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Tunisian
President Beji 
Caid Essebsi: 
The calm after 
the storm

Turkey threatens as US deploys troops in Syria

Carthage

T 

he corridors of the 
presidential palace at 
Carthage are incredibly 
quiet. For decades fol-
lowing Tunisia’s inde-

pendence, executive and political 
decisions were made here. Tuni-
sian President Beji Caid Essebsi 
has changed that. He knows that 
what Tunisia needs is an experi-
enced conductor of the political or-
chestra, someone who coordinates 
and directs the music but does not 
himself play it.

In post-revolution Tunisia, the 
government’s team of youthful 
leaders has learned to appreciate 
the wisdom the veteran politi-
cal figure provides. Caid Essebsi, 
who has surrounded himself with 
young aides, wants to stay con-
nected to the country’s youth. He 
likes to reach out to this large seg-
ment of Tunisian society in a lan-
guage it can understand and the 
medium it uses most.

Unsurprisingly, reports of the 
president’s activities appear on 
the presidency’s Facebook page 
before showing up in the news 
media. That choice is not wanton. 
Facebook is the favourite news 

platform of Tunisian youth. Caid 
Essebsi, who has been in politics 
since the heydays of the printed 
press and radio in Tunisia, has 
kept track of the transformations 
in communication technologies.

A few moments with Caid Esseb-
si, 90, are sufficient to realise how 
alert and sharp he is. He focuses on 
the main issues but does not ne-
glect details. True to his classical 
education, he often quotes from 
Arabic classical poetry when he 
wants to make a point. Very often, 
too, he refers to speeches and ac-
tions by Tunisia’s first president, 
Habib Bourguiba, who remains an 
inspiration for him.

There is a great deal of confi-
dence in the discourse of Caid Es-
sebsi, who said the end of Tunisia’s 
lean years is nearing and that the 
country is on the right track. Still, 
he recognises the enormous chal-
lenges ahead, especially the need 
to solve the country’s seemingly 
intractable economic problems.

Reaching political compromise 
in Tunisia is one thing but achiev-

ing reforms is another. Political 
compromise between the many 
political parties in the country — 
too many, in Caid Essebsi’s opinion 
— must be in the service of reforms 
and not an objective in itself.

Tunisia is an important country 
even if its regional role is bound to 
be determined by its geographic 
size, its internal political map and 
its resources. The Maghrebi bloc, 
with which Egypt finds itself in-
creasingly associated, is at ease 
with Tunisia’s role. Nobody in Tu-
nisia wants to control the region 
and that is what makes the country 

a place for the exchange of ideas 
even between opposing parties, 
especially when it comes to na-
tional security issues.

Caid Essebsi knows the impor-
tance of this conciliatory role and 
encourages the country’s diplo-
macy to be active in promoting 
dialogue. Caid Essebsi knows the 
importance of this conciliatory 
role and encourages the country’s 
diplomacy to be active in promot-
ing dialogue.

Beirut

A 

s the Syrian war edged 
towards its seventh year 
on March 15th, several 
hundred elite US Army 
Rangers and Marines 

with heavy artillery have deployed 
in northern Syria in a modest but 
significant military escalation by 
US President Donald Trump in the 
campaign against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) that may further expand in 
the coming weeks.

US officials on March 8th said the 
Trump administration could base 
up to 1,000 US troops in Kuwait to 
serve as a fast-reaction reserve force 
in the battle against ISIS — a move 
that strongly suggests Trump is 
prepared to substantially raise the 

stakes in Syria after years of half-
hearted US involvement.

However, the US action height-
ened tensions with Turkey, a NATO 
partner and nominal ally, and 
sharply exposed the increasingly 
complex geopolitical rivalries that 
have emerged in northern Syria. 
They come amid final preparations 
for the battle for Raqqa, de facto 
capital of the caliphate proclaimed 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) and the 
group’s last urban stronghold in 
Syria.

Ankara is at odds with the United 
States over which forces should 
spearhead the final assault on 
Raqqa, expected to be unleashed in 
the next few weeks.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim warned that Ankara’s rela-
tions with the United States could 
be “seriously damaged” if the 
Americans continued to support 
the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), 
a Kurdish-dominated alliance that 
has been the United States’ most re-
liable partner in the multisided Syr-
ian maelstrom.

In a bizarre twist in a long-bewil-
dering war, the primary mission of 
the US Army Rangers is to protect 
the Americans’ Kurdish and Arab al-
lies massed in the region from Tur-
key, which wants its own forces to 

lead the charge against Raqqa, the 
big prize in the war to crush ISIS.

There have been sporadic clashes 
between the two forces, heighten-
ing the messy struggle for regional 
influence between the key powers 
involved in the Syrian conflict.

The force of 200 US Marines, 
equipped with 155mm howitzers, 

which can lob GPS-guided shells 
32km, have dug in west of Raqqa. 
The gunners from the 11th Marine 
Expeditionary Unit will provide fire 
support for US-backed Syrian forces 
who are preparing to assault Raqqa 
under cover of US-led air strikes.

The troops from the 75th Ranger 
Regiment deployed west of the 

town of Manbij, 65km north-west 
of Raqqa, with heavily armoured 
Stryker fighting vehicles.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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The Tunisian 
president does not 
hide his concern about 
the crisis in Libya.

Challenges ahead. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi speaking 
at the Carthage Palace.                                                                  (AFP)
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Bizarre twist. US forces take up positions on the outskirts of the Syrian town Manbij, on March 7th. (AP)                                                                                                  
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News & Analysis Maghreb

T 

he Tunisian president 
does not hide his con-
cern about the crisis in 
Libya and about the con-
sequences of keeping it 

closed to potential players from the 
region.

“How would we react if we find 
Russia in our neighbourhood as 
a result of its involvement in the 
Libyan crisis, just as it did in Syria?” 
he asked. “What could we do if the 
Russians, the Americans and the 
Europeans agreed on an interven-
tion agenda in Libya?

“We (Tunisians) will be the ones 
who will pay the price in terms of 
our security, our economy and our 
stability. We must be the first to 
take action and sit together with 
all local and regional parties con-
cerned with the Libyan issue; other-
wise, we will lose to the alternative 
global schemes surrounding us. We 
are in the middle of the Mediterra-
nean and Europe, the West, and the 
Russian fleet is just a stone’s throw 
away.”

The recent agreement among Tu-
nisia, Egypt and Algeria, an agree-
ment dubbed “the Tunis declara-
tion”, is a step in the right direction. 
Tunisian officials like to emphasise 
that they are not just motivated by 
Tunisia’s interests but also by their 
desire to seek “the best for our Lib-
yan brothers”.

Tunisia would face great threats 
if things got out of control in Libya. 
The threat of cross-border terror-
ism is justification for the Tunisian 
initiative. A worsening of the eco-
nomic crisis in Libya has dire con-
sequences for Tunisia’s economy 
and not just for the people living 
near border areas. Hundreds of 
thousands of Libyans either live in 
Tunisia or transit by the neighbour-
ing North African country to other 
parts of the world.

It is also obvious that Tunisia 
stands to gain tremendously from 
peace, stability and economic re-
covery in Libya. The Tunis declara-
tion is a reminder of these regional 
realities, which some are trying to 
ignore.

The president knows that he is in 
a race against time. All countries are 
preoccupied with their own inter-
nal security and political issues and 
no longer pay attention to political 
crises in smaller countries. Caid Es-
sebsi said that Tunisians should not 
exaggerate their problems. People 
should be patient and the media 
should give citizens the chance to 
think out the issues.

Caid Essebsi understands the 
contradictory pressures at play in 
the media. He said: “The success 
of the democratic experiment is 
contingent on the balance between 
several connected circles. Democ-
racy would be threatened by the 
absence of security and develop-
ment.”

He also said no democracy or so-
cial development is possible with-
out a free press. The president con-
siders the rapid proliferation and 
development of private and public 
media institutions in post-revo-
lution Tunisia as a major achieve-
ment.

Media oversight of the govern-
ment is an integral part of the 
peaceful transition towards a stable 
and productive society, Caid Esseb-
si said. “They are free to write what-
ever they want,” he said, “as long as 
they tell the truth. We have nothing 
to hide but let it be the truth only 
and not rumours and fabrications.”

Caid Essebsi is not without 
qualms about the work of the me-
dia in Tunisia. He said there is a lot 
of exaggeration in what is being re-
ported and there are political par-
ties that either contribute to this 
kind of reporting or take advantage 
of it to attack the government’s re-
forms. The president said he does 
not expect, however, critical me-
dia to relent but he would like the 
members of the media to remember 
they are Tunisians first and fore-
most.

Caid Essebsi said Tunisians 
should not lose sight of the real aim 
of true democracy. For him, politi-

cal parties, candidates and ballot 
boxes are tools for ensuring good 
governance and are not in them-
selves the ultimate goals.

Living in a pluralistic system 
should not mean denying the le-
gitimately appointed government 
the chance to proceed with reform 
programmes. “The culture of work 
goes hand in hand with the cul-
ture of democratic development,” 
Caid Essebsi said. “This is what has 
made the West progress and it is 
what we would like to instil in the 
minds of Tunisians.”

Still committed to his consen-
sus-based approach to preserve 
civil peace, Caid Essebsi said Is-
lamist movements should have 
their share in the Tunisian political 
scene. There is no returning to ex-
clusionary policies and practices. 
As democracy grows in Tunisia and 
democratic tools become common-
place, Islamist movements will not 
regret the peaceful political choices 

they made following the 2014 elec-
tions.

“There is room for everyone in 
the Tunisian national project,” Caid 
Essebsi said. “We can sit together, 
negotiate and compromise because 
we have seen what could happen 
when relations are broken and po-
larisation becomes the order of the 
day.”

Visitors to Tunis see changes tak-
ing place. The streets of the city are 
cleaner and post-revolution signs 
of disorder are disappearing. One 
should travel outside the capital to 
see if winds of change are sweep-
ing the rest of the country as well. 
There is a palpable feeling of opti-
mism.

People are calmer and seem to 

instinctively respond to what they 
see as being in their best interests 
from what is proposed by the gov-
ernment or political parties. Phos-
phate production is back to normal. 
The Tunisian capital recently host-
ed a major international conference 
on investment projects in the coun-
try. Tunisians seem to agree over 
the need for reforms.

Quietly readjusting priorities 
looks like the right strategy towards 
transforming revolution from in-
tentions to concrete measures. In 
Tunisia, the calm starts in the cor-
ridors of the presidential palace in 
Carthage. A presidential calm, actu-
ally.

Haitham El-Zobaidi is chairman 
of Al Arab Publishing House. He 
is also chairman and publisher 
of The Arab Weekly and  Al-
Jadeed magazine. This piece was 
published in Arabic in the first 
issue of Al-Jadeed in February.
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The president knows 
that he is in a race 
against time.

Democracy would 
be threatened by 
the absence of 
security and 
development.”President Beji Caid Essebsi

Democratic transition. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi speaking at the Carthage Palace.         (AFP)

Ben Guerdane, a year on

M
arch 7th marked 
an anniversary 
that went largely 
unnoticed in 
much of the Arab 
region and the 

rest of the world.
Yet there are lessons to be 

learned from why and how, a 
year ago, Tunisians thwarted an 
attempt by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
to establish an emirate in Ben 
Guerdane, a town on the Tunisian-
Libyan border.

Scores of ISIS militants brazenly 
tried to seize the military garrison, 
national guard and police stations 
in the town of 60,000 inhabitants, 
who mostly live off smuggling 
goods across the border with Libya.

The militants were clearly helped 
by their local knowledge. They 
had enough intelligence to target 
security officials and anti-terrorism 
officers in their homes and on the 
streets of Ben Guerdane. In the 
initial hours of the attack, they 
killed two policemen.

They planned to use large caches 
of arms and explosives smuggled 
in from Libya from 2011 onward. 
Much of the weapons horde was 
discovered only after the attack.

What the militants did not 
expect, however, was the reaction 
of the local population.

Unlike similar situations 
elsewhere, the residents of Ben 
Guerdane did not leave the army 
and security forces to battle the 
militants alone.

Instead, they stayed on the risky 
streets, keeping watch and guiding 
security forces to enemy positions. 
They filmed street battles with 
their smartphones and posted the 
footage on social media. In their 
posts, they made clear they were 
taking sides and which one it was.

Eventually, 55 terrorists were 
killed and 42 arrested, while 13 
members of the security forces and 
seven civilians died in the fighting.

The most obvious lesson of 
the battle of Ben Guerdane is 
that wins and losses in the fight 
against terrorism largely depend 
on whether terrorists or the 
government forces enjoy the 
people’s support.

Counting on local support 
was probably ISIS’s most serious 
miscalculation in Ben Guerdane. 
As in the rest of Tunisia, there 
were no major sectarian or ethnic 
cleavages that the jihadists 
could exploit. The militants may 
have counted on the economic 
grievances of a region that felt 
neglected for decades, a feeling 
that was aggravated by events 
since 2011.

The violence in Libya and 
upheaval in Tunisia dented the 
town’s business over the border, 
including both regular trade and 
illegal trafficking. Even so, when 
they saw their security forces 
under attack, Ben Guerdane’s 
people rallied around the flag of 
Tunisia, not that of ISIS.

This is significant, not least 
because it was the last major 
attempt by jihadists to strike at 
Tunisia. The Ben Guerdane attack 
was one of a series of high-profile 
ISIS-claimed attacks starting in 
2015 with assaults on the Bardo 
National Museum and the Sousse 
beach resort.

It also coincided with a review 
of the country’s anti-terrorism 
tactics, including the construction 
of a 201km fence and a ditch 
south of Ben Guerdane to prevent 
infiltration from Libya.

A new antiterrorism strategy as 
well as the psychological impact of 
ISIS’s failure to take Ben Guerdane 
changed the course of events in 
Tunisia’s fight against jihadist 
terrorism.

Fittingly, Tunisian Prime 
Minister Youssef Chahed called 
Ben Guerdane the “town of 
resistance” on the anniversary 
of the attack and said that “your 
victory in the March 7th battle, the 
victory of security agents, of our 
soldiers, marked a turning point in 
the struggle against terrorism”.

Even so, cross-border trafficking 
will probably remain an issue until 
the informal economy is checked. 
The terrorists who infiltrated Ben 
Guerdane are thought to have 
used smugglers’ routes to enter 
Tunisia. Across North Africa, the 
Sahel and the entire Middle East, 
traffickers often cross paths with 
jihadists. The overlap between 
the two groups must end but 
that would require an economic 
recovery — jobs and growth — that 
the region is yet to enjoy.

For Tunisia and other North 
African countries, cross-border 
security will depend in large 
part on the restoration of central 
government authority in Libya. At 
home, Tunisia needs to exorcise 
the demon of regionalism, 
which feeds on developmental 
imbalances and encourages 
opportunistically inclined local 
populists. Border areas, which 
are now deservedly receiving 
special attention, should see 
more development projects 
implemented. 

Ben Guerdane shows that it 
takes loyal citizens as well as 
effective security forces to beat 
ISIS. This lesson was a turning 
point for Tunisia and maybe 
beyond its borders.

Oussama Romdhani
is Editor-in-Chief of The Arab 
Weekly.

Oussama 
Romdhani

View point
Ben 
Guerdane’s 
people 
rallied 
around 
the flag of 
Tunisia, 
not that of 
ISIS.

Counting on local support was 
probably ISIS’s most serious 
miscalculation in Ben Guerdane.
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U 

nder increasing pres-
sure to stem illegal 
migration, German 
Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel travelled to North 

Africa to discuss migration and de-
velopment issues with leaders in 
Tunisia and Egypt.

The trip in early March seems to 
be largely a success for Merkel, who 
convinced Tunisia to accept 1,500 
failed asylum seekers and Egypt 
1,000 others and speed up their 
part of the deportation process.

In Egypt, Merkel offered tech-
nical assistance for the country’s 
border control and coast guard, 
which are struggling to contain an 
influx of illegal migrants and terror 
threats. Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi said Egypt is home 
to 5 million refugees and Germany 
fears many could be headed to Eu-
rope.

“Human traffickers are trying 
to open a new route to Europe 
through Egypt,” Merkel said at a 
news conference with Sisi. “We 
need to end this.”

In exchange, Merkel pledged 
hundreds of millions of dollars in 
financial assistance with about 
$528 million for economic pro-
grammes in Egypt and nearly $264 

million to development projects in 
Tunisia.

Analysts said Merkel’s trip was 
likely an attempt to boost popular-
ity ahead of September elections in 
Germany.

“Merkel’s party is facing criti-
cism for their open-door policy,” 
said Aymen Briki, a doctoral stu-
dent in law and geopolitics at the 
University of Sousse who focuses 
on Tunisia-Germany relations. 
“For her, this is a sign of strength.”

Germany’s open-door policy has 
been under scrutiny since close to 
900,000 immigrants poured into 
the European country in 2015. 
Backlash over the policy intensi-
fied in December when a Tunisian 
migrant, Anis Amri, drove a truck 
through a crowded Christmas mar-
ket, killing 12 and injuring 56.

Amri’s asylum request had been 
turned down by German authori-
ties but he was unable to be deport-
ed after Tunisia failed to recognise 
him as a citizen.

The attack strained Germany’s 
relationship with Tunisia, which 
had grown closer since the 2011 rev-
olution. Germany has opened nu-
merous non-governmental organi-
sations and political foundations in 
Tunisia and there are about 30,000 
Tunisians living in Germany.

“After the attack, some German 
politicians called for halting funds 
to Tunisia until they are willing to 
take back failed asylum seekers,” 
said Paul Scheicher, who works at a 
German political foundation in Tu-
nis. “The German media said that 
both trips were designed to solve 
the migration issue.”

Whatever the motives, Merkel’s 
trip to Tunis was beneficial for both 
countries, Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi noted.

“We have agreed with Tunisia 
to send back 1,500 Tunisians in 

Germany who have been refused 
(permission) to stay in Germany,” 
Merkel said at a news conference 
March 3rd in Tunis.

“We will also help Tunisia set up 
a registration system. Replacement 
passports are then meant to be is-
sued within one week,” she said.

One proposal left off the table 
during Merkel’s visits to Cairo and 
Tunis was the opening of refugee 
camps in the North African coun-
tries. While many have pushed for 
Egypt to establish a refugee camp 
similar to the one in Turkey in ex-
change for billions of dollars in 
support, Egypt has expressed un-
willingness to absorb the economic 
and potential security burden.

“Egypt fights terrorism in Sinai 
and on the border with Libya al-
ready,” said Amira al-Shanawany, a 
political science professor at Cairo 
University. “Terrorists can easily 
infiltrate these camps and pose a 

new challenge for the security ap-
paratus.”

“Refugees live among Egyptians, 
not in camps,” Sisi said at the news 
conference with Merkel.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed voiced similar concerns in 
February about a potential refugee 
camp. “Our democracy is too young 
and I don’t believe this can work or 
that there are the capabilities for 
setting up refugee camps,” he said.

“Europe in general is trying to 
outsource its border to North Af-
rica,” Scheicher noted.

However, during Merkel’s visit 
to Egypt, Sisi did sign a controver-
sial protocol that would allow the 
return of German pro-democracy 
groups in Egypt. In late 2011, some 
German non-governmental organi-
sations (NGOs) were forced out af-
ter being accused of financing the 
turmoil that followed the downfall 
of the Hosni Mubarak regime.

“I am very happy we were able 
to make progress with our political 
foundations,” Merkel said. “It is an 
important step on the way to more 
diversity in civil society.”

Some activists said such a deal 
would be a setback to Egyptian de-
mocracy and civil society.

“By signing such a protocol, Ger-
many signals its very narrow inter-
est in the work of its own NGOs,” 
said Gamal Eid, an Egyptian civil 
society activist. “As for other NGOs, 
they have nobody to defend them.”

Sisi said he hoped Merkel could 
breathe life into his country’s mori-
bund tourism industry. He took her 
on a tour of the Great Pyramids of 
Giza and dined a few minutes from 
the Sphinx.

Stephen Quillen reported from 
Tunis and Amr Emam from Cairo. 
Both are contributors to The Arab 
Weekly.
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In North Africa, 
Merkel seeks 
solutions to 
internal problems

Libya’s feuding forces battle for oil basin control

Tunis

L 

ibyan Field Marshal Khali-
fa Haftar suffered a major 
loss when Islamist militias 
pushed his forces away 
from two of Libya’s main 

oil terminals.
The attack by militias known 

as the Benghazi Defence Brigades 
(BDB) claimed effective control  of 
the oil terminals at Ras Lanuf and 
Sidra. The refineries had been un-
der Haftar’s control since Septem-
ber, when his forces swept through 
north-eastern Libya’s oil crescent 
and took control of areas in Zuei-
tina, Brega, Ras Lanuf and Sidra, 
undermining the UN-backed gov-
ernment in Tripoli.

With both sides pledging to hold 
their ground, a continuation of vio-
lence is expected.

“This is a war against the whole 
east region,” said Haftar’s military 
spokesman Colonel Ahmed Mis-
mari, who noted the attack includ-
ed tanks. “They will not win,” he 
said.

BDB commander Colonel Musta-
fa al-Sharkasi expressed similar re-
solve, saying: “Our fighters will free 
the other oil terminals. The battle 
will take time. We have other forces 
preparing to converge on Benghazi 
from other roads and free the city.”

Sharkasi’s fighters see themselves 
as spiritual sons of Sheikh Sadik 
al-Ghariani, Libya’s controversial 
grand mufti. Ghariani, whose radi-
cal politics, conservative propos-

als and support for organisations 
such as the Muslim Brotherhood 
and Ansar al-Sharia have made him 
popular among hard-line Islam-
ists, urged Islamist militias to take 
the fight to Haftar, calling him the 
“main evil”.

BDB has often followed his ad-
vice, bringing back memories of 
Libya Dawn — Islamist militias con-
nected to Ghariani. In August 2014, 
Libya Dawn forces began a similar 
military offensive, setting buildings 
on fire and forcing the country’s 
internationally recognised parlia-
ment to flee eastward as they took 
over Tripoli.

Libya’s elected parliament now 

backs Haftar, who has gained a 
reputation as a fiery anti-Islamist 
strongman.

Commanding the Libyan Nation-
al Army (LNA), Haftar has defeated 
jihadists and other Islamist groups 
in most of their eastern strong-
holds, including Benghazi. Howev-
er, his approach has threatened the 
country’s social fabric by politicis-
ing tribal elements in the east and 
displacing thousands of families.

BDB’s swift advance across Lib-
ya’s desert to key oil terminals has 
exposed the limits of Haftar’s pow-
er, as well as the shallowness of his 
alliance with the eastern tribes that 
were instrumental to his takeover 

in September.
Haftar’s military spokesman said 

the LNA is building up forces to 
overturn the Islamists’ victory but 
there is little evidence of that.

The LNA’s predicament could 
signify a turning point for Haftar, 
whom diplomats have privately de-
scribed as “stubborn” for refusing 
to negotiate with the UN-backed 
government of National Accord 
(GNA) in Tripoli. In February, Haf-
tar refused to meet with GNA Prime 
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj in Cairo.

However, without military sup-
port from Egypt, which Haftar has 
relied on in the past, a deal with the 
GNA might be his only option.

The GNA has experienced set-
backs of its own and international 
trust in the institution is wearing 
thin after nearly a year of being 
unable to change the situation on 
the ground. Adding to the GNA’s 
troubles was the arrival of battle-
hardened Islamic State militias to 
Sirte in February and the decision 
by other Islamist militias to reaf-
firm their loyalty to the rival gov-
ernment in Tripoli led by Islamist 
Khalifa al-Ghweil

Three of Libya’s Arab neigh-
bours — Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia 
— adopted a plan for dealing with 
Libya’s crisis in late February but, 
after the recent turmoil in the east, 
diplomats are awaiting Haftar’s 
next move.

Analysts in Libya blamed Haftar’s 
“narcissism” for the stalemate and 
said Sarraj’s ineffectiveness em-
boldened Islamist militias to attack 
the oil terminals.

“It is very clear that the escalat-

ing situation in the east involves 
clear goals to kill whatever glimmer 
of hope remains in bringing all Lib-
yans together in a single state,” said 
political analyst Said Ramadane.

Political writer Mohamed Ali Ma-
brouk said the violence in Libya’s 
eastern oil basin proved that “most 
political and military players have 
no domestic legitimacy and sup-
port”.

“The conflicting parties are play-
ing the roles their backers want 
them to play,” Mabrouk said. “They 
have no Libyan interests in their 
hearts and do not care about ordi-
nary Libyan’s concerns.”

Libya’s conflict is indeed mud-
dled and confusing. Despite Haf-
tar’s opposition to the GNA and 
zealous anti-Islamist stance, his 
supporters include prominent 
Western powers and conservative 
Salafist factions in the east.

In Libya’s maze of conflicting ide-
ologies and alliances, the distinc-
tion between terrorism, secular-
ism and radical Islam is difficult to 
grasp and, for foreign powers hop-
ing to forge peace, things are more 
difficult than ever.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Stephen Quillen
and Amr Emam

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed greets German Chancellor Angela Merkel at the prime 
minister’s headquarters in the capital Tunis, on March 3rd.                                                                            (AFP)

Lamine Ghanmi

Commander of the Benghazi Defence Brigades (BDB) Mustafa 
al-Sharkasi attends a news conference, on March 6th.              (Reuters)

Analysts in Libya say 
Sarraj’s 
ineffectiveness 
emboldened Islamist 
militias to attack the 
oil terminals.

Europe in general 
is trying to 
outsource its 
border to North 
Africa.”Paul Scheicher,

German political foundation 
employee in Tunis
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T 

he Syrian war lurches into 
its seventh ghastly year 
on March 15th with much 
of the country in ruins, 
its economy decimated 

and half its population dead, miss-
ing or homeless. Syria is probably 
facing disintegration into sectarian 
and ethnic entities, vivid testimony 
to the unfolding transformation of 
much of the Middle East.

There is no sign that the fighting, a 
confusing melee of several separate 
conflicts, including regional con-
frontations as well as internal Syrian 
rivalries, is anywhere near ending.

Even so, Yezid Sayigh, senior fel-
low at the Carnegie Endowment’s 
Middle East Centre in Beirut, ob-
served: “The Syrian conflict, which 
long seemed interminable, has en-
tered its final phase. It is far from 
over… and a formal negotiated 
settlement remains a remote pros-
pect…

“The only possible consolation 
is that a genuinely broad political 
opposition, grass-roots social activ-
ism and new cross-sectarian and 
cross-ethnic coalitions cannot re-
vive without an end to the armed 
conflict.

“How this may unfold is hard to 
predict or guarantee, but it is fast 
emerging the only hope for future 
change in Syria,” Sayigh wrote in a 
February 16th analysis.

The turning point in the war was 
Russia’s military intervention in 
September 2015 that saved the dy-
nastic regime of President Bashar 
Assad from imminent defeat. That 
complicated an already bewilder-
ingly complex conflict and thrust it 
into a new global dimension.

