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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.
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