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Waterway stand-off revives 
Iraq-Kuwait border dispute

Maghrebis faced with Quebec terror attack aftermath

Iran’s 
missile 
threats
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A 

long-dormant dispute 
over the narrow water-
way that separates Iraq 
and Kuwait has resur-
faced, reviving a disa-

greement that dates to before Iraq’s 
1990 invasion of its neighbour.

Political tensions over the Khor 
Abdullah estuary came to a head 
during an Iraqi parliamentary ses-
sion, in which lawmakers assailed 
the state over territory ceded to 
Kuwait.

Two years after Iraq accepted a 
UN-sponsored ceasefire, a com-
mission was appointed by the UN 
Security Council to demarcate the 
border between the warring coun-
tries.

Describing the commission’s re-
sponsibility, Iraq’s former Trans-
port minister Amer Abd al-Jabbar, 
in a leaked interview, said “this 
was the first time in Security Coun-
cil history that borders were re-
drawn”.

He questioned why Kuwait, be-
tween the time the commission 
was set up in 1993 and the US-led 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, “sat back 
without implementing the terms 
stipulated under Resolution 833”.

The frontier the document sets 
out is yet to be enforced.

The handover of the waterway 
has been upheld by Iraq as a de-
layed implementation of the terms 
of Resolution 833 and the 2013 
maritime navigation deal signed 
by Hadi al-Ameri, Iraq’s minister 
of Transport at the time and Salem 
Mthieb al-Uthaina, Kuwait’s minis-
ter of Communication.

Although the deal was struck 
under former prime minister Nuri 
al-Maliki, it is the current govern-
ment that has to deal with the con-
sequences.

Questioning the reliability of 
the resolution, Jabbar and others 
argued the United Nations does 

not have jurisdiction to decide the 
fate of the waterway. Jabbar called 
for either the postponement of the 
implementation of any deal grant-
ing Kuwait rights over what he said 
was Iraq’s side of the waterway or 
its outright abrogation.

Unusually, Iraqis of all political 
and sectarian stripes united in op-
position to the government deci-
sion.

“The people of Iraq’s principal 
port town of Basra will be most af-
fected,” Iraqi activist Durgham 
Zaidi said in a telephone interview.

Large demonstrations took place 
in Basra where protesters held plac-
ards reading “Khor Abdullah is and 
will remain part of Iraq’s territory”. 
Online videos show local tribes in 
Basra mobilising on the border.

Activists in Basra have been lob-
bying local council members to 
postpone or abrogate the agreement 
reached under Maliki’s tenure.

Kuwaiti officials said they were 
to meet to discuss the “usual Iraqi 
provocations”, the Kuwait Times 
reported. Kuwaiti MP Saleh Ashour 
called for “an operation to track 
anti-Kuwait developments in Iraq”.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi has made the position of his 
government clear: Without consent 

from Kuwait, the deal cannot be 
overturned.

The stand-off is similar to dis-
putes in 2011 that involved the con-
struction of dams in the surround-
ing waters of Khor Abdullah by 
both countries. Iraq said Kuwait’s 
Mubarak dam would result in the 
slow strangulation of Iraq’s waters.

The dispute is unlikely to be re-
solved soon and poses risks for both 
countries. It threatens to unstitch 
progress made in Iraqi-Kuwaiti re-
lations since the fall of Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein following the 2003 
US-led invasion.

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist whose writings and films 
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.

Tunis

A 

bdelkrim Hassane left 
the warmth and comfort 
of his Berber village in 
northern Algeria to mi-
grate to Canada in 2009 

in the hope of securing a better fu-
ture for his children.

Hassane was one of six Muslim 
worshippers killed January 29th in 
a Quebec City mosque allegedly by a 
27-year-old Canadian Islamophobe. 
His body, alongside that of fellow 
Algerian Khaled Belkacemi, a chem-
istry expert who was also killed in 
the attack, was flown to Algeria for 
burial on February 4th.

The bodies of Tunisian expatri-
ate Boubaker Thabti and Moroccan 
Azzeddine Soufiane, also victims of 
the attack, were returned to their 
home countries the same day.

The six victims left behind 17 chil-
dren in total.

It is not the first time that 
Maghreb migrants have died in ter-
rorist attacks in recent years. Last 

year, they were among the victims 
of massacres in Paris and Nice.

This, however, was the first time 

people from the region have been 
killed in a terror attack in Canada.

The Quebec City attack ham-
mered home the message that ter-
rorism extends to all parts of the 
world. Canada’s reputation as a 
peaceful, tolerant society made 
it a top destination for migrants 
from the Maghreb who want their 
children to grow up outside the in-
fluence of radical Islam and away 
from the increasingly tense climate 
caused by far-right populists in Eu-
ropean societies.

Unlike those who migrate to Eu-
rope, Maghrebi migrants to Canada 
have mainly been ambitious stu-
dents, highly skilled professionals 

and intellectuals, who are especially 
in high demand in parts of Canada 
because of their fluency in French.

“It is not easy to die in a place 
where one came to seek peace,” 
Louisa Hassane, Abdelkrim’s wife, 
said before his burial.

Asked about her feelings towards 
her husband’s suspected killer, she 
said: “I harbour no hatred towards 
him. I have pity for this boy.”

Hassane and Belkacemi were 
from the same Berber region of 
Bejaia. They often crossed paths at 
Bab Ezzouar University in the out-
skirts of Algiers.

They — along with the other vic-
tims — will be missed.

“I told my daughters that their 
father is gone to the paradise,” said 
Louisa Hassane, “but I need my 
husband. I have three girls who are 
very young and need their father.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Nazli Tarzi

Protesters wave national f lags as they chant slogans against the demarcation of the border agreement 
with Kuwait in Basra, on January 31st.              (AP)
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Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed (C) consoles the wife
and son of Boubaker Thabti who was killed in an attack on a 
mosque in Quebec City.                                                                            (AFP)
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A 

t the end of January, Ira-
qi Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi managed to 
gain parliamentary ap-
proval for his nominees 

to the crucial ministries of Defence 
and the Interior. Erfan al-Hiyali, a 
Sunni, has taken up the post of De-
fence minister and Qasim al-Araji, a 
Shia, has become the new Interior 
minister.

The position of Defence minister 
had been vacant for half a year and 
that of the Interior minister even 
longer. Mohammed al-Ghabban 
resigned as Interior minister last 
July after a terrorist attack in the 
Karrada district of Baghdad killed 
more than 300 civilians preparing 
for end-of-Ramadan festivities.

The public outrage was so great 
that Ghabban was forced from of-
fice, even though he hails from the 

extremely powerful Iran-backed 
Badr Organisation, an affiliation 
that usually makes politicians im-
mune to answering for their short-
comings.

About two months later, Defence 
minister Khaled al-Obeidi, was 
sacked after lawmakers loyal to for-
mer prime minister Nuri al-Maliki 
accused him of weakening the army 
and for being responsible for mis-
appropriation of state funds and 
corruption, allegations he denied.

Maliki made the move to weaken 
Abadi and chip away at his allies to 
make a political comeback. He was 
forced out of office in 2014 for what 
was perceived as rampant sectari-
anism against Sunni Arabs.

Last October, with US and Ira-
nian backing, Iraq launched its 
long-awaited campaign to recap-
ture Mosul from Islamic State (ISIS) 
extremists, who had captured it in 
2014. Not having a Defence minis-
ter at the time was embarrassing for 
Abadi.

It is, however, very unlikely that 

filling the two cabinet positions 
will make much, if any, difference 
in how Iraq conducts itself. The ap-
pointments of Hiyali and Araji are 
in some respects similar to those of 
Obaidi and Ghabban in 2014.

The Interior Ministry, which con-
trols most of Iraq’s security appara-
tuses, including the federal police, 
has long been the purview of the 
Badr Organisation. Araji, like Ghab-
ban is from Badr, whose sectarian 
militia is one of the most power-
ful of the Iranian-sponsored death 
squads and has been accused of 
killing thousands of Sunni civilians 
in Baghdad.

Iraq’s federal police are militias 
in uniforms and it is highly unlikely 
that Araji will steer the ministry’s 
course from that which was pre-
scribed for it a decade ago. After 
all, Badr is led by Hadi al-Amiri, a 
former cabinet minister and one of 
Iran’s most loyal militant leaders, 
having also fought for Tehran dur-
ing the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War.

He is also one of the main com-
manders of the Shia-dominated 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), 
which has been formally accepted 
as a branch of the Iraqi military by 
the Abadi government. With such 
weight and authority behind him, 
Araji will simply continue the sta-
tus quo.

Hiyali, on the other hand, will 
continue a succession of weak, inef-
fectual or easily disposed of Sunni 
Defence ministers. Hiyali was in 
former president Saddam Hussein’s 
army but was discharged for at-
tempting to overthrow the Ba’athist 
regime. Upon his return from exile, 
he served in Maliki’s Golden Divi-

sion, branded the “Dirty Brigade” 
for its sectarian violence. Although 
he is a Sunni, Hiyali’s links to the 
Baghdad establishment are clear.

During the Maliki administra-
tion, the ghost soldiers scandal, 
which was blown open by Abadi 
in 2014, showed how tens of thou-
sands of fake soldiers were on the 
Defence Ministry’s payroll with 
their salaries being collected by the 
commanders. There has been little 
evidence that corruption is still not 
rampant in the ministry.

Observers say that whoever holds 
the Defence portfolio will likely be 
an ineffectual Sunni who can be 
easily shunted aside if he becomes 
inconvenient, while the Interior 
Ministry will always be controlled 
by Badr militiamen. The faces 
change but the roles remain the 
same.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher 
at the University of Exeter’s 
Strategy and Security Institute in 
England.

Iraq’s new ministers more of the same mould
Tallha Abdulrazaq

Iraq’s new Defence 
Minister Erfan 
al-Hiyali in Baghdad, on 
January 31st, takes over 
a position that has been 
vacant for six months.

(Reuters)
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Finally, someone is asking about what Iran is doing in Iraq

T
he new US administra-
tion is aware of the 
dangers posed by 
Iran’s policies and its 
expansionist project, 
which started taking 

shape in tandem with the US 
occupation of Iraq in 2003. 
Former US president Barack 
Obama literally surrendered to 
Iran when he announced the 
withdrawal of US forces from 
Iraq, with the last ones leaving in 
December 2011.

For Obama, it sometimes 
seemed the problems in the 
Middle East were bundled in 
Iran’s nuclear file. To him, the 
Muslim Brotherhood represented 
the hopes of the new Arab 
generation from the Atlantic to 
the Arabian Gulf and the imam in 
Iran was the idol of every Shia 
Muslim regardless of race or 
nationality.

Obama was in denial when it 
came to Islamist terrorist move-
ments. He refused to admit that 

they were all birthed by the 
Muslim Brotherhood ideology. 
The Brotherhood has never 
severed its relations with Iran and 
its satellite Islamist organisations 
among which is the Islamic Dawa 
Party, the ruling party in Iraq.

After several years of US blissful 
ignorance, questions are being 
raised about Iran’s role in Iraq. 
How could the result of a costly 
US war on Iraq be an Iranian 
victory in Iraq? Starting from this 
central question, the Trump 
administration will figure out the 
appropriate responses.

The first response will be more 
sanctions against Iran and its 
satellites. Iran’s movements and 
actions in the region are going to 
be closely monitored and ana-
lysed, including the attack by 
Iranian-backed Houthis on a 
Saudi frigate in Yemeni waters at 
the end of January.

Obama gave Iran free rein in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen 
but Trump is flashing a red card in 
Iran’s face. Reacting quickly to 
Tehran’s ballistic missile test, the 
Trump administration “officially 
put Iran on notice”.

During his US Senate confirma-
tion hearing, new US Secretary of 
Defense James Mattis insisted 

that the United States must 
maintain its influence in Iraq even 
after the liberation of Mosul from 
the Islamic State and accused Iran 
of being “the biggest destabilising 
force in the Middle East”. Mattis 
knows Iran very well and knows 
what it has done in Iraq.

Mattis went even further. In a 
written statement preceding his 
confirmation hearings, he called 
on the United States to work on 
“a long-term strategy that 
prevents Iran from achieving its 
objective”, which is dominance 
of the region.

Top US officials agree that the 
honeymoon with Iran is over. US 
national security adviser Michael 
Flynn, another former general, 
officially warned Tehran over its 
latest ballistic missile test, saying 
it clearly violated UN Security 
Council Resolution 2231.

While it remains true that it is 
difficult to predict what US 
President Donald Trump might 
do about Iran, at least he seems to 
have made up his mind with 
backup from Republican congres-
sional leaders. Trump is moving 
Iraq back to centre stage. Against 
Iran, he might continue to play 
the economic sanctions card. Iran 
cannot afford to have US and 

international sanctions inflicted 
against it again.

Yes, Iran will try to wiggle and 
manoeuvre its way out by more 
missile tests and a lot of tough 
talk but, in the end, it has no 
choice but to deal with the new 
American reality.

Iran’s predicament with 
Washington is very similar to 
Russia’s but with one major 
difference. It seems that Russian 
President Vladimir Putin is ready 
to make several deals with Trump 
even though the latter is in no 
hurry to lift the sanctions against 
Moscow. In the case of Iran, we 
cannot say that Trump is a great 
admirer of Iran nor is he a fan of 
its leader, Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei. The two sides will clash if 
Iran continues to think that it is 
accountable to no one.

It looks like it is going to be in 
Iraq once more where the militias 
of the Popular Mobilisation 
Forces stand ready to commit 
unforgivable crimes against the 
people of Mosul and that Iran will 
demonstrate how far it is ready to 
go to rein in its ambition and 
expansionist enthusiasm.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese journalist.

Khairallah 
Khairallah
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News & Analysis Canada Mosque Attack

Ottawa

A 

fter a shooting dur-
ing evening prayers at 
a Quebec City mosque 
that left six Muslims 
dead, Canadian Prime 

Minister Justin Trudeau said: 
“Muslim-Canadians are an impor-
tant part of our national fabric. 
It is heart-wrenching to see such 
senseless violence. Diversity is our 
strength and religious tolerance is 
a value that we, as Canadians, hold 
dear.”

Trudeau was far from alone in 
rallying to support the victims — 
immigrant parents who worked in 
civil service and academia — of the 
January 29th attack.

Citizens across Canada donated 
thousands of dollars to those affect-
ed by the attack. Vigils and memo-
rials were organised in nearly every 
major city across the country to 
mourn the victims. National televi-
sion channels and media provided 
live coverage of their well-attended 
funerals.

“We are heartened by the over-
whelming support from fellow 
Canadians in this time of deep cri-
sis,” said Ihsaan Gardee, executive 
director of the National Council of 
Canadian Muslims (NCCM). “We 
must unite together against divi-
sive forces that seek to harm our 
communities.”

The targeted mosque, the Que-
bec Islamic Cultural Centre, reo-
pened for worship three days after 
the shootings. Mosque leaders said 
they had concerns even before the 
attack because the mosque had 

been targeted by anti-immigrant 
vandalism. Last Ramadan, a pig’s 
head was left at the front door of 
the mosque.

Reports of hate crimes in Canada 
rose in the 48 hours that followed 
the attack on the mosque. Montreal 
police said they received 29 reports 
of such incidents in the aftermath.

The Liberal government in Can-
ada and other local authorities, 
however, have shown sympathy 
and cooperation with Muslim com-
munities.

“The actual outcome [of official 
statements] remains to be seen,” 
said Professor Karim Karim, direc-
tor of the Carleton University Cen-
tre for the Study of Islam, noting 
that the Canadian government has 
multiple competing priorities. “It’s 
up to Muslims to ensure that the at-
tention continues to be paid with 
respect to how the police respond 
to complaints about hate speech, 
hate crimes, crimes against Mus-
lims, Islamophobia and so on.”

Karim said statements by lead-

ers as well as the extensive media 
coverage of the attack and the fu-
nerals indicate a turning point in 
terms of attention to such attacks, 
as it would likely positively affect 
the broader feeling of suspicion of 
Muslims.

On the US policy influence on 
Canada however, Karim said, “[The 
United States] is a very different 
country in terms of cultural atti-
tude towards Muslims,” adding that 
the population in the United States 
is very fragmented with anti-Mus-

lim tendency popular among those 
supporting the Trump presidency.

“The policy of multiculturalism 
in Canada, which has existed since 
1971, appears to have produced a 
general coming-together of people 
trying to understand the other,” he 
added.

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter:
@AbdulrhmanMasri.

Canada Muslims weather fallout after deadly attack
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Demonstrators march in solidarity for the victims of the mosque shooting in Quebec City, on February 5th.                (AFP)
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Is Canada as open-minded as the media present it?

I t was an example of great 
compassion and vision. The 
day US President Donald 
Trump announced a ban on 
refugees and immigrants 
from certain Muslim-major-

ity Middle East countries entering 
the United States, Canadian Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau tweeted 
that his country would provide 
shelter for them.

This has almost always been the 
face that Canada presents to the 
world. That it is a land of multicul-
turalism and diversity, where 
newcomers are welcome. One-
fifth of Canadians are foreign 
born, a 2011 survey concluded.

While the United States said it 
would accept 10,000 refugees dur-
ing the Syrian crisis, a number 
from which it has since backed 
away, Canada has taken in 39,000. 
It provided them financial 
support for a year. The media are 
full of stories about refugees 
fleeing Trump’s ban who have 
braved the cold and snow to cross 
the US border into a remote town 
in Manitoba.

That welcoming and friendly 
image is one that Canadians value 
and, by and large, new immigrants 
to the country say they feel 
treated as fellow Canadians, not 
as outsiders. This situation has 
not gone unnoticed internation-
ally, with publications such as the 
Economist citing Canada as one of 
the last bastions of open-minded 

liberalism in the Western world.
The reality, however, is that 

Canada is not quite as open-
minded as the media present it. 
The January 29th killing of six 
Muslims in a Quebec City mosque, 
allegedly by a 27-year-old Cana-
dian with white-supremacist and 
neo-Nazi leanings, shows that 
Canada is not immune to the 
racism and hatred found in much 
of Europe and the United States.

An October 2016 poll by Angus 
Reid showed that the image of 
Canada as an open and welcoming 
society was at least partly illusion. 
The poll said that 68% of Cana-
dian respondents said minorities 
should “do more to fit in”, rather 
than keep their cultural tradi-

tions, customs and language. That 
compares to poll data in which 
53% of Americans asked said 
minorities needed to do more to 
fit in.

Canadians do tend to adapt 
quicker to change than Ameri-
cans. An example of this was the 
kerfuffle in the 1990s over 
whether Sikh police/military 
officers should be allowed to wear 
turbans while on duty. While a 
subject of great controversy then, 
it is perfectly normal to see a 
turbaned Sikh officer these days. 
In fact, Canada’s minister of 
Defence is a Sikh.

Right-wing Canadian politi-
cians, encouraged by Trump’s 
success and aware that many of 

their fellow countrymen are 
feeling uneasy about the surge in 
immigration, have been quick to 
capitalise on this resentment.

Canada’s Conservative Party is 
having a leadership campaign. One 
of the leading candidates, Kellie 
Leitch, has proposed immigration 
policies that would require 
immigrants to be screened for 
what she has termed “Canadian 
values”. The proposal was roundly 
criticised by the governing Liberal 
Party and by even members of her 
own party.

Leitch, however, has had a more 
positive response from some 
quarters in Canada, especially 
among those who feel that their 
way of life is being threatened or 
who feel left out of the political 
process. Basically, many of the 
same types of people who elected 
Trump in the United States.

It will be a bit of a tightrope for 
Trudeau to walk in the next few 
years. On the one hand, Canada 
strongly encourages immigration 
because of the clear economic 
benefits, especially in terms of 
helping to fund its much vaunted 
social safety net. On the other 
hand, however, the question of 
how welcoming white Canadians 
will be to the idea of increased 
diversity and multiculturalism at a 
time of great global turmoil is an 
open question. It will not be an 
easy problem to solve.

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
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Canada strongly encourages 
immigration because of its clear 
economic benefits. Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau (C) speaks at a mosque in Ottawa on 

September 12th, 2016.                 (Reuters)
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Beirut

A 

bone-chilling Amnesty 
International report al-
leging the Syrian regime 
secretly and systemati-
cally hanged up to 13,000 

of its own people between the start 
of the war in March 2011 to Decem-
ber 2015 in a “calculated campaign 
of extrajudicial execution” could 
threaten Russian-led peace efforts 
that would leave Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in power.

The highly detailed report, re-
leased February 7th, attested that 
the killings carried out in Syria’s 
notorious Saydnaya prison north of 
Damascus were authorised by the 

most senior figures in the regime, 
including Assad’s deputies, in a war 
in which all sides have committed 
multiple atrocities.

Amnesty claimed that at least 
17,723 others died in the prison from 
torture, disease and malnutrition 
during the same time frame.

It is not known whether Assad 
himself was complicit in the report-

ed secret executions, but the widely 
reviled regime, established by his 
late father, Hafez Assad, in a 1970 
military coup, has an abysmal hu-
man rights record with tens of thou-
sands of people disappearing in its 
internal gulag over the decades.

“There is no reason at all to expect 
that the hangings have stopped,” 
warned the report’s author, Nico-
lette Waldman. “We believe it is 
very likely that the executions are 
going on to this day and many more 
thousands of people have been 
killed.”

The Amnesty International dis-
closures have come amid Russian 
efforts to secure a political settle-
ment under which Assad would 
remain in power, at least during an 
undefined transitional period.

There has been no suggestion 
that the timing of the disclosures 
was politically motivated but in 
the final analysis that may not be 
important, for justice is likely to be 
slow in coming — if at all.

Apart from the Syrian regime, the 
Russians, Iranians and the Ameri-
cans have been assassinating jihad-
ist leaders since the 9/11 attacks on 
the United States and killing hun-
dreds of civilians in the process. All 
could face charges of war crimes or 
crimes against humanity.

Russia and China, which support 
Assad’s regime, have torpedoed 
attempts to have the UN Security 
Council indict the Damascus regime 
for war crimes and stand trial before 
the International Criminal Court in 
The Hague.

Since Russia intervened in the 

Syrian war in September 2015, it has 
been repeatedly accused of indis-
criminate bombing of civilian cen-
tres, hospitals and schools.

Moscow denied that, despite a 
wealth of evidence to the contrary. 
As recently as February 2016, Tur-
key accused the Russians and As-
sad’s regime of deliberately carry-
ing out such attacks to drive Syrians 
into fleeing the country in a tidal 
wave of refugees — 6 million at the 
latest estimate — to swamp Turkey 
and Western Europe and trigger po-
litical crises.

Turkey has now become a close 
ally of Russia and by default the Da-
mascus regime. So Turkey, which 18 
months ago was howling for Assad’s 
blood but is now allied with those 
ensuring his survival, is not likely to 
initiate war-crimes allegations.

Saudi Arabia, a major supporter of 
rebel forces opposed to Assad who 
have also committed war crimes or 
crimes against humanity, is being 

accused of committing such crimes 
in Yemen in its war against Houthi 
rebels, who are backed to some de-
gree by Iran.

In May 2016, senior UN officials 
demanded the Assad regime should 
face trial for war crimes over the in-
discriminate bombing of hospitals 
and its starvation sieges of Aleppo 
and other population centres.

“Intentional attacks on hospitals 
are war crimes,” declared Jeffrey 
Feltman, then the United Nations’ 
top political officer. “Using starva-
tion as weapon during conflict is a 
war crime.”

He demanded Syria be referred to 
the International Criminal Court for 
prosecution but, as with other UN 
attempts to censure or prosecute 
Assad’s regime, Russia and China 
used their vetoes in the Security 
Council to block such moves.

Also in May 2016, the president 
of Doctors Without Borders, the 
French medical relief agency, ac-

cused the United States, Saudi Ara-
bia, as well as Syria and Russia, of 
wilfully attacking medical centres 
and targeting medical workers.

There, too, punitive action failed 
to materialise.

The United States, like Russia and 
Syria, faces a barrage of similar alle-
gations from the mounting civilian 
death toll from its use of so-called 
precision air strikes and unmanned 
drones to attack jihadist groups 
from Libya to Afghanistan.

With no government willing to 
directly address the mushrooming 
war-crimes problem because of the 
blowback that entails, it is unlikely 
that Assad’s regime will soon be 
prosecuted for its alleged atrocities, 
even with the gruesomely detailed 
indictments in Amnesty Interna-
tional’s report titled Human Slaugh-
terhouse.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Assad likely
to ride out mass 
executions 
allegations
Ed Blanche
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Trump feels his way through Syria’s labyrinth

T
he next round of Syria 
talks in Geneva has 
been postponed until 
February 20th because 
the stakeholders in the 
conflict want to get a 

better picture of what US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s Syria policy 
will be now that Rex Tillerson has 
been sworn in as US Secretary of 
State.

Trump has been fairly consist-
ent on Syria, both during the 
presidential campaign and in 
interviews since he was elected in 
November. He wants “this 
craziness” in Syria to end, has 
oodles of respect for Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and 
would not mind working with the 
Syrian regime in fighting the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

In March, Trump should receive 
a Pentagon study with recommen-
dations on how to defeat ISIS, a 
major component of his inaugural 
address on January 20th.

Advisers close to the US 
president confirm that he would 
gladly outsource the entire Syria 
file to Putin if the Russian leader 
agreed to do three things: Help 
Trump crush ISIS, empower 
Syria’s Kurds and eject Iran and 
Hezbollah from the Syrian 
battlefield.

Trump is willing to engage with 
Damascus at a counter-intelli-
gence level and to surrender to 
Putin’s version of how the war, 
now nearly 6 years old, should 
end.

Trump is seemingly very serious 
about liberating Raqqa, a nor-

mally sleepy town in north-east-
ern Syria on the Euphrates that 
ISIS has occupied since 2014 and 
that it considers the capital of its 
caliphate.

But Trump wants this done 
through the Syrian Democratic 
Forces, a mostly Kurdish militia 
set up two years ago by the Obama 
administration, not through the 
Turkish-backed Free Syrian Army, 
Russia or the Syrian Army.