Russia’s military firepower, pri-
marily its air and missile forces, 
and its diplomatic influence in the 
UN Security Council, heightened 
the flood of war refugees from the 
Middle East into a tidal wave of hu-
man misery swamping Europe and 
threatening its unity, a destabilisa-
tion that fed into Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s strategic game 
plan.

A ceasefire brokered by Russia, 
Iran and Turkey has been in place 
since November 30th but it is so 
perforated as to be meaningless.

Russia, having rescued Assad and 

his cronies, clearly wants to find 
an accommodation with the major 
parties and pull out its troops.

Iran, Assad’s other key ally, is in 
Syria to stay to further its strate-
gic expansion from the Gulf to the 
Mediterranean.

Neither can it easily pull out 
of Syria because Assad’s dynasty 
would surely go under simply be-
cause his military forces have been 
dangerously depleted due to battle 
losses, large-scale defections and 
draft-dodging. The Assad regime 
cannot even control the territory it 
holds, let alone win back on its own 
the vast areas held by jihadists and 
other rebel forces.

Assad can only claim control of 
about 35% of Syria, mainly in the 
centre and the west. The energy-
rich east and the agricultural heart-
land in the north are held by his 
myriad enemies.

There are disturbing signs that 
the war is taking on new dimen-
sions, drawing outside powers ever 
deeper into a conflict that seems to 
constantly change complexion and 
threaten wider turmoil.

Turkey, driven by the strategic 
ambitions of its increasingly auto-
cratic president, Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, invaded northern Syria in 
August 2016, ostensibly to crush 
the Islamic State (ISIS) but largely 
to prevent Syrian Kurds establish-

ing an independent state on Tur-
key’s southern border while Ankara 
struggles with its own separatist 
Kurdish minority.

The global war against ISIS over-
laps with Syria’s own bloodletting 
even as Turkey’s inroads threaten 
to ignite new sectarian conflicts in 
northern Syria where rival jihadist 
groups are battling for supremacy.

There are growing signs of dis-
cord between the three outside 
powers that effectively control both 
the war and the quest for a peace 
settlement.

US President Donald Trump’s de-
ployment in early March of 200 US 
Marines with artillery around the 
flashpoint town of Manbij in north-
ern Syria indicated a more muscular 
US involvement in Syria that could 
enflame the multilayered conflict

The key element in what comes 
next is whether Assad remains in 
power. The rebels want him and 
his autocratic regime gone. Russia 
and Iran want to keep him in place 
for their own strategic purposes, 
although Moscow apparently ac-
cepts that in the end there can be 
no lasting political solution while 
he remains.

However, the political spectrum 
in Syria is so fragmented that agree-
ment will be difficult, perhaps im-
possible, to achieve despite Rus-
sia’s drive for a political settlement 

and a UN-brokered peace initiative.
Assad’s regime, thanks to Russian 

and Iranian support and the oppo-
sition’s crippling disarray, is secure 
and, thus emboldened, seems de-
termined to militarily crush rebel 
forces.

The Russians, fearful of becom-
ing snarled in another Afghanistan-
style quagmire, are focused on find-
ing a negotiated end to the conflict.

“In the long term, the Syrian gov-
ernment has no intention of making 
significant concessions to the re-
bels and intends to build on its cur-
rent battlefield advantage as long as 
its foreign support, particularly Ira-
nian, remains strong,” the US-based 
global security consultancy Stratfor 
warned in January.

“Given Russia’s determination 
to exit the conflict and Turkey’s in-
creasingly accommodative stance 
towards Assad, some minor agree-
ments are within reach but the Syr-
ian conflict will not end in 2017.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Syria’s war enters seventh year with no end to the carnage

Ed Blanche

No sign of ending. A fighter of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) looks through binoculars in the village of Sabah al-Khayr on the northern outskirts of Deir ez-Zor, 
on February 21st.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)

Assad can only claim 
control of about 35% 
of Syria, mainly in 
the centre and the 
west.

The political 
spectrum in Syria is 
so fragmented that 
agreement will be 
difficult to achieve.

Why Bashar Assad survives the Syrian deluge

L
ogic, if it applied in this 
war, would dictate that 
by now — six long and 
murderous years into 
the conflict — Syrian 
President Bashar Assad 

should carry the blame for the 
sectarian violence that has placed 
his country on the brink of 
destruction. In any other context, 
in any other country, he would 
have been removed from power 
and brought to stand trial.

However, in Syria, particularly 
in time of war, there is another 
type of logic that prevails. As 
with almost every other aspect 
of daily life in the region, do 
not always seek explanations in 
which one would naturally look. 
In the Levant, as in other parts of 
the Middle East, answers may be 
found in the country’s tribes or in 
traditions.

In Syria, it is the logic of 
sectarianism, political schisms and 
the deep-rooted hatred dividing 
the various religious communities 
that guides everyday political 
decisions and what may pass for 
logic. It is largely thanks to those 
guidelines of tribal survival that 

Assad is still in power despite half 
the country and most civilised 
democracies calling for his 
resignation.

Why has Assad managed to 
remain in power?

To better understand what keeps 
Assad so solidly in command when 
a large portion of his people, most 
of his neighbours and much of the 
Western world vie for his demise, 
one should visualise an inverted 
pyramid.

Imagine an upside-down 
pyramid with Assad at the bottom, 
in a sort of Herculean manner, 
struggling like Atlas to keep the 
rest of the infrastructure sturdily 
on his shoulders and intact. 
Remove Assad and the structure 
crumbles.

Right above the president there 
is the extended family: Mother, 
brothers and sisters along with 
their spouses and children. On 
the next tier one can find cousins, 
uncles and in-laws. Above them 
are the top party officials and 
the senior military personnel. 
Interjected among all the above is a 
scattering of loyal bodyguards and 
their close families.

Remove any of those rows of 
people and the ones above them 
crumble and crash. Do not forget 
that above those mentioned there 

are hundreds of rank and file 
who belong here simply because 
they happened to be born into a 
particular religious sect. Aside 
from the political and religious 
affiliations, many of those within 
the inner circle are connected 
through lucrative business deals.

This is a very similar 
infrastructure to the one that 
existed in Iraq during the time of 
Saddam Hussein. It was precisely 
what frightened former US 
president George H.W. Bush and 
his team and kept the United States 
from taking drastic action in the 
period between the two Gulf wars.

Assad’s position is comparable 
in many ways to that of Saddam 
when he ordered his army to 
invade Kuwait.

There are also fundamental 
differences between the ruling 
Ba’ath Party in Iraq prior to the 
US invasion and subsequent 
occupation and the ruling Ba’ath 
Party in Syria, not least of which is 
Iran’s position in the conflict. Iran 
plays a major role in the region’s 
politics.

In the war in Iraq, the Iranians 
supported the opposition to the 
regime. In the Syrian war, the 
Iranians are backing the regime.

Another similarity between the 
Gulf wars and what is going on in 

Syria today is the important role 
being played by the Kurds. They 
were a major contender in the 
fight to bring down Saddam and 
the Kurds remain a power to be 
reckoned with in the fight to bring 
down Assad. Suffice to say that, 
this time around, the Kurds may be 
somewhat closer to attaining their 
long aspiration of an independent 
homeland.

However, as history has a habit 
of repeating itself…

Saddam was eventually 
deposed, so why is removing 
Assad from power so difficult and 
so complex? Three good reasons: 
Russia, Iran and Hezbollah.

Once, not too long ago, sidelined 
from Middle East politics, Russia 
under President Vladimir Putin 
finds itself again practically at 
the level of influence previously 
enjoyed by the Soviet Union, if not 
actually even more so.

With these new developments 
in Syria, the United States will find 
it can no longer act unilaterally. 
Another major difference is that 
Assad was able to call on Iran and 
on Hezbollah militiamen from 
next-door Lebanon, whereas 
Saddam had no friends left.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Claude
Salhani

View point
In many 
ways 
Assad’s 
position is 
comparable 
to that of 
Saddam.

The United States will find that it 
can no longer act unilaterally.
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I 

raqi forces are readying for an 
offensive against the Old City 
in Mosul following the steady 
progress in their battle to seize 
the Islamic State (ISIS) strong-

hold.
The battle for the Old City may 

see some of the toughest fighting 
in western Mosul. “The Old City 
is a very difficult area” of narrow 
streets and closely spaced houses, 
said Lieutenant-Colonel Abdulamir 
al-Mohammedawi of Iraq’s elite 
Rapid Response Division.

Hundreds of thousands of ci-
vilians are believed to be trapped 
in the Old City under ISIS, whose 
fighters have used civilians as hu-
man shields.

Iraqi forces, with the support 
of US-led air strikes, have recap-
tured a series of neighbourhoods 
in Mosul as well as the provincial 
government headquarters and the 
museum where ISIS militants infa-
mously filmed themselves destroy-
ing priceless artefacts.

The current focus is on clearing 
newly retaken areas and defusing 
bombs in booby-trapped houses, 
said Mohammedawi.

Federal police said anti-ISIS forc-
es were setting up defences in re-
captured areas of Mosul.

“Berms and barriers were set up 
to protect (the) forces and they be-
gan search operations in Al-Dawasa 
and Al-Danadan and Al-Agaidat ar-
eas to find (ISIS) remnants to pre-
pare for the completion of offensive 
operations,” said Lieutenant-Gen-
eral Raed Shakir Jawdat.

ISIS overran large areas of Iraq 
and Syria in 2014, with its leader 
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declaring 
a cross-border “caliphate” in his 
last public appearance at a Mosul 
mosque in July that year.

A US official said Baghdadi was 
no longer in Mosul and that the 
hunt for the enigmatic figure was 
being led by groups outside the US-
led anti-ISIS coalition, including US 
special operations forces.

Iraqi forces began the massive 

operation to retake Mosul on Octo-
ber 17th, first recapturing its east-
ern side before setting their sights 
on its smaller but more densely 
populated west. ISIS militants have 
fought back with suicide car bombs, 
roadside bombs, snipers and weap-
onised drones. The militant group 
had also staged tactical retreats to 
trap advancing Iraqi forces.

Iraqi forces in Mosul’s municipal 
complex said they were surprised 
by ISIS counter-attacks after the 
militants first withdrew with little 
resistance.

Commanders said the hasty ad-
vances were intended to give them 
the element of surprise but they 
struggled with conducting me-
thodical urban operations under 
political and military pressure for a 
speedy wrap up to the Mosul war.

US officers estimated that as few 

as 500 ISIS militants remain in Mo-
sul, pitted against a 100,000-strong 
force of Iraqi military units, Shia 
forces and Kurdish fighters, backed 
by the US-led coalition.

The fighting in the city’s west-
ern districts has forced more than 
51,000 people to flee their homes, 
said the International Organisation 
for Migration.

Civilians trickled out of the area 
carrying their possessions in over-
stuffed suitcases.

“Judging by what has happened 
in eastern Mosul, rebuilding will be 
a slow process. Three months after 

their liberation, east Mosulites are 
getting fed up. They are still with-
out running water and the only 
electricity comes from private gen-
erators,” the Economist wrote.

Medical and food supplies have 
dwindled and costs have soared, 
leaving many on barely a meal a 
day.

“We’re hearing reports of people 
eating bird feed inside western Mo-
sul as they cannot afford the sky-
rocketing prices,” Karl Schembri, 
spokesman for the Norwegian Ref-
ugee Council, told Agence France-
Presse.

Residents and medical workers 
say that the combined effect of mal-
nutrition and the shortage of drugs 
is starting to kill the weakest.

Many of those who had fled the 
city did not fare much better.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) ac-

cused the Kurdistan Regional Gov-
ernment (KRG) forces of detaining 
men and boys who have fled ISIS in 
Mosul even after they passed secu-
rity clearances.

HRW said the KRG forces have 
detained more than 900 displaced 
men and boys between 2014 and 
late January 2017. Some were held 
for up to four months without com-
munication or updates for their 
families.

“Enforced disappearances, which 
occur when security forces detain 
and then conceal the fate or where-
abouts of a detainee, placing them 
outside the protection of the law, 
are violations of international hu-
man rights law and can be interna-
tional crimes,” HRW said.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

London

C 

lashes between rival 
Kurdish groups in Iraq’s 
north-western Sinjar 
district in early March 
highlight the resurfac-

ing power struggle in the country’s 
semi-autonomous Kurdistan re-
gion.

Fighting erupted when Peshmer-
ga Rojava, Syrian Kurds backed and 
trained by Iraq’s Kurdish Regional 
Government (KRG) to fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS), encroached 
on an area controlled by the Sinjar 
Resistance Units (YBS), an Iraqi af-
filiate of Turkey’s Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK).

The number of fatalities remains 
unconfirmed but different sources 
put the deaths at between two and 
nine, mainly on the YBS side.

Sinjar is a Yazidi-majority area 
in Nineveh province. It was under 
Iraq’s central government control 
before being captured by ISIS in 
August 2014, when militants sub-
jected the Yazidi population to rape 
and enslavement.

An international campaign to 
save the Yazidis from ISIS was 
launched. Included in the effort 
were Syria’s People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) — widely seen as a PKK-
affiliate — and later joined by the 
Iraqi KRG’s peshmerga forces.

Sinjar fell under the control of 
KRG President Masoud Barzani, 
who refused to return the territory 
to the authority of the central gov-

ernment in Baghdad.
Many of Sinjar’s residents view 

the KRG with suspicion, accusing 
the peshmerga of deliberately al-
lowing the area to fall to ISIS.

Critics say the KRG is prevent-
ing Yazidis from returning home to 
change Sinjar’s demographic make-
up, favouring Barzani loyalists, as it 
seeks to formalise its control of the 
territory.

The KRG denied the allegations, 
arguing that its peshmerga forces 
were too weak to support the Yazid-
is initially and that they did help 
the minority community at subse-

quent stages, promising to allow 
civilians in once the threat of ISIS is 
eradicated.

The KRG also argued that it does 
not want the areas it controls to 
host the PKK, which is designated 
as a terrorist group by the United 
States, the European Union and 
Turkey — Barzani’s ally.

“The PKK used the plight of the 
Yazidis to get another foothold in 
Iraq,” said Bora Bayraktar, a profes-
sor at Istanbul Kultur University. “It 
was an opportunity to turn Sinjar 
into another base for the PKK, like 
Qandil.”

Bayraktar said Ankara needs the 
help of Iraq’s KRG to prevent terror 
attacks by the PKK and ISIS inside 
Turkey.

The mutually beneficial econom-
ic relationship between Ankara and 
the KRG is also meant to send a 
message that the Kurds who do not 
threaten Turkey’s security will be 
rewarded, Bayraktar added.

There is also the perceived threat 
from Tehran. “Both Turkey and the 
KRG want to push back the influ-
ence of Iran,” which backs the Pa-
triotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), a 
rival to Barzani’s Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party (KDP), said Bayraktar.

Ali Murat Yel, a professor at Tur-
key’s Marmara University, said 
Iran, which cracks down on its own 
Kurdish opposition, is thought to 
be supporting the PKK in Iraq.

Iran also has a strong influence 
in the Shia-majority government 
in Baghdad, which has several dis-
putes with the KRG, albeit current-
ly on hold due to the military cam-
paign to root out ISIS from Mosul, 
Nineveh’s provincial capital.

Following the clashes, Iraqi me-
dia quoted a commander from the 
Shia militias meeting with YBS rep-
resentatives saying: “We will come 
to the defence of oppressed regard-
less of religion or ethnicity”. There 
are conflicting reports about who 
pays YBS salaries: the PKK, the Iraqi 
government or both.

The intra-Kurdish fighting 
prompted Germany to question the 
KRG’s alleged use of German weap-
ons, which were intended by Berlin 
to be used against ISIS alone. The 
peshmerga denied using weapons 

supplied by Germany, which also 
trains Kurdish forces.

The infighting casts a shadow 
on the future of Iraq’s northern ar-
eas once ISIS is ousted from Mosul 
and rival parties compete over the 
spoils of war.

Tense relations among Kurds also 
threaten to complicate anti-ISIS ef-
forts in neighbouring Syria.

The Peshmerga Rojava and Syr-
ia’s Kurdish National Council (KNC) 
are backed by Turkey and Iraq’s 
KRG but are at odds with the YPG, 
which is accused of cracking down 
on rival Kurdish parties.

Sharvan Diroki, a commander in 
Peshmerga Rojava, said the United 
States has given the green light 
to his forces to enter Syria to fight 
ISIS, despite objections from the 
US-backed YPG.

“We have plans to boost the num-
ber of our Peshmerga to around 
10,000 [from a current 7,000] in 
three months’ time after new train-
ing sessions,” Diroki told Kurdistan-
based media outlet Rudaw.

“The United States has officially 
asked us to be prepared for deploy-
ment into Rojava, but the PKK and 
YPG were opposed to the move,” he 
added.

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

Iraq braces for Mosul’s toughest battle

Iraq’s Kurdish infighting highlights power struggle

The Arab Weekly staff

Looking for a better 
tomorrow. Iraqi civilians 
flee Mosul, on March 8th.                                                                                                                         
                                           (AFP)

US officers estimate 
that as few as 500 
ISIS militants are in 
Mosul.

Kurdish crossroads. Iraqi Kurdish fighters look on as smoke 
billows in the northern Iraqi town of Sinjar.                (AFP)

Mamoon Alabbasi

The infighting casts a 
shadow on the future 
of Iraq’s northern 
areas.
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N
ow that the ritualistic marking of International 
Women’s Day is past, it bears noting that millions 
do not get much of a mention on the date — March 
8th — which was designated by the United Nations 
to celebrate and advocate for women’s rights 
around the world.

Women in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region bear a disproportionate share of the burdens that 
come with incessant conflicts and inevitable displacement, 
along with the inveterate social consequences of belonging to 
the female gender.

Often not enough attention is paid to the plight of Arab women 
facing such crisis situations.

This is tragic but vastly less so than their lives. They belong to a 
region that is home to five active and protracted conflicts — 
Syria, Iraq, Yemen, Libya and the Palestinian territories — and 
three of the worst humanitarian crises — Syria, Iraq and Yemen.

Terrorism takes an enormous and bloody toll on their families 
— MENA women are more likely to lose fathers, brothers, hus-
bands and sons than most women in other parts of the world. 
They, more than women elsewhere, also are statistically likely to 
be caught up in the disorientating and disempowering experi-
ence of an enforced flight from home as war engulfs their coun-
tries.

Of course, political and social turmoil affects men, too, but for 
women the pain is turned up several agonising notches. Con-
sider this: According to some estimates, more than one-quarter 
of Syrian refugee households in Jordan are headed by women. 
The situation is not much different in Yemen. It has had six years 
of political strife. Since early 2015, many of the men and even 
young boys have been sucked into the fighting, leaving the 
women and girls at home to struggle as best they might to 
support their families.

Then there are the women stuck in refugee camps in a number 
of countries such as Greece. As they helplessly endure a seem-
ingly endless wait to be processed and make their way into 
northern Europe to resume lives interrupted, these women live 
in constant fear of violence, including rape, according to a study 
published in January by the Refugee Rights Data Project.

This, because they live inadequately protected in camps, some 
run by the Greek government and local non-governmental 
organisations and mainly concentrated near the Macedonian 
border and in Athens. A UN Refugee Agency spokesman has 
admitted to concern about reports of sexual and gender-based 
violence, which “is closely linked to substandard living condi-
tions in areas accommodating refugees”.

Clearly, female refugees face more harrowing situations than 
their male counterparts and are forced to experience conflict and 
its consequences differently because they have fewer physical 
resources, political rights, authority or control over their envi-
ronment and needs than men.

If International Women’s Day is really to mean anything, 
women across the region must be substantially included in peace 
efforts, as well as recovery, humanitarian assistance and security 
operations — as partners, stakeholders and agents of delivery.

Perhaps, most importantly, these modern-day heroes should 
be celebrated as anchors of hope.

Tough days for Arab 
women facing war and 
displacement

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Trump’s executive 
order, a wake-up call 
for everyone

F
rom the perspective of 
Muslims worldwide, it 
is heartening to 
witness the over-
whelming anger and 
frustration from the 

international community and 
Americans against US President 
Donald Trump’s travel ban to the 
United States, which he initially 
sought to have imposed on 
nationals from seven Muslim-
majority countries.

The Trump administration has 
since moved to exclude Iraq from 
the original list but Syria, Yemen, 
Sudan, Libya, Somalia and Iran 
have remained.

Trump’s “Muslim ban” is short-
sighted, ill-thought-out and poten-
tially detrimental to US interests 
and national security. A federal ap-
peals court upheld a lower court’s 
suspension of the original ban, 
which reinforced the perception 
that the United States hates Arabs 
and Muslims. The Trump adminis-
tration did not appeal that ruling; 
instead the US president issued the 
new executive order, which targets 
the six predominantly Muslim 
countries, most of which are Arab.

 Citizens of all faiths from these 
countries do not travel to the 
United States using religious iden-
tification; they do so using their 
national passports.

The singling out of countries 
where the predominant religion is 
Islam only serves the interests and 
the propaganda of the ultra-right 
in the United States. It is obsessed 
with demonising the Islamic faith 
by constantly associating the reli-

gion with terrorism.
The Cato Institute, a libertarian 

think-tank in Washington, in a re-
port on terrorism and immigration 
in the United States, said the num-
ber of deadly terrorism attacks 
committed in the United States 
by people from the countries tar-
geted by the executive order was 
zero. The report shows there are 
no security concerns from these 
countries. Therefore, the motive 
of the ban is purely one of race and 
faith.

Although no longer on the list, 
Iraq stood out as an odd case, 
although banning the others is 
unjustifiable.

Iraq has paid the highest price 
for US policies. More than 1 million 
lives, as well as billions of dollars, 
were lost in the Iraq-Iran war in 
the 1980s, when Baghdad sought 
to defend its territorial integrity 
in the face of the threat of Ayatol-
lah Ruhollah Khomeini’s Islamic 
revolution. The sacrifices made 
by Iraqis also helped protect the 
whole Gulf region, as well as the 
interests of the United States and 
the West, which were also targeted 
by the 1979 Iranian revolution.

The US reward for the Iraqi lives 
was to invade and destroy Iraq and 
hand it to Iran on a gold platter.

Iraq has a comprehensive 
defence treaty with the United 
States, which enjoys the benefits 
of comprehensive commercial and 
military deals with Iraq. There are 
thousands of US military person-
nel and business people who live 
and work in Iraq, while Iraqi citi-
zens were banned in Trump’s first 
order from travelling to the United 
States.

Therefore, the initial placing of 
a travel ban on Iraqis visiting the 
United States was at odds with the 
spirit and terms and conditions of 
these treaties.

Arab countries not targeted 
by the ban, in particular, the oil-
producing countries and those that 
helped the US invasion of Iraq in 
2003, have a moral duty to offer 
solidarity to those being targeted.

History would testify that it 
is wrong for Arab countries to 
assume not being targeted by 
Trump’s executive order now 
would mean not being targeted in 
the future.

Burhan al-Chalabi, former 
chairman of the British-Iraqi 
Foundation, is publisher of the 
London Magazine.

Editorial

Opinion

Burhan al-Chalabi
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It is wrong 
for Arab 
countries to 
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the future.
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Unconditional US assistance to Egypt is not the way to go

E
gyptian Foreign 
Minister Sameh 
Shoukry  recently  
visited Washington for 
the first time since the 
election of US Presi-

dent Donald Trump. During the 
visit, Shoukry met with several 
US officials, including Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson and 
national security adviser H. R. 
McMaster, to reaffirm strong 
US-Egypt ties and prepare for an 
upcoming visit by Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

Some have predicted the Trump 
administration would herald a 
revitalised US-Egypt relation-
ship, citing Trump’s praise of Sisi 
and the Egyptian government 
as proof. Indeed, during their 
meetings with Shoukry, Tillerson 
promised additional assistance 
for Cairo’s counterterrorism ef-
forts and McMaster emphasised 
Trump’s determination to expand 
bilateral cooperation. Days before 
Shoukry’s visit, US Army General 
Joseph Votel, the head of US Cen-
tral Command, met with Sisi in 
Egypt and described Egypt as “one 
of our most important partners in 
the region”.

Those trumpeting this vision of 
a renewed US-Egypt relationship 
view it as a reversal of Obama-era 
policy, which was marked by a 
year-and-a-half partial freeze on 
the delivery of major weapons 
systems to Egypt.

Even after military equipment 
started to be released to Egypt, the 
Obama administration ended the 
preferential practice of cash-flow 
financing that allowed Egypt to 
sign contracts for military equip-
ment on credit. US Representative 
Dana Rohrabacher, R-California, 
has introduced a resolution in the 
House of Representatives that 
would reverse Barack Obama’s de-
cision to end cash-flow financing 
as of 2018.

The privilege essentially enables 
authorised recipients of US foreign 
military aid — only Egypt and Is-
rael currently benefit from it — to 
pay for US defence items in instal-
ments over years rather than all 
at once. This allows Egypt to sign 
large contracts for military equip-
ment on credit, which obligates 
future US military aid appropria-
tions to those purchases.

Egypt has been authorised to 
use cash-flow financing since 
1979. This is viewed as US recogni-

tion of the importance of bilateral 
ties. Some argue that by announc-
ing that cash-flow financing would 
end for Egypt from 2018, the 
Obama administration signalled 
that it was questioning the United 
States’ special relationship with 
Egypt. Indeed, Rohrabacher’s 
resolution called Obama’s decision 
“a departure from long-standing 
United States policy”. It also said 
that the extension of cash-flow 
financing would strengthen rela-
tions between the two countries.

From Egypt’s perspective, the 
reinstatement of the preferential 
financing system is a priority. 
During his meeting with Sisi, Votel 
expressed interest in resuming the 
Bright Star military exercise with 
Egypt that Obama cancelled in 
2013. While its resumption would 
be in tune with the mood music 
about a renewed relationship, for 
Egypt, it is the financing mecha-
nism that remains a higher goal.

This was apparent from 
Shoukry’s discussions in Wash-
ington with officials, including 
US Representative Kay Granger, 
R-Texas, chairwoman of the 
House Appropriations Defense 
Subcommittee. Shoukry repeat-

edly made connections between 
the security challenges facing the 
United States and Egypt.

Cairo may be hoping that by 
framing counterterrorism efforts 
in the Middle East as both US and 
Egyptian national security inter-
ests, the Trump administration 
will remove holdover conditions 
Obama placed on assistance to 
Egypt. These would include the 
financing system.

However, the new administra-
tion should resist pressure to 
reinstate the financing privilege to 
Egypt. Suspending it is in line with 
Trump’s overall foreign policy 
rhetoric about US alliances, espe-
cially in critical areas such as the 
Middle East and North Africa. The 
removal of this special aid mecha-
nism makes US assistance to Egypt 
more flexible. It becomes less like 
a blank cheque, in the phrase used 
by many on Capitol Hill.

Suspending the financing would 
allow the United States to better 
tailor its military assistance to 
Egypt as threats emerge in the 
region. It would also not have to 
obligate funds years in advance.

This would not mean the 
abandonment of the US-Egypt 

relationship. Rather, it presents 
the administration with an oppor-
tunity to maximise US assistance 
while making it clear that it cannot 
be taken for granted.

