
In Saudi talks, Trump seeks 
anti-Iran partnership

Russia enlarges military footprint in Libya
Tunis

R 

ussia, 19 months after 
becoming a key player 
in the Syrian war, is in-
creasing its military 
presence in Libya and is 

likely to back Libyan Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar in the tumultuous 
civil conflict.

Haftar, a fiery commander in 
eastern Libya, has declared war 
against radical Islamists, includ-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS) and al-
Qaeda, but is controversial for per-
ceived iron-fist tactics.

In September, Haftar gained con-
trol of main oil terminals in the 
country’s east but lost ground to 
Islamist forces early this month.

While Haftar has received intel-
ligence and security support from 
France, Britain and the United 
States, as well as backing from Egypt 
and the United Arab Emirates, West-
ern countries have stopped short of 

fully embracing him.
Russia, however, seems will-

ing to offer full-scale support for 
Haftar, drawing comparisons with 
their backing of President Bashar 

Assad in Syria. Russian engage-
ment with Haftar and his forces 
seems to be growing at a time is it 
also increasing its business ties.

In February, the Russian firm 

Rosneft signed a cooperation 
agreement to help redevelop Liby-
an oilfields.

“The agreement envisages the 
establishment of a joint working 
committee of the two partners to 
evaluate opportunities in a variety 
of sectors, including exploration 
and production,” a statement by 
the Libyan National Oil Corpora-
tion said.

On the military front, Haftar 
made two visits to Moscow in 2016 
and was greeted on board a Russian 
aircraft carrier off the coast of To-
bruk in January. Russian military 
contractors have been operating 
in eastern Libya, where Haftar is 
strong.

Owner of the private Russian 
firm RSB-group Oleg Krinitsyn 
told Reuters that the contractors 
had been pulled out of Libya when 
their tour finished in February and 
that their presence was related to a 
commercial partnership that was 
unlikely to have occurred without 
Moscow’s approval.

In early March, Russia also ap-

peared to have deployed special 
forces to an airbase near Libya’s 
border with Egypt, Egyptian and 
diplomatic sources told Reuters. 
This was likely an attempt to prop 
up Haftar’s forces there.

Asked whether Russia was re-
peating its military strategy from 
Syria in Libya, the US military com-
mander in Africa, US Marine Corps 
General Thomas Waldhauser said: 
“Yes, that’s a good way to charac-
terise it.”

The impact that increased Rus-
sian influence will have on Libya’s 
conflict remains to be seen.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Washington

T 

he White House pulled 
out all the stops for visit-
ing Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz to 

drive home the message that Riyadh 
is a crucial pillar of US President 
Donald Trump’s vision for a new 
anti-Iranian alliance in the Middle 
East.

Washington provided Prince Mo-
hammed and his entourage with 
a series of top-level meetings that 
went beyond the hospitality usually 
shown during a working visit by a 
foreign leader. Following a meet-
ing with Trump over lunch in the 
White House, Prince Mohammed 
talked with US Defense Secretary 
James Mattis and was to meet with 
CIA Director Michael Pompeo. Sau-
di Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir 
met separately with US Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson.

An important part of Trump’s 
message to the prince was to sig-
nal “a more aggressive policy of 
challenging Iranian actions in the 
region”, said Gerald Feierstein, an 
analyst at the Middle East Institute 
in Washington and a former US am-
bassador to Yemen.

A Saudi official called the meet-
ing between Prince Mohammed and 
Trump “a huge success”. The official 
said the prince considered Trump, a 
politician seen by critics as a popu-
list who spouted Islamophobic ideas 
during last year’s election campaign, 
“a true friend of Muslims”. A senior 
White House official told CNN the 
meeting had been “very important”.

Trump wants to build a partner-
ship between the Sunni Gulf states, 
Egypt and Israel to increase secu-
rity for the Jewish state, push for an 
Israeli-Palestinian peace deal and 
counterbalance what he sees as a 
growing threat by a resurgent Iran.

The Wall Street Journal reported 
the administration was talking with 

several Arab governments about 
forming a NATO-style alliance in the 
Middle East. The leaders of Egypt 
and the Palestinian Authority are 
expected to visit Washington within 
the next few weeks. Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu had 
talks with Trump in Washington last 
month.

The barrage of meetings is a sign 
of Trump’s determination to make 
a fresh start after his predecessor 
Barack Obama left several Ameri-
can partners in the Middle East 
with the impression that the United 
States had turned its back on the re-
gion. The new foreign policy direc-
tion is underpinned by discussions 
within the administration about a 
stronger US military engagement 
against the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria and Iraq.

