 

Ebrahimi, identified as an IRGC of-
ficial whose business the Treasury 
said launders money and goods for 
Hezbollah.

The UN Security Council met 
in emergency session on January 
31st — two days after Iran’s missile 
test — at the United States’ behest, 
to discuss the launch. Trump’s new 
UN ambassador, Nikki Haley, fierce-
ly denounced Iran’s actions.

“The United States is not naive,” 
she said after the closed meeting. 
“We’re not going to stand by. You’re 
going to see us call them out as we 
said we would, and you’re going to 
see us act accordingly.”

The test flight, confirmed Febru-
ary 1st by Iranian Defence Minis-
ter Brigadier-General Hossein De-
hghan, was carried out two days 
after Trump issued an executive 
order banning refugees and the na-
tionals of seven Muslim countries, 
including Iran, from entering the 
United States. That mandate raised 
an international uproar.

US satellites monitored the 
launch of a Khorramshahr missile 
at the Semnan test centre, south of 
Tehran on the edge of Iran’s central 
Great Salt Desert. US officials said 
the missile flew 1,010km before it 
blew up.

Tensions between the United 
States and Iran centre primarily on 
the landmark July 2015 agreement 
between US-led global powers and 
the Islamic Republic in which Teh-
ran agreed to curtail its contentious 
nuclear programme in return for 
the removal of crippling economic 
sanctions.

During his election campaign, 
Trump, along with the Israelis, re-
peatedly attacked the accord nego-
tiated by his predecessor, Barack 
Obama, as a “catastrophe” because 
it only delays Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme rather than terminating it.

He declared: “My No. 1 priority 

is to dismantle the disastrous deal 
with Iran.” He seeks to renegoti-
ate it to include an outright ban on 
Iran’s missile development.

The 2015 accord did not include 
Iran’s extensive ballistic missile 
programme, under which it has 
amassed an arsenal of weapons 
and is constantly improving their 
range, destructive power and ac-
curacy. Tehran only agreed to sign 
the accord if it did not include such 
a stricture.

UN Security Council Resolution 
2231, which accompanied the agree-
ment and took effect July 20th, 
2015, barred Iran from conducting 
ballistic missile tests for eight years. 
It also said Iran “is called upon not 
to undertake any activity related 
to ballistic missiles designed to be 
capable of delivering nuclear weap-
ons, including launches using such 
ballistic missile technology”.

In a January 6th report on friction 
between the United States and Iran 
on the implementation of the 2015 
agreement, the Brussels-based In-
ternational Crisis Group observed 
that the pact remains vulnerable 
and that missile tests worsen pros-
pects that it might unravel.

This, it avowed, is because the 
pact has “not yet begun to trans-
form the enmity between Iran and 
the US, leaving it exposed to an un-
stable political environment”.

It added: “Political infighting in 
Tehran and volatility in Washing-
ton deepen uncertainties.

“The most consequential politi-
cal wild card remains the US Con-
gress, where hostility towards Iran 
runs deep, and new sanctions are 
being considered.

“This is because of concerns 
over Iran’s regional resurgence 
and ballistic missile tests, but the 

accord could not have been nego-
tiated successfully if those issues 
had been on the table,” the group 
stressed.

“Today they constitute the pri-
mary threat to its successful im-
plementation.”

Iran insists that it is not devel-
oping nuclear weapons; therefore 
there can be no justification for 
pressing it to halt its ballistic pro-
gramme.

Iran considers its growing mis-
sile arsenal — Western estimates 
put it at 200 weapons of various 
types — as its main strategic deter-
rence.

Some of its missiles are under-
stood to be capable of reaching 
Israel, which on January 18th an-
nounced the deployment of its 
first batteries of Arrow-3 intercep-
tor missiles, its first line of defence 
against ballistic weapons.

Washington 
issues new Iran 
sanctions after 
missile test
Ed Blanche

US national security adviser Michael Flynn stands with K.T. McFarland, deputy national security 
adviser, before speaking at the White House, in Washington, on February 1st.                                          (AP)

News & Analysis Iran

I
n the past few years, Iran 
has become a significant 
player in the Middle East 
that cannot be ignored. 
What has seldom been 
mentioned is what it does 

across its eastern border in 
Afghanistan.

A late December meeting 
among officials from Russia, 
China and Pakistan to discuss the 
future of Afghanistan took place 
in Moscow. Participants issued a 
statement expressing the need 
for flexibility in dealing with the 
Taliban to reach a peaceful 
solution to the conflicts in the 
country. In return, the Taliban 
political office in Qatar condoned 
the talks as they recognised the 
Taliban’s “political and military 
force” in Afghanistan.

Russia has been actively 
cultivating relations with the 
Taliban and pushed for the 
trilateral initiative. Iran has also 
been working on strengthening 
ties over the past few years.

In mid-2015 it was reported that 
a delegation from the Taliban’s 
political office visited Tehran. 
Last May, Mullah Akhtar Man-
sour, the previous head of the 

Taliban, was killed in a drone 
strike after his return from Iran.

Now, Iran is openly being 
accused by Afghan authorities of 
supporting the Taliban insur-
gency with cash and weapons. 
The governor of Afghanistan’s 
Farah province said 25 recently 
killed insurgents in the province 
had been members of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps, an 
important part of the Iranian 
armed forces.

“Iran not only has hosted 
Taliban families, it has supplied 
the group with weapons that 
could target and damage tanks 
and planes,” Afghan lawmaker 
Jumadin Gayanwal from south-
eastern Paktika province told the 
Voice of America (VOA) in Decem-
ber.

“More new faces are seen these 
days coming from Afghanistan,” 
Jamaluddin, an Afghan in 
Taybad, an Iranian city close to 
the border with Afghanistan, told 
VOA. “They are barely seen in 
public places as they try to keep 
themselves away from other 
Afghans. Some Afghans say they 
are Taliban members.”

Unsurprisingly the Afghan 
Senate announced that it would 
investigate the “worrisome” 
relations between the Taliban 
with Russia and Iran.

Whatever the investigation 
reveals, it should be noted that 
the closer Iranian-Taliban 
relations come at a time when the 
new US administration has 
exposed extreme belligerence to 
Iran.

A 2015 file photo shows Taliban fighters at Bakwah in the western 
Afghan province of Farah.                                                                       (AFP)

Iran and the Taliban:
A relationship seldom discussed

US President Donald Trump has 
frequently referred to the nuclear 
agreement between Iran and the 
United States and other world 
powers as the “worst deal ever” 
in which “everything is on the 
table” (including military action) 
on how to retaliate. Trump has 
appointed K.T. McFarland as his 
deputy national security adviser. 
She has called for regime change 
in Iran through creating internal 
instability and security problems 
in the country.

Iran has obviously entrenched 
itself more in its surroundings 
and secured a better political 
position, especially as the United 
States plans a longer stay in 
Afghanistan.

Iran’s open channels and 
support for the Taliban is a matter 
of national security. The Taliban 
was probably going to use the 
porous borders with Iran and 
engage in activities that are at 
least worrisome to Iran.

Having the Taliban operate 
under the nose of Tehran would 
guarantee that it does not violate 
Iran’s security. Should the Trump 
administration really consider 
pressuring Iran, it knows it may 
have to face more trouble in 
Afghanistan.

Mustafa Salama is an Egyptian 
researcher who has a master’s 
degree in political science from 
the American University in Cairo.

Mustafa
Salama

View point
Iran’s open 
channels and 
support for 
the Taliban 
comes as a 
matter of 
national 
security.

Iran is openly being accused 
by Afghan authorities 
of supporting the Taliban 
insurgency.

The 2015 accord 
remains vulnerable 
and missile tests only 
worsen the prospects 
it might unravel.
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Jordan king raises Jerusalem issue in Washington
Washington

A 

s the first head of state 
of a Muslim country 
to meet with Donald 
Trump since the release 
of the US president’s 

travel restrictions for seven Mus-
lim-majority countries, King Ab-
dullah II of Jordan had a lot on his 
plate. As the talks unfolded, one of 
Trump’s controversial projects took 
centre stage: The plan to move the 
US embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem.

Trump received the king Feb-
ruary 2nd at the White House for 
what the US side described as a 
“good conversation”, reports said. 
It was not revealed whether King 
Abdullah raised the issue of the 
embassy relocation in his meeting 
with Trump.