Trump is impressed by the 
Kurds’ resistance to ISIS’s occupa-
tion of Kobane, a Kurdish town on 
the border with Turkey, and sees 
Syrian Kurds as strategic partners 
in the war on terror.

If the price for their cooperation 
is achieving statehood in eastern 
Syria, then so be it: This is a 
reward that Trump would be 
willing to give.

His team sees no problem in 
keeping on the Syrian regime, so 
long as it distances itself from 
Iran. That will be easier said than 
done as the Islamic Republic is a 
key ally of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad.

For three years now, the interna-
tional community and Arab states 
have been pressuring Iraqi Prime 

Minister Haider al-Abadi, a Shia, to 
distance himself from Tehran. 
This has triggered a series of terror 
attacks that have caused a massive 
death toll and made life in major 
cities such as Baghdad quite 
unbearable.

Iran has copious militias, 
so-called advisers and mercenar-
ies in Syria. If it feels threatened, 
it can easily do the same, spread-
ing havoc in regime-controlled 
places such as Damascus. At 
present, the US administration 
has no vision how it can reduce 
Iranian influence or eject Hezbol-
lah from cities and towns it has 
controlled since 2012.

The Trump administration is 
also unclear about what kind of 
relationship it wants with Damas-
cus. Will it actively engage, as 
George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton 
did when they were in the White 
House, or will it only tap dance 
with the Syrians — coordinating 
closely but with no touching, as 
Barack Obama did in 2009-11?

No-fly zones are certainly an 
option for Trump, but only in 
agreement with Moscow, and this 
will clearly muddle any coopera-
tion with Damascus.

Finally, Trump is not enthusias-
tic about joining the Geneva 
process, launched in early 2016 
based on UN Security Council 
Resolution 2254. This, of course, 
is music to the ears of Damascus 
and Moscow.

That process was the brainchild 
of then US Secretary of State John 
Kerry and Sergei Lavrov, the 
Russian Foreign minister. It 
collapsed in April 2016 and has 
been replaced by a process 
launched in Astana, capital of 
Kazakhstan, in early February. 
This endeavour initiated by 
Russia, Turkey and Iran is aimed 
at implementing a nationwide 
ceasefire in Syria, bringing rebel 
groups into the political process 
and uniting efforts in the war on 
ISIS — but with no mention of 
what will happen to Assad.

This, it is believed, would 
ultimately lead to the creation of a 
national unity cabinet embracing 
the regime and its opponents, 
which would supervise early 
parliamentary and presidential 
elections and draw up a new 
Syrian constitution. A draft of that 
plan was reportedly handed over 
to Syrian negotiators by Russia on 
January 25th. Trump is said to 
believe that this is fine for now 
and can be carried forward by the 
three regional powers, with the 
United States in the backseat as an 
observer.

If the United States wants to 
remove itself from the Middle 
East’s byzantine politics and 
concentrate on ISIS, the first move 
would be to step away from Syria. 
Astana, where the Americans were 
also sidelined, provides Trump 
with a perfect way to achieve that.

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

Sami
Moubayed

View point
Trump’s 
team sees 
no problem 
in keeping 
on the 
Syrian 
regime, so 
long as it 
distances 
itself from 
Iran.

In March, Trump should receive 
a Pentagon study with 
recommendations on how to 
defeat ISIS.

With no government 
willing to directly 
address the war 
crimes problem, it is 
unlikely that Assad’s 
regime will soon be 
prosecuted.

Syrians in Aleppo watch a live TV broadcast of the inauguration of Donald Trump 
as US president, on January 20th.                                                                                 (AP)
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I 

n what has become a recur-
ring theme in Kuwaiti politics, 
a member of the incumbent 
government has resigned to 
avoid a no-confidence vote in 

parliament.
Sheikh Salman al-Humoud al-Sa-

bah resigned February 6th as Infor-
mation minister and state minister 
for Youth Affairs.

Before resigning, Sheikh Salman, 
who is also a member of the rul-
ing family, was questioned for ten 
hours by three members of parlia-
ment over his role in a 15-month 
ban of Kuwait by international 
sporting institutions and alleged 
financial irregularities tied to his 
ministries.

Sheikh Salman was questioned 
over why steps needed to lift the 
ban, which barred Kuwait from the 
2016 Olympic Games and quali-
fying matches for the 2018 FIFA 
World Cup in Russia, were not im-
plemented.

Consequently, 30 out of the 50 
members of parliament agreed on 
filing a no-confidence vote, which 
led to Sheikh Salman handing in 
his resignation.

FIFA, international football’s 
governing body, and the Interna-
tional Olympic Committee (IOC) 
said the suspensions were due to 
excessive government interference 
in the Kuwait Football Associa-
tion (KFA) and the Kuwait Olympic 
Committee.

In January, attempts by Sheikh 
Salman to get the IOC to lift the 
ban on Kuwait were unsuccessful. 
The IOC said it would not remove 
the ban until Kuwait fulfilled steps 

needed to be accepted again.
“The situation has significantly 

deteriorated over the past months 
due to a number of decisions tak-
en in violation of the principles 
and rules of the Olympic Charter, 
which has constrained the IOC to 
react accordingly and to reiterate 
its position,” a statement from the 
IOC read.

FIFA, in October 2015, said: “The 
suspension will be lifted only when 
the KFA and its members (the 
clubs) are able to carry out their 
activities and obligations indepen-
dently.”

Sheikh Salman has accused 
“certain Kuwaitis” of causing the 
suspension by complaining to in-

ternational sporting bodies. That 
statement touched on what is per-
haps the actual motivation behind 
the dispute: Succession within the 
Kuwaiti royal family, pitting one 
branch against another.

Kuwait political sources said last 
December that the struggle relates 
to what will happen when Emir 
Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-

Sabah, 87, is succeeded by Crown 
Prince Sheikh Nawaf al-Ahmad al-
Jaber al-Sabah.

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

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

The main figure tied to the sport-
ing crisis and most likely the in-
dividual the Information minis-
ter referenced without naming is 

Sheikh Ahmad al-Fahad al-Ahmad 
al-Sabah, president of the Olympic 
Council of Asia and an IOC mem-
ber. He is considered a choice to be 
the next crown prince.

Local sources claim Sheikh Ah-
mad has ties to numerous Islam-
ist groups, including the Muslim 
Brotherhood, which is seeking a 
stronger role in Kuwait. Kuwait’s 
parliament has seen the return of 
an Islamist-dominated opposition 
that had boycotted previous elec-
tions.

Other members of the al-Sabah 
family, along with parliamentary 
Speaker Marzouq al-Ghanim, op-
pose Sheikh Ahmed as well as 
Sheikh Salman.

Sana’a

T 

he alliance between the 
Iran-allied Houthi rebels 
and the General People’s 
Congress led by former 
Yemeni president Ali Ab-

dullah Saleh appears to be on its last 
legs, sources in the party said.

Saleh would now be more willing 
to disengage from the rebels if he 
were given guarantees that his and 
his party’s political participation in 
the country when the conflict pit-
ting the Houthis and forces loyal to 
the internationally recognised gov-
ernment of President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi ends, they said.

Ali el-Shabani, Saleh’s press sec-
retary, confirmed that the General 
People’s Congress was studying 
withdrawing from its “National Sal-

vation Government” with the Hou-
this over what he described as the 
militia reneging on the initial agree-
ment.

Shabani alleged that the Houthis 
had signed a secret agreement with 
the United States and Saudi Ara-
bia approving the “appointment of 
politician Sheikh Mohamed Abu La-
houm as executive vice-president 
and the transfer of the powers of 
Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi to him”.

The purported agreement would 
grant the Houthis half the cabinet 
positions in the government that 
is expected to be formed under 
former vice-minister for Foreign 
Affairs Abdullah al-Saidi, Shabani 
said.

Abu Lahoum is a Western-educat-
ed tribal leader and senior member 
of parliament. He headed the politi-
cal bloc that oversaw the peaceful 
transition from Saleh’s government 
to Hadi in 2012.

The possible political develop-
ments coincide with tougher lan-
guage coming out of Washington 
concerning the Houthis and their 
chief benefactor, Iran.

After Tehran conducted a ballistic 
missile test and the Houthis carried 
out a suicide operation on a Saudi 
frigate at the end of January, the 
White House issued a stern warning 
to the Islamic Republic and its prox-

ies, mainly offshoots of Hezbollah 
and the Houthi rebels.

White House national security ad-
viser Michael Flynn said the US gov-
ernment “condemns such actions 
by Iran that undermine security, 
prosperity and stability throughout 
and beyond the Middle East and 
place American lives at risk”, add-
ing that “Iran continues to threaten 
US friends and allies in the region”.

In a related development, the 
Foreign minister for Yemen’s inter-
nationally recognised government 
disputed reports that the United 
States was no longer permitted to 

carry out anti-terror operations in 
the country.

The New York Times said Yemen 
had withdrawn permission for the 
United States to conduct special op-
erations because of civilian casual-
ties in a late-January raid.

The raid targeted the leader of 
al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula 
(AQAP), Qassim al-Rimi, and was 
also intended to be an intelligence-
gathering mission. However, a 
firefight resulted in the deaths of 
Yemeni civilians, including several 
women and children, and Rimi re-
mains at large.

“Killing outside the law and kill-
ing civilians is condemned and sup-
ports terrorism,” Yemeni Foreign 
Minister Abdulmalik al-Mekhlafi 
posted on Twitter immediately fol-
lowing the raid.

Mekhlafi told the Associated 
Press that “Yemen continues to co-
operate with the United States and 
continues to abide by all the agree-
ments” and that his government 
was “involved in talks with the US 
administration on the latest raid”.

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

IOC ban leads to Kuwaiti minister’s resignation

Yemen’s Saleh
said to be ready
to drop Houthis

The Arab Weekly staff

Former Kuwaiti minister of Information and Youth Sheikh Salman al-Humoud al-Sabah is seen during a session at Kuwait’s National 
Assembly in Kuwait City, on January 31st.                         (AFP)

Sheikh Salman 
al-Humoud al-Sabah 
resigned to avoid a 
no-confidence vote 
in parliament.

Before resigning, 
Information Minister 
Sheikh Salman 
al-Humoud al-Sabah 
was questioned for 
ten hours by three 
members of 
parliament.

Saleh Baidhani

Yemen’s former president Ali Abdullah Saleh addresses supporters in Sana’a during a rally marking 
one year of Saudi-led air strikes.                                          (Reuters)

The possible 
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coincide with
tougher language 
coming out of 
Washington concerning 
the Houthis.
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N
o sooner had the European Union cobbled 
together a plan of sorts to stop the migrant flow 
from Libya across the Mediterranean than 
justifiable questions arose. A few days after the 
EU summit in Malta, Eugenio Ambrosi, Europe 
director at the UN-affiliated International Organi-
sation for Migration (IOM), suggested that Europe 

was doing too little and even that would come too late for the 
thousands of desperate people who set off from the Libyan coast 
in search of a better life.

Europe, he said, needed to go deeper and further, be kinder and 
more practical all at the same time if it wanted to address the 
problem of migratory flows across the Mediterranean. It must 
provide legal channels for would-be migrants to apply for work in 
Europe. That would reduce the numbers of tragic deaths in 
rickety boats at sea, he suggested. It would not make “a cem-
etery” of the Mediterranean, in the words of Italy’s former prime 
minister Matteo Renzi.

Quite. Libya, however, is a knotty problem. It has become a 
major collection-and-dispatch hub for migrants. Even though it 
is a long and perilous journey, the central Mediterranean crossing 
has grown in popularity — 181,000 people were detected having 
attempted the route last year, up from 64,000 in 2011. More than 
5,000 died in the process in 2016.

Libya’s main problem is that no one is properly in charge and no 
one entity exerts control over the whole country and its porous 
borders. Hence, no one can undertake to stop the people-traffick-
ing industry that flourishes with impunity on its soil.

Libya needs a credible administration that is able to command 
national support, secure the borders and enforce the law but 
domestic divisions have proven quite stubborn. Diverse — and at 
times conflicting — regional and international interference and 
mediation attempts have yielded little but more confusion.

That said, even if Libya’s crisis were to be resolved, the migra-
tion issue would not magically go away. It is safe to assume that 
war, terror, poverty and failed state policies would continue to 
push people to seek greener pastures in Europe.

What can be done? There are some practical ways to ameliorate 
the situation.

First, as the IOM official suggests, viable channels for legal 
migration could and should be opened and kept open. Every 
country has the right to defend its territory but a modicum of 
flexibility is better than manning a fortress. Innumerable studies 
have shown that Europe, which has an ageing population, will 
not be the poorer for it. Portraying migration as an existential 
threat to European lives, livelihoods and culture might be 
electorally expedient but it is cynical politicking at best.

Second, the right to safe harbour for oppressed individuals and 
minorities must be recognised and respected. Screening appli-
cants by religious or ethnic affiliation is discriminatory and 
dangerous.

Third, the international community should provide practical 
and dependable help to countries that host the most refugees — 
Turkey, Lebanon and Jordan.

That would be a good start.

The migration
issue after Malta

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Playing with fire

I 

ran is “playing with fire”. 
These are not my words but 
those of US President Donald 
Trump. He has warned the 
mullahs against continuing 
their expansionist schemes 

and advised them to realise the 
difference between him and 
“kind” former president Barack 
Obama.

Now that another cold war of 
words is alight between Washing-
ton and Tehran following Iran’s 
recent ballistic missile test, I do not 
see any strategic objectives behind 
the test except probing the inten-
tions of the new US administration 
and taunting it.

I am sure that Iran did what it did 
after carefully examining North Ko-
rea’s experience in dealing with the 
United States. Iran has improved on 
North Korea’s strategy and used its 
own significant heritage in carpet-
selling techniques and strategies to 
its advantage in negotiations with 
the West.

Thus, Iran was able to strike an 
advantageous nuclear deal and 
repatriate its frozen assets. It also 
succeeded in luring Eastern busi-
nesses by dangling deals worth 
billions of dollars in civil aviation 
and other domains.

Iran’s behaviour is a calculated 
provocation towards the Trump 
administration. Its aim is to trick 
the White House into revealing its 
intentions and thus select the guid-
ing thread in dealing with them.

This strategy is not a defensive 
one, as it might seem, but an offen-
sive one. Iran has chosen to start 
its provocation strategy before the 
new administration at the White 
House can find the time to beef up 
the Iranian file and come up with 
alternatives.

The mullahs have extensive 
experience in the art of negotiat-
ing, dodging and stalling. They 
took the initiative and reduced the 
United States to a reactive role. 
They know quite well that, for the 
moment, the US administration 
can only condemn and talk big. It is 
still tender-footed and is kept busy 
defending its ban on immigrants 
and its wall project along the US-
Mexican border.

Observers say that the mullahs in 
Tehran are going to be irked by the 
new American sanctions against 
certain Iranian individuals and 
businesses. They certainly will, but 
only on the outside as part of the 
show. On the inside, the sanctions 
are part of the provocation plan. 
The sanctions will also irk other 
international players keen on doing 
profitable business with Iran.

This is not the first time we have 
heard the phrase “playing with 
fire” used in US political discourse 
concerning Iran. Former US presi-

dents and senior officials have used 
these exact words and other similar 
expressions on several previous 
occasions. So, the mullahs are used 
to them and will not back down. In 
fact, they might go one step further 
and take the game one level up.

It does not have to be through 
a second ballistic missile test, it 
could be through securing gains 
in Syria or elsewhere. Iran is very 
good at the keep-them-on-the-
edge-of-their-seats game and is 
not shy about using the strategy 
of bringing the world to the brink 
of disaster; then either it suddenly 
backs down or its opponents do.

During the coming stages of the 
game, the countries of the Arabian 
Gulf ought not limit themselves to 
the role of spectators in this strate-
gic game. Years of being spectators 
robbed them of any initiative. We 
should not enjoy the current game 
for long and must start fixing our 
paths ourselves regardless of who 
wins this cold war, or even a poten-
tial “hot” war, between Iran and 
the United States.

The interests of the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council (GCC) countries are, 
in theory, dependent on US-Iranian 
relations but I believe it is unwise 
to simply await an American initia-
tive to curtail Iran’s expansionist 
policies. We risk being surprised by 
agreements detrimental to our rela-
tions with the United States, our 
main strategic partner.

I believe we ought to move ac-
cording to our interests inside the 
GCC. We need to clearly outline 
to the Trump administration our 
specific wishes on the regional 
level and redraw our strategic 
partnership with America based 
on a network of mutual interests 
impervious to Iran’s meddling.

The United States’ strategic inter-
ests change all the time but so do 
ours and those of the mullahs on 
the opposite shores of the Arabian 
Gulf. So we need to think of alter-
natives and innovative solutions 
in our relations with our American 
partner.

We need to take into consid-
eration all potential trends in the 
domains of energy, Sino-American 
relations, America’s isolationist 
orientation, Iran’s expansionist am-
bitions and potential roles of other 
regional powers such as Turkey, 
India, Pakistan and Egypt, which 
are liable to affect security in the 
Gulf countries.

We must also not disregard 
Israel’s own strategies and plans 
in the region. Ignoring them will 
not make them disappear nor will 
it help our own plans and strate-
gies, regardless of what we think of 
them.

Salem el-Kotobi is an Emirati writer.
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Trump and Al-Farabi’s ‘virtuous city’

The war in Syria is essentially over

America can still be a positive force in the world

Opinion

W
e know the truth 
about Donald 
Trump’s claim 
that the media 
deliberately 
under-reported 

terrorist attacks. It is laughably 
false and it is loose-lipped incite-
ment to communal hate. What we 
do not yet properly know is why the 
United States’ new president has 
made the outrageous allegation 
that journalists “have their 
reasons” to play down the terror 
threat.

Trump is obviously peddling a 
crackpot theory pushed by right-
wing news/views outlets that the 
media are whitewashing terrorist 
attacks to protect Islam or Muslim 
migrants. It goes without saying 
that it does not behove a US presi-
dent to deal in conspiracy theories 
but Trump is hardly the typical US 
president, seeming not to care about 
propriety, principle or presidential 
decorum.

The Trump administration 
seems to be seeking a full-throated 
denunciation of Islam and Muslims 
in every newspaper, on every media 
website, every TV show or radio 
broadcast. When there is a lone-wolf 
attack (or even when there is not), 
the Trump Republicans seem to 
want complete and utter denigration 
of a whole community and a faith 
group.

Why? Why is this president doing 
this? Even George W. Bush, who 

unluckily happened to be America’s 
commander-in-chief when 9/11 hap-
pened, took care not to scapegoat 
US Muslims and thereby preserved 
social harmony.

What does Trump gain from 
pushing a clash of religious com-
munities to an incendiary point? As 
with the use of nuclear weapons, 
would not such a strategy end in 
mutually assured destruction, a 
cataclysm that would consume us 
all?

Yes and no. Trump’s supporters, 
who mainly live away from big cit-
ies, may calculate that they would 
be immune from any bonfires of 
communal disharmony.

Trump himself, with his exagger-
ated self-belief and enormous self-
love, may be so deluded as to think 
he and his family will be personally 
exempt from any conflagration. And 
yet, his false focus on supposedly 
under-reported terrorist attacks 
hooks in to something more sinister. 
Trump recently recommended 
that any future terrorist acts in the 
United States be blamed on the 
judge who temporarily blocked his 
entry ban on people from seven 
mainly Muslim countries.

That leads to the inescapable 
and chilling conclusion that this 
American president seems to want, 
perhaps even need, terrorist attacks.

Consider the comment from Philip 
Gourevitch, a journalist who wrote 
about the Rwandan genocide. He 
recently said in horrified realisation 

on social media: “Think about it. At 
this point Trump desperately needs 
America to be attacked by jihadis.” 
He meant, of course, that a terrorist 
attack would provoke fear and loath-
ing in the United States towards 
minorities and migrants and allow 
Trump to loosen legal constraints on 
administrative actions using the fig 
leaf of top-secret national security.

No one in any position of authori-
ty in this White House or the Repub-
lican Party will confirm that such 
an idea exists but it is as dismaying 
as it is increasingly obvious that the 
germ of exactly such an evil idea is 
being revealed — over and over — by 
Trump himself.

Should we be surprised given the 
tone of his campaign? No, but the 
existing situation is a reminder of 
the enormous risk Americans have 
taken by putting such a man in the 
Oval Office. From medieval times, 
great importance was placed on the 
character and impulses of political 
leaders and their effect on the peo-
ple they govern.

Al-Farabi, the tenth-century 
Muslim philosopher and the first 
to offer a holistic understanding 
of cosmology, ethics, politics and 
human nature, considered the 
role of the ruler paramount in the 
nurturing of a virtuous city. Though 
he lived in the enormous Abbasid 
empire, Al-Farabi followed earlier 
Greek philosophers in taking the 
city — “medina” in Arabic, “polis” in 
Greek — as the fundamental setting 

for political affairs.
A virtuous city, he said, was one 

that promoted human happiness. 
This happened, Al-Farabi said, 
because the citizens of a virtuous 
city were governed by righteous 
opinions not vulgar ones such as 
the pursuit of pleasure or of wealth. 
They would come to this state of 
being, he said, with the help of the 
ideal ruler, an individual with a gen-
eral knowledge of practical affairs 
and a fierce love of justice and its 
advocates.

It is interesting to note the 
emphasis Al-Farabi placed on the 
opinions rather than the knowledge 
of citizens of the virtuous city. In 
his The Principles of Opinions of the 
Inhabitants of the Virtuous City, he 
suggested the citizens would get 
their opinions from the ideal ruler. 
Not the facts, just opinions, and 
Al-Farabi assumed, like most of us 
until recently, that the ruler would 
offer just and virtuous opinions 
based on viable facts.

In some ways, the idea of a virtu-
ous city sounds a bit like the phrase 
often used by American politicians 
to embody the national ideal — a 
shining city upon a hill.

But Trump has not said it, an 
omission that probably speaks 
volumes.

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.

W
ithout anyone 
taking much 
notice, the war in 
Syria has all but 
ended. A month-
old countrywide 

ceasefire, despite all expectations 
and previous iterations, is largely 
being respected.

A series of defeats for the armed 
opposition over the past several 
months in Aleppo and critical 
satellite towns around Damascus 
has essentially confined it to little 
more than a chapter in the history of 
Syria’s post-revolt period.

Sure, localised infighting 
continues among Islamist groups 
in Idlib, which are facing constant 
regime air strikes. There are 
campaigns by various elements 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in the 
north and east and a stalemate in 
eastern Ghouta. The guns, however, 
have by and large fallen silent.

The Syrian Network for Human 
Rights, although by no means the 
singular authority on counting 
deaths in Syria, reports that of 
civilian losses since March 2011, just 
8% occurred in 2016. Last month, 
781 civilians were killed, almost half 
the November death toll.

When major intelligence 

consultancies turn their attention 
to topics of post-war rebuilding it is 
safe to assume that a new chapter is 
unfolding. Take a brief from Stratfor 
published February 6th stating: 
“Tehran intends to offer the services 
of its state-owned companies for 
Syria’s reconstruction. When the 
time comes, Iran will be Syria’s 
preferred partner for efforts to 
restore the country.”

Little doubt remains that the 
Syrian regime has defeated the 
armed opposition and how we can 
expect Syria to look in the years 
and decades ahead is taking shape: 
Kurds have and will continue 
to enjoy autonomy in the north; 
the regime will hold all major 
urban centres and the control ISIS 
maintains across Syria and Iraq will 
likely be wiped out by the middle of 
2018.

Looking forward, the military 
opposition’s only refuge is likely 
to be the sliver of land along the 
Turkish border now under Ankara’s 
control, pending an agreement 
between Damascus and Turkey, 
something that has looked 
increasingly likely in recent weeks.

The de facto end of the civil war, 
however, in no way means that an 
all-encompassing political solution 

is likely in the near future. While 
the regime has allowed opposition 
groups and their supporters a 
minuscule degree of autonomy 
centred on Idlib province, it will 
soon seek to eliminate that, too.

Nor should recent events suggest 
that Syria is now or will become the 
bastion of stability it once claimed 
to be. In contrast to the open 
warfare visited upon the country 
over the past five-plus years, a 
low-intensity conflict marked by 
suicide bombings and political 
assassinations in regime-held cities 
and towns, raids on suspected 
opposition neighbourhoods and 
occasional coalition air strikes 
on jihadists hiding out in Syria’s 
eastern desert regions are all likely 
to colour Syria’s future. Goods will 
remain prohibitively expensive 
and infrastructure will continue to 
crumble.

Who or what is responsible for the 
regime’s victory? Though it is easy 
to blame the West for the failing 
to back the uprising’s democratic 
aspirations, the days of CIA-inspired 
coups and rebellions have passed. 
Russia sought, and got, a way into 
the Middle East’s political theatre, 
as any despotic regime would have 
hankered for.

Greater responsibility must be 
directed towards the opposition 
groups themselves, who, from 
day one, bickered and sought to 
establish local fiefdoms before 
taking on Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in 2012 and 2013.

The relative of a close friend, 
a rebel fighter who left Dariya 
for Idlib during last August’s 
negotiated truce, has since given 
up on unseating the regime and 
has headed to Turkey. He said 
the degree of rebel infighting 
he witnessed in Idlib over the 
past several months left him 
disillusioned. In besieged Dariya he 
fought for a cause. In Idlib, all that 
remains is a fight for crumbs.

This is not to suggest a moral 
equivalency between rebels and 
the atrocities of the Assad regime. 
News that more than 10,000 people 
were executed at Saydnaya prison 
until 2015 is only the latest example 
of the government’s penchant for 
brutality. With the regime having 
won the war, this reign of terror has 
endured.

Stephen Starr is the author of Revolt 
in Syria: Eye-Witness to the Uprising 
and has lived in Syria and Turkey 
since 2007.

T
he election of Donald 
Trump as US president 
was a big moment. His 
victory in November 
reflected a steep change 
in the way the United 

States is run and the way it per-
ceives other countries.

Trump has little good to say about 
many international norms that 
underpin the liberal world order. He 
disdains NATO. He has no intention 
of supporting America’s allies 
among the Syrian opposition. Trump 
is notably well-disposed towards 
Russia and its leader, Vladimir Putin.

