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Basra’s murals about
Trump’s travel ban
Oumayma Omar

P23

Beirut

T

he United Arab Emirates
plans to establish a military base in Somaliland,
underlining the growing
military and economic
influence of the Gulf countries and
Saudi Arabia in north-eastern Africa and the Gulf of Aden.
The Gulf countries’ military buildup there is a key element in their
campaign to block Iran’s strategic
expansion in the region. The Gulf
states are part of a military coalition fighting Tehran-backed Houthi
rebels in Yemen, across the Gulf
of Aden from Somalia’s northern
coast. Somaliland, a former British
protectorate, is internationally recognised as an autonomous region of
Somalia.
On February 12th, Somaliland’s
parliament overwhelmingly approved a UAE plan to build a major air and naval base at the port of
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Berbera on the Gulf of Aden under
a 25-year renewable agreement
signed in 2015 by Abu Dhabi and the
government of the resource-poor
northern Somalia republic.
The base would be the UAE’s
second military outpost in the
region, which is becoming a strategic interface between Saudi Arabia
and Iran, as it was between the
United States and the Soviet
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Union during the Cold War.
In 2015, the Emiratis signed a
30-year lease with long-isolated
Eritrea under which their military
forces would operate from a base
north-west of the port of Assab.
That facility, only 60km across the
Red Sea from Yemen, is planned to
be an operational base for combat
aircraft, attack helicopters, drones
and naval ships. The UAE has been
building up its military infrastructure in Eritrea for more than a year
and has reportedly conducted operations in Yemen from Assab.
The Emirates and Saudi Arabia
lead the Arab coalition that supports forces loyal to Yemen’s government-in-exile headed by President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi.
Saudi Arabia is finalising an
agreement to establish a military
base in Djibouti, a strategic Muslim
state midway between Assab and
Berbera. The facility would help
the Gulf countries escalate their
war in Yemen.
The Gulf states’ military build-up
in the region comes amid a sharp

(Reuters)

rise in tensions, with Yemen’s
Houthi rebels firing missiles at US,
UAE and Saudi vessels. An Emirati
vessel was hit by a missile on October 1st and a Saudi frigate was hit
by either a missile or a suicide attack on January 30th, killing two
crewmen.
These attacks threaten shipping
lanes that are strategic global trade
arteries.
“The UAE has been building influence in the Horn since the mid2000s,” Alex Mello, senior analyst
with the New York-based security
consultancy Horizon Client Access,
was quoted by Radio France Internationale as saying.
He suggested the UAE might
seek to expand its naval power in
the region. “We’ll probably see the
UAE develop more of a blue-water
power projection capability,” Mello
said.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.
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Banning Muslim Brotherhood
different from targeting members
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

n internationally renowned expert on the
Muslim Brotherhood has
raised questions about
possible US initiatives
aimed at designating the oldest and
biggest movement of political Islam
a terrorist group, although, he said,
the organisation was “prepared to
countenance violence”.
Sir John Jenkins, a former British diplomat in the Middle East,
told The Arab Weekly that efforts
to go after the Brotherhood itself,
rather than individual members or
subgroups, lacked concrete focus
because there was no central structure of the transnational movement
that could be targeted.
Several US allies in the Middle
East, including Egypt, Bahrain, the
United Arab Emirates and Saudi

Arabia, have outlawed the Brotherhood. The Trump administration is
reportedly working on a similar decision. Advocates of a ban, such as
US Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas, and
Representative Mario Diaz-Balart,
R-Florida, argue that the movement meets the criteria of a “foreign terrorist organisation”.
Jenkins, however, said it was unclear exactly which individuals and
entities would be the focus of such
a step. Speaking following a panel
discussion on the issue in Washington, Jenkins said the Brotherhood
did not constitute a unified group

Sir John Jenkins
warned that any
move to ban the
Brotherhood had
to be carefully
crafted.

that could serve as a target for a
ban.
Jenkins, executive director of the
Bahrain-based International Institute for Strategic Studies-Middle
East, led a policy review for the
British government on the Muslim
Brotherhood and political Islam in
2014 and 2015. He said the Brotherhood followed a “revolutionary”
ideology but that its branches have
developed differently in different
countries.
As a result, Jenkins argued that,
while groups or individuals connected to the Brotherhood network
can be prosecuted for illegal acts by
authorities in the West, the same
was not true for the movement itself. In most cases, the legal framework necessary to move against
individual players was already in
place, he said. Jenkins warned that
any move to ban the Brotherhood
had to be carefully crafted because
it would inevitably be challenged in
court.

Former British diplomat in the Middle East Sir John Jenkins.
(The International Institute for Strategic Studies – Middle East)

One of the difficult issues surrounding the Brotherhood is its
view of the use of violence as a
means for ideological ends. In his
policy review, Jenkins concluded
that “for the most part, the Muslim Brotherhood [has] preferred
non-violent incremental change”.
But he added that it was “prepared

to countenance violence — including, from time to time, terrorism —
where gradualism is ineffective”.
Thomas Seibert is a Washington
correspondent for The Arab
Weekly.
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In Red Sea, GCC’s military
power blocks Iranian expansion

Saudi warships
are seen during a
military exercise
by members of
Royal Navy, east
of Saudi Arabia.

(Reuters)

Ed Blanche

Beirut

M

oves by Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab
Emirates to expand
their military reach
across the Red Sea
and the Gulf of Aden have longterm objectives, most prominent
among them blocking Iranian advances in a region that has become
increasingly strategic in the struggle between the Arab monarchies
and the Islamic Republic.
The drive by the two heavyweights of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) to strengthen their
regional security roles has picked
up steam as the United States’ scaling back of its military commitment
as protector of the Arab monarchies
in the Gulf has encouraged Iran’s
efforts to assert itself as the dominant regional power.
This is an ambition that predates

the 1979 overthrow of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and was sharpened after US president George W.
Bush crushed Saddam Hussein with
the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, the
Arab bulwark against Iranian expansion and Iran’s arch-enemy.
In recent years, Iran has sought to
establish alliances with Eritrea, Sudan and other countries in the Red
Sea region to enhance its capabilities against two of its key enemies,
Israel and Saudi Arabia, which both
have naval access to the Red Sea.
The Yemen war, in which Iran
supports the Houthi rebels Saudi
Arabia and the UAE are fighting, has
provided Tehran with a toehold in
the Red Sea.
It could also offer potential naval
bases from which it could threaten
shipping through the Bab el Mandeb strait, the Red Sea’s southern
gateway to the Indian Ocean, as it
has long sought to do with the Strait
of Hormuz, the only way in and out
of the Arabian Gulf.
The Horn of Africa is particularly

important because it has a 4,000km
coastline that runs from Sudan in
the north to Kenya in the south and
lies astride the Red Sea and South
African cape maritime routes.

The Horn of Africa is
particularly
important because it
has a 4,000km
coastline.
GCC fears of Iranian hegemony
were sharply heightened in July
2015 with the nuclear agreement
between Iran and US-led global
powers, which Gulf leaders concluded marked a dangerous shift in
the Middle East’s balance of power.
Between them, Saudi Arabia and
the UAE have either established or
are preparing three military bases
strategically located around the
western shore of the Red Sea and on
the Gulf of Aden.
On February 12th, the parliament
of Somaliland, which broke away

from the fractured Somali republic
and declared its independence in
1991, overwhelmingly approved allowing the UAE to build a military
base at the port of Berbera on the
Gulf of Aden.
The scale of that facility is unclear
but the UAE is constructing a major
air and naval base in Eritrea at the
Red Sea port of Assab under a 2015
agreement, and from which it has
already mounted operations in the
Yemen, 60km to the east.
Saudi Arabia is finalising an agreement for a base in Djibouti with the
government of the former French
territory, with which Riyadh signed
a security pact in 2016.
Djibouti has the added advantage of being a member of the Arab
League and of the 34-state Saudiled anti-Iranian “Islamic coalition”
announced in December 2015.
The United States operates its
main regional counterterrorism
base there at a former French Foreign Legion facility. China is building a base there, too, with an eye

on its westward expansion into Africa and securing vital Indian Ocean
trade routes.
There are, however, broader purposes behind the military expansion by the Gulf Arab states towards
a Saudi-led grand alliance of Sunni
countries as the United States withdraws.
One is to isolate the Islamic threat
from Somalia, where the al-Shabab
movement has close ties with Yemen-based al-Qaeda in the Arabian
peninsula, which is deemed by the
United States to be one of the terror
group’s most dangerous wings.
Another factor is food. “The GCC
is interested in north-eastern Africa
for its agriculture,” the US-based
global security consultancy Stratfor
observed in a January 3rd analysis.
“From across the Red Sea, Arab
states see stretches of arable land
that could feed their people as well
as the large workforce needed to
farm that land. To that end, Saudi
Arabia has prioritised agricultural
investment in the region.”

UAE’s strategy behind Berbera, Assab bases
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he United Arab Emirates
has moved to counter Iranian expansion attempts
in the Horn of Africa at
a time it and the Saudiled coalition fighting Tehran-allied
Houthi rebels and forces of former
Yemeni president Ali Abdullah
Saleh are making significant gains
in Yemen.
Abu Dhabi seeks to establish two
large military bases, the first in the
Eritrean port of Assab and another
in the port town of Berbera, Somaliland, in an effort to control the strategic Bab el Mandeb strait, between
Yemen on the Arabian peninsula
and Djibouti and Eritrea in the Horn
of Africa.
The Somaliland parliament’s approval of the base came after Abu
Dhabi submitted a formal request
in January, with 144 legislators voting in favour of the initiative.
The deal was championed by Somaliland President Ahmed Mohamed Mohamoud, who said during a

parliamentary session ahead of the
vote that the agreement would create jobs and other benefits for the
country.
The deal would allow the UAE to
use the Berbera base for 25 years,
said a legislator, who spoke on con-

dition of anonymity.
The UAE is working on a longterm strategy to contain the Islamic
Republic’s influence and expansion
plans in the Arabian peninsula and
in Africa by increasing military and
economic investment in the region.

A Somaliland official, who spoke
on condition of anonymity, said the
UAE plans to build a naval base in
Berbera, which would serve as a
port for its naval forces to launch
operations against the Houthi and
Saleh forces in Yemen. An airbase
is also a part of the Emirates’ plans,
which would give it a strategic presence in the region.

The acquisition, along
with its military
infrastructure in
Eritrea, gives the UAE
a potentially strong
military foothold in
Africa.

A 2015 picture shows Emirati soldiers standing guard at the
international airport of the southern port city of Aden in Yemen.
(Reuters)

Somaliland, a former British colony that unilaterally declared independence from Somalia in 1991,
signed a $442 million deal with
Dubai-based DP World, a global
ports operator. DP World said it
would take approximately two
years to complete. It would be run
by the firm for 30 years with the option of extending for another ten
years.

The UAE has been pursuing better military and economic ties with
Somaliland since 2012, a year after
the outbreak of the “Arab spring”
protests, and has seen relations
between the countries grow closer
with the start of Operation Decisive
Storm in March 2015 to contain Iranian influence in Yemen.
Sources familiar with the matter
said the signing of the agreement
occurred last September during
a visit by a high-level delegation
from Somaliland to the UAE.
An official source in Somaliland
said the agreement to establish an
Emirati military base included the
UAE agreeing to provide training
and support to Somaliland security forces. This would represent
much-needed security cover for
Somaliland authorities as Somaliland’s borders are not recognised
by neighbouring Somalia and the
al-Qaeda-affiliated al-Shabab terrorist group is known to operate in
the border area between the two
countries.
The acquisition, along with its
military infrastructure in Eritrea,
gives the UAE a potentially strong
military foothold in Africa.
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Rohani’s GCC visit barely makes waves
Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

I

ranian President Hassan Rohani’s visits to Kuwait and
Oman to improve relations
with neighbouring Gulf Arab
countries were met with a
muted response by the rest of the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
at a time when tensions between
Tehran and Riyadh show no signs
of easing.
The first stop of Rohani’s tour
began February 15th in Muscat,
where he met with Sultan Qaboos
bin Said Al Said. Oman, which has
had cordial relations with Iran,
was instrumental in facilitating the
talks leading to the Obama administration’s rapprochement with the
Islamic Republic that resulted in
the 2015 nuclear agreement.

Iran’s readiness to
make concessions
to Gulf Arab
countries stems
from the concern
of US sanctions.
Soran Khedri, expert on
Iranian geo-politics

”

Rohani then travelled to Kuwait
City where he and Kuwaiti Emir
Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber alSabah discussed boosting relations
and the “latest regional and international developments”, the Kuwait news agency reported.
The traditionally pro-government Gulf media gave Rohani’s
visit to the two GCC member countries little play.
Although silent on Rohani visit,
Saudi Arabia Foreign Minister Adel
al-Jubeir was vocal about the state
of affairs with the Islamic Republic
when speaking at a news conference with French Foreign Minister
Jean-Marc Ayrault in Riyadh towards the end of January.
Jubeir said US President Donald
Trump’s assessment “about containing Iran and its ability to cause

Iran’s President Hassan Rohani (L) stands next to Emir of Kuwait Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah during a welcoming ceremony in
Kuwait City, on February 15th.
(Reuters)
mischief, and making sure that Iran
abides by the agreement that was
signed” was “exactly our position”.
Rohani’s outreach comes at a
time when the United States has
imposed new sanctions on Tehran over ballistic missile tests and
Trump’s words regarding the direction he might take US policy reverberate and raise concerns around
the Middle East.

Thus, Rohani’s effort is not a coincidence, analyst Soran Khedri, an
expert on Iranian geopolitics, said.
“Iran is trying to alleviate some
of the US pressure in light of the
Trump administration, by reaching out to the Gulf Arab states and
making concessions, as a means to
escape forward,” he said.
“Iran’s readiness to make concessions to Gulf Arab countries stems

from the concern of US sanctions,
or even the possibility of a US-GCC
alliance against Iranian influence,
that is why Tehran did this primitive strike of a visit in order to prevent the emergence of such a coalition that could threaten its external
influence.”
Saudi Arabia cut ties with the
Islamic Republic in January 2016
after mobs attacked its diplomatic

missions in Iran over the execution
of a radical Shia cleric.
Iran retaliated by banning its citizens from attending last year’s haj.
An Iranian delegation is to visit the
kingdom by the end of February
to discuss preparations for the upcoming haj season.
Mohammed Alkhereiji is Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Saudi Arabia’s transformation depends on public participation
View poi nt

Fahad Nazer

F

or many years, outside
observers lamented
Saudi Arabia’s glacial
pace of change. Some
nicknamed it the
“kingdom where
nothing ever happens”.
Those days and impressions are
a thing of the past. Three notable
Americans — journalist Thomas
Friedman and former senior US
diplomats Dennis Ross and Zalmay
Khalilzad — visited Saudi Arabia
in recent months and wrote about
what they observed. There was a
common theme among them: The
kingdom is undergoing significant
changes for the better.
Many of the political, economic
and social reforms unfolded over
decades. The Saudi government
implemented development plans
to transform the country from
a largely underdeveloped and
sparsely populated desert into a
modern state in which an estimated
22 million citizens and 9 million
expatriates live.
As oil revenues increased significantly in 1970s, Riyadh spent
billions of dollars on modern transportation systems, communication
networks, health care facilities and
educational institutions.
The kingdom sent thousands

Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed has shifted the
paradigm on government
performance.

of Saudi students to study in the
United States, Britain and other
countries to learn best practices
and to return to the kingdom with
that knowledge. The hope was that
the returning students, now more
worldly, would accelerate the country’s development.
Many changes did indeed take
place gradually. The Saudi leadership was keenly aware of the
potential disruptions to traditional
way of life and institutions that
invariably happen whenever modernity supplants them. That, to a
large extent, explains the slow and
incremental pace the state adopted
when implementing social, political
or economic changes.
2015 marked a turning point in
Saudi Arabia’s history. After King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud ascended to the throne, some Saudis
began referring to this new era as
the “fourth Saudi state”, drawing
a sharp distinction with the third
Saudi state, which marked the
founding of modern Saudi Arabia in
1932. The characterisation was not
an empty slogan.
In 2016, the Saudi leadership unveiled an ambitious package of economic and social reforms known as
Vision 2030. The programme aims
to change the kingdom’s economy
by reducing its dependence on oil
revenues and government spending. Under this vision, the private
sector would become the engine of
the economy, with the government
creating the conditions and incentives for it and foreign investors to
thrive and to create thousands of

new jobs. The mining, tourism, education, housing and entrainment
sectors would be developed while
the government steered private and
foreign capital towards them.
The person most commonly
mentioned as the architect behind this vision is Deputy Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin
Abdulaziz. In his 30s and known for
his willingness to work long hours,
Prince Mohammed has shifted the
paradigm on government performance. Gone is the slow, ultra-conservative, piecemeal approach.
In media interviews, Prince
Mohammed speaks with refreshing
candour about the problems that
hindered the development of the
Saudi economy in the past as well
as about shortcomings of today’s
institutions. His less-formal style,
his willingness to elevate Saudis
who have distinguished themselves
and hold to account those who have
underperformed have created a
sense of excitement among a large
segment of Saudi society, especially
young people.
The National Transformation
Programme (NTP) sets out benchmarks, goals and timeframes for assessing the progress of the various
initiatives in Vision 2030. Central
themes that figure prominently in
both documents include performance, efficiency, transparency and
accountability.
Vision 2030 makes clear that,
for its goals to be reached, there
must be a collective effort. Each
individual Saudi has to play a part.
While its wording and Prince Mo-

2015

marked
a turning
point in
Saudi
Arabia’s
history.

hammed stress the need to improve
the quality of life for Saudis by
making available more entertainment options, the broader vision
is a reminder to Saudi citizens that
they must think of themselves as
stockholders in a collective endeavour. They cannot simply be passive
observers.
Prince Mohammed has spoken
frankly about the challenges ahead
and the mistakes that will invariably be made along the way but the
NTP is very much contingent on a
process of constant assessment and
evaluation.
In his 1961 inaugural address, US
president John F. Kennedy famously enjoined his fellow Americans
to “ask not what your country can
do for you, ask what you can do for
your country”. Vision 2030 aims to
transform the Saudis’ economy and
lives for the better. However, it also
implies that the social contract between the state and the citizenry is
based on a principle of reciprocity:
The state has responsibilities but
citizens also have obligations.
The unveiling of elements of
Vision 2030 has been accompanied
by public debate in traditional and
social media and in events featuring Saudis officials in charge of
implementation. That, too, is a
departure from the past.
Saudi Arabia is indeed changing
and for the better. Stay tuned.
Fahad Nazer is an international
affairs fellow with the National
Council on US-Arab Relations and
an adviser to Gulf State Analytic.
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Iraq’s electoral
commission
under fire over
bias allegations
Mamoon Alabbasi

London

I

raq’s parliament said it was
working on replacing members
of the country’s Independent
High Electoral Commission following mass protests in Baghdad calling for reform.
Seven people — five protesters and two police officers — were
killed during February 11th demonstrations called by Shia cleric
Muqtada al-Sadr. Security forces
fired tear gas and rubber bullets as
demonstrators tried to march to the
headquarters of the electoral commission in Baghdad’s Green Zone.
Al-Sadr urged supporters to protest against the commission, whose
members are accused of being affiliated with al-Sadr’s rival Shia politicians, most notably former prime
minister Nuri al-Maliki.

Members of the
electoral commission
were accused of
being affiliated with
Shia politicians.
Al-Sadr also called for a change in
Iraq’s electoral law, which he claims
favours the current dominant parties and prevents smaller ones from
gaining seats in parliament.
Tensions among the country’s
Shia politicians resurfaced after the
announcement of provincial elections, scheduled for September.
Parliamentary elections are set for
early 2018.
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider alAbadi ordered an investigation into

the violence in which more than
200 people were injured. The Interior Ministry claimed that some
demonstrators carried guns and
knives but al-Sadr’s supporters
insisted that the demonstrations
were predominately peaceful, accusing pro-Maliki “thugs” of seeking to “infiltrate” it.
A military spokesman said several Katyusha rockets hit the Green
Zone in the evening of February
11th but there were no casualties or
claims of responsibility.
Al-Sadr promised “peaceful” retaliation for the deaths of his followers. “Their blood won’t have
been shed in vain,” he said.
“I urge (Abadi) to deliver those
reforms immediately, listen to the
voice of the people and remove
the corrupt,” al-Sadr said in a statement.
The electoral commission called
on Abadi and on the international
community to protect it, following
an attack on one of its offices in Basra. Jan Kubis, the UN secretary-general’s representative in Iraq, said
the commission “must be enabled
and empowered to fulfil its constitutional mandate free from interference and intimidation” until it is
replaced. Kubis urged the speeding
up of the electoral reforms.
Iraq, which ranks 166th out of
176 nations and territories in Transparency International’s Corruption
Index, has had several anti-corruption demonstrations, many of
which were not led by al-Sadr. Observers said, however, that al-Sadr
often resorts to street mobilisation
because he does not enjoy the same
backing from Iran as his Shia rivals.
The electoral commission has
been criticised by many in Iraq’s

Arab Sunni community, who accuse the post-2003 set-up of being
skewed in favour of the country’s
Shias and Kurds.
The commission has also come
under fire from small secular parties. Outspoken member of parliament Faeq al-Sheikh Ali called
for the commission — and indeed
most of election monitors — to be
replaced by independent judges
who are not affiliated to any political party.
“The number one benefactor of
the current commission and who
fights for it to remain, is Mr Nuri
al-Maliki. That is indisputable,” Ali
said.
He scolded journalists for not
mentioning Maliki’s name or the
names of those supporting the
commission in parliament, saying
that the media reports deal with the
issue in generalities without going

into the specifics of who is doing
what.
Ali also took a swipe at the commission for accusing its critics of
having political motivations.

The Kobane falafel seller said he
chose Trump’s name for his restaurant as a gesture of gratitude as a
Kurd for US support in fighting the
terror group. American air strikes
helped prevent ISIS overrunning
the Syrian-Turkish border town in
2014 and have helped keep it safe
since.
The Kurds were perhaps hoping
that a more muscular president
would do more to help them than
the cautious and reflective Barack
Obama.
Speaking hours before Trump

was sworn-in, Kurdistan Regional
Government (KRG) President Masoud Barzani told the World Economic Forum in Switzerland: “We
expect that the new administration
would provide more support to
combat terrorism compared to the
previous one but we have to wait
because the inauguration hasn’t
taken place yet.”
During an abrasive, scattergun
campaign, Trump said at one point
he was a “big fan of the Kurds” but
he also expressed some admiration
for Saddam Hussein because he

“killed terrorists”.
Barzani could no doubt have
pointed out the contradiction
but, for the time being, the Kurdish leader’s wait-and-see policy is
probably best.
Barzani is right to be cautious.
His Kurdistan Democratic Party
(KDP) has been the United States’
most dependable ally in Iraq since
1991, when Kurdish guerrillas took
control of large sections of northern Iraq from Saddam’s retreating
army, only to be left in the lurch by
President George H.W. Bush when
the army marched back in.
Only a belated Western decision
to establish no-fly zones spared the
Kurdish movement from annihilation.
Bush’s initial failure to support
the Kurdish insurgency was an unhappy reminder of the events of
1975 when the United States abandoned the Kurds in favour of a rapprochement between Iraq and Iran,
driving Barzani’s father, Mullah
Mustafa, into exile.
If Trump turns out to be an unreliable American ally, he will not be
the first.
The KDP has had to juggle its US
alliance with its regional ties to Turkey and Iran and with its Tehranoriented rival, the Patriotic Union
of Kurdistan (PUK).
Since the end of 2016 the KDP and
PUK have been engaged in their latest attempt to sink their differences
and end a political stalemate in the
Kurdistan region.
Iran, engaged in its own war of
words with the new US administration, may have even less interest
than usual in seeing the emergence
of a united, US-allied Kurdish front
in northern Iraq.