Speaking to the Christian Broad-
casting Network on January 27th, 
the day he signed the executive or-
der placing restrictions on people 
from Iraq, Iran, Syria, Yemen, Su-
dan, Libya and Somalia from trav-
elling to the United States, Trump 
said he had “always liked the con-
cept of” moving the embassy. “I’ll 
have a decision in the not-too-dis-
tant future,” he added.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu is expected to meet 
with Trump February 15th in Wash-
ington.

For Jordan, a long-time US ally 
and a country where Palestinians 
form a large part of the population, 
the embassy issue is a high prior-
ity. Potential unrest over Jerusalem 
could destabilise the kingdom. King 
Abdullah met with Palestinian Pres-
ident Mahmoud Abbas on January 
22nd for talks about the possible 

embassy move. As Jordan’s leader, 
King Abdullah is the custodian of 
Islam’s holy sites in Jerusalem.

Jordan earlier warned that mov-
ing the embassy would cross a “red 
line” and could entail “catastroph-
ic” consequences. Information 
Minister Mohammed Momani told 
the Associated Press it would be a 
“gift to extremists”, threatening US 
ties with Mideast allies.

King Abdullah used his meet-
ings in Washington to reinforce that 
message. “King Abdullah warned 
that moving the US embassy to 
Jerusalem will have regional con-
sequences that will diminish the 
opportunity for peace and reach-
ing the two-state solution,” the 
government-owned Jordan Times 
reported. “It may also weaken the 
chances for a successful war on ter-
ror,” the king reportedly told US of-
ficials.

The BuzzFeed online portal re-
ported that a US lawmaker who was 
present at a meeting of the king and 
members of the House Foreign Af-
fairs Committee, related that King 
Abdullah said even Israeli officials 
were concerned that moving the 
embassy would “enflame tensions 
between radical groups”.

The issue also came up in talks 
between King Abdullah and US 
Vice-President Mike Pence, a White 
House statement said. There was 
no word about what Pence told his 
guest. The king also met with US 

Defense Secretary James Mattis.
The embassy issue “touches a 

very sensitive chord within the 
Jordanian political system”, said 
David Mack, a former US State De-
partment official and ambassador 
to the United Arab Emirates who 
also served in Jordan.

King Abdullah would come under 
criticism in Jordan and the wider 
region if he did not try to use his 
standing in Washington to change 
Trump’s position on the embassy, 
said Mack, who works at the Middle 
East Institute in Washington.

Trump’s travel ban is another 
headache for King Abdullah, whose 
country of less than 10 million peo-
ple is hosting more than 650,000 
Syrians. “If the US is now slamming 
its doors, they are the people that 
Jordan is stuck with,” Mack said.

Another aim of the king’s US visit 
was not to let political issues over-

shadow US-Jordanian ties.
“The main goal here is to estab-

lish solid relations with the new 
administration and secure new se-
curity and financial support” for 
Jordan, said David Schenker, a for-
mer Defense Department official 
and an analyst at the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy. The 
United States is supporting Jordan 
with aid amounting to more than 
$1 billion a year, crucial help for a 
country faced with high debt and 
high unemployment.

Schenker said there was nothing 
to be gained for King Abdullah in 
pressing the Trump administration 
too hard on the embassy issue and 
the visa restrictions. It was impor-
tant “to emphasise the positive”, he 
said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Jordanian King Abdullah II (L) meets with US President Donald Trump in Washington on February 2nd. 

For Jordan, the plan 
to move the US 
embassy in Israel 
from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem is high on 
the list of priorities.

Why Trump’s anti-Muslim immigration ban is ineffectual

T
o quote from The 
Wizard of Oz: “Toto, 
I’ve a feeling we’re not 
in Kansas anymore.” 
Or perhaps William 
Butler Yeats: “All 

changed, changed utterly.” Recent 
weeks in American politics has 
been like a tornado destroying 
everything in its path.

US President Donald Trump’s 
executive order on January 27th 
that placed a 90-day ban on immi-
gration and on refugees from seven 
predominately Muslim countries 
and an indefinite ban on Syrian 
refugees ignited a firestorm across 
the United States and the world.

Thousands of Americans flooded 
airports across America to protest 
the ban and cheer those who were 
eventually allowed to enter the 
country. World leaders, even some 
senior members in Trump’s own 
Republican Party, condemned 
the move, saying it would lead to 
increased, not less, terrorism.

Yet the Trump administration, 
despite a bit of dancing around, 
stood firm and refused to back 
down. There are two reasons for 
this, one legal and one political.

A 1952 immigration law gives the 
president the right to bar any class 
of people considered “detrimen-
tal to the interests of the United 
States”. Politically, Trump knows 
his base loves it. While his overall 
popularity declined in a recent 
Gallup poll, it rose several points 
among Republicans. A recent Pew 
poll indicated that 48% of Ameri-
cans questioned said they wanted 
tougher immigration standards 
and 42% said they did not.

So, with the wind in his sails, 
why might Trump’s executive or-
der be in trouble in the long run?

One word — sloppiness.

Several media outlets reported 
that the executive order was not 
vetted by White House counsel, 
the Department of Justice (whose 
lawyers usually go over every 
executive order), the Department 
of Homeland Security or the State 
Department and that lawyers for 
the National Security Council were 
prevented from looking at it.

It also turns out that officials 
at Customs and Border Protec-
tion and the US Citizenship and 
Immigration Services were not 
informed of the action until Trump 
was signing it.

This process led to mass confu-
sion at airports across the United 
States, particularly after a series of 

judges issued injunctions against 
the executive order. Were green 
card holders, who had already 
been vetted by the government, 
going to be allowed in? In some 
places yes; in some places no. At 
Washington Dulles International 
Airport, Customs and Immigra-
tion agents deliberately ignored 
court orders, raising questions of 
contempt of court and a constitu-
tional crisis.

As one top legal expert from the 
Brookings Institution, a Washing-
ton think-tank, put it, the presi-
dent has created a “litigation-rich 
environment”. The question is: 
Did Trump use his power to hide 
his true intent — to specifically ban 

Muslims? Trump said the execu-
tive order is not meant to be a ban 
against Muslims, that he was only 
expanding on an initiative started 
by his predecessor, Barack Obama.

This has been shown to be an 
“alternative fact” and dismissed 
by legal and security experts. Also, 
there have been no deadly terrorist 
attacks in the United States com-
mitted by a refugee from any of 
the seven countries in the past 40 
years.

Trump’s case was undermined 
by his own supporters, includ-
ing former New York mayor Rudy 
Giuliani, who said that the move 
was designed to ban Muslims. That 
is the point that will be argued in 
court as US law says it is illegal to 
ban people on religious grounds.

The person to look at here is not 
Trump but his top political strate-
gist, Steve Bannon. Bannon is the 
former editor of the right-wing 
extremist Breitbart news site. Ban-
non wrote Trump’s inauguration 
speech and was said to be one of 
the main authors of all of Trump’s 
executive orders in his first week. 
It was no doubt Bannon, who hates 
government and the Washington 
power structure, who pushed 
Trump to scrap the normal vetting 
process.

In the end, however, it could be 
Bannon’s contempt for all things 
Washington that undermines 
Trump’s executive order.

Do not think this is the end, 
regardless of what happens. 
Trump has shown his hand and 
Muslims around the world are in 
his sights. The question is whether 
the American people and the US 
Constitution can stop his and his 
minions’ long-term plans.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public 
Radio, the Boston Globe and 
the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.

Tom Regan

View point
World 
leaders 
condemned 
the move, 
saying 
it would 
lead to 
increased, 
not less, 
terrorism.

It was no doubt Steve Bannon 
who pushed Trump to scrap the 
normal vetting process.

Fadi Kassar hugs his daughters Hnan, 8 and Lian, 5, for the first time in more than 
two years after the family was reunited following a flight from Amman, Jordan, 
at John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York City, on February 2nd.      (Reuters) 

Thomas Seibert
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A strange new world

H
as the world turned 
upside down? A 
Republican US 
president promises 
trade protection and 
wants to scrap 

free-trade agreements. Nearly 28 
years after Ronald Reagan, then 
out of office, applauded the fall of 
the Berlin Wall, President Donald 
Trump is cosying up to a Russian 
president who was a KGB intelli-
gence officer when the wall came 
down.

In Europe, some of NATO’s 
strongest defenders are on the 
left, which was once sceptical of 
the military alliance whose value 
is being questioned by Trump. A 
British prime minister professing 
admiration of Margaret Thatcher 
has committed her government to 
a greater state role in the economy 
while disavowing past military 
interventions designed to 
“remake the world in our own 
image”.