One plan from the Pentagon 
calls for the rapid deployment of 
up to 1,000 additional US troops 
in northern Syria, where US forces 
have been preparing Kurdish and 
Arab fighters for a major attack on 
the ISIS headquarters in Raqqa, 

the Washington Post reported. Im-
plementation of the plan would 
double the number of US troops in 
Syria and could increase the likeli-
hood of American soldiers becom-
ing directly involved in the fighting, 
the report said.

Another 5,000 US soldiers have 
been helping drive ISIS from the 
northern Iraqi city of Mosul. Trump 
is to host Iraqi Prime Minister Haid-
er al-Abadi, a crucial partner in the 
fight against ISIS, in Washington on 
March 20th.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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Seeking partnership. US President Donald Trump and Saudi Deputy Crown Prince and Defence 
Minister Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz meet at the White House, on March 14th.       (AFP)

The impact that 
increased Russian 
influence will have 
on Libya’s conflict 
remains to be seen.

The White House 
pulled out all the 
stops for visiting 
Saudi Deputy Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz. P2

What Mubarak’s 
acquittal means

Moroccan king ends 
political deadlock 

Who is winning: 
General Soleimani or 
General Martin? 

Resolution 1701, a 
weapon in the hands 
of Lebanon

A note to Abbas 

P9

P8

P4

P14

P15

Ahmed Megahid

Saad Guerraoui 

Khairuldeen 
al-Makhzoomi

Khairallah Khairallah

Mamoon Alabbasi 

Painting Across
Generations
Jimmy Dabbagh P22

P19P4

Harvey Morris, Mohammed Alkhereiji, Fadi Farhat, Mark Habeeb, Ed Blanche, Rashmee Roshan Lall, Jareer Elass, Abdulrahman al-Masri, Roua Khlifi, Samar Kadi

P12-13



2 March 19, 2017

Cover Story Arab-US relations

London

I 

n his first meeting with a high-
ranking Gulf official, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump hosted 
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-

dulaziz at the White House in what 
was described by the Saudi side as 
“a historic turning point in bilateral 
relations”.

During discussions on a range of 
issues, both sides pledged to en-
hance cooperation in “political, 
military, security, economic, cul-
tural, and social” dimensions to 
strengthen relations, a statement 
from the White House said.

Factoring heavily into the March 
15th meeting with Prince Moham-
med, who is also Saudi minister of 
Defence, were the fight against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) and the issue of 
Iran.

The White House statement said 
both sides “noted the importance 
of confronting Iran’s destabilising 
regional activities while continu-
ing to evaluate and strictly enforce” 
the nuclear deal with the Islamic 
Republic. This was considered com-
forting to Saudi Arabia, which had 

perceived the United States pivot-
ing towards Iran during the Obama 
administration.

Prince Mohammed stressed that 
the Iran nuclear deal was “danger-
ous” for the Gulf region and was 
only a temporary solution. A state-
ment from a senior Saudi adviser 
said: “This deal could lead to a more 
dangerous and continuous arma-
ment among the region’s countries 
that will not accept any Iranian nu-
clear military capacity.”

“Saudi Arabia has always been 
keen to play its role in the region 
and in partnership with the United 
States. I think we are more than 
ready to cooperate with the United 
States on countering ISIS in Syria, in 
Iraq, across the region,” Prince Fais-
al bin Farhan Al Saud, an adviser to 
the deputy crown prince, told Fox 
News.

“Not just financially but the Saudi 
government offered in the Obama 
administration time to send it 
troops into Syria to fight ISIS. That 
was not met with enthusiasm by the 
Obama administration. I think that 
offer remains on the table and I’m 
sure the Saudi government is more 
than ready to support the US in 
eradicating ISIS, not just financially 
but with its own troops and its own 
people,” he added.

Also discussed was Trump’s trav-
el ban, which affects six countries 
with majority Muslim populations. 
A statement from a senior adviser 
to Prince Mohammed said the king-
dom “does not believe that this 
measure is targeting Muslim coun-
tries or the religion of Islam. This 
measure is a sovereign decision 
aimed at preventing terrorists from 

entering the United States of Amer-
ica.” It added: “Trump expressed 
his deep respect for the religion of 
Islam”.

Prince Mohammed acknowl-
edged that intelligence from the 
kingdom confirmed “the existence 
of a plot against the United States 
of America that has been planned 
in those countries in secret”, adding 
that he understood the precaution-
ary measures taken by the United 
States to protect itself from terrorist 
operations.