Rhetoric that promotes uncondi-
tional assistance for fear of losing 
influence in Egypt or angering a 
critical US ally presents a false 
choice. US influence in the Middle 
East has, in fact, changed over the 
past seven years as conflict and 
turbulence have spread.

It would be a mistake to con-
tinue the special financing mecha-
nism for Egypt for the sake of 
maintaining influence. Moreover, 
it is possible to fit assistance poli-
cies to the new realities without 
calling into question the funda-
mental importance of the bilateral 
partnership.

Sisi’s visit to Washington, ex-
pected in early April, will be an op-
portunity for the Trump adminis-
tration to affirm its commitment to 
the relationship but that does not 
mean unconditional assistance.

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

Opinion

Elissa Miller

Moscow’s 
consequential 
moves are 
yielding high 
returns for a 
low-risk 
investment.

The removal 
of special aid 
mechanism 
makes US 
assistance to 
Egypt more 
flexible.

Trump and Russia’s growing role in Libya

A
s the Russian 
aircraft carrier 
Admiral Kuznetsov 
was returning to 
Russia in January 
from Syria through 

the Mediterranean, it made an 
unlikely stop off the Libyan coast 
near Tobruk. A Russian helicopter 
flew in self-proclaimed Libyan 
National Army commander Field 
Marshal Khalifa Haftar, who was 
received on board in an official 
military ceremony.

Less than two months later, the 
Western-backed Libyan Prime 
Minister Fayez al-Sarraj went 
to Moscow, urging for Russian 
mediation to compel Haftar to 
concede. He returned empty-
handed.

Moscow’s consequential moves 
since last year are yielding high 
returns for a low-risk investment, 
steadily transforming Russia 
into a potent player in southern 
Europe’s backyard. Now that the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has been nearly 
eradicated from Libya, US President 
Donald Trump’s administration will 
have to assess if a Russian foothold 
in the south of the Mediterranean 
poses a threat to US national 
security.

Libyan rivals have been enticing 
Moscow to intervene, in particular 
after its military campaign in Syria. 
The Government of National Accord 
Deputy Prime Minister Ahmed 

Maiteeq went to Moscow in May 
2016 to enlist Russian support in 
the fight against terrorist groups in 
Libya. The United States ended up 
providing airpower to the forces 
led by the Government of National 
Accord (GNA) and helped liberate 
Sirte from ISIS last December.

In the case of Haftar, the gateway 
to Russia has been the warming 
of relations between Moscow and 
Cairo since Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s visit to Egypt 
in February 2015. Haftar went 
to Moscow twice last year while 
his troops were defeating the 
Petroleum Facilities Guard led by 
Ibrahim Jathran, a close ally of 
the GNA, and seizing control of oil 
terminals in Ras Lanuf, Al-Sidra, 
Zueitina and Brega. Haftar handed 
the seized oil crescent terminals 
to Libya’s National Oil Corporation 
(NOC), which promptly resumed oil 
exports from eastern Libya.

On February 20th, the NOC signed 
an agreement with Russia’s Rosneft 
to jointly evaluate opportunities for 
oil exploration and production. The 
White House’s executive order in 
January banning travel from Libya 
among seven countries led to the 
postponement of a major February 
16th conference by the National 
Council for US-Libyan Relations that 
was meant to promote investment 
opportunities for US firms in the 
Libyan energy and infrastructure 
sectors.

No doubt Haftar is gaining the 
upper hand. Sarraj has failed to 
extend his control over the western 
part of Libya and is struggling to 
exert influence on forces in Misrata 
and Tripoli.

While the GNA looks for 
international support across the 
board, Haftar’s dealings with 
foreign powers have been more 
tactical. He managed to militarily 
shape a Libyan status quo in which 
no long-term or comprehensive 
solution can be reached without his 
consent.

International efforts to integrate 
him in the institutions that 
emanated from the Libyan political 
agreement have failed. Sarraj’s 
only hope is for Haftar to accept an 
official role that legitimises the GNA 
but the Libyan military leader is in 
no rush to concede.

For the European Union, the 
predominant concern remains 
curbing the flow of migrants across 
the central Mediterranean via Libya, 
hence Brussels has been eager to 
engage Haftar. However, British 
Defence Secretary Michael Fallon 
said at February’s Munich Security 
Conference that Russia was testing 
NATO in Libya and that “we don’t 
need the bear sticking his paws in”.

Libya is increasingly becoming 
one of the many issues in which 
the Trump administration and the 
Europeans do not see eye to eye.

Two key policy questions will 

define the US approach to Libya: 
What to do with Haftar and how 
to react to Russia’s involvement. 
The Emirati, Russian and Egyptian 
support will likely ensure that the 
Trump administration does not 
challenge Haftar.

The Libyan field marshal made it 
clear what he hopes to happen. “If 
Russia and the United States come 
together to stamp out terrorism, 
that can help us. We are going to 
shake their hands. We will align 
with them,” he said on February 5th 
to France’s Journal du Dimanche. 
Such an improbable US-Russian 
deal in Libya would significantly 
weaken European influence in 
North Africa.

Indeed, what will happen in Libya 
in 2017 largely depends on what 
steps Haftar takes and on how the 
Trump administration shapes its 
relations with Moscow. The most 
plausible scenario is for Washington 
to intermittently focus on ISIS while 
remaining neutral on Libya, which 
will allow Haftar’s influence to grow 
on its own.

Ultimately, Putin will have yet 
another bargaining chip with the 
Europeans. Moscow is increasingly 
becoming the go-to place for Libya 
and the United States seems fine 
with that as long as ISIS is subdued.

Joe Macaron is a Middle East 
analyst at the Arab Center of 
Washington DC.

Joe Macaron

New mood. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (R) meets with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry in Washington, on February 27th.                      (Reuters)
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A 

fter large street pro-
tests demanding politi-
cal reform, the Kuwaiti 
government has said it 
would reinstate the citi-

zenship of a number of opposition 
figures, three years after revoking 
their nationalities in a crackdown 
on political dissent.

Observers said this step aims to 
calm the atmosphere and prevent 
the collapse of the government, 
which could lead to calls for early 
elections for the National Assem-
bly. Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ah-
mad al-Jaber al-Sabah reportedly 
does not want that, as it would be 
an opportunity for the opposition 
to increase its strength in parlia-
ment, observers said.

They added that achieving a 
sense of calm with the opposition 
is an option taken by the govern-
ment to avoid parliamentary in-
fighting by the opposition, which 
emerged with more influence af-
ter last November’s elections. This 
was clear with the government’s 
first political casualty, former min-
ister of Information Sheikh Salman 
al-Homoud al-Sabah

Sheikh Salman, a member of the 
ruling family, resigned February 
6th as Information minister and 
state minister for Youth Affairs.

Three members of parliament 
questioned him for ten hours over 
his role in a 15-month ban of Ku-
wait by international sporting in-
stitutions and alleged financial ir-
regularities tied to his ministries. 
After 30 out of the 50 members of 

parliament agreed on filing a no-
confidence vote, Sheikh Salman 
resigned.

Most of the citizenship revoca-
tions occurred in 2014 and were 
widely viewed as an attempt by 
the government to quell descent. 
Kuwaiti law dictates that authori-
ties may terminate an individual’s 
citizenship over threats to national 
security or national unity. Other 
possible reasons include holding 
dual nationalities and conviction 
of a crime within 15 years of natu-
ralisation.

Among Kuwaiti opposition fig-

ures who are to have their nation-
alities reinstated is political activ-
ist and spokesman for the Popular 
Action Movement (PAM) Saad al-
Ajmi, who was deported to Saudi 
Arabia a year after his citizenship 
was revoked.

Other high-profile opposition 
figures to have their citizenship 
revoked included Islamist MP Ab-
dullah al-Barghash and more than 
50 members of his family and the 
publisher of the oppositional Alam 
Al-Youm newspaper, Ahmad Jabr 
al-Shemmari, who said the govern-
ment’s action left him stateless.

The opposition in parliament 
has pushed to have the govern-
ment’s powers on revoking citizen-
ship curtailed and filed a motion 
to debate the issue. However, on 
March 9th government supporters 
in parliament defeated a motion 
by opposition MPs to debate an 
amendment to the 57-year-old law, 
delaying the discussion.

Kuwaiti Minister of State for Na-
tional Assembly Affairs Falah al-
Azab said the National Assembly 
has formed an ad hoc committee to 
tackle the citizenship issue.

Unlike the other Gulf Coopera-

tion Council (GCC) members, Ku-
waitis enjoy more political freedom 
and the country has an elected par-
liament with powers to question 
ministers despite the fact that all 
main cabinet positions are held by 
the ruling branch of the al-Sabah 
family.

The latest tug of war comes af-
ter snap elections in November in 
which opposition groups, partici-
pating after a 4-year boycott, won 
almost half of the 50 parliamentary 
seats. One of the opposition’s main 
campaign pledges was to amend 
the citizenship law.

London

M 

alaysian authorities 
said they discovered 
an assassination plot 
targeting Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz 

Al Saud, a revelation that marked 
the monarch’s second week of an 
extended Far East tour.

Malaysian police chief Tan Sri 
Khalid Abu Bakar announced the 
arrest of seven men, including four 
Yemenis, who were allegedly plan-
ning to attack King Salman during 
his visit to Malaysia in late Febru-
ary, the first stop on his six-country 
trip.

“We managed to get them in the 
nick of time… Thank God, they did 
not even get close,” the police chief 
said.

The Yemenis, between the ages 
of 26 and 33, were arrested ahead 
of the king’s visit on February 26th 
in the town of Cyberjaya. A police 
source told Reuters they were Iran-
allied Houthi rebels, a group at war 

with the internationally recognised 
government of Yemen, which is 
militarily backed by Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates in 
the two-year conflict.

“They are suspected of being 
part of a rebel faction in Yemen. 
They were also involved in a syndi-
cate specialising in falsifying travel 
documents,” the police source said.

Abu Bakar disclosed that a “ve-
hicle-borne improvised explosive 
device” was the intended killing 
method in the plot.

Other men arrested in the 
scheme included a 41-year-old 
Malaysian factory technician and 
a 28-year-old Indonesian farmer. 
Local reports said the latter was 
a bomb-making expert who re-
ceived orders from Muhammad 
Wanndy Mohamed Jedi, an Islamic 
State (ISIS) member and one of the 
world’s most wanted terrorists.

The Saudi king is on a 31-day trip 
to the Far East to enhance diplo-
matic relations with the kingdom’s 
global partners and promote its 
ambitious Vision 2030 social and 
economic reform plan.

The king’s next-to-last stop was 
China, the world’s second biggest 
economy. Besides business-related 
initiatives, security and military 
cooperation will factor heavily in 
the visit, analysts said.

Writing in the Washington Post, 
Jonathan Fulton, who teaches po-
litical science at Zayed University 
in Abu Dhabi, said: “The China-

Saudi security relationship was 
emphasised during a visit to China 
by Deputy Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman [bin Abdulaziz] 
in August, when Chinese Defence 
Minister Chang Wanquan said: 
‘China is willing to push military 
relations with Saudi Arabia to a 
new level’.”

Fulton, who tweets about China-
Middle East relations, added that: 
“A China-GCC [Gulf Cooperation 
Council] free trade agreement is 
expected soon and the commercial 
side of the relationship will only 
grow stronger, making Gulf secu-
rity an on-going economic impera-
tive for China.”

In a news conference ahead of 
King Salman’s arrival, Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi said he 
hoped Saudi Arabia and Iran could 
resolve issues “through equal and 
friendly consultations”.

“China is a common friend of 
Saudi Arabia and Iran and, if nec-
essary, China is willing to play our 
essential role,” Wang said.

Wang described the nuclear 
deal with Iran and world powers, 
including China and the United 
States, as an “example of resolving 
disputes through political and dip-
lomatic means. We believe that all 
parties should abide by the prom-
ise and fulfil their due obligations 

to implement the agreement.”
China is the world’s largest im-

porter of oil and one of the most im-
portant markets for Saudi Arabia.

Last year a number of deals were 
signed during Prince Mohammed’s 
visit to China, including an agree-
ment between Saudi Aramco and 
the state-owned China National 
Petroleum Corporation (CNPC) and 
another by the kingdom’s Housing 
Ministry for cooperation in build-
ing 100,000 homes in Al-Ahsa in 
eastern Saudi Arabia.

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

Kuwait to reinstate citizenship of many opposition figures

Terror plot 
revelations mark 
King Salman’s Far 
East tour

The Arab Weekly staff

Kuwaiti opposition MPs (L-R) Reyadh al-Adasani, Abdulkareem al-Kandari, Al-Humaidi al-Subaiee and Waleed al-Tabtabaee during
a parliament session at Kuwait’s National Assembly in Kuwait City, on March 7th.                                                                                                                                                  (AFP)

 A majority of the 
citizenship 
revocations occurred 
in 2014.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (L) walks next to Malaysia’s Prime Minister Najib Razak in 
Putrajaya, on February 27th.          (Reuters) 

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Business-related 
initiatives, security 
and military 
cooperation will 
factor heavily in the 
King’s visit to China.
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S 

audi King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud has can-
celled a planned trip to 
Lebanon, delivering Saudi-
Lebanese relations a major 

setback, local media said.
The Saudi monarch, who is visit-

ing the Far East, pulled out of the 
Lebanese visit, scheduled for this 
month, allegedly over displeas-
ure concerning statements by 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
regarding Hezbollah’s weapons, 
a report in the Lebanese daily An-
Nahar stated.

The article, which quoted uni-
dentified Saudi sources, said King 
Salman’s visit was meant to ex-
press Riyadh’s wish to help Leba-
non and “encourage it to fulfil its 
Arab and international obligations 
and the settlement that ended the 
presidential vacuum”.

“The visit was supposed to give 
Lebanon a strong moral and po-
litical boost from Saudi Arabia and 
other Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries and ensure the 
unconditional return of Arab and 
Gulf tourists to Beirut. It was to be 
accompanied by tangible economic 
support for the Lebanese state,” 
the sources added.

The report in An-Nahar coin-
cided with a visit from French De-
fence Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian 
to Beirut. A statement from Aoun’s 
office said France was committed 
to “well-organised and robust Leb-
anese armed forces”.

There was, however, no men-
tion of Saudi Arabia unfreezing a 
$3 billion military and security aid 
package, which the kingdom had 
suspended out of concern that it 
would benefit Hezbollah.

Earlier this year, French Foreign 
Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault said 
he was confident Riyadh would 
restore the aid package. That was, 
however, before the Lebanese 
president’s statement on Hezbol-
lah’s arms.

The suspension of the military 
grant and subsequent travel bans 
stemmed from the failure of Leba-
non to condemn an attack on the 
kingdom’s diplomatic missions in 
Iran in January 2016.

During a televised interview 
with Egyptian media in Febru-
ary, Aoun defended Hezbollah’s 
refusal to disarm, describing the 
Iran-sponsored militia as comple-
mentary to the Lebanese army. 
Aoun told Egypt’s CBC that Teh-
ran’s support for the militia “could 
continue indefinitely”.

“As long as the Lebanese army 
is not strong enough to battle Is-
rael… we feel the need for its ex-
istence,” Aoun said, adding that: 
“It is no longer an urgent matter to 

discuss the need to strip Hezbol-
lah of its weapons, because Israel 
continues to occupy our lands and 
is seeking to take over Lebanon’s 
waters.”

Aoun’s defence of Hezbollah 
arms drew international condem-
nation as well as a scolding by the 
United Nations. UN Special Coor-
dinator for Lebanon Sigrid Kaag 
tweeted the day after Aoun’s in-
terview in Egypt that: “UN Resolu-
tion 1701 is vital for Lebanon’s sta-
bility and security. The resolution 
calls for disarmament of all armed 
groups. No arms outside control of 
state.”

Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri called Hezbollah’s arms il-
legitimate. He told supporters in 

Beirut that he would not change his 
stance on Hezbollah or the Syrian 
regime, both of which are accused 
of assassinating his father, former 
prime minister Rafik Hariri, in a 
2005 car bombing.

In February 2016, after Lebanon 
refused to back Riyadh in its dis-
pute with Tehran, Saudi Arabia and 
fellow GCC members the United 
Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Qatar and 
Bahrain banned their citizens from 
travelling to Lebanon and asked 
those living there to leave due to 
safety concerns.

Relations improved late last year 
with a deal in which Aoun became 
president under the condition that 
Future Movement leader Saad 
Hariri, who is backed by Saudi Ara-

bia, be installed as prime minister.
Relations between Saudi Arabia 

and Lebanon appeared to be warm-
est in February when the kingdom 
stated it would be appointing a new 
ambassador in Beirut, having with-
drawn its envoy in the summer of 
2016.

The announcement was made on 
the Lebanese presidency’s official 
Twitter account on February 6th 
after Aoun met with Saudi Gulf Af-
fairs Minister Thamer al-Sabhan, 
who delivered the message that the 
kingdom’s national carrier would 
be increasing flights to Beirut, with 
the return of Saudi tourists to sup-
port Lebanon’s tourism industry. 
That was before Aoun’s interview 
on Egyptian television.

Saudi-Lebanese relations suffer setback

Aoun’s Hezbollah remarks threaten US military aid
Beirut

R 

ecent visits by US civilian 
and military officials to 
Beirut come amid con-
cerns that the adminis-
tration of US President 

Donald Trump could reduce fi-
nancial assistance to the Lebanese 
Army, which is playing a vital role 
in defending Lebanon against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and other ex-
tremist groups.

Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
caused a diplomatic and political 
stir in February when he said the 
militant Shia Hezbollah, Iran’s most 
prized proxy force, was a “comple-
ment” to the Lebanese Army in 
helping defend the tiny Mediterra-
nean country against Israeli aggres-
sion.

Aoun’s comments raised ques-
tions in the United States about the 
continued funding of a military that 
is said to collude with what Wash-
ington classifies as a “terrorist” or-
ganisation.

“Lebanon’s new president is le-
gitimising Hezbollah’s military role, 
which is independent of control by 
the Lebanese state,” wrote Elliott 
Abrams, senior fellow for Middle 
East Studies at the Council for For-
eign Relations and former US depu-

ty national security adviser.
“If it is true that LAF (Lebanese 

Armed Forces)-Hezbollah coopera-
tion is increasing, the United States 
should demand that the trend be 
halted and reversed,” he wrote.

Aoun’s comments also earned a 
retort from the top UN diplomat in 
Lebanon who said Hezbollah was 
required to disarm under UN Secu-
rity Council resolutions rather than 
serve as a defence force for Leba-
non.

Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud was also reported to have 
postponed a planned visit to Beirut 
to protest the comments by Aoun, a 
Christian who was backed by Hez-
bollah to become president.

Saudi Arabia is one of several 
Arab countries that classify Hezbol-
lah as a “terrorist” organisation.

In February, US Army General 
Joseph Votel, the head of the US 
military’s Central Command, vis-
ited Beirut to discuss the military 
assistance programme and the war 
against ISIS.

Several hundred militants from 
ISIS and Jabhat Fateh al-Sham, 
considered an al-Qaeda affiliate, 
are holed up in barren mountains 
near the town of Arsal in Lebanon’s 
north-eastern corner adjacent to 
the Syrian border.

The United States has provided 
weaponry, including self-propelled 
155mm artillery and missile-firing 

Cessna reconnaissance aircraft, to 
help the Lebanese military keep the 
armed groups at bay.

Votel was preceded in Beirut by 
US Senator Bob Corker, R-Tennes-
see, and chairman of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, who 
inspected front-line army positions 
around Arsal. He said the United 
States is committed to working 
with the Lebanese Army, which is 
the fifth largest recipient of US mili-
tary assistance — more than $1.4 
billion since 2005.

However, the country is vul-
nerable to spillover from the war 
in neighbouring Syria and Wash-
ington is not alone in recognising 
that improving Lebanon’s military 
capabilities helps safeguard the 
country from jihadist groups such 
as ISIS.

In 2016, Britain’s then-Defence 
minister, Philip Hammond, said 
Lebanon was Europe’s “first line of 
defence” against ISIS. Britain has 
invested heavily in Lebanon’s mili-
tary, helping train and equip four 
new regiments that are deploying 
along the Syrian border.

But Hezbollah’s presence com-
plicates international goodwill for 
the Lebanese Army. The Party of 
God’s opponents have long ques-
tioned the army’s relationship with 
the Iran-backed group, the most 
powerful non-state player in the 
region.

In December, Israel accused 
the Lebanese Army of supplying 
weapons directly to Hezbollah and 
claimed that Lebanese soldiers and 
Hezbollah militants jointly patrol 
Lebanon’s southern border with 
Israel.

More recently, Israeli security of-
ficials asserted that the Lebanese 
Army, strengthened by interna-
tional support, is expected to fight 
alongside Hezbollah in the next 
war with the Jewish state.

In reality, Hezbollah’s battle 
plans have no space for Lebanon’s 
military. The army will likely seek 
to defend its positions in any con-
flict and perhaps strike at targets of 
opportunity but it is not expected 
to coordinate with Hezbollah. The 
relationship between the army and 
Hezbollah is subtle and nuanced, 
with both parties knowing where 
each other’s red lines lie.

Lebanon’s army is in no position, 
politically or militarily, to forci-
bly disarm Hezbollah in accord-
ance with UN resolutions. To do 
so would trigger serious sectarian 
violence. Hezbollah is careful not 

to malign the one state institution 
that the Lebanese see as a guaran-
tor of civil peace.

There is coordination on some 
levels, particularly between mili-
tary intelligence and Hezbollah’s 
own security apparatus but, on the 
whole, they leave each other alone.

Trump has stated that he wants 
to slash US overseas financial assis-
tance but there is a good chance US 
support for Lebanon’s military will 
continue uninterrupted — at least 
for now.

US Defense Secretary James Mat-
tis is familiar with the Lebanese 
Army and its needs from his time as 
head of the Central Command and 
Washington sources say he seeks to 
maintain the current level of sup-
port.

US security officials are aware 
of the political realities of Leba-
non and the complex nature of the 
army-Hezbollah relationship but, 
given the Trump administration’s 
animus towards Iran, more com-
ments like those made by Aoun 
linking the army to Hezbollah will 
provide grist to those seeking to 
disrupt US military assistance to 
Lebanon.

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

The Arab Weekly staff

Not strong enough. Lebanese President Michel Aoun (R) meeting with Lebanon’s newly appointed army chief General Joseph Aoun in 
Beirut, on March 8th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)

Aoun told Egypt’s 
CBC that Tehran’s 
support for 
Hezbollah “could 
continue 
indefinitely”.

Nicholas Blanford

Lebanon’s army is in 
no position, 
politically or 
militarily, to forcibly 
disarm Hezbollah.
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T 

he Egyptian Army’s push 
into the Mount Halal re-
gion aims to destroy the 
Islamic State (ISIS) com-
mand centre in the area. 

However, such a move could cause 
friction with Israel, military experts 
said.

“By far, this is the most impor-
tant military operation in the whole 
of Sinai since the beginning of the 
war on terror there,” said Hesham 
Halabi, an adviser at Nasser Military 
Academy, the military science insti-
tute of the Egyptian Army. “Apart 
from containing huge weapons 
caches, the mount is an important 
training centre for the terrorists.”

The army is increasing pressure 
on ISIS, which in recent weeks has 
tried to destabilise the government 
of Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi by targeting the coun-
try’s Christians, who are among his 
staunchest supporters.

This is the first time the army has 

ventured towards suspected mili-
tant hideouts in the area, having 
previously been unable to attack 
the area because of the terrain and 
the absence of sufficient informa-
tion about ISIS strongholds.

Military experts say Mount Halal 
is Egypt’s Tora Bora as it resembles 
the mountain riddled with caves in 
Afghanistan where al-Qaeda leader 
Osama bin Laden took refuge after 
9/11 before he escaped across the 
Pakistani border. The difficulty of 
the terrain explains why the Egyp-
tian military has deployed nearly 
40,000 troops to the area, along 
with its most sophisticated weap-
onry, including Apache helicopters, 
Chinese-made drones and missiles 
capable of destroying caves.

The army is reticent to discuss 
the operation, which has been on-
going since mid-February but local 
media report that vast caches of 
weapons, large amounts of money 
and the identification papers of 
non-Egyptian militants have been 
found.

“If anything, the amount of arms 
found in the mountain testify to 
the fact that it is the nerve centre 

of all ISIS activities in Sinai,” said 
security expert Khaled Okasha. “If 
eliminated, this centre will mean a 
lot for the war on ISIS.”

The Mount Halal operations, mil-
itary experts said, mark a radical 
shift in Egypt’s war on terror in Si-
nai, a change that will significantly 
speed up the pace of the war. Since 
Egypt began operations against 
ISIS in Sinai almost three years ago, 
Egyptian troops and police at North 
Sinai checkpoints have been on the 
defensive, a strategy blamed for 
the high number of casualties se-
curity forces have sustained in ISIS 
attacks.

When it turned to an offensive 
strategy, the army forced the mili-
tants to change their tactics, going 
further underground and depend-
ing on improvised explosive de-
vices against troops raiding their 
hideouts. The Mount Halal opera-
tions, military experts said, take the 
offensive strategy a step further by 
targeting the centre of militant ac-
tivity in Sinai.

Most of the weapons found in 
the caves were said to have entered 
Egypt from neighbouring Libya and 
other places during the one year rule 
of Islamist president Muhammad 
Morsi, authorities said. Morsi, they 
added, allowed radical Islamists 
released from Egyptian jails after 
the downfall of the Hosni Mubarak 
regime in 2011 and those who had 
returned to Egypt from Afghanistan 
while Morsi was president to estab-
lish a base in North Sinai.

The operations in Mount Halal 
could cause concern in Israel, which 
has a border only about 50km away.

Mount Halal is in a demilitarised 
zone established by the 1978 Camp 
David accords, the first peace treaty 
between Israel and an Arab country.

Alaa Bazied, a retired army gen-
eral and the head of local think-
tank Security and Strategic Studies 
Research Centre, said Egypt can 
prevent this friction with proper po-
litical marketing for its Mount Halal 
operations.

“We need to convince the inter-
national community that these op-
erations are indispensable for the 
security of Sinai and consequently 
the security of countries near it,” 
Bazied said. “I think the Egyptian 
administration is doing this very 
well now.”

Since Egypt started the anti-ISIS 
operations, Israel has allowed Egypt 
to deploy heavy equipment, includ-
ing tanks, fighter jets and thousands 
of troops into demilitarised areas 
for the first time since the signing of 
the accords.

“Israel does this because it knows 
well that a secure Sinai is important 
for its own security,” Bazied said. 
“This is why there is understanding 
in Tel Aviv for the importance of the 
Mount Halal operations.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

Egypt steps up anti-ISIS fight in Sinai

Ibrahim Ouf

An ISIS vehicle burned by the army.                 (Facebook page of Egyptian army spokesman)Radical shift. Troops on their way to Mount Halal.       (Facebook page of Egyptian army spokesman)

The amounts of 
arms found in the 
mountain so far 
testify to the fact 
that it is the nerve 
centre of all ISIS 
activities in 
Sinai.”Security expert Khaled Okasha

Can ‘Mubarak’s widows’ make a comeback in Egypt?