A Communist government in 
Beijing is standing up for interna-
tional trade, while China, whose 
rapid economic growth once 
seemed the biggest looming threat 

to the global environment, 
champions the 194-country 2016 
Paris agreement on curbing 
greenhouse gases.

Change seems most attractive to 
those let down by the so-called 
new world order that followed the 
demise of Communism in 1989. 
The “end of history” proclaimed 
by Francis Fukuyama turned out 
to be neither liberal nor demo-
cratic for much of the world: Even 
within rich countries, swathes of 
voters began to feel left behind by 
global forces they no longer 
understood.

Hence the temptation to 
welcome Trump. Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has 
sensed a “new spirit” in US-Egyp-
tian relations and sees the new US 
president as an ally against 
Islamic extremism, which for Sisi 
includes the Muslim Brotherhood. 
In Syria, rebels wary of Trump’s 
regard for Russian President 
Vladimir Putin have welcomed his 
recent call for “safe zones” within 
the country to stem the flow of 
refugees.

Many throughout the Arab 
world are encouraged by Trump’s 
criticism of Iran’s 2015 nuclear 
agreement with world powers and 
by his appointment of officials — 
including James Mattis as Defense 
secretary — known for antipathy 
towards Tehran. However, it has 
dawned on the more thoughtful 
that scrapping a deal under which 

Iran has slashed its stocks of 
enriched uranium and accepted 
intrusive UN inspections may not 
be a preferable alternative.

Among the noisiest in the queue 
lauding Trump is Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, 
who no doubt recognises some-
one else who came to power 
through an alliance of the reli-
gious right and a disgruntled 
working class.

Trump has also expressed 
sympathy for extending Jewish 
settlements in the West Bank — 
although Mattis has been a critic 
and Rex Tillerson, the new 
secretary of State, has as an oil 
executive developed awareness of 
Arab sensitivities. But moving the 
US embassy from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem, while scoring points 
for Trump with his domestic 
Israeli lobby, could sound the 
death knell of the peace process 
and the two-state solution.

Expanding settlements, 
effectively to absorb all of 
mandate Palestine, will, as former 
Mossad operative Yossi Alpher 
demonstrated last year in his book 
No End of Conflict, means Israel 
cannot remain both a democracy 
and a Jewish state. The quashing 
of Palestinian aspirations to 
statehood or even civil rights will 
have lasting, and dangerous, 
consequences not just for Israel 
but for anyone standing in the 
way of militants exploiting the 

Palestinian cause.
Trump is something new but his 

swashbuckling, impulsive 
approach has its clearest prec-
edent in the 2003 invasion of Iraq, 
when the US administration 
proclaimed a Gordian knot whose 
slicing would transform the 
Middle East and give, as vice-pres-
ident Dick Cheney put it: “The 
freedom-loving peoples of the 
region… a chance to promote the 
values that can bring lasting 
peace”.

As the late American publisher 
Malcolm Forbes once said: “It’s so 
much easier to suggest solutions 
when you don’t know too much 
about the problem.” More than 
ever the Arab region has a deep 
interest in multilateralism, 
whether it is trade with the 
European Union, international 
security or achieving a just 
settlement in Syria. International 
law, diplomacy and shared values 
still offer a better path than each 
national leadership, or faction, 
following Trump’s lead in trying 
to grab what it can in its own 
short-term interests.

Simple solutions can be exciting 
but they rarely work. Change is 
not always for the better. Turning 
the world upside down may not 
produce a world the right way up.

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

Turning 
the world 
upside 
down 
may not 
produce a 
world the 
right way 
up.

The quashing of Palestinian 
aspirations to statehood will 
have lasting and dangerous 
consequences.

Trump’s strategy 
against ISIS
takes shape:
The good, the bad 
and the ugly
Sabahat Khan

Dubai

D 

uring his election cam-
paign, US President Don-
ald Trump promised no 
flip-flopping against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and 

spoke about a secret plan he had to 
destroy the group. Having taken of-
fice on January 20th, Trump’s plan 
against ISIS remains a secret. His 
strategy, however, is slowly begin-
ning to take shape.

On his first day in office, Trump’s 
new secretary of Defense, James 
Mattis, authorised 31 strikes in Syria 
and Iraq against ISIS targets. Since 
then, the United States has con-
ducted numerous attacks in those 
countries and also against al-Qaeda 
in Yemen.

Media reports say Trump’s con-
versations with the leaders of Rus-
sia, Turkey, Britain and France 
have often focused around working 
together in the fight against ISIS, 
whose defeat has long been de-
clared Trump’s foreign policy and 
national security priority.

It remains to be seen how he 
may or may not be restricted by 
the complexities of contending in-
terests abroad, especially the US 
relationships with Russia, Turkey 
and its Arab Gulf partners. These 
relationships are complex because 
different stakeholders in the Syrian 

war cannot reach a consensus on 
whether it is acceptable for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad to continue 
in office as well as for officials in his 
regime who have allegedly been 
involved in illegal acts of violence 
against civilians.

Russian-backed efforts for peace 
talks have shown promise but pro-
gress is fragile. Neither is it clear 
whether Trump will, or even can, 
completely disassociate the United 
States from support for Sunni re-
bels fighting both Assad and ISIS 
and to Kurdish militias that are 
fighting ISIS but have also driven 
Ankara deep into Moscow’s camp.

American credibility is on the line 
when it comes to Syria and political 
retreat would complicate how it 
can influence wider regional devel-
opments at a time when other sen-
sitive regional issues are delicately 
poised. Yet, credibility of a certain 
kind seems to be of great impor-
tance to Trump as he has been 
demonstrating the extent to which 
he is not swayed by opposition and 
resistance and has made no radical 
changes to his brash campaign style 
of leadership.

Trump’s blanket ban on travellers 
from seven Muslim-majority coun-
tries — Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Libya, 
Sudan, Somalia and Iran — to the 
United States and extreme vetting 
announced for people from Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan will affect 
almost half a billion people. With 

its legality in question, critics have 
interpreted this as a ban on Muslim 
travellers and immigrants to the 
United States.

Western European allies of the 
United States felt compelled to 
criticise the new White House ad-
ministration. A petition in Britain 
to ban Trump from the country 
only a week after he was issued an 
invitation for a state visit caused 
the British government serious em-
barrassment. During her visit to the 
United States, British Prime Min-
ister Theresa May, the first foreign 
leader to meet with Trump at the 
White House, made various stops 
around Washington speaking about 
the need to build partnerships and 
steer clear of unwinnable wars.

In some ways, Trump’s intensity 
could be said to rival that of George 
W. Bush following the terrorist at-
tacks of September 11th, 2001, but 
the world is not interested in an-
other crusading global war on ter-

rorism intentionally or otherwise 
and Trump could be handing prop-
aganda victories to ISIS and similar 
extremist groups.

In normal circumstances, tight-
ening immigration and travel from 
high-risk areas regarding terrorism 
is a standard practice and the pre-
rogative of sovereign governments. 
Indeed, many travellers, especially 
Muslims, have experienced diffi-
culties in obtaining visas and im-
migration clearance to the United 
States for many years. For example, 
the same seven Muslim countries 
hit with the travel ban by Trump 

faced targeted measures during the 
Obama administration when dual 
nationals were suspended from 
visa waiver programmes.

At home and abroad, Trump re-
mains a controversial political fig-
ure. His boldness and directness 
brought him to office but it will be 
political balance that will enable 
him to accomplish what he intends 
to and that seems under scrutiny.

Trump may not intend all he says 
and may not be able to say all he 
intends despite his self-professed 
detestation for political correct-
ness but his style has generated an 
increasingly defiant opposition at 
home and abroad to the extent that 
large parts of his secret plan for ISIS 
may need to be revised before it can 
even be fully unveiled.

Sabahat Khan is based in Dubai 
and maintains a cross-disciplinary 
focus in international security, 
defence policy and strategic issues.

Iraqi police forces train with US-led coalition members at Basmaya base 40km south-east of Baghdad, 
on February 1st.                                                                                                                                                                  (AP)                                                                                               

The world is not 
interested in another 
crusading global war 
on terrorism 
intentionally or 
otherwise.

Trump’s secret plan 
against ISIS remains 
a secret; however, 
his strategy is slowly 
beginning to take 
shape.

It remains to be seen 
how Trump may or 
may not be restricted 
by the complexities 
of contending 
interests abroad.