During the Obama administra-
tion, relations between Gulf Arab 
countries and the United States 
were strained, due to what was col-
lectively perceived as Obama tilting 
towards Iran at the expense of Gulf 
Arab interests. Relations dipped to 
their  lowest point in March 2016 
when US President Barack Obama 
referred to several traditional US 
allies, including Saudi Arabia and 
other Gulf states, “free riders” in a 
magazine interview.

In its conflict with Iran-allied 
Houthi rebels in Yemen, Saudi Ara-
bia saw the United States scale back 
support. This was capped off by the 
Obama administration’s decision to 
halt a$300 million sale of precision-
guided missiles, which was recently 
unfrozen by Trump.

Trump “recognises the Saudi 
leadership as the primary conduit 
to the Muslim world,” said Salman 
al-Ansari, president of the Saudi 
American Public Relation Affairs 
Committee (SAPRAC).

The Washington meeting was an 
affirmation by Trump’s team that 
the main source “for Middle East-
ern stability, security and untapped 
mutual economic prosperity is 
Saudi Arabia”, Ansari told Agence 
France-Presse

The kingdom’s media all carried 
headlines hailing the meeting as a 
success.

Commenting on the assessment 
of a senior adviser to the deputy 
crown prince, former general man-

ager of Al Arabiya News Channel 
Abdulrahman al-Rashed wrote in an 
editorial: “Today’s meeting has put 
things on the right track.”

“This clearly refers to putting 
things, which Obama ruined, on the 
right track and to restoring special 
bilateral relations that [have] tradi-
tionally been based on the agree-
ments of the meeting that King 
Abdulaziz and US President Theo-
dore Roosevelt held on board of the 
Navy cruiser Quincy after the end of 
World War II,” Rashed wrote.

An official Saudi source was quot-
ed by the Daily Okaz newspaper 
as saying: “The next stage will see 
greater coordination and consulta-
tions between Riyadh and Washing-
ton in an effort to find fair and com-
prehensive solutions to numerous 
regional issues, including Iranian 
interference.”

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

In meetings, Trump pursues ‘new approach’ in the region 

Saudis positive on 
Trump meeting with 
deputy crown prince
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Washington

T 

he Trump administration 
is eager to bolster US alli-
ances with its Arab part-
ners as part of a double-
edged policy to cooperate 

more closely with Sunni Muslim 
countries to push-back against Iran 
and promote broader acceptance of 
Israel by Arab nations.

US President Donald Trump 
hosted Saudi Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz at the White House for talks 
that centred on strengthening po-
litical and military ties. Prince Mo-
hammed is also the Saudi Defence 
minister and oversees a reform 
programme called Vision 2030, 
which is designed to prepare the 
kingdom for a time when it can no 
longer rely as heavily on oil wealth.

Prince Mohammed’s talks with 
Trump set the stage for visits by 
other Arab leaders in Washington 
in the coming weeks. Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi is expect-
ed at the White House this month. 
Visits by Egyptian President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi and Palestinian 
leader Mahmoud Abbas are in the 
works.

Arab countries were rattled by 
what they saw as an appeasement 
policy towards Iran by Trump’s 
predecessor, Barack Obama, and 
by Obama’s refusal to launch mili-
tary strikes in Syria despite the use 
of chemical weapons by Damas-
cus. Analysts said one of the aims 
of Trump’s meeting with Prince 

Mohammed was to reassure Arab 
countries that the United States 
had changed course.

The president’s meeting with 
Prince Mohammed was part of a se-
ries of contacts “intended to signal 
a new approach to the region and 
a much more sympathetic view of 
the concerns of the Gulf states than 
the US attitudes that developed 
during the Obama administration”, 
said Gerald Feierstein, a former US 
ambassador to Yemen and an ana-
lyst at the Middle East Institute in 
Washington.

Earlier telephone conversations 
between Trump and Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and 
with Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan, the crown prince of Abu 
Dhabi, were part of this initiative, 
Feierstein said.

The development comes at a 
time when the United States ap-
pears to be stepping up its military 
engagement in the Gulf region. 
Quoting a US Defense Department 
official, CNN reported that Trump 
had given military commanders 
more leeway to launch counterter-
rorism missions in Yemen. The first 
military action ordered by Trump 
after taking office in January was 
a raid by US elite troops against al-
Qaeda in Yemen that resulted in 
the death of 20 civilians and a US 
Navy SEAL.

Stronger US support against 
Saudi Arabia’s regional rival Iran 
in Yemen and elsewhere is a key 
issue in the rapprochement under 
Trump. His administration sees 
Tehran as the main threat to stabil-
ity in the region and has signalled a 
tougher stance towards Iran.