I
n addition to its literal mean-
ing, the word aramel 
(widows) in Arabic carries a 
political reference. It was 
coined to refer to those who 
used to have political and 

economic privileges and suddenly 
lost their only source of support.

The word became popular 
following the demise of former 
Iraqi president Saddam Hussein. 
Those who had supported him 
were labelled “Saddam’s widows”. 
It was picked up again after the 
end of George W. Bush’s term as 
president of the United States and 
the phrase “Bush’s widows” was 
applied to all those who used to 
receive US financial support within 
the framework of backing for 
democracy and civil society.

The “Egyptian marines” is 
another phrase that had become 
popular during the period when 
US Marines were being deployed 
in many places outside US 
territory. Anyone who was accused 
of defending US policies and 
measures in the region was called a 
“marine”.

The war of politically charged 
labels has never abated. Thus, after 
the disappearance of “Saddam’s 
widows”, “Bush’s widows” and 
“Egyptian marines” came the 

phrase “Mubarak’s widows” — 
supporters of former Egyptian 
president Hosni Mubarak, toppled 
in the January 2011 revolution.

“Mubarak’s widows” tried to 
rehabilitate the deposed president 
by launching social media 
campaigns under the banner 
“We’re sorry, Captain”. Their 
voices rose a notch every time the 
revolution failed to achieve one of 
its objectives.

It is true that failing to 
concretely improve living 
conditions for Egyptians works 
to the advantage of Mubarak’s 
supporters who have become 
more and more emboldened. 
The latest life sentence against 
Mubarak for killing demonstrators 
during the revolution was 
challenged by an army of lawyers 
and experts. Mubarak was 
retried and the Egyptian Court of 
Appeal, the highest court in the 
country, on March 2nd declared 
him not guilty of the charge of 
committing manslaughter against 
demonstrators.

The new verdict was dubbed 
in Egypt as the “absolute truth” 
but many saw it as completely 
beside the truth. Many Egyptians 
are convinced that the former 
president ordered police to fire 
on the crowds. More than 1,000 
people were killed and 6,000 
others were wounded during the 
events.

It is strange that Habib el-
Adly, minister of Interior under 
Mubarak, and his senior aides were 

all found not guilty. The same is 
true for the majority of ministers 
and senior public servants who 
were tried on corruption charges. 
However, many of those who were 
arrested during riots following the 
demise of the Mubarak regime are 
still in prison.

During the three years following 
the revolution, pro-Mubarak 
backers were mostly absent from 
the public eye. From time to time, 
there would be a timid appearance 
in the media by people who were 
still acceptable to the masses.

With the January 30th, 2013, 
events that toppled the Muslim 
Brotherhood, Mubarak supporters 
became more visible. They 
believed that the new revolution 
rehabilitated them; some even 
indicated that they were behind 
this second revolution and that the 
good old Mubarak times were back.

Working to their advantage 
were the innumerable political, 
economic and social crises 
affecting the country. The 
slogan “Mubarak times were 
better” reflected the feeling 
of disappointment among the 
population. Egyptians had 
hoped that, with President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi at the helm, their 
lives would improve but they 
did not and people are once 
more hankering for the good old 
Mubarak days.

The verdict clearing Mubarak of 
the charge of killing rioters in 2011 
represents a major turning point 
because it will also clear Mubarak 

supporters of any political 
wrongdoing. It must be noted that 
Mubarak was still found guilty 
and sentenced to three years in 
prison in what is known as “the 
presidential palaces case” in which 
he was charged with corruption.

However, the not guilty verdict 
in the case of killing demonstrators 
carries psychological weight 
and will certainly be used by his 
supporters to woo back public 
opinion. Many Egyptians were 
willing to close their eyes to the 
numerous scandals that rocked 
the Mubarak era, but they were 
unwilling to overlook the criminal 
charge of manslaughter brought 
against him.

The latest verdict will allow 
Mubarak to regain his home. He 
had already served the 3-year 
sentence he received on corruption 
charges in a prison hospital. We are 
going to see more of his supporters 
in public life. The current regime 
does not have any convincing 
objections to their return to public 
life. It is expected that many 
politicians and media people 
emerge into the spotlight.

Seeing more Mubarak regime 
people on the public scene carries 
a risk of wider political problems. 
There is still in Egypt an influential 
political current that can never 
forgive what it considers crimes 
against the Egyptian people by 
Mubarak and his cronies.

Mohamad Abou el-Fadel is an 
Egyptian writer.

Mohamad 
Abou el-Fadel

View point
Failing to 
improve 
living 
conditions 
for 
Egyptians 
works 
to the 
advantage 
of 
Mubarak’s 
supporters.

Seeing more Mubarak regime 
people on the public scene 
carries a risk of wider political 
problems.
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Taibeh, Israel

P 

alestinians in Israel and 
the occupied territories say 
messages of incitement 
against them come from 
officials in the highest of-

fice, not just average social media 
users.

7amleh — the Arab Centre for So-
cial Media Advancement in Haifa 
— conducted research about anti-
Arab social media posts written in 
Hebrew in response to “an Israeli 
campaign, which aimed to place the 
blame for incitement to hatred on 
Palestinians”.

The research shows an escalation 
in hate speech by senior Israeli offi-
cials and the media, both of which 
they said influence public opinion 
and content on social media sites.

7amleh said the increase of “rac-
ism and widespread hatred and in-
citement against Arabs and Pales-
tinians” coincides with government 
and media statements.

Conducted in 2016, the research 
said 60,000 Israeli internet users 
wrote posts in Hebrew on social 
media sites that were racist and in-
cited hatred. A total of 675,000 an-
ti-Arab posts were uploaded at the 
rate of one post every 46 seconds 
throughout 2016.  In 2015, there 
were 280,000 similar posts.

Palestinian citizens of Israel num-
ber 1.7 million, 20% of the popula-
tion, and are subject to approxi-
mately 60 discriminatory laws.

The most common terms of in-

citement used against Arabs were: 
Killing, death, expulsion, deporta-
tion, burning, elimination, rape and 
physical violence.

Most of the posts were directed 
at Arab politicians. Knesset mem-
ber, Haneen Zoabi was the sub-
ject of 60,000 posts; Ahmed Tibi 
40,000 posts, Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas 30,000 posts; 
Head of the Joint Arab Committee 
Ayman Odeh 25,000 posts; and Bas-
il Ghattas 15,000 posts.

In September, 2016, the Israeli 
government and Facebook came to 
an agreement to work together to 
fight online incitement. Ten days 
following the agreement, Facebook 
disabled the accounts of editors at 
Quds and Shehab News Agency, two 
of the Palestinians’ most widely 
read online publications. They were 
later reinstated.

“This campaign has also led to 
enacting laws that force social me-
dia companies to comply with Is-
rael’s policies and interests, further 
discriminating against the digital 
rights of Palestinians,” 7amleh said.

“This policy appears to give a 
green light for Israeli social media 
users to continue and escalate their 
extremism in the virtual sphere, 
meaning that this phenomenon will 
only continue to aggravate.”

Although 87% of the anti-Arab 
posts were on Facebook, Adalah — 
the Legal Centre for Arab Minority 
Rights in Israel — reported that Fa-
cebook approved removal of 95% of 
the 158 requests submitted by Israel 
to remove content that was deemed 
incitement.

Police statistics indicate that in 
2016, 82% of those arrested for in-
citement were Palestinian citizens 

of Israel and 18% were Israeli Jews.
7amleh said that the digital rights 

of Palestinian users are being con-
trolled and that Israel, “through 
these practices, has actually started 
extending its occupation not only 
over Palestinian land but across the 
digital world as well”.

7amleh Director Nadim Nashif 
said: “This report contains a mes-
sage to the decision makers on these 
social media networks to halt the 
biased and dual policies. The report 
also calls on social media networks 
to stand firm against the incitement 
and violations hosted on their sites 
against Arabs and to deal with, on a 
serious level, risks induced as a re-

sult of this incitement.”
In November, when fires burned 

in many parts of Israel and the West 
Bank during an unusually dry pe-
riod, Israeli Public Security Minister 
Gilad Erdan, without evidence, ac-
cused Arabs of arson.

Erdan, who supervises the police, 
commented in a Facebook post: “Is-
rael has experienced arson terror-
ism and I won’t let anyone sweep 
this fact under the rug. The problem 
with arson: Why does it seem unre-
alistic that Arabs would attempt to 
harm Jews?”

The Israeli public showed great 
support for Elor Azaria, the Israeli 
soldier who killed Palestinian Abd 

Fatah al-Sharif as he lay on the 
ground motionless. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
called for Azaria to be pardoned. 
Others went further.

Ran Karmi Buzaglo, a leader of 
the public campaign in support 
of Azaria, started a costume com-
petition for the upcoming Purim 
holiday. In an interview with Israeli 
Channel 2 TV, he said: “Elor Azaria 
is a soldier who was sent to defend 
us and I am proud to see children 
dressing up as him.”

Noreen Sadik is a 
Palestinian-American journalist 
based in Israel.

Anti-Palestinian posts sweep Israel social media

Is a third intifada the only option left for the Palestinians? 

Beirut

T 

he little hope that Pales-
tinians have been hanging 
on for establishing their 
own state has been damp-
ened by US President 

Donald Trump’s confusing vision 
of settling the nearly 70-year-old 
Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

Breaking with two decades of US 
commitment to the establishment 
of a Palestinian state alongside Is-
rael by suggesting that he would be 
“happy” with whatever Israel and 
the Palestinians “like” in terms of 
one-state or two-state solutions, 
Trump would be throwing the Pal-
estinians into the lion’s den.

By washing his hands of a stag-
nant peace process and dropping 
the US role as a broker, Trump 
would be opening the way for Israe-
li Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu to achieve his goal: Complete 
sovereignty, total security control 
over the area west of the Jordan 
River and recognition of the Jewish 
state.

It is not that the Palestinians were 
counting much on the peace pro-
cess — dead for a long time — but the 
absence of such an internationally 
sponsored negotiations framework 
and taking away the two-state solu-
tion are leaving them in limbo, with 
no options but to create new ways 
to confront the Israeli occupation.

“With Trump dropping the two-
state solution, the peace process is 
finished and when he leaves the Is-
raelis and Palestinians on their own 
and says find a solution and [he] 
will not interfere, this means that 
he opened the way for the strongest 
party, which is the occupier, i.e. Is-
rael, to do what it wants practically 
on the ground,” said Michel Nawfal, 

a researcher at the Institute for Pal-
estine Studies in Beirut.

Long-standing US policy was 
based on the two-state paradigm, 
stopping illegal Jewish settlement 
expansion and refraining from 
moving the US embassy from Tel 
Aviv to Jerusalem, a move promised 
by Trump during his election cam-
paign.

Under the two-state solution — 
the fruit of decades of international 
efforts to end the conflict — the Pal-
estinians would have their own in-
dependent state alongside the state 
of Israel, both coexisting peacefully. 
The Palestinian state would be es-
tablished along the pre-1967 so-
called Green Line that demarcates 
the West Bank, Gaza Strip and East 
Jerusalem, which the Palestinians 
seek as their capital. Palestinians, 
as stated by senior Palestinian ne-
gotiator Saeb Erekat, have accepted 
the notion that a Palestinian state 

will account for just 22% of historic 
Palestine.

The one-state solution provides 
for merging Israel, the West Bank 
and Gaza but leaves Israel with con-
cerns over demographic changes 
and its ability to preserve the coun-
try’s Jewish character. For the Pales-
tinians, that would mean an apart-
heid state for Israelis are not willing 
to accept it to be a democratic, sec-
ular state in which Jews, Christians 
and Muslims live together.

With Trump in office and much 
influence from his team of staunch 
supporters of Israel and its settler-
colonialism, Israel is the “strongest 
party in this equation and without 
an honest broker that leaves them 
on their own, the door is open for 
Israel to win,” Nawfal said.

He argued that Israelis do not 
want negotiations or a settlement 
based on international law that 
would allow the Palestinians to 

have a sovereign state. “Their real 
strategy is to manage the crisis… 
expand the Jewish settlements in a 
way there will be no base for estab-
lishing a Palestinian authority,” he 
said. “What could be left (of Pales-
tinian territories) could make a Ban-
tustan or be annexed to Jordan.”

Despite their differences, the 
Palestinians are holding on to their 
long-time demands to have their 
own state; the return of the refu-
gees expelled from their land in 
1948 and 1967 and the right of self-
determination.

“The Palestinians’ national goal 
has not changed. This land needs 
to have an independent sovereignty 
and the people ruling themselves 
like any other people in the world,” 
said Suheil el-Natour, a Beirut-
based Palestinian activist in the 
Democratic Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine (DFLP). “After Trump’s 
election, what changed is the blunt 
disclosure of the real goal of the Is-
raelis, which is: No state, no sover-
eignty for the Palestinians and no 
right to return for the refugees.”

Israel is thus taking measures to 
“create a de facto situation”, emp-
tying Palestinian areas through 
demolishing houses, forced expul-
sions and arming Jewish settlers, 
Natour explained. “Israelis will 
continue on creating new realities 
on the ground and the Palestinians 
will never recognise a Jewish state. 
Thus, no surrender,” he said.

That will leave no more room for 
negotiations and likely pave the 
way for a third intifada.

“We could be effectively on the 
road to a third intifada,” Nawfal 
said, expecting an “outburst of an-
ger”, especially if the US embassy is 
moved to Jerusalem. “There is a sit-
uation ready to explode, probably 
lacking a spark that could be trig-
gered by the interaction of Trump’s 
approach and the policies of the Is-

raeli hardliners.”
The new uprising, he said, would 

be a “wide civil disobedience like 
the first intifada, which really ex-
posed the ordeal and tragedy of the 
Palestinians in its ugliest images to 
the Western public opinion. I can’t 
see any other way out for the time 
being.”

To reach that point, the Palestin-
ians should end their internal dis-
putes and unite to face Israel, said 
Natour, who said he also expected a 
third intifada to let the Israelis feel 
how “exhausting it is for them to oc-
cupy our land”.

Armed action could be the last re-
sort, he said, referring to “all kinds 
of allowed struggles,” including 
civil disobedience and economic 
boycott inside the Palestinian ter-
ritories.

By warning Israel against annex-
ing the West Bank as disclosed by 
Israeli Defence Minister Avidgor 
Lieberman on March 6th, Trump 
appears to be returning to more tra-
ditional US policy.

But let’s wait and see. As Natour 
concluded: “There is occupation 
and expulsion. Six million Pales-
tinians living in the diaspora and 6 
million inside the territories. Even 
Israel doesn’t know how to solve 
this problem.”

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

Noreen Sadik

Arab Israeli MP Haneen Zoabi (C) scuffles with Israeli security forces during a demonstration in the 
city of Ashkelon.                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)

The majority of 
Israeli hate posts 
were directed at Arab 
politicians.

Palestine   Israel

Palestinian protesters climb over the separation barrier with Israel 
during a demonstration in the village of Bilin near Ramallah.     (AP)

Dalal Saoud

We could be 
effectively on the 
road to a third 
intifada.”Michel Nawfal, researcher at 

the Institute for Palestine 
Studies in Beirut

anti-Arab posts were 
uploaded in 2016.

675,000
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Algiers

A 

lgerian law requires that 
the next parliament re-
serves 30% of the seats 
for women but political 
parties across the spec-

trum have struggled to field enough 
female candidates to fill the quota.

Universities in Algeria are in-
creasing their numbers of female 
students but politics is still largely 
a male domain. A relatively macho 
culture, especially in the desert and 
rural heartland, has left many par-
ties short of female options as they 
sift through thousands of potential 
candidates to finalise party lists for 
the May 4th elections.

Parties reached out to journal-
ists, teachers and other female pro-
fessionals to try to persuade them 
to join male rivals who are clam-
ouring to run for parliament, often 
attracted by the political power and 
financial privileges of a legislative 
seat.

“I was never involved in politi-
cal or union activity but I was al-
ways interested in politics, through 
newspapers, television. I don’t 
know what parliamentary work 
consists of but the challenge inter-
ests me a lot,” retired teacher Aziza 

Boudia said. The Algerian National 
Front party asked the energetic 
55-year-old to be the No. 2 candi-
date for the party’s list in Boume-
rdes, east of Algiers.

Television presenter Nora Hamdi 
is more reticent and does not want 
to be seen as a token woman. Con-
tacted by the minority Algerian 
Popular Movement party, she said: 
“It will depend on the position I 
would have on the list.”

When Algeria’s 22 million vot-
ers are called upon to choose 462 
members of the lower house of 
parliament, 145 seats are reserved 
for women under a 2012 law cham-
pioned by President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika to promote women in 
politics.

While the National Liberation 
Front party (FLN) is expected to 
keep its parliamentary majority, 
the legislative elections are an im-
portant gauge of political shifts at 
a time when the president’s health 
is a widespread concern. Bouteflika 
has rarely been seen in public since 
a 2013 stroke and recently can-
celled a visit by German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel at the last minute 
for health reasons.

“We have received 6,228 dossiers 
from candidates overall but barely 
more than 100 from women,” Dja-
mal Ould Abbas, general-secretary 
of the FLN, said two weeks before 
the filing deadline.

Sociologist Nasser Djabi de-
scribed it as a “problem of society. 
Algerian political parties are ma-

cho. They haven’t invested in pro-
moting women in politics.”

“They are disconnected to the 
evolution of Algerian society, in 
which girls are in the majority in 
universities and girls have higher 
success rates on exams,” he said. 
“Certain professions that have be-
come more female, like the media, 
the legal system, education, health. 
But I see that the political parties 
remain closed in on themselves and 

haven’t followed this movement of 
evolution.”

Feminist law Professor Nadia Ait 
Zai welcomed Bouteflika’s “cour-
age” in pushing for the law. “For 
years they did nothing to favour the 
emergence of women political lead-
ers,” Zai said.

While some welcomed the quo-
tas, in effect for the first time at a 
national level in this year’s election, 
Professor Zalane Abderrahmane of 

the University of Algiers was less 
enthusiastic.

“There’s no point in having 30% 
of women in parliament if they 
are coming just to be… decorative 
plants,” he said. “Women should be 
there because of their ideas, their 
capacities, their personalities, their 
commitment, because they are the 
future of Algeria.”

(The Associated Press)

Female candidates wanted for Algeria’s parliament quota
Aomar Ouali

Beyond tokenism. Algerian women pass by the People’s National Assembly building in Algiers,
on March 2nd.                                                                                                                                                                     (AP)

145 out of 462 seats 
in the lower house of 
parliament are 
reserved for women.

Algerian political 
parties… haven’t 
invested in 
promoting women 
in politics.”Sociologist Nasser Djabi

War legitimises violence against women

T
he surge in violence 
and armed conflicts in 
Arab countries affected 
by the revolts of the 
“Arab spring” have 
deeply marked their 

social fabric and entangled 
women in practices that are going 
to need a long time to change.

The problems of women in those 
Arab countries are not as intimately 
connected to the consequences of 
the “Arab spring” as they are rooted 
in the capacity of those male-
dominated societies to confiscate 
women’s rights and lives. The “Arab 
spring” did not plant the seeds 
of the changes affecting women. 
Where revolts have turned into 
bloody wars and living conditions 
into nightmares, women found 
themselves helpless victims of new 
inhumane practices under a thin 
veil of legal and social legitimacy.

The sufferings of women in 
Syria are perhaps the most striking 
examples of the unfolding tragedy. 
Women in Syria have become mere 
goods to be traded in plain sight 
under the guise of unfamiliar forms 
of marriage.

One example of these new 
marriage practices is what is 
known in Arabic as zawaj as-sitra, 
or “protection marriage”. Since 
the beginning of the Syrian war, 
many parents have been eager to 
marry off their daughters, either in 
exchange for money or to protect 
them from being kidnapped or 
raped. In many cases, the grooms 
were combatants in the war and 
were thought capable of protecting 
them. The marriage contract was 
often oral but witnessed by a cleric. 
The problem with these marriages 
resides in the large number of 
undocumented widows and 
children left behind.

Another widespread practice 
has been minors marrying in 
stark violation of secular laws and 
human rights in many countries 
in the world. The justification 
invoked for this practice is the 
extreme need for money by 
families with girls. Parents in 
dire financial situations would 
marry off their 13-year-old — and 
sometimes younger — daughters in 
exchange for significant sums.

As the war dragged on, marrying 
off minors has become a profitable 
business. Official records in Jordan 
show that 4,000 girls under the 
age of 15 were married off between 
2011 and 2016. In Damascus, 
no fewer than five minors were 
married every day, the senior 
sharia judge in the city said. The 
Levant Research Institute cites 200 
cases of minors being married in 
one day in Syria.

The UN Refugee Agency reports 
that it is not unusual for families 
to ask for a high price as dowry but 
what is even more tragic is that 

very often the new bride is quickly 
divorced so the buyer can look for 
a new girl. Similar practices were 
recorded in Lebanon and Egypt, 
even though there are no precise 
statistics about them.

Another type of marriage that 
is widespread in the Arab world 
is zawaj al-misyar, or “traveller’s 
marriage”, which circumvents the 
high cost of providing a legal home 
for the couple. In war-torn Syria, 
people found another use for zawaj 
al-misyar. For Syrian girls, this type 
of marriage would assure them a 
temporary home, a protector and a 
provider and a legal cover for their 
sojourn in the host country.

Zawaj al-misyar was also 
resorted to by males from 
countries where polygamy is 
illegal. Finding a partner in another 
country is usually done through 

social networks or internet-based 
matrimonial agencies. A simple 
internet search for the keywords 
“Syrian wives” returned hundreds 
of results advertising agencies 
providing “legal Islamic marriages 
in Turkey and Lebanon”.

Naturally, the problems with this 
type of marriage are numerous. 
There is the risk that one or 
both partners are medically or 
physically unfit. The temporary 
nature of the relationship turns this 
marriage into a form of legalised 
prostitution. The inclusion in 
the marriage contract of a clause 
nullifying the marriage in case 
of pregnancy places the onus of 
the serious consequences on the 
woman.

Even worse — and more often 
than not — potential husbands 
insist on including in the marriage 
contract clauses requiring the wife 
to forgo her lawful matrimonial 
rights, such as a home and alimony.

The latest craze in the 
matrimonial market is zawaj an-
nikah by which women are invited 
to join the jihad and provide legal 
sexual services to combatants. It is 
a form of marriage based on an oral 
contract specifically tailored for 
jihadists.

It did not take long to turn 
this form of matrimony into 
a recruitment incentive and a 
genuine religiously sanctioned sex 
trade under the guise of jihad. In 
this respect, jihadist organisations 
are no different from criminal 
international prostitution and 
human trafficking rings.

When wars open Pandora’s 
boxes, the first victims of the evils 
released are women. They are 
not only victimised sexually and 
treated as slaves in ways harking 
to pre-Islamic practices, they are 
also further victimised by cloaking 
these repulsive practices in a 
thin veil of religious and social 
legitimacy.

Hozan Khaddaj is a Syrian writer.

Hozan
Khaddaj

View point
Women in 
Syria have 
become 
mere 
goods to be 
traded in 
plain sight.

When wars open Pandora’s 
boxes, the first victims of the 
evils released are women.

On more than one front. A displaced Syrian woman stands holding her child at a 
makeshift camp near the village of Tarshan, some 20km north of Raqqa.              (AFP)
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Women account 
for just 18% 
of political 
representation in 
the Arab world.

It’s all about 
perspective as 
al-Haytham laid 
out in his Book of 
Optics.

Patriarchy still holds Arab women back

Vogue Arabia adds perspective on women’s veil

I
n my previous career as an 
English teacher in Damascus 
a decade ago, there was a 
gifted student who stood 
out above all others. One 
day, as she was preparing to 
enter university, I asked her 

what career path she would like to 
pursue; my assumption was that 
clearly an individual of her ability 
and drive could choose from 
pretty much any field that peaked 
her interest.

She said how she would like to 
be a doctor but that “after I get 
married, I’ll probably raise 
children” and that career, if it ever 
got going in the first place, would 
soon end.

For all I know in the years that 
have passed the student may be 
completely happy with whichever 
choices she made. The real loser, 
however, was not this individual 
woman but the entire country of 
Syria. Such a brilliant mind 
working to its full potential would 
have been an asset to Syrian, 
indeed any, society. In the 
workplace, my former student 
would have demanded more from 
her peers and led by example.

This anecdote is certainly not 
unique to Syria. Brain power and 
intellect are arguably the most 
misused resources in the region. 
Why? Because patriarchy — not 
Israel nor the United States nor 
the Islamic State nor religion — 
has kept women from contribut-
ing more to a better society.

The male-led and -dominated 
authoritarian political regimes 
that have been in place for 
decades across the Arab world and 
broader Middle East have endured 
exactly because they mirror what 

takes place and is accepted in 
people’s everyday lives: The men 
of the house are expected to go 
out into the world and the women, 
broadly speaking of course, are to 
remain housebound.

The facts back this up: Women 
account for just 18% of political 
representation in the Arab world 
and, according to the 2016 global 
gender gap report from the World 
Economic Forum, which measures 
inequality between men and 
women, Middle Eastern countries, 
including Turkey and Iran, 
account for 11 of the 15 worst 
countries for women.

What is clear is that in an era in 
which political violence domi-
nates the public and private 
discourse across the Middle East, 
the real issues of concern civil 
society and politicians should be 
focusing on is instead something 

that every individual knows and 
experiences in an intimate, subtle 
way.

Patriarchal systems served the 
largely tribal and family-domi-
nated people of the region well 
until the early 20th century, when 
the world was far less connected 
and ideas of nation statehood did 
not amount to much. What went 
on in San Francisco in 1900 had 
little to do with the events of the 
day in Baghdad at that time.

In today’s globalised environ-
ment, however, a world in which 
access to technology and the 
economic activities in the Middle 
East in particular have conse-
quences for the wider world, the 
region is being left behind. Part of 
that is down to the fact that much 
of half the region’s human capital 
— women — is left on the shelves 
in the name of cultural norms.

There is no doubt that better 
access to education has allowed 
for improved economic independ-
ence and self-reliance that have 
improved many women’s lives. 
About 60% of engineering 
students in the Gulf are women, 
according to a UNESCO paper, 
while female-owned firms and 
companies are hiring more 
workers than their male equiva-
lents — a sign of their success. And 
there are public discussions — 
developments highlighted by 
Western media — over how women 
are attempting to achieve gender 
equality in countries such as Saudi 
Arabia and Iran that have not been 
heard in past decades.

Yet major shortcomings remain. 
According to the International 
Labour Office, 44% of young 
women in the Arab world are 
unemployed, the highest of any 
region.

A solution, in the words of 
Lebanese feminist Joumana 
Haddad in her book Superman is 
an Arab, involves pursuing a path 
in which it becomes “necessary, 
indeed vital, for men to re-evalu-
ate their masculine identity and to 
realise that this identity is surely 
not dependent on machismo, 
tyranny, violence and possessive-
ness towards (women)”.

Sustaining a natural resource 
that improves everyone’s lives, 
children in particular, should 
seem like a no-brainer. The sooner 
the patriarchs of the region realise 
this, the better.