Gareth Smyth

View point
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Kuwait launches ambitious development plan
The Arab Weekly staff

London

N 

ot to be outdone by 
its Gulf neighbours, 
Kuwait has launched 
its own development 
plan. Dubbed “New 

Kuwait 2035″, the initiative’s goal 
is to diversify Kuwait’s economy 
away from the energy sector, which 
makes up 88% of the country’s 
gross domestic product (GDP) and 
increase employment opportuni-
ties for its nationals.

Kuwait’s plan, like Saudi Arabia’s 
Vision 2030, is designed to generate 
capital through large projects, by 
developing the tourist industry and 
increasing economic output from 
the country’s private sector.

Kuwaiti Prime Minister Jaber 
Al-Hamad al-Sabah described the 
development plan as a means for 
“achieving an honourable living 
and a bright future for the youth 

and next generations” in announc-
ing New Kuwait 2035 on January 
30th.

Minister of Social Affairs and La-
bour Hind Sabih al-Sabih said the 
plan envisions reducing the num-

ber of expats from 70% to 60% of 
the population by the end of the 
decade.

“Today we launch initiatives that 
will transform our economy, create 
jobs, attract foreign direct invest-
ments and facilitate knowledge 
transfer in the fields of renewable 
energy, information technology 
and the services sector,” Minister 
of State for Cabinet Affairs Sheikh 
Mohammad Abdullah al-Mubarak 
al-Sabah said.

“Today we launch a consolidated 
and comprehensive strategy that 
will empower and inspire the coun-
try for generations to come.”

Kuwaiti Oil Minister Essam al-

Marzouq said at the New Kuwait 
2035 launch that a 50% stake in Ku-
wait’s power and water company 
would be sold to the private sector. 
The move is expected to pave the 
way for creating three new power 
companies with an emphasis on 
renewable energy and a goal of 
providing 15% of Kuwait’s energy 
needs via renewable sources by 
2030.

“Kuwait is well positioned to mit-
igate the impact of lower oil prices 
on the economy,” the International 
Monetary Fund said in a report re-
leased last month. “Nonetheless, 
‘lower-for-longer’ oil prices call for 
the steadfast implementation of 
reforms. The government’s… re-
form strategy is rightly focused on 
reforming public finances and pro-
moting a greater role for the private 
sector in generating growth and 
jobs for nationals.”

Kuwait announced a budget on 
January 31st that expects a deficit 
of $25.9 billion for the next fiscal 
year.

Kuwaiti Oil Minister Essam al-Marzouq attends a parliament
session in Kuwait City, on January 10th.                                             (AFP)

The Kuwaiti plan, 
like Saudi Arabia’s 
Vision 2030, is 
designed to generate 
capital through large 
projects.

Egypt minister defends borrowing strategy

Cairo

T
he overriding goal 
for Sahar Nasr, 
Egypt’s Interna-
tional Cooperation 
minister, is to 
convince interna-
tional donors, 
development 

partners and institutions to lend 
Egypt billions of dollars.

Such an amount of money, Nasr 
said, is vital if Egypt is to imple-
ment its economic development 
plan for this fiscal year.

“We will use the money in initiat-
ing indispensable health, education 
and sewage projects in different 
parts of Egypt,” Nasr said. “True, 
some of these projects will not have 
financial returns but investing in 
humans is what will help our coun-
try make progress in the future.”

Nasr said she was stunned when 
villagers in southern Egypt, whom 
she visited a few months ago, told 
her that their utmost dream was 
to have drinking water delivered 
to their homes. At another village, 
locals told Nasr that they needed 
small projects to help them earn a 
living.

She said she has these aspirations 
in mind when she works to make 
Egypt’s development plans a real-
ity. Since taking over in September 
2015, Nasr, an economics professor 
at the American University in Cairo, 
has brought in billions of dollars in 
grants and easy-term loans to Egypt 
at a time the country badly needed 
the funding.

Nasr’s success is guaranteed by 
growing international confidence 
in the Egyptian economy and the 
Egyptian leadership, observers 
said. They add that international 
donors would not risk their money 
in a country where the economic 
future was not certain.

“Donors make very thorough 
studies about the economic pros-
pects of countries before lending 
them,” economist Abdel Raouf al-
Idrisi said. “Donors will never lend 
a country like Egypt if they are not 
certain that this country can repay 
the loans.”

From 2011-16, Egypt received $31 
billion in loans from other coun-
tries and international institutions, 
the Central Bank of Egypt data in-
dicate. Nasr has secured $10 billion 
in grants and easy-term loans since 
taking office.

She said the grants and loans 
were used in implementing social 
protection projects, including the 
Solidarity and Dignity programme, 
which gives monthly financial 
support to 1.2 million families. The 

annual budget of the programme is 
$400 million and the government 
tries to enlist more beneficiaries 
to cushion the effects of economic 
reforms on the poor.

“Such a programme and others 
offer the necessary social protec-
tion to millions of people in our 
country,” Nasr said. “We are badly 
in need for such programmes, es-
pecially in the light of the ongoing 
economic reforms.”

The reforms have included the 
flotation of the national currency 
against foreign currencies and a 
slashing of fuel, electricity and 
water subsidies. The reforms have 
been devastating to poor and mid-
dle-class Egyptians, where 27.8% of 
the population is considered under 
the poverty line

Samir Ghattas, a lawmaker and a 
political commentator, said Nasr’s 
policies and the government’s over-
dependence on borrowing paralyse 
Egypt’s economy and destroy its 
future prospects.

“The minister follows a misguid-
ed policy because she soaks the 
country in endless debts,” Ghat-
tas said. “Instead of borrowing, 
the government should think of 
attracting investments, increasing 
exports and generating revenues 
from production.”

By the end of October 2016, 
Egypt’s foreign debts totalled 
$55.8 billion, up from $48.1 billion 
in 2015. The obligations amount 
to 98% of Egypt’s gross domestic 
product, a situation that could be 
an economic catastrophe, econo-
mists said.

This was probably why Egyptian 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi asked 
government ministers not to ac-
cept loans before ensuring that the 
national budget had enough funds 
for repayment.

However, Nasr’s efforts to fuel 
the implementation of Egypt’s 
economic and social development 
plans should not be underesti-
mated.

Among the youngest of the 
cabinet members, Nasr, 47, has 
introduced tremendous change to 
the way the International Coop-
eration Ministry works. She also 
revolutionised Egypt’s cooperation 
with international development 
partners.

Nasr emphasised that the money 
she delivers to the national treas-
ury improves living conditions 
for the Egyptian people and helps 
the government introduce basic 
services to the public.

“When we bring clean drinking 
water to people in the country-
side, for example, we contribute to 
improving public health,” she said. 
“This saves millions of pounds that 
can be spent on the treatment of 
the public in case contaminated 
water causes them health prob-
lems.”

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

I n t e r v i e w

Hassan Abdel Zaher

From 2011-16, 
Egypt received 
$31 billion in 
loans, the Central 
Bank of Egypt 
said.

International Cooperation Minister Sahar Nasr talking to The Arab Weekly during the interview.                                                          (Hassan Abdel Zaher)
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Dubai giant behind 
palm islands posts 
record profits

Iraq complies with 
scale of OPEC cut

No end to 
Turkish central 
bank unorthodox 
lira defence

Dubai real estate giant Nakheel 
said it made a record profit of $1.35 
billion last year and further reduced 
its debt.

The government-owned company 
said net profits reached 4.96 billion 
dirhams in 2016, up 13% from the 
previous year, helped by strong per-
formances in retail, hospitality and 
residential leasing.

Nakheel Chairman Ali Rashid 
Lootah described 2016 as a “mo-
mentous year” with the group re-
cording its highest-ever net profit.

The group repaid $1.2 billion of 
debt that had been raised with Is-
lamic bonds, he said. Nakheel was 
part of the government-linked Dubai 
World group, which shook global 
markets in 2009 when it signalled 
it was facing difficulties paying off 
debts totalling nearly $25 billion.

As part of Nakheel’s restructur-
ing, Dubai injected $9.5 billion into 
the company in exchange for eq-
uity, separating the firm from Dubai 
World and making it fully govern-
ment-owned.

(Agence France-Presse)

Iraq significantly reduced oil out-
put in January, industry sources and 
export data indicated, but has yet to 
reach levels expected by the Organi-
sation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC).

A Reuters survey found Iraq low-
ered output by 200,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) compared with December, 
nearly all the 210,000 bpd reduction 
it was supposed to make under the 
OPEC deal.

The drop in Iraqi production, 
however, was from 4.71 million bpd 
in December, rather than from the 
4.561 million bpd reference level 
for Iraq under the OPEC deal. This 
means Iraq, in pumping 4.51 million 
bpd in January, has complied with 
24% of its reduction, lower than 
other big OPEC producers.