An Iraqi protester holds a placard reading in Arabic: “We demand to change the electoral
commission” as supporters of cleric Muqtada al-Sadr demonstrated in Baghdad, on February 8th. (AFP)

Observers said al-Sadr
does not enjoy the
same backing from
Iran as his Shia rivals.
“What kind of motivations did
they expect? Economic? Cultural?
Of course [we have] political motivations because there is (electoral)
fraud,” Ali said.
Ali’s calls for having judges on
the commission does not have wide
support, even among critics of the
commission, who are mainly seeking an increase in their parties’ representatives.
The clashes came as the army

For Kurds, Trump’s ban is a slap in the face

Harvey Morris

A

n enterprising restaurant owner in the Iraqi
Kurdish town of Dohuk
earned free advertising
before the turn of the
year when he named his new outlet
Trump Fish.
In January, the operator of a
modest falafel establishment in the
Syrian Kurdish town of Kobane followed suit with the opening of the
Trump Restaurant. Add the report
of a peshmerga naming his firstborn Trump and it was beginning to
look like a trend.
It is one that may prove shortlived, however, after the US president announced his travel ban on
citizens of seven predominantly
Muslim states.
The ban, still facing challenges
in the US courts, made no distinction between Arab or Kurd, friend
or foe. US President Donald Trump
appeared to be saying that, as far as
he was concerned, they were all potential terrorists.
The move has been denounced
around the world. It may be a factor
in denying Trump a promised state
visit to Britain. The biggest backlash has not unnaturally come from
the countries affected, including
Iraq, fuelling an underlying suspicion of the United States long fostered by its past policies.
Among the Kurds, however, the
slap in the face delivered by the
White House was particularly stinging. In both Iraq and more recently
in Syria, Kurds have revelled in
their reputation of being the most
effective local allies in the battle
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

A member of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), made up of
US-backed Kurdish and Arab fighters, raises a flag of the SDF
20km from Raqqa, on February 8th.

(AFP)

prepared to resume its offensive
against Islamic State (ISIS) militants
in Mosul, which was launched October 17th.
The Islamic Dawa Party, whose
members include Maliki and Abadi,
accused protesters of seeking to
“distract the Iraqi people in sedition to prevent the efforts to get
rid of Daesh”, the Arabic acronym
for ISIS. Al-Sadr’s supporters responded by saying that it was the
corruption of the Dawa-dominated
government that led to the fall of
Mosul to ISIS in 2014.
Observers predicted greater fallout among the country’s dominant
political parties once ISIS is defeated and the cause for unity is less
urgent.
Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab
Weekly contributing editor based
in London.

Despite concerns about Trump’s
unpredictability on foreign affairs,
there is unlikely to soon be any
watering down of the US commitment. Who can doubt that Trump
will seize the credit when Mosul is
eventually liberated.
Further forward, the Kurds have
justified concerns about a president
whose slogan is “America First”.
The autonomous zones that
Kurds, led by the Democratic Union
Party, have carved out in northern
Syria depend, however indirectly,
on a US policy of shrinking ISIS
while supporting the political opposition.

The Kurds were
perhaps hoping that
a more muscular
president would do
more to help them.
Any shift by Trump towards Russia and Syrian President Bashar
Assad could see a settlement that
would put Kurdish interests way
down Washington’s list of priorities.
In the KRG region, the Kurds are
dependent on the United States not
only maintaining or increasing its
current level of military commitment but also being there in the aftermath to help Erbil and Baghdad
put the liberated territories together again. Will an isolationist Trump
find the inclination or the money
for that?
Harvey Morris has written
several books on the Middle East,
including No Friends but the
Mountains: The Tragic History of
the Kurds published in 1993.
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Rebuilding Aleppo will take billions of dollars
Hassan Ammar

Aleppo

F

ighting has ended in Aleppo and talk is beginning
to turn to the question
of how to rebuild Syria’s
largest city, where entire
blocks have been smashed into rubble. The task will cost tens of billions of dollars.
Hopes for rebuilding also collide
with daunting realities.
Without a comprehensive peace
deal to end Syria’s civil war, Western countries are unlikely to give
funds to the government of President Bashar Assad, which remains
under US, European and Arab sanctions that bar aid. Even Russia and
Iran, which are bankrolling Assad,
show little enthusiasm for shouldering rebuilding costs.
Much depends on the shape of
any eventual political settlement
ending the conflict. Rebuilding
without a deal may only entrench
demographic changes caused by
the war, which have run along sectarian lines.
The fear is that Assad’s government will rebuild opposition areas,
such as eastern Aleppo, for its supporters and do little to attract back
millions of refugees, most from
parts of the country that joined the
rebellion.

Officials in Russia —
mired in a 2-year-old
recession — have not
commented on
rebuilding.
Still, the European Union, where
nearly 1 million Syrians are seeking
asylum, says planning must start
now. The European Union wants
to host a conference on Syria with

a focus on reconstruction. UN officials are scrambling to form a vision
and find ways to tackle financing.
“I remember people were telling us, ‘Are you mad? You start
planning for rebuilding now?’ And
my reaction was, ‘It is already too
late,’” said Abdullah al-Dardari,
deputy executive secretary for the
UN Economic and Social Commission for West Asia.

Dardari estimated
war damages across
Syria at $350 billion.
“One day soon, hopefully, when
there is a peace agreement of some
sort and we need to deliver to the
people of Syria on basic services
and housing and schooling and all
this, you will see how much time
we really needed for planning.”
The EU move may in part be
aimed at gaining a voice in Syria
at a time when Moscow dominates
the political process. Russia’s warplanes helped Assad’s forces recapture eastern Aleppo, the government’s greatest victory, and now
Russia along with opposition-backer Turkey is pushing to jump-start
negotiations.
Dardari estimated war damages
across Syria at $350 billion. Aleppo’s share is about 15% — more than
$52 billion — he said, though others
estimate it is nearly double that.
“The economic damage is beyond calculation at the moment,”
said Dardari. “There is no number
on Earth that can be put on the loss
(of) the historical, archaeological
and cultural and also the business
aspect of it.”
Aleppo was divided between a
government-held west and opposition-held east from 2012. The east
bore the brunt of the destruction
until the rebel enclave collapsed in
December. Eastern Aleppo, home

A woman walks along a damaged street in Aleppo, on February 2nd.
to nearly 1.5 million people before
the war, lies largely empty. While
residents are allowed to return,
many will not without a reconciliation deal, fearing retaliation or military conscription.
Still, dozens of residents have
filtered in to inspect their properties, climbing over debris to reach
hollowed-out, punctured buildings
with unexploded ordnance littered
around. Entire apartment blocks
are rubble. Vehicles cannot move
through most streets because of debris and craters.
The historic old quarters, which
were largely held by the opposition,
are a wrecked shadow of their glorious past. UNESCO estimated that

60% of the old city has been severely damaged and 30% destroyed.
Among the casualties are the heavily damaged centuries-old Umayyad
mosque and historic bazaar.
“My heart burns every time I
come to the market and see the destruction. I cry every day but there
is nothing I can do,” said shoe shop
owner Abdul-Qadir Homsi.
Mohammed Saddour, who sold
carts, found his shop had been
used as a rebel operations room. He
spoke as workers poured sand into
a tunnel underneath his shop. He
estimated he would need $1,200 to
get the shop running plus $800 for
a generator — an amount he cannot
afford.

(Reuters)

“The economic cycle in Aleppo
will not start unless the big and
small business owners begin working. If they don’t start, it will not resume,” he said.
Officials in Russia — mired in a
two-year-old recession — have not
commented on rebuilding. Moscow
may instead encourage companies
and other entities to lend support.
With no overall peace deal, Turkey, a major ally of the opposition,
may take a role in reconstruction in
areas under its sphere.
Without a large-scale campaign,
rebuilding will likely come through
financing smaller, local efforts.
(The Associated Press)

The complex politics of the battle for Syria’s al-Bab
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

F

or decades, most Syrians
had heard little to nothing about al-Bab, a largely
Sunni Arab town 40km
north-east of Aleppo. Not
a single Syrian head of state has visited the city since the fall of the Ottoman empire after the first world
war.
Historians wrote about how it was
captured from the Romans by the
second Muslim caliph, Umar ibn alKhattab, in the seventh century and
Muslim Shias paid particular attention to al-Bab because it housed the
tomb and shrine of the brother of
the fourth caliph, Ali ibn Abi Talib,
son-in-law of the Prophet Mohammad and who, along with his wife,
is revered by Shias.
But now, al-Bab is a strategic target for the principal powers engaged
in the labyrinthine Syrian war. It is
also at the vortex of the political intrigues that have long dictated the
course of the nearly 6-year-old savage conflict.
In 2013, two years into the Syria
war, al-Bab was overrun by the Islamic State (ISIS). Since November
2016, the Turkish Army has been
advancing on al-Bab with the declared objective of liberating it from
ISIS.
On February 11th, a spokesman
for the Turkish government said its
military would halt once it seized
al-Bab and had no ambition to move
on to Raqqa, the de facto capital of
ISIS’s caliphate on the north-eastern bank of the Euphrates.
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan immediately dismissed the
statement, saying: “There might
be a miscommunication. There is
no such thing as stopping when alBab is secured. After that, there are

Manbij and Raqqa.”
Manbij, west of the Euphrates,
was also held by ISIS until its liberation by Kurdish militias in August
2016. Erdogan hopes to eject them
as well and include the town in his
ambitious Syrian safe zone.
When the Turkish military
launched Operation Euphrates
Shield on August 24th, 2016, it rumbled into the border city of Jarabulus, driving out ISIS.
The operation had three declared

objectives. One was to prevent the
linkage of the Kurdish cantons of
Afrin and Kobane, which would
have created a Syrian Kurdistan.
The second objective was to clear
5,000 sq. km of land from ISIS control. The third was to create a safe
zone to resettle the 2.5 million Syrian refugees who have been living
in Turkey since 2011. In addition
to al-Bab, the zone would include
Manbij, Azaz, 32km north-west of
Aleppo, and Raqqa.

Turkish forces and members of the Free Syrian Army are seen
at the al-Baza’a village on the outskirts of al-Bab town in Syria,
on February 4th.
(Reuters)

At first glance, the Turkish operations seem fully coordinated between Ankara and Moscow, which
has said and done nothing to deter
the advances of the Turkish forces.
If the Russians approve of the
Turkish project, however, why are
Russian-backed Syrian government
troops also advancing on al-Bab
from the south? They are currently
at Tadef, about 2km from the city
and vowing to push forward.
Is it a battlefield manoeuvre to
divert everyone’s attention from a
surprise attack elsewhere, perhaps
on Raqqa? Or does it speak of differences between Russia and Turkey
over who controls what in northern
Syria, with each side advancing its
proxies to secure as much territory as possible before US President
Donald Trump decides to take unilateral action on Syria?
Trump has often repeated his desire to establish no-fly safe zones in
Syria to prevent the flow of more
refugees — a phenomenon that he
clearly dreads — and his words have
been music to Erdogan’s ears.
Such a safe zone would be expensive and require protection
from both ground and air forces.
Although the Americans are reluctant to get involved in such a risky
enterprise, the Turks would gladly
offer if asked.
On February 9th, however, Russian warplanes bombed a Turkish
position in al-Bab, killing four soldiers. The Turkish Army said it was
an “accident” but the Russians did
not apologise publicly as Erdogan
did when his troops shot down a
straying Russian jet in November
2015.
What the Russians did was blame
the February 9th incident on the
Turks, claiming they gave the wrong
coordinates on Turkish positions.
There was even speculation that the
Syrians had purposely given their
Russian allies faulty intelligence to

cause a Turkish-Russian confrontation, although that is highly unlikely.
A day-and-a-half before the socalled accident, Erdogan spoke with
Trump for 45 minutes by telephone,
seeking his support to march on
Raqqa before the city is overrun by
US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces,
a Kurdish-led militia, or by the Syrian Army.
Erdogan said he would gladly do
the job to prevent the Kurds from
gaining the honour of taking Raqqa,
the current great prize in the war on
ISIS.

All options are on the
table if Erdogan
doesn’t jump fully
into Putin’s lap.
Trump refused to end his backing for Syrian Kurds, and earlier in
February, the US Army received requests for anti-tank weapons, mine
detectors and other equipment to
help them complete their advance
on Raqqa.
This likely sent shivers down Erdogan’s spine. He is desperately trying to talk Trump out of the project,
inching dangerously close to upsetting the Russians.
They want him to understand
that they are the ones in control of
Syria, not the United States.
Perhaps the so-called accident
was a veiled Russian message to
the Turks, along with the advance
of government troops on both alBab and Raqqa, reminding Erdogan
that all options are still on the table
if he doesn’t jump fully and unconditionally into Russian President
Vladimir Putin’s lap.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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Killing the Palestinians’
hopes for statehood

D

id Donald Trump declare a two-state solution to
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict dead or did he
merely state the obvious when he hosted Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at the White
House?
Trump certainly dealt a big blow to the twostate solution as the pathway to peace. He ended
decades of US bipartisan political support for the establishment
of a sovereign Palestinian state alongside the Jewish one. In the
process, he abandoned a principle adopted by the European
Union and the United Nations.
There are bound to be changes, too, in the international
negotiating body known as the Quartet, of which the United
States is a part. The Quartet is pledged to two states achieved
through negotiations and the United States appears no longer to
believe in that.
Trump said he could “live with” either a two-state or a onestate solution. There are at least three problems with Trump’s de
facto abandonment of the two-state formula.
First, it gives Israel, the more powerful side in an agonizingly
asymmetric conflict, carte blanche to decide what should happen to the occupied territories.
Second, it ends the stalwart US insistence that it is committed
to a two-state process.
Third — and most dismally — it extinguishes the little hope
remaining to the Palestinians that their nearly 70-year fight for
justice and self-determination would one day bear fruit.
Trump said he could “live with” any solution but it is actually
the Palestinians who will have to live with the consequences of
his casual pronouncement. Millions of them will have to put up
with an ignominious existence as second-class citizens. Rather
than having dignity and rights, they will be continually stopped
at checkpoints, hemmed in by encroaching Jewish settlements
and denied the possibility of living as fully fledged citizens of a
free nation.
That said, the slow demise of the two-state solution was
increasingly obvious, with or without Trump. Last April, a report
from the office of the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East
Peace Process took a doleful view of the two-state solution. It
pointed out the problems posed by the lack of Palestinian unity
and the failure to have elections.
The Oslo process was supposed to have reached a final-status
agreement by 1998. What has been achieved instead is a total
collapse of belief in a two-state solution, marked by a complete
lack of trust on both sides, Israel’s unbridled settlements-building policy and now the US president’s refusal to press for a
balanced apportioning of land, rights and responsibilities.
It is scarcely believable, however, that Israel thinks it can so
easily claim for itself the right to be a “Jewish state” in which the
Palestinians would be second-class citizens. Neither do rightthinking Israelis — and there are many — agree with the idea of
cruelly denying Palestinians the right of self-determination.
Millions of Palestinians have lived with the dehumanising
reality of occupation for far too long. Now they have a new
struggle — against the end of hope.
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People
increasingly
view the
freedom to
travel as an
essential
right.

T

he debate over US
President Donald
Trump’s attempt to
impose a ban on travel
to the United States on
people from seven
majority-Muslim countries
continues. Tens of thousands of
opponents to the measure have
taken to the streets in dozens of
cities across the United States
and Europe in protest.
This affair, controversial as it
might well be, may have yielded
positive derivatives. It brings to
the forefront of world politics the
issue of travel bans on groups or
individuals. Trump’s ban, which
was blocked by a federal judge in
Seattle whose ruling was upheld
by an appeals court, has highlighted the recourse of many
governments to impose travel
bans, within and outside the realm
of the law.
In today’s global economy, people increasingly view the freedom
to travel as an essential right that
should be enjoyed by all, regardless of nationality or faith but deprivation of that right continues.
In Egypt, rights groups say,
authorities have prevented human
rights lawyers from leaving the
country. To Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch, the
bans are part of a larger campaign
to suppress independent, critical
voices inside the country.
Since the ouster of president
Muhammad Morsi from power in
July 2013, Egyptian authorities are
said to have arbitrarily banned at
least a score of leaders and members of Egyptian non-governmental organisations from travelling
abroad. Others prevented from
leaving the country include members of political parties, youth
activists, bloggers, journalists and
academics.
This behaviour, rights advocates
say, goes counter to international
human rights law and Egypt’s
constitution, both of which protect
the right of Egyptians to leave and
enter their own country.
Egypt is not the only country in
the Middle East imposing travel
bans.
In Qatar, the home of the television satellite network Al Jazeera,
authorities have prevented a prominent human rights lawyer and former Justice minister from leaving
the country. Najeeb al-Nuaimi was
one of the lead counsels defending
ousted Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein. He has also defended Qatari

poet Mohammed Rashid al-Ajami,
who was sentenced to life in prison
in 2011 for writing a poem attacking the Gulf state’s monarchy.
Ajami, who was accused of inciting
violence, spent four years in jail
before being released in 2016.
“Authorities in Qatar prevented… Nuaimi from travelling
without informing him about any
possible reasons,” the Gulf Centre
for Human Rights protested.
Also, many Iranians have been
arbitrarily prevented from travelling outside their country by the
theocratic regime.
Travel bans should not be used
as political tools. Governments
should not try to prevent people
from travelling because of their
nationality, politics or religion.
They should not misrepresent
arbitrary bans as justified by
security considerations when they
are not.
There can be legitimate security
concerns, especially in the global
fight against terrorism. In recent
days, Amnesty International
might have been mixing apples
and oranges when it condemned
Tunisia for preventing hundreds
of individuals from travelling
overseas because it suspected
them of harbouring an intent to
join jihadist groups. By banning
these would-be jihadists, the
Tunisian government said it was
helping safeguard peace and security in the world. It might have a
case there.
This is a quandary for any
government when it suspects its
younger citizens have been radicalised and recruited by terrorist
groups. Slapping travel bans on
terrorist suspects is not the same
as imposing restrictions on nongovernmental organisation leaders
or intellectuals.
Returning to the ban Trump
wanted to impose, the proceedings
that have unfolded during these
last few weeks have surprised
many Americans and no doubt left
more than one leader in the Middle
East speechless.
In a rare demonstration of the
extreme complexity of the inner
workings of a democracy, the United States has shown the world that,
despite being the most powerful
man on the planet, the president of
the country can be challenged by a
simple judge — who can live to tell
about it.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist with The Arab Weekly.
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Dealing with fake news

Rashmee Roshan Lall

One might
ask whether
fake news
really is
blurring the
facts fit to
print and
tweet.

Riadh Bouazza

The need for
a united
front within
the Arab
Maghreb
Union is
stronger
than ever.

Hamadan al-Alliei

Already,
there are
signs of
Oxfam’s
pernicious
influence on
UN
institutions
in Yemen.

T

he imam of Mecca’s
Grand Mosque, no
less, has taken it upon
himself to warn
against a relatively
piff ling non-spiritual
human concern that he termed
“false news”. Syrian President
Bashar Assad recently took
refuge in a similar label to
explain an inconvenient human
rights organisation’s report that
his administration executed up
to 13,000 people at a military
prison near Damascus. “You can
forge anything these days,”
Assad said. “We are living in a
fake news era.”
He is not entirely wrong. An Algerian newspaper reprinted, in all
seriousness, a satirical piece from
a French publication that suggested the far-right National Front
presidential candidate Marine
Le Pen intended to build a wall
between France and Algeria.
One might ask whether fake
news really is blurring the facts fit
to print and tweet. Can nothing
be done about it other than, as the
Meccan imam suggested, practising forgetfulness of “incidents
that would have been better
forgotten”?
It is a fair bet that the imam,
Abdul Rahman al-Sudais, who is
in his mid-50s, has had to deal
with the usual amount of rumours, base canard and all manner of unpleasant things in the
course of his life.
Sudais could even be said to
have done his bit in that department. As Robert Lacey noted in

his 2009 book Inside the Kingdom:
Kings, Clerics, Modernists, Terrorists, and the Struggle for Saudi
Arabia, Sudais once made a somewhat dubious correlation between
the 2006 Saudi winter drought
and women’s behaviour. He said it
was at least partly caused by their
sins, which included “unveiling,
mingling with men and being
indifferent to the hijab“.
Before anyone shouts out “fake
news”, it is worth noting that this
was Sudais’s opinion, not fact. It
was a contentious point of view
and those who disagree must be
prepared to argue with the help of
facts. For maximum effect, those
facts should be easily conveyed
and understood.
Which brings us to the slightly
doleful case made by a British
newspaper about the way to deal
with fake news. Making a key, if
obvious point, the paper suggested the mainstream media
can fight back but only if they
give people narratives they can
understand.
But of course. What else is
journalism — as well as the vastly
more precise statistical sciences,
carefully analysed political theory and deeply thought philosophy
— meant to do? They have to be
accessible if they are to provide
a base upon which the general
public can rest its collective chin,
which is to say its opinion.
The media, data collection and
theorising about natural, political, ethical or social phenomena
were always meant to be part of
the broader attempt to examine

and explain the world. They were
never meant to create high towers
at which the lowly public would
gaze up in awe and incomprehension.
One of the more notable recent
practitioners of accessible information dissemination was Hans
Rosling, a professor of global
health at Sweden’s Karolinska Institute. Rosling, who died February 7th, was known for his ability
to break down complex data and
ideas into simple concepts that
even a 12-year-old could understand.
But one of the greatest examples of the transmission of truths
simply and clearly was Socrates.
He was not the archetypal remote
Greek philosopher; he never wrote
anything or at least not anything
that anyone has ever found.
What we know of his work chiefly
comes from his student Plato.
Socrates has been dead more than
2,400 years and is chiefly known
because, as the Roman author Cicero, put it, he “brought philosophy
down from the skies”.
We could do with a bit of that
right now, if only we knew how
Socrates did it. So how did he
do it? Those who have studied
his life say he was a man of the
streets, always arguing with the
unwashed and listening to the
uninformed in pursuit of his mission, which was to ascertain the
best way to live on Earth. To that
end, Socrates felt the collective
pulse, took the popular temperature and considered the best way
to be happy.

What does that have to do with
fake news, one might ask. A lot.
First, it reinforces the importance of the human connection
in the pursuit and dissemination
of information and knowledge.
Second, it reiterates the need to
go out to spread the word.
In this context, the Canadian
government’s response to the January 29th Quebec mosque attack
is worth recalling. When misreporting about the perpetrator —
fake news that it was a Moroccan
Muslim — spread far and wide, the
Canadian government stepped in
and patiently stated the facts. It
used its authority and its sizeable
megaphone to get the word out.
It is a model other governments
and public figures concerned
about fake news might do well to
consider. Especially in the Middle East and North Africa region,
with its overwhelmingly youthful
population — those aged 15-24 are
projected to increase from 46 million in 2010 to 58 million in 2025.
The young will consume social
media and, naturally, fake news,
too.
We can imagine what Socrates
would have done had he been
confronted with fake news and
its mass consumption. He would
have hit the streets and started
talking, after spending time
listening.

relations outside the framework of
the union, which has had a summit
since 1994.
Instead of working together
towards the common objectives of
a union, AMU members have opted
for separate agreements and pacts
among themselves. Tunisia and
Libya did it in 1974; Tunisia, Algeria
and Mauritania in 1983; Morocco
and Libya in 1984. They all failed,
of course, and trust among AMU
countries is low.
From the start, the main purpose
of the union was to create opportunities for economic development,
in addition to having a common political, security and military front,
similar to what is found in Europe
or among the Gulf countries.
It is ironic to note, considering
the union’s dysfunction, that certain material needs of one member
can be satisfied by another. Libya,
for example, sits on huge oil reserves and Algeria has enormous

amounts of natural gas. Tunisia
and Morocco have large phosphate
deposits and Mauritania overflows
with minerals.
Studies have pointed out that the
lull in economic relations among
AMU members represents a loss of
3% yearly in each one’s gross domestic product. The United Nations
said these relations represent just
5% of each country’s foreign trade,
a measly figure when compared to
trade ties between the members of
the European Union.
The reasons for the Arab
Maghreb Union’s lack of success
are many. Some relate to political
tensions and others are due to different economic systems, cultures,
ideologies, histories and institutions.
The crisis in Libya is in its sixth
year and the need for a united front
within the Arab Maghreb Union is
stronger than ever. Alas, the union’s institutions remain frozen.

Despite Tunisia’s success in
its democratic transition amid a
stormy regional context, the option for an improved union among
Maghreb countries remains far
removed. The conflict over the
Sahara in Morocco is one of the
major impediments. Efforts by
regional and international partners
to bridge the gap between Algeria
and Morocco regarding this issue
have failed.
The Marrakech deal stipulated
that all decisions must be made
by agreement of all members.
This makes building the union
almost impossible because deep
disagreements and differences
exist among the members. Add to
that the absence of a shared vision
of the desired model of economic
integration and the union remains
stillborn.