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

T
he launch of Vogue 
Arabia would have 
been just another 
sashay down the 
international 
publishing catwalk 
for the 125-year-old 

Vogue brand had it not been for 
the cover.

Or, to be more specific, the 
words on the cover. It reads “re-
orienting perceptions” while the 
luminous face of Gigi Hadid, an 
American model of Palestinian and 
Dutch ethnicity, stares obliquely 
out at the world.

A filmy, sequined length of fab-
ric covers Hadid’s head, runs down 
part of her face and obscures her 
neck and part of one shoulder. Her 
left eye is bared through an irregu-
larly cut hole in the garment. The 
other eye and right half of Hadid’s 
face is unclothed.

In every way, the inaugural 
cover of Vogue Arabia challenges 
readers (and observers) to reori-
ent perceptions. In so doing, it is 
bringing the concept of perspec-
tive to the region where it was 
born 1,100 years ago.

The theory of perspective, which 
changed the course of Western 
art, was formulated in Baghdad by 
the 11th-century mathematician 
Ibn al-Haytham, whose name was 
Latinised to Alhazen. Or at least 
that is the view of the experts, not 
least Hans Belting, professor of art 
history at the Academy for Design 
in Karlsruhe, Germany.

We will get to al-Haytham’s 
influence on Renaissance art but 
let’s consider the “perceptions” 
that Vogue Arabia may be seeking 
to reorient.

First, the paradox of the title. It 
is Vogue, a high-fashion magazine 
that, some would say, puts women 
on show. And it is in Arabia, a 
region where, others would say, 
women are hidden away.

Second, the perspective of the 
veil. Vogue Arabia’s Special Pro-
jects Director Mohieb Dahabieh, 
a Syrian who divides his time 
between Paris and London, puts it 
rather well: “The veil toys with the 
notions of paradoxical perception 

and ushers Gigi to a bygone mysti-
cal era… So beautiful, yet — as the 
burqa debate continues to surface 
in Europe — so controversial. To 
some it’s the rejection of women 
objectified, to others the reverse.”

In this context, it is worth noting 
that the sportswear brand Nike has 
announced that it is manufactur-
ing the Pro Hijab, a performance 
head covering made of a breath-
able, light, stretchy fabric that 
will not come untucked no matter 
what Olympic-level activity is 
done by the athlete.

What this really means is that 
in the future, a hijab-wearing 

woman cannot automatically be 
perceived as an inactive stay-at-
home sort. She could be a budding 
(or actual) Ibtihaj Muhammad, the 
first American-Muslim woman to 
represent the United States at the 
Olympics wearing a hijab.

Finally, there is the perspective 
of culture. Is Hadid, with her hair 
obscured, less or more of a person 
than the woman who appeared 
practically nude on the cover of 
Vogue Paris a year ago?

In some ways, Vogue Arabia’s 
outspoken editor, a Saudi com-
moner married to a direct de-
scendant of King Abdulaziz, exem-

plifies the multiple contradictions 
between Vogue and Saudi Arabia, 
between a culture of concealment 
and the catwalk, between royalty 
peddling the mass consumption of 
fashion.

The editor, Princess Deena Alju-
hani Abdulaziz, said she sees her 
magazine’s role as limited but im-
portant. In response to a question 
from The Times of London about 
whether Vogue Arabia is meant 
to be “emancipatory for a young 
woman reading it”, Abdulaziz 
said she hoped it would “make 
this young girl feel that she has a 
voice”. She meant in terms of self-
expression through fashion, which 
may be trivial to some but does 
still betoken the creative instinct.

It’s all about perspective as 
al-Haytham laid out in his Kitab al-
Manazir or Book of Optics, which 
was known by the title of its Latin 
translation, Perspectiva.

What al-Haytham did was 
revolutionary in terms of seeing 
and ways of seeing. In Florence 
and Baghdad: Renaissance Art and 
Arab Science, Belting’s remarkable 
book on the subject, the profes-
sor explains it as follows: “Arab 
visual theory gave a predominant 
role to light, which is essentially 
an iconic and relegated picture to 
the realm of the mind exclusively. 
Al-Haytham’s studies and the 
theory he formulated “laid the 
foundations for the model of linear 
perspective in the Renaissance”. 
By doing away with “all anthropo-
morphic notions” from the visual 
process, he demonstrated that 
light governed the cosmos and the 
way we see.

Back to Vogue Arabia’s inaugural 
issue then. We see that cliché — a 
model on the cover of a fashion 
magazine — and perceive it as 
somehow different because of its 
covered head and intended reader-
ship.

Time to reorient perceptions?

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.

Stephen Starr

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Shortcomings remain. Tunisian students at the Faculty of Letters, 
Arts and Humanities in Manouba.                                                                                  (AFP)

Inaugural cover of Vogue Arabia.
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Ankara

T 

urkey has lost momen-
tum in the war in north-
ern Syria as the United 
States draws on Kurdish 
allies in the assault on 

Islamic State-held Raqqa. Ankara, 
however, is still pressing Washing-
ton for a deal that allays its fears of 
Kurdish ascendancy.

Syrian Kurdish groups, though, 
sense Washington is more firmly 
behind them than before, a shift 
they hope will aid their ambitions 
for autonomy after years of perse-
cution by the Syrian government.

One of the most complicated 
theatres in the multisided Syrian 
conflict, the war in the north has 
played out at lightning pace in re-
cent weeks with Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters losing territory.

The Russian-backed Syrian Army 
has benefited from this, creating a 
corridor to the Euphrates river that 
secures Aleppo’s water supplies 
and suggests at least tacit coordina-
tion with US-allied Kurdish militia 
— at Turkey’s expense.

In a swipe at Washington, Turk-

ish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
said it was unfortunate that some 
of Turkey’s allies had chosen the 
Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection 
Unions (YPG) militia as a partner in 
the fight against ISIS in Syria.

“Such a harsh step in completely 
excluding Turkey there will cause a 
problem for relations between the 
countries,” a senior Turkish official 
said. “Hence a share point must be 
found. Talks are still continuing.”

Turkey has seized a pocket of 
Syrian land on its southern borders 
since launching Euphrates Shield 
operation in August. Its main aim 
was to prevent a contiguous Kurd-
ish-held corridor it fears could 
threaten its security.

The rise of Kurdish power in 
northern Syria has alarmed Ankara, 
which views the Kurdish groups 
there as an extension of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK) that has 
been fighting Turkey for 32 years.

Turkey’s military chief has dis-
cussed Syria with his US and Rus-
sian counterparts.

Ankara had hoped to advance its 
strategy in northern Syria by per-
suading Washington to abandon its 
Kurdish allies and switch support 
to Free Syrian Army (FSA) rebels for 
the final assault on Raqqa, a north-
ern Syrian city that is the Islamic 
State’s de facto capital.

Such hopes, however, have 
faded. Conflicting US and Turkish 
agendas have surfaced over Manbij, 
a city controlled by Kurdish-allied 
militia since its 2016 capture from 
ISIS. A deployment of US forces 
there recently deterred a threat-
ened Turkish attack.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mev-
lut Cavusoglu made clear Turkish 

sensitivities about the presence of 
the YPG militia, which is associated 
with the Kurdish Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), in Manbij.

“We will not allow the YPG’s can-
ton dreams (to come true),” NTV 
television cited Cavusoglu as say-
ing. “If we go to Manbij and the PYD 
is there, we will hit them.”

The YPG says it withdrew from 
Manbij after helping capture it last 
year, leaving it in the control of al-
lied militia of the Syrian Democrat-
ic Forces (SDF) — an alliance that 
includes the YPG and Arab fighters. 
Washington has built its strategy 
around the SDF.

The Pentagon said the aim of its 
Manbij deployment was to ensure 
parties in the area did not attack 
each other.

A top US commander has given 
an unusually robust defence of the 
YPG, saying he had seen no evi-
dence linking it to attacks on Tur-

key and signalling a role for it in the 
final push for Raqqa — a predomi-
nantly Arab city.

With US-led coalition air sup-
port and special forces backing on 
the ground, the SDF has gradually 
encircled Raqqa since November. 
It has cut the last main road from 
Raqqa to the jihadists’ stronghold 
of Deir ez-Zor.

Apart from the pocket of territory 
held by Turkey, the YPG controls 
the northern Syrian border.

Senior Syrian Kurdish official Al-
dar Xelil said recent events showed 
Washington was telling Ankara: 
“Look, these are your limits… It 
appears that the Americans have 
made up their minds”, he said by 
telephone from the Kurdish-dom-
inated city of Qamishli in north-
eastern Syria.

Xelil said he foresaw eventual US 
political engagement with Syrian 
Kurdish groups — something Wash-

ington has largely avoided. In line 
with Turkish wishes, the PYD has 
been consistently left out of UN-led 
peace talks on Syria.

“Let’s say tomorrow Daesh (ISIS) 
is finished — and it will be — what 
about the political solution?” Xelil 
asked. “Won’t they ask what is the 
solution? It needs a plan and the 
most reasonable one is a federal 
one based not on ethnicity or reli-
gion, but geography.”

Turkey still hopes Washington 
will be forced to draw on its support 
in one way or another.

Away from the battlefield, Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan cannot afford to appear to 
have been sidelined. He faces an 
April referendum on sweeping new 
powers he deems vital to a country  
facing spillover of violence from 
Syria.

(Reuters)

Turkey’s Syria 
plans face setbacks 
as Kurds see more 
US support
Orhan Coskun, Tulay
Karadeniz  and Tom Perry

Turkey’s Chief of Staff General Hulusi Akar (R) chats with US Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Joseph Dunford during a meeting in Antalya, on March 7th.                                                              (Reuters)

News & Analysis Turkey

Manbij could mark collapse of Turkey’s Syria policy

A
fter years of diplo-
matic and military 
manoeuvring, the 
northern Syrian 
town of Manbij 
appears to be 

defining the end of the Syrian 
puzzle and the war against 
Islamic State-led fighters in the 
region.

In a remarkable way, Manbij, 
20km from the Syrian-Turkish 
border, has become a junction 
where the key players in Syria 
met. This explains its strategic 
significance but also its role in 
determining the winners and 
losers in the complicated Syrian 
conflict. Manbij was the destina-
tion Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan had declared was 
to be conquered by the Free 
Syrian Army (FSA), backed by the 
Turkish armed forces after the 
seizure of al-Bab.

The local military council of 
Manbij, a coalition of 36 tribes, 
seeing the Turkish-led advances 
as a destabilising move recently 
transferred control of the town 
and its surrounding villages in 
the south-west flank to Syrian 
regime forces.

At about the same time, Russian 
forces rapidly deployed at the Mil 
Wiran-Girhiyok-Al Abash line on 
the western side and US troops 
took their positions at the Arab El 
Hasan-Dadat-Rafiah track on the 

eastern side. The two powers 
raised their flags only 10km from 
each other, a move that marks the 
most dramatic shift in the Syrian 
quagmire.

It is clear Russia is building a 
buffer zone against the FSA, while 
US ground troops are positioned 
to block Turkish special opera-
tions forces from approaching 
Manbij from the east.

This seemingly coordinated 
position has multilayered 
significance: Washington and 
Moscow seem to have come to a 
tacit agreement that the common 
denominator is to destroy the 
logistical routes to jihadists and 
exterminate Islamic State (ISIS) 
bases and it requires minimum 
cooperation.

The US side may have given in 
to the notion that Syrian regime 
forces retaking control of the 
Syrian soil helps serves that 
purpose. US military leaders and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
seem to be in sync with the idea 
that the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), whose backbone is the 
Syrian Kurdish Popular Mobilisa-
tion Units (YPG), remain an 
indispensable part of the upcom-
ing Raqqa offensive.

The most powerful conse-
quence of the Manbij episode is 
the message the situation sends 
to Erdogan: “What you did with 
the cleansing of jihadist elements 
from al-Bab and surroundings 
was fine but no longer. You are 
not in sync with us on the 
endgame, neither with its means. 
We’ll handle the rest from now 
on. It is fine if you offer us your 
support, as long as it remains 
well-defined and agreed.”

What brought Russians and 
Americans closer has another 
common denominator due to 
what is perceived as strategically 
erratic anti-Kurdish obstinacy: 
Turkey will have to be — sooner 
rather than later — invited in the 
Syrian territory altogether. In 
other words, Manbij may have 
come to mark the collapse of 
Turkey’s Syria policy, which was 
based on a regime change, after 
endless series of twists and turns.

The failure leaves the Erdogan 
administration with scarce 
choices: a) it can choose to pull 
back its troops, which have 
suffered significant losses, and 
focus on diplomacy; b) it complies 
to the US-Russian consensus over 
the SDF and minimises its 
support to air strikes in the Raqqa 
offensive; c) seeing the continuity 
of complex war in Syria as a 
strategic choice, it can decide to 
go on its own.

Given the domestic pressure 
Erdogan feels at home and the 
stress he is under to win a key 
referendum that he hopes will 
legitimise his de facto authoritar-
ian rule, further adventurism is 
not at all unthinkable.

Patrick Cockburn noted in the 
Independent: “Turkey could 
strike at Raqqa from the north, 
hoping to slice through Syrian 
Kurdish territory but this would 
be a very risky venture likely to be 
resisted by YPG and opposed by 
the United States and Russia. 
Otherwise, Turkey and the two 
other big supporters of the Syrian 
armed opposition, Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar, are seeing their 
influence over events in Syria 
swiftly diminish.”

The March 7th-8th meetings 
with US, Turkish and Russian 
generals in Antalya should 
provide answers on how Turkey 
plays its cards. The Köln-based 
online news site ArtiGercek 
reported that the chief of Turkish 
General Staff, Hulusi Akar, 
insisted on the anti-SDF position, 
proposing that a joint Turkish-US 
force along with FSA units enter 
from Turkey and, carving out a 
corridor through the YPG-con-
trolled area, proceed towards 
Raqqa. The proposal, however, 
was unlikely to win support from 
the Russian side, let alone the 
United States.

Erdogan is in an ever weaker 
position. He can exert some 
pressure on the Americans over 
the use of Incirlik base in 
exchange for having YPG 
excluded. Yet, he is realising that, 
after a damaging antagonisation 
with Putin, which ended with him 
apologising to Russia, he cannot 
afford doing so with Trump, 
whose fierce temperaments are as 
dominating as his.

The best for Turkey at this stage 
would be, no doubt, that it 
focuses only on the humanitarian 
dimension of the conflict and 
secures its borders. Then, it is the 
Kurdish issue: Erdogan’s erratic 
choices in Syria made a mess out 
of that policy, and, if he wants a 
seat at the table where the 
region’s future is to be designed, 
he has to make peace with Kurds, 
at home and along Turkey’s 
borders.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point

 If he wants a seat at the table 
where the region’s future is to 
be designed, Erdogan has to 
make peace with Kurds.

The most 
powerful 
consequence 
of the Manbij 
episode is 
the message 
the situation 
sends to 
Erdogan.

If we go to Manbij 
and the PYD is 
there, we will hit 
them.”Turkish Foreign Minister 

Mevlut Cavusoglu
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London

W 

ith Iranian presiden-
tial elections loom-
ing, the incumbent, 
Hassan Rohani, 
kicked off his cam-

paign in earnest by issuing a mild 
warning to “armed forces” and 
other state institutions, including 
the judiciary, from interfering in the 
electoral process.

By “armed forces” Rohani means 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps (IRGC) and specifically its 
paramilitary wing, the Basij. The 
latter has an extensive nationwide 
network centred on mosques and 
other community focal points, par-
ticularly in working-class and rural 
areas.

In previous elections, particularly 
in the disputed June 2009 presiden-
tial race, the Basij was accused of 
using its position to lobby for spe-
cific candidates, notably principlist 
politicians. It is worth noting that 
the IRGC’s foundational charter for-
bids the military organisation from 
meddling in politics.

In terms of his electoral prospects, 
public posturing notwithstanding, 
Rohani may be less fearful of IRGC 
intervention than of his relatively 
weak sociopolitical base. Regional 
and international events are also 
conspiring against him, calling into 
question the long-term viability of 
Rohani’s singular success, notably 
the nuclear accord reached in July 
2015.

From an organisational point of 
view, Rohani achieved electoral 
success in June 2013 largely on the 

back of campaigning efforts by lo-
cal groups loosely aligned to the 
country’s embattled reform move-
ment. Despite suffering a shattering 
defeat at street and political levels 
in 2009-10 (following the disputed 
presidential elections), the reform-
ists maintained local networks and 
can mobilise quickly to support al-
lied candidates.

Rohani’s Achilles heel is his lack 
of an independent political base. 
This is partly a reflection of his ca-
reer, which has had less to do with 
politics than security services and 
in part a symptom of his uncharis-
matic and authoritarian personality.

A securocrat by instinct and train-
ing, prior to becoming president Ro-
hani had spent more than 30 years 
working at the highest levels of the 
Islamic Republic’s security estab-
lishment. This is not necessarily the 
best training for a career in Iranian 

politics, for while the latter is noto-
riously fractious and ill-disciplined, 
the country’s security establish-
ment is remarkably cohesive in ide-
ological and organisational terms.

Furthermore, Rohani’s tempera-
ment is not best suited for the kind 
of consistent coalition building re-
quired for long-term survival at the 
apex of Iranian politics. By most 
credible accounts, the Iranian pres-
ident is authoritarian by instinct 
and is ill-disposed towards criti-
cism. This makes it hard for him 
to reach out to opponents, a pre-
requisite for sustainable success in 
the Islamic Republic’s labyrinthine 
political community.

At a strategic level, the Iranian 
political landscape no longer offers 
favourable terms to Rohani as it did 
in 2013. Rohani achieved success by 
bringing centrists and reformists 
together, thereby compensating 

for his weak organisational base by 
piggybacking on the reformists’ na-
tionwide political networks.

At a leadership level, the reform-
ists continue to be in disarray with 
the leaders of the so-called Green 
movement, notably former prime 
minister Mir-Hossein Mousavi and 
former parliamentary speaker Me-
hdi Karroubi, still subject to severe 
restrictions. Rohani disappointed 
reformists by not taking any deter-
mined action to secure their release 
from house arrest.

Moreover, the spiritual leader of 
the country’s reform movement 
— former president Mohammad 
Khatami — is also subject to restric-
tions, notably a media blackout and 
inability to engage in foreign travel.

Most damaging to Rohani, how-
ever, was the death of former presi-
dent Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani 
in January. A pragmatic centrist, 
Rafsanjani was key to bridging the 
divide between Rohani and the re-
formists by underwriting multiple 
political deals. Rafsanjani’s demise 
has been correctly interpreted as a 
boost to the principlists and con-
servatives in the lead up to May’s 
presidential elections.

The dramatic transformation in 
Washington heralded by the advent 
of Donald Trump’s presidency does 
not bode well for Rohani and his 
allies. Apart from an acute person-
ality clash — Rohani is measured 
and ultra-rational compared to 
the mercurial Trump — the latter’s 
hard-line approach towards Iran 
has effectively ended the tentative 
détente in US-Iranian relations.

Specifically, the Trump admin-
istration threatens the centrepiece 
of Rohani’s presidency, namely the 
nuclear accord and the resulting 

partial lifting of the economic siege 
on Iran. Sanctions relief, however, 
has been too slow to reap Rohani 
the desired political dividends.

Qualified sanctions relief speaks 
to the Rohani administration’s 
overall economic performance, 
which has been less than spectacu-
lar. Lack of a strong economic re-
cord, coupled with his overall lack 
of popularity, considerably reduces 
Rohani’s electoral prospects.

Significant vulnerabilities not-
withstanding, two crucial factors 
work in the incumbent’s favour. 
First, sitting Iranian presidents 
have never failed to secure a sec-
ond term at the polls, no matter 
how poor their performance. Sec-
ond, a strong rival to Rohani has yet 
to emerge.

In terms of competition, Rohani 
received a huge boost in September 
when his predecessor, Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, was effectively 
barred from contesting future pres-
idential elections.

Nevertheless, one of Ahmadine-
jad’s protégés, Hamid Baqai, looks 
set to contest the elections, unless 
he is disqualified by the Council of 
Guardians. With an Ahmadinejad 
ally in the fray, May’s elections are 
set to be interesting, if not a fore-
gone conclusion.

Mahan Abedin, director of the 
research group Dysart Consulting, 
is an analyst of Iranian politics.
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hortly after Hossein-Ali 
Amiri, Iranian vice-presi-
dent for parliamentary af-
fairs, confirmed to the of-
ficial IRNA news agency 

that President Hassan Rohani would 
seek a second term in the election, 
due May 19th, the president visited 
Sistan-Baluchestan, a south-eastern 
province that polled heavily in his 
favour in 2013.

Front-page pictures of Rohani ris-
ing for the national anthem along-
side Abdul-Hamid Esmail-Zehi, 
perhaps Iran’s pre-eminent Sunni 
cleric, conveyed a timely image to 
Iranian voters of a president seeking 
reconciliation but standing firm in 
an unstable world.

Rohani’s election platform will 
be continued international engage-
ment and cautious economic re-
form.

The omens are generally good. 
Every Iranian president since Ali 
Khamenei in the 1980s has won a 
second term. “I consider Rohani the 
favourite,” said Farideh Farhi of the 
University of Hawaii. “Continuity 
and stability are in everyone’s mind 
and there’s a dearth of formidable 
challengers.”

Iran’s reformists may well back 
Rohani, as they did in 2013. Howev-
er, a report in the reformist Shargh 
newspaper that Vice-President Es-
hagh Jahangiri is liaising between 
the reformists and Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei reflects 
both the possibility of a reformist 
candidate and the importance of 
Khamenei’s role in the build-up to 
the poll.

Rohani should be helped by divi-
sions among principlists — known 
in Farsi as osulgarayan — who have 

been critical of the 2015 nuclear 
agreement, the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA), with 
world powers.

Hamidreza Baqaee, vice-presi-
dent for executive affairs under Ro-
hani’s predecessor, Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad, has already announced 
he would stand, although he could 
well be blocked by the watchdog 
Council of Guardians, which in 2013 
barred Ahmadinejad’s chief of staff, 
Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei.

Other principlists have estab-
lished the Popular Front of Islamic 
Revolution Forces (PFIRF) to agree 
on a single candidate but are strug-
gling to find a charismatic figure. 
Among the names bandied about 
is Mohammad Bagher Ghalibaf, the 
Tehran mayor who unsuccessfully 
ran for president in 2005 and 2013.

“Ghalibaf is the only potential big-
name challenger,” said Farhi, “but 
he’s mired in a corruption scandal 
of his own. The Popular Front of 
Islamic Revolution Forces is strug-
gling to come up with a platform to 
run on beyond the need for princi-
plist unity.”

Saeed Jalili, the former top secu-
rity official who from 2007 to 2013 
took a belligerent stance in nuclear 
negotiations with the Europeans, is 
another possibility, although in the 
2013 presidential election he polled 
only 11%.

“Jalili seems to be testing an anti-
JCPOA narrative that’s not getting 
traction,” said Farhi. “(Overall) the 
critics (of the nuclear agreement) 
have not been able to come up with 
an alternative narrative to attract 
voters.”

An outside possibility for a prin-
ciplist challenger is Ebrahim Raeisi, 
appointed in 2016 by Khamenei to 
chair the powerful foundation su-
pervising the shrine in the north-
eastern city of Mashhad of Imam 
Reza, a descendant of the Prophet 
Mohammad and the eighth Shia 
imam. Raeisi, though, is less well-
known than Jalili and is more likely 
to concentrate on his existing role.

So far, most principlists are con-
centrating attacks on Rohani not 
on international affairs but on high 

pay levels among technocrats and 
officials. A populist appeal based 
on economic equality helped Ah-
madinejad win in 2005 and would 
chime with the egalitarian values of 
the 1979 Islamic revolution.

It might also tap the popular 
mood. Despite the glowing Inter-
national Monetary Fund report re-
leased at the end of February noting 
an “impressive recovery” and 6.6% 
growth in the year ending on March 
21st, most Iranians are unconvinced 
they have benefited from sanctions 
relief.

Polling by Iranpoll and the Uni-
versity of Maryland found 51% of re-
spondents saying in December that 
economic conditions were worsen-
ing and 75% said they agreed that 
the nuclear agreement had not im-
proved matters.

Some in Tehran expected the 

election of Donald Trump as US 
president to bolster the principlists 
— although eyebrows were raised at 
the gushing 3,500-word letter from 
Ahmadinejad to Trump suggesting 
he had as US president “the historic 
opportunity with new reforms to be 
a pioneer of new and great develop-
ments and thus make history”.

Trump has not replied and talk 
in Washington is rather different. 
A recent submission to the House 
of Representatives Foreign Affairs 
Committee by Scott Modell, man-
aging director of Rapidan Group 
consultants and a former CIA op-
erative, proposed that the Trump 
administration “target the decayed 
base of popular support for the re-
gime”, partly through US-govern-
ment funded Farsi-language media 
“spearhead(ing) an information 
warfare campaign” among disgrun-

tled workers, women and ethnic mi-
norities.

Washington has a poor record 
in such work. President George W. 
Bush’s attempts to communicate 
directly with Iranians in his 2006 
State of the Union address fell flat, 
while CIA support for militant eth-
nic separatists among, for example, 
the Baluchis and Kurds is likely to 
foster Persian nationalism.

Clumsy attempts to undermine 
the Islamic Republic might encour-
age turnout in the presidential elec-
tion and, by putting Iran “on notice”, 
the Trump administration may well 
strengthen the appeal — both to vot-
ers and to Khamenei — of Rohani as 
a reliable but firm hand on the tiller.

Gareth Smyth was chief 
correspondent in Iran for the
Financial Times from 2003-07.

Incumbent faces hurdles in Iran elections, Trump no help

‘Principlists’ concentrate attacks on Rohani

Mahan Abedin

Gareth Smyth

Labyrinthine politics. Iranians vote in the parliamentary and 
Experts Assembly elections in Qom, in February 2016.                  (AP)

Helped by 
divisions. Iranian 
President Hassan 
Rohani delivers 
a speech at Azadi 
Square in Tehran, 
last February.   
                           (AFP)
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Rohani’s election 
platform will include 
continued international 
engagement.

In previous elections, 
the Basij was accused 
of using its position to 
lobby for specific 
candidates.
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n 2012, then-US secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton was quot-
ed as saying: “We believe… 
that it is in the interests of the 
United States to engage with 

all parties that are peaceful and 
committed to non-violence and we 
welcome, therefore, dialogue with 
those Muslim Brotherhood mem-
bers who wish to talk with us.”

This was just months after the 
Brotherhood swept Egypt’s par-
liamentary elections and one of 
its leaders, Muhammad Morsi, be-
came president. The United States 
dispatched Clinton to congratulate 
Morsi and even invited him to visit 
the White House.

Conservative American figures, 
such as Donald Trump, were dis-
mayed. Trump wrote more than 
two dozen tweets criticising the 
Obama administration’s policy to-
wards the Egyptian Brotherhood, 
saying: “This is a disaster.”