All of this is distinct and different 
and this divergence matters.

For some, indeed for many, 
this outcome does not seem at all 
surprising. Trump’s bellicosity 
and vulgarity and lack of strategic 
judgment do not appear different 
from what came before. They 
lump presidents George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama in with their 
successor. For them, Trump does 
not represent a sea change at all 

but rather the logical conclusion of 
American culture and policy.

They accuse the United States of 
warmongering, of being interested 
only in stealing the natural resources 
of the Middle East — something, 
of course, that Trump has actively 
suggested.

These accusations, however, do 
not begin and end with Trump. For 
such people, it seems all American 
policy is suspect, tainted by original 
sin. It has never been good. See 
for example the ghost of the 2003 
deposition of Saddam Hussein.

This description of American 
policy at large is incorrect. The 
United States was not a nefarious 
actor. Even now, it is not a 
malevolent force in international 
affairs. To say so risks buying into 
all manner of propaganda from 
hostile foreign states, Russia and 
Iran most obviously, and giving 
domestic succour to the language 
of Islamist terrorist groups of all 
stripes.

This is not an idle concern. 

When Russia and Iran are said to 
be actively committing war crimes 
in Syria on a scale that shocks the 
world, and when the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and other groups of that 
sort are engaged in acts of almost 
competitive barbarism, this is no 
time to seek petty vindication in 
denigrating the world’s greatest 
democracy.

Such proclamations are also 
distinctly myopic. Reality is all 
too often masked by partisanship 
or dogma. There are good, decent 
people in the United States, just as 
there is still good to be found and to 
be done in America.

Too many overlook the fact that 
the United States is self-critical, 
with a great deal of the opposition 
to Trump coming from inside the 
country — and indeed from within 
his own party. Republican Senators 
Marco Rubio, Lindsey Graham and 
John McCain present honourable 
examples. They will pick their 
battles — they cannot oppose the 
administration on every issue or 

blunt the effectiveness of that 
opposition — but they will stick 
up for America’s allies and for the 
world order that brought peace 
and prosperity that are now under 
threat.

The president himself is not 
immutable. He is not uniquely, 
unchangingly malign. Trump may 
well be steered into making the 
right decisions.

People such as Defense Secretary 
James Mattis and federal employees, 
as well as generals, could alter 
the fundamental shape of his 
government. They could outweigh 
the influence of Steve Bannon, who 
has been presented as a veritable 
prince of darkness. Even figures of 
his character can be circumvented, 
their plans misdirected.

The United States retains the 
potential to do good and it remains 
possible that it will, regardless of 
who is in power.

James Snell is a British
journalist.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

James Snell

Stephen Starr
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crackpot 
theory 
pushed by 
right-wing 
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J 

ordan appears to be tight-
ening its grip on religious 
messages coming out of its 
mosques but it may be offer-
ing its preachers more sticks 

than carrots.
Jordanian chief justice Ahmad 

Hilayel resigned two days after de-
livering a Friday sermon during 
which he rebuked Gulf states for 
not stepping up their financial aid 
to Jordan.

“As an imam of this country and 
one of its scholars, I am address-
ing the Gulf’s leaders, kings, emirs, 
sheikhs and wise men,” he said in a 
sermon broadcast live on Jordanian 
state television January 20th from 
Amman’s King Hussein mosque.

“The (financial) situation has 
reached a tipping point (in Jor-
dan)… so where is your help, where 
is your money and where are your 
riches?”

Hilayel said the Jordanian state 
could collapse if people were to take 
to the streets, warning that would 
lead to chaos and destruction as in 
Syria, Iraq and Libya. “Would you 
like to see such a scenario (happen 
in Jordan)?” he asked.

Many criticised Hilayel for em-
barrassing the government in front 
of its financial backers in the Gulf 
and some took issue with his use 
of the Friday sermon to deliver a 
political message. Musa al-Odwan, 
a retired army general and writer, 
told Al Jazeera that Hilayel had “no 
business talking politics” as he is a 
religious judge.

It is thought that Hilayel agreed 
to resign to save face rather than 
being fired.

Jordan’s Religious Affairs Minis-
try on January 10th said it had dis-
missed 15 mosque preachers and 

disciplined seven others for refus-
ing to take part in nationwide me-
morial prayers for Jordanian troops 
killed in clashes with gunmen who 
had attacked a tourist site in Karak 
province.

The Islamic State (ISIS) claimed 
the December 18th attack in which 
11 members of the security forces 
and three civilians, including a 
Canadian tourist, were killed. The 
kingdom has been hit by number of 
ISIS attacks in the past year.

Observers said Jordan may be 
changing course from its policy of 
trying to contain hard-line preach-
ers towards a more confrontational 
approach.

“In the past, the authorities opt-
ed for negotiation. Two years ago 
they released two leading jihadists, 
Abu Muhammad al-Maqdisi and 
Abu Qatada al-Filastini, in an at-
tempt to co-opt their followers into 
their own war on Islamic State,” 
the Economist wrote in September 
2016.

“More recently, though, they 
have gone for round-ups. Hundreds 
of cells have been broken up. And 
so far this year 1,100 Jordanians 
have been hauled before military 
courts on terrorism charges,” it 
added.

However, the government would 
still have to rely on cooperative 
preachers to do its bidding in reli-
gious circles.

One preacher, Ali al-Halabi, is-
sued a religious edict saying that 
Jordanians must not pray for the 
souls or attend the funerals of the 
“terrorists” killed by the army in 
Karak. Halabi insisted they would 
still be regarded as Muslims but 
added that the militants cannot 
have ordinary burials and the pub-
lic must always be reminded of 
their “deviant creeds”.

The government has installed 
closed-circuit cameras in a num-
ber of mosques, although the vast 
majority of them are not electroni-
cally monitored. Local informants 
attending prayers are reportedly 
the most common way for the gov-
ernment to keep an eye on places 
of worship.

Local media reported that the 
government promised to award bo-
nuses to state-appointed mosque 
preachers who are “distinguished 
in their work”. The proposal in-
cludes studying the preachers’ 
sermons as part of the evaluation 
process.

The Prime Ministry’s coordi-
nator for human rights, Basil al-
Tarawneh, said the Religious Af-
fairs Ministry was carrying out 
recommendations from the Na-
tional Centre for Human Rights. 
The recommendations include fa-
miliarising mosque preachers with 

matters of human rights and “com-
bating extremist thought”, the offi-
cial Petra news agency said.

A similar initiative is reportedly 
being coordinated with the Minis-
try of Social Development to make 
mosque preachers more aware of 
women’s rights.

However, in improvised areas 
such as Zarqa governorate, where 
the spread of radicalisation is more 
likely, officials are warning that 
the housing accommodations for 
mosque imams are “not suitable 
for habitation”.

Many of the accommodations 
are damp and have no access to 
sunlight as they are built under the 
mosques, Youssef al-Shalabi, the 
head of the religious endowment 
department in Zarqa, said in late 
January.

Some of the residents are ex-
posed to flooding from nearby 
mosque toilets, creating a smell 

that was making some preachers 
ill.

A government report released 
last October stated that many of 
the imams’ children have asthma 
and other illnesses due to poor 
housing conditions.

One imam told the Jordanian 
newspaper al-Ghad that he lives 
with his wife and five children in a 
90-sq.-metre residence.

Accommodation is not provided 
to all imams. Most cannot afford to 
live elsewhere as they are required 
to be in the mosque from early 
hours of the day until late at night 
due to the timing of prayers.

Such living conditions may put 
additional strain on the relation-
ship between the state and the 
imams it employs.

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

Jordan’s troubled relationship with its mosques
Mamoon Alabbasi

A 2015 file photo shows a Jordanian man reading the Quran at al-Husainy mosque in Amman.     (Reuters)
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Jailing of officers seen as test of free speech in Jordan

Amman

W 

hen retired major-
general Mohammed 
Otoom was sum-
moned to Jordan’s 
domestic intelli-

gence service over a critical internet 
comment, he was not too rattled. 
After all, he was a 30-year veteran of 
the agency that sought to question 
him.

To his surprise, Otoom, 63, was 
detained and has spent weeks in a 
crowded prison cell.

Seven others, including another 
ex-officer and a former member 
of parliament, have been jailed on 
warrants from the state security 
court for protesting on social media 
against the government’s planned 
price hikes and its purported failure 
to go after corrupt officials.

The high-profile case spotlights 
Jordan’s unwritten red lines on pub-
lic debate at a time when the US-al-
lied kingdom faces growing security 
threats and an economic downturn 
accompanied by spikes in poverty 
and unemployment.

Traditionally, it was permissible 
to criticise the government while 
the royal family, religion and the se-
curity forces were off limits.

Some say Jordan has further cur-
tailed free expression, using secu-
rity arguments such as the threat 
posed by Islamic State (ISIS) ex-
tremists to retract political reform 
promises made after the 2011 “Arab 
spring” uprisings in the region.

In this context, the detention of 

members of Jordan’s security and 
political establishment should be 
seen as a warning to ordinary Jorda-
nians to steer clear of anti-govern-
ment protests, said Otoom’s wife, 
Raeseh.

“This is meant to send a message 
to the rest of the people so they stay 
silent,” she said in an interview in 
her home in a middle-class neigh-
bourhood of Amman.

Authorities have suggested, how-
ever, that the men pose a threat to 
national security.

Jordanian Prime Minister Hani 
Mulki told parliament in mid-Janu-
ary that the security court ordered 
the arrests for allegedly engaging 
in actions that “could incite public 
opinion and change the basic situ-
ation of the society, in violation of 
the law”.

Mulki said at the time that the 
government respects the right to 
free expression, provided it does not 
violate the law and “does not com-
promise higher national interests”.

Government critics say Jordan has 
several vaguely worded laws that 
allow for the prosecution of people 
expressing their opinions.

Freedom House, a US-based pro-
democracy group that has rated 
Jordan as “not free”, slammed the 
detention of the senior officials as a 
violation of the right to free speech. 
The decision to charge them with in-
citement “shows the government’s 
determination to muffle dissent and 
criticism”, the group said.

Government spokesman Moham-
med Momani declined comment on 
the case because it is a legal matter. 
Last month he said the government 

was weighing new legislation to 
combat what he described as a rise 
in hate speech on social media.

The case against Otoom and the 
others comes at a time of growing 
dissatisfaction with government 
policies. Nearly 60% of Jordanians 
asked said the country is headed in 
the wrong direction, up from 43% in 
April, a poll published January 30th 
by the US-based International Re-
publican Institute indicated.

A weak economy, rising prices, 
administrative and financial corrup-
tion, poverty and unemployment 
were given as top reasons, stated a 
November survey of 1,000 respond-
ents, with a margin of error of 3.5 
percentage points.

Discontent is bound to rise with 
expected price hikes in the coming 
weeks. The government has said it 
would increase taxes on some goods 
to reduce a spiralling budget deficit. 
On February 1st, the government 
raised the prices of gasoline, kero-
sene and diesel by 3-8%, with part 
of the increase to be used to help 
narrow the deficit, state media said.

In recent weeks, retired security 
officers who previously accused the 
authorities of not going after sen-
ior officials suspected of corruption 
emerged as critics of the austerity 
measures. The officers said if the 
government retrieved millions of 
dollars allegedly lost to corruption, 
it would not need to impose new 
burdens on Jordanians.

Retired lieutenant-colonel Khaled 
Majali, who served under Otoom, 
wrote on his website that “7.5 mil-
lion Jordanians are screaming loud-
ly, ‘Wake up, there is still time to fix 
things’ and they are ready to renew 

loyalty” and move to a better future.
Otoom’s wife said her husband 

posted a brief comment, taken 
from a poem about the last Arab 
king of Andalusia, who was told by 
his mother after losing his throne: 
“Now cry like women for a throne 
that you didn’t defend like men”.

Otoom was summoned by the 
intelligence service after that post, 
along with former legislator Wasfi 
Rawashdeh and retired army colo-
nel Omar al-Osofi.

Rawashdeh had urged the king in 
an open letter to be “careful of the 
ones who are killing the love of the 
people for you” and criticised what 
he said was long-standing nepotism. 
Osofi published an essay about dic-
tatorship, his son, Wael, said.

A fourth detainee, Hussam Abdal-
lat, who served in the prime minis-
ter’s office for 20 years, was arrested 
after a meeting with other activists 
at his home to launch an anti-cor-
ruption initiative, said his brother, 
Mohammed.

“What they were calling for is anti-
corruption, transparency and free-
dom of speech,” Mohammed Abdal-
lat said. He said only his brother and 
another participant in the meeting 
are still in jail.

(The Associated Press)

Karin Laub

Raeseh Otoom stands in her living room between portraits of 
Jordanian King Abdullah II (L) and her husband,  Mohammed 
Otoom, in Amman, on January 26th.                                                     (AP)

Relatives of the 
detainees portray 
them as patriots who 
risked their status for 
the good of the 
country.
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A 

l-Azhar’s decision that 
verbal divorce complies 
with sharia law pits the 
highest Sunni Islamic 
authority against Egyp-

tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
and fuels debate on the issue inside 
and outside Egypt.

Citing rampant divorce rates 
throughout the country, Sisi in 
January called on al-Azhar to draft 
legislation to ban verbal divorce 
and make it effective only when 
documented.

“This will give couples the chance 
to rethink their desire to separate,” 
Sisi said during a televised speech 
while looking at Grand Imam of al-
Azhar Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, who 
was in the first row of the audience.

Verbal divorce allows Muslim 
husbands to terminate their mar-
riages by uttering the words “I, 
hereby, divorce you” to their wives, 
even before documenting the act at 
the office of a religious official au-
thorised by al-Azhar to record mar-
riages and divorces.

Following a February 5th meeting 
by the committee of senior clerics, 
al-Azhar said verbal divorce was 
valid even without documenta-
tion as long as it was in line with all 
conditions stipulated by the Islamic 
religion. It added that, for verbal di-
vorce to be legitimate, the husband 
has to be in his right mind and use 
appropriate phrasing.

By approving verbal divorce, al-
Azhar pits itself against Sisi, who 
more than once in the past two 

years called on its clerics to start a 
process of reform.

“Al-Azhar wants to protect its 
sovereign interests and the status 
of an al-Azhar sheikh as an absolute 
master in the society regardless of 
whether what he says is right or 
wrong,” writer Sayed al-Qemn ar-
gued. “If al-Azhar says that verbal 
divorce counts, why don’t al-Azhar 
scholars acknowledge verbal mar-
riage?”

About 900,000 marriages are 
registered every year in Egypt, with 
40% of them ending in divorce in 
the first five years.

Some children of collapsed mar-
riages end up on the streets, exacer-
bating Egypt’s street children prob-
lem, civil society activists said.

“This is why a law banning verbal 
divorce has been a long-awaited de-
mand,” said Entesar al-Saeed, the 
head of women’s rights group Cairo 
Centre for Development. “When 
husbands fail to document divorce, 
they deprive their ex-wives and 
children of their financial rights.”

Sisi’s proposal and al-Azhar’s re-
jection have divided the religious in-
stitution, with some of its top clerics 
expressing support for Sisi’s plan.

Saad al-Din al-Hilali, a profes-
sor of comparative jurisprudence 
at al-Azhar University, said that 
legitimising verbal divorce humili-
ates the judiciary and other state 
institutions.

“Verbal divorce should not 
count as long as it is not docu-
mented,” Hilali said. “There is no 
verse in the holy Quran on verbal 
divorce. “

He said God does not say how di-
vorce should be carried out.

“Hence, this is not a religious 
matter but a jurisprudential one,” 
Hilali said. “Like the case with 

buying and selling, divorce must 
be officially documented to be ef-
fective.”

He said at the time of the Proph-
et Mohammad marriage and di-
vorce were agreements made ver-
bally but documentation was later 
introduced to protect rights.

“Now, if a man divorces his wife 
verbally without documentation, 
she will be neither married nor di-
vorced,” Hilali said. “This is totally 
unfair for women.”

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Sisi, al-Azhar at loggerheads over verbal divorce
Marwa al-A’sar

On February 5th, 
al-Azhar said verbal 
divorce can count 
even without 
documentation.

Egyptian government 
not honouring contract 
with the people

U
p to now, Egyptians 
have accepted and 
condoned their 
authorities’ view of 
the Islamists. This 
popular blessing is 

the only legitimising source for 
Egyptian authorities.

Today, the regime in Egypt 
seems at its weakest. It is true that 
the country is facing tremendous 
economic and social challenges, 
including galloping inflation, un-
precedented unemployment, rock-
eting debt and negligible foreign 
investment in the local economy. 
Economic reforms, however, have 
never been used before as a cover 
for political legitimacy.

In Egypt, the authorities have 
always faced serious problems 
whenever they insulted the people 
by not honouring their contract 
with them. This is what is known as 
popular legitimacy which, in Egypt, 
is independent from political or 
institutional legitimacy.

When people took to the streets 
to protest against the Muslim 
Brotherhood, they were extending 
legitimacy to the government on 
condition that the latter fights the 
Islamists. People were far from im-
agining that the government would 
one day classify these Islamists into 
friends and foes of the state.

The Egyptian government ap-
proached the question of reforming 
religious discourse in the country 
in the same manner a lazy em-
ployee approaches his job. The 
employee goes to work just to 
make his presence known so he 
gets paid at the end of the month. 
The government seemingly could 
not find a better way to reform 
extremist religious discourse than 
by entrusting the task to a bunch of 
extremist Islamists from al-Azhar 
University.

The government knew very well 
the backgrounds of many of the 
members of the Council of Senior 
Scholars at al-Azhar. Some of them 
publicly and openly supported 
the Brotherhood and Muhammad 
Morsi even after he had been de-
posed as president.

It is hardly fighting terrorism 
when the government chooses to 
work with one faction of the Islam-
ists. It is just plain negligence.

Today, the Egyptian government 
is paying for its mistakes. It was a 
mistake to accept and forgive the 
Salafists, who constituted the main 
force of the Islamists’ occupation of 
Rabaa Square. Co-opting a faction 
of the Islamists and using them for 
security purposes was a mistake 
and allowing the situation inside al-
Azhar to fester was also a mistake.

It is true that al-Azhar is more 
than 1,000 years old. It is older 
than most countries. In the end, 
however, it is a religious institu-
tion and must remain so. Under 
European colonisation of Egypt, 

the country’s elite and nationalist 
leaders came from al-Azhar but we 
do not see why today the Azharites 
should become a religious elite not 
subjected to any accountability.

Al-Azhar has changed tremen-
dously. At the end of the 1950s and 
beginning of the 1960s, the head of 
al-Azhar, Sheikh Mahmud Shaltut, 
engaged in an ideological debate 
with Iran’s Shia scholar Grand Aya-
tollah Seyyed Hossein Borujerdi. 
They were trying to bridge the 
ideological gap between Shia and 
Sunni ideologies.

Today, al-Azhar is trying to find 
and highlight ideological differ-
ences with Shias. At the same time, 
it is trying to ensure for itself a 
sacrosanct position that only its 
members seem to recognise.

Examples of al-Azhar’s trespass-
ing are numerous. Its scholars 
publicly trashed the motion picture 
Mawlana and vilified its makers 
without having seen one scene 

of the film. Al-Azhar helped send 
Islam al-Buhairi to jail because he 
dared challenge it to condemn its 
own jihadist ideology and refrain 
from claiming to be God’s repre-
sentative on Earth. Al-Azhar was 
behind placing Ibrahim Issa under 
house arrest because he was con-
stantly criticising the government’s 
laxity towards extremist Salafists.

If the comedy taking place in 
Egypt today persists, it is very like-
ly that the people will start calling 
for a revision of their contract with 
the government, the one in which 
the government agreed to rid them 
of the Islamists. If the govern-
ment could not accomplish what it 
promised to do at the height of its 
strength after the events of January 
30th, 2013, what would it be able 
to accomplish now in its weakened 
state?

Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian 
writer.

Ahmad Abou 
Douh

View point

Examples
of al-Azhar’s 
trespassing 
are 
numerous.

Co-opting a faction of the 
Islamists and using them for 
security purposes was a mistake.

A boy attends Friday prayers at al-Azhar mosque in Cairo.                                    (Reuters)

A 2016 picture shows Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi speaking to a gathering of al-Azhar clerics in Cairo.                (AP)
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U 

S President Donald 
Trump and Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Net-
anyahu are expected to 
agree on a tough line 

towards Iran but are unlikely to call 
for an end to the international nu-
clear deal with Tehran during Net-
anyahu’s visit to Washington.

After eight years of US-Israeli 
differences under Trump’s prede-
cessor, Barack Obama, Netanyahu 
is hoping to establish a strong 
bond with the staunchly pro-Israel 
Trump administration.

“Netanyahu feels that he has got-
ten what he wants with Trump al-
ready,” said David Mednicoff, a Mid-
dle East specialist at the University 
of Massachusetts at Amherst. “For 
Netanyahu, Trump could be the 
American president dream come 
true as long as there is no unpre-
dictability.”

One of the goals of the Israeli 
leader’s February 15th trip to Wash-
ington is to make sure that Trump’s 
line will stay the way it is. “Netan-
yahu wants to take what he sees 
as a friendship and build it into a 
strong alliance,” Mednicoff said. 
“He wants to make sure Trump is 
not a loose cannon.”

Both Trump and Netanyahu have 
called for a stern response to a re-
cent Iranian ballistic missile test. 
The US administration is looking at 
a plan to declare Iran’s Islamic Rev-
olutionary Guards Corps a terrorist 
organisation, Reuters reported.

Although Trump and Netanyahu 
have railed against the 2015 land-
mark agreement between the in-
ternational community and Iran, 
neither of them advocates a cancel-
lation of the deal.

Trump has delighted the Israeli 
right by slapping sanctions on Iran 
after a recent missile test and by de-
claring that all options — including 
military ones — were on the table in 
dealing with Iran. However, there 
are no known plans by his admin-

istration to withdraw from the nu-
clear agreement.

Netanyahu, during a visit to Brit-
ain, called on “responsible” coun-
tries to follow Trump’s sanctions 
lead. However, like Trump, Netan-
yahu stopped short of issuing a call 
to cancel the nuclear accord. The 
agreement has the aim of prevent-
ing Tehran from developing nu-
clear weapons while ending Iran’s 
international isolation.

Trump has also stated his inten-
tion to move the US embassy in Is-
rael from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, a 
step that would strengthen Israel’s 
claim to the city. In a speech Feb-
ruary 8th, Trump, who has come 
under fire because of his plan to 
build a wall along the border with 
Mexico, praised Israel for defend-
ing itself against terrorism with the 
help of a wall. “Just ask Israel about 
walls. Do walls work? Just ask Is-
rael. They work,” he said.

At the same time, Trump warned 
Israel, through a White House state-
ment, that further expansion of set-
tlements “may not be helpful” to 
make peace with the Palestinians. 
“No one knows Trump’s exact poli-

cy,” said Michael Rubin, a scholar at 
the American Enterprise Institute 
and a former Pentagon official.

Netanyahu, faced with hardlin-
ers domestically and growing con-
demnation of Israel’s treatment of 
Palestinians internationally, could 
try to use some of his rapport with 
Trump to fend off criticism.

“Netanyahu will try to pocket 
some of the toughening in the US 
attitude towards Iran and present it 
as his own achievement. He really 
believes in getting tougher on Iran,” 
said Ori Nir, spokesman for Ameri-
cans for Peace Now, a Washington-
based group campaigning for an 
enduring peace between Israel and 
the Palestinians.

On the Israeli-Palestinian issue, 
Netanyahu is likely to press Trump 

to issue a public statement reject-
ing a UN Security Council resolu-
tion that the Obama administration 
allowed to be passed during its last 
days in office and that condemned 
Israeli settlements as an obstacle for 
peace, Rubin said. At the same time, 
the Israeli leader can be expected to 
try to ascertain that Trump “under-
stands the 2004 Bush letter as the 
basis of US policy”.

The letter by then-president 
George W. Bush said a future Is-
raeli-settlement was unlikely to 
return to the armistice lines of 1949 
but would be based on “mutually 
agreed changes” based on realities 
on the ground, “including already 
existing major Israeli population 
centres”.

Nir said Netanyahu could accept 
some restraints on the settlement 
issue to limit international criti-
cism and sanctions levelled against 
Israel.

“They will want to reach an 
agreed formula on what is OK and 
what’s not, something that Netan-
yahu can present to his own right 
flank and say: ‘We have a friend in 
the White House but there are some 

restrictions on settlements that we 
have to agree to,’” Nir said.

The upcoming visit will also of-
fer insights into the relationship 
between the Netanyahu govern-
ment and the Jewish community 
in the United States. Nir said efforts 
by Netanyahu to ingratiate himself 
with Trump could lead to a widen-
ing rift between American Jews and 
Israel.

“The Jewish community in the 
United States is at the forefront of 
the opposition to Trump,” he said. 
In the view of many US Jews, Ne-
tanyahu was “cosying up to the 
most hated figure in American poli-
tics”, as many Jews saw Trump as 
a leader who might unleash a wave 
of xenophobia and anti-Semitism in 
the country. This could add to an al-
ready existing alienation, especial-
ly between a younger generation of 
US Jews and Israel, he said.

“It’s something new,” Nir said. 
“There has never been a president 
who is so reviled by the Jewish 
community.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Trump and Netanyahu to discuss tough line on Iran
Thomas Seibert

A September 2016 file picture shows then-Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump (L) shaking hands with Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, in New York.                                                                                                                                                                                                        (AP)
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to establish a strong 
bond with the 
staunchly pro-Israel 
Trump 
administration.
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on the settlement 
issue to limit 
international criticism 
and sanctions.

Palestine   Israel

The Palestinian Authority should use its leverage

L
ast month, the Pales-
tine Liberation Organi-
sation (PLO) and the 
Palestinian Authority 
(PA) threatened to 
revoke recognition of 

Israel if US President Donald 
Trump implemented his pledge 
to move the American embassy 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. 
Possibly due to international 
warnings about the wide-ranging 
dangers of such a relocation, 
recent White House statements 
suggest the issue is slipping 
down Trump’s agenda.