They know quite well that corruption worsened under the Houthis.
Mitchell also declared that “the
Houthi rebels should not be seen
negatively or as agents of Iran”
and that “Britain and the international community should avoid
demonising the Houthis and
refrain from referring to them as
Iranian agents”. This goes against
international and UN reports that
have documented Iran’s political,
military and financial support
of the Houthis. Mitchell bashed
Britain’s military support to Saudi
Arabia and its allies and accused
the latter of laying siege to “a
sovereign state”.
The honourable member of
parliament working for Oxfam
could have consulted UN reports
about foreign humanitarian aid
to Yemen. The reports detail
the number of ships allowed
inside Yemeni ports after being
searched by the Arab coalition
forces. Mitchell would have
been right if he had decried the
slow speed with which search
operations were conducted but
to call that “a tight blockade” is

distorting reality.
Mitchell has called for a replacement for UN Security Council
Resolution 2216. Ignoring this
resolution means that the armed
militias would thrive in Yemeni
towns and institutions and that
the plundered weapons would
not be returned to the Yemeni
Army. A new UN resolution would
legitimise crimes committed by
these militias and guarantee more
violence.
The Yemeni government and
its allies must launch media and
diplomacy campaigns to counteract Oxfam’s defamation campaign. Already, there are signs of
Oxfam’s pernicious influence on
UN institutions in Yemen. The latter’s leadership has begun to deal
directly with the rebels in clear
violation of Resolution 2216.
By going along with Oxfam’s
biased agenda and providing
official cover for Mitchell’s visit,
UN organisations in Yemen are
jeopardising their own neutrality.

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.

Arab Maghreb Union: A disappointing dream

A

nyone examining the
reality of the 28-yearold Arab Maghreb
Union is going to be
hugely disappointed:
The union of Algeria,
Libya, Mauritania, Morocco and
Tunisia is at a standstill and
signed agreements are not going
anywhere.
Moroccan King Mohammed VI
correctly and succinctly described
the state of the Arab Maghreb
Union (AMU) when he said the
Maghreb is the least integrated in
Africa, if not the world. He predicted the dissolution of the union
because of its perennial inability to
respond to the ambitious objectives
set by the 1989 Marrakech agreement centred on trade.
There are many indications that
the union had a stillbirth. Relations
among its members have had so
many ups and downs that each one
created its own set of international

Riadh Bouazza is a Tunisian
writer.

Taking sides in Yemen

M

any Yemeni
citizens are
aware that some
international
organisations
head to the
country with political agendas.
Often these aims make life more
miserable for Yemenis, particularly when the organisations buy
the discourse of armed groups
that are guilty of the worst
crimes against human rights in
the country.
By their behaviour, such organisations, unfortunately, give
a concrete example of how to
betray the principles of neutrality
and independence in humanitarian work.
The British organisation Oxfam,
for instance, has taken it upon
itself to be a defender of the
armed Houthi militias. Oxfam’s
latest questionable move was
supporting Andrew Mitchell, former British secretary of state for
International Development and a
Conservative member of parliament, on a trip to Yemen. Mitchell
tried to polish the Houthis’ politi-

cal image in Europe. The issue of
the Houthis’ crimes against the
Yemeni people obviously was
never brought up.
I worked with Transparency
International in Yemen and I
believe the corruption exercised
by the Houthi militias since they
took control of Sana’a in September 2014 was unprecedented in
Yemen’s modern history. Yemen
ranked 170th out of 176 countries
and territories in Transparency
International’s Corruption Perceptions Index for 2016.
The Houthis’ actions brought
the central bank to the brink of
bankruptcy and, UN reports said,
80% of the population became
distressed. The Houthis plundered humanitarian aid and used
the resources of the Ministry of
Education and the Ministry of
Health to buy weapons. They
went as far as enrolling children
in their militias. And yet, Mitchell declared that the Houthis
improved the situation in regards
to corruption.
Even Houthi supporters would
not dare say something like that.

Hamadan al-Alliei is a Yemeni
writer based in Aden.
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Algeria dismisses
Islamist’s role
in Libya as Haftar
takes centre stage
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

I

f the numerous, albeit unnamed,
Algerian
official
sources cited by the media are
any indication, the mood has
changed in Algiers regarding
the role of Tunisian Islamist leader
Rached Ghannouchi in mediating a
solution to the Libyan crisis on its
behalf.
“Algeria does not need Ghannouchi to reach out to the Libyans,”
an unnamed Algerian diplomat was
quoted as saying by at least six Algerian newspapers.
The denial of any role by Ghannouchi signalled a shift in Algeria’s
relationship with the Ennahda Party president, who has been a frequent guest of Algerian President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika.

Haftar is now being
viewed as part of the
solution to the
Libyan conflict.
Ghannouchi’s supporters have
commended the Islamist leader
for using his standing to influence
regional and domestic policy but
detractors have criticised him for
“unjustified interference”.
“Diplomacy is the sole responsibility of the president,” the unnamed diplomat was quoted as
saying. “The Ministry of Foreign
Affairs is the tool to implement his
policy.”
“Algeria has no parallel diplomacy,” he said.
The comments were said to reflect the feelings of top Algerian
government officials, who were

frustrated with Ghannouchi after
he gave interviews suggesting he
had a direct channel to the Algerian
president, said reporters who attended an Algerian Foreign Ministry briefing on February 12th.
Ghannouchi has appeared to insist that Algeria is on the side of
the Islamists controlling Tripoli
and western Libya. The stand contrasts to the position of Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, who
has backed the anti-Islamist camp
in the east led by Field Marshal
Khalifa Haftar. Haftar has branded
Islamists “terrorists” and vowed to
eradicate them from the country.
Previously seen as an obstacle to
resolving the Libyan conflict, Haftar
is now being viewed as part of the
solution by members of the European Union and Libya’s neighbours,
which, concerned about potential
spillover effects, have stepped up efforts to bring the conflict to a close.
Foreign ministers from Tunisia, Algeria and Egypt are to meet
March 1st in Tunis after talks with
Libyan officials over the past four
months. They are particularly
concerned about the fallout from
Libya’s crisis in Egypt, which entrusted its military’s leaders with
handling negotiations between the
Libyan factions.
A scheduled meeting between
Haftar and Prime Minister Fayez
al-Sarraj of the UN-backed government in Tripoli was cancelled on
February 14th. Libyan media reported the meeting fell through after Haftar set conditions that Islamists and their allies in Tripoli would
have no role in the discussions.
Despite the lingering tensions,
the two sides were said to have
made progress.
Reuters quoted Egyptian sources
involved in talks in Cairo between
Egyptian officials and Libyan lead-

A woman holds a picture of Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar during a demonstration in Benghazi on
February 12th.		
(Reuters)
ers from the two sides as saying
Sarraj and Haftar had committed to
creating a joint committee to negotiate reconciliation efforts and an
election by February 2018.
“The two sides have agreed. I
have doubts about the implementation as the atmosphere between
them is… tense but we hope the opposite happens,” one of the sources
told Reuters.
Sarraj, who also leads the UNbacked government’s Presidential
Council, said in a statement on
February 15th that he had been informed that Haftar refused to meet
with him “without the provision of
any justifications”.
“We hoped that it (the meeting)
would be an entry point to a solu-

tion to end the state of division and
lift suffering of the nation and the
people,” he said.
However, Sarraj said, “we are
moving forward in our efforts for
reconciliation and to end the crisis”.
It is unclear how the meeting’s
failure will affect Cairo, Algiers and
Tunis in their efforts to step in but
worries are growing that if they
fail to do so, Russia and the United
States could intervene, especially if
Haftar, who is gaining a reputation
as an anti-terrorist fighter, acts as a
bridge for Russia and the US administration of Donald Trump.
The European Union warned
against empowering Haftar and
said appointing him as the military
strongman of Libya was no “alter-

native” to the current crisis.
EU diplomats have tried to convince Moscow and Washington that
allowing Haftar to dominate power
in Libya could have lasting consequences for the region.
The leading European voice on
Libya has been Italy, whose Foreign
minister, Angelino Alfano, has said
dialogue with Russia was proving to
be constructive.
Moscow, eager to recover billions
of dollars’ worth of oil and infrastructure investments in Libya, has
bolstered Haftar’s profile as an antiIslamist hero and provided medical
treatment to his wounded soldiers.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

What the United States should do about Libya

View poi nt

Elissa
Miller

R

ival factions in Libya
visited Cairo for an
attempt by the
Egyptian government
to facilitate a political
settlement. The
meeting between Fayez al-Sarraj,
head of the unity government
formed by the UN-backed Libyan
Political Agreement (LPA), and
Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar,
head of the Libyan National
Army, was facilitated by Egyptian
Army Chief of Staff Mahmoud
Hegazy and Foreign Minister
Sameh Shoukry.
However, Haftar reportedly
refused to meet face-to-face with
Sarraj, forcing Hegazy to go back
and forth between the two parties.
Despite that setback, a loose
transitional agreement was
reached. A joint committee is to be
formed with 15 members each from
the LPA’s High Council of State
and the House of Representatives,
which largely backs Haftar.
The committee is to discuss
amendments to the structure of
Sarraj’s Government of National
Accord (GNA) and a negotiated
balance of power. Following
approval of the amendments,
parliamentary and presidential
elections would be in February
2018.
The feasibility of the plan

The United States should be wary
of the consequences of a further
deterioration in Libya.

remains unclear. No formal
agreement was signed in Cairo and
Haftar’s refusal to directly meet
with Sarraj suggests Haftar may
be biding his time by minimally
engaging in negotiations while
simultaneously attempting to
expand his power beyond the east
of the country while the GNA is
weak.
Indeed, Haftar’s snub of Sarraj
reflects the weakness of the GNA in
being able to push for a negotiated
political agreement. A spokesman
for the GNA ahead of the Cairo
meeting said that it could lead to a
“180-degree turn” in the conflict
between the two sides. Given
Haftar’s rejection of the meeting
with Sarraj, such a comment seems
like wishful thinking.
Haftar’s actions in Cairo
reflected badly on the Egyptians,
who have been supportive of his
fight against Islamists in eastern
Libya as a matter of national
security. Haftar’s decision to
somewhat throw a wrench in
the process in Cairo may rankle
some in Egypt. This suggests the
strongman may be betting that
the United States will abandon its
support of the GNA in his favour.
Some have suggested that this
shift may occur given US President
Donald Trump’s assumed affinity
for strongmen and a possible
warming of relations with Russia.
Moscow appears to support Haftar
despite official rhetoric that it
claims to “work with both centres
of power in Libya” to reach a
compromise.

Yet Russia has its hands full
with the conflict in Syria and,
while Russia has demonstrated
a desire to expand its influence
in the Middle East, particularly
through the establishment of a
foothold in the Mediterranean, it is
unlikely that it has the resources to
fully back Haftar should the field
marshal attempt to wrestle power
from the GNA through military
force.
The Trump administration has
yet to indicate where it falls on the
issue of Libya’s internal conflict.
The crisis in Libya is certainly
not high on the agenda of the US
administration. It would be unwise
for the United States to shift
support to Haftar, who has yet to
take full control of Benghazi even
after a 2-year campaign. Rather,
the United States should make its
support for a negotiated political
settlement clear by taking specific
actions.
First, the United States has a
critical leadership role to play in
pressuring regional allies engaged
in Libya to end the pursuit of
their own self-interests and fully
support the LPA.
The agreement does need to be
amended to reach a negotiated
political settlement but that
cannot happen until all sides in
Libya agree to fully and honestly
engage in the process. Until now,
some regional and European allies
have nominally backed the LPA
while at times indicating support
for Haftar. The United States is the
only actor that can pressure these

Haftar’s
snub of
Sarraj
reflects
weakness
on the part
of the GNA
in being able
to push for a
negotiated
political
agreement.

actors to support a negotiation
process.
Second, the United States should
urge Haftar to meet with Sarraj
face-to-face as a demonstration
of goodwill and pledge support
for a mutually agreed political
settlement to the conflict. Haftar
may believe that with US or
Russian support, he can use force
to expand his power throughout
Libya.
However, the United States must
make it clear there is no military
solution to the crisis in Libya.
Resorting to force would cause
the country to sink further into
chaos. The United States should
communicate to Haftar that, while
it recognises the necessity of his
role in any discussions regarding
the future of the country, any
solution to the quagmire must be
political rather than military.
The loose road map agreed to
in Cairo may provide Libya with a
way out of the crisis. However, it
is dependent on the willingness
of all parties in Libya to engage in
good faith in a political negotiation
process.
As the United States assesses
the situation, it should be wary
of the consequences of further
deterioration in Libya and put
its resources behind marshalling
international support for a more
responsible way forward.
Elissa Miller is an assistant
director at the Atlantic Council’s
Rafik Hariri Center for the Middle
East.
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Egypt keeps building new capital despite difficulties
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gypt has taken more steps
to construct its new capital in the desert between
Cairo and Suez despite
economic difficulties and
contractual setbacks.
Having built the infrastructure
to most of the city, the government
has invited real estate developers
to buy plots for its housing communities over an area of 3.5 million sq.
metres. The Housing Ministry said
they would include 17,000 flats.
“These flats will be built by real
estate developers with interest in
investing in the new project,” said
Khaled Abbas, the assistant Housing minister. “We are giving major
discounts on the lands to developers who will apply.”
With discounts of up to 25% on
the land, interest in investing in the
capital is expected to be high.
Project plans have had a bumpy
ride since Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi announced them
almost two years ago. The Emirati
firm that designed it and planned
to implement it quickly drew back
after financial disagreements with
the government.
A Chinese company sought to fill
in but was recently declared out of
the first phase of the project because it, the government said, exaggerated the price of its works.
Now, local construction companies are working on the project and
foreigners are totally out, Sisi said.
Together with the digging of a
parallel channel to the Suez Canal,
one of the world’s most important
maritime passages, the new capital
is the economic pride of Sisi’s presidency.
About the size of Singapore and
two-thirds the size of Paris, the
700 million-sq.-metre project is
to be Egypt’s first smart city. It is
to be the centre of government,
a new meeting point for bankers,
the business and trade hotspot and
would contain a quarter designed

Workers continue construction of roads and buildings in Egypt’s planned new capital.
with the super-affluent in mind.
Many foreign universities will
have branches in the new capital
as will banks and multinational
companies. With a large amount of
green space, state-of-the-art entertainment facilities and a modern
transport network, the $45 billion
project is predicted to be like nothing Egypt has ever seen.
Approximately 35,000 construction workers, engineers and urban
planning specialists work day and
night on the project, which not that
long ago was empty desert.
Since then, buildings have
popped up, roads were paved and
infrastructure work in some areas
is nearly complete.
Almost 70% of the basic infrastructure for the project is done,
said Ayman Ismail, board chairman
of the Administrative Capital for

Urban Development (ACUB), the
company founded by the government to oversee implementation of
the project.
“Investors showing interest in
the project can start their work as
of today,” Ismail said.

Many foreign
universities will have
branches in the new
capital as will banks
and multinational
companies.
Sisi’s government has spent
close to $1 billion on infrastructure
works, an amount of money, he
recently said that came from the
budget of the military.
Nonetheless, the government

said it expected to receive tens of
billions of dollars from land sales in
the project. Sisi said income generated from the project is expected
to more than cover construction
costs.
The new city project is strongly
connected with Egypt’s plans for
the Suez Canal region. After digging a parallel channel to the canal,
Sisi said he wanted the banks of the
canal to become the Middle East’s
largest industrial, logistics and services hub, attracting hundreds of
billions of dollars in investments.
Russian and Chinese businesses
are constructing their own industrial zones in Suez. They are
expected to be followed by other
countries and major firms.
The construction of the new
capital comes during an unprecedented economic crunch in Egypt.

The country had to approach the
International Monetary Fund for a
$12 billion loan, open multiple lines
of credit at African and European
banks and donor institutions and
significantly slash subsidies given
its people.
Economist Ali Lutfi, a former
prime minister, said that the project’s moving ahead, despite the
financial strains, should give insights into the nature of Egypt’s
leaders.
“This is a resourceful leadership
that cannot be easily defeated by
tough economic conditions,” Lutfi said. “This is why I expect it to
move ahead with completing the
project to its end, regardless of
what might happen.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter based in Cairo.

The Israeli-Egyptian warm peace

View poi nt

Mohamad
Abou el-Fadel

O

bservers of IsraeliEgyptian relations
cannot fail to notice
that those engagements have reached
a safe zone. Cooperation between the countries is
increasing, warming a few
degrees and making previous talk
about a cold peace obsolete.
Closer cooperation between
Israel and Egypt is nowhere clearer
than in the security domain. Israel
did not object to Egyptian Army
movements in recent years in the
Sinai, although the Camp David
Accords of 1978 placed restrictions on military operations there.
Egyptian Air Force planes have,
on several occasions, transgressed
Israeli air space while conducting bombing operations against
extremist militia positions in the
Sinai and Tel Aviv observed a solemn silence about the matter.
It must be said that protesting
the transgressions would have embarrassed Israel. Rumours indicate
that Israel is rather satisfied to see
Egyptian security forces kept on
their toes by terrorist groups.
The Egyptian side appreciates
the relative freedom to act in Sinai
and is quite happy to move forward with the Israeli side towards
agreeing on how to fix the border
between them. So, when terrorists

Egypt cannot afford to open two
costly confrontational fronts,
one with Israel and another with
terror groups.

launched a missile attack on the
Israeli port of Elat, it was meant
to ruin relations between Egypt
and Israel. Both sides, however,
understood the game being played
and ignored the incident.
Another sign of the warming
relations between Egypt and Israel
concerns Cairo’s silence regarding
the new Israeli settlements in the
occupied territories. Last December, Egypt withdrew its backing
for UN Security Council Resolution
2334, which condemned Israeli
settlement building, calling it a
violation of international law.
Egypt later voted in favour of the
resolution after it had been introduced by other countries.
Usually, Egypt would raise a
row in similar circumstances but
now soft diplomacy towards Israel

seems to be the order of the day to
the point that it has been said that
standing up to Israel is no longer
among Cairo’s priorities.
In truth, however, there are a
number of local and regional constraints that explain the Egyptian
regime’s mellowness towards
Israel, with the tense and difficult
economic and security situation in
Egypt at the top of the list. Then
there are the terrorist groups in
Sinai. The Egyptian regime cannot
afford to open two costly confrontational fronts, one with Israel
and another in battling the terror
groups.
Patience and even cooperation
with Israel were the logical choices
given Egypt’s internal circumstances. Regionally, Egyptian leaders have learnt from mistakes not

Closer
cooperation
between
Israel and
Egypt is
nowhere
clearer
than in the
security
domain.

A 2013 file picture shows Israeli flag (L) and Egyptian flag fluttering at the Nitzana
crossing, along Israel’s border with Egypt’s Sinai peninsula.
(Reuters)

to open multiple fronts of confrontation. The regional circumstances
are frankly more favourable to
Israel than to Egypt. The Syrian
front with Israel has almost collapsed. Iraq is no longer an Arab
player. Wars in Yemen and Libya
are weakening any potential Arab
front with Israel. These factors
make it unwise for Egypt to get
mixed up in a conflict with Israel.
The general tendency in the
region is towards more regional
cooperation. The powerful countries prefer regional cooperation
and are looking for opportunities
to include Israel in cooperation
schemes. This means that antagonising Israel becomes risky. This
conclusion was well understood
by all regional powers, both Arab
and non-Arab, that hurried to
weave secret or open relations
with Tel Aviv.
Obviously, the Egyptian government’s attitude towards Israel
benefited from the absence of
pressure from the Egyptian public
to act otherwise. This was not the
case under Hosni Mubarak’s regime. Strong public opposition to
normalising relations with Israel
kept the cold peace in place.
The path Israeli-Egyptian
relations is taking is opposite of
Egypt’s overall strategic orientation. In the Egyptian military dogma, Israel is a constant and real
enemy and must always be monitored. Any necessary momentary
cooperation and coordination with
it is just that — momentary.
Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an
Egyptian writer.
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The long to-do list of Lebanon’s minister for Human Rights
Samar Kadi

Beirut

“

T

he list of issues
is long. The file
is big with many
ramifications
involving
several ministries and time is
tight.” That
statement by Ayman Choucair,
Lebanon’s minister for Human
Rights, underlines the challenges
he faces in the newly created
portfolio in Prime Minister Saad
Hariri’s government.
“The objective behind creating a
Ministry for Human Rights is basically there is a need for it,” Choucair said. “No country can claim to
be developed and modern if it does
not respect human rights. It also
shows that Lebanon is a pioneer in
the region with regard to human
rights issues.
“In Lebanon, legislations for the
protection of human rights already
exist but the problem is in the
implementation and enforcement
of the law.”
Torture in detention facilities,
inequitable gender rights, long
pretrial detention periods and
prosecution of civilians by military courts are among issues that
Lebanese and international human
rights watchdogs have denounced.
Choucair said his ministry’s
task is humongous and placing
Lebanon on the right track requires
essential reforms in several ministries, including Justice, Interior
and Social Affairs.
“It is a long process but, within
the coming three to four months,
which is the lifespan of this government until general elections,
I hope we will be able to set the
ground for those who will come
later to build on… The most important thing is to create the National
Commission for Human Rights,”
Choucair said.
A ten-member commission, a
long-standing demand by human
rights groups, is to be an independ-

ent body attached to the office of
the prime minister, comprising
judges, lawyers, doctors, activists
and journalists, he said.
“The structure is meant to
represent Lebanese society. The
commission will have the task of
monitoring incidents of violation
of human rights and raising the
alarm,” Choucair said.
Torture, ill-treatment and
lengthy pretrial detention periods
of suspected members of Islamist radical groups — some lasting
for several years — have caused
an outcry by human rights groups
and the families of prisoners in
Lebanon. The country is a signatory to the UN Convention against
Torture.
“This is definitely a blatant violation of human rights and the law,”
Choucair said, citing security and
political reasons as being behind
the lengthy incarceration of Islamist suspects.
“The problem is that under the
present regional conditions [of
conflict and rampant terrorism],
the line between respect of human
rights and security is very thin,”
Choucair said.
New York-based Human Rights
Watch (HRW) welcomed the creation of the ministry and called for
concrete moves to improve the human rights record in Lebanon.
“It is definitely a step forward,
and it is encouraging to see human
rights issues are being taken out at
such high levels,” said Bassam Khawaja, HRW’s Lebanon researcher.
“The extent to which things
will actually get done depends on
whether this is a position that is
funded to be able to tackle human
rights violations in the country
and whether it will be maintained
when a new cabinet is formed after
general elections.”
Lebanon is expected to have an
election in May to select a new
parliament.
Khawaja said the minister for
Human Rights could take the lead
on many pressing issues, including
torture, which is reportedly prevalent in military interrogations,
even though it is against Lebanon’s

Torture, long
pretrial detention,
military
prosecution of
civilians are
human rights
issues in Lebanon.