Shipping data tracked by Reuters 
and supported by an industry source 
suggest that most of the reduction 
came from Iraq’s southern oilfields.

(Reuters)

Turkey’s central bank signalled it 
would stick with unorthodox steps 
to manage the fall in the lira, say-
ing moves to drive up funding costs 
were working and would continue 
until the inflation outlook improves.

The lira fell more than 7% in recent 
weeks after double-digit declines in 
both 2015 and 2016, making it one of 
the world’s worst-performing cur-
rencies, while the economy shrank 
in the third quarter for the first time 
in seven years.

The bank stopped one-week re-
purchases of government securities 
from commercial banks, closing the 
main channel for funding the mar-
ket and raised overnight and last-re-
sort borrowing rates, pushing fund-
ing costs for banks higher without 
changing the benchmark rate.

With the lira continuing to weak-
en, the bank raised its inflation fore-
cast for the end of 2017 to 8% from 
6.5% in its previous report. Its fore-
cast for inflation at the end of 2018 
stands at 6%.

(Reuters)

Briefs

Washington

P 

lans to develop renew-
able energy sources in 
Saudi Arabia are gaining 
new life as part of Saudi 
Vision 2030, the massive 

economic revamping brainchild of 
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

Fledgling efforts during former 
King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud’s era began six years before 
he was installed in office. With 
King Fahd’s incapacitating illness, 
Crown Prince Abdullah’s role to in-
troduce renewables, such as solar 
and wind power, were moving at a 
snail’s pace. They were effectively 
put on hold in the first two years 
of King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud’s reign as the kingdom priori-
tised making fundamental chang-
es to how the Saudi government 
works and shifting its oil-centric 
economy towards a more diversi-
fied one with an enhanced private 
sector.

The kingdom is now ready to roll 
out robust plans to develop nascent 
solar and wind power capabilities 
that could have far-reaching effects 
outside its borders.

In mid-January, Saudi Oil Minis-
ter Khalid al-Falih announced that 
the government was weeks away 
from introducing a renewable en-
ergy programme that would in-
volve investment of $30 billion-$50 
billion by 2023. Falih said the first 
round of bidding for projects under 
the programme would begin within 
weeks. The first tender is report-
edly for 400 megawatts (MW) of 
wind capacity and 300MW of solar 
capacity, valued at $700 million.

Saudi Arabia’s domestic power 
demand is growing 8% each year 

and the kingdom burns as much 
crude oil products as it does natu-
ral gas to generate electricity. The 
Saudis are thus motivated to de-
velop renewables and other energy 
sources so as to not lose potential 
export revenue from crude that is 
currently used to meet domestic 
consumption.

Unwilling to assume the full fi-
nancial burden that these energy 
projects will require, the Saudi 
government wants to work with 
domestic and foreign firms that will 
take on much of the cost and risk.

When Saudi Vision 2030 was 
unveiled last April, it pointed to 
renewable energy as an essen-
tial component of the diversifica-
tion away from an oil-dependent 
economy. The 5-year National 
Transformation Programme (NTP) 
announced in June established a 
target of 3.45 gigawatts (GW) — 4% 
of total power consumption — from 
renewable energy by 2023, though 
Saudi Aramco recently stated that 
the 3.45GW goal was being acceler-
ated to 2020.

The kingdom generates less than 
1% of its total energy from renew-
able energy. In May 2012, the King 
Abdullah City for Atomic and Re-
newable Energy an nounced its plan 
to install 41GW of solar power by 
2032, which was con sidered far-
fetched given that the kingdom was 
essentially starting from scratch. In 
January 2015, it pushed back that 
timeframe from 2032 to 2040. It is 
unclear whether that 41GW target 
for 2040 is still in play in the latest 
plans that have been announced.

King Salman’s government says 
the effects of cultivating Saudi solar 
and wind power can extend beyond 
the kingdom’s borders and benefit 
not only the government’s coffers 
but meet the electricity needs of 
other regions. Speaking January 
20th at the World Economic Fo-
rum in Davos, Switzerland, Falih 
suggested that Saudi Arabia could 

become a “major exporter” of re-
newable energy, saying, “solar that 
is produced in Saudi Arabia can 
be exported all the way to Europe 
through a network”.

Speaking at an energy conference 
in Abu Dhabi a few days earlier, 
Falih pointed to Africa as a poten-
tial recipient of Saudi renewable 
energy, saying that the kingdom 
was developing ways to connect 
its renewable energy projects with 
Yemen, Egypt and Jordan. The 
Saudi government hopes not only 
to export power from its renew-
able energy sources but also supply 
other regions with solar panels and 
wind turbines.

The Saudi government, Falih 
said, is also planning to make “sig-
nificant investment in nuclear en-
ergy”. He said the government was 
in the early stages of feasibility and 
design studies for the construction 
of two commercial nuclear reac-
tors that together would produce 
2.8GW. Although Saudi Arabia has 
in recent years signed a number of 
nuclear energy cooperation accords 
with other governments, agree-

ments with France, South Korea 
and Russia go further by including 
feasibility studies for atomic power 
plants and fuel cycle work in the 
kingdom.

In 2011, King Abdullah City for 
Atomic and Renewable Energy an-
nounced its intention to build 16 
nuclear power reactors by 2032 to 
produce up to 17.6GW of power. 
It estimated that the cost of con-
structing that number of nuclear 
plants would be $80 billion and 
Saudi Arabia’s recent financial con-
straints have dampened momen-
tum on making that type of com-
mitment.

King Salman’s government has 
not indicated whether it is stick-
ing to the proposed schedule and 
nuclear power generation target. It 
is also unclear how much of a stake 
the Saudis would allow private do-
mestic firms or foreign state com-
panies in partial ownership of the 
nuclear power facilities.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

Saudis take new interest in renewable energy
Jareer Elass

A 2012 file picture shows a Saudi man walking past solar panels at 
the King Abdulaziz City for Science and Technology, Al-Oyeynah 
Research Station.                                                                                     (Reuters)                                                   

Saudi Arabia’s 
domestic power 
demand is growing at 
8% annually.

Nascent solar and 
wind power 
capabilities could 
have far-reaching 
effects outside Saudi 
borders.

As Trump eyes Iraq’s oil, Abadi struggles to pay the bills
Harvey Morris

London

I 

n January, the United States 
backed Iraq’s issue of $1 billion 
of government bonds as Bagh-
dad struggles to pay the bills in 
a cash-strapped economy.

The US guarantee means the gov-
ernment will pay just 2.1% interest 
on the 5-year bonds, well below the 
price of its unguaranteed debt.

That is a useful discount to have 
for an administration that has been 
buffeted by political instability, a 
war against the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and, above all, depressed world oil 
prices.

Baghdad relies almost totally on 
income from oil exports and was 
badly hit by a more than 40% drop 
in crude prices from 2014, the same 
year that ISIS grabbed about one-
third of the country’s territory.

Since then, ISIS has retreated and 
the oil price has recovered from the 
depths of that depression. Oil pric-
es are hovering between $50-$60 a 
barrel, well down from the $100-
plus levels of mid-2014.

By the end of 2015, oil sales only 
covered half the Iraq budget and 
this year the deficit will be around 
$20 billion. It is not just about the 
oil price, however. Baghdad has 

been running deficits throughout 
the decade and more since the US-
led invasion, even when the crude 
price was high.

The high post-invasion oil price 
encouraged runaway hiring in the 
government sector in which a grow-
ing phalanx of under-employed 
bureaucrats has been draining the 
public purse. The budget went up 
fivefold in barely more than a dec-
ade.

The piles of pay going to phantom 
employees who did not actually ex-
ist was a factor prompting reforms 
announced by Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haidar al-Abadi in 2015.

The effect of the reform pro-
gramme will be a factor, along with 
boosted oil production and interna-
tional loans, in meeting the healthy 
growth rates international institu-
tions are cautiously predicting for 
the rest of the decade.

However, the Baghdad govern-
ment will still have to sustain many 
of the costs of combating ISIS, still 
to be completely ousted from Mo-
sul, funding post-war reconstruc-
tion and providing for 3.5 million 
people displaced in the conflict.

The United States, leading the 
international coalition supporting 
Iraqi forces against ISIS, is a key 
backer, as the loan guarantee in-
dicates, but since Donald Trump 
entered the White House, future 
strategy in Iraq is one of the many 
unknowns about the direction of 
Washington’s foreign policy.