However, instead of shelv-
ing their threat, the PLO and PA 
should divert it to Israel’s relent-
less colonisation of occupied 
Palestinian territory, which has 
picked up even greater pace since 
Trump’s inauguration. In less than 
a fortnight since he took office, 
Israel made four announcements 
approving construction of more 
than 6,000 settlement homes in 
the West Bank and East Jerusalem.

As well as expanding exist-
ing settlements, it said it would 
establish a new one, the first since 
1999, excluding outposts built 
without official permission.  Is-
rael’s parliament also approved a 
bill to retroactively legalise 4,000 
settler homes built on privately 
owned Palestinian land.

Israeli officials have openly 
said these moves are encouraged 
by the Trump administration’s 
policies and statements. Follow-
ing these announcements, the 
White House said Trump, who 
has said “there’s nobody more 
pro-Israeli than I am”, did not see 
settlements as an “impediment to 
peace”, a departure from previous 
US positions. There is no green 
light more explicit than that, so 
while he is president we are likely 
to witness greater settlement 
expansion.

Israel’s colonisation, which 
violates international law and 
UN Security Council resolutions 
— the most recent one passed 
in December — is an existential 
threat to a Palestinian state, which 
is supposed to be the raison d’etre 
of the Palestinian Authority and 
Palestine Liberation Organisation.

As such, this warrants — indeed 
necessitates — revoking recogni-

tion. More important, this threat 
should not be empty. What is 
the point of arguing over Jeru-
salem’s status as the capital of a 
future Palestine when settlement 
expansion means there will be no 
Palestine in the future?

It is also absurd that an oc-
cupied people’s leadership has 
repeatedly recognised the right 
of their occupiers’ state to exist, 
while the occupier not only re-
fuses to reciprocate but is wiping 
the occupied homeland off the 
map. Simply put, Israel does not 
deserve Palestinian recognition 
unless it is prepared not only to 
recognise Palestinians’ right to 
self-determination but also to 
rescind policies that are denying 
that right.

Besides, Palestinian recogni-
tion — first expressed in 1993 
— has become irrelevant given 
Israel’s demands in recent years 
for recognition specifically as a 
Jewish state. This would cement 
the second-class status of its 
Palestinian citizens (some 20% 
of the population) and was not 
demanded of Jordan or Egypt as a 
precondition of peace.

Revoking recognition will not 
stop Israel’s colonisation but that 
is not the point. It is about the Pal-

estinian leadership finally show-
ing its people that it has principles 
and red lines. After all, these lead-
ers are supposed to serve their 
people, not their oppressor.

This will be strongly con-
demned by Israel’s allies and the 
Palestinian Authority’s Western 
donors but this should mean 
nothing from governments that 
feed Israel’s sense of impunity or 
refuse to tangibly pressure it to 
abide by international law.

If the Palestinian Authority is 
worried about retaliatory fund-
ing cuts, it should consider that 
Israel and its allies have a vested 
interest in avoiding its collapse 
because this would result either in 
Hamas filling the void or in Israel 
having to take responsibility for 
the occupied population, which 
it is legally obliged to do anyway. 
Israel is vehemently opposed to 
either scenario.

It is about time the Palestinian 
Authority uses this leverage, at 
the very least to counter percep-
tions that it is managing the occu-
pation for Israel. If the Palestinian 
Authority has accepted this role, it 
does not deserve to exist.

Sharif Nashashibi is a journalist 
and analyst on Arab affairs.

Sharif
Nashashibi

View point

Israel does not want Hamas to 
fill the Palestinian Authority’s 
void nor take responsibility for 
the occupied population.

The 
Palestinian 
Authority 
should 
consider 
that Israel 
and its 
allies have 
a vested 
interest in 
avoiding its 
collapse.
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Beirut

S 

audi Arabia has taken an-
other step to warm ties with 
Lebanon in what seems to 
be a careful process to re-
engage in the tiny country 

while awaiting — like its main re-
gional rival, Iran — a final settlement 
in neighbouring war-ravaged Syria 
that would determine each one’s 
position and level of influence.

Saudi Arabia has appointed a new 
ambassador — a post vacant since 
last summer — and will allow the re-
turn of Saudi tourists and increased 
flights to Lebanon by its national 
carrier, Saudi Airlines

The announcement, made by 
Saudi Minister of State for Gulf Af-
fairs Thamer al-Sabhan during a 
February 6th visit to Beirut, revived 
hopes for Lebanon’s ailing economy 
and for an easing of tensions be-
tween Saudi Arabia and Iran.

The Saudi move came among re-
cently increased conciliatory state-
ments by Iranian officials, who ex-
pressed readiness to improve ties, 
cooperate to solve political and 
sectarian disputes and restore se-
curity to the troubled region — all 
on condition that Riyadh changes 
its behaviour. There were, howev-
er, no indications that Tehran was 
changing its own behaviour on the 
ground.

By allowing its tourists back into 
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia is probably 
confident that there is no imminent 
danger facing them there. Hezbol-
lah, the influential Shia militant 

group in Lebanon, has eased its 
harsh rhetoric against the Sunni 
monarchy and blessed the recent 
trip to Riyadh by its main ally, Leba-
nese President Michel Aoun.

Aoun tried to repair bilateral ties 
and pave the way for the return of 
much-needed Gulf investments, to 
Lebanon, a move Hezbollah said it 
would not object to because it has 
felt the effects of deteriorating eco-
nomic conditions in Lebanon. After 
all, the economic ruin of Lebanon 
will not spare its own people and 
popularity.

Lebanon has historically enjoyed 
special attention from Saudi Ara-
bia and its Gulf partners. It greatly 
benefited from their financial as-
sistance, investments, tourism and 
trade as well as the considerable re-
mittances, estimated at $7 billion to 
$8 billion a year, by 750,000 Leba-
nese nationals living and working in 
the Gulf states. Losing that would 
be a catastrophe for Lebanon, which 
suffered after being abandoned by 
its Saudi and Gulf supporters for al-
most a year.

However, that does not mean that 
the Iran-Saudi struggle over Leba-
non’s influence is over.

“I don’t think it is time for Iran 
now to fight some Saudi tourism (in 
Lebanon),” said Riad Tabbarah, a 
former Lebanese ambassador to the 
United States, “but if (such Saudi re-
engagement increases), there will 
be a point where Iran will put some 
resistance. I don’t think we are at 
this level yet.”

However, Iran’s tensions with the 
United States have been increasing 
lately due to its test-launching of 
ballistic missiles and US President 
Donald Trump’s tough and unpre-
dictable approach.

“I think the pressure that Trump 
is putting and is going to put (on 
Tehran) will probably make an en-
tente with Saudi Arabia more ben-
eficial for Iran,” Tabbarah said.

While there were attempts at rec-

onciliation with the Saudis before 
Trump assumed office, such moves 
are probably more urgent now. The 
Saudis, who stood firm against any 
rapprochement with Iran before it 
stopped interfering in Arab coun-
tries and threatening their security, 
feel more at ease and possibly in a 
stronger position with Trump’s pol-
icy shift towards Iran. Even Trump’s 
travel ban, now being litigated in US 
courts, did not provoke any strong 
Gulf reaction as it targeted Iran and 
six other Muslim-majority coun-
tries.

A major concession by Iran in 
Yemen, where it is aligned with the 
Houthi rebels in their fight against 
government-backed forces, would 
probably open “a window of op-
portunity for an entente”, Tabbarah 
said, and lead the Saudis to realise 
Iran is heading in the right direction 

and “therefore may be think it is not 
bad to have a rapprochement”.

However, the two regional rivals 
seem stuck in a waiting room. With 
a fast-changing scene and new bal-
ance of power in Syria, the Trump-
Iran escalation and the uncertainty 
regarding Russia-US relations, the 
parties are trying to consolidate 
their positions before major settle-
ments arrive.

Hezbollah has already been af-
fected by Trump’s pressures and 
fresh sanctions on Iran and will be 
even more so if the US administra-
tion moves ahead with designating 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) a terrorist organisa-
tion.

That has raised fears in Lebanon 
of renewed Hezbollah intransi-
gence, this time concerning a new 
electoral law that could postpone 

upcoming general elections or, 
worse, plunge the country into a 
parliamentary vacuum.

Ghazi Youssef, a parliamentarian 
from Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri’s Future bloc, said he saw “no 
interest” for Hezbollah to provoke 
an escalation in the country “for all 
the parties are escalating” in what 
seems to be a prelude for the up-
coming settlements.

However, how a settlement in 
Syria would affect Hezbollah and 
Lebanon remains the big question.

While it is very difficult to predict 
the end game in Syria, Tabbarah 
concluded: “The future of Hezbol-
lah depends on how much influence 
Iran will have in the final solution.”

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

Saudi-Lebanese ties warm up under watchful eye of Iran
Dalal Saoud

Lebanon’s President Michel Aoun (R) meets with Saudi Arab Gulf Affairs Minister Thamer al-Sabhan 
at the presidential palace in Baabda, on February 6th.                            (Reuters)
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Lebanon’s military 
court accused of  
intimidating activists

Beirut

R 

ecent military court pro-
ceedings against 14 Leba-
nese activists who had 
taken part in anti-govern-
ment demonstrations to 

denounce the garbage crisis in 2015 
raised concerns over the tribunal’s 
role in restricting freedom of ex-
pression and assembly among op-
position groups.

The tribunal has  jurisdiction over 
civilians for any interaction with 
security services or their employ-
ees. Although there is no public 
information about the number of 
civilians tried each year, the Union 
for Protection of Juveniles in Leba-
non said 355 minors stood before 
the tribunal in 2016.

The demonstrators, who have 
been charged with protesting, 
forming riot groups, stoning secu-
rity forces, treating security per-
sonnel harshly and harming the 
reputation of military institutions 
are not the the first political activ-
ists to be tried by the military court. 
Annual human rights reports pub-

lished by Alef, a local watchdog 
organisation, in 1997 and 2002, list 
cases in which protesters have been 
tried by the tribunal.

“Monday’s (January 30th) hear-
ing is part of a longer and ongoing 
trend that Alef has been observ-
ing, one that involves the use of the 
military tribunal to limit freedom of 
expression and assembly,” George 
Ghali, programmes manager at 
Alef, said in a phone interview.

Although a former Justice min-
ister and a number of non-gov-
ernmental organisations have 
come out in favour of limiting the 
military court’s mandate and draft 
legislation has been crafted to do 
so, the tribunal enjoys broad and 
sometimes unclear jurisdiction.

Ghali said this was because the 
status quo is beneficial to the execu-
tive body, which enjoys strong and 
ambiguous links with the tribunal 
and can use the courts as a tool 
against opposition groups. These 
ties, he said, serve as an “autocratic 
parenthesis within the Lebanese 
democratic system”.

Lama Fakih, the deputy director 
of the Human Right Watch’s Middle 
East and North Africa division, ex-
pressed concern over trying activ-
ists in a court ostensibly closed to 
the public.

“When you have public monitor-
ing of courts, when there is trans-
parency, when the public knows 
what is happening in court, it does 
affect the way that proceedings 
move forward. That is why it is so 
important for civilians to be tried… 
before the public,” she said in a tel-
ephone interview.

Fakih said she was granted access 

to the courtroom for the first time 
on January 30th. “The defendants 
and their counsel felt that the treat-
ment that they received before the 
court was, as one protester told me, 
180 degrees different after there 
was independent monitoring,” she 
said.

Specifically, defence counsel was 
not interrupted and was given the 
chance to deliver a defence, which 
had not always been the custom in 
previous hearings, she said.

The most blatant indictment 
of the tribunal came from Layal 
Siblani, a 20-year-old Lebanese law 
student and one of the defendants 
charged with taking part in a “riot 
gang” during an October 8th, 2015, 
protest. “The court proceedings 
against us are being used as a tool 
for intimidation and instilling fear,” 
she said in a Skype interview the 
day after the hearing.

Siblani recalled the one night she 
was imprisoned in a tight, dark and 

drenched detention room with 12 
other female detainees following 
her arrest during the demonstra-
tion. That along with the fraught 
and intimidating experience she 
has had with the military court over 
the past year-and-a-half led her to 
concede that the alleged strategy of 
intimidation worked.

“I will never stand on the front 
lines of protests ever again. I can-
not afford to do that anymore,” she 
said, noting that she will seek out 
activism that does not involve pub-
lic demonstrations.

Concerns over the jurisdic-
tion and practices of the military 
court were documented in a Hu-
man Rights Watch (HRW) report 
published before the January 30th 
hearing.

The report cited allegations that 
the Ministry of Defence or the Leb-
anese Army used overbroad juris-
diction of the military courts as “a 
tool for intimidation or retaliation 

against political speech or activ-
ism”.

The Ministry of Defence, in a let-
ter to HRW, responded that “the 
military judiciary in all of its stat-
utes respects all national and in-
ternational rules of law, especially 
what concerns respect for human 
rights”.

The statement came across as 
contradictory when, according 
to the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
which Lebanon ratified in 1972, 
governments are prohibited from 
using military courts to try civilians 
when civilian courts still function.

Previous Lebanese Army re-
sponses to HRW accused the group 
of “exaggerating facts on the basis 
of false or inaccurate statements” 
while denying accusations of mis-
conduct detailed in the report.

Hashem Osseiran is a reporter 
based in Beirut.

A 2015 file picture shows Lebanese policemen speaking with an anti-government activist (L) during a 
protest against Environment Minister Mohammad Machnouk in Beirut.             (AP)

Hashem Osseiran

The alleged strategy 
of intimidation has, 
to some extent, 
worked, said Layal 
Siblani, who was 
charged with taking 
part in the 2015 
protest.
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Should there 
be a will to 
introduce such 
vital economic 
reforms, there 
would be no 
shortage of 
possibilities.

European 
willingness 
to work with 
Haftar seems 
to reflect an 
anticipation of 
a larger role for 
the strongman.

Debate Libya
Economic reforms are key to stability in Libya

EU falling short on Libya

L
ibya is facing a 
number of intracta-
ble problems that 
make the idea of a 
workable state 
nearly irrelevant. 
Among them, two 
essential problems 

directly affecting the lives of Liby-
ans and the future of the country: 
Chronic insecurity and the 
abysmal state of the economy.

By the end of the armed uprising 
of February 2011, manifestations of 
these two problems were appar-
ent but the successive bodies and 
institutions that were supposed 
to ensure the functioning of the 
state in Libya failed to implement 
appropriate corrective and protec-
tive measures, leading to a serious 
worsening of the situation.

Libyans are living a nightmare. 
They fear for their safety and that 
of their families. They lack basic 
goods and services. Deprived of a 
central administration, the country 
is a mess.

Different institutions and bodies, 
pretending to be in command, did 
nothing to prevent the interruption 
of exports of oil, Libya’s main ex-
port and backbone of its economy. 
The situation continued until the 
Libyan National Army took control 
of the oil installations and handed 
them over to the National Oil 
Company.

The Libyan currency is seriously 
faltering and the parallel economy 
flourishing. Trafficking in people 
and goods has become a common 
practice.

Reform-minded Libyans suggest 
that emergency economic meas-
ures be introduced after minimum 
security conditions are established. 
I would argue instead that appro-
priate economic reforms are the 
best means of ensuring security.

The assumption behind this 
argument is that lack of economic 
opportunity is at the root of in-
creased violence against people 
and property. It also explains why 
some join terrorist militias and 
others follow the desperate course 
of illegal immigration. It is only 
when Libya deals with the econo-
my that insecurity will gradually 
disappear.

Libya has a small population 
— about 6 million — in a huge 
territory — 1.7 million sq. km. In 
such a context, quick remedies to 
the economic crisis are possible. 
One can begin with the following 
emergency reforms:

— Fix the exchange rate of the 
Libyan dinar for the transition pe-
riod of three years. The official rate 
should be lowered 50% to encour-
age citizens to return the cash from 
the banking institutions to the 
market and thus solve the current 
liquidity crisis.

— Implement infrastructure 
projects by commissioning private 
sector companies locally and from 
abroad. Priority should be given to 
projects — such as airports, roads, 
sanitation, and electricity — that 
have the greatest effect on improv-
ing citizens’ lives. Related sectors 
such as commerce and transporta-
tion will thrive in tandem with the 
implementation of the projects.

— The military production could 
be commissioned to produce 

durable consumer goods. One can 
learn from experiences in other 
countries. In the Libyan context, 
this would have the added value of 
providing jobs to demobilised mili-
tia members who can be recruited 
as unarmed reserve forces.

— Engage in a complete overhaul 
of the energy sector by creating de-
mand for consumer products and 
providing attractive investment 
opportunities for private capital in 
the sector.

— Create a mixed public-private 
sector that will take charge of 
creating and managing heavy in-
dustries such as cement, steel and 
petrochemicals. These industries 
would be run on the basis of mod-
ern market-driven business models 
and set standards for efficiency in 
the public sector and help develop 
a modern private sector.

— Start creating and implement-
ing modern economic projects 
such as free trade zones, renewable 
energies and specialised agricultur-
al projects. To encourage foreign 

investment and participation in the 
projects, appropriate legislation 
and policies must be created.

— Encourage the creation of 
small and medium-sized business 
projects by providing capital, mar-
kets and training.

These programmes and meas-
ures can be financed through the 
issuance of government bonds, 
both local and international, that 
would constitute an extra source of 
income to be added to oil and gas 
revenues and foreign reserves. Ap-
propriate measures and regulations 
would be needed to carry out the 
economic reforms but should there 
be a will to introduce such vital 
economic reforms, there would be 
no shortage of possibilities.

Libyans, more than anybody 
else, have the necessary knowl-
edge and skills to put their country 
back on track.

Mustafa Salheen el-Huni is the 
former first vice-president of the 
Libyan transitional council.

L
ibya took centre 
stage recently as 
Europe addressed 
the migration crisis 
in the Mediterra-
nean. On February 
2nd, Italy and Libya 
signed a memoran-

dum of understanding to step up 
cooperation to counter migration. 
The next day European leaders 
met in Malta to address the influx 
of people along the central 
Mediterranean route and the 
European Council issued conclu-
sions following up on the Malta 
declaration on migration.

These declarations and state-
ments are unlikely to effectively 
address the flow of migrants from 
Libya or the dismal conditions they 
face in the country. They do reflect 
continued efforts by Western actors 
to safeguard their interests regard-
ing Libya rather than address the 
core problems in the country.

The Malta declaration is, first 
and foremost, aimed at protecting 
Europe’s borders from the influx of 
migrants. On the eve of the summit 
in Malta, EU Council President Don-
ald Tusk said the goal of stopping 
the flow of migrants and preventing 
them from remaining on Europe’s 
shores was “within reach”.

The Malta declaration aims to 
prevent departures of migrants 
from Libya and return those res-
cued at sea to the country. As part 
of the declaration, the European 
Union planned to prioritise training 
of and support for the Libyan Coast 
Guard and the European Com-
mission will release $214 million 
in funding for migration projects 

related to Libya. In reality, this plan 
to disrupt migration condemns 
migrants to inhumane conditions in 
detention centres in Libya.

International agencies, includ-
ing the UN High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) and the Inter-
national Organisation for Migration 
(IOM) have documented such facili-
ties. Both warned against “migra-
tion management based on the 
automatic detention of refugees and 
migrants in inhumane conditions in 
Libya” ahead of the Malta summit.

The Malta declaration prioritises 
working with the two agencies to 
ensure “adequate reception ca-
pacities and conditions in Libya for 
migrants”. The European Council 
on February 6th urged Libyan 
authorities to “redouble their ef-
forts to improve the protection 
and promotion of human rights, 
especially in migrant detention cen-
tres”. Although well-intentioned, 
these statements do not reflect 
reality, as the capacity of the Libyan 
authorities to tackle migration 
and improve detention facilities is 
severely lacking.

Both the Malta declaration and 
the council’s conclusions express 
support for Libya’s Presiden-
tial Council and Government of 
National Accord (GNA) and the 
agreement between Italy and Libya 
was signed by GNA head Fayez 
al-Sarraj. However, the authority 
of the Tripoli-based government 
has become increasingly fragile 
and is imperilled by opposition 
from eastern-backed Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar.

Even if the European Union 
steps up training for the Libyan 

Coast Guard, it is unlikely the GNA 
has the capacity to implement 
the memorandum of understand-
ing with Italy or cooperate fully 
with the European Union. Unsur-
prisingly, Haftar’s camp, which 
has refused to recognise Sarraj’s 
government, said it did not have 
legitimate authority to sign the deal 
with Italy.

Despite the rhetoric in support of 
the GNA, the commitment of key 
European actors to the UN-backed 
body is unclear. The council’s 
conclusions emphasised the need 
for dialogue and a negotiated set-
tlement in Libya, noting that “there 
can be no military solution to the 
conflict”. Indeed, a negotiated 
agreement between the GNA and 
Haftar is necessary but it would 
be dangerous to elevate Haftar’s 
role while he refuses to recognise 
the GNA, as it would threaten the 
integrity of the UN-backed process 
that is still, at least nominally, sup-
ported by the international com-
munity.

Unfortunately, that appears to 
be what is happening. On Febru-
ary 6th, the Italian ambassador to 
Libya reportedly had “useful” talks 
in Tobruk, while Italy’s Foreign 
minister underlined the need for 
Haftar to have a role in any political 
settlement in Libya. Similarly, Brit-
ish Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson 
emphasised the need to “make sure 
Haftar is in some way integrated 
into the government of Libya”.

Italy has reportedly expressed 
willingness to work with Russia 
in Libya. Haftar has been courting 
Russia for support and has said 
Moscow will seek to end the UN 

arms embargo on Libya.
Notably, the European Council’s 

conclusions said the European 
Union “stands ready to amend its 
restrictive measures as necessary 
to help support peace, stability and 
security in Libya”, which could 
be in reference to the embargo. 
However, its end would exacerbate 
the crisis and push the country into 
further instability.

European willingness to work 
with Haftar seems to reflect an 
anticipation of a larger role for the 
strongman and uncertainty over 
the direction of US policy towards 
Libya. Many have suggested that 
the Trump administration could 
move to support Haftar in Libya as 
opposed to the weakened GNA.

Ultimately, EU efforts at stem-
ming migration from Libya will be 
hampered by a lack of capacity on 
the part of Libyan authorities and 
continued international manoeu-
vring in the country that weakens 
the credibility of those authorities. 
There can be no protection for 
migrants in North Africa without 
political stability in Libya.

However, Europe appears more 
focused on protecting its own 
borders and hedging its bets for 
influence in Libya. On Febru-
ary 8th, EU Foreign Affairs chief 
Federica Mogherini referenced “the 
beginning of a new era between 
the European Union and Libya”. 
Regrettably, the reality seems to 
reflect more of the same instability 
and pursuit of self-interest.

Elissa Miller is an assistant director 
at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri 
Center for the Middle East.

Mustafa Salheen
el-Huni

Elissa Miller

A 2016 file picture shows Libyans waiting to withdraw money from an automated teller machine 
(ATM) outside a bank in the capital Tripoli.                                                                                                                                                               (AFP)



13February 12, 2017

News & Analysis The Arab World

Arab League’s Hossam Zaki
says much depends on 
‘gathering of Arab will’

Cairo

T
he Arab world is 
facing unprec-
edented chal-
lenges — from the 
rise of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to 
conflicts in Iraq, 
Syria, Libya and 

Yemen — and the Arab League has 
done what it can, even as it has 
not been able to take a leading 
role in addressing these crises, 
the organisation’s assistant 
secretary-general Hossam Zaki 
said.

Speaking to The Arab Weekly at 
the headquarters of the 22-mem-
ber Arab League in Cairo, the vet-
eran Egyptian diplomat said Arabs 
must be realistic and acknowledge 
that the solution to regional crises 
may lie beyond the Middle East 
but the Arab League must, never-
theless, play a stronger role.

“It’s complicated because we are 
trying to do some work in this area 
whereas we know that we are not 
the only players in the game,” Zaki 
said. “On the contrary, you can 
say the Arab League is kind of a 
latecomer to many of these crises. 
We have not had an uninterrupted 
role in any of those conflicts since 
the beginning.”

“In the Syrian situation, in the 
Libyan situation, in the Yemeni 
situation — just to pick those three 
examples — we have not been 
consistent in dealing with them. At 
the beginning of any specific crisis, 
we deal with it, then somehow the 
whole file gets transferred to the 
international peace and security 
organs, meaning the UN Security 
Council,” he said.

“So, I feel that the Arab League 
has abdicated its role or it has been 

sidelined, whichever you would 
like to choose.”

The Syrian conflict has been go-
ing on for nearly six years with no 
end in sight. The situation in Libya 
became more complicated after 
the 2011 “Arab spring” revolts, 
with competing governments and 
a dangerous ISIS presence.

As for international organs, 
whether the Arab League or the 
United Nations, they have shown 
themselves to be incapable of 
resolving the various crises that 
have beset the Middle East since 
the “Arab spring”.

“Listen, there is a sort of fatigue 
in the Arab general public opinion 
and also most certainly among the 
government vis-à-vis the continu-
ation of these crises… [but] what 
I can tell you is that the Arab 
League, under the leadership of 
Secretary-General Ahmed Aboul 
Gheit, will definitely do its best to 
be there and to bring as much Arab 
input as possible into the solution 
of those crises based upon our 
resolutions,” Zaki said.

“We are going to try and do that 
but it is an uphill battle. It’s not an 
easy thing.”

Aboul Gheit, a former Egyptian 
Foreign minister, was elected 
Arab League secretary-general last 
March, although the election of a 
74-year-old Mubarak-era official 
was not welcomed by all members, 
with some questioning his age and 
previous comments.

Despite this, Aboul Gheit has 
taken the initiative to increase 
coordination and cooperation 
between the Arab League and the 
United Nations with the aim of 
involving the Arab League more in 
resolving regional challenges.

“As we speak, we have been 
working to push for complete 
coordination with complete trans-
parency between the Arab League 
and UN on all these issues,” Zaki 

said. “We are receiving the UN 
envoys here in the Arab League 
to speak with them about their 
efforts and about how they are 
working in order to reach a solu-
tion to these crises.”