Five years later, in his inaugura-
tion address, Trump promised to 
strike at “radical Islamic terrorism” 
and “eradicate it from the face of 
the Earth”. US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson likened the group to 
al-Qaeda.

The Trump administration has 
been seriously debating whether 
to designate the Brotherhood as a 
“terrorist organisation”, Tillerson 
has said.

The move has nevertheless been 
seriously questioned by members 
of the US National Security Council.

They see it as another knee-jerk 
reaction by Trump that can only 
ignite greater extremism in the Mid-
dle East on the grounds that the 
Egyptian Brotherhood poses no di-

rect threat to the United States and 
has never carried out terrorist op-
erations on US territory.

Such a move would also create 
problems for the United States with 
regional allies such as Kuwait and 
Bahrain, which rely on local branch-
es of the Brotherhood in their con-
frontation with Iran, and the Is-
lamic Party of Iraq, another affiliate, 
which has worked closely with the 
Americans and stood up to Shia mi-
litias on the streets of Baghdad.

Other allies, such as Qatar and 
Turkey, host Brotherhood-affili-
ated organisations, including the 
Doha-based Al Jazeera TV, which 
is staffed by Brotherhood members 
and serves as a platform for its chief 
ideologue, Sheikh Yusuf al-Qarada-
wi.

Elsewhere, however, US allies are 
rejoicing at the proposed designa-
tion. It is music to the years of of-
ficials in the United Arab Emirates 
and Egypt, who view the Brother-
hood as no different from the Is-
lamic State or al-Qaeda.

It would also be welcomed by 
Syria, whose government has been 
engaged in a bloody showdown 
with the Brotherhood’s Damascus 
branch since the mid-1960s.

Trump previously signalled his 
readiness to work with the Syrian 
regime in the war on terrorism and 
might find more room to cooperate 
on the Brotherhood, as was done 
after 9/11 when Syrian intelligence 
provided the FBI with dossiers on 
Syrian Brotherhood members who 
had fled the country in the 1980s 
and joined al-Qaeda in Afghanistan.

Two parties that are especially 
alarmed by Trump’s Brotherhood 
decree are the Syrian opposition 
and their backers in Turkey’s ruling 
Justice and Development Party.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan has spared no effort to 
bankroll and support Brotherhood 

figures across the Arab world, 
spearheading the opposition to the 
2013 military coup in Egypt that 
toppled Morsi, who was succeeded 
by former military chief Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi as president.

The Syrian opposition is worried 
because its main representative, 
the Riyadh-backed High Negotia-
tions Committee, includes mem-
bers of the Syrian Brotherhood as 
does the Syrian National Coalition.

Since the Syrian conflict erupt-
ed in 2011, the Brotherhood has 
emerged as the most organised 
political group in the Syrian oppo-
sition and has been highly visible 
in all opposition delegations to the 
UN-mandated Geneva talks since 
2014.

However, if Trump’s order pass-
es, would it be possible at future 
sessions for Tillerson to sit at the 

same table with the Syrian Brother-
hood, which has been sanctioned 
by US law?

For sure the Americans have done 
that in the past, most notably when 
they met members of the Palestine 
Liberation Organisation (PLO), an 
outlawed “terrorist organisation”, 
three decades ago.

US officials claimed they were 
conferring with them as individual 
Palestinians, not as members of the 
PLO but they knew that no peace 
deal with Israel would ever see the 
light of day if it was not signed off 
on by PLO leader Yasser Arafat and 
his organisation — something that 
does not apply today with the Syr-
ian Brotherhood.

They can be shunted aside later, 
as more hands-on figures emerge 
from the Syrian battlefield, with 
greater clout and larger power bas-

es — and willing to do business with 
the United States.

These figures also would not 
mind seeing an end to the Broth-
erhood, an ageing group that has 
condescendingly patronised them 
for six years. So, too, would old-
school secular figures appalled by 
the Brotherhood’s ideological au-
tocracy and hijacking of the Syrian 
opposition.

If the Trump decree does come to 
pass and — contrary to what many 
people might think, it just might — 
it could be a blessing in disguise for 
the Syrian opposition.

It would give its moderate mem-
bers a golden opportunity to shrug 
off the Brotherhood and distance 
themselves from a group that has 
not only failed to deliver but also 
with whom public association has 
become bad public relations.

Washington

S 

even weeks into Donald 
Trump’s presidency, steps 
by the US administration 
in Middle East matters are 
starting to expose ideologi-

cal tensions within a White House 
still trying to find its footing.

In a retreat from an earlier hard-
line position, Trump on March 6th 
signed a revised 90-day travel ban 
for people from several Muslim 
countries. The new executive or-
der superseded a version that was 
struck down by the courts. The new 
order dropped Iraq from the group 
of blacklisted countries, leaving 
Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria 
and Yemen under the ban. It said 
people from those countries with 
valid travel documents or a second 
passport would be not covered by 
the embargo, which is to take effect 
March 16th.

While the first version of the ban, 
which caused widespread protests 
and chaos at airports, was drawn 
up by a small group of right-wing 
Trump aides, the new executive 
order was prepared in cooperation 
with key departments. Reports 
said the US State Department, seen 
as a more moderate player in the 
administration, had pressed for 
the decision to drop Iraq from the 
travel ban list.

Before the roll-out of the new 
ban, US Defense Secretary James 
Mattis presented a plan on how 
to defeat the Islamic State (ISIS) 
to White House officials, with the 
Pentagon saying the strategy re-
view ordered by Trump proposed 

military as well as non-military ef-
forts to cripple the jihadist group. 
US Navy Captain Jeff Davis, a Pen-
tagon spokesman, called the plan 
“global” and a “framework for a 
broader discussion” about how to 
defeat ISIS.

There has been no official state-
ment about details of the plan but 
news reports quoted officials as 
saying that Mattis’ strategy includ-
ed cutting the flow of money to ISIS 
and making recruitment of new 
fighters more difficult. The plan 
reportedly does not call for a major 
deployment of US combat troops in 
Iraq or Syria, meaning that Wash-
ington would continue to rely on 
allies such as the Kurds to do most 
of the fighting on the ground.

Addressing a joint session of 
Congress on February 28th, Trump 

reiterated his aim to “demolish and 
destroy” ISIS and added that task 
would be accomplished with the 
help of the United States’ partners 
in the region. “We will work with 
our allies, including our friends 
and allies in the Muslim world, to 
extinguish this vile enemy from 
our planet,” the US president said.

US Marine General Joseph Dun-
ford, chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, in an earlier event at 
the Brookings Institution in Wash-
ington, said the plan would target 
al-Qaeda and other terror groups 
in Syria and Iraq. He said the White 
House would be briefed on the 
complex aspects of fighting ISIS 
there, given the multitude of play-
ers, including Iran, Russia, Turkey 
and Kurdish groups. “What we 
don’t want to do is bring him op-

tions that solve one problem only 
to create a second problem,” Dun-
ford said about Trump.

The nuanced approach suggest-
ed by military experts stands in 
sharp contrast to Trump’s sweep-
ing campaign promise to “oblit-
erate” ISIS and other rhetoric that 
suggested a swift military battle 
against the extremists, not a care-
ful and multilayered method that 
could take time before progress be-
comes visible.

As the administration weighs 
its options, ideological battle lines 
are becoming apparent. US Army 
Lieutenant-General H.R. McMas-
ter, Trump’s new national security 
adviser, has first-hand experience 
in the Middle East and is reluctant 
to use the term “radical Islamic ter-
rorism”, favoured by Trump and 
hard-line, populist-pitching advis-
ers such as Steve Bannon and Se-
bastian Gorka.

The semantic difference points to 
a deeper rift between advisers such 
as Bannon, in whose world view Is-
lam is a force of evil, and national 
security officials like McMaster 
who argue that blanket accusations 
do not reflect more complicated 
realities. McMaster reportedly told 
the staff of the National Security 
Council that ISIS and other terrorist 
groups were “un-Islamic”. Trump, 
however, used “radical Islamic ter-
rorism” in his speech to Congress.

By insisting on that description, 
the administration put the spot-
light on Islam, said Nathan Brown, 
a Middle East expert at George 
Washington University. “The for-
eign policy establishment is very 
suspicious about that,” Brown said.

The new Muslim ban was sup-
posed to counter the perception 

of an anti-Muslim stance by the 
Trump administration but crit-
ics say the effort failed. “It is still 
a concern to us how it singles out 
Muslims,” said Rabia Ahmed, di-
rector of Media and Public Affairs 
at the Muslim Public Affairs Coun-
cil (MPAC). She said Trump had 
shaped a narrative that described 
immigrants, refugees and Muslims 
as a “threat”. Rights advocates and  
at least three states have said they 
will fight the new travel ban in the 
courts.

Trump’s efforts to translate 
populist campaign promises into 
policy are running into difficulties 
elsewhere as well. Following the 
announcement on February 27th 
of a proposed large increase in de-
fence spending with correspond-
ing cuts in almost many other areas 
of the budget, more than 120 for-
mer generals and admirals called 
on Congress to keep spending for 
international aid and diplomacy 
intact. “Now is not the time to re-
treat,” the former officers wrote in a 
letter to Congress published by the 
US Global Leadership Coalition, a 
group campaigning for spending 
on development and diplomacy.

The letter highlighted problems 
that “do not have military solu-
tions alone” and listed “violent 
extremist groups like ISIS in the 
Middle East and North Africa” as 
an example. A reduction in interna-
tional aid could affect some Ameri-
can allies in the Middle East, such 
as Jordan and Egypt, which receive 
billions of dollars of US support 
every year.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.

Trump, Syria and the Muslim Brotherhood

Trump’s team faces hard choices as it tackles Middle East

Sami Moubayed
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Debating the ban. White House Chief Strategist Steve Bannon (L) attends a meeting between US 
President Donald Trump and congressional leaders in February.      (Reuters)

Semantics. US Secretary of Homeland Security John Kelly (R), 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (L) and Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions prepare to give remarks in Washington, on March 6th. (AFP)
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A ban on Muslim 
Brotherhood could be 
a blessing in disguise 
for the Syrian 
opposition.

Contrary to what 
many people might 
think, Trump’s decree 
might just pass.
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n what has been dubbed a “su-
per election year” for Europe 
ahead of key votes in France 
and Germany, the Dutch head 
to the polls on March 15th fol-

lowing a campaign that has been 
heavy on anti-immigration, specifi-
cally anti-Muslim rhetoric.

A contentious campaign has seen 
Dutch far-right, anti-Muslim leader 
Geert Wilders pledge to de-Islamise 
The Netherlands by shutting all 
mosques, banning the Quran and 
halting immigration from major-
ity Muslim countries. Wilders, who 
leads Holland’s Party for Freedom 
(PVV), kicked off his campaign by 
labelling Moroccan immigrants as 
“scum” and questions over Islam’s 
place in Dutch society have domi-
nated the campaign.

“They say Islam isn’t normal. It 
doesn’t belong in Dutch society and 
that being hijabi means I am an op-
pressed person,” Dutch Moroccan 
Hafsa Mahraoui told the BBC.

“It’s tiring because we are always 
in the spotlight and you have to 
defend yourself. Amsterdam is a 
big city, there are 180 nationalities 
here. They talk about a (Dutch) cul-
ture but when I look around I don’t 
see it,” she said.

Wilders’ anti-Muslim rhetoric had 
found strong support in the early 
stages of campaigning and he was 
consistently polling as the front 
runner. However Prime Minister 
Mark Rutte managed to pull off a 
comeback by pivoting to the right 
and playing up his experience in 
government.

“What I sense is that people are 

coming back to my party… At the 
moment in the Netherlands we are 
experiencing a revival of our econo-
my, our housing market, people are 
finding jobs again. This is all good 
news,” Rutte said in an interview 
with Bloomberg Television.

Rutte, who leads the centre-right 
People’s Party for Freedom and De-
mocracy (VVD), wrote a controver-
sial open letter in late January call-
ing on immigrants to “act normal or 
go away”.

“People who don’t want to adapt, 
[who are] attacking our habits and 
rejecting our values, who attack 
gay people, who shout at women in 
short skirts or call ordinary Dutch 
people racist… you have the choice, 
go away. You do not need to be 
here,” he said.

Wilders took to Twitter, where he 
has been increasingly active during 
the campaign, to slam Rutte’s let-
ter as disingenuous. “Mark Rutte, 
the man of the open borders, asy-
lum tsunami, mass immigration, 
Islamisation, the lies and deceit,” he 
tweeted.

Holland’s Muslim population is 
estimated at between 840,000-
960,000 — about 5% of the coun-
try’s population. Holland has well-
established Turkish and Moroccan 
ethnic communities dating to the 
1960s and 1970s.

There was no clear front runner 
in the final week of campaigning 
as analysts said a number of par-
ties had a chance of coming in first, 
including Rutte’s VVD and Wilders’ 
PVV.

General elections in Holland take 
place via party-list proportional rep-
resentations meaning that no party 
can expect to win an outright ma-
jority and so any government must 
govern by coalition. Twenty-eight 

parties are set to contest the elec-
tions and as many as 14 could en-
ter Holland’s 150-seat parliament, 
meaning a ruling coalition could 
comprise as many as five parties.

Even if the ruling VVD does see 
its parliamentary share fall from 
its current 40 seats, and the PVV 
makes gains on its 12 seats, Wilders’ 
hard-line anti-Islamic rhetoric has 
turned off potential coalition part-
ners. Virtually all of Holland’s main-
stream political parties have said 
they would not enter into a coali-
tion with Wilders’ PVV.

During a televised debate, Rutte 
said that “under no condition, ir-
respective of the outcome” would 
the VVD ally with the PVV. Wilders 
was a coalition partner in Rutte’s 
2010 government but withdrew his 
support over EU requirements re-
garding Holland’s national deficit. 
Early elections in 2012 saw Rutte 

retain the premiership with an even 
stronger coalition, not including the 
PVV, which lost nine seats.

However, at a time when crime 
and unemployment are down and 
the economy is going strong, many 
question why such strong anti-
immigration sentiment is being 
evidenced in a country traditionally 
known for its liberal and tolerant 
outlook.

Hundreds of Dutch citizens met 
at an Amsterdam mosque in a show 
of solidarity with the country’s 
Muslim population as news spread 
that crimes against Muslims have 
increased.

“It’s very important that we make 
our voice heard. We as a Muslim 
community pose no danger whatso-
ever to society,” said Najem Oulada-
li, one of the meeting’s organisers.

“Good news: Dutch #TrumpWan-
nabe Wilders is losing support for 
his hate and fearmongering. People 
see where it leads,” tweeted Andrew 
Stroehlein, European media direc-
tor for Human Rights Watch.

Dutch elections could set the tone 
for forthcoming ones in France and 
Germany where similar anti-immi-

gration and anti-Muslim sentiment 
is governing the election scene.

Far-right Marine Le Pen is expect-
ed to win the first round of French 
elections, scheduled for April 23rd, 
but not be able to secure an out-
right victory necessitating a run-off 
scheduled for May 7th.

The right-wing Alternative for 
Germany party is looking to unseat 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
in September. Facing major criti-
cisms over her refugee policy, Mer-
kel has pivoted to the right in a bid 
to make up ground against populist 
right-wing views.

Regardless of the outcome of 
the Dutch elections, few can deny 
Wilders’ influence on the political 
climate in Holland and the general 
move European politics has taken 
to the right. Speaking in Amsterdam 
recently, Wilders said: “You can 
notice that we’ve basically already 
won the elections before they’ve 
started because everyone is mov-
ing towards us. The discussions are 
about our topics.”

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

Europe’s 
anti-immigration 
far right tested
in Dutch polls
Mahmud el-Shafey

Fading out? Firebrand anti-Islam lawmaker Geert Wilders (L) and Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte  
visit De Telegraaf newspaper  in Amsterdam, Netherlands, on March 5th.         (AP)
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Wilders’ hard-line 
anti-Islamic rhetoric 
has turned off 
potential partners.
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Trump plans big cuts in US foreign aid, diplomacy

U
S President Donald 
Trump is reportedly 
planning massive 
cuts to the US 
foreign aid pro-
gramme to free up 

funds for his proposed $54 billion 
increase in defence spending.

Although the administration 
has not submitted its official 
budget request for the next fiscal 
year, sources close to the White 
House revealed that Trump plans 
a 37% reduction in funding for the 
US State Department and the US 
Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID).

For the current fiscal year, the 
State Department/USAID budget 
stands at about $50 billion. A 
reduction of the size that Trump 
is said to be considering could not 
happen without staff cuts and 
reduced foreign aid payments.

Foreign aid never has been 
popular with the American 
public, except during humanitar-
ian crises such as the Asia 
tsunami of 2004 or the 2010 
earthquake in Haiti. Tapping into 
growing populist trends, Trump 
campaigned on a theme of 
“America First”, opposing deep 
international engagement and 
pledging to make the immediate 
interests of the United States his 
priority.

Trump has uttered no more 
than a few words about foreign 

economic assistance and his 
transition team did not visit 
USAID, leading observers to 
wonder whether the agency is on 
Trump’s radar screen. Senior 
USAID officials who were 
appointed by former president 
Barack Obama left their jobs by 
January 20th without having an 
opportunity to brief the new 
administration.

USAID manages more than $20 
billion in development and 
economic aid projects and 
maintains more than 60 offices 
abroad. A substantial portion of 
US economic aid is allocated for 
the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) region. The State Depart-
ment said that in fiscal year 2015 
the United States budgeted more 
than $1.6 billion in economic and 
development aid to MENA 
entities, including $360 million to 
Jordan, $370 million to the West 
Bank and Gaza and $200 million 
to Egypt. Another $367 million 
was allocated for region-wide 
development initiatives.

Various MENA countries also 
benefited from global USAID 
programmes supporting public 
health, education, agriculture, 
family planning, women’s issues 
and water security.

Despite the unpopularity of 
foreign aid among the public, 
USAID has impressive bipartisan 
support. President George W. 
Bush dramatically increased US 
assistance to fight HIV and AIDS 
in Africa — an initiative that was 
widely lauded and has proven 
successful.

Indeed, pushback against large 

cuts to foreign aid and diplomacy 
has started. US Senator Lindsay 
Graham, R-South Carolina, said a 
proposal for such reductions 
would be “dead on arrival” in 
Congress.

Even Senate Majority Leader 
Mitch McConnell, R-Kentucky, 
said he doubted cuts of such 
magnitude would be accepted by 
Congress, which has the final 
word on government spending 
(the president’s annual budget is 
merely a recommendation). 
Senator Marco Rubio, R-Florida, 
tweeted: “Foreign aid is not 
charity… and is critical to our 
national security.”

Some, however, expressed 
concern that bipartisan support 
for economic and development 
aid may erode under Trump. Aid 
professionals in Washington said 
they fear he may abolish USAID, 
shrinking its activities and rolling 
them into the State Department.

Blair Glencorse, founder of a 
non-governmental organisation 
that works closely with USAID on 
development projects, told 
Devex, a platform for the global 
development community, that 
Trump’s election was “deeply 
troubling” for the community.

“It is going to be a very, very 
difficult period for American 
development efforts around the 
world,” Glencorse said. “Trump 
has repeatedly indicated he’d 
rather spend on domestic infra-
structure than foreign aid and has 
demonstrated very little knowl-
edge of poverty reduction and 
governance efforts. So I think 
we’re looking at a deeply unhappy 

aid bureaucracy and an America 
that moves away from aid.”

Trump’s proposed cuts to 
foreign aid and diplomacy also 
signal a reduced emphasis on 
so-called soft power in favour of a 
more muscular, military-led 
foreign policy. Ultimately, this 
could reduce the influence of US 
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, 
who already has been sidelined 
from several key foreign policy 
initiatives by the administration.

Four prominent Democratic 
senators on March 8th sent a 
letter to Tillerson warning that 
“the Department of State is 
experiencing significant manage-
ment challenges, being cut out of 
important administration foreign 
policy decisions, and facing 
potentially devastating budget 
cuts.” They added that the 
department’s stature is being 
“severely eroded”, which could 
have consequences for US foreign 
policy.

Ultimately, support for main-
taining a robust diplomatic and 
foreign aid budget could come 
from an unlikely source: In March 
2013, US Secretary of Defense 
John Mattis — at the time a Marine 
general — testified before Con-
gress in support of funding for the 
State Department. “If you don’t 
fund the State Department fully,” 
Mattis said, “I will need to buy 
more ammunition.”

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

Mark Habeeb

View point
Despite the 
unpopularity 
of foreign 
aid among 
the public, 
USAID has 
impressive 
bipartisan 
support.

USAID manages more than 
$20 billion in development 
and economic aid projects.
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Kuwait City

K 

uwait is building one 
of the world’s longest 
causeways to its remote 
north where it will pump 
billions of dollars into de-

veloping Silk City, aiming to revive 
the ancient Silk Road trade route.

The oil-rich emirate is eager to 
inject life into the uninhabited Sub-
biya region on its northern tip that 
has been chosen as the location for 
Silk City. Investment in the Silk City 
project is expected to top $100 bil-
lion, and a 5,000-megawatt power 
plant has been built in Subbiya.

The plan is to reinvigorate the 
ancient Silk Road trade route by es-
tablishing a major free trade zone 
linking the Gulf to central Asia and 
Europe.

The 36km bridge, three-quarters 
of it over water, will cut driving 
time between Kuwait City and Sub-
biya to 20-25 minutes from 90 min-
utes now. At a cost of $3 billion, the 
Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah 
Causeway, named after the emir 
who died in January 2006, is one of 
the largest infrastructure ventures 
in the region.

Despite the sharp drop in oil in-

come, which made up 95% of public 
revenues, the emirate has pledged 
to keep spending on capital pro-
jects almost intact. Kuwait boasts a 
$600 billion sovereign wealth fund 
and is in the middle of a 5-year de-
velopment plan stipulating invest-
ments worth $115 billion.

“The causeway project is a stra-
tegic link connecting Kuwait City to 
the northern region,” said Ahmad 
al-Hassan, assistant undersecretary 
for road engineering at the Public 
Works Ministry.

He said that in addition to the 
fully integrated residential Silk 
City, other economic ventures are 
planned for Subbiya and its sur-
roundings. A large container port is 
under construction on nearby Bubi-
yan, Kuwait’s largest island.

Completing the causeway and 
harbour projects will help trans-
form the area into a commercial 
and investment hub with a free-
trade zone planned on five small 
islands nearby.

The causeway project consists of 

the main bridge north to Subbiya 
and a 12.4km bridge running west, 
dubbed the Doha Link. The two 
bridges start from the same point at 
Shuwaikh Port, the country’s main 
commercial port.

“If we take the Subbiya bridge 
alone, it is the fourth longest in the 
world,” Hassan said.

The Lake Pontchartrain Cause-
way in the United States is the 
world’s longest bridge over water, 
stretching 38.44km.

The two Kuwaiti bridges are 

scheduled for completion in No-
vember 2018, project engineer Mai 
al-Messad said.

“We have already completed 73% 
of the project and hope to finish it 
ahead of the contractual period,” 
Messad said.

The bridge is between 9 metres 
and 23 metres above sea level.

The Silk City project has been 
proceeding slowly but the govern-
ment recently sent a draft bill to 
parliament to establish a special au-
thority to oversee development in 
the area. Parliament is expected to 
soon debate the bill.

Under the original blueprint, 
the city’s completion date was 
2030 and the city was to include a 
1,001-metre tower and a population 
of 700,000.

In late 2015, the cabinet gave the 
green light to establish a free eco-
nomic zone on the five islands near 
Subbiya and the coastlines of Iraq 
and Iran. It is hoped that once com-
plete, the zone, spread over several 
thousand square kilometres, will 
become the economic gateway to 
the northern Gulf.

However, nothing tangible has 
been done to advance the free eco-
nomic zone project itself.

The Subbiya Causeway contract 
was awarded to a consortium led by 
South Korea’s Hyundai Engineering 
and Construction Company along 
with Kuwait’s Combined Group 
Contracting Company.

Another South Korean firm, GS 
Engineering and Construction, won 
the smaller Doha Link contract.

(Agence France-Presse)

Cairo

E 

gypt is pursuing a raft of 
reforms to revive an econ-
omy weakened by years of 
turmoil but analysts say 
successfully wooing for-

eign investors will take time.
Since the 2011 uprising, the Arab 

world’s most populous country 
has suffered a slump in key tour-
ism revenues, slowing economic 
growth and investment, double-
digit inflation and falling foreign 
currency reserves.

In November, the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) approved 
a $12 billion loan for Egypt after 
the government committed to re-
forms including floating the Egyp-
tian pound, which subsequently 
plunged against the US dollar.

Authorities pledged a new in-
vestment law with tax incentives, a 
“one-stop-shop” to simplify invest-
ment procedures and a new bank-
ruptcy law.

“Egypt’s economic recovery will 
come with a lag, until the govern-
ment follows through on reform 
policies with a successful imple-
mentation,” said Hany Farahat, a 
senior economist at the Egyptian 
investment bank CI Capital.

Authorities have also introduced 
a value-added tax and cut fuel sub-
sidies, moves the IMF said were re-
quired to fix government finances 
and boost investor confidence.

“Everyone is expecting 2017 to 
be a difficult year,” said Walid Al-
lam, the chief financial officer in 
Egypt for Swiss elevator manufac-
turer Schindler, “but we expect 
that starting in 2018 there will be a 
bit of a revival. We are talking about 
a state, not a company that would 
take a decision and profit from it af-
ter a week or two.”

Foreign direct investment in 
Egypt fell from a peak of $13.2 bil-
lion in the fiscal year ending in June 
2008 to $6.8 billion in the year end-
ing in June 2016.

The tourism sector in particular is 
reeling from years of upheaval and 
a series of jihadist attacks, includ-

ing the 2015 bombing of a Russian 
airliner carrying holidaymakers 
from the popular Red Sea resort of 
Sharm el-Sheikh.

Even before the tumultuous 2011 
uprising that ousted longtime pres-
ident Hosni Mubarak, Egypt’s econ-
omy was suffering from decades of 
structural problems and delayed 
reforms, said Ahmed Abdelnaby, 
a strategist at Mubasher Financial 
Services.

Investors will need time to see 
the government’s commitment to 
reforms if the business climate is 
overhauled, he said.

One of the challenges for Egypt 
is to diversify its sources of foreign 
currency, said political economist 
Amr Adly, non-resident scholar at 
the Carnegie Middle East Centre. 

This is particularly important as 
the main sources now — workers’ 
remittances, crude oil exports, the 
Suez Canal and tourism — “proved 
to be very volatile and cannot be 
depended on”, said Adly.

A key part of the government’s ef-
forts should be directed to improve 
the business climate and reduce bu-
reaucracy for small and medium en-
terprises and not just foreign inves-
tors, he said, adding that this would 
help boost local industries includ-
ing agriculture and manufacturing.

Potential investors are keen to 
see additional structural reforms 
before committing to long-term 
investments, said Esraa Ahmed, 
an economist with Mubasher. She 
said more than half of the problems 
facing investors still need to be re-
solved.

“Investors have always suffered 
obstacles in procedures, corrup-
tion and bureaucracy. Reforming 
these issues will take some time,” 
she added.