Baghdad will want an assurance 
— at a minimum — that the United 
States will continue its military 
support. Abadi will be looking for 
political support for policies aimed 

at bringing Iraqis together at a time 
when sectarian strongmen of vari-
ous stripes snap at his heels.

Above all, the government will 
want to know what assistance will 
be forthcoming to help it put the 
country physically back together.

Trump’s “America First” slogan 
and his promise to prioritise in-
frastructure renewal at home may 
mean Iraq joining others at the back 
of the queue for aid. His first re-
marks on Iraq as president, echoing 
his rhetoric during the campaign, 
indicated his priorities might not be 
the same as Baghdad’s.

Speaking at CIA headquarters on 
the first full day of his presidency, 
Trump said: “If we kept the [Iraqi] 
oil, you probably wouldn’t have 
ISIS, because that’s where they 
made their money in the first place, 
so we should have kept the oil,” be-
fore adding ominously, “but, OK, 
maybe we’ll have another chance.”

It may have been a characteristic 
throwaway remark or it could have 
been a hint that Trump wants to 
get his hands on Iraq’s oil wealth, 
perhaps as compensation for the 
treasure the United States has laid 
out since 2003.

Either way, it did not generate 
confidence that the new admin-

istration will be investing its own 
dollars to rebuild the shattered re-
gions of Iraq.

It was not exactly well received in 
Iraq. “There’s no way Trump could 
take the oil unless he launched a 
new military front and start a new 
world war,” a member of the Popu-
lar Mobilisation Forces was quoted 
as telling BuzzFeed’s Borzou Dara-
gahi.

Maybe Trump’s words were just 
rhetorical bluster. Iraqi state televi-
sion subsequently quoted Abadi as 
saying he had received messages 
from the new US administration of-
fering to increase its level of assis-
tance to Iraq.

Abadi needs all the aid he can 
get. It is estimated that just to re-
build Ramadi, the Anbar province 
city from which ISIS was evicted in 
2016, will require an investment of 
$10 billion. Mosul, the urban front 
line between Iraqi and ISIS forces, 
is three times bigger.

Once ISIS is eradicated in Iraq, 
aid experts estimate it could take a 
decade to put liberated areas of the 
country back together.

That will inevitably require inter-
national assistance to Baghdad, re-
gardless of domestic growth levels 
and increased oil revenues. In that 
context, Trump’s decision in his 
statement at CIA headquarters to 
quote the expression “to the victor 
belong the spoils” maybe was not 
very helpful.

Harvey Morris has written several 
books on the Middle East, includ-
ing No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds pub-
lished in 1993.

Once ISIS is 
eradicated it is 
estimated that it 
could take a decade 
to put the liberated 
areas of Iraq back 
together.

Trump’s “America 
First” slogan may 
mean Iraq joining 
others at the back of 
the queue for aid.
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Jerusalem

A 

film about Arab-Israeli 
women who left their vil-
lages to live in Tel Aviv 
has angered traditional-
ists in Israel’s Arab com-

munity, who say its depiction of ho-
mosexuality and independent single 
women is insulting.

In Between, which has an Arab 
director and a Jewish producer, 
won two awards — Best Debut Fea-
ture Film and Artistic Achievement 
in an Israeli Feature Film — at the 
Haifa International Film Festival in 
October and accolades in Toronto 
and San Sebastian with its portrayal 
of three very different women who 
share an apartment in Israel’s most 
liberal city.

Layla is a lawyer and liberal Mus-
lim who parties every night; Salma, 
from a traditional Christian family, 
is gay and works as a DJ and bar-
tender; and Nour is a devout Muslim 
computer student whose Muslim fi-
ancé rapes her.

“The women have chosen to 
seek a modern life by abandoning 
the customs and traditions of their 
home villages but at the same time, 
as ethnic Palestinians in Tel Aviv, 
they encounter discrimination,” 
director Maysaloun Hamoud said. 
“They just can’t win.”

The film addresses issues that 
some of Israel’s Arabs, who make 

up about 20% of the country’s 8.5 
million people, prefer not to see on 
screen.

The conservative leadership of 
Umm al-Fahm, a large Arab Israeli 
town that features in the film, has 
called for a boycott of the movie.

“We support art that has a pur-
pose and art that criticises the nega-
tive aspects of our society, but we 
oppose a movie that distorts the im-
age of Umm al-Fahm,” said Abed Al-
Monem Fuad, a spokesman for the 
municipality.

Sana Jammelieh, who plays Sal-
ma, said it was time for Israel’s Arab 
community to address the movie’s 
subject matter.

“No one wants to talk about ho-
mosexuality or a woman who feels 
free enough to party all night and 
drink alcohol but they should be 
discussed so (Arab society) can 
catch up with the modern world,” 
she said.

Mouna Hawa, who plays Layla, 
said she expected the criticism but 
added that it did not worry her: “It 
took courage to make this film but I 
feel convinced that it reflects many 
real lives in our society.”

(Reuters)

Film on Arab-Israeli women in Tel Aviv tests taboos
Suheir Sheikh

Beirut

“W 

hat is shown in 
the documentary 
illustrates just a 
small part of the 
suffering that we 

have been through,” said Ibrahim 
al-Haj, a member of Syria’s civil de-
fence White Helmet teams operat-
ing in rebel-held areas that came to 
be known as the White Helmets.

The documentary Last Men in 
Aleppo is about the gruelling day-
to-day work of the White Helmets. 
It recently won the World Cinema 
Grand Jury Prize: Documentary at 
the 2017 Sundance Film Festival.

Directed by Syrian film-maker 
Feras Fayyad and co-directed and 
co-edited by Steen Johannessen 
of Denmark, the film follows two 
members of the White Helmets — 
Khaled Harrah and Mahmoud Heter — 
as they work through the rubble and 
ruins of bombed buildings trying to 
rescue victims after each attack from 
the air during the siege of eastern 
Aleppo

“Khaled was martyred while res-
cuing civilians, as Mahmoud strug-
gled to dig out victims from under 
the debris of destroyed buildings. 
The sufferings were much, much 
bigger than anyone could imagine,” 
Haj said in a telephone interview 
from Idlib in north-western Syria.

Fayyad’s film was shot over 
two years beginning in 2014 while 
bombs from Syrian and Russian 
planes rained on Aleppo, restrict-
ing the movement of the volunteers 
and the 250,000 civilians — the ones 
remaining from a pre-war popula-
tion of more than 2 million — to an 
ever-smaller part of the city. When-
ever a bomb reduced a building to 
ruins, the White Helmets would ar-
rive as quickly as possible to rescue 
the injured.

Film coordinator Khaled Khatib 
stressed the importance of the doc-
umentary as a testament to the self-
lessness and courage of the White 
Helmets.

“We feel it is important for peo-
ple and average citizens around the 

world to know that in Syria there are 
people who are struggling for peace 
and humanity,” Khatib said. “Unfor-
tunately, the image they have about 
Syria nowadays is that there is 
merely a war between [the Islamic 
State] ISIS and the regime.”

“We wanted to show the sacri-
fices of these volunteers, who they 
are, what their mission is, how they 
work and under what conditions. 
Also, we tried to shed light on the 
humanitarian catastrophe that was 
taking place. When you see the film, 
you will know the extent of suffer-
ing of the people who were living in 
Aleppo,” added Khatib, who spoke 
via telephone from Turkey.

White Helmet volunteers and 
their civil defence centres are often 
targeted. Planes would bomb civil-
ians and circle back to bomb rescue 
workers who were responding to 
the first attack.

“We have lost more than 159 
White Helmets volunteers, martyrs 
killed in different parts of Syria. 
Also, some 83 members have been 
totally disabled after losing limbs or 
their eyesight,” Haj said.

The last scenes of the documen-
tary were filmed one week before 
the fall of eastern Aleppo to regime 
forces, cameraman Mujahid Abu al-
Joud said by phone from Turkey.

“We started filming two years 
ago under very difficult conditions 
but the last few months were the 
worst,” he said. “More than once we 
have been directly targeted while 
escorting the civil defence teams, 
going into extremely dangerous 
zones.”

The worst situation, however, 
which Joud said will mark him for-
ever, was when Khaled Harrah, one 
of the film’s two protagonists, was 
killed in the bombardment while 
carrying out his duties.

“It was a big shock for all of us 
to see one of the main characters 
disappear,” Joud said. “He was a 
friend and someone that we have 
been following for more than a year-

and-a-half. We were all affected by 
his death. None of the cameramen 
could film the incident.”