“The next step, as we see it, is 
to be part of the solution, not only 
for the Arab League to be briefed 
but for the Arab League to be part 
of the solution. For that, we need 
much more than just the goodwill 
of the secretary-general. We also 
need the active engagement and 
support of our member states, 
and I think we have that. So it is a 
matter of time but I think we are 
heading in the right direction.”

Critics of the Arab League point 
to a clear shortage of “goodwill” 
between the Arab League and its 
members, with the Arab League 
preoccupied with a number of 
major internal issues, particularly 
questions over the lack of payment 
by several members to the organi-
sation’s budget. There have also 
been attempts to modernise and 
reform the Arab League, some-
thing observers say is desperately 
needed.

When asked to pick a “dream” 
professional objective that he 
wished could be fulfilled, Zaki 

considered the internal workings 
of the Arab League.

“There are a number of admin-
istrative and financial issues in the 
Arab League that have been lagging 
behind for a number of years,” he 
said.” I think we can resolve them. 
I have a good vibe about that, par-
ticularly as this issue has soured 
the relationship between the mem-
ber states and the Arab League 
secretariat for a number of years. 
I think if we can resolve that, we 
will be able to go back to the initial 
goodwill relationship between the 
member states and the secretariat 
and that is what we need.”

With the next Arab League sum-
mit set for in Amman in March, 
Zaki said he was “optimistic” 
that the Arab League would play 
a greater role in resolving Middle 
East crises but only after resolving 
its own.

“Yes, I think we have a good 
chance but that is, of course, 
conditioned upon many things, 
whether we will be able to put all 
[Arab] hands together,” he said. 
“Whether we will be able to have a 
gathering of Arab will.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent.
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Palestine — the forgotten cause

W
ith the brouhaha 
over its 
attempts to 
decree a travel 
ban on citizens 
from seven 

Muslim-majority countries, the 
Trump administration has much 
on its hands as it tries to imple-
ment unpopular decisions.

However, it might be worth re-
minding those new to Washington 
that there still lingers what has long 
been regarded as the root problem 
of the Middle East’s instability: The 
struggle of the Palestinians in their 
dispute with Israel and their aspira-
tion of establishing a Palestinian 
homeland.

Sadly, there has been no shortage 
of violent conflicts in the Middle 
East and North Africa over the last 
several decades. For the longest 
time, much of this violence and the 
raison d’être of some Arab regimes 
was said to be due to the ongoing 
state of no war, but no peace either, 
that existed between the Arabs and 
Israel.

The Palestinian-Israeli dispute 
was one of the prime justifications 

for the Assad dynasty to cling to 
power in Syria all those years. This 
is just one example.

Following the 1967 war when 
Israel expanded its territory by 
occupying the West Bank, includ-
ing Arab East Jerusalem, the Gaza 
Strip and the Golan Heights, the 
main item on the political agendas 
of most Arab states appeared to be 
focused on a single objective: The 
liberation of Arab land. At least 
publicly, that was their agenda.

Palestinian lands had been occu-
pied in stages. The bulk of the land 
that formed the modern state of 
Israel was carved out from British-
mandated Palestine in Israel’s 
1948 war of independence. To the 
Palestinians, this became known as 
Nakba — the catastrophe.

The new state of Israel ran from 
Lebanon’s southern frontier in the 
north to the Gulf of Aqaba and the 
Jordanian city of the same name 
alongside the Israeli port city of 
Eilat. The rest was grabbed in the 
June 1967 war.

A few years later Israel refused 
to withdraw from a narrow strip 
of land along Lebanon’s southern 
border known as Shebaa farms and 
part of the village of Ghajar. While 
geographically the occupation of 
these two bits of Lebanese territory 
may not seem paramount to estab-
lishing a long-lasting peace accord, 
it nevertheless complicates matters 
by bringing the Lebanese Hezbol-
lah group into the picture.

During the heydays of the Pales-
tine Liberation Organisation (PLO), 
the mid-1970s and on through the 
early 1980s, when the PLO and 
affiliates such as the Popular Front 
for the Liberation of Palestine, the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine, the Popular Front for 
the Liberation of Palestine-General 
Command and a slew of others 
were based in Beirut, the question 
of Palestine was never far off the 
minds of many Middle Easterners.

Talk to any Arab official in any 
ministry in any Arab country from 
Kuwait to Oman and from Yemen 
to Morocco and invariably the 
conversation would shift to the 
question of Palestine. The resolu-
tion of the Arab-Israeli dispute was 
believed to hold the magic key to 
the Middle East’s many problems. 
Alas, no one had an appropriate 
reply to the question of Palestine.

Ironically, the closer the Palestin-
ians got to Palestine, the farther 
they seem to be from their dream 
of establishing an independent 
Palestinian state. The PLO seemed 
far more able to influence not only 
Israel but many Arab leaders from 
its headquarters in Beirut than it is 
now from its offices in Ramallah in 
the West Bank, where the issue of 
Palestine seems to have been taken 
off the front burners of politics.

It is important to note that no 
promises have been realised on the 
road map towards peace without 
the participation of the American 

president. From Richard Nixon to 
Jimmy Carter to Bill Clinton and 
to Barack Obama, whatever little 
steps were taken towards reaching 
an eventual state of peace in the 
Arab-Israeli dispute could not have 
been achieved without direct US 
involvement at the highest level.

The root problem in the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict is best explained 
by Giora Eiland, a former major-
general in the Israeli military who 
served as head of Israel’s National 
Security Council. Eiland said: “The 
most Israel can offer remains unac-
ceptable to the Palestinians and the 
least the Palestinians can accept 
remains too much for the Israelis to 
accept.” Meanwhile, the stalemate 
continues.

There was one positive sign to 
emerge from the Trump White 
House when the president com-
mented on Israel’s announcement 
that there were plans to build new 
settlements in the occupied West 
Bank. US President Donald Trump 
said building them now would not 
be advisable.

Perhaps Trump would be 
tempted to try his hand at finalis-
ing a lasting peace accord between 
the Palestinians and Israelis and to 
succeed where all other presidents 
since Dwight D. Eisenhower have 
failed. Now that would be an ac-
complishment.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Claude
Salhani
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“A totalitarian Islam-
ist dictatorship” was 
how Mike Pompeo 
described Turkey last 
year in a later-deleted 

tweet.
Now President Donald Trump has 

dispatched Pompeo to Turkey, in 
his first trip abroad as CIA director, 
on a delicate diplomatic mission to 
try to maintain the balancing act of 
backing a key NATO ally and sup-
porting its Syrian Kurdish enemies 
while both battle the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan was expected to press his 
case that the United States must 
choose between its only Muslim-
majority NATO ally and the Kurd-
ish-led Syrian forces. With US help, 
they have pushed ISIS from much 
of north-eastern Syria and to within 
striking distance of the militants’ 
self-proclaimed capital, Raqqa.

Despite a potentially sticky start 
due to Pompeo’s less-than-dip-
lomatic online pronouncements, 
both sides seem keen to turn a page 
on the past.

Erdogan, though he sees him-
self as a leader of the world’s Sun-
ni Muslims, has refrained from 
criticising Trump’s attempt to ban 
citizens of seven Muslim-majority 
countries from entering the United 
States. Trump praised Erdogan’s 
success in facing down a coup at-
tempt last July, Turkish media said 
after a February 7th telephone call 
between the two leaders.

Trump spoke of the two coun-
tries’ “shared commitment to com-
bating terrorism in all its forms”, a 
White House statement said, “and 
welcomed Turkey’s contributions 
to the counter-ISIS campaign”.

Pompeo’s visit was agreed to dur-
ing the call and came as Turkish 
forces and their Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) rebel allies broke through 
ISIS lines and entered the town of 
al-Bab after weeks of besieging the 
militants’ last urban stronghold in 
north-western Syria.

US-backed Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF) said they have ad-
vanced to within 11km of Raqqa. 
The big problem for Turkey is that 
the SDF is dominated by the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), a Syr-
ian Kurdish offshoot of the Kurdish 
Workers’ Party (PKK), which has 

been fighting for Kurdish self-rule 
in Turkey since 1984.

Because of Turkey’s large and 
often restive ethnic Kurdish popu-
lation — about 20% of the total — 
Erdogan regards the YPG and its 
efforts to politically consolidate 
the autonomy it has won on the 
battlefield in Syria as an existential 
threat.

Though both the United States 
and Turkey list the PKK as a terror-
ist organisation, the Obama admin-
istration insisted the YPG and PKK 
were not linked and US aircraft car-
ried out scores of air strikes helping 
the Kurdish fighters drive back ISIS 
in north-eastern Syria.

US relations soured significantly 
with Turkey as a result but Obama 
administration officials succeeded 
in sufficiently smoothing Turkish 

feathers so as to be able to carry 
out those sorties from US bases in 
southern Turkey.

The signs are that the new ad-
ministration does not plan a major 
departure from the policy of at-
tempting to assuage Turkish fears 
while continuing to back the YPG.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son spoke at his confirmation hear-
ing of “recommitting” to the Syrian 
Kurds and constructing a renewed 
coalition “including the Syrian 

Kurds who have been our greatest 
allies”.

Since Trump’s inauguration, US 
aircraft have continued to fly mis-
sions from southern Turkey in 
support of the YPG and the Syrian 
Kurds have also claimed to have re-
ceived new armoured vehicles from 
the United States. The US military 
is to send 200 more advisers to aid 
the SDF; a decision approved by the 
Trump administration, the New 
York Times said.

With more than two weeks left to 
run on Trump’s 30-day deadline for 
the US military to come up with a 
strategy to defeat ISIS in Syria and 
Iraq, it is unlikely there will be an 
immediate major policy change. 
Pompeo’s visit is more likely to cen-
tre on easing Erdogan’s concerns 
than setting out a new approach.

James Jeffrey, a fellow at the 
Washington Institute and former 
US ambassador to Iraq and Turkey, 
on February 7th told the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee that 
the United States should “maintain 
our new (YPG) and old (Turkish and 
Iraqi) relationships”.

“A joint effort on two fronts by 
the Turks/FSA and YPG/SDF would 
put more military pressure on ISIS 
and potentially calm Turkey’s 
concerns about the YPG. Such a 
joint operation would be easier for 
the United States politically than 
throwing its lot in with a single YPG 
or Turkish-led offensive, but would 
still require delicate diplomacy,” Jef-
frey said.

Additional reporting by news 
agencies.

New CIA chief in Turkey to maintain balancing act
The Arab Weekly staff

CIA Director Mike Pompeo testifies on Capitol Hill in Washington, on January 12th.                          (AP)
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Reviving a crisis kept frozen

T
he move was cited by 
some as just what was 
needed. Its follow-up 
made even some of 
Turkey’s most experi-
enced centrist diplo-

mats, known for extreme pru-
dence in matters of national 
security, react with warnings.

The issue was the sudden revisit 
of a tiny, rocky islet just off 
Turkey’s south-western shores, 
7km from the coast of Bodrum 
peninsula. At the end of January, 
there were reports that Greek and 
Turkish warships off the Kardak/
Imia rocks had come close to 
ramming each other. A violent 
incident was averted but a battle 
of words between Ankara and Ath-
ens ensued.

In a way, it was expected 
because it was bound to be seen as 
an attempt to melt a frozen 
conflict about the status of the 
uninhabited and rugged islet. A 
series of military moves 20 years 
ago, due to a stranded Turkish 
freighter in its vicinity, had 
brought the two countries — both 

NATO allies — close to war. 
Thanks, however, to emergency 
efforts by the Clinton administra-
tion and diplomats on both sides, 
this was averted. This issue has 
been frozen since then.

Among the nearly 3,000 islands 
in the Aegean, almost all of them 
part of Greece, there are disputes 
about very few. Kardak/Imia 
stands out because of its closeness 
to the Turkish coastline. The 
conflict concerns grey areas in the 
Aegean where treaties left some 
issues open to interpretation.

Soon after the naval incident, 
Greek Defence Minister Panos 
Kammenos visited the air space 
around the islet, dropping a 
wreath to the seas. In a response, 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu issued a warning to 
Athens “to pull itself together” 
and not to escalate the conflict. 
Military activity, on the seas and 
in the air, rapidly increased.

This transpired after a Greek 
appeals court refused to extradite 
eight Turkish soldiers who had 
defected to Greece after the failed 
coup attempt last summer.

In Turkey, the opposition read 
the incident as an attempt by 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan to retaliate for the court’s 
decision and hunt for more 
nationalist votes to cement his 

power before a referendum that 
could grant him more powers.

Faruk Logoglu, a former Foreign 
Ministry under-secretary and 
deputy of the opposition Republi-
can People’s Party (CHP), said this 
was a harbinger for similar foreign 
policy moves linked with the 
referendum to introduce a 
presidential system to Turkey. 
Unal Cevikoz, a former ambassa-
dor to Azerbaijan and Iraq, said 
“these were moves that lack 
substance, moves that mean a 
reflection of domestic issues into 
foreign policy”.

The diplomats are right. This 
was an attempt to create an 
artificial crisis at a time when the 
world seems to lack proper, 
pro-stability leadership.

“That’s why Turkey’s main 
opposition party argued that the 
Imia show was intended to bolster 
Erdogan in his campaign. The 
threats against Greece may serve 
to get citizens’ minds off Syria, 
where, despite air support from 
Russia and the United States, 
Turkey has not made great gains,” 
Nikos Konstandaras wrote in 
Greece’s Kathimerini newspaper.

“The threats against Greece, 
however, serve more than domes-
tic needs nor are they simply 
aimed at forcing Greece to bend to 
Ankara’s will,” he said. “They 

show that Erdogan intends to act 
as he pleases, even against a 
country whose border is the 
European Union’s border. The time 
favours leaders who are driven by 
emotions, as seems to be Erdog-
an’s permanent condition.”

Indeed, these are the times 
when many powers seem to be 
flexing their muscles. The Aegean 
Sea, offering high risk of death for 
refugees fleeing war and destruc-
tion, is seen as useful for provok-
ing nationalism. The concern is, as 
history teaches, once you set a 
pattern of mutual threats, you 
find yourself in lethal escalation. 
Seen in the same geopolitical 
context with a divided Cyprus, it 
keeps the tensions high in the 
entire Eastern Mediterranean.

Environmentalists have pointed 
out that the more than a dozen 
disputed tiny rocks and islets in 
the hard-to-navigate Aegean Sea 
provide opportunities for Greece 
and Turkey to cooperate on 
building lighthouses and, even 
more wisely, on wind power, 
which the two neighbours would 
jointly benefit from. Sadly, the 
times do not seem to favour such 
constructive thinking.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Trump takes on Iran’s missile threats

Beirut

U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s confrontation 
with Iran, Washington’s 
bête noire in the Middle 
East since the 1979 Is-

lamic revolution, is likely to esca-
late over persistent Iranian ballistic 
missile tests in defiance of UN reso-
lutions.

Neither side shows any sign of 
backing down after Trump imposed 
economic sanctions on Iranian of-
ficials and companies involved in 
Tehran’s missile build-up on Feb-
ruary 3rd in response to a January 
29th ballistic test-firing. The stage 
seems set for a face-off, one that 
has been decades in the making.

The test, confirmed by Tehran, is 
the latest in a series of known mis-
sile launches Iran has conducted 
since the landmark July 14th, 2015, 
agreement it signed with US-led 
global powers to curtail its nuclear 
programme in return for the lifting 
of tough economic sanctions. That 
deal does not cover Iran’s drive to 
build a massive missile force but, 
to the United States and others, the 
launches violate the spirit of the 
agreement and breach the 2010 UN 
Security Council Resolution 1929.

It is unlikely that Iran will take 
on the military might of the United 
States unless grievously provoked. 
What is more likely is an escalation 
in Shia Iran’s increasingly volatile 
conflict with its US-allied Sunni 
Arab rivals, particularly Saudi Ara-
bia.

Unlike the United States, which 
is beyond the reach of Iran’s grow-
ing missile arsenal, the Arab mon-
archies in the Gulf are exposed to 
even Iran’s short-range ballistic 
weapons, which comprise the bulk 
of its missile inventory. As relations 
deteriorate, they are scrambling to 
acquire US-built missile defence 
systems and even obtain conven-
tional ballistic weapons of their 
own.

The seemingly eternal rivalries 
between the six members of the 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
have prevented the creation of a 
viable defence alliance that would 
be needed if Iran ever decides to 
play rough. GCC fears that Iran’s 
missiles could blast their cities and 
oil and gas industries were given 
added weight a decade ago when 
Ali Shamkhani, military adviser to 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, declared what 
would ensue if Iran’s nuclear facili-
ties were attacked by Israel or the 
United States.

“Iran would launch a blitz of mis-

siles at the Gulf states… and the 
missiles would not only be directed 
against American bases in the re-
gion but also at strategic targets, 
such as refineries and power sta-
tions,” warned Shamkhani, a for-
mer Defence minister and currently 
head of the Supreme National Secu-
rity Council.

“The goal would be to stun the 
American missile defence system 
using dozens, perhaps hundreds, 
of missiles that would be launched 
simultaneously at selected targets,” 
he said in 2007.

Ten years later, the Islamic Re-
public boasts “the largest and most 
diverse ballistic missile arsenal in 
the Middle East,” said Michael El-
leman of the International Institute 
for Strategic Studies in London.

The best estimates are that Iran 
possesses more than 1,000 short-
range ballistic weapons, hundreds 
of less accurate medium-range Sha-
hab systems and an unknown num-
ber of land-attack cruise missiles, 
according to Michael Eisenstadt of 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy.

That is far in excess of Israel’s ar-
senal of nuclear-capable Jericho-3 
ballistic missiles that are far more 
accurate and carry a heavier con-

ventional warhead than anything 
Iran can currently field — about 600 
kilograms of explosives versus 320 
kilograms.

Eisenstadt noted in a Novem-
ber 2016 assessment that although 
Iran’s missiles “are conventionally 
armed, many could deliver a nu-
clear weapon if Iran were to acquire 
such a capability”.

“Assuming Iran continues its 
current production rate of 50-plus 
medium-range ballistic missiles 
a year, in 15-20 years, when most 
of the restrictions imposed by the 
nuclear accord are lifted, it would 
have doubled or tripled its missile 
inventory by the time the major 
limits imposed by the nuclear deal 
are lifted,” Eisenstadt warned.

“This will further stress regional 
missile defences and dramatically 
increase the potential weight of 
Iranian missile strikes in a future 
conflict.”

So the Iranians can be expected 
to stoutly oppose any effort by the 
United States to halt its missile tests 
or even abandon its missile capabil-
ities on the premise that they vio-
late the 2015 agreement.

“Missiles are… Iran’s most potent 
propaganda weapon,” Eisenstadt 
explained. “They are used as sym-
bols of Iran’s growing military pow-
er and reach and as a surrogate for 
the nuclear arsenal it has ostensibly 
forsworn…

“Iran has responded to its per-
ceived ‘victory’ in its nuclear nego-
tiations by doubling down on the 
path of resistance in other areas, 
testing to see what kind of activi-
ties it can get away with without 
jeopardising relief and foreign in-
vestment.

“Thus, it has continued with the 
covert procurement of technology 
for its missile programmes, reckless 
naval posturing in the Gulf, pro-
vocative missile launch exercises,” 
Eisenstadt said.

Israeli and Western intelligence 
services have said they believe Teh-
ran’s ballistic programme is aimed 
at developing an intercontinen-
tal ballistic missile, even though 
in June 2011 Tehran announced 
it was placing a cap on the range 
of its surface-to-surface missiles 

at 2,000km, enough to reach Is-
rael but not Western Europe. For 
a missile launched in Iran to reach 
the eastern United States, it would 
need a range of 10,000km.

Farzin Nadimi of the Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy ob-
served that Iranian leaders “have 
explicitly denied any interest in 
developing long-range missiles, 
including intercontinental ballistic 
missiles that can reach 5,500km” 
— thus threatening Europe and the 
United States — “on the grounds 
that these do not fit Iran’s defensive 
military doctrine.

“However, there are indications 
pointing the other way.”

Brigadier-General Amir Ali Haji-
zadeh, commander of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps’ Aero-
space Force, said in 2014 that Iran 
had not stopped at 2,000km and 
continued to develop missiles with 
longer ranges “without any limita-
tions”.

He also boasted that his forces 
would respond to any aggression 
against the Islamic Republic not 
only by turning Israeli cities to rub-
ble but by taking the war “within 
the borders of the United States”.

Eisenstadt observed on July 6th 
that “Tehran has built this massive 
inventory so that it can saturate and 
thereby overwhelm enemy missile 
defences. The resources invested in 
this effort are unprecedented for a 
conventionally armed force, which 
indicates that at least some of these 
missiles would likely be nuclear-
armed if Iran eventually goes that 
route.”

In 2014, the United Nations’ 
watchdog International Atomic En-
ergy Agency reportedly discovered 
that Iran had experimented with 
implosion technology, which is re-
quired to produce a sophisticated 
nuclear weapon and that it already 
had plans for a nuclear warhead to 
be carried by its ballistic missiles.

The US intelligence community 
has concluded that Iran’s preferred 
method of delivering nuclear weap-
ons would be by ballistic missiles. 
This conclusion drives the US effort 
to curtail Iran’s nuclear programme.

Iran’s determination to build a 
massive ballistic missile force, ca-

pable at least of covering the greater 
Middle East, stems from the ham-
mering it endured from Saddam 
Hussein’s Scud missiles during the 
1980-88 war with Iraq, which was 
secretly supported by the United 
States.

Population centres in western 
Iran were heavily pounded, par-
ticularly during the war of the cities 
in February-April 1988 when Teh-
ran came under bombardment for 
the first time from extended-range 
Scuds. Iran was powerless to mount 
a sustained retaliation.

Saddam’s merciless blitz and the 
shattering effect on national morale 
from the thousands of civilian cas-
ualties in the war have been deeply 
embedded in Iran’s national psyche 
and were key reasons Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini was persuaded 
to end the conflict in August 1988.

Eisenstadt said Iran’s missile 
force “constitutes the backbone of 
its strategic deterrent”.

Shamkhani emphasised this de-
terrent posture as long ago as July 
1998 after the first test launch of the 
Shahab-3 missile, with a reported 
range of more than 1,000km, mak-
ing it a possible precursor to an in-
tercontinental ballistic missile.

“We have prepared ourselves to 
absorb the first strike so that it in-
flicts the least damage on us,” he 
declared then. “We have however 
prepared a second strike which 
can decisively avenge the first one 
while preventing a third strike 
against us.”

With this in mind, it is most un-
likely that Tehran will back down 
in the unfolding confrontation 
with the United States and Iran’s 
Arab neighbours at a time when 
the Islamic Republic’s Khomeini-
inspired expansionist strategy is 
paying off so well in Iraq, Syria, 
Lebanon and Yemen, right on Saudi 
Arabia’s doorstep.

A 2015 file picture shows a young man walking past Iranian-made missiles in Tehran.                                                      (Reuters)

A 2016 file picture shows a long-range Qadr ballistic missile being 
launched in northern Iran.                   (AFP)

Ed Blanche

The Arab countries in 
the Gulf region are 
totally exposed to 
even Iran’s short-
range ballistic 
weapons.

With neither side 
showing any sign of 
backing down, the 
stage seems set for a 
face-off.
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“W
e were protesting 
against the Mus-
lim ban at the an-
ti-Trump rally [in 
London] yester-

day. Today we are here,” said Jen-
nifer White, a retired teacher from 
south London, gesturing around 
the courtyard of London’s Regent’s 
Park Mosque.

Located next to the park, in the 
heart of London, the mosque is 
known for its prominent golden 
dome. It was one of more than 150 
across the United Kingdom that 
welcomed thousands of non-Mus-
lim visitors on February 5th.

This was part of what has become 
an annual community bridge-build-
ing event — known as #VisitMy-
Mosque — organised by the Muslim 
Council of Britain (MCB), Britain’s 
largest Muslim umbrella body with 
more than 500 affiliated national, 
regional and local organisations, 
mosques, charities and schools.

“We want to show that whatever 
might be happening in America 
or anywhere else in the world, we 
don’t accept that here,” White add-
ed.

One day earlier thousands of 
protesters marched from the US 
embassy in London to 10 Down-
ing Street calling on British Prime 
Minister Theresa May to withdraw 
an invitation to US President Don-
ald Trump for a state visit and de-
nounce his ban of citizens from 
seven Muslim-majority countries 
entering the United States as rac-
ist. “No to Trump, no to War,” and 

“Stop Trump’s Muslim ban” plac-
ards read.

The protest, organised by a coa-
lition of Muslim and anti-racist 
groups, including the MCB, ex-
pressed dismay at the emerging 
anti-Muslim sentiment across the 
Atlantic. “What Trump is doing is 
damaging the whole social fabric 
of our society,” Dilowar Khan, ex-
ecutive director of the East London 
mosque, told the crowd.

One day later, #VisitMyMosque 
was in full swing, with organisers 
saying they wanted to showcase 
“how mosques are great British 
institutions”, highlighting how lo-
cal mosques are not just a spiritual 
focal point but also vital for people 
of all faiths by running food banks, 
feed-the-homeless projects, neigh-
bourhood street clean-ups and 
much more.

“As the world recoils at President 
Trump’s so-called Muslim ban and 
now the mass killing at a mosque 
in Canada, #VisitMyMosque is a 
much-needed antidote to the poi-
sonous atmosphere we find our-
selves in,” said Harun Khan, secre-
tary-general of the MCB.

He said the event was an oppor-
tunity for the British public, Muslim 
and non-Muslim alike to “come to-
gether and renew bonds of friend-
ship” in a changing world.

“People as far away as Malaysia 
and the USA are asking for similar 

local events. And no wonder — gen-
uine, decent and ordinary people 
have come out in the knowledge 
that we need to get to know each 
other better,” said British-Muslim 
author Shelina Janmohamed in 
an opinion piece in Britain’s Inde-
pendent newspaper.