“The United States shares the 
Saudi concerns about Iranian occu-
pation of Arab lands and is already 
getting more involved, for example 
in Yemen,” said Theodore Karasik, 
a senior adviser to Gulf State Ana-
lytics, a consultancy in Washing-
ton. “The aim is to reverse Iran’s 

gains of recent years.”
This support comes with a politi-

cal price. Describing Trump’s ap-
proach as “transactional”, Karasik 
said Washington would be looking 
for Saudi concessions regarding 
the kingdom’s relations with Is-
rael. Feierstein said Trump might 
be aiming to secure “Gulf recogni-
tion of the state of Israel as part of 
a broader package of political, eco-
nomic and security agreements”.

Some analysts expressed doubts 
about Trump’s plan. “The presi-
dent is likely to find that his vision 
of US interests, let alone strategy, 
doesn’t mesh with that of the Ar-
abs on whom he’s relying,” Aaron 
David Miller, a Middle East expert 
at the Wilson Center, and Richard 
Sokolsky, a former US State Depart-

ment official who works for the 
Carnegie Endowment for Interna-
tional Peace, wrote in the Washing-
ton Post on March 7th. “In the end, 
the Arab states will be just as hard 
to corral as ever into doing what 
Trump wants.”

Miller and Sokolsky cautioned 
that the United States “needs to 
keep its expectations low for work-
ing closely with the Sunni Gulf 
states”.

Washington sees Riyadh as a key 
player, whose transformation from 
the world’s biggest oil exporter to 
a post-oil country will have far-
reaching repercussions.

Karasik said the Trump admin-
istration was likely to support the 
Vision 2030 programme because 
the project carried immense sig-

nificance for the Middle East and 
beyond. “A failure of Vision 2030 
would have a dramatic impact on 
the stability of the region and glob-
ally,” he said. “Thus, America has a 
vested interest in seeing the Saudi 
Vision succeed. Failure is not an 
option.”

After a more informal visit to 
the United States last year, Prince 
Mohammed’s March trip was dedi-
cated to concrete political issues, 
Karasik added. The fact that the 
deputy crown prince was visiting 
the United States at the same time 
King Salman was on a tour of Asian 
countries reflects Riyadh’s new for-
eign policy approach, Karasik said, 
which is based on the idea that 
“Saudi Arabia needs to get its mes-
sage across on a global level”.

Thomas Seibert

There are signs that 
the United States is 
stepping up its 
military engagement 
in the Gulf region.

Sharing concerns. US President Donald Trump meets with Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz at the White House in Washington, on March 14th.                          (Reuters)

President Donald Trump sits for a lunch with Saudi Defence Minister and Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (not pictured), on March 14th.           (AP)
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Abbas gets an invitation to Washington but for what purpose?

I
n a March 10th telephone 
conversation, US President 
Donald Trump invited 
Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas to visit 
Washington. Indications are 

that the visit will happen in May.
Four days after the call, Abbas met 
in Ramallah with Jason Greenblatt, 
one of Trump’s former real estate 
lawyers and who has been given an 
office in the White House and the 
title of special representative for 
international negotiations.

The administration’s sudden 
outreach to the Palestinian leader 
comes after a visit to Washington 
by Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu in which Trump sug-
gested that a two-state solution 
may not be the answer to Israeli-
Palestinian peace. Trump’s remarks 
shocked most observers — even as 
it delighted the Israeli far-right — 
and led many to ponder the new 
administration’s approach to the 
peace process.

Trump has said on several oc-
casions, during the 2016 election 
campaign as well as after his elec-
tion to office, that he would like to 
be the US president who brokers a 
permanent peace between Israel 
and the Palestinians. He designated 
his son-in-law and closest adviser, 

Jared Kushner, as the point person 
for the peace process.

Trump also has pledged to move 
the US embassy in Israel to Jerusa-
lem and nominated as his ambas-
sador to Israel a man who appears 
to be to the right of Netanyahu. In 
recent weeks, however, Trump and 
other administration officials have 
indicated that any embassy move 
would only come after extensive 
deliberations. Trump also publicly 
asked Netanyahu to put the brakes 
on settlement building.

Do these actions, along with the 
outreach to Abbas, mean Trump is 
serious about launching a renewed 
US-led push for peace?

Trump has high confidence in 
his ability to make deals — he wrote 
a best-selling book titled The Art 
of the Deal — but there is a big dif-
ference between negotiating real 
estate transactions and bringing 
about peace between two complex 
societies that have been in often-
violent conflict for more than 70 
years. As skilful a negotiator as 
he may be, Trump will face many 
daunting challenges if he under-
takes a diplomatic initiative.