Reviews of Last Men in Aleppo 
noted the many children and young 
people the director interviewed. 
While representing the future of 
the country, Aleppo’s children offer 
a semblance of relative innocence 
and truth in a heavily politicised 
and propaganda-heavy conflict. It 
is heart-wrenching to see and hear 
small children talk about having 
their schools bombed, losing fam-
ily members or dealing with fallout 
from chemical weapons.

The White Helmets, who were ac-
cused by Syrian President Bashar 
Assad as being the “facelift of al-
Nusra in Aleppo” and of faking res-
cue operations for publicity, have 
been receiving quite some atten-
tion. Orlando von Einsiedel’s short 
Netflix documentary The White 
Helmets has been nominated for an 
Academy Award and actor George 
Clooney is reportedly working on a 
feature version.

The film-makers behind The 
White Helmets said they planned on 

taking two members of the group to 
the February 26th Oscars ceremony 
in Los Angeles but US President 
Donald Trump’s travel ban — which 
affects Syria and six other countries 
— may prevent that.

The White Helmets producer Joan-
na Natasegara said in a statement: 
“These people are the bravest hu-
manitarians on the planet and the 
idea that they could not be able to 
come with us and enjoy that success 
is just abhorrent.”

The White Helmets are an unlike-
ly group of heroes. They are tailors, 
bakers, teachers and other ordinary 
Syrians who banded together in 
2013 to save the lives others were 
working so hard to take. They have 
saved more than 78,529 lives.

“Thank God our work is being ap-
preciated and we have been award-
ed more than 35 awards in the past 
three years, including nomination 
to the Noble Peace Prize,” Haj said. 
“This is an honour for us and for the 
Syrian revolution in general.”

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

Last Men in Aleppo – prize-winning documentary 
about the city’s rescuers
Samar Kadi

The White Helmets 
have saved more 
than 78,529 lives.

In Between is about 
Arab-Israeli women 
who left their 
villages to live in Tel 
Aviv.

A 2016 picture shows members of the Syrian Civil Defence evacuating a child in the rebel-held eastern Ghouta area, east of the capital 
Damascus.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               (AFP)

A scene from the movie In Between.                                                                                               (Deux Beaux Garcon Films)

Film
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T 

he story of the mosque 
in Britain goes back to 
the 1880s, further than in 
any other Western coun-
try. For British Muslim 

architect Shahed Saleem, who has 
designed two mosques, this area 
of architecture lacks exposure. His 
book The British Mosque: An Archi-
tectural and Social History, to be 
published this year, seeks to shed 
light on the subject.

There are approximately 1,500 
mosques in Britain, serving the 
country’s 3 million Muslims. The 
majority of the mosques are con-
verted spaces — former houses, 
shops or even pubs — with about 
200 originally designed as places of 
Islamic worship.

“There has been a lot of archi-
tectural and design criticism of 
mosques [in Britain] that they are 
not very sophisticated in terms of 
design or that they are quite pas-
tiche and tacky,” Saleem said.

“Many of them are nothing more 
than converted buildings with a 
dome or minaret attached. So there 
is this slightly schizophrenic visual 
language that is almost uncomfort-
able with itself… These mosques 
don’t really know what they are 
trying to be. Are they a traditional 
building or a local mosque?”

Many newly built mosques in 
Britain bear little resemblance to 
traditional mosques in their de-
signs, leading Saleem to say: “The 
alternative is to have an avant-
garde response but the people who 
use that mosque think, ‘Well, I 
don’t really connect to this build-
ing.’ It’s a whole different architec-
tural language, from a whole differ-
ent culture.”

Saleem said he envisions a hap-
py middle between these two ex-
tremes: An architectural design 
that embraces and adapts on the 
past but exists in the present, rep-
resenting a religious identity that 
is both modern and contemporary 
and uniquely British.

“Muslims in this country have 
been determined to create a Muslim 
infrastructure for themselves and 
have really struggled and battled 
to create the mosque, changing the 

nature of England’s townscapes. So 
I think it’s important that we don’t 
now create buildings that are com-
pletely Western,” Saleem said.

“What I’m interested in is chart-
ing a course between the two. I 
don’t want to disregard all the ar-
chitecture that has already been 
built and say we need to start from 
scratch. What I’m interested in is 
looking at what people have built in 
this country, in these converted ad 
hoc-type buildings and almost draw 
a new visual language from that.”

It is important for Saleem that 
local mosques tie into their com-
munities. “Yes, both the local in-
digenous communities but also 
the local Muslim history of mak-
ing buildings in this country,” he 
said. “The Muslim history of mak-
ing mosques in England is that it’s 
a very self-built, ad hoc process in 
which the communities are very 
connected to the buildings because 
they fund and design them them-
selves and I think it is important to 
draw from that.”

Saleem said he sought to bring 
those aspects together in the two 
mosques — the Shahporan Masjid 
on London’s Hackney Road and Ab-
erdeen’s Masjid Alhikmah in Scot-
land — he has designed. However, 
the most striking thing about Sal-
eem’s two mosques is that neither 
utilises the architectural features 
that have come to define mosques 
— the dome and the minaret.

“Well, it’s not dogmatic,” he 
said.” If it’s appropriate and it works 
and it has a role in that particular 
situation, then I would look at us-
ing minarets, probably even more 
so than domes. The usefulness of 
the dome is that it helps you feel 
the space internally but there are 
very few opportunities to use that 
because of the size that’s required 
while you don’t need it for acous-
tics nowadays because of micro-
phones and so on.

“As for the minaret, it has now 
become a visual symbol. The mean-
ing of an object can change over 
time. If it started off as a practical 
device [to issue the call to prayer] 
it has turned into a visual symbol. 
The question is how do you now 
best use that visual symbol?”

His mosques also marry a blend 
of traditionalism — referring spe-
cifically to British mosque-building 
— and more modern styles. Shahpo-
ran Masjid, for example, includes a 

mashrabiya screen that is a nod to 
one from the first purpose-built 
mosque in Britain, Shah Jahan 
mosque in Woking. “So that’s kind 
of an English reference, if you like,” 
Saleem said.

His Aberdeen mosque includes 

hand-made ceramics as well as a 
vast granite block that refers to the 
local stone industry. “While there is 
a series of different things happen-
ing, they are all working together,” 
he said.

The most important thing is to 

look to the future, even while keep-
ing hold to the past, Saleem said. “A 
mosque should challenge your per-
ceptions. Designing a mosque is an 
internal dialogue, a dialogue about 
British culture, a reference to our 
own history.”

The British Mosque: A unique architectural history
Mahmud el-Shafey

Hackney Road mosque, which was nominated for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 2016.

It is important that 
local mosques refer 
back to their local 
communities.

A mosque should 
challenge your 
perceptions.”British Muslim architect 

Shahed Saleem

Saima Hussain’s The Muslimah Who Fell to Earth

T
he perception of the 
hijab as a symbol of 
extremism creates a 
challenge for many 
Muslim women in the 
West. Struggling with 

a double identity — being a 
Western woman while holding on 
to traditional back-home values 
— causes some Muslim women to 
question whether they are 
maintaining a balance or moving 
towards an extreme.

In The Muslimah Who Fell to 
Earth, Saima Hussain documents 
the lives of Canadian Muslim 
women who challenge behaviours 
and stereotypes. Hussain said 
the idea for the book came after 
a friend said, despite her living in 
Mississauga, the sixth most popu-
lated city in Canada near Toronto, 
a metropolitan area with a large 
Muslim population, she was the 
only Muslim she knew.

Hussain gathered stories from 
the religious and not-so-religious 
professionals and housewives, 
Westernised and traditional, 
women in jeans, hijab or niqab and 

even gay Muslim women. They are 
all Canadians but their roots are all 
over the world.

A few of the women complained 
about extremism in their mosque 
and said they were careful not 
to take extremism home. Others 
said, rather than being a place of 
worship and community-building, 
their mosques focused too much 
on trivialities, such the woman’s 
place and bodies and uncovered 
hair.

One woman described how in 
the late 1960s, a few Indian and 
Pakistani families were lucky to 
find each other in Winnipeg and 
did not care whether others were 
Sunni or Shia. She wrote: “No one 
knew of Muslims or Islam and, 
since we children didn’t either, 
there was remarkably little ten-
sion in our daily lives. Our parents 
and the few families we knew 
harboured no resentment of this. 
In fact, they seemed untroubled 
by the absence of Islam from the 
national conversation.”