“This is why events like #Visit-
MyMosque day are so important. 
We are all — irrespective of faith 
and background — fed up of dema-
gogues and hate peddlers dividing 
us… In a fortnight when Trump 
has shut his doors to Muslims, we 
are opening ours. People coming 
together to learn more about each 
other is a wonderful sight to be-
hold,” said Janmohamed, author of 
the memoir Love in a Headscarf.

More MPs, including Labour 
leader Jeremy Corbyn, who visited 
his local Finsbury Park mosque, 
than ever before attended this 
year’s #VisitMyMosque gatherings, 
the third such event. “A gentle mes-
sage to Trump: Drinking tea togeth-
er is far better than building walls 
to keep us apart,” Corbyn posted on 
Twitter. “The Muslim community 
makes an enormous contribution 
to Britain,” he told event-goers.

The Labour MP for Slough, Fio-
na Mactaggart, visiting her local 
mosque Al Jannah, told visitors and 
Muslim volunteers that “we have 
more in common than what sepa-
rates us”.

“It’s great that this mosque has 
opened its doors today but the cir-
cumstances in the world in which 
it has [are] unfriendly. We have just 
observed America targeting citizens 
of mainly Muslim countries [with] a 
ban on entry… that has come out of 
ignorance and fear and hostility,” 
she said.

Britons #VisitMyMosque 
one day after Trump 
protest
Mahmud el-Shafey

US President Donald Trump shakes hands as he arrives at the National Prayer 
Breakfast in Washington, on February 2nd.                (Reuters)
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The art of doing deals with Donald Trump

S
ince the election of 
Donald Trump as 
president of the United 
States, foreign and 
national security policy 
experts have been 

inundated with calls asking the 
same questions: What is Trump’s 
foreign policy? How should we 
deal with the new administra-
tion?

During the campaign, candidate 
Trump and his surrogates 
professed many — often contra-
dictory — foreign policy positions 
and goals. Even as the Trump 
administration began to form, 
more policy inconsistencies came 
to light.

There was one overriding 
theme in the Trump campaign’s 
approach to foreign policy: 
Prioritising the United States’ 
immediate requirements, an 
objective the administration 
seeks to accomplish by following 
the unconventional management 
style of Trump’s business empire.

In 1987, Trump published 
Trump: The Art of the Deal, which 
became a bestseller. This part-
memoir and part-advice book 
described Trump’s rise from the 
middle-class borough of Queens 
in New York to his glamorous life 
as a high-end real estate devel-
oper in Manhattan.

Trump’s personal background is 
that of a man setting out on his 
own and driven to achieve 
ambitious goals but it are the 
business-advice segments of the 

book, detailing his management 
style, that shed far more light on 
his likely approach to foreign 
affairs.

World leaders beginning to 
work with the Trump administra-
tion need to understand his “art” 
and learn how to create their own 
deals with him.

The book details how Trump 
conceives his plans, always 
thinking big: “My style of deal-
making is quite simple and 
straightforward. I aim very high 
and then I just keep pushing and 
pushing and pushing to get what 
I’m after. Sometimes I settle for 
less than I sought but in most 
cases I still end up with what I 
want,” Trump says in the book. He 
concludes that the best deals are 
“when each side gets something it 
wants from the other”.

Trump has adopted his busi-
ness acumen and style to the 

White House. This new adminis-
tration will be all about achieving 
the best deals for what Trump 
sees as Americans’ immediate 
needs.

To balance this, Trump also 
warned those who engage with 
him on this level and those who 
do not offer what he needs: “In 
most cases I’m very easy to get 
along with. I’m very good to 
people who are good to me but 
when people treat me badly or 
unfairly or try to take advantage 
of me, my general attitude, all my 
life, has been to fight back very 
hard.”

And 20 years before entering 
the White House, Trump 
described how to deal with the 
media: “One thing I’ve learned 
about the press is that they’re 
always hungry for a good story 
and the more sensational the 
better… The point is that if you 

are a little different, a little 
outrageous or if you do things 
that are bold or controversial, the 
press is going to write about you.”

Trump will change how the 
United States operates in trade, 
diplomacy and security — it will 
always be about the deal. For 
countries to work successfully 
with the new administration, they 
must understand the new 
paradigm and work for their best 
deal, too.

If they do not understand the 
art of the deal, if they are not 
adaptable, if they are not flexible 
and if they do not offer the right 
products, they will fail.

If countries offer a deal that 
does not prioritise the United 
States’ immediate interests — as 
defined by Trump — they will fail. 
Trump will not make a deal that 
he believes does not put America 
first.

If foreign governments wait for 
Trump to make the first move, 
they will fail, as he will offer them 
a deal they either cannot accept 
or for which they will pay a higher 
price. If countries offer one big 
overreaching deal, they will fail, 
as they will have nothing else to 
offer when Trump asks again.

Trump filled his cabinet with 
strong military leaders and 
deal-making businessmen. It 
would be wise for countries to 
work on this level and ensure they 
have professional teams in 
Washington to engage with the 
new administration on its terms.

Paul W. Hamill is an adjunct 
senior fellow at the American 
Security Project and principal at 
Logan International Relations in 
Washington.

Paul W. 
Hamill

View point
Trump will 
change how 
the United 
States 
operates 
in trade, 
diplomacy 
and security.

If foreign governments wait 
for Trump to make the first 
move, they will fail.
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Demonstrators hold a banner during a protest against US 
President Donald Trump’s controversial travel ban in London, 
on January 30th.                                                                              (AP)

Local mosques are 
not just a spiritual 
focal point but also 
serve people of all 
faiths. 
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A 

lthough Donald Trump 
has been US president 
for only a few weeks, it 
is clear that this admin-
istration’s major foreign 

policy decisions will be made by a 
tight circle of advisers the president 
trusts.

This should come as no surprise. 
Trump’s company, while worth 
billions of dollars, is not a huge 
corporation with thousands of em-
ployees. It is essentially a family-
run enterprise supplemented by a 
handful of close confidantes with 
special skills — such as David Fried-
man, Trump’s former bankruptcy 
lawyer who is his nominee to be US 
ambassador to Israel.

Trump does not seem to like or 
trust bureaucracies and especially 
governmental ones that are staffed 
by professional civil servants who 
have no personal loyalty to him. For 
Trump, everything is personal.

Admittedly, three weeks is not a 
long time in the life of an admin-
istration and things can and do 
change over the course of a presi-
dent’s term but Trump’s personal-
ity is 70 years old and he is unlikely 
to change his style of leadership, 
the way in which he makes deci-
sions or the people he trusts.

US Secretary of State Rex Tiller-
son and Secretary of Defense James 
Mattis probably will spend more 
time managing their respective bu-
reaucracies and carrying out offi-
cial public duties than they will be 
making policy. At times they may 
find themselves wrestling to im-
plement policies with which they 
do not agree or struggling to have 

their dissenting voices heard by the 
president.

So who will be shaping US foreign 
policy under Trump?

Three Trump advisers will play 
key roles and two of them have vir-
tually no foreign policy experience. 
The first is national security adviser 
Michael Flynn, a retired lieutenant-
general who for two years served as 
director of the Defense Intelligence 
Agency (DIA) under president 
Barack Obama. Flynn’s official bi-
ography says he retired from DIA in 
2014 but sources quoted in the New 
York Times claim that he was forced 
out due to poor management skills 
and a tendency to play with facts.

Flynn is a strong advocate of im-
proved ties with Russia. In 2015 he 
gave a speech at a gala dinner in 
Moscow for Russian broadcaster 
RT and was seated next to Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. Flynn’s 
overriding concern, though, is Is-
lamic extremism, which he views 
as a mortal threat to the United 
States. His views are clearly laid out 
in a book he co-wrote in 2016 with 
Michael Ledeen, a neo-conserva-
tive writer and former government 
official.

In The Field of Fight: How We Can 
Win the Global War Against Radi-
cal Islam and Its Allies, Flynn and 
Ledeen call radical Islam a “tribal 
cult” that grew out of a “failed civi-
lisation”. They argue that, unless 
it acts decisively, the United States 
risks being “ruled by men who ea-
gerly drink the blood of their dying 
enemies” and having sharia law 
imposed on Americans. They argue 
that Iran is the “linchpin” of Islamic 
extremism — including Sunni jihad-
ists — and call for regime change in 
Tehran.

The second Trump adviser who 
will influence foreign policy de-
cisions is his political strategist, 
Steve Bannon, former editor of the 
right-wing internet site Breitbart 
News. Except for a short stint in the 
US Navy, he has no foreign policy 
experience but many people credit 
Bannon with devising Trump’s 
winning campaign strategy that 
was characterised by a refusal to 

play by the traditional rules of po-
litical decorum.

Like Flynn, Bannon sees Islamic 
extremism as an existential threat 
to Western civilisation. On January 
31st, USA Today published an in-
depth investigation into Bannon’s 
views based on comments he made 
in 2015 and 2016. Bannon says that 
the West is at war with Islam in a 
“civilisational struggle” that poses 
a bigger threat than even the rise 
of Nazi Germany in the 1930s. The 
United States, Bannon said, would 
potentially need to become en-
gaged in another “major shooting 
war” in the Middle East.

The White House issued a state-
ment on February 1st saying that 
Trump “does not share” Bannon’s 

views on Islam as revealed by the 
USA Today investigation but Ban-
non nevertheless has been given a 
seat on the Principals Committee of 
the National Security Council.

The third and perhaps most im-
portant member of Trump’s in-
ner circle is Jared Kushner, the 
president’s 36-year-old son-in-law, 
whose official title is senior White 
House adviser. Kushner is closer 
to and more respected by Trump 
than any other person in the White 
House. He has no foreign policy 
experience, although his family 
foundation has supported the Is-
raeli settler movement and Kush-
ner formerly served on the board of 
the US-based Friends of the Israel 
Defense Forces.

Unlike Flynn and Bannon, Kush-
ner holds his views close to his 
chest and has rarely spoken to the 
media but observers say he is a 
moderating force who frequently 
has talked his father-in-law out of 
taking reckless steps.

One thing seems clear: In an ar-
gument between Kushner and oth-
er members of the inner circle, the 
president is very likely to heed his 
son-in-law’s advice.

Until further notice, these three 
advisers are the ones to watch.

Mark Habeeb is East-West editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

Trump’s inner sanctum to shape US foreign policy
Mark Habeeb

White House chief strategist Steve Bannon (L) and senior adviser Jared Kushner speak after US 
President Donald Trump signed an executive order at the White House in Washington on February 3rd.  
                           (Reuters)
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Trump’s immigration ban evokes a dark period in US history

T
he political firestorm 
sparked by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’s 
executive order 
temporarily banning 
travellers and immi-

grants from seven Muslim-major-
ity countries as well as all Syrian 
refugees, though now blocked by 
a federal appeals court, has 
reawakened debate in the United 
States about what it means to be 
American. What is less widely 
known is that fear of immigrants 
and efforts to restrict immigra-
tion have antecedents in US 
history.

The great wave of immigration 
to the United States occurred 
from the late 19th and the early 
20th centuries when millions of 
people fleeing poverty or reli-
gious/nationalist persecution, 
mainly from Eastern and South-
ern Europe, headed to the United 
States. The vast majority of these 
immigrants had unhindered 
access, largely to provide a cheap 
source of labour for American 
industry.

This welcoming atmosphere 
changed as fear of the new 
immigrants started to grow among 
so-called native Americans, who 
believed that the immigrants were 
infiltrating the United States with 
radicals inspired by the Bolshevik 
revolution in Russia and anar-

chists from Southern Europe who 
would change the United States 
for the worse.

In addition, in the early 20th 
century dubious American 
scientists propagated the theory 
of eugenics — a belief that races of 
people from North-Western 
Europe were superior to others, a 
sentiment that gained popularity 
among Americans.

This culminated in the Immi-
gration Act of 1924, which 
severely restricted immigration 
from Eastern and Southern 
Europe and the Middle East. The 
act based immigration ceilings 
from any particular country at 2% 
of their representation in the 1890 
census. Immigrants from China 
and Japan were barred altogether.

As the bulk of immigrants from 
Southern and Eastern Europe 
arrived in the decades after 1890, 
this legislation was a blatant 
attempt to severely reduce the 
number of immigrants from those 
regions. Italians and Eastern 
European Jews were particularly 
hard hit but other groups, such as 
Armenians, were adversely 
affected as well.

For example, in the decade after 
1890, about 200,000 Italians 
migrated to the United States 
annually. Under the 1924 law, 
fewer than 4,000 Italians were 
allowed in each year. Under the 
same 1924 law, only 100 Syrians 
were allowed in per year.

The 1924 legislation passed 
overwhelmingly.

One of the sponsors of the 1924 
act, US Senator David Reed, 
R-Pennsylvania, explained at the 

time that “unless immigration is 
numerically restrained [the 
United States] will be over-
whelmed by a vast migration of 
peoples from war-stricken 
Europe”.

Reed added that the “races of 
men who have been coming to us 
in recent years are wholly dissimi-
lar to the native-born Americans 
[and] are untrained in self-gov-
ernment” and went on to decry 
the creation of “foreign colonies” 
within the country, which he 
described as “groups of aliens, 
either in city slums or in country 
districts, who speak a foreign 
language and live a foreign life 
and who want neither to learn our 
common speech nor to share our 
common life”.

Sound familiar? Trump is taking 
a page out of this dark history and 
applying it to the present time, fed 
by his chief adviser Steve Bannon, 
a self-described American 
nationalist. Trump and his team 
are stoking fear among a large 
segment of the American people 
who say Muslim immigrants 
cannot be fully trusted because 
they are or will be infiltrated by 
terrorists.

Such sentiments were 
expressed January 30th to a CNN 
reporter who interviewed middle-
aged and elderly people in a 
restaurant in Hazleton, Pennsyl-
vania. Ironically, some of the 
people who were interviewed and 
expressed such views had last 
names suggesting that their 
parents or grandparents were 
probably the objects of similar 
scorn a century ago. They have 

conveniently forgotten this 
history and now seem to play the 
role that Americans did back then.

Fortunately, as former president 
Barack Obama often said, the arc 
of American history is upward 
even with setbacks.

Although it was not until 1965 
that the Immigration Act of 1924 
was replaced, over time prejudi-
cial attitudes do dissipate in the 
United States. During the second 
world war, millions of immigrant 
Americans and their American-
born offspring were no longer 
considered foreigners as they 
showed by their sacrifices that 
they were just as patriotic as 
anyone else, and that helped to 
break down barriers.

It took a couple more genera-
tions for African Americans to be 
given their full rights, and while 
problems of discrimination 
remain, they have been able to 
make significant strides in the last 
several decades.

The demonstrations against 
Trump’s Muslim-centred immi-
gration ban, often led by young 
people of varied backgrounds, 
give hope that this latest attempt 
at immigration restrictions 
against and fear of the other will 
dissipate. This time, the waiting 
time for a return to tolerance and 
acceptance is likely to be much 
shorter, even if Trump continues 
to play the fear card.

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.

Gregory 
Aftandilian

View point
Trump is 
taking a page 
out of a dark 
history and 
applying it to 
the present 
time.

The Immigration Act of 1924 
severely restricted immigration 
from Eastern and Southern 
Europe and the Middle East.
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Trump does not 
seem to like or trust 
bureaucracies and 
especially 
governmental ones.
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I 

n tax terms, 2017 marks a wa-
tershed year for the Gulf Coop-
eration Council (GCC) since it 
will be the last one when it will 
be free of the value-added tax 

(VAT).
While the VAT is an established 

part of the corporate and consumer 
scenery in about 150 countries, it 
is new in the Gulf region. With all 
six GCC countries set to implement 
VATs in 2018, a financial instrument 
that was a speck on the horizon a 
few years ago is looming large.

The realisation that VAT is com-
ing was strengthened recently 
when the Saudi cabinet approved 
the Unified Agreement for Value 
Added Tax, an agreement — known 
as GCC/UVAT — that arches over the 
GCC members and is designed to 
ensure its arrival, at a rate of 5%, is 
smooth and coordinated.

Away from the technicalities and 
administrative processes that come 
with its implementation, govern-
ments across the Gulf have other 

VAT matters to consider. Hearts 
and minds must be convinced and 
reassured. Businesses will need to 
review and possibly reconstruct 
their models and systems while 
considering whether rising prices 
drive consumers away. Concerns 
have been raised about a talent gap 
in terms of the skilled and experi-
enced financial professionals re-
quired to ease VAT’s entrance into 
the GCC.

Public awareness programmes 
have been pledged, recognising 
that any form of taxation is hardly 
destined to be popular. The mes-
sage that the GCC needs to find 
other, non-hydrocarbon income 
streams to fund spending on infra-
structure, education and economic 
diversification is likely to be ampli-
fied over the next 11 months.

Reports that VAT could gener-
ate $3.27 billion in new money for 
the United Arab Emirates in its first 
year and up to $5.44 billion in the 
second and that goods such as to-
bacco and soft drinks will be on 
the VAT front line suggest a certain 
degree of charm offensive is under 
way.

Charm, however, will not dis-
solve the challenge of introducing 
VAT to a minimal tax area such as 
the GCC; a challenge outlined by 
Ivor Feerick, partner in charge of 
indirect tax at chartered account-
ancy firm BDO Ireland. “There are 
many missteps that can be made 
during implementation,” he ex-
plained.

“Low VAT registration by busi-
nesses, arbitrary price increases, 
incorrect filing of tax returns, lack 
of access to expertise — these are 
some of the problems historically 
encountered by Asian and African 
countries during the implementa-
tion of VAT systems.

“It would be wise to use the time 
available to ensure a successful 
implementation and it is critical 
that the authorities provide com-
prehensive and understandable 
guidelines in a timely manner to 
enable those businesses that are to 
be VAT-registered to accommodate 
the requirements.”

Feerick said that all GCC coun-
tries implementing VATs at the 
same time would smooth the pro-
cess but the onus will still be on 
businesses “to start planning their 
tax strategy without delay”.

“One of the challenges in intro-
ducing a VAT system in a depressed 

marketplace is that many hard-
pressed consumers, who will have 
experienced decreases in their 
household income due to cutbacks 
arising from the halving in the 
price of oil as well as increases in 
the cost of oil-related products, are 
disinclined to spend due to lack of 
confidence in their personal finan-
cial circumstances,” he said.

“Increasing the price of most 
goods and services by 5% will act as 
a further disincentive to consumer 
spending. So, in the early days, it 
is likely that retailers may reduce 
their profit margins and absorb 
some or all of the VAT costs with a 
view to maintaining the sales vol-
ume required to sustain their busi-
nesses.”

However, an official at profes-
sional services firm Ernst & Young, 

which claims VAT at 5% could gen-
erate annual revenues of more than 
$25 billion for the six GCC coun-
tries, says VAT’s bark is worse than 
its bite.

“While the introduction of a tax 
may seem daunting to consumers 
and businesses alike, the overall 
impact for consumers is less than 
the usual annual inflation rate,” 
said the firm’s VAT implementation 
leader, David Stevens.

In terms of the bigger picture, 
according to Gerard Rahman, chief 
executive officer of BDO UAE, VAT 
is a necessary step towards eco-
nomic diversification, the sign of 
a “mature economy” and a vote of 
confidence in its “reliability and 
sustainability” in an uncertain 
world.

“The idea of value-added tax is 

also consistent with our vision of a 
diversified economy built by add-
ing value to products and services 
as we participate in a global econo-
my,” he said. “We see an important 
step, with the introduction of VAT, 
in terms of realising the UAE’s vi-
sion of a world-class nation.

“VAT is intrinsic in delivering our 
vision for the UAE — a diversified, 
world-class economy. The key to 
a diversified economy is the capa-
bility of an industrial and business 
sector to add value to a product or 
service and participate in the global 
economy. It takes innovative, vi-
sionary and creative people to add 
value.”

Jennifer Bell is an Arab Weekly 
contributor based in the United 
Arab Emirates.

Washington

A 

furious debate has 
erupted in Kuwait over 
the large role of expatri-
ates working in the Gulf 
country as the Kuwaiti 

National Assembly prepares to take 
on the contentious issue.

There are sharply differing opin-
ions among members of parlia-
ment over how to reduce the num-
ber of foreign workers in Kuwait 
and whether expatriates should 
be taxed on remittances they send 
home.

Kuwait’s expatriate community 
is estimated to be about 70% of the 
country’s total population of 4.4 
million, making Kuwaiti nationals a 
distinct minority in their own coun-
try. This has prompted MPs to pro-
pose sending up to 1 million expatri-
ates home, at a rate of 100,000 per 
year. Indians and Egyptians, many 
of whom are unskilled workers em-
ployed in the construction and ser-
vice sectors, comprise the largest 
expatriate communities in Kuwait.

So divisive is the issue that a spe-
cial session of the National Assem-
bly originally scheduled for Febru-
ary 2nd to discuss it was postponed 
when 21 MPs failed to appear and a 
quorum could not be reached.

The contentiousness of the de-
bate reached a new level when MP 
Abdul Karim al-Kandari referred to 
expatriate workers as “settlers”, a 
loaded term usually used in Kuwait 
to refer to Israelis living on Palestin-
ian land.

As Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) members struggle with eco-

nomic uncertainties resulting from 
low oil prices, the role of foreign-
ers in the workplace is a hot topic 
and not just in Kuwait. Other gov-
ernments are attempting to create 
more private sector jobs for their 
own citizens while considering ad-
ditional sources of revenue that can 
be obtained from expatriate work-
ers, including taxing personal in-
come and remittances.

Saudi Arabia’s Shura Council on 
January 21st rejected a proposal 
to impose a 6% tax on expatriate 
workers’ remittances, with coun-
cil members who opposed the plan 
arguing that it would encourage 
money laundering and smuggling 
and result in the flight of capital and 
investments from the kingdom.

The International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), in a policy paper late last year, 
warned GCC members about pursu-
ing taxes on expatriate incomes and 
remittances, noting that levelling 
extra charges on money transfers 
from the Gulf would be “highly re-
gressive” because the bulk of expa-
triates are low-income workers.

The IMF said that such taxes 
would prompt foreign workers to 
find back channels to funnel in-
come home and create “reputation-
al risks” for GCC members by lower-
ing the attractiveness of the region 
for foreign workers. The GCC is one 
of the largest employers of expatri-

ate workers in the world and more 
than 90% of them work in the pri-
vate sector.

In Kuwait, divisions among law-
makers centre on how to reduce the 
number of foreign workers and re-
balance the demographic make-up 
in favour of Kuwaiti nationals with-
out serious repercussions, includ-
ing the potential for a brain drain in 
important sectors.

For example, expatriate workers 
represent up to 70% of physicians 
and 94% of nurses in Kuwait and 
there are not enough qualified Ku-
waitis to replace them in the near 
future. Foreigners dominate roles 
such as medical technicians, ad-
ministrators, accountants and legal 
experts in the health sector.

Kuwait’s Ministry of Education 
last summer was reportedly pre-
paring to fire up to 400 expatri-
ate teachers to ensure that 25% of 
teachers in subjects such as social 
studies and computer science were 
Kuwaiti nationals. The Kuwaiti gov-
ernment appears to have made con-
ditions for expatriate teachers more 
difficult by cutting rent allowances 
by more than half as of October 2016 
and threatening to deport teachers 
who give private lessons without 
appropriate authorisation.

Kuwaiti MPs are demanding that 
the National Assembly take on the 
issue of traffickers who help move 
foreigners into Kuwait without hav-
ing procured gainful employment 
for them.

On the other hand, there are law-
makers who recognise the effects of 
the large expatriate population and 
reject taking dramatic measures 
such as routine deportations and 
imposing taxes on remittances.

A group of lawmakers said in 

a statement published in a local 
newspaper at the end of January: 
“We do understand the significance 
of discussing the issue of the high 
numbers of foreigners living in Ku-
wait and the negative effects on 
the country’s demographics but we 
cannot tolerate making life harder 
and economically more challeng-
ing for expatriates who have been 
legally recruited nor do we accept 

threatening them every now and 
then with deportation.”

They did, however, agree with the 
idea that “marginal and free-visa” 
foreigners should be deported and 
those facilitating their entry should 
be held accountable.

Jareer Elass reports on energy 
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is 
based in Washington.

GCC gears up for VAT in 2018

Kuwait debates issue
of expatriate workers

Jennifer Bell

Jareer Elass

People shopping at the Dubai Mall in the United Arab Emirates.                            (AFP)

A 2011 file picture shows construction workers at the Jahra 
roundabout in Kuwait City.            (Reuters)

Economy

Ernst & Young 
claims VAT at 5% 
could generate 
annual revenues of 
more than $25 
billion for all GCC 
countries.

Divisions among 
lawmakers centre 
on how to rebalance
the demographic 
makeup in favour 
of Kuwaiti nationals.
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Casablanca

T 

he European Union has 
said it would take appro-
priate measures to pre-
serve its partnership with 
Morocco and secure an 

agriculture trade agreement after 
Rabat warned that failure to imple-
ment the accord would bring dire 
consequences for both parties.

“Ours is a model partnership, 
rich and multidimensional,” said 
EU High Representative for For-
eign Affairs Federica Mogherini 
and Moroccan Minister Delegate for 
Foreign Affairs Nasser Bourita in a 
statement after their February 7th 
meeting in Brussels. “The EU and 
Morocco are determined to pre-
serve and develop it,” she said.

The statement said that “partner-
ship between the EU and Morocco 
is the fruit of a patient construction 
of almost half a century” and that 
talks between the European Union 
and Morocco would continue in an 
“atmosphere of serenity and mu-
tual confidence”.

The meeting was several weeks 
after a December 21st statement 

from Mogherini and Moroccan For-
eign Minister Salaheddine Mezouar 
announced that the European Un-
ion’s top court had overturned a de-
cision by a lower tribunal to quash 
the European trade deal with Mo-
rocco.

That ruling was a blow to the 
Polisario Front, a separatist move-
ment seeking independence in 
the Western Sahara, which had ar-
gued that the 2012 trade deal had 
been illegally applied to the dis-
puted Western Sahara. An EU court 
agreed, annulling the trade deal on 
those grounds and in early 2016 Ra-
bat suspended ties with Brussels.