The former chairman of the Gen-
eral Authority for Investment, Ziad 
Bahaa-Eldin, said fixing “genuine 
barriers” to investment would have 
a bigger effect than a new invest-
ment law.

These include “the state’s un-
clear economic and social vision, 

its competition with the private 
sector in all fields, the spread of 
corruption, and clogged, slow 
courts, as well as security and po-
litical conditions,” he wrote in an 
article for the Ahram Online news 
website.

Despite the remaining chal-
lenges, there are signs that inves-
tors are responding positively to 
the reforms. In January, Egypt sold 
$4 billion of dollar-denominated 
bonds on international markets, al-
most double its initial target.

“Every time I attend a discus-
sion one can sense that officials are 
aware of everything they should be 
doing,” said an official at a multina-
tional company.

(Agence France-Presse)

Despite Egypt reforms, investors seen wary of returning
Maram Mazen

Hoping for economic recovery. The third line of Cairo’s Metro, which is under construction.                   (AFP)

Ahmad al-Hassan (L) Kuwaiti assistant undersecretary for road engineering at the public works 
ministry and project engineer Mai al-Messad walk at the construction site of the Jaber Causeway in 
Kuwait City.                (AFP)

Investment in the 
Silk City project is 
expected to top 
$100 billion.

One of the challenges 
for Egypt is to 
diversify its sources 
of foreign currency.

Economy

Kuwait turns Silk Road into massive causeway
Omar Hasan
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Houston

S 

enior Saudi energy officials 
told top independent US 
oil firms in a closed-door 
meeting that they should 
not assume the Organisa-

tion of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC) would extend 
output curbs to offset rising pro-
duction from US shale fields, two 
industry sources said.

Oil producers led by Saudi Arabia 
and top non-OPEC exporter Rus-
sia are in an uneasy truce with US 
shale firms after a 2-year price war 
that caused many shale producers 
to reduce operations. The Saudis 
and Russia led a deal in late 2016 to 
curb output to end a global supply 
glut that pushed oil prices to a 12-
year low.

The resulting rise in oil prices 
has sparked a rush of new output 
by shale producers, who have out-
lined ambitious production growth 
plans across the United States.

Speaking at an industry confer-
ence in Houston, Saudi Energy 
Minister Khalid al-Falih said there 
would be no “free rides” for US 
shale producers benefiting from 
the upturn.

Falih’s senior advisers went fur-

ther at a meeting with executives 
from Anadarko, ConocoPhillips, 
Occidental Petroleum Corp, Pio-
neer Natural Resources, Newfield 
Exploration and EOG Resources.

“One of the advisers said that 
OPEC would not take the hit for the 
rise in US shale production,” said a 
US executive who was at the meet-
ing. “He said we and other shale 
producers should not automati-
cally assume OPEC will extend the 
cuts.”

The Saudis called the meeting 
to exchange views on the market 
and to gauge the outlook for shale 
output, both sources said, speaking 
about the meeting on condition of 
anonymity due to the sensitivity of 
the matter.

A spokesman for Conoco de-
clined to comment on the meet-
ing. The five other US companies 
represented at the meeting did not 
respond to requests for comment. 
Saudi energy officials also declined 
to comment.

The meeting came after OPEC 
Secretary-General Mohammed 
Barkindo met with hedge funds 
and shale producers in Houston 
to widen talks on how to tame the 
global glut.

OPEC joined forces with Russia 
and several other non-OPEC pro-
ducers last November and pledged 
to cut production by about 1.8 mil-
lion barrels per day (bpd) for six 
months starting January 1st.

Falih said that global invento-
ries had fallen more slowly than he 
expected in the first two months 
of the year, although oil market 
fundamentals were improving be-
cause of the curbs.

Oil prices plunged 5% on March 

9th to their lowest levels this year 
after US crude inventories surged 
to a record high, in part because of 
rising output from shale produc-
ers. The price continued falling the 
next day,

The inventory rise stoked con-
cern that the glut could persist 
because shale supply, along with 
more output from Brazil and Can-
ada, could offset cuts by OPEC and 
some non-OPEC suppliers.

The US government expects US 
oil output to rise by 330,000 bpd in 
2017, mostly from shale, but some 
analysts and producers forecast 
the increase could be more than 
double that amount.

OPEC next meets on May 25th 
in Vienna to discuss supply policy 

and is expected to decide whether 
to extend supply curbs implement-
ed on January 1st.

Falih, Russian Oil Minister Al-
exander Novak, Mexican Deputy 
Secretary of Energy Aldo Flores, 
Iraqi Oil Minister Jabar al-Luaibi 
and Barkindo, at a joint news con-
ference, said they were happy with 
compliance by the pact’s members.

Unlike the OPEC and non-OPEC 
state-run producers that have 
agreed to curb output, there is no 
mechanism for US independent 
producers and global oil majors to 
restrain output. Their imperatives 
are commercial and they produce 
as much oil as they can at profit.

(Reuters)

Meeting demand. Car traffic in the capital Algiers.                         (AFP)

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih speaks during CERAWeek in 
Houston, on March 7th.                    (AP)

Tunis

A 

lgeria has taken steps to 
increase domestic auto 
manufacturing in an ef-
fort to boost an econo-
my hurt by lower oil and 

gas prices, which account for more 
than 95% of its export revenues.

One of the most visible policies 
the government has enacted to-
wards this goal is decreasing vehi-
cle imports. The total value of auto 
imports dropped from more than $2 
billion in 2015 to an estimated $1.3 
billion in 2016 and is expected to 
be $900,000 this year. Algeria still 
imports more cars than any other 
country in the Maghreb.

Previous attempts to develop an 
industrial sector in Algeria have 
been hampered by decades of po-
litical instability and violent upris-
ings by Islamist militias.

In the 1970s, Algerian president 
Houari Boumediene put forward 
an ambitious plan to build up the 
manufacturing sector by investing 
oil money in industry. However, 
in the 1980s, Algeria was forced to 
prioritise security spending during 
a decade-long civil war, which cost 
the country $20 billion.

Since then, Algeria’s economy 
has made little progress, experts 
said.

“Just like a baby, the Algerian 
economy has no means of devel-
oping on its own,” said Abdelatif 
Benachenhou, an Algerian econo-
mist. “Like a baby needs its moth-
er and father to survive, Algeria’s 
economy needs foreign contribu-
tion to function.”

However, the country is depend-
ent on oil gas. “The Algerian econ-
omy produces nothing outside of 
hydrocarbons,” said Benachenhou, 
who noted that the population still 
enjoys living standards similar to 
those in most developed countries.

The Algerian government has 
met demand for durable goods, 
such as vehicles, and expensive 
cars are visible signs of improved 
living standards in the country.

However, with the decline in oil 
prices, Algeria can no longer sus-

tain large-scale vehicle imports, the 
value of which reached approxi-
mately $8 billion in 2012.

Algeria has also invested more in 
security since 2012 to contain the 
spread of “Arab spring” uprisings.

Algeria’s overall economic pic-
ture is dire. In 2016, the country’s 
trade deficit jumped from $13 bil-
lion to $17 billion due to the declin-
ing value of oil and gas exports. 
Algeria’s budget deficit climbed 
to unprecedented levels, reaching 
15% — approximately $25 billion — 
of gross domestic product (GDP) in 
2016.

To compensate, the government 
has stocked more than $100 billion 
in foreign currency reserves and 
tightened control of foreign im-
ports and currencies.

Now Algeria’s leaders are build-
ing an economic model designed 
to substitute expensive imports, 
such as cars and cement, with local 
goods and reduce the country’s de-
pendence on oil revenue.

Given Algeria’s demand for ve-

hicles, the auto industry is a good 
place to start.

In 2014, Algeria ranked as the 
Maghreb’s largest market for cars, 
bringing in about 40,000.

In the 15 years leading up to 2016, 
Algeria imported 4 million cars, 
spending $25 billion, official figures 
indicate.

To successfully establish a 
healthy industrial sector, Alge-
ria must compete with Morocco, 
where French automobile manu-
facturing firm Renault produces 
200,000 units annually.

Morocco used a plant in Tangiers 
as a platform to export cars through 
Tangiers Med port, whose location 
on the Moroccan coast nearest to 
the Iberian peninsula makes it a 

key springboard for maritime trade 
routes of Europe, the Americas and 
Africa.

To compete, Algeria is using its 
huge domestic market to incentiv-
ise foreign car manufacturers to 
open local plants. In 2014, Renault 
began operating a plant in Algeria’s 
western city of Oran, which is to 
produce 75,000 vehicles annually. 
German automaker Volkswagen is 
planning to open an assembly plant 
in the western Relizane province 
this year.

The Volkswagen plant is to cover 
150 hectares near the village of Sidi 
Khettab. It is being built by China 
State Construction Engineering 
Corporation, which built Algiers 
Boumediene International Airport, 
Algiers International Conference 
Centre and Algiers’ Grand Mosque.

Expanding the automobile in-
dustry is expected to provide thou-
sands of jobs.

Industry experts estimate that in-
creased wages could drive demand 
for new cars to 2.5 million annually.

Algeria developing domestic auto industry, cutting imports
Lamine Ghanmi

Egypt eyes return to 
pre-uprising tourist 
numbers

Turkey takes US to 
WTO over pipe and 
tube duties

Metro aims to break 
new ground in car-
mad Qatar

The number of tourists visiting 
Egypt this year could come close to 
levels seen before its 2011 uprising, 
encouraged by investments in air-
port security and a cheaper Egyp-
tian pound, the country’s Tourism 
Minister Yehia Rashed said.

Egypt’s tourism industry has suf-
fered since 2011’s protests, as well 
as from the bombing of a Russian 
plane in Sinai in 2015, which killed 
all 224 people on board.

The number of tourists heading 
for Egypt’s beaches and ancient 
sites stood at 9.3 million in 2015, 
compared with more than 14.7 mil-
lion in 2010, while receipts stood 
at $6.1 billion. Tourism accounts 
for about 11% of the country’s 
economy.

“I think if we are fortunate 
enough, this year we will come 
very close. We are hoping to close 
the gap as we go on,” Rashed said 
ahead of an international trade fair 
in Berlin.

In the first two months of 2017, 
the development of arrivals was 
“very, very good”, he said, adding 
receipts were improving as visitors 
spent more and stayed longer on 
average.
(Reuters)

Briefs

OPEC won’t extend output curbs to offset US shale production 
Ron Bousso

Economy

Turkey filed a complaint at the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO) 
challenging US anti-subsidy duties 
on Turkish pipe and tube products, 
the WTO said.

The products include oil country 
tubular goods, welded line pipe, 
heavy walled rectangular welded 
carbon steel pipes and tubes and 
circular welded carbon steel pipes 
and tubes.

Under WTO rules, the United 
States has 60 days to settle the 
dispute. After that period, Turkey 
could ask the WTO to adjudicate. 
The WTO did not immediately 
have detailed information on the 
complaint.
(Reuters)

Qatar’s metro, once completed, 
will run hundreds of kilometres 
across ultra-modern Doha, along 
the coast and into its expanding 
suburbs. But whether car-mad 
Qataris will actually use it remains 
an open question.

Driverless three-car trains are 
to serve 100 stations, easing into 
gleaming newly-built destinations 
with names such as Ras Bu Fontas, 
Al-Shaqab and Legtaifiya.

Now the main task for those 
behind the approximately $18-bil-
lion project — in a country where 
car is king — is to ensure it draws 
enough passengers to justify the 
huge outlay.

The Doha Metro is a massive 
venture even by the standards of 
the energy-rich Gulf desert emirate 
where infrastructure mega-pro-
jects are commonplace.

Officials at Qatar Rail are cagey 
about terming it the world’s biggest 
ongoing engineering project, pre-
ferring to call it one of the largest.

Since ground was broken in the 
summer of 2013, a workforce of 
41,000 has been digging, tunnel-
ling and building. Large tracts of 
land in Doha have been set aside 
for a network of tunnels and sta-
tions.

Qatar Rail says its target is to 
have completed 70 percent of the 
network by the end of 2017, with 
the opening due in late 2019 or 
early 2020.
(Agence France-Presse)

Increased wages 
could drive demand 
for new cars to 2.5 
million annually.

The US government 
expects US oil output 
to rise by 330,000 
bpd in 2017, mostly 
from shale.



20 March 12, 2017

Berlin

M 

igrants navigating a 
new language, unfa-
miliar cultural con-
ventions and Ger-
many’s multitude of 

rules and regulations are finding 
help online in their adoptive coun-
try courtesy of one of their own.

The website arabalmanya.com 
— which translates to Arabs of Ger-
many — was founded a year ago by 
Syrian IT expert Talal Mando. The 
site contains a range of information, 
including news about Germany, 
feature stories explaining German 
culture and crucial job offers for 
newcomers.

“No one came to Germany to sit 
around,” Mando, who was among 
the 890,000 migrants who arrived 
in Germany in 2015, said of the site’s 
success. “The people want to work 
and learn new things.”

Mando said the idea for the site 
came after the soft-spoken 28-year-
old reached Germany and started 
looking for guidance about how to 
apply for asylum, learn German and 

find work.
He quickly realised that most 

written information was available 
only in German or English — not 
a problem for him as a fluent Eng-

lish speaker but a major barrier for 
many Syrians and other migrants 
who spoke only Arabic.

“That’s when I got this idea to 
make a website for Arab people who 
are in Germany,” Mando said in the 
living room of his Berlin apartment, 
which doubles as headquarters for 
the free website.

Since the website’s launch in De-
cember 2015, it has received more 
than 1.1 million visits and more than 
4 million page clicks, nearly all from 
users inside Germany, Google Ana-
lytics data indicate.

Many German organisations have 
reached out to help migrants get set-
tled and some television networks 
offer Arabic language programming. 
Mando said he thinks arabalmanya.
com has resonated particularly well 
with newly arrived Syrians because 
he and others working on the site 
have shared their experience.

He has five people writing for the 
website, all Syrian migrants working 
for free after a small startup grant 
from a local organisation ran out. 

Mando, who works as a freelance 
web designer, estimates he has put 
about $5,800 of his own money into 
the project.

The volunteer staff has written 
more than 1,400 posts, many of 
them job listings they have translat-
ed into Arabic. They answer about 
50 e-mails a day seeking advice on 
where to find a doctor, where to 
learn German, how to register for 
school, and what documents to 
bring and clothing to wear to job in-
terviews.

“I do it because people need it. 
It’s that simple,” he said. “People 
need information and jobs here in 
Germany and we provide it.”

(The Associated Press)

Arabs of Germany extends web lifeline to migrants
Jona Kallgren

Talal Mando (L) works with writer Mohanad Al-Naheel on his 
website arabalmanya.com in Berlin, on January 19th.                 (AP)

Since its launch in 
December 2015, the 
website has received 
more than 1.1 million 
visits.

Society

Lebanon seeking a long-delayed Syrian refugee policy

Beirut

T
hey constitute 
more than one-
fourth of the 
population, their 
needs are huge and 
some have been 
staying in Lebanon 
for almost six 

years, putting pressure on the 
small country’s vulnerable 
infrastructure. However, Syrian 
refugees will only be repatriated 
once their safe and voluntary 
return is assured, whether 
through the creation of safe zones 
or a political settlement that 
would end their country’s civil 
war.

“The Syrian refugee crisis is 
overwhelming and Lebanon 
cannot continue dealing with it in 
an improvised and reactive way, 
hence the creation of a ministry to 
deal with this issue,” said Leba-
nese State Minister for Refugee 
Affairs Mouin Merhebi, who holds 
the government’s newly created 
portfolio.

Merhebi said the ministry was 
specifically established to devise a 
clear policy for the government on 
the issue of Syrian refugees.

“We need to have a national 
strategy coupled with a working 
plan. In fact, we are late, and this 
should have happened much, 
much earlier,” Merhebi said. “I am 
sure that their number has reached 
2 million at some point but it has 
decreased after a few have 
returned to Syria, while others 
were resettled in third countries or 
migrated to Europe.”

An estimated 1.011 million 
refugees are registered with the 
UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) in 
Lebanon but the government puts 
the figure at 1.5 million.

“We have stopped registering 
the refugees through UNHCR 
since 2015. As such, we do not 
know their exact number… I 
believe it was a wrong decision, 
because we should know who is in 
our country, what is their condi-
tion and what are they doing in 
order to be able to track them,” 
Merhebi said.

About one-in-four people living 
in Lebanon is a refugee from the 
Syrian war, giving Lebanon more 
refugees per person than any other 
country.

Unlike the neighbouring 
countries — Turkey, Jordan and 
Iraq — hosting refugees from 
Syria, Lebanon has no formal 
refugee camps. With refugees 
scattered across the country, 
government control over them is a 

much harder task.
“The problem is that certain 

political groups (Christians) 
opposed the creation of camps 
fearing that some Lebanese 
(Sunnis) wanted to resettle the 
Syrians in Lebanon. This is not 
true. I am a Sunni and I humanely 
welcome anyone who is exposed 
to tyranny, killing and massacre 
but I am against the resettlement 
of any refugee. They are here on a 
temporary basis, not indefinitely,” 
Merhebi said.

Lebanon’s experience with 
Palestinian refugees, 400,000 of 
whom have lived in the country 
for more than 60 years after UN 
camps were established for them 
in Lebanon, has left deep scars. 
Many say that creating formal 
refugee camps for Syrians would 
encourage them to settle in 
Lebanon permanently.

Merhebi said Lebanon would 
welcome the creation of safe 
zones in Syria to facilitate the 
repatriation of refugees, stressing 
that it should be part of a global 
arrangement that would ensure 
the refugees’ safe and voluntary 
return.

“We are keen on their return to 
preserve the Arab character of 

Syria. We are keen on them to 
return to prevent the ‘Persianisa-
tion’ of Syria and to rebuild their 
country,” said Merhebi, a member 
of Prime Minister Saad Hariri’s 
Future Movement, a staunch 
opponent of the Syrian regime. 
“Lebanon supports UN efforts to 
settle the Syrian crisis and 
consequently ensure the safe 
return of refugees to their coun-
try.”

“If safe zones are established, 
we would consider it a good thing 
because this would reduce the 
killings in Syria. Lebanon will 
ensure that Syrian refugees return 
willingly and voluntarily. There 
will be no forceful repatriation by 
the Lebanese government, in line 
with our commitments to interna-
tional human rights,” he said.

Many hurdles hinder the 
eventual return of refugees, 
including scores of unregistered 
children born to Syrian refugee 
parents who are considered 
stateless. Aid agencies suggest the 
number of children whose births 
remain unregistered in Lebanon 
could be as high as 50,000.

“This is an important matter 
that we will tackle in the national 
policy. If we are really keen on 

them to return one day, they 
should be registered somewhere, 
have papers to be able to cross the 
frontier back to Syria,” Merhebi 
noted.

Syrian refugees are mainly 
concentrated in remote under-
privileged areas in northern 
Lebanon and the eastern Bekaa 
Valley, where a creaky infrastruc-
ture existed long before the Syrian 
crisis. Half of the Lebanese 
population in these areas lack 
essential services, which were 
further depleted with the massive 
influx of refugees.

The World Bank said the refugee 
crisis has inflicted $15 billion in 
economic losses on Lebanon, 
already crippled by $75 billion in 
public debt.

“Our economy cannot put up 
with this anymore. We call on the 
international community to assist 
Lebanon and invest in stabilising 
it because that will help combat 
extremism and terrorism, to 
which people are driven by 
injustices, marginalisation and 
hopelessness,” Merhebi added.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections 
editor.

I n t e r v i e w

Samar Kadi

“There will 
be no forceful 
repatriation of 
Syrian refugees 
by the Lebanese 
government.” 

State Minister for 
Refugee Affairs 
Mouin Merhebi

Lebanese State Minister for Refugee Affairs Mouin Merhebi.                                                                                                       (Lebanese National News Agency)
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Tunis

T 

he Belvedere Zoo in Tunis 
has been closed for main-
tenance since the release 
of photographs of a blood-
ied, dead crocodile there, 

with a paving stone and a rock next 
to its head.

The municipality of Tunis, which 
posted the photographs on Face-
book, said the reptile died from 
internal haemorrhage after having 
been hit with stones.

“A group of visitors threw stones 
at the head of a crocodile,” the mu-
nicipality said in the post.

Dr Mahmoud Latiri, a veterinar-
ian and head of the zoo’s sub-man-
agement department, said: “The 
killing of the crocodile is an appall-
ing act of aggression. Yet it remains 
to be determined if it was an acci-
dent or a premeditated act.”

“As we consider the general be-
haviour of the zoo visitors, we per-
ceive that there is a tendency to 
excite the animals with the aim of 
provoking some sort of reaction. 
It is clear that the curious visitor is 
looking for a spectacle,” he said.

Authorities promised to create an 

environmental police force that was 
supposed to start work in January 
but has not done so.

Dozens of Tunisians gathered 
outside the Belvedere Zoo to de-
mand an explanation, seemingly 
unconvinced by the official state-
ments and promises of mainte-
nance and renovation.

They called for the respect of in-
ternational norms at the zoo, the 
renovation of the park without re-
course to private management, the 
protection of the Belvedere as a 
public property and the implemen-
tation of the law against vandals 
and animal abusers.

“Renovations will be undertaken 
to ensure the animals’ safety and 
other needed maintenance meas-
ures will be implemented. The 
temporary closure is meant to raise 
awareness about the significance of 
the site and the essential need to re-
spect animals,” Latiri said.

He said the zoo was to be reo-
pened in late March “as soon as the 
required works on the general as-
pect of the site” are completed.

“For the duration of the closure, 
we will be attempting to implement 
a number of urgent measures… 
Fences will be put up to secure the 
site and prevent the motorists from 
parking their cars near the main 

entrance,” he said. “There are also 
some measures to prevent street 
vendors from accessing the zoo 
premises.”

The zoo has had as many as 17,000 
visitors on weekends, which makes 
it “almost impossible to properly 
manage the high flux”, Latiri said.

“We have four guards and we 
need to hire at least 15 more… We 
are speaking of 12 hectares of land 
that should be properly guarded. 
This task is palpably overwhelming. 
At present, we have more than 20 
security cameras and we are plan-
ning to improve surveillance in the 
coming weeks.”

Torturing an animal can result in 
a prison sentence of 15 days and a 
fine of 4,500 dinars — about $1,950. 
However, the law is never enforced. 
The killing of the crocodile was not 
the first incident of animal abuse at 
the zoo.

“A video that shows some young 
people riding on the back of a rhi-
noceros dates back to few months 

before the killing of the crocodile,” 
Latiri said.

“There are signs all over the site to 
remind our visitors that it is strictly 
forbidden to feed the animals, climb 
over the security fences and come 
near the enclosures. “To prevent 
future abuse, we have been working 
on providing further security at the 
enclosures by raising the fences to 
up to 2 metres.”

Latiri said: “We need to focus 
on education and awareness cam-
paigns. The ablution basin used 
to host a centre for environmental 
education. We are planning to reo-
pen this facility so as to provide our 
visitors with essential information 
and promote the values of environ-
mental protection and respect of 
nature.”

The zoo is but a small part of Bel-
vedere Park, which “is a cultural 
and historic site,” said Emna Charfi, 
secretary-general of the Association 
of the Friends of Belvedere.

“The Belvedere was conceived as 
a green area where vegetation oc-
cupies most of the space to evoke a 
philosophy of freedom and liberty.

“The Belvedere boasts typical 
and exceptional species. Inside the 
park, there are also a number of 
monuments, including Al Kobba 
(the dome), the royal ablution ba-

sin… and the Casino. An exceptional 
building, the Casino is infused with 
an Arab-Moorish design and used to 
serve as a recreation centre before 
being transformed into a military 
club.”

Charfi pointed to problems per-
taining to urbanisation and park 
governance.

“Our association was created in 
1989 after the announcement of 
a development plan for the con-
struction of a four-lane highway 
that would divide the park into two 
parts. Fortunately, we managed to 
block that arrangement,” she said.

“At present, we believe that con-
sultations are needed to protect 
the park but we have not been con-
sulted when the temporary closure 
was announced and we were not 
involved in discussions that took on 
maintenance and management.

“For more than ten years, the 
members of our association have 
been militating to obtain the regis-
tration of the park as a site of cultur-
al and natural heritage. Regardless 
of all impediments, we remain op-
timistic and we continue our work 
towards the preservation of the Bel-
vedere.”

Iman Zayat is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

London

“A pungent odour of 
rotting animal flesh, 
carcasses and faeces 
filled the air at the 
zoo,” was the way 

veterinarian Amir Khalil described 
the scene in war-ravaged Mosul.

After Islamic State (ISIS) mili-
tants conquered Mosul in June 
2014, the Mumtaz al-Nour Zoo be-
came a base for the terror group’s 
operations. Residents who once 
fed the animals by hand could no 
longer visit. A few monkeys es-
caped but the remaining animals 
almost all died due to hunger and 
neglect.

Hunger turned some animals 
savage. A family of three lions was 
reduced to one, after the moth-
er ate the father and eventually 
starved to death.

Almost everyone was deterred 
from entering the site and that al-
lowed petty thieves to ransack the 
zoo.

The international animal wel-
fare charity Khalil works for — Four 
Paws — reached eastern Mosul a 
few weeks ago as part of a mission 
to provide the few surviving ani-

mals — Simba the lion and Lula the 
bear — with food and urgent medi-
cal attention.

Lula was treated for pneumonia 
and Simba, having been kept in a 
cage far smaller than required for 
his size, was treated for joint pain.

Khalil expressed dismay that 
some bears were kept in 10 sq.m 
confines, “pacing up and down 

their cage”.
While the surviving animals 

make a slow recovery, the dam-
age to their habitat resembles an 
apocalyptic wasteland littered with 
twisted metal and unexploded ord-
nance.

“Humans can flee, seek asylum 
and become refugees,” Khalil said 
in an interview via Skype, “but 

animals are always left behind, 
confined to their cages”. The Egyp-
tian-Austrian veterinarian has a 
history of delivering specialist care 
in emergency situations to animals 
trapped by war.

Khalil was deployed at Zawrah 
Zoo in Baghdad during the invasion 
in 2003, providing urgent veteri-
nary care. The scenes before Khalil 
in Mosul were no less harrowing as 
he arrived the same day Iraqi forces 
began their push deep into eastern 
Mosul.

“One of the cages was attacked 
by a missile; we witnessed this,” he 
said animatedly about the difficul-
ty of working in combat settings. 
“You could hear and see bombs 
everywhere.

“While the army controls the city, 
ISIS is still on the run. It’s unsafe. 
Warning letters are everywhere, in 
a propaganda war from both sides.”

Unable to protect the animals 
from harm, residents and the zoo-
keeper have welcomed Four Paws’s 
intervention. The zookeeper was 
injured in an attack, preventing him 
from visiting the zoo in person.

“Locals want to help but they 
lack the expertise to treat wildlife 
animals. They were unsure wheth-
er to feed them meat or vegeta-
bles,” Khalil said.

Locals, however, are indispen-

sable for a more important rea-
son. The charity travels widely 
not to take life out of devastated 
cities but, as Khalil said, “to de-
liver knowledge, know-how and 
respect. People do care but don’t 
know how to [provide] care.”