A gay woman complained that 
many of her fellow Muslims place 

sharia, hadith and fatwas in the 
same category as the Quran. 
The Quran is the word of God; 
the others are not, she told 
Hussain. “Reducing Islam to 
a monolithic entity is con-
firming orientalist construc-
tions of Islam and Muslims 
and erases its diversity and 
plurality. [Edward] Said’s 
work on Orientalism warns 
us against reducing Islam 
to any one thing. Islam is 
dynamic and it is practised 
in many ways,” the gay 
woman said.

A physically handi-
capped Muslim woman 
spoke of the difficulty 
of sharia being imple-
mented throughout the 
world. “Some Mus-
lims believe we should have 
sharia law but I don’t believe we 
should,” she told Hussain. “I think 
we should adhere to the laws of 
whatever country we live in… 
No legal structure is perfect, of 
course, since they’re implemented 
by human beings, and none of us 

is perfect.”
Some stories in The 

Muslimah Who Fell To 
Earth focus more on 

how Muslim immi-
grants got to Canada 

than on theological 
issues of Islam and each 

story offers something 
new. One particularly 
moving tale describes an 

educated woman who has 
an understanding father 

and who wears the niqab.
The book offers a nice 

introduction to the differ-
ent sects of Islam such as 
Sufism, Wahhabism, Is-

mailism and the Ahmadiyya 
community, all of which are 
represented among Canadian 

Muslims.
Hussain is also author of 

the award-winning children’s 
book The Arab World Thought of It: 
Inventions, Innovations and Amaz-
ing Facts.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Books

Some stories 
focus more on 
how Muslim 
immigrants 
got to Canada 
than on 
theological 
issues of 
Islam.

The cover 
of The Muslimah 
Who Fell to 
Earth: Personal 
Stories by 
Canadian Muslim 
Women by 
Saima Hussain.
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V 

isitors roaming around 
Tunis come across a va-
riety of landmarks that 
celebrate the eclectic 
history of the Tunisian 

capital. Not far from the Avenue 
Habib Bourguiba, the throbbing ar-
tery of downtown Tunis, Bab Bhar 
— the Gate of the Sea — compels vis-
itors to the Medina of Tunis to stop 
and admire the majestic architec-
ture of one of the main entrances to 
the city.

Bab Bhar is among the iconic 
gates scattered around the perim-
eter of the Medina to discover when 
in Tunis. While the gates are land-
marks of the old town, they also ex-
hibit the rich history of the city and 
display the aesthetics of Islamic ar-
chitecture.

Located in a fertile plain of north-
eastern Tunisia, the Medina of Tu-
nis dates to the seventh century 
and is considered one of the first 
Arab-Muslim cities of the Maghreb 
and among the wealthiest in the Is-
lamic world. Given its historical and 
military importance, the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site was surround-
ed by a defensive wall with several 

fortified portals protecting the city.
The original wall contained five 

gates — Bab Bhar, Bab Jdid (the New 
Gate), Bab Mnara (the Gate of the 
Lantern), Bab Cartagena (the Gate 
of Carthage) and Bab Dzira (the 
Gate of the Island).

Historian Mohamed Habib 
Azizi, a specialist in Islamic his-
tory, stressed the importance of the 
gates in controlling access to the 
old city. They were integrated parts 
of the wall, which was built under 
the Almohads’ rule to protect the 
city from attacks, he said.

“The old city of Tunis was totally 
encircled by the wall next to which 
the Aghlabid princes lived at the 
beginning of the first century of Hi-
jri (622AD). These walls were reno-
vated during the centuries that fol-
lowed. Some historians believe that 
the Hasfid rulers rebuilt the wall. 
The last records of renovations 
point to the Husseini era between 
1700 and 1800,” Azizi said.

“Bab Cartagena, Bab Bhar and 
Bab Dzira were at some point con-
nected through an inner wall but, 
unfortunately, only some parts re-
main today. However, one can still 
admire the main gates that con-
nected the wall and which still ex-
ist in good shape showcasing the 
beauty of Islamic architecture,” 
Azizi added.

The city gates used to open at 
dawn and close after sunset and, 
although some have disappeared, 
areas of the town are named after 
the entrances.

“The oldest gate is Bab Dzira. It 
used to connect the city of Tunis to 
the island of Chrik, which is known 

as Cap Bon now. The second most 
important one is the Bab Cartagena, 
which was the gateway to Carthage. 
It dates to the second century Hijri 
(722AD),” Azizi noted.

He explained that Bab Bhar, as 
the name indicates, was the main 
access road for merchants arriving 
from the sea to reach the Medina. It 
was rebuilt in 1860 and was known 
as the gate of France during the pe-
riod of French colonisation.

The gates invite visitors to ex-
plore markets and alleys nearby, of-
fering a glimpse of the structure of 
life and society back then.

Jamal ben Saidane, a member of 
the Association of Cartagena for the 
promotion of the patrimony of the 
Medina, said the gates of the Medi-

na are sources of many tales. They 
were named after either the direc-
tion they face or the functions they 
served.

“Bab Mnara had a lantern hang-
ing outside. It was the only one that 
was lit. It delineated the limit of the 
markets, which were adjacent to 
the wall,” ben Saidane said. “As for 
the gate of Bab Bhar, it overlooked 
the quarters of the European set-
tlers, including the British embassy 
and the French city that was built 
during the period of France’s colo-
nisation.”

As the city expanded, up to 24 
gates were added for different func-
tions but many were destroyed, ben 
Saidane explained. Bab Saadoun, 
which overlooked areas surround-
ing the Medina and other gates 
served as security towers and spots 
to control the movement of travel-
lers. Some gates were entrances for 
people and others were trade points 
as markets thrived near the gates.

“Bab Saadoun was named after 
a saint, Sidi Bou Saadoun. It was 
first built [in] 1350 on the edge of 
the suburb of Bab Souika. It origi-
nally had only one narrow arch but 
was replaced in 1881 by a gate with 
three arches. It also controlled the 
routes to Beja, Bizerte and El Kef,” 
ben Saidane said.

The tour of the gates is an enrich-
ing way to explore the history and 
architecture of the Medina. With 
its souqs, urban fabric, residential 
quarters, monuments and gates, 
the Medina constitutes a prototype 
of ancient heritage among the best 
conserved in the Islamic world.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Agenda

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

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Muscat:
Through March 24th

The first Festival of India in 
Oman includes Indian clas-
sical and folk dances, Indian 
instrumental music, an exhi-
bition of Indian calligraphy, 
an Indian food festival and 
a fashion show. The festival 
presents the diverse Indian 
culture, representing various 
traditions of Indian herit-
age. Events are scheduled 
for Muscat, Salalah, Sur and 
Sohar.

Dubai:
Through April 8th

Global Village is a large cultur-
al event in Dubai that offers 
an array of festivals, shop-
ping and entertainment in 
an open-air theme park. This 
entertainment and shopping 
destination includes more 
than 75 participating coun-
tries, dozens of fun rides and 
26 restaurants offering food 
from around the world.

Beirut:
Through December 28th

Events associated with Sur-
sock Museum Late Nights  take 
place noon-9pm each Thurs-
day at the Sursock Museum. 
The event includes exhibi-
tions, collection displays, 
late-night talks, performances 
and screenings.

Beirut:
February 15th-March 19th

Al Bustan International 
Festival of Music and the 
Performing Arts is a musical 
celebration in various venues 
in Beirut. With an emphasis 
on chamber music, the festi-
val promotes and celebrates 
music from all over the world 
and includes orchestral con-
certs, choral music, puppet 
shows, opera and dance.

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 com-
pete for titles and high-end 
prizes. The tournament is a 
way to experience the long-
standing Emirati pastime 
with cultural and traditional 
shows planned around the 
camel races.

Doha:
February 22nd-May 21st

Picasso-Giacometti is an exhi-
bition that begins at the Fire 
Station Artist in Residence 
centre in Doha. The exhibi-
tion includes more than 80 
works from collections of the 
Musée National Picasso and 
the Foundation Giacometti 
in Paris, including The She 
Goat (1950) by Pablo Picasso 
and Alberto Giacometti’s Tall 
Woman (1960).

Marrakech:
March 23rd-April 2nd

The fourth Marrakech Dance 
Festival hosts dance teachers 
and participants from around 
the world for workshops, 
dance classes, conferences 
and live performances.

The Medina of Tunis 
is considered one of 
the first Arab-Muslim 
cities of the Maghreb.

Gates of the Medina offer 
view of Tunis's history 
and architecture
Roua Khlifi

Bab Saadoun
in Tunis.
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Bab El Khadra 
in Tunis.
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Bab Bhar in Tunis.
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