The Court of Justice of the Euro-
pean Union (CJEU) on December 
21st overruled the general court’s 
decision, concluding that the liber-
alisation agreement does not apply 
to Western Sahara.

“It must be held that the Front 
Polisario cannot, in any event, be 
regarded, in light of the arguments 
on which it relies, as having stand-
ing to seek annulment of the deci-
sion at issue. Consequently, the 
action must be dismissed as inad-
missible,” the CJEU ruling stated.

Western Sahara, a former Spanish 
colony annexed by Morocco in 1975, 
has been the centre of controversy 

for decades. Morocco maintains it 
is part of its kingdom but Polisario 
Front separatists have pushed for 
an independent state. A bloody 
conflict between the Polisario Front 
and the Moroccan state left thou-
sands dead before a UN ceasefire in 
1991.

Before the meeting in Brussels, 
Morocco’s Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries warned that failure to 
fully implement the accord would 
jeopardise thousands of jobs in 
Morocco and Europe, trigger a new 
flow of migration to Europe and 
place the continent at risk.

Agriculture accounts for 15% of 
Morocco’s gross domestic product 
and employs 40% of the country’s 
workforce. About 80% of agricul-
tural jobs are in rural areas. Job 
losses could drive Moroccan farm-
ers to migrate to Europe, where 
countries are struggling to cope 
with an influx of migrants.

Illegal immigrants, especially 
from sub-Saharan Africa, try to 
cross from Morocco to the Spanish 
enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla every 
day.

“We have a free trade agreement, 
a win-win partnership,” said Mo-
roccan Minister of Agriculture and 
Fisheries Aziz Akhannouch. “Un-

fortunately, there are areas of un-
certainty about everything that is 
prepared in Brussels. As a minister 
of Agriculture, I still haven’t under-
stood the commission’s position in 
relation to the southern zones.”

“We do not want to enter the in-
ternal kitchen of the European in-
stitutions,” he said in reference to 
EU courts, the European Council 
and the European Commission.

Akhannouch warned that if the 
trade protocol is not fully imple-
mented, he would reach out to 
trading partners in Russia, the Unit-
ed States, China or Africa.

Professor Lotfi Abourizk, from 
the Hassan II faculty of Law and 
Economics in Casablanca, said 
Akhannouch’s warning was com-
mon sense.

“I think Akhannouch’s declara-
tion was very logical,” Abourizk 
said. “It is a European problem that 
has to be resolved within European 
institutions.

“Morocco is right to up the tone 
because it has other potential mar-
kets to exploit should the EU fail to 
fulfil its obligations.”

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

Record 14.9 million 
visitors to Dubai
in 2016

Canada’s TMX 
seeks part of Saudi 
Aramco listing

Dubai welcomed a record 14.9 
million visitors in 2016, the city’s 
Tourism Department said.

The city-state aims to attract 20 
million visitors annually by 2020 
when it hosts the global trade fair 
Expo 2020.

The number of visitors to Dubai in 
2016 increased 5% compared to the 
previous year, the Tourism Depart-
ment said in a statement. Travellers 
from Gulf countries made up almost 
23% of all visitors, it said, with Sau-
dis accounting for almost half of 
those visitors.

Western Europe accounted for 
21% of all visitors, it said. Travellers 
from China increased 20% from the 
year before at more than 500,000 
and Russian tourism rose 14% to 
240,000 visitors.

The emirate has opulent shopping 
malls, numerous luxury resorts and 
even an indoor ski resort as part of 
one of the malls.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Cairo

E 

gypt’s success in raising 
$4 billion from issuing 
Eurobonds reflects inter-
national investors’ confi-
dence in Cairo’s economy 

and reform measures but should 
not blind financial policymakers to 
growing foreign debt and the need 
to attract direct investment, ex-
perts said.

“Demand for the bonds was 
far higher than we initially cam-
paigned for,” said Deputy Finance 
Minister for Monetary Policies 
Ahmed Kojak. “This shows that in-
vestors have strong confidence in 
our economy and the reform meas-
ures we are taking.”

Egypt set a target of $2.5 billion in 
bond sales in January but received 
more than $13.5 billion in orders 
and ended up raising $4 billion. The 
bonds were issued in 5-, 10- and 30-
year tranches.

The high demand was attributed 
to economic reforms, which in-
clude a free flotation of the Egyp-
tian pound and a significant slash-
ing of fuel, water and electricity 
subsidies.

The pound flotation in November 
sought to eradicate a thriving for-
eign currency parallel market and 
boost foreign currency reserves, 
which had fallen to $16.4 billion.

The reforms helped Cairo secure 
$12 billion loan from the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund. Egypt re-
ceived $2.75 billion from the IMF in 
November. It is to receive another 
$1.25 billion in the second quarter 
of 2017.

The Finance Ministry in Novem-
ber secured $2 billion in sovereign 
bonds through listing on the Irish 
Stock Exchange as Cairo stepped 
up efforts to secure stable foreign 
currency reserves.

Egypt’s financial gap is estimat-
ed at $35 billion over three years, 
ending June 30th, 2018, the Fi-
nance Ministry said.

Kojak ruled out another treasury 
bond issuance in the current fiscal 
year. He, however, said the latest 
issuance should improve Egypt’s 
financial rating.

“It will also contribute to attract-
ing investments and boosting the 
local economy,” he said.

Some financial analysts said 
they shared Kojak’s optimistic out-
look but also warned against what 
they describe as the “borrowing 
spree”, saying it could have disas-
trous consequences.

“This unrelenting borrowing 
does nothing but add pressure on 
the state budget,” said economist 
Zohdi al-Shami. “Day after day, 
our economy will be incapable of 
meeting the needs of development 
and repaying these debts.”

Egypt’s public debt totalled 
$173 billion at the end of Septem-
ber 2016 and foreign debt stood at 
$60.153 billion, the Central Bank 
said. Debt services totalled $9.8 
billion in the July-November 2016 
period, Finance Ministry data 
showed.

The IMF forecast Egypt’s foreign 
debt to reach $94.9 billion by the 
end of June 2019 and $102.4 billion 
by the end of June 2021.

The state budget deficit declined 
to 3.3% — $5.7 billion — of gross do-
mestic product (GDP) in the first 
quarter of the fiscal year that be-
gan on July 1st, Finance Ministry 
data showed.

The government said it would 
target a state budget deficit of 9.5% 
of GDP, down from 12.2% in fiscal 
year 2015-16. It also eyes reduction 
of sovereign debt to 94% of GDP, 
down from 98% at present.

Wages and sovereign debt ser-
vices accounted for 62.7% of the 
government’s spending from July 
1st-October 31st last year, the Fi-

nance Ministry said.
Sami Khalaf, the head of the 

public debt unit at the Finance 
Ministry, said these figures should 
not be cause for worry.

“So far, debts are within safe lim-
its,” Khalaf said. “We should start 
to worry only if these debts keep 
rising, which is why we should not 
totally depend on borrowing.”

To keep the lid on growing debt, 
economists said, Egypt needs to 
focus on attracting direct invest-
ments.

“This will never happen un-
der current conditions,” said Suzi 
Nashed, an economics professor at 
Alexandria University. “We need to 
work hard to make our investment 
climate more attractive to foreign 
investors.”

Egypt attracted $6 billion in in-
vestments in 2016 but that invest-
ment volume was dwarfed by huge 

national job creation and econom-
ic development needs, economists 
said.

The country’s new investment 
law offers attractive incentives, in-
cluding free plots of land and easy 
registration. Egypt has been striv-
ing to attract investment in target-
ed areas, including the Suez Canal 
region, which is seen as a potential 
international investment hub.

Nashed said Egypt’s major chal-
lenge would be to attract invest-
ments and scrap its borrowing 
policy.

“This is important if we really 
want to reduce pressure on the 
state budget and not add new bur-
dens on it,” Nashed said. “True, 
borrowing brings in easy and quick 
money but its cost is so high.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Egypt’s Eurobond 
issuance 
brings cautious 
optimism
Ahmed Megahid

An Egyptian bank employee counts euro banknotes in Cairo. 
(Reuters)

EU to secure agriculture trade pact after Morocco’s warning
Saad Guerraoui

Economy

Demand for the 
bonds was far 
higher than we 
initially 
campaigned for.”Ahmed Kojak, the deputy 

Finance minister for 
monetary policies

Toronto Stock Exchange owner 
TMX Group Ltd said it was pitching 
the energy-rich bourse to “Saudi of-
ficials of significant influence” to 
have at least part of the kingdom’s 
Saudi Aramco public listing in Can-
ada.

Saudi Arabia expects to value the 
state-owned oil producer at a mini-
mum of $2 trillion, in what could 
be the world’s biggest initial public 
offering (IPO), the centrepiece of a 
plan to transform the Saudi econo-
my by attracting foreign investment 
and diversifying away from oil.

Riyadh will be the main listing 
venue, with at least one other pri-
mary listing either in London or 
New York, a source familiar with the 
TMX talks said, adding that the Ca-
nadian exchange is competing for a 
secondary listing.

TMX said its representatives trav-
elled to Saudi Arabia in October and 
again in January for meetings with 
Saudi officials.
(Reuters)

World Bank links 
Iraqi financial 
support to 
reconciliation

The World Bank plans to offer Iraq 
financial support in parallel with 
projects to foster reconciliation af-
ter the Islamic State’s defeat, its re-
gional director said.

Iraqi and Kurdish forces have dis-
lodged the Islamic State (ISIS) from 
most cities and they are fighting the 
militants in Mosul.

While mainstream forces are tak-
ing part or supporting the battle to 
dislodge ISIS from Mosul, their poli-
ticians are yet to heal rifts.

“The Mosul battle is keeping all 
these forces together,” World Bank 
Director for the Middle East Ferid 
Belhaj said. “When the fight is over, 
we don’t know what kind of pres-
sures will be in place.”

“We will try as much as we can to 
make sure that the incentives… for 
reconciliation would be more ap-
pealing than the incentives for each 
of these factions… to go it alone.”

The World Bank in December ap-
proved a loan of $1.485 billion to 
help Iraq lessen the effects of low oil 
prices on its economy and shoulder 
the cost of the war on ISIS, bringing 
its total support to the country to 
nearly $3.4 billion.
(Reuters)
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Amman

I 

n a span of six days in January, 
Jordan witnessed several grue-
some crimes in which people 
were killed or injured by imme-
diate family members, creating 

an unprecedented level of fear of 
what is known as familicide.

Jordanians followed closely the 
killings that struck families in vari-
ous parts of the country. While 
some saw the attacks as signs of 
society’s decay, others were simply 
appalled by the nature of the crimes 
involving children.

A man in his 20s stabbed his 
wife and three daughters in Ram-
tha, north of Jordan. The mother 
and two girls died; the third is in 
critical condition. Also in January, a 
man shot his brother in the head in 
Madaba, south-west of Amman and 
a father killed his 6-year-old daugh-
ter before committing suicide.

In other familicide incidents, a 
man in his 20s killed his sister, who 
was in her 40s, in front of a hospital 
in Amman. Police investigated the 
case of a 26-year-old woman found 
hanged in her house in Irbid, north 
of Amman, to establish whether it 
was a suicide or a death by a family 
member.

Depression is the main reason 
behind the incidents, human rights 
activist Rana Husseini said. “De-
pression, in my opinion, is the lead-
ing cause in which a father in a mo-
ment of weakness goes on a killing 
spree ending the lives of his own 
family,” Husseini said.

“Of course, there are other rea-
sons such as cases of schizophre-
nia, which is a chronic and severe 
mental disorder that affects how a 

person thinks, feels and behaves 
and which might appear in a cer-
tain age and a certain situation and 
sometimes it can go undetected,” 
she added.

Husseini, who has focused on 
social issues with a special empha-
sis on violence against women, re-
called an incident in 1989 when a 
high school student killed his entire 
11-member family and a friend due 
to the pressure his family placed on 
him.

“That crime is considered among 
the most horrific in Jordan. The 
18-year-old boy killed his whole 
family because he could not face 
the pressure they placed on him 
when he failed his high school ex-
ams. The student was executed but 
authorities should have studied this 
case and dug deeper to see why it 
happened,” Husseini said.

Drug addiction is also often men-
tioned as a cause of familicide. A 
20-year-old man who decapitated 
his mother in 2016 was high on a 
drug called “the joker,” which is a 
mix of tobacco and lethal substanc-
es such as rat poison.

Dr Momen Hadidi, director of the 
National Institute of Forensic Medi-
cine in Jordan, said that addiction 
to drugs such as the joker could 
cause unpredictable actions.

“Due to the fact that some drug 
mixtures vary, the effect on a per-
son varies from one to another, 
which might lead to murder or rape 
of your closest family members 
even if it was taken once,” he said.

“Those who take drugs become 
vulnerable and you cannot predict 
their actions. They become ex-
tremely dangerous and tend to hurt 
those who are around them, start-

ing with their families.”
Whatever the reasons behind the 

crimes, they are unjustifiable for 
Gaby Daw, 49, a social worker.

“Recently, we have been reading 
more about tragic cases of famili-
cide,” Daw said. “Usually there are 
no apparent signs to suggest that 
anyone is in danger or will commit 
such hideous crimes, leaving every-
one shocked and in a state of disbe-
lief.

“I believe that the current (socio-
economic) situation plays a big role 
in turning a person into a monster 
whereby one cannot think reason-
ably anymore and turns to violence 
and suicide. Difficult financial con-
ditions, economic crises, depres-
sion and mental disorders are all 
factors.

“I personally witnessed several 
cases in which a person tried to 

kill himself just because he was re-
jected asylum in a foreign country. 
When you are desperate you will 
do anything to hurt yourself, but to 
hurt your family, your children, this 
I cannot understand,” Daw added.

A report by Assabeel news web-
site stated that 12 people have com-
mitted suicide in Jordan since the 
start of 2017. In 2016, there were 117 
suicides in Jordan compared to 113 
in 2015.

Hussein Khazai, a professor of 
sociology at Jordan University, said 
weak family ties and poor faith 
in addition to drugs contribute to 
these acts in Jordan. “Authorities 
need to study each case separately 
and spread awareness about them 
in the society,” he said.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Beirut

“I
f there were no shelter like 
that, I would have had no 
choice but to suffer until 
I died,” said 39-year-old 
Wafaa. For three months, 

Wafaa — not her real name — has 
been living at Al Dar, one of three 
emergency safe houses for women 
victims of gender-based-violence 
and their children run by ABAAD, a 
Lebanese-based non-governmen-
tal organisation.

“I was constantly beaten and 
abused both physically and emo-
tionally by my family, especially by 
my brothers, for a reason or no rea-
son. I suffered insults, harsh lan-
guage and financial deprivation,” 
Wafaa said. “Then I decided to put 
an end to this cycle of violence.”

It was thanks to a friend who 
had fled to Al Dar from an abusive 
husband that Wafaa knew about 
the centre, which shelters women 
of diverse nationalities and back-
grounds in complete confidential-
ity.

“Every time my friend saw the 
bruises on my body she would in-
sist ‘Go to ABAAD. Go to ABAAD’,” 
Wafaa said. “I am happy that I took 
this step because I am getting to 
know myself and to discover that 
I can be useful and productive and 
that I am a normal human being, 
whereas in my family I was living 
on the margin. I was treated as a 
nobody. I had no life whatsoever.”

Jihane Isseid, emergency safe 
housing programme manager at 
ABAAD, explained that Al Dar of-

fers emergency shelter to women 
and girls at risk and survivors of 
gender-based violence.

“We started in 2013 with three 
emergency safe shelters, in three 
different regions in the country 
(north, south and Bekaa) to be ac-
cessible to all those who need us,” 
Isseid said. “It is the only centre 
that gives women the possibility 
of moving in with their children in-
stead of leaving them behind. Our 
objective is to provide immediate 
safe housing on a temporary basis.

In Al Dar, we make sure that all 
women can have a safe shelter 
regardless of their nationalities, 
ethnicities or race. We have no dis-
crimination in this regard whatso-
ever.”

The need for safe shelters for 
women has increased in recent 
years. Conflict and violence sweep-
ing the region have augmented the 
risks of violence against women, 
including sexual violence, accord-
ing to the United Nations, which 
reported high rates of domestic 
violence, sexual harassment and 
early and forced marriages among 
Syrian women refugees living in 
Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq.

“Definitely, conflicts contribute 
to the increase in [gender-based vi-
olence] because of the psychologi-
cal pressures and economic chal-
lenges that drive people to become 

more aggressive and violent,” Is-
seid said, arguing that violence in 
the region appears in many forms, 
including economic and social vio-
lence, political violence and wars.

“We now hear about women’s 
trafficking and sexual slavery, 
cases of sexual abuse and exploi-
tation, especially in war contexts 
where women and children are the 
most vulnerable,” she said.

“In Lebanon, we have economic 
and social pressures, which also 
lead to a rise in [gender-based vio-
lence], in addition to the fact that 
measures and laws that ensure 
women’s rights and protection 
from violence are (almost) absent.”

Al Dar’s three centres have a to-
tal capacity of 65 and are generally 
occupied year-round. At least half 
of the occupants are non-Leba-
nese women, mostly Syrian refu-
gees. While in Al Dar, survivors of 
gender-based violence are offered 
medical and psycho-social sup-
port, counselling and legal help in 
addition to assistance offered their 
children by social workers, psy-
chologists, education experts and 
nurses.

“When they first arrive at Al 
Dar, they only want to rest, to re-
cover and to feel safe and secure. 
Afterward our teams check on 
their physical and mental health 
conditions. Their basic needs are 
immediately provided and clini-
cal follow-up, especially for rape 
victims, is conducted,” Isseid said.

Assisting gender-based violence 
survivors in rebuilding their lives 
is another feature of the Al Dar 
programme. Learning and recrea-
tional activities are offered as part 
of therapy and for the women to 

explore future options and priori-
ties.

Wafaa, who has a degree in Ara-
bic literature, said she hopes to 
find a job as an Arabic language 
teacher after she leaves Al Dar.

“I discovered that I can be useful 
if I had the chance, that I am not a 
failed person,” she said.

Wafaa added that she was will-
ing to reconcile with her family but 
only after she had regained self-
esteem and confidence. “I refuse 
to go back to what I was and I want 
to show that the ‘nobody’ could 
achieve something,” she said.

Since it was founded by Ghida 
Anani in 2011, ABAAD has advocat-

ed for gender equality as an essen-
tial condition to sustainable social 
and economic development in the 
Arab region.

It has set up a Centre for Men 
where men prone to committing 
acts of violence can receive free 
and confidential counselling.

“We give men a chance to speak 
out and share their grievances. We 
believe that in order to stamp out 
gender-based violence we should 
involve all parties. Fighting [it] is 
a very long course and should con-
cern every person,” Isseid said.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Jordan alarmed by rising familicide

Survivors of domestic violence find a home in Al Dar

Roufan Nahhas

Samar Kadi

Demonstrators protest crimes against women and familicide in Jordan.                                                                              (Rana Husseini)

Lebanese women demonstrate against prostitution, sex slavery 
and violence against women in Beirut, on April 8th, 2016.          (AFP)

Financial difficulties, 
economic crisis, 
depression, mental 
disorder are all factors 
behind familicide.

Al Dar offers shelter 
for emergency cases 
of women and girls at 
risk or survivors of 
gender-based 
violence.
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Cairo

N 

othing at the entrance 
to the Children’s Can-
cer Hospital in south-
ern Cairo denotes its 
nature. With toys and 

dolls greeting visitors and colour-
ful drawings decorating the alley-
ways leading to the main building, 
it looks more like the entrance to a 
nursery school than anything else.

Inside, there is a beehive of activ-
ity. Doctors and nurses move brisk-
ly from one room to another, carry-
ing supplies, test tubes, X-ray files 
and medications. Phones never 
stop ringing. Parents and children 
go in and out.

With 320 beds and a high stand-
ard of medical care, the Children’s 
Cancer Hospital is often the only 
hope for thousands of poor chil-

dren who are diagnosed with can-
cer  in Egypt every year.

“Cancer is a costly disease to 
treat,” the hospital’s director, Sherif 
Abul-Naga, said. “This is why most 
of the children who come here will 
find it difficult to find treatment 
anywhere else.”

Children’s Cancer Hospital is 
known locally as the 57357 Hospi-
tal, which was the number of the 
bank account that accepted dona-
tions so the hospital could be built.

The hospital’s budget depends 
totally on donations. The govern-
ment provided free plots of land for 
building hospital annexes, includ-
ing a scientific research centre and 
a new area that will accommodate 
350 more beds.

In the ten years since its open-
ing, Children’s Cancer Hospital has 
treated and cured 17,000 children 
of different nationalities and back-
grounds. The number represents a 

74.8% survival rate of all patients 
admitted to the hospital.

The hospital’s immediate target is 
to improve the recovery rate to 85% 
of all cases admitted to match inter-
national recovery rates, Abul-Naga 
said, noting that the facility’s staff 
works tirelessly to achieve that goal.

High demand for cancer treat-
ment is not restricted to Egyptian 
children; however, it is more ap-
parent among them because more 
than 40% of the total population is 
under the age of 18.

“The international cancer inci-

dence rate in children under 18 is 
1 in every 330,” nanoscience re-
searcher Mostafa el-Sayed said. “So 
this is a large number of new cases 
when we talk about 42% of the pop-
ulation.”

At the national level, there are 
100,000 new cancer cases every 
year, said officials with the Egyp-
tian Health Ministry, which allo-
cates $53 million for cancer treat-
ment.

In 2015, 500,000 Egyptians re-
ceived free cancer treatment. How-
ever, thousands of others could not 
receive proper treatment, either 
because of the lack of space at the 
country’s medical facilities or be-
cause of the lack of funds.

“That is why we are working hard 
to increase the number of hospi-
tals offering free cancer treatment 
and will try to allocate more funds 
in that regard,” Health Ministry 
spokesman Khaled Megahed said.

Cancer treatment is offered al-
most for free at 17 hospitals but high 
demand for treatment causes an 
acute shortage of space. The estab-
lishment of new cancer hospitals is 
turning into a national project with 
fundraising campaigns filling the 
streets and airwaves.

The Health Ministry said it was 
seeking to build a cancer treatment 
facility in each of Egypt’s 27 prov-
inces to save citizens the trouble of 
travelling to Cairo to receive treat-

ment. Fundraising campaigns are 
under way for the construction of 
a cancer hospital in the southern 
province of Aswan and another in 
the outskirts of Cairo.

The Children’s Cancer Hospital 
remains a bright example of cancer 
treatment management in Egypt. 
Of the hospital’s 6,500 workers, 
4,500 are volunteers.

Schoolteacher Ahmed Abdel 
Monem goes to the hospital once a 
week to teach mathematics to child 
patients.

“I cannot describe the joy the 
children fill me with every time I go 
to them,” Abdel Monem said. “We 
need to stand by these children and 
make them feel that they are not 
alone.”

The hospital offers treatment 
to children from Arab and African 
states for a symbolic fee.

“We treat all children on equal 
footing, regardless of who they 
are,” Abul-Naga said. “Cancer is a 
dangerous disease but it becomes 
easier to treat when you consider 
everyone coming to this hospital a 
member of your family.”

Baghdad

A 

ya does not trust the 
medical system in Iraq 
to provide her with ad-
equate treatment for 
an illness as serious as 

colon cancer and intends to seek 
health care abroad. “I will go to Iran 
for efficient and quick treatment 
even if it will cost me everything 
that I own,” said the young wid-
owed mother of two.

“Everything happened so quickly, 
the pain, the bleeding, the diagnosis 
and then the operation to remove 
the tumour. The next step is to in-
clude me in a (long) list of patients 
in need for radiotherapy,” she said.

Aya, who asked to be identi-
fied only by her first name, said 
she would not wait for her turn 
for treatment at one of the Iraqi 
government’s hospitals, which are 
unable to provide for the growing 
number of cancer patients in the 
country. “Cancer treatment is very 
costly abroad but I am afraid for 
my children. I cannot leave them 
totally orphaned, without a bread-
winner,” she said.

In Aya’s case, hereditary factors, 
in addition to the shock of losing 
her husband who was killed in a 
bomb explosion, were cited as pos-
sible causes of the disease. In many 
other cases, especially regarding 
childhood cancer, the disease is 
viewed as the legacy of modern 
warfare to civilians living in conflict 
zones.

“Among the main factors that 
contributed to the rise in cancer 
rates in Iraq, notably among chil-
dren and newborns, is the contami-
nation of their region with radioac-
tive agents from weapons used in 
battles in addition to the pollution 
caused by oil fields set ablaze in 
certain areas,” said Health Ministry 
spokesman Dr Ahmad al-Radini.

“Definitely, certain tumours are 
related to the abnormal trend of life 
and situation in which we are liv-
ing,” Radini said, stressing the need 
to raise awareness about cancer.

“We are seeking to educate the 
public on detecting the disease at 
an early stage,” he said. “The con-

siderable rise in breast cancer cases 
among Iraqi women is largely due 
to the failure of early detection. 
The ministry is assuming the treat-
ment of cancer patients through 
19 specialised facilities across the 
country, at a cost of up to $3,000 
per case.”

The Gulf wars of 1991 and 2003 
have left a legacy of pollution with 
radioactive material used in weap-
ons in many regions of Iraq. A 2003 
report by the World Health Organi-
sation (WHO) stated that childhood 
cancer, particularly leukaemia, was 
ten times higher in Iraq than in in-
dustrialised countries.

The Health Ministry has no fresh 

statistics on the cancer rate but pre-
vious government statistics show 
that, prior to the outbreak of the 
Gulf war in 1991, the rate of cancer 
cases in Iraq was 40 out of 100,000 
people. By 1995, it had increased 
to 800 out of 100,000 people, and, 
by 2005, it was at least 1,600 out of 
100,000 people.

Accurate cancer statistics are 
hard to come by, because many 
patients seeking treatment abroad 
are not documented, said Dr Ziad 
Tarek, chief oncologist at Ramadi 
General Hospital. “The numbers 
are not very accurate. They should 
be higher, especially among chil-
dren, adolescents and women.”