Lebanese State Minister for Human Rights Ayman Choucair.
(Lebanese Ministry of Information)

“No country
can claim to be
developed and
modern if it
does not respect
human rights.”
Minister for Human
Rights Ayman Choucair

criminal laws.
“Prolonged pretrial detention is
definitely a large issue in Lebanon,” Khawaja said. “The criminal
defamation laws that criminalise
speaking out against officials are
also a concern and seem to be used
against people who speak out like
journalists and lawyers. Other
issues include migrant domestic
workers and refugees who are left
out of labour protection… There is
a long list absolutely.”
While the precarious security
situation in Lebanon has led to
human rights abuses, HRW said
there was never any justification
for torture.
“Torture is illegal under both
international and domestic law

The Lebanese state and its two armies
Makram Rabah

Beirut

A

lmost three months
into his term, Lebanese
President Michel Aoun
has declared that his
troops are “not powerful
enough to fight Israel” and therefore it “is essential to maintain the
weapons of the resistance [Hezbollah] to complement the army”.
Aoun’s bold and somewhat tactless statement included a justification of Hezbollah’s involvement in
the Syrian war as being a defensive
measure triggered by terrorist attacks against Lebanon.
Being an ally of both Hezbollah and the Syrian regime, Aoun’s
statements should not appear odd.
However, as the head of state,
elected by the overwhelming majority of parliament, half of whose
members do not subscribe to his
regional alliances nor the whitewashing of Hezbollah’s role in
Syria, these statements will prove
problematic.
Aoun’s statement to Egyptian
TV station CBC ahead of his midFebruary visit to Egypt positions
Lebanon as part and parcel of the
bloc that Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi belongs to. It sees in
Syrian President Bashar Assad a
strategic partner and a safeguard
against a menacing Islamic terrorist threat.
While it is one thing for Aoun the
politician to voice his outright support for Iran’s proxy, for the Lebanese president to do so carries local

and international implications that
neither he nor the Lebanese state
could handle.
Locally, Aoun stands at losing his
two main supporters: The Lebanese
Forces (LF) and the Future Movement (FM), whose leader, Saad
Hariri, heads the cabinet. Both
factions agreed to vote for Aoun
provided he honoured a few obligations, including that he distance
himself and Lebanon from the conflict across the border and maintain
Lebanon’s neutrality vis-à-vis the
Sunni-Shia regional conflict.
These two sides have refrained
from demanding the disarming of
Hezbollah and its immediate withdrawal from Syria so as not to embarrass or provoke Aoun to side
with his regional patrons.
Nonetheless, the president and
all his men neither reciprocated nor
built on this initiative to strengthen
Lebanon’s position, especially by
appeasing other Arab countries,
mainly Saudi Arabia, that consider
Lebanon to have fallen completely
into the Iranian sphere of influence.
Further validating these Arab
countries’ concerns is the recent
speech by Hezbollah SecretaryGeneral Hassan Nasrallah, who
built on Aoun’s positive portrayal of
his organisation and asserted that
its role in Syria falls within international efforts to defeat the Islamic
State (ISIS).
As it is customary in his speeches, Nasrallah attacked the United
States but went further and called
US President Donald Trump “a
fool”. While Trump’s popularity
and the US global standing will not
be affected by Nasrallah’s slurs, the

but also it has been shown it is ineffective and counterproductive. It
actually does quite serious damage
to the relation of populations with
security services, and even leads to
radicalisation,” Khawaja said.
Choucair said ensuring respect
for human rights in Lebanon’s environment of heightened security
risks and instability is no easy task.
“Let’s achieve what we can for
now,” he said. “Treat issues that
are in our capacity to treat step by
step, until we can overcome this
very difficult period in the region
and in Lebanon.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections
editor.

A 2016 handout picture released by the Hezbollah press office shows Hassan Nasrallah (R), the head
of Shia movement Hezbollah, meeting with Michel Aoun in Lebanon.
(AFP)
same cannot be said about Lebanon
or its army.
As it stands, the Lebanese Army
has been the recipient of more than
$1 billion in the last eight years in
equipment and training from the
US government. Through US, as
well as other countries’ assistance,
this fairly modest force carried out
crucial functions, primarily the defence of the eastern border from
ISIS infiltration as well as to crack
down on other terror networks in
the country.
To dishearten the capabilities

of one’s army while empowering
a non-state militia, Aoun can only
empower those terrorists’ factions
that will want to punish Hezbollah
and whoever supports it for its involvement in Syria.
This being the case, Aoun’s unwarranted statements expose Lebanon and weaken its military, an
army that Aoun himself deserted
when it valiantly stood up against
the invading Syrian Army in 1989.
More importantly, the next time
Aoun wishes to visit the White
House, it will be good to remem-

ber that, if the Lebanese state and
its head continue in their skewed
pro-Iranian attitude, Trump would
be a fool to invest in Lebanon and
its army. That scenario certainly
would not bode well for a country
trying to keep its economy afloat
amid the constant risk of US sanctions.
Makram Rabah is a lecturer at
the American University of Beirut
and author of A Campus at War:
Student Politics at the American
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.
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Israel boosts missile defences against Hezbollah
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

I

srael’s mid-level anti-missile
system known as David’s Sling
is close to becoming operational just as tensions are building
once more between the United
States and Iran.
The system passed its final tests
in January amid expectations that
it could soon be deployed to defend sensitive sites in Israel against
Hezbollah’s arsenal of missiles
and rockets, estimated by Israel at
about 140,000 of all types.
David’s Sling is a mid-level antimissile system, wedged between
Iron Dome, which is designed
to shoot down short-range rockets, and the Arrow system, which
targets ballistic missiles outside
Earth’s atmosphere, Israel’s first
line of defence.
In January, the Israeli Air
Force deployed its first units of the
Arrow 3, the latest and most advanced weapon of the anti-missile
armoury
At the end of January, Iran fired a
Khorramshahr medium-range missile, the first test launch since US
President Donald Trump took office. Trump tweeted that Iran was
“playing with fire”.

Israel’s mid-level
anti-missile system
known as David’s
Sling is close to
becoming operational.
Michael Flynn, then US national
security adviser, said the Trump
administration was putting Iran “on
notice” and the US government imposed fresh sanctions on companies
and individuals connected to Iran’s
ballistic programme. In response,
Iran conducted further test-firings
on February 4th.
“The recent test was in line with
our plans and we will not allow
foreigners to interfere with our de-

fence plans,” Iranian Defence Minister Hossein Dehghan declared on
February 6th.
Iran and Hezbollah have long depended on rockets and missiles as
a form of deterrence against Israel.
Since the end of the 34-day war in
2006 between Hezbollah and Israel, the Lebanese group is believed
to have amassed new and longerrange missiles, some fitted with
guidance capabilities.

Iran and Hezbollah
have long depended
on rockets and
missiles as a form of
deterrence against
Israel.
In February 2016, Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah
warned that his organisation “has
the ability to cover the entirety of
occupied Palestine with missiles.
We must keep this capability because it acts as a deterrent for the
third Lebanon war.”
If David’s Sling is soon deployed
alongside Iron Dome batteries, Israel will have the theoretical ability to
knock out all variants of a surfaceto-surface missile in Hezbollah’s
arsenal.
Israel’s anti-missile network,
however, cannot overcome the
strategic challenge posed by Hezbollah’s rockets, which is not related to the number of casualties
caused nor the amount of damage
inflicted but to shutting down the
Jewish state.
In February 2000, three months
before Israel abandoned a border
strip it had occupied in Lebanon
since 1978, a surge of Israeli casualties triggered air attacks against
Lebanese infrastructure targets.
Expecting Hezbollah to swiftly
launch a barrage of Grad rockets
into northern Israel in reprisal, the
Israeli government ordered a 48hour state of emergency in which
some 300,000 residents were
moved to bomb shelters.
Hezbollah never fired the rock-

A 2016 file picture shows an inactive version of Israel’s air defence system David’s Sling at a media
event at Hatzor Airbase near Tel Aviv.
(Reuters)
ets. Instead, the mere threat was
sufficient to paralyse northern Israel. About 80% of the population
of Kiryat Shmona, the main town
in northern Galilee, had fled the
expected bombardment. Economic
losses ran at $2.4 million a day.
The presence of a multi-tier anti-missile defence system arrayed
across northern and central Israel will not change these strategic
problems if another war breaks out.
Israeli intelligence estimates that
Hezbollah will attempt to fire up to
1,500 missiles a day in that conflict.
Hezbollah would be expected
to launch its short-range weapons, with a reach of up to 70km, in
swarms to overwhelm anti-missile
batteries. Even if Iron Dome and David’s Sling achieve an 80% hit rate
against the predicted onslaught,
that would leave 300 projectiles

striking Israeli territory daily, compelling civilians to seek cover.
In the past, the threatened areas in Israel were limited to the far
north but given the longer range of
many Hezbollah rockets today, all
of Israel is under threat.
In the event of another war, Israel
will be effectively paralysed with
airports and seaports closed and
schools and businesses across the
country shut for the duration of the
conflict.
Israel’s influential Institute for
National Security Studies concluded in January that Hezbollah’s vast
arsenal of missiles and rockets “are
turning Hezbollah into the most
severe threat currently facing the
(Israeli military) in particular and
Israel in general”.
Given the scale of the threat,
some analysts say Israel must keep

the conflict as short as possible by
unleashing its air force to wreak
unrestricted havoc across Lebanon
— far in excess of the destruction
wrought in 2006 — to force Hezbollah to stop.
“The results of the third Lebanese
war will be devastating,” Giora Eiland, former head of Israel’s National Security Council, warned in 2016.
“A war declared between Israel
and Lebanon, where Hezbollah is
part of the national political infrastructure, will cause great damage
to Lebanon, which nobody’s interested in — not Lebanon, not the US,
not Europe, Syria or Iran.”
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel
(Random House 2011). He lives in
Beirut.

2017 is the year of sad anniversaries for Palestinians

View poi nt

Kamel
Hawwash

2

017 is the year of anniversaries for Palestinians.
Sadly, none can be
celebrated.
The first of these will be
May 15th — the 69th anniversary of the catastrophe, known
as the Nakba when Israel was created in the Palestinian homeland
without their permission. It also
marks the period when 750,000
Palestinians were driven out to
neighbouring countries by Zionist
gangs and Israeli armed forces.
Early June brings the 50th anniversary of the six-day war, when
Israel captured the remainder of
historic Palestine, the Syrian Golan
Heights and the Egyptian Sinai.
While Sinai was returned to Egypt,
the West Bank, East Jerusalem,
Gaza and the Syrian Golan Heights
remain occupied. This occupation is
seen as illegal by the international
community. Israel’s annexation of
East Jerusalem and the Golan is not
recognised by any other country.
June also marks the tenth anniversary of Israel’s blockade on Gaza.
In November, two events that irrevocably changed the future of historic Palestine will be marked. November 29th is the 70th anniversary
of the UN General Assembly passing
Resolution 181, which recommended the partition of Palestine at the
end of the British Mandate.
The resolution recommended the
creation of independent Jewish and

June also marks the tenth
anniversary of Israel’s blockade
of Gaza.

Arab states and a special international regime for the city of Jerusalem. While the Zionist movement
accepted the resolution, the Palestinians and Arab states rejected it
because they viewed it as violating
the principle of self-determination.
November 2nd is perhaps the
most significant anniversary. This
year marks the centenary of what
the Balfour declaration, the letter
from British Foreign secretary
Arthur Balfour to Lord Rothschild of
the Zionist Federation in which he
stated:
“His Majesty’s Government view
with favour the establishment in
Palestine of a national home for the
Jewish people and will use their

best endeavours to facilitate the
achievement of this object, it being
clearly understood that nothing
shall be done which may prejudice
the civil and religious rights of
existing non-Jewish communities in
Palestine or the rights and political
status enjoyed by Jews in any other
country.”
The declaration was made before
Britain was given the mandate on
Palestine and without any consultation with the indigenous population of Palestine.
Through this,
Britain promised a land it
did not have to
a people who

November
2nd is
perhaps
the most
significant
anniversary,
marking the
centenary of
the Balfour
declaration.

A 2016 picture shows a Palestinian youth waving the national flag on the 68th
anniversary of the Nakba.

(AFP)

did not live on it without consulting
those whose land it was.
Last December, in a speech to
the Conservative Friends of Israel,
British Prime Minister Theresa May
referred to the Balfour declaration
as “one of the most important letters in history” and that “it demonstrates Britain’s vital role in creating
a homeland for the Jewish people”.
She said “it is an anniversary we will
be marking with pride”.
In his address to the UN General
Assembly in 2016, Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas stated: “We
ask Great Britain, as we approach
100 years since this infamous
declaration, to draw the necessary
lessons and to bear its historic,
legal, political, material and
moral responsibility for the
consequences of this declaration, including an apology to
the Palestinian people for the
catastrophes, misery and injustice this declaration created and
to act to rectify these disasters and
remedy its consequences, including by the recognition of the state
of Palestine…This is the least Great
Britain can do.”
It seems Abbas’s words fell on
deaf ears. Not only has Britain
refused to apologise, May recently
rolled out the Downing Street red
carpet for Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu.
In the meantime, Israel continues
to violate UN resolutions with impunity and Palestinians can expect
more bad anniversaries to mark.
Kamel Hawwash is a British-based
Palestinian university professor and
writer.
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Turkey’s Syrian problem turning into a riddle

Yavuz Baydar

What is the
Turkish
endgame? Is
there any? Is it a
strategic pattern
or a gamble in
despair at stake?

B

e sure that Shakespeare would die
— once more — to
watch all of this:
The Syrian theatre
deserves to be
named the Globe
— a grand stage on
which a major drama takes place,
with all the actors in uniform and
combat outfits, swept up by crafty
twists and turns.
The drama’s finale is unknown
but what we see is an actor
already hit by misfortune as a
result of his illusions and flawed
decisions. On the top of the list is
Turkey, vulnerable to sudden
changes in the plot.
Syria, Iran and Russia seem
determined and focused on their
own goals; Jordan and Lebanon
have chosen deliberate, defensive
low profiles. Turkey’s choreography has been distorted by a
complex duality that marked its
rulers.
As its insisted regime-changer
role in Syria collapsed, Ankara’s
wobbly course was a synthesis
between Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s sympathy for
jihadist elements in the Syrian
opposition and his military’s
entrenched anti-Kurdish stand.
This blend defines the Turkish
pattern and has only brought
misfortune and failure.
The current act deals with the
offensive on al-Bab, which is the
most intense phase of Operation
Euphrates Shield. The operation
began in August 2016. Since early
February, Turkish armed forces
have been pushing through the
northern and western side of the
town. About 1,500 soldiers along
with 2,000 combatants from the
Free Syrian Army have been
involved. The number of Turkish
casualties in the past six months
top 70, US sources said. The Turks
have also lost at least nine
Leopard tanks in the offensive.
Given the fierce, deadly

resistance of 800 jihadists nested
in the centre of the town, it is a
given that the number of losses
will continue to rise.
Even through the dense fog of
censorship in Turkish media, it is
easy to decode the unease
spreading slowly across Erdogan’s
government. Deaths echo badly at
home. The war is a costly business
for a not-so-well-equipped army,
whose top echelons were chopped
off in a severe purge after the
coup attempt last July. Add to that
Russia’s assertion as the power
broker and Trump’s enigmatic
stand vis-à-vis Damascus.
This all helps explain why
Numan Kurtulmus, the spokesman for the Erdogan government,
talked about al-Bab offensive as
the “final act where the Turkish
forces would stop”, only to find
himself the next day contradicted
by Erdogan, who said that Manbij
and Raqqa were next. Erdogan
also repeated his idea about a
4,000-sq.-km safe zone between
the Turkish border and al-Bab for,
as he underlined, “resettling our
Turkmen and Arab brothers”.
This is where the plot thickens
to almost unbearable intensity.
What is the Turkish endgame? Is
there any? Is it a strategic pattern
or a gamble in despair at stake?
Given the mixed signals from
Ankara, it is likely the latter.
Realising how stuck his government has become between two
leaders, with the positions of
Iran, Israel and Jordan leaving no
room for further manoeuvre,
Erdogan must decide how to play
the final act. There are two
possibilities: Choose a side
between Russian President
Vladimir Putin or US President
Donald Trump or attempt a fait
accompli with Raqqa as a focal
point.
Putin and Trump seem to be on
the same page seeking to annihilate all jihadist elements from the
Syrian theatre. They eye, sepa-

rately, Raqqa, where as many as
10,000 ISIS combatants remain
who could possibly use more
than 200,000 inhabitants as
human shields. Both are not sure
how and where Turks fit into a
force that will attack the town. To
Erdogan’s horror, they see Syrian
Kurdish forces as inevitable,
efficient partners.
Trump has not at all warmed up
to the idea of a safe zone in
northern Syria as he does not
want a confrontation with
Russian or Syrian regime forces.
Neither does Putin favour such an
idea, because he does not trust
Ankara and sees a Turkish
presence as only temporary until
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s
troops gain strong enough control
against the Sunni opposition in
general.
Russia’s offer of some form of
self-rule to the Kurds is part of
Putin’s grand plan. This leaves
Trump, who seems to favour a
safe zone along Jordan’s border
and either arming the Kurdish
forces for a Raqqa offensive or
hard bargaining further with
Erdogan, who reportedly offered
Turkish armed forces to take the
lead for it, without any Kurdish
inclusion.

For Erdogan, continued
political survival at home would
be, no matter what, to prevent
Kurdish self-rule taking root in
Syria. The idea, which neither
Putin nor Assad would likely
accept, may include the Turkish
hidden agenda that, if and when
Raqqa is taken by such a force,
the Turkish Army would attempt
to set up a base there, both to
prevent Kurdish self-rule and, as
a bargaining chip, to regain a role
to define the region’s future.
If none of this happens, could
Erdogan’s forces go it alone
through the north-eastern side of
the border towards Raqqa as a
pre-emptive move? Possible but
very difficult. The distance is
about 300km and would demand
enormous logistical back-up and
troop involvement — and likely
would result in huge losses.
This all explains how badly
stuck Turkey is, an actor who
changes his lines in every act,
leaving the audiences bewildered
Not all the other actors feel this
way. They not only act, they also
direct the play.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Turkey and Germany becoming Europe’s odd couple

Tom Regan

Germany and
Turkey are
bound together
by strong
economic ties
but suspicious
of each other.

W

hen 40
high-ranking
Turkish
NATO
military
officials
applied for
asylum in Germany near the end of
January they became just the
latest of hundreds of Turks who
had done the same. The German
Interior Ministry said that in 2015,
1,700 Turkish nationals applied for
asylum in Germany. In 2016, that
number shot up to 5,700.
The German government’s
decision to invite Turkish
dissidents fleeing the increasingly
authoritarian regime of Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
to apply for asylum is just one
of several conflicts that have
arisen between the two countries.
Germany decides each asylum
application on an individual case,
but Michael Roth, state secretary
at the Foreign Ministry, said in
November that Germany is “a
tolerant country which as a rule is
open to the politically persecuted”,
adding that Turkish dissidents “can
seek asylum in Germany. That’s not
just the case for journalists”.
As a result, Germany and Turkey
have become Europe’s odd couple,
bound together by strong economic
ties but suspicious of each other
because of allegations of Turkish
clerics spying in Germany and
Germany’s increasingly outspoken
criticism of Turkey’s record on
human rights.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel
has taken a leading role in the
criticism of Ankara’s human rights
record, albeit in a very reserved
manner. In a series of relatively
understated comments, Merkel
and her government have made it
known that they do not approve of

German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) and Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan arrive to make statements after a meeting
in Ankara, on February 2nd.				
(AP)
what is happening in Turkey. During
a visit earlier this month to Ankara,
Merkel raised the issue of the
imprisonment of Turkish journalists
and the clampdown on free speech
across the country.
In diplomatic terms, it was a
relatively mild rebuke but it makes
Germany one of the few Western
countries willing to do so. US
President Donald Trump has said
he was not going to criticise the
Turkish record on human rights
abuses and British Prime Minister
Theresa May, who also recently
made a visit to Ankara, seems more
intent on forging business ties to
help Britain deal with the economic
fallout from Brexit.
Merkel’s decision to criticise, even
gently, the Turkish government has
not gone unnoticed, with one writer
in the Washington Post recently
referring admiringly to her as a
“Turkish dissident”.

It was no doubt a move that
will infuriate Turkey, which had
complained about Germany’s
refusal to investigate more than
4,000 Turkish nationals in Germany
whom Erdogan alleged have
“terrorist ties”.
Just before Merkel’s visit, Turkish
Deputy Prime Minister Veysi
Kaynak attacked Germany (along
with Greece) saying: “From our
perspective, there is no difference
between Greece’s refusal of
Turkey’s extradition request for
soldiers involved in the July 15th
coup attempt and Germany’s refusal
of Turkey’s extradition request for
PKK terrorists and FETO members.”
The Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) is listed as a terrorist
organisation by Turkey, the
European Union and the United
States. FETO is the name given by
Turkey to supporters of Turkish
cleric Fethullah Gulen, blamed

by his former allies in the Turkish
government of masterminding the
July coup attempt.
Turkey is also furious that the
German Defence Ministry decided
not to share all imagery taken by
German fighter jets operating out
of the Incirlik Airbase in southern
Turkey. The images are supposed
to be used as part of the broader
campaign against Islamic State
(ISIS) forces in northern Syria but
Germany is afraid that Turkey will
use them against Kurdish forces,
which are also battling ISIS and,
therefore, is limiting what it is
sharing with the Turks.
Yet the reality is the two countries
need each other. Germany is the
largest market for Turkish goods, so
the government in Ankara cannot
afford to totally alienate its largest
customer. Germany is home to 4
million Turkish immigrant worker
families, not all of whom are upset
with the turn of affairs in their
native country.
It is going to make things a bit
tricky for Merkel, especially as she
approaches elections this year,
elections in which her solid human
rights record will be challenged by
forces on the far right. She needs to
be seen as being tough with Turkey
but not so tough that she alienates
much-needed votes from the
Turkish-German community that
she requires to remain in power.
It is going to be a rough few
months ahead for this odd couple.
One can only hope that, in the long
run, they find a way to work things
out, otherwise both sides will
suffer.
Tom Regan, a columnist at
factsandopinion.com, previously
worked for the Christian Science
Monitor, National Public Radio, the
Boston Globe and the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation.
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Iran’s conservatives scramble to find a presidential candidate
Gareth Smyth

Beirut

I

ranian elections are often decided late, with many voters
making up their minds in the
last few days or even when
they reach the polling station
but planning and manoeuvring
within the political class have been
under way for months for the election due in May when President
Hassan Rohani is expected to seek
a second term.
For
principlists,
self-styled
steadfast defenders of the 1979 Islamic revolution and its ideals, the
central question is how to defeat
Rohani, who in 2013 was elected
from a field of six with 50.88% of
the vote and who has presided over
limited economic recovery and the
landmark 2015 nuclear agreement
with US-led world powers.
The first challenge is finding a
credible candidate. Some principlists have set up the Popular
Front of Islamic Revolution Forces
(PFIRF), which aims at agreeing on
a single figure, circumventing the
country’s lack of effective party
structure and avoiding past experience in which principlists divided
their impact and vote by fielding
several candidates.
Among the PFIRF’s founders is
Mehdi Chamran, brother of Mostafa, the commander and defence
minister killed in 1981 in the Iraq
war and famous for organising the
Revolutionary Guards in Lebanon
after the 1979 revolution.
Mehdi Chamran and other PFIRF
notables are strongly linked to the
Guards, although Chamran is most
associated with the Tehran City
Council, which he has been chairman of twice since 2003.
Once a strong supporter of
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, first as
Tehran mayor and after 2005 as
president, Chamran switched in
the 2006 local elections to back the
current mayor, Mohammad Bagher
Ghalibaf.
Ghalibaf ran for president in
2005 and 2013 and might hope to
be third time lucky. “There’s a good
chance the PFIRF could support
him,” said Saeid Golkar, a lecturer
in the Middle East and North Africa
studies programme at Northwestern University in Illinois and a senior fellow at the Chicago Council on
Global Affairs.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani delivers a speech in Tehran, on February 10th, during a ceremony to mark the 38th anniversary of the
Islamic revolution. 			
(AFP)
However, the collapse of a wellknown Tehran 17-storey building in
January, killing at least 20 firefighters, “has undermined him, along
with belief in his management”,
Golkar said.
Another possibility was hinted at
in December’s comment from the
spokesman of the Guardian Council, the elections vetting body, that
a woman might be eligible.
This produced suggestions from
professors and others than the constitutional term “statesman” is not
gender-specific — giving impetus
to the notion that Marzieh VahidDastjerdi, a PFIRF founder and
health minister in Ahmadinejad’s
second government, might be the
first female to stand for president.
Choosing a woman might be of
limited help in challenging Rohani,
said Golkar. “While she could attract women voters in big cities,
she wouldn’t be a popular candidate for a patriarchal society like
Iran, especially in rural areas,” he
mused.
This was not the only factor

working against her, Golkar added.
“According to the PFIRF’s regulation, the founding members [of
which she is one] cannot be nominated. She has also rejected the
claim that she’ll run for the presidency.”