The training of local people and 
the creation of jobs keep the zoo 
from extinction and assists in the 
stimulation of economic life in a 
post-conflict situation.

“Local communities run the zoo 
on our recommendation and we re-
turn to follow up with the progress 
made,” Khalil said.

Although no decision has been 
reached, Khalil and Four Paws are 
negotiating the transfer of Simba 
and Lula possibly to Jordan where 
Al Ma’wa wildlife sanctuary in Jar-
ash could offer a stable home to the 
surviving animals.

Khalil emphasised the duty to 
protect and care for the animals at 
risk of a violent death. He said he 
regards animals as innocent by-
standers and the forgotten victims 
of human wars that rarely feature 
in political debate.

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

Tunis zoo taking additional measures to keep animals safe

A sliver of hope for last survivors of Mosul’s zoo

Iman Zayat

Nazli Tarzi

Wonders of the world’s fauna. Students look on at a couple of lions at the Belvedere Zoo in the capital Tunis.                                             (Fondation Bouebdelli)

A member of Four Paws gives treatment to a lion that was 
abandoned at the Mumtaz al-Nour zoo in eastern Mosul.             (AFP)

The zoo is but a small 
part of Belvedere 
Park, which is a 
cultural and historic 
site.

Environment
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Dubai

T 

he streets of Dubai may be 
known for architectural 
superlatives such as Burj 
Khalifa, the highest of the 
world’s high-rises, and the 

Middle East’s largest shopping cen-
tre, Dubai Mall.

Street artists also want to turn the 
concrete walls of a fast-growing ur-
ban sprawl into an open-air museum 
that celebrates Emirati heritage and 
speaks to everyone in the multicul-
tural city.

From poetry painted in intricate 
Arabic calligraphy to a portrait of an 
old man rowing a wooden boat, the 
art of the government-funded Dubai 

Street Museum is bringing new life 
to the city.

The project features the work of 16 
mural and graffiti artists of different 
genres and nationalities, including 
four Emiratis. They include Malay-
sia-based Lithuanian artist Ernest 
Zacharevic, who has been likened to 
British graffiti artist Banksy, and Tu-
nisian street artist the Inkman.

Each brings his own interpretation 
of a curated theme — The Past — to 
the 2nd of December Street in the 
heart of Satwa, one of the older quar-
ters of Dubai.

“Dubai has everything, from fi-
nance to tourism,” said project direc-
tor Shaima al-Soueidi. “Tourists can 
see our history at the museums but 
we want everyone to be able to see 
that history everywhere, even in the 
streets.”

Urban art is a growing trend in the 
Middle East, a region dotted with 
cities carrying complex — and fre-
quently crisis-ridden — histories.

While graffiti in older cities such as 
Tunis and Beirut often acts as a form 
of resistance against contemporary 
politics, the art form takes on a more 
conciliatory tone in Dubai.

Satwa, originally home to Emi-
rati Bedouins, is a working-class 
neighbourhood largely inhabited 
by labourers from the Philippines. 
Known locally as “mini Manila”, 

Satwa is a bustling residential area 
dotted with late-night restaurants 
and shops selling everything from 
car parts to Chantilly lace.

Satwa’s unique social make-up 
caught the eye of those behind the 
Dubai Street Museum, who hope to 
see the project spread further across 
the city.

“We were on the hunt for a way 
to turn Dubai into an open(-air) mu-
seum,” Soueidi said. “Because of its 
history and its position in the city, 
we landed on the 2nd of December 
Street as the ideal site.”

The first mural in the neighbour-
hood is that of a man in his abra, a 
narrow boat carved out of wood tra-
ditionally used for travel and trade 
across the Dubai Creek.

Further down the street, an image 
of the national white-and-gold fal-

con stands three storeys high, while 
a building façade is covered in white, 
red and green patterns that echo the 
weave in traditional garments.

Emirati muralist Ashwaq Abdul-
lah is among the artists to bring 
their vision to the walls and parking 
lots of Dubai. Her mural pays hom-
age to founders of the United Arab 
Emirates, Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed 
al-Maktoum and Sheikh Zayed bin 
Sultan al-Nahyan.

“Mural art speaks to everyone in 
all segments of society and it gen-
erally focuses on the past, the her-
itage, of the place,” Abdullah said. 
“For me this is a chance to express 
my love for my country. The hope 
is that it spills over into streets all 
across Dubai.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Turning Dubai’s urban sprawl into an open-air museum
Mohamad Ali Harissi

Street art. Graffiti by muralist Ashwaq Abdullah pays homage to UAE founders, sheikhs Rashid bin Saeed al-Maktoum and Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, on a wall in Dubai.   (AFP)

The art of Dubai 
Street Museum is 
bringing new life 
to the city.

Culture

Klaus Wivel’s The Last Supper and the plight of Arab Christians

W
ith the Islamic 
State increas-
ingly targeting 
Christians in 
Egypt, the 
desperation to 

fight against political Islam 
continues. Shocked by interna-
tional indifference to the plight 
of Middle Eastern Christians, 
Danish journalist Klaus Wivel 
travelled the region document-
ing their experiences in his book 
The Last Supper: The Plight of 
Christians in Arab Lands.

Wivel, the New York corre-
spondent for the Danish newspa-
per Weekendavisen, has written 
on many subjects but focuses on 
the Israeli-Arab conflict and the 
Middle East.

Each chapter in The Last 
Supper is dedicated to a different 
setting in the region, including 
Lebanon, Iraq, the West Bank 
and Gaza. The chapters are 
lengthy, some about 60 pages, 
giving Wivel space to detail his 
conversations and surroundings.

An elderly Catholic in Bethle-
hem is quoted as saying: “The 
West considers us to be Arabs; 
the Arabs consider us to be Chris-
tians. We lose either way.”

Arab Christians always felt 
they were second-class citizens, 
a struggle shown throughout the 
book.

Wivel says the church in the 
Middle East is weak because it is 
divided, scattered and the 
different communities do not 

have much sympathy for each 
other.

Palestinian Catholic priest 
Mitri Raheb claimed the only 
reason Europeans are interested 
in the struggles of Middle 
Eastern Christians is to fuel 
hatred of Muslims. Bethlehem 
became a war zone between Jews 
and Muslims that Christians were 
caught up in even though 
Christians were not suicide 
bombers and they did not try to 
kill Israelis.

A young Palestinian Christian 
complained they have no state 
protection because the police 
side with Muslims. She said 
Muslims stole land from Chris-
tians, took their houses and 
harassed their women.

She also spoke to Wivel of 
romances between Muslim 
women and Christian men 
becoming easier, with Muslim 
women renouncing Islam and 
converting to Christianity.

“Earlier, this was completely 
unthinkable and the woman’s 
family could have killed her for 
doing this but I sense that it’s 
become easier, especially if 
you’re rich and influential. Then 
no one will touch you,” she said.

Wivel compared the persecu-
tion of European Jews in history 
to the persecution of Christians 
in the Middle East. “What is 
taking place in Gaza, for 
instance, is different. It is milder, 
more hidden, more unorganised 
and asymmetrical, more difficult 

to hold a government responsi-
ble for. While crossing the 
border, I struggle to find the right 
word. ‘Pogrom’ is too strong, 
‘harassment’ too weak; ‘persecu-
tion’ is too weighty, ‘discrimina-
tion’ too trivial.”

Lebanese political activist 
Raymond Merhej said he felt 
closer to Muslim Lebanese than 
fellow Christians from other 
Arab countries. He said he is free 
to practise his religion without 
discrimination.

Wivel demonstrates this by 
describing West Beirut, which 
is predominantly Muslim. “No 
visible evidence exists of an 
adamant Islamic set of 
morals; many, though not all, 
women are unveiled and 
some restaurants serve 
alcohol,” he wrote. “The 
bars behind my hotel are 
open until the early hours 
of the morning. Young 
students are everywhere, 
animated and drunk, like 
young people can be all 
over the free world.”

Iraqi Christians are 
proud to be Iraqi and 
many did not support 
the US invasion. Arch-
bishop Bashar Warda told 
Wivel: “We didn’t expect that 
Americans came to Iraq to 
protect the Christians.” 

“We’re Christians but we think 
of ourselves as Iraqis. We never 
asked for special treatment from 
the Americans. We just expected 

that the changes would be good 
for all Iraq.”

Andrew White, an Iraqi vicar, 
said the West is gradually 
neglecting Iraq. He predicts there 
will be no Christians in Iraq in ten 
years due to the damage religion 
has done to the region.

Wivel’s chapter about Gaza and 
the West Bank is where the book 
shines. Whether the amount of 
description is necessary or not is 
debatable. Some may find it 
tedious; others may find it 

necessary to fully 
understand the experi-
ences.

The Last Supper: The 
Plight of Christians in 
Arab Lands is an impor-
tant account of a minority 
targeted for the wrong 
reasons. The Quran 
teaches that good Chris-
tians, Jews and Sabians will 
be rewarded by God.

“Verily, those who have 
attained to faith [in this 
divine writ], as well as those 
who follow the Jewish faith, 
and the Christians, and the 
Sabians — all who believe in 
God and the Last Day and do 
righteous deeds — shall have 
their reward with their Sus-
tainer; and no fear need they 

have and neither shall they 
grieve.” (Quran 2:62)

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular 
Arab Weekly contributor in 
London.

Cover of Klaus 
Wivel’s The Last 
Supper.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi
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London

T 

he wanton destruction 
of ancient sites overrun 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
after it swept into Iraq in 
2014 is worse than first 

feared, according to Iraqi officials 
who are appealing for international 
assistance to salvage the country’s 
archaeological heritage.

Qais Rasheed, Iraq’s deputy Cul-
ture minister, said during a Paris 
conference hosted by the United 
Nations’ cultural agency UNESCO 
that ISIS had destroyed up to 70% 
of remains at Nineveh and 80% at 
Nimrud.

Nineveh, on the outskirts of mod-
ern Mosul and the site of an ancient 
Assyrian city, was recaptured by 
Iraqi forces in mid-January. The an-
cient Assyrian city of Nimrud, 32km 
south of Mosul, was liberated in No-
vember.

In Iraq, as in Syria, ISIS used so-
called settlement battalions to delib-
erately target religious buildings and 
shrines it deems un-Islamic, as well 
as ancient remains that long predate 
Islam.

“It’s not just one monument de-
stroyed by one event,” UNESCO As-
sistant Director-General Francesco 
Bandarin said at the conference in 
Paris in February. “We’re talking 
about an entire region that has suf-
fered for years a massive devasta-
tion.”

Video of militants hacking at the 
remains of civilisations dating back 
thousands of years figured promi-
nently in ISIS’s online propaganda 
from the start of its expansion. This 
scorched-earth policy has continued 
as its forces retreat in the face of the 
Iraqi counteroffensive.

The sincerity of the militants’ de-
sire to purge their self-proclaimed 
caliphate of its “polytheistic” herit-
age has to be set against the reality 
of their thriving traffic in ancient ar-
tefacts to fund their enterprise.

At the same time as they were 
filming each other dynamiting and 
bulldozing carvings, statues and 
buildings that had survived for up 
to 3,000 years, other members were 
hiding away movable treasures with 
a view to their eventual sale on the 
international black market.

Iraqi Education Minister Muham-
mad Iqbal Omar appealed in Paris for 
international help to clamp down on 
the illicit trade and to abide by UN 
Security Council Resolution 2199, 
which bans cultural trade from Iraq 
and Syria in an effort to dry up ISIS’s 
cash flow.

The fate of Iraq’s archaeological 
treasures is an issue above all for the 
Iraqi people. The ISIS destruction is 
seen in part as a strategy of demor-
alising the communities that fell un-
der the terror group’s control.

Given Iraq’s status as a birthplace 
of civilisation, it is also an interna-
tional issue. At the height of the 
destruction, UNESCO Director-Gen-
eral Irina Bokova described Iraq as 
“a vast museum that encompasses 
some of humanity’s cultural herit-
age and generously presents it to the 
world despite all the prevailing chal-
lenges”.

Hence the involvement of foreign 
experts and institutions in preserv-
ing what remains from what Bokova 
described as “cultural cleansing” by 
ISIS.

Among the institutions involved 
is the British Museum, which runs a 
government-funded programme for 
Iraq emergency heritage manage-
ment training.

In January, the museum hosted 
the latest batch of Iraqi archaeolo-
gists who had travelled to London 
for training in the latest digital and 
excavation skills they will need to 
salvage and repair sites that ISIS 
sought to destroy.

In a way, it is payback time for 
institutions such as the British Mu-
seum.

From the 19th century, Western ar-
chaeologists, some little better than 
treasure hunters, plundered Iraq in a 
spree that involved many of its most 
precious artefacts ending up on dis-
play in London, Berlin or Paris.

What remained survived war and 
revolution under post-colonial gov-
ernments, and new discoveries con-
tinue to be made.

Until he was toppled by the US-
led invasion of 2003, Iraqi leader 
Saddam Hussein fostered a person-
ality cult in which he sought to por-

tray himself as the reincarnation of 
ancient Mesopotamian rulers. That 
included the construction of a some-
what kitsch version of Babylon near 
the actual site outside Baghdad but 
it wrought no permanent damage.

The worst depredations came as 
a result of the 2003 US invasion that 
overthrew Saddam and unleashed 
widespread looting of museums 
and historic sites in which priceless 
treasures vanished.

Foreign archaeologists have been 
engaged with local colleagues to 
unveil the secrets still buried across 
Iraq, subject to the limitations im-
posed by war and political unrest.

Known sites may represent just 
the tip of an iceberg of sites and arte-
facts yet to be uncovered.

Experts, for example, have an in-
exact knowledge of the northern 
Iraq site of the Battle of Gaugamela 
where Alexander the Great’s forces 
defeated Persia’s King Darius in 
331BC.

Outside the ISIS battle zone, work 
has continued at locations designat-
ed as world heritage sites. Restora-

tion of the citadel that looms above 
Erbil in Iraqi Kurdistan, continu-
ously inhabited for 6,000 years, has 
been under way for a decade.

In 2015, a British team uncovered 
the remains of the world’s oldest 
trading centre among the still largely 
unexplored ruins of Ur that date to 
the second millennium BC. Else-
where other such discoveries are be-
ing made.

In a comforting irony that ISIS will 
not have intended, the damage the 
jihadists caused to the Mosque of 
Younis (Jonah) in Mosul has revealed 
an even older treasure.

Beneath the wrecked mosque, 
which ISIS rigged with explosives 
in mid-2014, Iraqi archaeologists 
recently discovered carvings and 
inscriptions linking the site to the 
Assyrian empire and the seventh 
century BC.

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.

London

R 

eturn to Kurdistan is a mix 
of contemporary photo-
graphs by London-based 
Richard Wilding and 
historical images taken 

in the 1940s by Anthony Kerst-
ing, a photographer with the Royal 
Air Force (RAF) during the second 
world war. The old black-and-white 
prints are displayed on one wall in 
the gallery in London’s Courtauld 
Institute of Art opposite to Wild-
ing’s recent photographs.

The historic images from the ar-
chive of Kersting’s work held in 
the institute’s Conway Library are 
shown with the photographer’s 
brief but informative notes, writ-
ten on the back of each image and 
reproduced alongside it.

Kersting (1916-2008) was posted 
to a photographic unit in Egypt in 
1941, developing and enhancing re-
connaissance photographs. While 
there he travelled in the Middle East 
taking photographs. Those he took 
in Iraq are of immense historical 
value, as many record buildings and 
sites, including the mosque of Nebi 
Yunis, which have been destroyed. 
Kersting visited Kurdistan in north-
ern Iraq in 1944 and 1946.

“Kersting and I have both pho-
tographed the Erbil citadel dating 
back at least 6,000 years. He took 
many photographs of the Yazidis, 
a group that follows an ancient re-
ligion with many unique rituals and 
customs and who were specifically 
persecuted by Daesh,” Wilding said 
using an Arabic acronym for the 

Islamic State (ISIS). “I have photo-
graphed the Yazidi shrines at Lalish 
near Mosul, including the entrance 
to the shrine of Sheikh Adi, which 
was also shot by Kersting.”

“We have both photographed the 
Assyrian canals built by King Sen-
nacherib to take water to Nineveh, 
which many archaeologists now be-
lieve was the location of the famed 
hanging gardens of Babylon,” Wild-
ing said.

“Kersting visited Khinnis, where 
the starting point of one of these 

canals is marked by reliefs of Assyr-
ian kings carved into the rock. I also 
recently travelled further down this 
canal towards Nineveh to Jerwan 
where the canal was carried over a 
valley by an aqueduct.”

Both Kersting and Wilding pho-
tographed the region north of Erbil, 
though Wilding also photographed 
locations not found in Kersting’s 
photographs such as the Rawan-
duz gorge – the ‘Grand Canyon’ of 
the Middle East, north-east of Erbil. 
Further south, the city of  Sulay-

maniyah is considered to be Kurdis-
tan’s cultural capital, home to many 
artists and writers. Wilding believes 
Kersting knew of these places but 
was limited by the time restraint 
imposed by his leave from RAF du-
ties in Cairo.

“Additionally, much of my pho-
tography south of Erbil has been 
to record the more recent legacy 
of Saddam Hussein’s brutal sup-
pression of the Kurds, including 
the chemical weapons attack on 
Halabja, part of the Anfal campaign, 
which resulted in the death of up to 
180,000 Kurds,” Wilding said.

Reflecting on similarities and 
differences between Iraqi Kurdis-
tan now and in the 1940s, Wilding 
pointed out that in Kersting’s time 
the streets of the Erbil citadel were 
bustling with people and market 
stalls but today the citadel is empty, 
its residents resettled while it un-
dergoes extensive restoration. Just 
one family has been left living in 
the citadel to hold on to its claim to 
be the world’s oldest continuously 
inhabited city.

During Kersting’s time in Iraq 
there were sizeable Jewish commu-
nities in many towns and villages. 
The majority of Kurdish Jews left 
Iraqi Kurdistan in the early 1950s. 
The tomb of the Jewish prophet 
Nahum in Alqosh, which Kersting 
photographed in 1944, has been 
damaged and is in a vulnerable po-
sition close to the front line in the 
war against ISIS.

Kersting photographed the Chris-
tian communities in and around Mo-
sul, including some of the world’s 
oldest monasteries. The fourth-
century monastery of Mar Behnam 
was destroyed by ISIS in 2015. Many 

of these Christian communities are 
displaced, the residents living in 
camps across Iraqi Kurdistan.

In Mosul, Kersting photographed 
Nebi Yunis, one of the twin mounds 
of ancient Nineveh reputed to be the 
burial place of the Prophet Jonah. It 
was destroyed by ISIS in 2014. Other 
places Kersting photographed in 
Mosul have also been confirmed as 
destroyed or damaged.

Return to Kurdistan is organised 
by Gulan, a charity set up in 2008 to 
promote Kurdish culture, with the 
Courtauld Institute of Art. In May 
2016, Gulan took the Return to Kurd-
istan exhibition to Iraqi Kurdistan, 
where it was shown in the cultural 
centre inside the Erbil citadel and 
at the Talary Saray Sulimani, once a 
police station built by the British in 
Sulaymaniyah.

The Courtauld Institute of Art is 
a centre for the study of art history 
and home to the Courtauld Gallery. 
It is digitalising the entire collection 
of Kersting’s work starting with his 
images from Iraq, Syria, Essex and 
Coventry.

Return to Kurdistan at the Cour-
tauld Institute of Art, Somer-
set House, Strand, London runs 
through April 29th.

Karen Dabrowska 
is a London-based contributor 
to the Culture and Society sections 
of The Arab Weekly.

Saving Nineveh 
and Nimrud 
from ISIS

Iraqi Kurdistan then and now through photographs

Harvey Morris

Karen Dabrowska

More than just material damage. Destruction caused by ISIS at the archaeological site of Nimrud, 
30km south of Mosul in Nineveh province.             (AFP)

Erbil Citadel Then and Now by Richard Wilding at the Return to 
Kurdistan exhibition in London.                (Richard Wilding)

The fate of Iraq’s 
archaeological 
treasures is an issue 
above all for the Iraqi 
people.

Culture

Kersting 
photographed the 
Christian 
communities in and 
around Mosul.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beirut:
Through December 28th

Events associated with Sursock 
Museum Late Nights take place 
noon-9pm each Thursday at the 
Sursock Museum. The event 
includes exhibitions, collection 
displays, late-night talks, per-
formances and screenings.

Dubai:
March 15th-16th

The Montreux Comedy Festival 
is a mixed-language show that 
showcases comedians from 
around the world. The event in-
cludes performances by Loyiso 
Madinga from South Africa, Ali 
al-Sayed from the United Arab 
Emirates, Noman Hosni from 
Switzerland, Sebastian Marx 
from the United States and 
Mike Ward from Canada.

El Kef:
March 16th-19th

Sicca Jazz is an annual music 
festival that takes place in El 
Kef, in north-western Tuni-
sia. The festival brings musi-
cians from all over the world 
to perform and interact. This 
year’s artists are from Jordan, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Nigeria, Tunisia, 
United States and Switzerland.

Luxor:
March 16th-22nd

The Luxor African Film Festival 
is an annual event in Egypt. In 
its sixth year, the festival will 
screen long and short films 
produced in African countries 
in competitions for Long Narra-
tives, Long Documentaries and 
Short Films.

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.

Dubai:
April 5th-8th

Pinocchio, a beloved tale about 
a puppet’s quest to become a 
‘real boy’ will be on the stage 
of Dubai Community Theatre & 
Arts Centre (DUCTAC). Per-
formed by children between 
the ages of 12-16, this produc-
tion promises to be a fun-filled, 
creative play complete with 
music, choreography and 
sumptuous scenery.

Dubai:
April 7th-13th

Grease the Musical follows the 
budding romance of Danny 
and Sandy with their rebellious 
high school friends’ help. From 
the 1950s-inspired costumes 
and hairstyles to the rock ‘n’ 
roll songs, Grease the Musi-
cal brings the music of the hit 
movie to the stage. The musical 
will be performed at the Dubai 
World Trade Centre.

Algeria:
During May

The 18th European Cultural Fes-
tival in Algeria brings together 
artists from more than a dozen 
countries to perform traditional 
rhythms, jazz and flamenco. It 
takes place in Algiers, Tlemcen 
and Constantine.

Cairo

V 

isiting Weshwash Can-
yon in the eastern part 
of the Sinai peninsula 
and only 12km from the 
city of Nuweiba, which 

overlooks the Gulf of Aqaba, is nev-
er for the faint-hearted.

The canyon, which was discov-
ered by chance by local Bedouins 
and boasts an immensely beautiful 
lake, is a rewarding site for adven-
turers and diving and swimming 
enthusiasts.

The green-coloured lake in the 
canyon was formed by rains over 
years. At first glance, the lake 
doesn’t seem to fit in its surround-
ings but a deeper look reveals that 
the lake is a natural extension of 
the beauty that surrounds it.

About 12 metres deep at some 

points and 500 metres wide, the 
lake is surrounded by some of the 
most beautiful and colourful rocks 
in the Sinai. The red, golden and 
yellow lines protruding the marble 
fabric of the rocks look unearthly 
but, viewed from above at the 
canyon, the desert that surrounds 
it and the turquoise waters of the 
nearby Gulf of Aqaba show that the 
colours are part of the multilayer 
magnificence of the area.

“To say the truth, this is one of 
the most wonderful sites I have 
ever been to in my life,” said 
Mu’men Hussein, a 20-year-old 
Egyptian who recently visited 
Weshwash Canyon. “My visit to 
the canyon was part of an excur-
sion while my friends and I were 
on a visit to Nuweiba but the beau-
ty of the place is remarkable and is 
worth the pain one sustains in trav-
elling to it.”

The road to Weshwash Canyon 
from Nuweiba, where tourist ho-
tels, beaches, cafés and restau-
rants are concentrated, is full of 
adventure. Passing through rugged 
desert, the journey to the canyon, 
which takes almost an hour by car, 
is rewarding and full of exploration 
and discovery too.

To reach the canyon, visitors 
pass several other canyons, each 
of which has its own natural at-
tractions. Each of the canyons is a 

study in geology and beauty.
The White Canyon can be seen 

on the way to Weshwash. It is 
carved in soft rock, starting as a 
crack with a sudden deep drop. A 
ladder and a rope are there to help 
visitors climb. Despite the dramat-
ic look, the rocks are easy to climb 
for those reasonably fit.

One of the other attractions on 
the road is the Coloured Canyon, 
known to be the best site in the Si-
nai peninsula along with the Saint 
Catherine’s Monastery. Relatively 
near Nuweiba, the Coloured Can-
yon exists below an open plain 
from which several lowlands start. 
It runs between very tall and nar-
row rock walls, and at one point, a 
little scrambling is involved.

Karim Ahmed, among those of-
fering visitors guided tours of 
Weshwash and other canyons in 
the region, is full of admiration for 
the area. He said those tired from 

the calm and serenity of the beach 
in the Gulf of Aqaba city can have 
an outing full of activity in the area.

“From the breathtaking heights 
of the rocky mountains of the area 
to the depths of the Weshwash 
lake, visitors see more than the 
eye and the mind can fathom in a 
short period of time,” Ahmed said. 
“Some of my clients have loved the 
place so strongly that they swear 
that they will not come to Nuweiba 
again without visiting it.”

What makes this part of Egypt 
worth visiting is also its diverse 
nature. The area is about desert ex-
ploration, safaris, mountain climb-
ing, water skiing and relaxation on 
the beautiful beaches of Nuweiba. 
It is also about diving for those 
with professional credentials.

The nearby Blue Hole site in the 
Gulf of Aqaba is categorised as one 
of the most dangerous diving plac-
es in the world, yet it is a magnet 
for the daring and well-qualified. 
Every day, deep-sea divers and 
fearless swimmers explore the cor-
al-lined, 120-metre-deep area for a 
rewarding experience.

Islam Mohamed, another tour 
guide from Nuweiba, said those 
visiting the city to enjoy its attrac-
tions and the surrounding areas 
can do so on a limited budget.

“A visit to Weshwash Canyon 
and the other canyons in the area, 
for example, costs a visitor a little 
more than $50,” Mohamed said. 
“Apart from this, some of Nu-
weiba’s hotels offer very cheap, 
yet wonderful accommodation to 
visitors, the thing that makes the 
whole experience of visiting the 
area far from expensive to anyone.”

Haitham Salah is an Egyptian 
travel journalist.

Weshwash 
Canyon: 
Egypt’s beauty 
in the middle 
of the desert
Haitham Salah

Visitors swim in the green waters of a lake in Weshwash Canyon in the eastern part of the Sinai peninsula.               (Haitham Salah)

A visitor posing for a photograph at Weshwash Canyon in the 
eastern part of the Sinai peninsula.                  (Haitham Salah)

A view of the rocks at the Weshwash Canyon in the eastern Sinai peninsula.        (Haitham Salah)

The canyon was 
discovered only years 
ago by local Bedouins 
and boasts an 
immensely beautiful 
lake.