Areas with the highest rates of 
cancer are Anbar, west of Baghdad, 
and the southern governorate of 
Dhi Qar, Tarek said. “The two re-
gions are highly contaminated with 
high levels of pollution affecting 
residents and future generations,” 
he said.

There is also a general belief that 
medical care outside Iraq is better 
and will increase the chances of 
survival for cancer patients, espe-
cially those in advanced stages of 
the disease.

Ali Daraji, owner of a medical 
tourism company in Baghdad, con-
tended that Iraqis have mostly lost 
faith in the local medical system 
and believe the only way to get 
good care, especially for compli-
cated heath issues, is to go abroad, 
regardless of how much it costs.

“I’ve met families who had to sell 
their property to ensure the treat-
ment of their sons in certain coun-
tries, notably Iran, India and Leba-

non,” Daraji said.
Even if the medical diagnosis 

were correct and the available 
treatments adequate, people would 
remain unconvinced about receiv-
ing treatment in Iraq.

“They fear the medications used 
in government hospitals are less ef-
fective because of corruption in 
the sector and favouritism in con-
tracts with pharmaceutical firms, 
in addition to poor funding of hos-
pitals,” Daraji added.

He said he expected new can-
cer cases to appear among Mosul’s 
population as a result of the weap-
ons used in the battle to liberate the 
city from the Islamic State. “Among 
the big problems facing Iraq are 
pollution and recurring wars that 
contributed to the proliferation of 
carcinogenic material,” Daraji as-
serted.

With the WHO predicting that 
global cancer levels will rise 50% by 
2020 from 2003, the presence of so 
much carcinogenic material across 
Iraq suggests that the public health 
legacy of recurring wars is going to 
get worse.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Cairo hospital 
only hope for 
poor children 
with cancer

Iraqi hospitals unable to keep up with cancer patients

Ahmed Megahid

Oumayma Omar

A largely volunteer medical staff entertains a patient at Cairo’s Children Cancer Hospital.

Patients play at Cairo’s Children Cancer Hospital.

A 2013 file picture shows a woman sitting next to her daughter 
who is a cancer patient at a hospital in Basra, 420km south-east of 
Baghdad.                (Reuters)

World Cancer DaySociety

Cancer is a 
costly disease 
to treat.”Hospital Director

Sherif Abul Naga

The highest rates 
of cancer are in 
Anbar, west of 
Baghdad, and Dhi 
Qar in the south.
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Dubai

T 

he Etihad Museum, an 
impressive grand struc-
ture that opened in Dubai 
in January, tells the story 
of the founding of the 

United Arab E mirates through in-
teractive exhibits and learning pro-
grammes. The guiding perspective 
is that of the country’s founding 
leaders, with a key emphasis on the 
period 1968-74.

The external façade of the muse-
um is in the form of a folded manu-
script supported internally by gold-
en columns, representing fountain 
pens symbolising the seven Emir-
ates — Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Sharjah, 
Ajman, Ras Al Khaimah, Umm Al 
Quwain and Fujairah — that make 
up the federation.

The museum complex is next to 
the distinctive oval-shaped Union 
House where the treaty establish-
ing the UAE and bringing into ef-
fect a temporary constitution was 
signed in 1971. The logo is also de-
signed as a representation of the 
Union House and the UAE flag.

As part of the museum initiative, 
the original Union House, and in-
ternal fixtures, curtains, carpets, 
table and chairs that the founding 
leaders used were restored.

While the famous flagpole at 
the end of 2nd of December Street 
was replaced with a slightly taller 

123-metre pole, the grounds were 
redesigned and a symbolic shore-
line was added, recreating the sea-
scape of the UAE.

Another important structure that 
has been preserved exactly as it was 
in 1971 is then Dubai ruler Sheikh 
Rashid bin Saeed al-Maktoum’s ma-
jlis, consisting of an elegant office, 
meeting hall and dining hall.

The impression that any visi-
tor will take away is the simplicity 
and elegance of the presentation 
through eight permanent galleries 
in addition to a temporary gallery 
to exhibit items from international 
museums. In addition, there are a 
theatre and educational and rec-
reational areas.

The pride of place is taken by the 
constitution; the crucial meeting 
between the rulers of Abu Dhabi 
and Dubai on February 18th, 1968, 
which led to the formation of the 
UAE, the delays and developments 
on the way to unity, the lives of the 
seven rulers, the early develop-
ment of the economic, social and 
cultural life of the newly formed 
nation, its role in strengthening 
Arab unity and identity and exter-
nal relations with international or-
ganisations.

Museum Director Abdullah Mo-
hammed al-Falasi recalled how the 
contents of the museum were col-
lected in response to an initiative 
by Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid 
al-Maktoum, vice-president and 
prime minister of the UAE and rul-
er of Dubai. In a nationwide cam-
paign launched last October under 
the motto Let’s Preserve the Legacy, 
Sheikh Mohammed offered an 
open invitation to the community 
to contribute historical items to the 
museum.

He said: “In response to this call, 
the crown princes of the seven 
emirates of the UAE contributed 
personal belongings of the found-

ing fathers — intimate objects in-
cluding passports, pocket watches, 
daggers and official seals that have 
previously never been on public 
display.

“Their belongings are a vital part 
of the museum’s permanent exhi-
bitions and give visitors a human 
insight into the story of the 1971 
Union Agreement.”

Falasi recalled Sheikh Moham-
med emphasised that history was 
the most valuable treasure the 
country had and said the UAE lead-
ership had been very generous in 
its support for the museum.

“We have been delighted to see 
the museum bringing the commu-

nity together and giving all mem-
bers of society a real pride and 
interest in their heritage,” Falasi 
said. “The museum also connects 
a young Emirati generation with 
their history, invites tourists to 
share in our heritage and will en-
sure this important piece of our 
story is preserved for future gen-
erations.

“As Etihad Museum is situated 
at the very place where the 1971 
Union Agreement was signed, we 
also hope that it will become a 
meaningful meeting place for the 
nation’s citizens to come together 
and celebrate occasions like UAE 
National Day.”

The first exhibition at the mu-
seum, titled Emirates to the World: 
Postal History from 1909 to Unifi-
cation, is on display at the tempo-
rary exhibition hall through April 
30th. It showcases stamps, letters, 
artwork and archives from the pri-
vate collection of Abdullah Khoory, 
president of Emirates Philatelic As-
sociation.

The exhibitions at the venue are 
expected to contribute to an ac-
tive research and publishing pro-
gramme on the story of the union.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubai-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

London

A 

deeply personal video 
of family history, acrylic 
on canvas prints, sound 
performances and 
mixed media installa-

tions are among works by Palestin-
ian artists shortlisted for the Young 
Artist of the Year Award 2016 on 
display in London’s Mosaic Rooms.

The biennial award, organised by 
the A.M.Qattan Foundation, is open 
to Palestinian artists up to the age of 
30. Pattern Recognition, from which 
the exhibition takes its name, was 
the theme of the 2016 award. The 
patterns explored in the works deal 
with the recurring themes of Pal-
estinian life and history, especially 
the cycle of violence, destruction 
and reconstruction.

The winner, Inas Halabi, pro-
duced a video in which members 
of her family tell the story of her 
grandfather’s scar, the result of an 
injury inflicted by an Israeli soldier 
in the 1940s when he was fleeing 
from his home in Palestine.

“In general, I am interested in the 
relationship between the individu-
al and the collective, the construc-
tion of memory and various histori-
cal narratives but this was the first 
time I focused on my family and 
included my family in my work,” 
Halabi said.

“The story of my grandfather’s 
scar is also part of a broader his-
tory. In 1948, the Nakba happened 
to Palestine. To treat it in a more 
personal way was very refreshing 
for me. It was also very difficult and 

challenging. The process was differ-
ent from other works which were 
about other people’s stories — not 
mine.”

In the video, Halabi’s mother, 
grandmother, uncles, aunts, cous-
ins and her brother and sister sit on 
a sofa and answer the same ques-
tion: How do you remember the sto-
ry of grandfather’s scar? When they 
finish speaking, they drink a glass 
of water, their image fades and the 
next speaker appears. The video is 
called Mnemosyne, which refers to 
the Greek goddess of memory. The 
glass of water is a reference to the 
Lethe, the river of forgetfulness in 
Greek mythology.

“That is why they drink the glass 
of water after they have told their 
story,” exhibition curator Nat Mul-
ler explained. “The suggestion is 

that if they told the story again it 
would be a different story. These 
different versions tell us about how 
memory works and how fickle it 
can be. It is a personal narrative and 
in Palestine a personal narrative be-
comes a collective narrative.”

In line with the exhibition’s 
theme, an open call for work was 
made to young Palestinian artists 
to explore the ideas of repetition, 
rhythm and return and to think 
about issues of geography, memo-

ry, fact and fiction, past and present 
— issues that influence the Pales-
tinian condition. Nine artists were 
shortlisted.

“I was their mentor and helped 
them develop the work from a pro-
posal on paper to an actual work 
that can be exhibited,” Muller said. 
The works of the nine artists were 
exhibited in Ramallah in October. 
Six works are on display at the Lon-
don exhibition.

“Some of the works were very 
fragile and difficult to transport,” 
Muller said, “but there were also 
logistics problems in getting the 
work out of Gaza. One female artist, 
Majdal Nateel, made 26 sculptures, 
which were impossible to trans-
port. We could not get them out of 
Gaza and an artist in the West Bank 
reproduced her work.”

Commenting on problems facing 
artists in Israeli-blockaded Gaza, 
Muller said: “When you work on 
such a project you are confronted 
with the reality of the immobility 
of some of the artists. They can’t 
get out of Gaza to bring their work 
to the West Bank or to attend the 
opening of an exhibition in which 
their work is featured…

“What is so rewarding working 
on a project like this is that despite 
very trying conditions, artists pro-
duce work with meaning and if that 
is not hope, I don’t know what hope 
is. That is really encouraging be-
cause it really speaks of resilience.”

The second prize went to Somar 
Sallam for her video Disillusioned 
Construction, which shows how a 
crocheted patchwork blanket was 
made and then unravelled, a refer-
ence to the artist’s personal experi-
ence of displacement and unravel-
ling as a refugee.

Majd Masri’s acrylic on canvas 
prints titled Haphazard Synchroni-
zations use the same iconic 1970s 
photo of a Palestinian female fight-
er with a flower between her lips, 
in different artistic styles ranging 
from Greek icon paintings to the 
works of political Palestinian car-
toonist Naji al-Ali. The art styles 
correspond to periods in Palestin-
ian political history and show how 
the artists were affected by events 
such as the Nakba. 

Pattern Recognition is on view at 
the Mosaic Rooms, London through 
March 18th.

Karen Dabrowska is a London-
based contributor to the Culture 
and Society sections of The Arab 
Weekly.

Etihad Museum 
tells the history
of UAE’s formation

Pattern Recognition showcases contemporary Palestinian art

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Karen Dabrowska

Visitors walk past portraits of the founding fathers of the United Arab Emirates at the Etihad Museum 
in Dubai, on January 18th.                                            (AFP)

Photo taken from Somar Sallam’s video Disillusioned Construction, 
which was awarded the second prize.   (Mosaic Rooms)

Nat Muller, the curator of the 
Pattern Recognition exhibition. 

The elegant structure of the newly opened Etihad Museum in Dubai, in the shape of a folded 
manuscript.                                                            (Etihad Museum)

Culture

The first exhibition, 
Emirates to the 
World: Postal History 
from 1909 to 
Unification, will run 
through April 30th.

The biennial 
award, organised 
by the A.M. Qattan 
Foundation, is 
open to young 
Palestinian artists
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considered one of the greatest art-
ists of the 20th century.

Qotbi said FNM is in talks with 
the Moroccan flag carrier Royal Air 
Maroc to tailor special packages for 
visitors of the exhibition of Pablo 
Picasso’s artworks, which is sched-
uled for April.

“Culture is a means of communi-
cation and builds bridges between 
peoples. As a person responsible for 
museums, I saw how the monarch 
set out an Africa-oriented political 
and economic policy and accompa-

nied it culturally,” he said.
King Mohammed VI tasked Qotbi 

with organising an exhibition in 
which Rabat would be Africa’s cul-
tural capital.

“Rabat will wear the colours of 
Africa next April,” Qotbi said, add-
ing that the exhibition will be ti-
tled L’Afrique en Capital — Africa in 
Capital.

“We will be the first country in 
the world to pay homage to Senega-
lese sculptor Ousmane Sow, who 
died recently.”

Casablanca

M 

orocco is witnessing a 
cultural boom thanks 
to its renowned in-
ternational festivals 
and large projects 

launched by Moroccan King Mo-
hammed VI to make the North Afri-
can kingdom an important artistic 
destination.

Morocco gained international at-
tention by attracting world famous 
acts to its numerous festivals, such 
as Mawazine and Jazzablanca.

Rabat opened the Mohammed 
VI Museum of Modern and Con-
temporary Art in October 2014 in 
line with the king’s desire to make 
culture a catalyst for human, social 
and economic development and to 
provide Morocco with top-notch 

cultural facilities that foster crea-
tivity and cultural democratisa-
tion.

The $20 million Mohammed VI 
Museum of Modern and Contem-
porary Art is the first in Morocco 
entirely dedicated to modern and 
contemporary art. The museum 
seeks to create bridges with vari-
ous international institutions and 
foundations to serve a wider audi-
ence.

Also in October 2014, the king 
launched the construction of grand 
theatres in Casablanca and Rabat.

Located at the Bouregreg Val-

ley, near Hassan Tower and Mo-
hammed V Mausoleum, the $167 
million Rabat Grand Theatre is a 
symbol of Morocco’s cultural and 
artistic renewal.

The $150 million Grand Theatre 
of Casablanca — Casarts — is part of 
the 2015-20 Greater Casablanca Re-
gion Integrated Development Plan.

Casarts, which is to be complet-
ed by October, is a major cultural 
project that will help revive Casa-
blanca’s cultural life by improving 
access to cultural and artistic fa-
cilities with the aim of developing 
intellectual potential, talents and 
creativity.

“Morocco has become a regional 
cultural hub thanks to King Mo-
hammed VI’s efforts to put culture 
at the forefront of his aspirations,” 
said Mehdi Qotbi, president of the 
National Museums Foundation 
(FNM).

Qotbi praised the king for making 
culture one of his priorities since 
ascending the throne in 1999.

Morocco has set up a programme 
to restore its museums to strength-
en their identity and revive activi-
ties.

The Kasbah Museum in Tangier, 
which was renamed the Kasbah 
Museum of Mediterranean Cul-
tures, opened its doors last July 
after several months of renovation.

“More than 20,000 people vis-
ited the Kasbah Museum of Medi-
terranean Cultures in the first three 
months of its reopening to the pub-
lic,” said Qotbi. “This means that 
Moroccans are culture thirsty.”

Qotbi pointed out that the cultur-
al sector has become an important 
contributor to Morocco’s economy 
in terms of job creation and attract-
ing foreign tourists.

“A few months ago, we had an 
exhibition of Alberto Giacometti’s 
works that drew visitors and media 
coverage from all over the world,” 
he said.

The Mohammed VI Museum in 
Rabat had a retrospective exhibi-
tion of Giacometti’s sculptures, 
paintings and drawings, the first 
of its kind in Africa. Giacometti is 

Cairo

I 

t is quite common in Egypt 
to see a vendor roaming the 
streets with a cart selling 
food but two young 
university graduates 

have decided to feed the 
mind rather than the stom-
ach of Egyptians in a Cairo 
suburb. Their Books Bike is a 
tricycle-shaped cart on which 
books are offered for sale.

“We are simply two people in-
terested in transferring the joy 
of reading to others,” project co-
founder Hadeer Mansour, 27, said 
as she presented a book to a cus-
tomer.

Before launching Books Bike, 
Mansour and her partner, Moham-
ed, used to sell books at fairs and 
schools.

“The main problem that we faced 
at that time was to move around 
with these amounts of books and 
we thought that we need people to 
know us more,” Mansour said.

Mohamed, 26, who requested 
to be referred to only by his 
first name, initiated the 
idea of the bike. The 
team came up with a 
design, drew a kiosk-
like shape with shelves 
on paper and gave it to a 
blacksmith to implement.

“At first, I thought we 

could use a truck to sell books but 
it turned out to be an expensive 
option,” Mohamed said.

Mansour and Mohamed decided 
to put the shelf for children’s books 
on the bottom of the bike so young 
people can easily reach them.

“Usually children go for candy 

and toys but, in our case, they 
come over and check books, feel-
ing curious to see books on a bike,” 
Mansour said.

Customers come from a variety 
of age groups.

“This is an amazing project. It 
encouraged me to read more, es-

pecially that it was hard for me to 
find bookstores in my neighbour-
hood,” said high school student 
Noura Mahmoud.

Mansour and Mohamed, in addi-
tion to selling books, recommend 
what they consider good reads to 
their customers as well.

“We read most of the books 
that we sell to be able to answer 

any questions and recom-
mend readings that appeal to 
any customer’s taste,” Man-

sour said while explaining the 
theme of a novel to a customer.

Books Bike offers a variety 
ranging from thrillers and his-
torical novels to classics and 
self-development books in Ara-
bic and English.

“We try to attract the atten-
tion of even those who do not 
read,” Mansour said. “People 

are usually inquisitive to see 
what kind of books are sold 

on a moving bookstore. 
We are often faced by the 

question ‘Are there people 
who still read?’ and usually 
our answer is ‘Aren’t there 
people who still read?’”.
The Books Bike Facebook 

page has attracted about 
7,000 likes. Mansour and Mo-

hamed use the page to write 
short descriptions of many of the 

books they have for sale, without 
revealing entire themes.

Under the project, the two part-
ners offer delivery service of books 
ordered via Whatsapp messaging 

and Facebook.
“I like to pay frequent visits to 

the Books Bike myself but, in many 
cases, due to my busy schedule, I 
order books and I always get them 
on time,” said Shaimaa Khalil, 25, 
a financial analyst. “I believe such 
an initiative encouraged people to 
read more.”

The challenge ahead for the 
Books Bike partners is to be able 
to acquire licences from the con-
cerned governmental bodies.

“We were once selling books 
and a police officer approached us, 
asking to check our identification 
cards then told us to move away 
from the street. We don’t want this 
to happen again even if this means 
we will have to go through all the 
governmental red tape,” Mohamed 
said.

The two partners said they hope 
to expand their enterprise by fran-
chising.

“Not only do we dream of hav-
ing a Books Bike in every province 
but we are also hoping to see one 
on every street all over Egypt,” Mo-
hamed enthusiastically said.

With apps’ help, books sold on wheels in Cairo

Morocco grows into an 
international cultural magnet
Saad Guerraoui

Marwa al-A’sar

A 2016 photo shows US singer Christina Aguilera performing 
during the music festival Mawazine in Rabat.                              (AFP)

A 2015 photo shows a visitor examining photographs and artefacts 
at the Mohammed VI Museum of Modern and Contemporary Art in 
Rabat.                            (AP)

Culture

The cultural sector 
has become an 
important 
contributor to 
Morocco’s economy.

We are simply two 
people interested 
in transferring the 
joy of reading to 
others.”Books Bike co-founder

Hadeer Mansour



24 February 12, 2017

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

Beirut:
Through December 28th

Events associated with 
Sursock Museum Late Nights 
take place noon-9pm each 
Thursday at the Sursock 
Museum. The event in-
cludes exhibitions, collec-
tion 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 ven-
ues in Beirut. With an em-
phasis on chamber music, 
the festival promotes and 
celebrates music from all 
over the world and includes 
orchestral concerts, choral 
music, puppet shows, opera 
and dance.

Dubai:
February 18th-28th

Al Marmoom Heritage Fes-
tival celebrates the camel 
and its importance to the 
region. The event includes 
professional camel races 
that attract many trained 
participants to compete for 
titles and high-end prizes. 
The tournament is a way to 
experience the long-stand-
ing Emirati pastime with 
cultural and traditional 
shows planned around the 
camel races.

Doha:
February 22nd-May 21st

Picasso-Giacometti is an 
exhibition that begins at the 
Fire Station Artist in Resi-
dence centre in Doha. The 
exhibition includes more 
than 80 works from collec-
tions of the Musée National 
Picasso and the Foundation 
Giacometti in Paris, includ-
ing The She Goat (1950) by 
Pablo Picasso and Alberto 
Giacometti’s Tall Woman 
(1960).

Ghardaia, Algeria:
During March

The annual Ghardaia 
National Carpet Festival is 
centred on Algeria’s carpet-
weaving tradition. Artisans 
and designers exhibit and 
sell their work and partici-
pate in competitions. The 
event is marked by a lively 
procession accompanied by 
traditional music. The festi-
val takes place in Ghardaia, 
600km south of Algiers.

Tunis:
March 21st-April 9th

The 12th Jazz à Carthage, 
an annual music festival, 
brings together renowned 
international and local 
musicians for concerts, 
lectures, exhibitions and 
nightly jam sessions.

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 perfor-
mances.

Baghdad

B 

ridegroom-to-be Ahmad 
Mahdi was full of enthu-
siasm as he collected bus 
tickets and hotel vouch-
ers for his honeymoon 

from a travel agency in Baghdad. 
He and his bride plan to travel to 
the Korek Mountain resort near Er-
bil in northern Iraq to experience 
something they never did before.

“My fiancée’s dream was to 
spend our honeymoon in Turkey 
to enjoy the snow and the winter 
weather but it turned out to be too 
expensive for us, especially under 
the present situation of economic 
strain,” Mahdi said.

“We then settled for Kurdistan 
where tourism services and resorts 
are as attractive as in neighbouring 
countries, such as Turkey and Iran, 
as well as Lebanon. We are confi-
dent the trip will be most enjoy-
able as it will coincide with the ski 
festival in Korek.”

Korek Mountain resort in Iraq’s 
semi-autonomous Kurdish region 
is a breathing space where Iraqis 
can hit the slopes and leave their 
worries behind.

Relative security and political 
stability, in addition to natural 
beauty, has attracted holiday-mak-

ers from around the country to the 
region’s many resorts and tour-
ist attractions year-round, travel 
agent Yasser Saad said.

“Demand for travel during win-
ter months is less than in summer 
because the culture of ski vaca-
tions is new to Iraqi society. How-
ever, winter trips are becoming 
increasingly popular among the 
young, especially those who have 
visited ski resorts in Europe and 
some Arab countries,” Saad said.

Saad’s agency organises two 
5-day trips each week to Kurdistan 
throughout the year for $100 per 
person. In winter, it operates two 
buses per trip compared to seven 
buses in summer and up to nine 
during the festive seasons such as 
Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha feasts.

Korek Mountain resort is a place 
that Kurdistan’s regional govern-
ment hopes will put the region on 
the international tourist map. Situ-
ated around 1,700 metres above 
sea level, the resort is accessible 
by a new cable car with stunning 
views. In a matter of minutes, the 
cars travel 1,000 metres as the 
panorama unfolds of the rolling 
mountains.

“I have visited Korek twice and 
each time it was a marvellous ex-
perience, especially the cable ride 
to the top. For 15 minutes I was 
enjoying the amazing scenery un-
folding before my eyes,” said Mar-
wa Ahmad, 27, who made the trip 
in winter to do something she had 
never done before. She wanted to 
see the snow and ski.

“Yes, I tried skiing but fell sev-
eral times and suffered minor in-
juries. Handling all the equip-
ment was not easy but it 

was worth the adventure, espe-
cially that we do not need to travel 
outside the country to experience 
it,” Ahmad said.

Korek Mountain resort, which 
opened in 2013, boasts glistening 
ski slopes, several restaurants and 
amusement park-style attractions. 
Korek has two ski slopes, one for 
novice skiers and one for people 
who can ski at an intermediate 
level, though there are discussions 
about adding slopes for more ad-
vanced skiers.

Developing a tourism industry 
is a priority for the local Kurd-
istan Regional Government, 
which attracted considerable 

domestic and international 
investment in the sector 
until the beginning of 2014 
when the Islamic State 
(ISIS) made rapid advanc-
es to the east and shocked 
the region by advancing 
to a mere 45km from its 
capital, Erbil.

Officials said they hoped 
a total defeat of ISIS in Iraq 

would provide an even big-
ger boost to tourism, which is the 
third largest industry for the Kurd-
istan region after oil and farming.

“More than 45,000 visitors from 
the centre and the southern prov-

inces (of Iraq) came here to cel-
ebrate the New Year and this is 

largely due to the stability and 
relative security of the region,” 
said Nadir Rwsty, spokesman for 

the regional government’s tourism 
board.

“However, the large major-
ity of visitors are Iraqis. The battle 
against ISIS (in nearby Mosul) has 
obviously dissuaded Arab and for-
eign tourists from coming to Kurd-
istan,” Rwsty added, stressing that 
the regional government is keen 
on facilitating the entry of visitors 
from all parts of Iraq in coordina-
tion with the security authorities.

Another large tourist centre in 
Kurdistan is Chavy Land in Su-
laimaniya. Built on the Goizha 
mountains over approximately 
750,000 sq. metres, it includes 
more than 50 types of 3D open 
world games in addition to a ca-
ble car, a wax museum, cinema, 
restaurants, hotels, tourist cabins 
and green spaces along with sev-
eral cafeterias and fast-food res-
taurants.

“The resort is a comprehensive 
project offering all the tourists 
need. We accommodated some 
1.6 million visitors from across the 
country in 2016 and started receiv-
ing a few Arab tourists and groups 
from Europe with the beginning of 
winter,” said Aram Said, managing 
director of Chavy Land.

The near future of Kurdistan’s 
tourism industry remains murky 
as long as ISIS is not defeated. The 
events of the past years continue 
to undermine international con-
fidence in the region as a destina-
tion.

Kurdistan, a place where 
Iraqis leave worries behind
Oumayma Omar

Iraqi Kurds enjoy an amusement ride at Korek Mountain resort, on February 3rd.                  (AFP)

An Iraqi Kurd flies his powered parachute over Korek Mountain 
resort, on February 3rd.                                (AFP)

A woman skis at Korek Mountain resort, on February 3rd.          (AFP)

Travel
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Korek is a breathing 
space where Iraqis can 
hit the slopes, leaving 
their troubles behind.