A defeat rules Rohani
out in any subsequent
contest to succeed
Khamenei.
The principlists’ difficulties are
compounded by the lingering presence of Ahmadinejad, whose followers gather mainly around Dolatbahar, a website that has failed
to rule out his return, after being
barred in the 2013 election by the
constitutional limit on any president serving more than two consecutive terms.
On the other hand, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, the supreme leader, in
September gave unequivocal advice to Ahmadinejad, even if not
naming him, not to stand “both for

his own and the country’s good”.
The frustration for the principlists in struggling to find a viable
candidate is exacerbated by the
fact that Rohani is becoming vulnerable, both as US President Donald Trump daily confirms a hardline narrative of “the Great Satan”
squeezing Iran dry and as the public sees the nuclear agreement and
any easing of international sanctions as failing to deliver expected
benefits.
Polling in December by Iranpoll
and the University of Maryland in
the United States found that 59%
of Iranian respondents said they
opposed renegotiating the nuclear
agreement, as some close to Trump
have advocated.
Support for the deal was 55.4%
against 33.6% opposing but this
was clear slippage from August
2015, just after the agreement was
signed, when the poll indicated
75% approving and 20.6% opposing.
The polling puts Rohani’s approval rating down from 82% in

June 2016 to 69% in December. Given the way Iranian elections throw
up surprises, there is no room for
Rohani to be complacent.
In December, 51% of people
asked said economic conditions
were worsening compared to
43% in June. About 75% said they
agreed that the nuclear agreement
had not improved matters.
All of which shows promise for
the principlists but the outcome
depends on whether they can find
the right candidate and utilise their
considerable campaign experience built up through social media
and traditional networks around
mosques, welfare associations and
the volunteer Basij militia.
The prize of the presidency
would be all the sweeter if, as
seems likely, defeat rules out Rohani in any subsequent contest to
succeed Khamenei, 78 this year, as
supreme leader.
Gareth Smyth was chief
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times from 2003-07.

Trump might help Rohani win elections, make it harder to govern
Parisa Hafezi

Ankara

U

S President Donald
Trump’s
bellicose
rhetoric towards Iran
appears likely to help
keep Iranian President
Hassan Rohani in office for another
term but will make it harder for the
Iranian leader’s team of moderates
to govern.
With an election due in three
months and a hostile new administration in the White House, Iran’s
hardliners seem to have backed off
from trying to reclaim the presidency.
No single candidate has emerged
as a potential hard-line champion
to challenge the relatively moderate Rohani in the vote. Instead, officials speak of ideological rivals
uniting behind him as best suited
to deal with a Trump presidency.
“To protect the Islamic Republic
against foreign threats we need to
put aside our disputes and unite
against our enemy,” said a senior official speaking on condition of anonymity as did other figures within
Iran contacted for this story.
“Under the current circumstances, Rohani seems the best option
for the establishment.”
Still, Rohani’s supporters worry

that even though hardliners no
longer seem intent on removing
him, they will take advantage of
confrontation with the Trump administration to weaken the president at every turn.
“To cement their grip in power,
hardliners will do whatever they
can to provoke Trump. From missile tests to fiery speeches,” said a
former senior official close to Rohani. “By making Rohani a lame-duck
president, they will try to prevent
any change in the balance of power
in Iran.”
Rohani, elected in a landslide in
2013 on a pledge to reduce Iran’s
isolation, is the face of Tehran’s
deal with the Obama administration to curb Iran’s nuclear programme in return for the lifting of
US and European sanctions.
Trump and other US Republicans
have frequently disparaged that
deal, as have hardliners in Iran.
For now, the Iranian hardliners
appear to have concluded that they
still need Rohani in office, if only
so Washington rather than Tehran
will be blamed if the deal collapses,
said Iran analyst Ali Vaez of the International Crisis Group.
“With the deal in jeopardy, the
system will be in vital need of Rohani’s team of smiling diplomats
and economic technocrats to shift
the blame to the US and keep Iran’s
economy afloat,” said Vaez.

Ultimately, however, said analyst
Meir Javedanfar, any atmosphere
of heightened tension with Washington benefits the hardliners and
weakens the moderates in Iran.
“Now with Trump in charge,
Iran’s hardliners can sleep easy as
they thrive on threats and intimidation from the US. It feeds their
narrative,” said Javedanfar, an Iranian-born Israeli lecturer on Iran
at Israel’s Interdisciplinary Centre
Herzliya.

For now, the Iranian
hardliners appear to
have concluded that
they still need
Rohani in office.
Under Iran’s theocratic governing system, the elected president
is subordinate to the unelected
supreme leader, 77-year-old Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, a hardliner
in power since succeeding revolutionary founder Ruhollah Khomeini in 1989.
A hard-line watchdog body can
control the elected government
by vetting candidates before they
stand and by vetoing policies.
Khamenei uses anti-American
sentiment as the glue to hold together the faction-ridden leadership but he will not risk a total collapse in relations with Washington

that might destabilise Iran, Iranian
officials said.
“The leader’s top priority has always been preserving the Islamic
Republic… A hard-line president
might intensify tension between
Tehran and America,” said an official close to Khamenei’s camp.
Rohani’s efforts to open Iran to
less hostile relations with the West
have to be couched in the rhetoric
of anti-Americanism that has been
a pillar of Iranian rule since the Islamic revolution of 1979.
On February 10th, hundreds of
thousands marked the anniversary of the revolution, taking to the
streets chanting slogans that included “Death to America”. At such
events, Rohani can strike a note
that sounds as hard-line as anyone.
“We all are followers of our leader
Khamenei,” Rohani said in a speech
that cast his own re-election bid as
an opportunity for Iranians to demonstrate their defiance of Washington. “Our nation will give a proper
answer to all those threats and
pressures in the upcoming election.”
Khamenei earlier said in a speech
that Trump had shown “the real
face of America”, echoing the hardline Iranian criticism of the Obama
administration’s comparatively accommodating stance as insincere
or devious.
Khamenei dismissed a Trump

administration threat to put Iran
“on notice” for carrying out missile
tests but he also avoided signalling
a break with the nuclear accord
and the speech was interpreted as
a sign that he will stick by Rohani
for now.
“The leader’s speech showed
that the leadership has agreed on a
less confrontational line. They prefer to wait and see Trump’s actions
and not to act based on his rhetoric,” said Tehran-based political
analyst Saeed Leylaz.
Iranian voters also seem inclined
to keep Rohani in power. Many
complain that they have seen few
economic benefits from the lifting
of sanctions and those who hoped
Rohani would reform restrictive
social policies say they are disappointed by the lack of meaningful
change.
Nevertheless, there seems to be
little appetite to reverse course at
the election and restore power to
a confrontational hardliner such
as Rohani’s predecessor Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad.
“I did not want to vote. Nothing
has changed under Rohani but now
I have to choose between bad and
worse in Iran. We cannot afford a
hard-line president when Trump is
in power,” said high school teacher
Ghamze Rastgou in Tehran.
(Reuters)
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The rise of populism

Much at stake in Dutch, French elections

Francis Ghilès

There is little risk
of the far-right
Marine Le Pen
winning next
May but were
that to happen
the fallout would
be seismic.

W

hen the
Dutch go to
the polls in a
month, the
ruling
centre-right
People’s
Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD) should be looking at
an easy victory. Unemployment is
5.4%, the lowest in five years,
manufacturing confidence is
high, property prices are rising
again after a 6-year slump and the
central bank raised its economic
growth forecast for 2017 to 2.3%,
up from 1.9% last June.
Healthcare, pensions and the
economy are certainly important
issues in the campaign but many
debates revolve around Dutch values and the country’s place in the
European Union and the Western
world.
Brexit and the election of Donald Trump as US president have
unsettled a country whose ties to
the Anglosphere and the Atlantic
run deep. The terrorist outrages
in Belgium, France and Germany
have added to the deep anxieties
fed by the never-ending refugee
crisis that has engulfed Europe the
past few years.
Bloody mayhem in the Middle
East is conflated by politicians
in Europe with Islam but many
Europeans are increasingly scared
of the war between Shias and Sunnis. They dread the killings fields
spreading north of the Mediterranean.
The handling of the eurozone
crisis and the problems thrown up
by the enlargement of the European Union into Central and Eastern
Europe have combined with a
fierce debate on the pros and cons
of multiculturalism in relation to
non-European immigrants. That
has convinced many Dutch voters
that the image of “Henk and Ingrid”, a mythical, ethnically Dutch
couple is being pushed around by
Muslim immigrants, the European
Union and corrupt political elites.
This explains why the VVD is
trailing the far-right Party for Free-

A 2014 file picture shows leader of France’s National Front Marine
Le Pen (L) with the Netherlands’ Geert Wilders, president of Party
for Freedom (PVV) during the far-right French party’s congress in
Lyon.
(Reuters)
dom (PVV) led by Geert Wilders.
Dutch politics usually produces
moderate coalition governments
but, after what happened in Britain
and the United States last year, the
rise of Europe’s most stridently
anti-Islamic and anti-EU far-right
movements worries many. A Nexit
referendum as advocated by Wilders would be hard to arrange and
the PVV leader has made it clear he
would rather preserve his populist
purity than share the responsibilities of power with politicians he
castigates as specimens of a rotten
establishment.
The outcome of the Dutch elections is unlikely to influence the
French presidential election very
much. There is little risk of the
far-right Marine Le Pen winning
next May but were that to happen
the fallout would be seismic. About
one-quarter of the electorate now
make her their first choice for the

presidency while two-thirds said
they preferred anyone but her in
the second round.
Like her Dutch peer, the leader
of the far-right National Front (FN)
has fused anti-immigrant sentiment with growing euroscepticism
and hostility to globalisation. She
has unveiled a clear outline of 144
presidential proposals of what she
would do in case of victory. These
include standard FN fare: More
prisons and police, a reintroduction of national service and an extreme clampdown on immigration.
Unlike Wilders, Le Pen avoids
overtly racist language, talking
instead of the threat of Islamic
extremists. She insists on assimilation and enforcing secularism in all
public spaces. The terrorist attacks
in Paris in 2015 are the unspoken
background of the National Front’s
appeal.
Le Pen is winning new constitu-

encies because she is promoting
“intelligent protectionism”, which
means a state-led industrial policy
favouring manufacturing over
finance, taxing imports and foreign
workers. The National Front seeks
to scrap the euro and reintroduce
a national currency, dropping the
retirement age to 60 and slashing
income tax.
None of these measures are compatible with EU norms but then the
National Front wants to organise a
referendum on Frexit.
The sums do not add up but the
idea that France could prosper
under these policies remains very
seductive because the political and
cultural roots of Le Pen’s party lie
deep in Vichy France.
She has eschewed the virulent anti-Semitism of her father,
National Front founder Jean-Marie
Le Pen, concentrating instead on
the threat of immigration and
terrorism but the National Front’s
underpinnings remain what they
have always been: Nationalism,
xenophobia and authoritarianism,
which have deep roots in modern
French history.
The temptation to overplay Le
Pen’s chances of victory after the
shocks of the vote for Brexit and
the US election is obvious but the
French establishment is deeply
discredited.
The leading right-wing candidate, François Fillon, is weakened
by allegations his wife was paid for
many years for a job as parliamentary assistant to her husband, a job
she never held. The Socialist Party
standard bearer, Benoît Hamon, is
very much to the left of his party.
The new darling of the centre, Emmanuel Macron, is all the rage but
untested.
Le Pen’s chances of becoming the
next president of France are not
great, but if she were elected, the
shock waves would be far greater
than any result the Dutch election
might produce.
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.

Is this the new face of fascism in the West?

Rami Rayess

The populist
upsurge in the
US and the West
will pave the way
for aggravating
extremism.

O

nly about a month
after Donald
Trump stepped
into the White
House, there is
rising fear around
the globe about
whether his policies would lead
to a descent into chaos. Is the
world on the verge of a new
disorder, rather than order,
shifting from traditional alliances
towards new sorts of conflicts?
Obviously, new demarcating
lines at the international level are
being sketched politically. The Iran
nuclear deal seems in jeopardy,
extending the life of Syrian President Bashar Assad’s regime under
the pretext of fighting the Islamic
State (ISIS), reframing US ties with
NATO according to new standards,
rebuilding those with Moscow and
preserving a bias towards Israel
are a few ramifications of Trump’s
policies.
The populist upsurge in the
United States and other parts of
the West will pave the way for
aggravating extremism around
the globe. The Arab world seems
to be the most affected by this
upsurge. There are several reasons
for this. Dividing US society along
racial or religious lines will lead to
the gradual exposure of cultural
differences among the various
groups, weakening the integration of minorities into society.
Hardliners will have their margin
to confront those minorities in
different ways.
Meanwhile, as long as traditional
conflicts in the Middle East are not
resolved, a wave of anti-Americanism is expected to rise, especially
in the Arab world. The Palestinian
situation will remain a time bomb.

Michael Kazin, a Georgetown
University history professor
coined the term “Make America
Hate Again”, a play on Trump’s
slogan “Make America Great
Again”. Not only will the immigration measures taken by Trump aggravate the East-West clash, they
might also undermine traditional
American values that were based
on equality, freedom and liberty.
The melting pot, America’s traditional approach, will be at stake
as the divide within the American
community is exacerbated among
natives and immigrants, notwithstanding racial considerations.
While no US administration has
fully ignored local concerns at
the expense of foreign policy, the
new administration seems to be
fixed on domestic affairs. In cases
in which there are approaches
to international issues, a drastic
shift appears to be underway. The
way the United States has, in one
way or another, monopolised and
dominated world leadership after
the collapse of the Soviet Union
looks deeply contested.
Not only is the media leakage
regarding Russian intelligence
intervention in US presidential
elections in favour of Trump unprecedented but also the mild approach of Trump towards Russian
President Vladimir Putin raises a
series of questions pertaining to
their mutual relations and their effects on the international sphere.
The Ukraine crisis is an example
that proves this trend. Despite
American-Ukrainian relations
being close for two-and-a-half
decades, only a few hours after
a friendly phone call between
Trump and Putin, battles erupted
in Eastern Ukraine.

A December 2016 picture shows a protester holding a placard that
reads “Death to Fascism” during an anti-right-wing demonstration
in Berlin.
(AFP)
The Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe
estimated there were more than
10,000 explosions in Ukraine on
January 31st, compared to a few
hundred on January 26th.
Thousands of civilians were
trapped outside in the town of
Avdiivka, north of the city of
Donetsk, and were under Russian
and separatist fire. The interna-

tional community refrained from
even issuing condemnations.
The debate over populism will
be on the rise as French elections
are coming up in addition to other
countries in Europe. Is this by any
chance fascism remodelled?
Rami Rayess is a Lebanese writer
and journalist. Follow him on
Twitter: @RamiRayess.
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Jordan’s anti-ISIS
Syria air strikes send
a message home
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

T

he significance of the recent air strikes by the Jordanian Royal Air Force on
Islamic State (ISIS) targets
in southern Syria extends
far beyond being just another military action, analysts said.
Analysts said the air strikes signify Jordan’s determination to fight
terrorism anytime and against any
targets that form a threat against
its territories, especially after Jordan faced several terrorist attacks in
the last year through ISIS-affiliated
sleeper cells and lone wolves.
The air strikes, which involved
the use of unmanned aerial vehicles
also called drones, coincided with
the second anniversary of the death
of Jordanian fighter pilot Muath alKasasbeh, who was burned alive by
ISIS militants in Syria in 2015.
Petra, the official Jordanian news
agency, said the Jordanian Royal Air
Force destroyed ammunition warehouses, a structure designated to
booby-trapping vehicles and ISIS
barracks in southern Syria.
Petra quoted the Jordanian military as saying the air strikes were
dedicated to the memory of those
who died in the line of duty in the
war against terrorism. The statement added that the strikes were
a continuation of Jordan’s efforts
to eliminate ISIS and to “show the
khawarij [outlaws of Islam] that
they will be targeted constantly until they are eradicated”.
Political analyst Fahd al-Khitan
said Jordan’s air strikes were part of
the international coalition fighting
ISIS but not all strikes were made
public.

Analysts say 2016
was a very difficult
year for Jordan.
“This recent strike was announced to the public as a way of
sending a message that Jordan will
not forget the killing of one of its
own and in this case it is Muath alKasasbeh, the pilot who was captured and killed,” he said.

“The operation, which was successful against ISIS targets, will
always remind the terrorist group
that Jordan has this urge to take
revenge and that the kingdom will
do anything to protect itself and its
people,” Khitan said.
Jordan developed a great hate
against ISIS in 2016 due to several
attacks, he said.
“The world feels proud of Jordan
as a Muslim country that is fighting
terrorism and the kingdom has always said that ISIS does not belong
to the Muslim community because
Islam is a religion of peace and Jordan carries a huge responsibility
towards protecting Islam and Muslims everywhere,” he said.

In 2015, Jordan
carried out 56 air
strikes on ISIS targets.
Khitan said during King Abdullah
II’s recent trip to the United States,
discussions with US President Donald Trump included ways to boost
the strategic partnership and combat terrorism.
King Abdullah also met US national security officials to talk about
regional developments and the
US administration’s anti-terrorism
strategy. This was a sign that Jordan
plays a key part in the international
coalition in fighting terrorism, Khitan said.
While in Washington, King Abdullah stressed that Islam was a beautiful gift, saying: “We need to renew
our global neighbourhood”, focusing on “what unites us, not what divides us… and standing together to
get the job done.
“Among its many beautiful gifts,
Islam, as with other faiths, commands mercy and tolerance, calls
on us to honour the dignity of every
person, forbids coercion in religion,
and demands respect for the houses
of God.”
King Abdullah recently met the
families of soldiers and security
personnel who died fighting terrorist groups. He said terrorist acts that
targeted Jordan have united Jordanians and made them stronger in
facing terrorist groups and anyone
who threatens the country’s safety
and stability.

A handout picture released by the Jordanian Royal Palace shows Jordanian King Abdullah II meeting
with members of his cabinet in Amman, on December 21st, 2016.			
(AFP)
The king established a fund to
support the families of those soldiers and security personnel killed
in the line of duty.
Retired brigadier Mahmoud Erdissat said ISIS militants had taken
refuge in southern Syria near the
Jordanian border and the recent
pre-emptive strike helped secure
the kingdom from ISIS attacks.
Jordan has been on its highest
level of alert with weapons pointed
towards the other side of Yarmouk
river where villages are under the
control of the Khaled bin al-Waleed
Brigade, an affiliate of ISIS. Jordan
said that with the US-led coalition forces campaign against ISIS

in Iraq’s Mosul and Syria’s Raqqa,
more militants will try to come closer to the Jordanian borders, which
creates a serious threat to the country’s security.
Analysts said 2016 was a difficult
year for Jordan, especially in that
ISIS attacked the Rukban refugee
camp on the Jordanian-Syrian border through sleeper cells in Irbid
and Kerak.
In 2015, Jordan carried out 56 air
strikes on ISIS targets in revenge for
Kasasbeh’s assassination.
Retired major-general Ibrahim
Khawaldeh said the latest air strike
was an important aspect of the
kingdom’s fight against terrorism

and that it sends the right message
that Jordan will secure its borders in
any way possible.
Military experts said there were
three objectives for the latest attacks: Directing pre-emptive strikes
against ISIS, helping establish safe
areas and control of the Syrian regime on the Syrian side of the border with Jordan instead of ISIS.
Mamoum Abu Nouwar, a retired
brigadier, said ISIS was expanding
dangerously in southern Syria and
Jordan needed to stop such threats
by undertaking such air strikes.

the Khorasan Group, an elite unit
of two dozen al-Qaeda veterans
infiltrated into Syria since 2014 by
al-Qaeda leader Ayman al-Zawahiri.
The Americans say its objective is to
launch terror attacks in the West.
With an estimated 10,000 fighters, JSF is the biggest of al-Qaeda’s branches and matches ISIS’s
military strength but, while ISIS is
steadily losing ground in Syria and
Iraq, JSF has expanded in Syria’s
northern Idlib province.
These developments seem to be
behind the US focus on the group.
The Americans had left JSF alone in
part because it was fighting against
Syrian President Bashar Assad and
ISIS and, as happens in the perplexing Syrian war in which alliances
are constantly shifting, sometimes
even shared the same objectives as
CIA-supported rebel forces.
The word is that it has
used the Western

focus on hammering ISIS to build
up its power but its emergence as a
major player in Syria and long-held
US concerns that it plans to renew
attacks on the West have made it a
target.
The US decision to widen the
campaign against ISIS to include
al-Qaeda and all its affiliate groups,
such as JSF, indicates that these
organisations are seen as a threat
to the West and that their capabilities and influence could increase
significantly if the ISIS caliphate is
crushed.

Many of the key figures killed in
the recent attacks were linked to alQaeda’s external operations. In air
strikes on January 1st and January
3rd more than 20 al-Qaeda operatives were killed.
The Pentagon said in the first attack US jets raked a convoy leaving
an al-Qaeda headquarters at Sarmada, in north-western Syria, with
Hellfire missiles. The second hit the
headquarters itself.
Among those killed were Abu
Khattab al-Qahtani, an al-Qaeda
veteran of the conflicts in Afghanistan and Yemen, and Abu Omar alTurkistani, a leader of the al-Qaedaaffiliated Turkistan Islamic Party
and, reputedly a JSF commander.
However, for now the most immediate US objective is to destroy
ISIS’s caliphate and degrade its military capabilities as the group comes
under mounting pressure in Syria
and Iraq and faces the loss of its last
two urban strongholds, Mosul in
Iraq and Raqqa in northern Syria.
“The steady destruction of the
leadership of the Islamic State,
plus the loss of territory, is eroding
the group’s appeal and potency,”
observed former CIA officer Bruce
Riedel, now a terrorism specialist at
the Brookings Institution in Washington. “The Islamic State is facing
a serious crisis.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based
in Jordan.

US turns up the heat on ISIS and al-Qaeda
Ed Blanche

Beirut

A

sharp escalation in the
United States’ largely
covert military campaign
to cripple the Islamic
State (ISIS) by eliminating its leadership and the economic
means to sustain its self-proclaimed
caliphate across Syria and Iraq has
taken a withering toll on the group
and its territorial base.
ISIS’s external operations arm,
whose campaign of terrorist attacks
across the Middle East, Western Europe and Asia has intensified as the
group’s battlefield defeats mounted, has been particularly targeted
by the US-led coalition engaged in
Syria and Iraq.
The Americans have also begun
targeting al-Qaeda leaders, with
at least a score of attacks in Syria
since January 1st, an indication
that Washington is increasingly
concerned about the resurgence of
the original jihadist organisation in
Syria under a new breed of dynamic younger leaders determined to
eclipse the breakaway ISIS.
The United States attacked the
Sheikh Suleyman training camp
in western Aleppo province oper-

ated by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham (JSF),
considered to be al-Qaeda’s wing in
Syria. The unusual attack, which
included strikes by a swarm of missile-firing MQ-9 Reaper drones, was
the fifth such attack on al-Qaeda
and related groups in January. More
than 100 fighters were reported
killed.

The most immediate
US objective is to
destroy ISIS’s caliphate
and degrade its
military capabilities.
Less than 24 hours earlier, two US
B-2 stealth bombers, on a 32-hour
round-trip mission from a base in
Missouri, battered two ISIS camps
south of Sirte, Libya, with 108 precision-guided bombs, killing another
80-90 fighters in a demonstration of
US strategic reach.
The Pentagon said Abd al-Jalil
al Muslimi, a Tunisian veteran
with long-standing ties to numerous al-Qaeda external operations
chiefs was killed in a January 12th
air strike near Saraqib, Syria, while
Mohammad Boussadoun al-Tunisi,
another Tunisian involved in terror
attacks on Western targets, died in a
strike in Idlib, Syria, five days later.
These men were associated with

A 2016 photo shows a fighter pilot getting into the cockpit of
F/A-18E Super Hornet jet before launching from the deck of the
USS Dwight D. Eisenhower aircraft carrier towards targets in Iraq
and Syria.
(AP)
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Debate on Muslim Brotherhood ban reflects battle lines in US
Thomas Seibert

Washington

A

debate in the Trump
administration about a
possible ban on the Muslim Brotherhood reflects
a clash between rightwing figures in the White House and
the US Congress against the foreignpolicy establishment, analysts said.
Reports indicate the White House
is working on an executive order
that would start the process of putting the Brotherhood, a transnational movement of political Islam
with millions of followers throughout the Middle East, on the US list of
terrorist organisations. Steve Bannon, US President Donald Trump’s
chief strategist and a major power
broker in the White House, once
called the Brotherhood, which was
established in 1928, “the foundation of modern terrorism”.
US Senator Ted Cruz, R-Texas,
and US Representative Mario DiazBalart, R-Florida, have introduced
legislation that would urge the US
State Department to designate the
Brotherhood as a foreign terrorist
group.

The Brotherhood is
not a very clear
entity.

”

Nathan Brown, professor
of political science at George
Washington University
Apart from placing the terrorism
stigma on the Brotherhood, the designation would make financial support or advice to the movement in
the United States illegal and would
ban Brotherhood members from
travelling to the country. Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps
is another organisation that could
soon be placed under that same label in the United States.
A number of diplomats at the
State Department and members of
the National Security Council have
argued against banning the Brotherhood because they say it could com-

plicate US policy in the Middle East,
the New York Times reported.
While several US allies in the region have banned the Brotherhood,
groups affiliated with the movement have been playing important
political roles in countries such as
Morocco and Tunisia. Concerns
have been raised that journalists or
scholars could get into legal trouble if they contacted Brotherhood
members for news stories or research if a ban were in place.

Some within the
administration see the
ban as a powerful
signal of Washington’s
determination to fight
Islamic radicalism.
There has been no official statement by the White House about
when an executive order targeting
the Brotherhood would be issued.
Analysts said some people within the Trump administration are
pushing for the ban because they
see it as a powerful signal of Washington’s determination to fight Islamic radicalism. “Some advisers
might like the symbolism of it,” said
Owen Daniels of the Atlantic Council, a Washington think-tank, “but
more experienced people are advising against it.”
The Brotherhood issue is an example of how the potential actions
and declarations of Trump, who
was elected partly on promises of
quick fixes, might collide with political complexities that have the
potential to frustrate any swift solution. “There is a clash of an ideological impetus with a more complicated reality,” Daniels said.
An executive order or a congressional bill would instruct the State
Department to look into whether
the Brotherhood fit the criteria of
a terrorist organisation, but the
movement defies conventional definitions.
“The Brotherhood is not a very
clear entity,” said Nathan Brown,
a professor of political science
and international affairs at George
Washington University. It was unclear whether the administration

US Senator Ted Cruz speaks during a hearing on Capitol Hill in Washington, on January 11th.
was targeting the Brotherhood in
Egypt, Brotherhood affiliates in
other countries or whether it was
trying to move “against any organisation that is inspired by the Brotherhood”, Brown added. “It is very
difficult to say what this administration will do.”
The State Department would
have to ascertain that the Brotherhood was involved in terrorism and
was threatening US nationals or US
national interests before the organisation could be branded a terrorist
group. The Brotherhood’s position on using violence for political
means is ambivalent, with proclamations of a peaceful programme
of transformation on one hand and
support for some violent acts by
Hamas and other organisations on
the other.

Experts on the movement say a
romanticised view of the Brotherhood as the representative of
a strand of political Islam that
is peaceful and compatible with
Western democratic standards is
just as distorted as the image of
the group as a jihadist mothership
inspiring terrorist groups in many
countries.
A many-faceted group such as
the Brotherhood calls for a careful approach, Mokhtar Awad, a
research fellow at George Washington University, said during a
panel discussion on the movement
in Washington. “The idea that you
can deal with it with one executive
order is uneducated by reality,” he
said.
Sir John Jenkins, a former British diplomat and author of a policy

(AP)

review on the Brotherhood for the
British government, said that core
parts of the group’s ideology ran
contrary to Western values but that
this fact did not automatically lead
to the conclusion that the movement should be branded a terrorist
outfit.
“Illiberalism is constitutive” for
the Brotherhood, Jenkins said. He
added, however, that illiberalism
and support for violence in some
instances did not mean that a Western country could ban the whole
movement.
“A lot of the things that we find
problematic are already justiciable
under existing laws,” Jenkins told
the panel. He stressed that he did
not want to get involved in the debate in the United States. “I am not
a US citizen,” he said.

Did Trump close the window on a two-state solution?

View poi nt

Mark Habeeb

O

bservers of the
deadlocked IsraeliPalestinian peace
process have warned
for several years that
the window was
closing on the possibility of a
viable two-state solution, largely
due to Israel’s relentless settlement-building activity on Palestinian territory.
US President Donald Trump may
have closed the window for good
on February 15th.
Speaking at a news conference with Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu, with whom
he had just had extensive talks,
Trump said when asked about a
two-state solution: “I’m looking
at two states and one state and I
like the one that both parties like. I
could live with either one.”
In two short sentences, Trump
had taken a wrecking ball to the
Middle East peace process, while
saying nothing about what he intends to construct in its place.
Trump also asked Netanyahu to
“hold back on settlements for a little bit” and said Israel would have
to be flexible. “As with any successful negotiation, both sides will have
to make compromises. You know
that, right?” Trump said while
looking directly at Netanyahu, who
grudgingly agreed but said that the

Trump also asked Netanyahu to
“hold back on settlements for a
little bit”.

core of the problem was “Palestinian hate”.
The two-state solution has
been the basis of all recent efforts
towards a negotiated peace and is
the overwhelming consensus of the
international community. It is the
basis of the Saudi-proposed and
Arab League-endorsed Arab Peace
Initiative. Even Netanyahu pledged
tepid support for two states, although his actions have rendered
such an outcome difficult to attain.
Although Trump has been in
office for less than a month, his
White House has become known
as a place of contradictions and
mixed messages. The issue of
Israeli-Palestinian peace is proving to fit the pattern. Just 24 hours
before Trump and Netanyahu met,
CIA Director Mike Pompeo met in
Ramallah with Palestinian Authority (PA) President Mahmoud Abbas
and reportedly assured Abbas that
the two-state solution remained
the US objective.
And less than 24 hours after the
Trump-Netanyahu news conference, US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley said the United
States still supported a two-state
solution and that anyone who
believed otherwise was “in error”.
Trump’s remark was sandwiched in
between.
US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson met with Netanyahu on February 13th but did not publicly jump
into the debate — perhaps wisely.
Tillerson departed for Germany
on February 15th for a Group of 20
Foreign ministers meeting. After

talking with Tillerson, French
Foreign Minister Jean-Marc
Ayrault said: “I found that on the
Israeli-Palestinian dossier [the US
position] was very confused and
worrying.”
Ayrault said he told Tillerson that
“in France’s view there are no other
options than the two-state solution
and that the other option which Mr
Tillerson brought up was not realistic, fair or balanced”. Ayrault did
not say what other option Tillerson
had raised.
In a briefing with the Israeli media after the news conference, Netanyahu said he was willing to work
with Trump on reaching “a deal”
with the Palestinians and claimed
that he and the US president “see
eye-to-eye on everything”.
He also said he does not want to
rule over 2.5 million Palestinians
forever — thus seeming to reject a
one-state option — but suggested
that any state the Palestinians obtained would be considerably less
than fully sovereign. The Israeli
military, he said, would not leave
the West Bank and Israel would
control the Jordan River Valley.
Netanyahu referred several
times to Israel’s “new-found Arab
partners”, an apparent reference to
the fact that Israel and many Arab
states share concerns about Iranian
influence in the region and have
conducted back-channel dialogue
on the issue. It is hard to imagine,
however, that any Arab leader
would support a solution to the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict designed
by Netanyahu.

In two
short
sentences,
Trump had
taken a
wrecking
ball to the
Middle
East peace
process.

The Israeli prime minister
revealed that he asked Trump formally to recognise Israel’s annexation of the Golan Heights but did
not share Trump’s response.
Trump insisted that he was committed to “a deal” and that he was
uniquely capable of forging one.
“Let’s try,” Netanyahu responded.
Trump has asked his son-in-law,
Jared Kushner, to lead the initiative. Kushner was in the front row
during the Trump-Netanyahu
media briefing but made no comments. Indeed, Kushner has never
spoken publicly on the issue.
Palestinians were understandably
dumbfounded by Trump’s remark.
The PA Foreign Ministry issued a
statement calling it “a dangerous
shift” in US policy. Abbas said Israel
seemed to want “one state with two
systems — apartheid”.
UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres warned of the dangers of
abandoning the two-state solution.
Netanyahu faces a serious
investigation into wrong-doing
and a rabid right-wing that says he
has not been sufficiently supportive of Israel’s colonisation of the
West Bank; the last thing he likely
needed was a US president with a
plan. A disorganised White House
suits Netanyahu’s purposes far
better than one with a clear and
focused objective.
Mark Habeeb is East-West editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Arab-American,
Muslim officers in
NYPD ‘have come
a long way’
Jeffrey Sipe

New York

T

he number of ArabAmerican and Muslim
police officers in New
York City has increased
dramatically since the
terrorist attacks of September 11th,
2001, but trust remains the biggest
obstacle in improving relations between the New York Police Department (NYPD) and the city’s Muslim
population, officials and residents
said.
“Our end goal,” said Detective
Mohammed Amin, an Egyptian by
birth who handles clergy affairs in
the NYPD’s Community Outreach
Department, “is to ensure the community that this is their police department. It is ‘we’, not ‘me and
them.’”

People are inspired
when they see one
of their own in
uniform speaking
Arabic.

”

Captain Jamiel Altaheri,
the first Yemeni American
in the NYPD

Before 9/11, the Muslim community went largely unnoticed by the
NYPD. Following the attacks, the
community found itself under increased scrutiny.
“There was a lot of fear following 9/11,” said Detective Ahmed
Nasser, who moved to the United
States from Yemen at the age of
20. “People were being detained by
federal agencies for immigration
issues and we had to explain that
NYPD had no connection to immigration. In fact, if you are the victim of a crime or reporting a crime,
we can’t ask you about your immigration status. They had no idea.”

When Nasser attended the police
academy in 2000, he was one of
only two Muslims in his graduating
class. Today, the NYPD officially
puts the number of Muslim officers
at about 1,000 but Nasser estimates
that it is closer to 1,500.
“A lot of officers don’t state their
religion on employment documents,” he said. “They are not obligated to and they don’t think it
makes any difference.”
Within the ranks of the police
department, the experience of
Muslim officers is not dissimilar to
that of any other religious or ethnic group. As one representative
of the police union said: “There
are a number of Muslim officers
who I work with and represent and
they have never come to me about
anything regarding their religion or
ethnicity.”
Nevertheless,
Arab-American
and Muslim officers said they feel
a responsibility to their own community that goes beyond the mandate to “serve and protect” the incredibly diverse population of New
York.
“People are inspired when they
see one of their own in uniform
speaking Arabic,” said Captain
Jamiel Altaheri, the first Yemeni
American in the NYPD to reach the
rank of captain. “Being Arab and
being Muslim is something I am
very proud of but I’m American
first.”
Sergeant Nora Ahmed is a firstgeneration American whose family emigrated from Egypt. She just
completed a term as president of
the Women’s Endowment Association, the NYPD internal body that
represents female police officers.
Ahmed agreed with Altaheri’s observation.
“I’ve been here for 23 years,” she
said. ”Along the way, I’ve been involved in numerous efforts to educate our officers on proper protocol
for entering a mosque and other
customs of the community.”

Captain Jamiel Altaheri (L) and Detective Ahmed Nasser on the street in New York City.
The road from 9/11 has often been
a bumpy one. A programme that
put the Muslim community under
clandestine surveillance was in
place for nearly ten years but came
under intense criticism from civil
rights lawyers and community advocates who charged it was a violation of Muslims’ civil rights. When
the programme was abandoned in
2014, the police department admitted that it had produced no useful
information even though in earlier
statements it claimed it had disrupted numerous plots.
In 2012, it was discovered that
the virulently anti-Muslim documentary The Third Jihad had been
screened to some 1,500 officers as
part of training. The police commissioner at the time, Ray Kelly,
was apparently interviewed for the
film and appeared in it, though he
claimed not to have understood
the anti-Muslim sentiments of the
film-makers.
“There have been a lot of ups
and downs,” said Nasser, who was
instrumental in the founding of
the Muslim Officers Association in

2006. One of its goals was to educate colleagues about Islamic beliefs and customs, including Ramadan. Recently, the association was
enlisted by Police Commissioner
William Bratton to assist in recruiting efforts.

Still, the work to
build bridges
continues.
Sometimes the ups have come in
the midst of the downs.
“In 2006, we had a female officer who wanted to wear the hijab while on duty,” Nasser recalled.
“We approached the commissioner, explained the request and
the meaning of the hijab and he
changed policy to accommodate
her.”
Since then, beards, which had
once been strictly prohibited, have
been allowed for religious reasons
and Sikh officers were granted permission to wear turbans in lieu of
the traditional policeman’s hat.
Still, the work to build bridges

continues. Altaheri, second in
command at the 23rd Precinct in
Spanish Harlem, where the city’s
largest mosque is located, regularly meets with community groups
and schools to improve relations.
“I also go into the mosque and
pray,” he said, “and hope that that
experience alone can build trust,
that they look at me and think, ‘He’s
not bothering us. He’s not spying
on us.’ We also try to educate them
about hate crimes and what to do if
they become a victim.”
Amin continues to build ties to
the Muslim community. Following a recent visit to a mosque in a
largely Arab-Muslim neighbourhood in Astoria, Queens, where he
sat and conversed with the imam,
Amin said: “We never could have
done that without a tremendous
amount of work in the community
itself.”
Nasser agreed. “We’ve come a
long way,” he said.
Jeffrey Sipe is a New York-based
contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

Britain to discontinue Dubs scheme despite criticism
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

B

ritish Immigration Minister Robert Goodwill,
in a surprise statement,
announced that a government plan that had
been expected to relocate 3,000
unaccompanied child refugees to
the United Kingdom would end in
March after receiving just 350 unaccompanied minors.
Known as the Dubs scheme,
named after Lord Alfred Dubs
who arrived in Britain prior to the
second world war as part of the
Kindertransport, the initiative
aimed to specifically help some of
the estimated 90,000 unaccompanied child migrants who had made
the trip to Europe from North Africa
and the Middle East.
Although no specific figure was
included in the amendment to Britain’s Immigration Act proposed by
Lord Dubs last year, campaigners
said they expected the plan to help
thousands of unaccompanied child
refugees.
“During the Kindertransport, Sir
Nicky Winston rescued 669 children from Nazi persecution virtually singlehandedly. I was one of
those lucky ones,” Lord Dubs said.
“It would be a terrible betrayal of
his legacy if as a country we were

unable to do more than this to help
a new generation of refugees.”
The government claimed that
local authorities do not have the
funding to adequately care for unaccompanied refugee children and
that Britain has accepted more
than its share of refugee children
through other programmes.
British Home Secretary Amber
Rudd has argued that the Dubs

scheme acted as a “pull factor” to
draw more refugee children to Europe. “The government has always
been clear that we do not want to
incentivise perilous journeys to Europe, particularly by the most vulnerable children,” she said.
The British government’s saying that it would not meet the expected 3,000 figure, along with the
low-key way that the decision was

Children hold a box of signed petitions as people gather to hear
speeches on Whitehall in London, on February 11th.
(AFP)

announced, angered many and resulted charity Help Refugees questioning the legality of the government’s position.
“Our legal challenge holds the
government to account on this
critical issue of how many unaccompanied refugee children will be
relocated to the UK and supported
here,” said human rights solicitor
Rosa Curling.
“Now more than ever, we need
to make our voices heard. Please
write to your MP’s and call for an
immediate re-consultation on this
shamefully low number,” a Help
Refugees statement said.
The decision was criticised by
public figures, including Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby,
who said he was “saddened and
shocked” by the news. “Refugees,
like all people, are treasured human beings made in the image of
God who deserve safety, freedom
and the opportunity to flourish,” he
said.
Judith Dennis, policy manager at
the Refugee Council, called on the
government to reconsider. “The
government’s job is far from done.
The global refugee crisis hasn’t
gone away and if anything it’s getting worse. The UK needs to step
up rather than step back and ensure
we pull our weight.”
Several celebrities signed an
open letter calling on British Prime
Minister Theresa May to reverse the

decision, branding it “truly shameful”.
The letter, signed by British
sporting figure Gary Lineker and
actors Keira Knightly and Benedict
Cumberbatch, said the government had not done enough to help
refugee children. “The country we
know and love is bigger than this,”
the letter concluded.

Campaigners had
expected the scheme
to help thousands of
unaccompanied
child refugees.
“The outpouring of support
for the continuation of the Dubs
scheme by these well-known figures and the public demonstrates
that its closure is at odds with the
British values that make this country great,” said Help Refugees cofounder Josie Naughton.
Lord Dubs portrayed the decision as a potential “turning point”
in British history. “Acts of heroism
like this [the Kindertransport] define our country. They characterise
the values we hold dear.”
“Will we choose to follow [US
President Donald] Trump or to honour tradition of generosity, compassion and courage?” he asked.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Going digital is the way for stability, prosperity: Tunisian minister
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisia has a plan
to expand digital
technologies to
bolster border
security, foster
economic and
social transformation in disadvantaged areas and drive the country’s economy towards higher
rates of growth and prosperity.
“We have a programme to bring
about broader transformation in
the way the government’s bureaucracy deals with business and
uses digital technologies to boost
competitiveness and higher economic growth,” Anouar Maarouf,
Communication Technologies and
Digital Economy minister, told
The Arab Weekly in an interview.
Tunisia, he said, needs a firm
commitment by the citizenry to a
far-reaching digital transformation
that would encompass society
and the economy, as well as the
educational system and the way
business is conducted.
“We should believe strongly
in that digital pathway to succeed. We need determination
and widespread belief to make
breakthroughs in this field and
give the country a new identity on
the world stage,” said Maarouf,
48 and who holds a doctorate in
mathematics.
The country has adopted a fourpoint plan called Digital Tunisia
2020 with a government budget of
$867 million. The plan is aimed at
promoting foreign investment in
Tunisian digital business ventures.
The country plans to upgrade its
digital infrastructure by broadening the connection of businesses,
homes and public service administration with high-speed broadband internet connections. It
projects the creation of more than

100,000 jobs by 2020.
“Telecoms and information
technologies, as well as the digital
economic sector in general, are the
only segment of the economy that
has continued to grow for so many
years now. It was not affected by
the current climate,” Maarouf said
in reference to the country’s social
and political upheavals after the
uprising of 2011.
“This is a key factor that shows
if we expand investment and
increase output and the addedvalue in this sector, we can tap
a huge potential of growth for
the economy more than in other
sectors, even if we do not change
the main economic parameters,”
he added about the country’s
economic model.
Maarouf said the potential
growth of 1-2% by businesses in
“digitisation capability” would
yield $8.7 billion for the economy.
Such an amount is the equivalent of the combined budgets of
the Education, Health, Defence
and Interior ministries for 2017.
“The digital segment of the
economy accounts for 7% as part
of the country’s gross domestic
product,” he said. “Imagine the
huge potential of growth that lies
ahead and added value when you
unlock the country’s full digital
potential.”
Tunisian experts, including top
government economic advisers, argue that it is unlikely the
country could resolve the massive
joblessness among its young people if it does not base its economic
activities on sectors that make
greater use of sciences and technologies and tap into the digital
potential.
Tunisia has about 700,000
unemployed young people — most
of them university graduates. Its
overall joblessness rate is 15.9%,
including 30.2% of university
graduates. The problem of joblessness is less acute among primary
school dropouts.
More than 57% of the country`s

Communication Technologies and Digital Economy Minister
Anouar Maarouf.

“Telecoms and
information
technologies
are the only
segment of the
economy that
has continued
to grow.”
Anouar Maarouf,
Tunisian Communication
Technologies and Digital
Economy minister

workforce of 3.9 million have high
school or university degrees.
The economy is essentially
labour-intensive. Farming, manufacturing and tourism are the main
sources of employment alongside
a bloated government bureaucracy
that employs 850,000 people.
Young people 15-35 years old
account for more than 75% of the
population. Economists said this
demographic feature is an opportunity to enhance entrepreneurship and create employment in the
private sector.
Finding jobs for young people
is a problem for both families and
government, fretting about the
radicalisation and illegal migration
risks for unemployed youth.
“If you build and upgrade the

adequate infrastructure of telecommunications and digital technologies across the whole country
including in areas which are less
advantaged in development now
you will provide Internet access
for all young people,” Maarouf
said.
“All young people will have
then the chances and opportunities to succeed and compete for
jobs and successful projects. They
have a chance to turn their ideas
and dreams into bold projects,” he
added.
Disparities among regions and
social groups are challenges facing
government as it tries to develop a
fully digitised economy.
Official figures show that 25.2%
of Tunisian families own computers and 23.5% have fixed phones
mainly because the infrastructure
is concentrated on relatively rich
coastal regions and big cities.
Mobile phone technology attenuates that gap as official data
from 2016 show that Tunisia’s internet users constitute 52.1% of the
population — similar to Jordan and
China and higher than countries
like Mexico and Vietnam.
The government seeks to change
that.
Maarouf said authorities plan
to grant licences to companies to
expand telecommunications and
digital capabilities to regions on
the borders with Libya and Algeria
and remote areas to plug the
gap between the “have-not” and
“have-more” areas.
“This is to protect our borders as
part of a national security policy
and also to help these regions
catch up in social and economic
development,” he said.
The government is allocating $22
million to fund incentives as part
of this plan.
Areas in the interior are less
profitable than more developed
regions on the coast and big cities.
Companies are usually reluctant
to move on their own into such
places.

Tech-savvy Beirut to become regional gateway
Hashem Osseiran

Beirut

A

city with staggeringly
slow internet service, a
severe economic slowdown and perpetual political stalemates does
not seem to be a likely place for
a burgeoning tech sector. Beirut,
however, is defying expectations
by emerging as a tech gateway for
the Middle East.
In the past three years, Beirut has
developed many of the elements
necessary to become a regional
tech powerhouse: Greater access to
funding, government support and
a growing number of accelerators
and incubators.
A database compiled by Arabnet, a start-up incubator and media
company, indicates that Lebanon
boasts nearly 200 start-ups. A report by the group put Lebanon in
second place regionally, after the
United Arab Emirates, for the number and value of investments in its
tech sector.
Beirut has also become a regional
hub for tech conferences and seminars. It is one of four cities to host
the annual Arabnet conference, the
region’s leading forum on digital
business. Lebanon’s BDL (Banque
du Liban) Accelerate conference
last year was one of the ten biggest
tech conferences in the world.
Only six years ago, limited funding opportunities and little government support made development
of Lebanon’s tech industry difficult
for emerging start-ups, said Omar
Omran, a Paris-based tech entrepreneur who in 2011 founded Leba-

non’s first mobile app development
company.
“Back then, it was not easy to find
investors or receive support from
Lebanese banks. We were funding
everything,” Omran said during a
Skype interview.
Omran, who has developed software to detect malaria through image analysis and who co-founded
at least three tech start-ups in the
last six years, said the best hope for
an entrepreneur at that time was to
seek funding outside the country.
In August 2014, that changed
when BDL announced the Circular
331 programme, which would inject as much as $400 million into
the Lebanese enterprise market.
Under this plan, local banks would
receive a 7-year interest-free credit
from BDL, which could be invested
in treasury bonds with an interest
rate of 7%. In return, the bank committed to invest in the knowledge
economy.
Local banks could invest up to
3% of their capital in start-up support entities, funds or directly into
start-ups. BDL guaranteed 75% of
the investment, limiting risks by
mitigating potential losses.
“Circular 331 was definitely a
game changer… It removed the biggest obstacle, which was funding,”
said Nadim Zaazaa, director of the
UK-Lebanon Tech Hub (UKLTH),
an incubator, co-working space and
training academy established by
the British government and BDL.
The 331 initiative, Zaazaa said,
increased venture capital funds in
the last three years and encouraged
banks and companies to invest in
start-ups and innovation sectors.
“By the virtue of this 3-year track
record with 331, we are developing

A 2016 picture shows people sitting at public computers at the Kilton Public Library in Lebanon.
expertise that could position Lebanon to become a market leader for
the region,” he said.
The increase in funding was supported by Arabnet data that show
how investment in Lebanon’s tech
sector rose from ten deals in 2013
to 34 two years later. The rise in investments is “partly driven by the
Central Bank’s Circular 331 guaranteeing $400 million of start-up
investments,” the Arabnet report
said.
Beyond providing funding for
start-ups, Circular 331 also fostered
a budding tech ecosystem through
sponsored initiatives such as UKLTH, which has helped local entrepreneurs achieve a global footprint.

Salma Jawhar, co-founder of Play
My Way application, an educational learning app that tries to give
smartphone addictions an educational twist, is an example of how
the new tech environment in Lebanon is yielding results.
“I must give credit where it is
due,” said Jawhar, whose app was
the second most downloaded in
Britain in the last three months of
2016. “If I didn’t join the UK Lebanon tech hub I wouldn’t have made
it to this point. I would have never
reached the second most downloaded app in the UK.”
A report from UKLTH said Lebanon was poised to become a tech
powerhouse.

(AP)

The report identified three sectors for growth: Financial technology; the well-being sector, which
includes technological innovations
and ideas contributing to greater
health and well-being; and the
retail visualisation sector, which
reimagines consumers’ shopping
experiences via new channels of
purchasing, such as e-commerce.
If Lebanon focuses its efforts
around these sectors, the report
said, the country would become
one of the top ten entrepreneurial
countries and would have created
an additional 25,000 jobs by 2025.
Hashem Osseiran is a reporter
based in Beirut.
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Budget deficit of $7.8 billion expected in Qatar in 2017

Briefs

Jareer Elass

Egypt’s agricultural
exports increase

Washington

Q

atar is in the midst of a
spending frenzy in preparation for hosting the
FIFA World Cup in 2022
even as it braces for a second year of budget deficit following
five years of surplus.
The massive spending comes at a
time when Qatar is facing increasing
competition in the liquefied natural
gas (LNG) market, in which it has
reigned supreme as the top producer for years, with Australia and the
United States becoming major players.
For Doha, hosting the World Cup
is a means of putting Qatar in the
international spotlight and raising
its global stature both politically and
economically. Qatar will be seeking
the distinction of being the first Arab
and Muslim country to host the football tournament and is sparing no
expense. Qatari Finance Minister Ali
Shareef al-Emadi has said Qatar is
spending nearly $500 million a week
on infrastructure projects related to
hosting the 2022 event.
In addition to the construction of
stadiums, capital expenditures cover building highways, hospitals and
a new airport. Emadi suggested that
the current rate of spending could
continue into 2021.
Qatar anticipates its expenditures
for the World Cup to exceed $200
billion. In stark contrast, 2018 World
Cup host Russia said it had boosted
its spending related to next year’s
tournament by $325 million, with
total expenditures expected to reach
$10.8 billion.
The Qatari government allocated
about $25.6 billion of its 2017 state
budget — 46% of the total — to
spending on major infrastructure
projects, including those related to
the World Cup. In December, Qatari
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad alThani approved the 2017 state budget that forecast a deficit of $7.8 billion. Last year marked the first time
in 15 years that Qatar faced a shortfall — estimated at $12.8 billion — in
its budget.

The Ras Laffan Industrial City, Qatar’s principal site for production of liquefied natural gas and
gas-to-liquid, some 80km north of Doha, on February 6th.
There is a strong likelihood that
the 2017 deficit might be less than
estimated. Doha based its budget on
an assumed oil price of about $45 a
barrel but crude prices are around
$53-$55 a barrel and are expected to
rise after an agreement was reached
late in 2016 between members of
the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) and
independent oil producers to collectively withdraw as much as 1.7
million barrels per day from the oil
markets.

Qatar anticipates its
expenditures for the
World Cup to exceed
$200 billion.
The Qatar National Bank (QNB)
calculated that rising oil prices coupled with the expected introduction of a value-added tax (VAT) next
year would bring Qatar’s budget to
“near balance” in 2018. Qatar will
likely continue to fill in the financial
shortfall through borrowing rather
than tapping into the considerable
assets held by the country’s sover-

EU considers
imposing duties
on Gulf carriers
The Arab Weekly staff

London

E

uropean airlines, long
complaining of unfair
competition from Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries, could see a
shift in their favour as the European
Commission could impose duties
on non-EU carriers.
The revamped law aims to guarantee fair competition between
airlines by addressing business
practices by foreign airlines and
their governments, which cannot
be addressed through open-skies
agreements, a draft proposal of the
measure, seen by the Reuters news
agency, states.

The rapid success of
the Gulf carriers has
been a tactical
priority for both the
UAE and Qatar.
A Reuters report said suspected
unfair practices include illegal government subsidies or favourable
treatment in airport charges, refuelling, ground handling services and
other matters. The GCC’s biggest
airlines are on the receiving end of
accusations.
Emirates, Etihad and Qatar Air-

ways — the Gulf’s leading carriers —
all deny receiving illegal state subsidies and say US and EU airlines are
being protectionist.
The European Commission has
come under pressure, mainly from
established global carriers such as
Lufthansa and Air France, to do
more with regards to the upstart
Gulf airlines.
Reuters said that under the new
draft proposal an airline or airline
association from an EU-member can
lodge a complaint with the commission, which will investigate with the
existence of prima facie evidence of
causing injury or “threat of injury”
to an at least one EU carrier.
The investigation, which could
last up to two years, would involve
the commission looking into the
non-EU country, provided its government and the carrier had given
consent.
If the investigation found that a
European carrier was harmed by
unfair practices, the commission
could impose additional taxes or
suspend “concessions, services or
rights of the third (non-EU) country
air carrier” or the rights of the third
country.
The draft law is the first since
2004, when a measure was implemented to counter alleged unfair
pricing practices by US airlines on
transatlantic routes but was considered ineffective and never used.
The issue with the new success-

eign wealth fund, the Qatar Investment Authority.
Qatar’s extreme spending in preparation for the World Cup coincides
with necessary restructuring within
its LNG business as Doha faces growing competition that is biting into
Asia, Qatar’s chief market. Australian and US producers together are
expected to account for 90% or more
of the world’s new LNG exports
through 2020. Australia’s LNG boom
has led analysts to forecast that it
could overtake Qatar as the leading
LNG producer as early as next year.
Asian LNG buyers are increasingly valuing diversity and security
in their suppliers by looking closer
to home and relying less on Middle
East exporters out of concern over
potential supply disruptions in the
Strait of Hormuz.
The explosion in US shale gas development resulted in the United
States becoming a net natural gas
exporter in November 2016. Because
US producers can reasonably reach
both European and Asian customers in a timely fashion, they may assume the role of swing LNG exporter, further eroding Qatar’s dominant

(AFP)

position in Asia.
In a major consolidation move to
streamline costs in its LNG business
and fight the growing competition,
Qatar announced at the end of 2016
that it was merging state-owned
LNG producers Qatargas and RasGas
into a single entity known as Qatargas, a process that is to be completed
by the end of this year.
Contending with steeper competition and the global energy price
slump, Qatar was forced to renegotiate several long-term LNG contracts
with Asian customers or risk losing
valuable business. The Asian market accounts for up to 75% of Qatar’s
LNG exports.
While Doha’s massive spending
spree will not last forever, it appears its reign as the world’s top
LNG producer may be coming to an
end. While relinquishing that position to Australia will not cause Qatar
major financial distress, it will be a
symbolic loss for Doha in the international energy community.
Jareer Elass reports on energy
issues for The Arab Weekly. He is
based in Washington.

Egypt’s agricultural exporters
have seen a surge in demand and are
finding new foreign markets after
the currency was floated, with many
rushing to expand capacity to keep
up.
Egypt’s pound has halved in value
since the central bank abandoned
its peg of 8.8 pounds to the US dollar
in November, making Egyptian fruit
and vegetables look cheap to foreign
buyers, exporters said.
“Demand has doubled, with
every product gaining one or two
markets,” said Mostafa al-Naggari,
chairman of Fresh Fruit Company,
which recently signed deals to ship
to China and is finalising others with
Australia, New Zealand and Korea.
Exports of Egyptian vegetables,
fruits and legumes amounted to
$2.2 billion in 2016 would likely rise
about 15% in 2017 because of the
float, said Abdel Hamid al-Demerdash, the head of Egypt’s Agriculture Export Council.
The main vegetable exports include onions and artichokes and
fruits include oranges and strawberries.
(Reuters)

Dubai developer
reports jump in
annual net profits
Dubai-based developer Emaar,
which built the world’s tallest tower
Burj Khalifa, said its net profits rose
sharply last year due to increased
revenue in real estate, retail and
hospitality.
Emaar Properties recorded annual
net profits of $1.425 billion for 2016,
up 28% from the previous year,
it said in a statement. They were
boosted by a particularly strong
fourth quarter when net profits
were up 56%.
The developer said its real estate
sales in Dubai increased 41% last
year compared to 2015.
“Emaar’s growth reflects the
dynamism of the UAE, which has
evolved as a global hub for business
and leisure,” Emaar Chairman Mohamed al-Abbar said.
Dubai became a magnet for property investments when it opened
the sector to foreigners in 2002,
standing out in a region that largely
confines freehold ownership to citizens.
(Agence France-Presse)

Oman expects
further non-OPEC
output cuts

An Emirati man takes a selfie in front of a new Etihad Airways
A380 in Abu Dhabi.
ful Gulf carriers extends across the
Atlantic. In 2015, the United States’
biggest carriers, including American Airlines, United and Delta, initiated a programme called Open and
Fair Skies, in which they asserted
that Emirates, Etihad Airways and
Qatar Airways had received $42 billion in government subsidies in the
last decade.
The complaint by the US carriers
was tied to cheaper ticket prices in
once lucrative markets such as the
Middle East and South Asia. American Airlines claimed it has had to
drop its India route due to what it
described as low, uneconomical
fares set by Gulf airlines.
American, United and Delta are
pressuring the US administration
to renegotiate its open-skies agreements with the United Arab Emirates and Qatar.
The three major Gulf airlines have

(AP)

taken market share in the last decade from more established Asia-Pacific, European and American carriers. However, the rapid success of
the Gulf carriers has been a tactical
priority for both the UAE and Qatar.
The expansion of the three large
Gulf airlines has been a strategic
priority for Abu Dhabi, Dubai and
Doha, which have built modern airports to serve as the carriers’ global
hubs. For example, Abu Dhabiowned Etihad received equity capital and loans from the government
in the early stages of the airline’s
operations.
Additionally, Qatar Airways has
branched out in investing in the
global aviation market. It purchased
9.99% of the International Airlines
Group (IAG), the parent company of
British Airways in January 2015 and
increased its stake in the company
to 15.01% in May 2016.

Non-OPEC oil producers were expected to further cut output under a
landmark deal with the cartel aimed
at curbing a global supply glut,
Oman’s Oil minister said.
“We expect the (compliance) figures to be encouraging in February,”
Omani Oil Minister Mohamed alRumhi said at an oil conference in
Kuwait City.
Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) and
non-OPEC countries, including Russia, agreed in November to reduce
output by about 1.8 million barrels
per day following a sharp drop in oil
prices.
Oman is among 11 non-OPEC oil
producers that agreed to slash total
crude production by about 558,000
barrels per day.
Rumhi said non-OPEC producers
had delivered on more than half of
their pledged cuts and he expected
them to reduce output further in the
coming weeks.
His comments came after Kuwait,
head of a committee tasked with
overseeing implementation of the
deal, said OPEC had made more
than 90% of the agreed-to cuts.
(Agence France-Presse)
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‘Magic of
monuments’
can return tourists
to Egypt: Hawass
Mahmud el-Shafey

Cairo

“

I

think tourism can
return this year,” said
Egyptian archaeologist and former
Antiquities minister
Zahi Hawass. “We
need a global campaign to bring tourists
back and, if that can happen, then
I think 2017 will be the year that
tourists come back to Egypt.”
Hawass, speaking to The Arab
Weekly at his cluttered central
Cairo office, said he was continuing to promote Egyptian antiquities and Egyptian tourism on his
foreign trips.
“Yes, this is the message that I
am taking wherever I go: Egypt is
safe. If you go to any archaeological site, it is completely protected,” he said. “The problem is
we don’t know how to promote
Egypt properly. The magic of
monuments can bring everybody
[back].”
The former long-time head of
Egypt’s Supreme Council of
Antiquities and then Antiquities
minister, Hawass was in charge of
Egypt’s museum and monuments,
including the pyramids of Giza.
Although he no longer has a
position in government, Hawass
remains a dedicated archaeologist
and is involved with many archaeological projects, including plans
to re-scan the Great Pyramid and
the Valley of the Kings.
He said he hoped that new
discoveries would catch the
public’s imagination and draw
tourists back to Egypt.

There is some light on the
horizon. British travel group
Thomas Cook has announced an
increase in demand for holidays
in Egypt, even though a British
ban on direct flights to the
Egyptian resort of Sharm elSheikh after a Russian airliner
crashed in northern Sinai in
October 2015 remains in place.
Russia has also indicated a
renewed openness to resuming
direct flights to Egypt this year.
Denmark, Sweden, Norway and
Finland earlier lifted travel
restrictions to Sharm el-Sheikh
and Cairo recently announced the
establishment of a fund worth an
estimated $280 million to
upgrade hotels and tourist resorts
in expectation of a new influx.
Even if the tourists do not
return to Egypt to see its antiquities, Hawass said he has a plan to
take Egypt’s antiquities to
them.
“Antiquities can be like the
chicken that lays the golden egg…
every day,” he said. “I think from
antiquities, Egypt can solve many
of its problems. Even if the
tourists are not coming, you can
bring money in by sending
exhibits abroad.
“The King Tutankhamun
exhibit that I sent to London
brought $120 million to Egypt.
Exhibits such as this are the only
way to bring money back into the
country.”
The Sunken Cities: Egypt’s Lost
Worlds exhibit, showcasing
artefacts and statues from the lost
cities of Canopus and ThonisHeracleion, was at London’s
British Museum last year. Egypt is
also preparing for a new international Tutankhamun exhibit for

A 2016 file picture shows Egyptian archaeologist Zahi Hawass, Egypt’s former head of Antiquities,
speaking in front of the Great pyramid in Giza.

“We need a
global campaign
to bring tourists
back.”

Egyptian archaeologist
and former Antiquities
minister Zahi Hawass

2018 that will have stops in
several major European capitals,
culminating in a major celebration in Cairo in 2022 for the 100th
anniversary of the discovery of
King Tutankhamun’s tomb.
Hawass is perhaps better known
for his campaign to return stolen
artefacts to Egypt. It is a campaign that remains close to his
heart. “What has been stolen from
Egypt is known and clear. Many
museums are still utilising
imperialism until today. They are
buying stolen artefacts,” he
said.
“We don’t have any account of
how many artefacts have been
stolen after the revolution. I
believe that there is only onethird of our artefacts left in the
country. Many artefacts are being
sold without the proper documentation. I insist that all
auctions require such documentation before they sell any
artefact.”
Egypt has recovered some
historical items stolen since 2011,
including an ancient Egyptian
artefact carved in glass that was

(AP)

looted from museum storehouses
in the Nile Delta city of elQantara. It was recently handed
over to the Egyptian embassy in
London. Artefacts taken out of
the country before the revolution
are slowly being returned to
Egypt in a campaign started by
Hawass.
Seated behind a desk overflowing with books and papers and his
signature Stetson hat, Hawass
said he does not look back at his
career in government, but
forward to more archaeological
discoveries.
“There is a lot more to come,”
he said. “Personally, I believe that
the imperial chamber of Khufu is
still undiscovered in the Great
Pyramid. There is also the
scanning of the Valley of the
Kings, where the tomb of Amenhotep I has not been found yet.
The tombs of Thutmose II,
Ramses VIII, all the queens of the
18th dynasty, I feel that this will
be the most important archaeological project of 2018 and I am
very much looking forward to
it.”

Prospect of Russian tourist return brings hope to Egypt’s resorts
Amr Emam

Cairo

T

he only sounds in Egypt’s
Red Sea resorts of Sharm
el-Sheikh and Hurghada
are the clanking of washing and cleaning machines
and the clatter of painting and
decoration equipment inside hotel
rooms.
Workers go in and out of the hotels, carrying supplies. Some of the
hotels are getting new furniture
and others new paint to distinguish
themselves in an atmosphere full of
hope.
“We have renewed the hotel from
beginning to end,” said Kamel Abu
Ali, the owner of Hurghada’s 5-star
Dana Beach hotel. “We have spent
millions of pounds on this.”
Abu Ali, whose hotel has been
ranked one of the world’s top ten
several times in the past, said he is
part of an optimistic mood wafting
through the Red Sea resorts following news of the potential return of
tourists, especially from Russia.
The resorts suffered tough times
in 2016, following a series of flight
suspensions after the bombing of
a Russian passenger plane over the
Sinai peninsula in November 2015.
The bombing, which was claimed
by the Islamic State (ISIS), killed all
224 passengers and crew members
on board and resulted in the total
paralysis of Egypt’s tourism sector.

Hotel occupancy dipped to its lowest level, tourist sites were deserted
and some tourist facilities were
shuttered.
In 2016, Egypt received 4.8 million tourists, down from 8.9 million
in 2015. There was a 44% decline
— to $3.4 billion — in tourism revenues in 2016, compared to the year
before, the government said.
This marked an economic disaster
for Egypt where close to 4 million
Egyptians are directly employed
in the tourism sector. Last year, 1.5
million tourism workers lost their
jobs.

The backlash from the Russian
plane bombing and flight suspensions uncovered vulnerabilities in
the Egyptian economy. Egypt had to
float its national currency, get a loan
from the International Monetary
Fund and slash fuel, electricity and
water subsidies.
There is hope, however, with
Russia declaring that it may soon remove its flight suspension order to
Egypt’s Red Sea resorts.
“Everybody in the tourism sector is waiting on tenterhooks for the
return of the Russian tourists,” said
Adel Abdel Razik, a member of the

A 2016 picture shows passengers of a Germania airline flight
receiving flowers in the Red Sea resort of Sharm el-Sheikh.
(Reuters)

board of the Federation of Tourist
Chambers, the independent guild
of tourism investors and tour operators. “The tourism sector takes this
expected decision very seriously by
preparing well for its application.”
Some countries have lifted travel
suspensions to Red Sea resorts,
among them Germany, from where
close to 2 million tourists used to
visit Egypt every year.
Egyptian authorities have spent
hundreds of millions of dollars
revolutionising security systems
at airports, installing special cameras and detection equipment and
changing all security procedures inside terminals.
The government, which said it
expects Russian flights to resume to
the Red Sea resorts by early March,
says the flights will resume after it
signs an agreement on airport security with Moscow.
Some 3 million Russia tourists a
year used to visit Egypt. Tourism
experts said lifting of the Russian
flight suspension would cause a
domino effect and other suspensions would also end.
In Sharm el-Sheikh and Hurghada, people are preparing for the resumption of flights. Some laid off
workers will get the opportunity to
return to work.
Karim Ahmed, who was a diving trainer in Hurghada, lost his job
soon after the Russian flight suspension. He returned to his family
home in Cairo and worked as a taxi
driver.

“Losing my job devastated me
financially,” said Ahmed, who is in
his early 40s. “As a diving trainer,
I used to earn a lot more than I do
now.”
Ahmed said he was recently contacted by his former employer who
asked him to get ready to return
to work. Hundreds of hotels, restaurants, diving centres, cafés and
tourist facilities are making similar
preparations.

In 2016, Egypt
received 4.8 million
tourists, down from
8.9 million in 2015.
The Central Bank of Egypt has
offered tourism investors longterm, low-interest loans, which
have helped some update facilities
as they prepare for the return of
tourists.
Abu Ali said he has redone almost everything in his hotel: the
tiles, the paint, the furniture, the
TV sets and decor.
“There is a new spirit everywhere on optimism that the tourist
movement can go back to normal
soon,” Abu Ali said. “Hurghada and
Sharm el-Sheikh turned into ghost
towns in 2016 but we have hopes
that life can be blown into them
yet again.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Obesity a major health problem in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordan ranked fifth among
the top “fattest” countries in
the world in 2016 with 34.3%
of the society considered
overweight, higher than the
United Arab Emirates, South Africa, Qatar, Mexico and the United
States. Only Egypt, Belize, Saudi
Arabia and Kuwait were higher up
the list, a report by the US Gazette
Review stated.
Government health reports indicate that about 40% of Jordanian
adults are overweight and child
obesity stands at more than 50%.
“Of course we are fat. We don’t
follow any logical system in our
eating habits due to our unhealthy
lifestyle. We simply do not have
time to lead a healthy life because
of work pressure and social obligations,” said dietician Bochra Bitar
who owns a diet centre in Amman.
“We all have excuses to eat unhealthy food. Eating late at night is
a bad habit that contributes to obesity while having a negative effect
on our children who are eating late
dinners watching TV or playing on
their computers.”
The International Diabetes Federation said there were 374,100 new
cases of diabetes reported in Jordan
in 2015, mostly related to excessive
weight gain.

About 40%

of Jordanian adults
are overweight.

“Obesity is a cause for diabetes
and high blood pressure and Jordan is one of the countries that
are largely affected. Globally, more
than half a billion people are obese
and most suffer from type 2 diabetes,” Bitar said.
She explained that obesity rates
are measured using Body Mass
Index (BMI), in which the body’s
mass is divided by two times the
subject’s height. If the result is
less than 18.5, the person is underweight, if it ranges between 18.5
and 24.9, the weight is considered

normal while 25 to 29.9 rate means
overweight, 30 to 34.9 it is obese
(level 1), 35 to 39.9 (level 2), and
higher than 40, (level 3).
Dr Bassem Hejazeen stressed that
unhealthy eating habits among Jordanian children lead to obesity.
“As a paediatrician, I face many
cases of children who are overweight due to bad eating habits
at home, basically excessive consumption of sweets. Parents should
pay more attention to the health of
their kids at home and at school,”
Hejazeen said.

Jordan ranked as
the fifth fattest
country in 2016
with 34.3% of the
society overweight
“Sugary foods are a killer and the
problem is that we all see our children eating sweets and we simply
allow it without worrying about
the damage it does to their heath.
We need to have more awareness in
the family and at school.”
In Jordan, almost twice as many
women are considered obese as
men.
“I joined the gym six months ago
and I already feel healthier as my
personal trainer is forcing me to
follow a strict diet and an effective
sports routine. I see many overweight women in the gym who try
hard to lose weight. Some are successful, others are not,” said Rasha,
who said she is trying to get rid of
several excess kilograms.
“Obese women suffer more especially when they get pregnant and
they are at risk of developing pregnancy complications. In Amman,
we rarely see awareness campaigns
about obesity. Maybe we should
have more organisations tackling
such issues,” added the 28-year-old
bank employee, who asked that her
surname not be published.
However, not everyone can afford hiring a personal trainer,
which cost up to $1,500 for 35 sessions.
“It is expensive and many try to
make sense of all the machines at
the gym by themselves and hope
that the calories they gained the

A woman uses a mix of olive oil and thyme as she makes a wrap for customers during an annual olive
festival in Amman, on November 28th, 2013.					
(Reuters)
night before can be burned,” contends Laith Sawalhah, a person
who goes to gyms but does not use
a personal trainer.
Non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) in Jordan have been trying
to increase public awareness and
promote the benefits of sports and
leading a healthy life.
The Royal Health Awareness Society (RHAS), an initiative by Jor-

dan’s Queen Rania, introduced the
Healthy Schools National Accreditation project with the Ministry of
Health and the Ministry of Education in 2008. The project aims to
create health-promoting environments in schools that reflect positively on students’ physical and
social growth, as well as on their
academic performance.
Run Jordan organises marathons

and sporting events. “Our aim is
to promote positive lifestyles and
a healthy Jordanian society,” said
Run Jordan General Manager Lina
Kurd.
“Making running part of our daily routine can guard against many
illnesses. Some people do surgeries, others depend on pills while
many adopt the natural — and best
— way which is sports,” she said.

Egypt struggles to stem organ trafficking
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

T

here are concerns that
Egypt will not be able to
end rampant human organ trafficking, although it
has cracked down on trafficking rings, closed medical institutions that commit violations and
tried to ensure transplants are performed within the law.
The efforts to stem organ trafficking may fail, however, because of
the socio-economic conditions in
Egypt as well its organ transplant
law’s focus on prohibition rather
than on creating a legal framework
for such procedures and the presence of gangs that thrive on buying
organs from illegal African migrants.
“Over the past few years, the gap
has virulently widened between
commodity prices and real income
for millions of people,” said Samia
Khedr, a sociology professor at Ain
Shams University. “Because of poverty, more people view their body
organs as alternative sources of income.”
More than 27% of Egyptians were
considered poor in 2016. Poverty is
expected to rise as commodity price
increases induced by the weakening of the Egyptian pound continue
while individual incomes are unchanged.
Alaa Nour, 40, said he sold a kidney two years ago because he needed money.

“I wanted to get married and
start a new life,” said Nour, a salesman from the southern province of
Sohag. “A friend of mine convinced
me to sell a kidney.”
Kidneys are among the most
popular in the organ trafficking
business here but organ selling
comes at a huge cost for sellers.
Nour received $10,500, which he
used to rent a flat in Cairo and buy
a car he uses to work for an online
transportation network. However,
he could not leave his bed for six
months after the operation.
Organ trafficking has thrived
in Egypt for years. The country is
among the top five in the world in
illegal human organ trafficking, the

World Health Organisation said.
In December, authorities arrested 41 people, including doctors, nurses, intermediaries and
university professors, alleged to be
members of a transnational organ
trafficking ring in Cairo and Giza
province.
The incident was an indication
of the size of organ trafficking in
Egypt, described by the British
Journal of Criminology (BJC), an
international review of crime and
society, as one of the world’s “largest organ bazaars”.
People travel to Egypt to shop
for body organs, knowing they can
find whatever they want in a country where thousands of poor citi-

Egyptians wait outside the emergency ward of a hospital in
southern Cairo. 					

(AFP)

zens are ready to trade an organ for
money.
Although official figures are difficult to come by, Nihal Fahmy, an
expert on human trafficking and a
former consultant of the UN Office
on Drugs and Crime, said as many as
5,000 cases of organ trafficking occur in Egypt each year.
“This is not only about organ
selling at the consent of parties
concerned,” Fahmy said. “It is also
about organs taken either by force
or by deception.” She said in 2015,
33 cases of organ theft were reported in Egypt.
Most organ sales and thefts happen among the hundreds of thousands of African refugees in Egypt.
When they arrive, refugees are often caught in Egypt’s poverty and
joblessness.
“This is exactly when refugees
start thinking of selling organs to
get money to get by,” said Alaa
Ghanem, head of the Right to Health
Section at local non-governmental
organisation Egyptian Initiative for
Personal Rights. “Some refugees are
swindled out of their organs and
not given money.”
Those refugees, Ghanem said, do
not report such crimes for fear of arrest.
Some refugees try to cross into
Israel through the vast deserts of
the Sinai peninsula, where organ
theft is becoming common. Health
Minister Ahmed Emad has vowed
to fight organ trafficking and several
hospitals have been closed as part
of that effort.

Ghanem said, however, that
Egypt’s organ transplant law fails to
address the root causes of trafficking while focusing on prohibition.
The Transplantation of Human
Organs and Tissues law, which was
approved in 2010 and only started
being enforced in 2015, prohibits
the commercial exchange of organs.
It says individuals implicated in organ sales are liable for trafficking offences.

Egypt is among the
top five countries in
the world dealing in
illegal human organ
trafficking, the
World Health
Organisation said.
Nonetheless, commercial transplants have persisted within Egypt,
said BJC, adding that the law has
had little effect on the organ trade.
Ghanem said the law does not address people’s need for organ transplants, only prohibiting the commercial use of organs.
“At one side you have those who
need transplants and at the other
there are those who are ready to
exchange organs but the law stands
in the middle, which is why organ
sales go underground,” he said.
“To solve this problem, we need to
make the law more flexible to allow
for organ sales.”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian journalist based in Cairo.
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African focus at Casablanca book fair
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s
improved
diplomatic ties in Africa had an effect on
the SIEL (International Book Fair), which
turned into an ideal place for a close
look at African literature and culture.
The Economic Community of
Central African States (ECCAS) was
the guest of honour at SIEL during
its 11-day run in Casablanca, with
its 11 members showing titles to
highlight the countries’ contributions to literature. Conferences,
book signings, children’s activities
and round tables took place during
the book fair.
ECCAS consists of Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Sao Tome and Principe,
Central African Republic, Rwanda,
Chad, Congo and the Democratic
Republic of Congo.
A programme titled Cultural Productions in Central Africa and Their
Natural Environments: Sahara, Sahel, Tropics brought together intellectuals from ECCAS countries to
discuss the cultural perception of
the phenomenon of space and its
meanings by writers.
More than 700 publishers from
54 countries took part in the 23rd
SIEL, which concluded February
19th. Organisers said they expected
more than 350,000 people to visit
the fair.
The number of visitors has been
steadily increasing in recent years,
rising from 300,000 in 2015 to
340,000 in 2016 despite the low
rate of reading among Moroccans.
Second-hand books received a
new life at a stand co-managed by
Mohammed Kabbaj.
“Buying power in Morocco is not
the main cause of the low rate of

People browse through books on a stand at the SIEL (International Book Fair) in Casablanca.
reading because there are plenty of
people who spend a lot of money
on other items such as cigarettes
and drinks in coffee shops,” said
Kabbaj.
“The main reason is the lack of
motivation to read that keeps Moroccans away from books,” he said,
adding that high tax rates on imported books also hinder book purchases.
SIEL Director Hassan el-Ouazzani
said the absence of reading from
the educational curriculum was a
major obstacle to promoting this
culture among Moroccan students.
A recent study by Moroccan association for the promotion of culture
Racines, with the support of the UN
cultural agency UNESCO in 2015

and 2016 showed that almost twothirds of Moroccans did not buy
any books in the 12 months prior to
the survey and that 84.5% did not
enroll in any library over the same
period.

More than 700
publishers from 54
countries took part in
the 23rd SIEL.

Only 5.1% of respondents said
they frequented libraries several
times a week and 9.8% had attempted to write poems or novels,
added the study.

“The second-hand books come
to fill this void because they are affordable,” said Kabbaj, who owns
a bookstore in Essaouira where he
deals mainly with foreign tourists.
“There are rare and out-of-print
books that cannot be found anywhere else throughout the world.
Our role is to fill this hole in the
book market and circulate these
books throughout generations,” he
said.
Dar America, an American cultural centre in Casablanca, organised
Technology, Innovation and Science.
“We have set up our booth as a
laboratory for children of different
ages using electronic games where
they can build a windmill, learn
about recycling,” said Eva Coffey,

assistant cultural affairs officer at
the US Department of State.
“We want to encourage the
young generation about what they
can do themselves and empower
them to learn about science, invent
technologies and solutions for different problems they’re going to be
facing.”
Dar America sells books in Arabic, French and English.
“In Arabic, we’re selling books
that are translations of American
authors in various topics such as
business, entrepreneurship and
politics,” said Coffey.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

Tunisian rising star preserves history through dance
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

s the sound of drums
grew louder, Rochdi Belgasmi, one of Tunisia’s
most renowned dancers,
took the stage in an outfit that combined male and female
garments, sparking surprise in the
audience.
On his head, Belgasmi carried
coloured jars. He began dancing,
telling the story of Ouled Jalaba.
The show, which played in Tunis
recently, told the story of Ouled
Jalaba, a 1920s-era dancer who performed traditional dance routines
while wearing women’s clothes.
Belgasmi’s Ouled Jalaba asserts the
dancer’s uniqueness and his show
has gained critical acclaim.
“When I look at my work, it is a
return to childhood. It is a conjuring of childhood,” Belgasmi said.
From Zoufri (The Thug) to Wa
Idha Assaytom (If You Disobey),
Belgasmi fascinates and entangles
audiences with choreography that
celebrates a fusion of traditional
dance and contemporary style.
Belgasmi said dance was a journey on which he embarked at an
early age, as traditional dance style
was a part of family gatherings.
“I was a child when the whole
family used to gather and start
dancing,” Belgasmi said.
“After graduating, I joined a theatre school because of a lack of institutions offering a professional
training in dance. I met many famous choreographers and dancers
in Tunis as part of my theatre training.”
He said it was not until January
2011 that he performed his first solo
show, Trance. He said the revolu-

tion at that time gave more freedom
to arts.
Originally a contemporary dancer, Belgasmi said he found inspiration in traditional dancing, which
he said was overlooked and neglected by the government and society.
Belgasmi said the government
used traditional dance to promote
tourism and many Tunisians said
they felt alienated from that style
as it became associated with postcards sold to tourists.
“The traditional form of dance
was subject of injustice, especially
in that it was commercialised by
the state. Tunisians felt that traditional dance was for tourists. At the
same time, they could not relate to
contemporary dance as the latter
was considered alien to them,” Belgasmi said.

Despite his success,
Belgasmi
acknowledges the
hardships Tunisian
dancers encounter.
“I tried to combine both styles to
pay tribute to Tunisian patrimony
and to develop and preserve this
style of dancing. The question was
which patrimony should we promote? The one defined and recognised by the state or the one celebrated by people?”
In his quest to revive the Tunisian patrimony through dance, Belgasmi tackles taboos and controversial topics.
“After the revolution, everyone
was speaking and even shouting,”
he said. “It was hard to understand
what people were talking about.
Dance, however, offers an opportunity to express ideas subtly. You
don’t need to shout. The body is

eloquent enough to transmit the
message.”
Belgasmi
explained:
“Dance
helps me express my ideas about
society and life. Everything that is
provocative, controversial interests
me as it is an expression of life. For
instance, in Wa Idha Assaytom, my
inspiration was my childhood and
my mother. I tried to give shape to
my mother’s narrative about looking to the world through holes. It
is, in a way, a revolt against the patriarchy that prevented my mother
from experiencing life in the public
sphere.”
Recounting his mother’s life in a
patriarchy, the show explores the
relationship of women to the body
and to society. Belgasmi takes on
the role of his mother and him as
a child in his choreography. Alternating between the roles, Belgasmi
draws attention to the boundaries
that society sets on women.
“I used to be my mother’s companion in her journeys outside
the house,” he said. “At the age of
4, I was the man of the house. My
mother used to fear being on her
own. The show is about her story
and I danced like she would dance.
“Through that show, I express my
revolt against a society that stigmatised women. Now, the same society considers a man who dances as
a man who is not man enough.”
Wa Idha Assaytom gained international acclaim and the show toured
Europe and Africa. Belgasmi’s Ouled
Jalaba recounts the history of Tunisia during the early 1920s through
the character of Ouled Jalaba,
breaking gender boundaries.
“In Ouled Jalaba, I play the part
of a woman to document a phenomenon that was popular during
the ‘20s,” Belgasmi said. “It is about
a dancer who used to dress like
women and perform dance shows

A photo taken during one of the performances of Zoufri.
(Hassene Hamaoui)

in public places. He was a juggler,
an acrobat and a dancer. It is an opportunity to remind people of how
Tunisians used to tolerate differences.”
He added: “I was criticised but
I always defend my art. This show
is based on a research about the
origins of certain traditional dance
styles and our patrimony. In my
show, I try to break the boundaries
between genders.”
Belgasmi was awarded the Olfa
Rambourg Prize for Best Dance Creation in 2016. He is working on his
next show, which promises to be as
provocative as the previous ones.

Despite his success, Belgasmi acknowledges the hardships Tunisian
dancers encounter.
“Building a career in dance remains difficult in Tunisia,” he said.
“It is hard but it is worth trying. It is
important that young dancers work
hard and keep their passion alive.
Get inspired by your identity and be
who you are. Be unique. The body
has a language of its own and you
need to share it with others through
dance.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Iraqi artist uses murals to blast Trump’s travel ban
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

“

I

t is really strange and ridiculous to consider the Iraqi
people terrorists,” said
Iraqi graffiti artist Arkan
al-Bahadli. “We have been
waging a fierce war against terrorism, sustaining losses and damage only to find ourselves labelled
as terrorists by the new American
president.”
Revolted by US President Donald Trump’s executive order banning visitors from seven Muslimmajority countries from entering
the United States, Bahadli, 38, has
taken to the streets of his home city
of Basra in southern Iraq to ridicule
the move.
“Iraq and the US are supposed to
be strategic allies and the latter is
expected to protect Iraq’s interests
and security and not antagonise the
people who are the most afflicted
by terrorism,” Bahadli said in a telephone interview.

A mural depicts
Trump as a raging
bull attacking the
Statue of Liberty.
One of the large four bright murals he spray-painted in the centre
of Basra depicted Trump as a bull
attacking a Statue of Liberty holding, instead of the torch, a handful
of grass to appease the raging bull.
Another mural showed Trump as
a danger sign covered with bright
yellow hair and coils of barbed wire
surrounding an American flag with
new US president’s face superimposed on a skull and cross bones.
“The idea to resort to the street
to criticise the US president travel
ban was spontaneous, but it has
obviously made a strong impact in
Basra and across Iraq as well,” Bahadli noted.
Although Trump’s ban has been
blocked by the US courts and is subject to future litigation, many Iraqis
say they are shocked and insulted
by the move. Iraq’s parliament
called for reciprocity measures that
would ban Americans from entering Iraq.

An Iraqi man takes a selfie near a mural featuring anti-US President Donald Trump slogans in Basra on February 2nd.
“The reaction of the people is
also largely inspired by the political
and religious parties which reject
US policies in Iraq,” Bahadli said.
The graffiti artist is known for his
outspoken criticism, which forced
him to go into hiding when Saddam
Hussein ruled Iraq. His uncles were
executed by the former regime in
1982 and two of his brothers arrested for opposing Ba’ath Party rule.
“It was a turning point after
which I have dedicated my art to
criticising the regime, despite the
extremely difficult conditions I’ve
been through with my family,” Bahadli said.
Bahadli said he was deeply influenced by Palestinian cartoonist Naji
al-Ali and his subtle drawings criti-

cising the Israeli occupation. After
Saddam’s regime was deposed,
Bahadli said he hoped for positive
change in Iraq, a dream he said was
“merely an illusion”.
“We are still suffering from instability. The future is uncertain and
does not inspire any hope because
of rampant corruption and deteriorating political and security conditions. My daily observations made
me even more determined to decry
the situation with drawings,” Bahadli said.
His criticism of the situation
in the country resulted in death
threats, despite the relative margin
of freedom that Iraqi cartoonists acquired after 2003.
“Certain subjects are still taboos

that I cannot tackle in my drawings, notably religious leaders
and influential politicians. On the
other hand, I have illustrated the
ugly armed feuds between tribal
communities, lawlessness and the
weakening of state authority plaguing Basra and the rest of south
Iraq,” he said.
In an unprecedented initiative
to help erase the traces of battles
in cities liberated from the Islamic
State (ISIS), Bahadli organised a
drawing campaign in Falluja and
al-Alam, a move that helped build
bridges between the mainly Shia
south and the Sunni areas.
“The idea is to have an exhibition
that promotes national unity. The
drawings carried messages reject-

(Reuters)

ing sectarian divisions. Residents
participated in most of the works
by drawing simple cartoons just to
leave their fingerprints,” Bahadli
said.
For Bahadli, the art of graffiti and
caricature is a subtle tool to influence the minds and convey messages. He said he would continue
to paint until his message about
Trump’s ban is received by the new
US president.
“My message to Trump is that Iraqis are not terrorists. I hope he will
reconsider his decision,” he said.
Oumayma Omar, based in
Baghdad, is a contributor to the
Culture and Society sections of The
Arab Weekly.

Ammar Al Attar: Documenting Emirati life
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

I

t was curiosity that led Emirati
photographer Ammar Al Attar
to buy his first camera soon
after landing a job following
graduation from the Higher
College of Technology in Dubai in
2003.
Learning through workshops of
the Emirates Photographic Society
and by seeking advice from senior
photographers, artists and curators, Al Attar began documenting
sporting events and then moved on
to capture Emirati life, culture and
heritage.
Al Attar said he sticks to analogue
photography in his work. “I like the
tangible and I have more control using a vast range of vintage cameras,
either in colour or black and white.
I can also control the effects better,”
he said.

Al Attar’s works reflect
elements of local
culture and pride in
their heritage.
Because of the nature of the projects he has been involved in, he
said: “It always results in a discussion about UAE contemporary art.
For example, when I did Art Index
0.1, the debate was whether a show
based on portrait photography can

be considered as art.”
Al Attar singled out advice from
Roberto Lopardo, a professor of
photography at the American University of Dubai. “He was the one
who gave me direction by asking
me to think in terms of themes and
his advice on following established
artists and studying how they process and exhibit their work have
been indeed invaluable,” Al Attar
said.
Visual Diaries in 2011, based on
street photography and showing
images of Emirati life across the
country, was Al Attar’s first work
exhibited as part of Emirati Expressions, a biennial show in Abu Dhabi.
His first solo show followed in
2012 at the Cuadro Fine Art Gallery in Dubai. Under the title Prayer
Rooms, Al Attar documented various places of prayer — in shopping
malls, corporations, porta-mosques
and outdoor areas. Beyond the basic typology, emanate the subtle
and sometimes stark variations of
the interiors, from which one can
deduce the larger structures where
these prayer rooms are situated and
the types of people they serve.
Being part of a second generation
of Emirati artists who were educated in their own country, his works
reflect elements of local culture and
pride in their heritage.
“Ammar is a complete package
— natural talent, honest intention,
with hard work and the willingness
to engage with the community,”
said Lopardo, who is now the direc-

From the series Sibeel Water by UAE photographer Ammar Al
Attar.					
(Courtesy of Ammar Al Attar)
tor at Cuadro. “He is doing things
that not many in the artist community here are doing. In the Prayer
Rooms series, for example, he looks
at daily religious practice without
being judgmental and in a way it allows discourse to happen so we can
come together and view this as a
neutral space.”
In Sibeel Water (2013), Al Attar
explores the theme of public water
fountains outside villas and government buildings in the UAE.
His solo show Art Index 1.0 (2015)
at the Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah

traversed new territory, featuring
50 portraits of artists and figures
from the art world in their studios
and work place environments.
In Salah (2016), Al Attar set out
to examine the Quranic principles
that one has to pray at the time of
prayer, wherever he is. He photographed himself in various steps of
the prayer ritual — inside his studio
with only his camera as witness,
outside at a farm and on the road in
one of the busiest trading areas of
the old city of Bur Dubai.
Al Attar lives in Ajman and daily

braves the traffic for his day job in
Dubai at the Road Transport Authority. He said he is working on
several projects, including Reverse
Moments on photography studios
in the UAE that were largely owned
and run by expatriates, and the disappearing standalone old cinema
theatres such as Khorfakkan Cinema in Sharjah and Plaza Cinema in
Bur Dubai.
“Ammar Al Attar’s practice is
almost scholarly in its approach.
Unlike many other photographers
of his generation, the process for
Ammar is as important as the final
product. He has managed to document and uncover lost archives
and unseen corners of the UAE and
bring them back into the public
realm,” said Sultan Sooud al-Qassemi, founder of Barjeel Art Foundation.
“I think Ammar Al Attar is a perfect example of how a simple photographer becomes one of the most
talented artists in an emerging art
ecosystem, using photography as a
tool to document time and history.
His perspectives translate from
photography documentation, to
photography appropriation, up to
the point where he simply depicts
image references for documentation and iconic exploration,” said
Giuseppe Moscatello, director of
Maraya Art Centre.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is
a Dubai-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.

24

February 19, 2017

Travel

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

Agenda
Beirut:
Through March 19th
Al Bustan International
Festival of Music and the
Performing Arts is a musical
celebration in various venues
in Beirut. With an emphasis
on chamber music, the festival promotes and celebrates
music from all over the world
and includes orchestral concerts, choral music, puppet
shows, opera and dance.
Muscat:
Through March 24th
The first Festival of India in
Oman includes Indian classical and folk dances, Indian
instrumental music, an exhibition of Indian calligraphy,
an Indian food festival and
fashion show. The festival
presents the diverse Indian
culture, representing various
traditions of Indian heritage. Events are scheduled
for Muscat, Salalah, Sur and
Sohar.

Bab El-Mansour.

Meknes, the
city of endless
heritage
Saad Guerraoui

Meknes

M

eknes is the Moroccan city of olives,
mysticism, minarets,
memorable gates and,
above all, endless heritage. It is also my parents’ birthplace.
During a recent short visit, I
stayed in Ras Aghil, a posh neighbourhood in the north-central Moroccan city of about 837,000, overlooking the ancient medina to the
west and luscious olive tree farms
to the north. The smell of blossoming flowers on the orange trees filled
the air.

I spent about ten
hours touring Meknes
but I felt one day was
not enough.
As soon as I entered the medina,
abandoned ruins of collapsed houses welcomed me, reminiscent of the
ancient medina of Casablanca. The
minaret of Bab Berdieyinne mosque
had been rebuilt after heavy rains in
February 2010 caused it to collapse,
killing 41 worshippers during Friday prayers. The mosque was built
of rammed earth in the 18th century
under Morocco’s first female minister, Khnata bent Bakkar.
As I started walking towards the

Lahdim Market.

historic Jewish quarter, I stopped
every now and then to photograph
the narrow and relatively dark alleys. I bumped again into one of the
crumbling houses. At Mellah Avenue, the smell of spices and dried
fruit guided me to its shops while
street vendors sold fresh herbs.
The mellah, behind whose walls
the Jewish population was once
confined, was founded in Meknes in
1540 and was developed under the
rule of Sultan Moulay Ismail, who
made Meknes the capital in the 17th
century. Another mellah was built
in the 20th century following a rise
in the Jewish population. Today,
the mellahs have become nostalgic
places to visiting Jewish tourists
seeking to discover the history of
their ancestors, although few Jews
live in them anymore.
On Lahdim Square, the gathering spot of young and old, I stopped
for a quick Moroccan tea break.
The square at midday was somewhat empty apart from a few tourist coaches dropping off visitors to
marvel at the towering Bab el-Mansour and visit a few shops in a market adjacent to the square.
The gate is by far the most impressive of all imperial Moroccan
cities’ gates. It was completed five
years after Moulay Ismail’s death,
in 1732. Bab el-Mansour was built
from marble columns taken from
Volubilis ruins and is adorned with
zellige — mosaics — and inscriptions
across the top. It is now an arts and
crafts gallery.
The Dar Jamari palace was built

Dubai:
Through April 8th
Global Village is a large
cultural event in Dubai that
offers an array of festivals,
shopping and entertainment in an open-air theme
park. This entertainment
and shopping destination includes more than 75 participating countries, dozens of
fun rides and 26 restaurants
offering food from around
the world.
Doha:
February 22nd-May 21st
Picasso-Giacometti is an
exhibition that begins at the
Fire Station Artist in Residence centre in Doha. The
exhibition includes more
than 80 works from collections of the Musée National
Picasso and the Foundation
Giacometti in Paris, including The She Goat (1950) by
Pablo Picasso and Alberto
Giacometti’s Tall Woman
(1960).
Ghardaia, Algeria:
During March

Domed sanctuary.
in 1882 and overlooks Lahdim
Square. In 1920, under the French
protectorate, the palace was allocated to the regional Inspectorate
of Fine Arts, which turned it into
a museum. It houses a collection
of ceramics, jewellery, kaftans,
swords, kitchenware, music instruments, carpets and other items
dating from as far back as the 14th
century.
Each of the numerous rooms in
the museum has a special theme.

What drew my attention was the
domed sanctuary, in immaculate
condition and furnished with low
traditional sofas, embroidered
cushions and luxurious carpets.
A bronze chandelier lights up the
sanctuary where visiting politicians
and dignitaries used to be received.
It was 4pm by the time I left
the museum. I sat in one of the
restaurants at Lahdim Square for
a late lunch. I indulged in a delicious chicken tagine with lemon
for about $4 and freshly squeezed
orange juice at 79 cents.
Next, it was time to buy some
green olives from the indoor market adjacent to the square. I was
spoiled by choices as every seller
offered free tastings to lure me into
their shops where different types of
olives were heaped into amazingly
large cones, making for a colourful
display.
When I left the market, Lahdim
Square had suddenly turned into a
bustling circus with people coming
to see snake charmers, singers, storytellers, henna ladies and sellers
of “miraculous” herbal medicine
to the amazement or scepticism of
onlookers.
I spent about ten hours touring
Meknes but I felt one day was not
enough to visit this heritage-rich
city. It was a day worth treasuring —
and repeating.

The annual Ghardaia
National Carpet Festival is
centred on Algeria’s carpetweaving tradition. Artisans
and designers exhibit and
sell their work and participate in competitions. The
event is marked by a lively
procession accompanied by
traditional music. The festival 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 performances.
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