Israel enjoys an immense power 
advantage over the Palestinians by 
virtually every measurement and 
has little incentive to enter into 
talks that would only result in its 
making concessions. Netanyahu 
and his coalition allies appear 
determined to create a future in 
which Israel effectively controls 
all of historic Palestine except for 

disconnected Palestinian enclaves 
that would be granted a minimal 
degree of functional autonomy. 
Many left-wing Israelis who advo-
cate a two-state solution oppose 
sharing Jerusalem or addressing 
the Palestinian right of return.

The Palestinian Authority (PA) 
supports a two-state solution and 
was stunned by Trump’s casual 
suggestion during his February 
15th meeting with Netanyahu that 
a one-state option might be accept-
able. The US consulate in Jeru-
salem issued a statement saying 
Abbas told Greenblatt that “under 
President Trump’s leadership, a 
historic peace deal is possible”. At 
least Abbas seems to understand 
that flattery goes far with Trump. 
(Greenblatt also met with Netanya-
hu, who described their discussion 
as “good and profound”.)

Further complicating prospects 
for a peace initiative is the fact 
that Abbas and Netanyahu both 
face serious domestic problems. 
Netanyahu is the subject of several 
investigations into alleged criminal 
misconduct and if indicted almost 
certainly would be forced to resign.

Abbas is facing pressure in the 
form of protests and demonstra-
tions. The anger among Palestin-
ians has many roots — not the least 
of which is their leadership’s failure 
to end or even ease the Israeli oc-
cupation and bring about a halt to 
Israeli seizure of Palestinian land. 
Protests have recently focused on 
the PA’s close security coopera-

tion with Israel, which has led many 
Palestinians to view the PA as merely 
a subcontractor to the Israeli occupi-
ers.

Leaders who are weak domesti-
cally do not make good candidates 
for peace negotiations that would 
require politically unpopular deci-
sions.

Perhaps the main reason to doubt 
that a major new US peace initiative 
is on the cards, however, is that such 
an undertaking would require an 
immense amount of high-level at-
tention and a willingness by Trump 
to spend political capital. There has 
been no sign that high-level atten-
tion is part of Trump’s DNA: He flits 
from issue to issue in a way that 
keeps even his own staff off balance.

While Trump enjoys consider-
able political capital — as well as 
Republican control of both houses 
of Congress — he has a full agenda of 
issues both domestic and foreign he 
must spend it on.

Trump’s dream of being the one 
who achieves Israeli-Palestinian 
peace will likely fade away as soon 
as he realises the magnitude of the 
challenge. Trump likes winning and 
when he understands how slim the 
chances are for winning in the Mid-
dle East, he will simply move on to 
another issue.

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

Mark Habeeb
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I 

raqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi is about to join a select 
number of world leaders to be 
welcomed at the Trump White 
House.

The visit to Washington might 
not have been possible just a few 
weeks ago, before Iraq was dropped 
from the new US administration’s 
list of predominantly Muslim coun-
tries from which travel to the Unit-
ed States was to be banned.

With the ban on Iraq now lifted, 
US President Donald Trump has 
an opportunity to extol his role in 
combating the Islamic State (ISIS) 
with the Iraqi prime minister along-
side him to share the credit.

Whatever Iraqi leaders privately 
thought about the original ban, 
announced by executive order in 
January, official reaction was mut-
ed. A Baghdad government heavily 
dependent on US support for its of-
fensive against ISIS said it under-
stood the Trump administration’s 
security concerns.

It was a reminder that govern-
ments do not always get to choose 
their allies. Baghdad was obliged to 
swallow its pride in the face of an 
immigration ban that was widely 
condemned both within the United 
States and by the other targeted 
countries.

The Abadi government expressed 
its “deep relief” that Trump did not 
include the country in his second 
executive order, which is also being 
challenged in the courts. The Iraqi 
leader described the decision as an 
important step in the right direction 
to consolidate the strategic alliance 
between Baghdad and Washington 
in the war on terrorism.

US officials acknowledged that 
the concession to Iraq was in part 
a reward for its role in fighting ISIS 
but also for its pledge to share in-

formation about Iraqis travelling to 
the United States.

During an abrasive US election 
campaign, the Abadi government 
abided by the diplomatic niceties 
of not expressing a preference for 
either candidate. In Iraq and else-
where in the region, there ended 
up being less consternation about 
Trump’s victory than there was 
among the United States’ tradition-
al close allies.

After an Obama presidency dur-
ing which America’s commitment 
to the region often appeared un-
certain, Trump’s campaign prom-
ises to “bomb the hell out of ISIS” 
struck a chord in the Middle East.

The goodwill of Iraqis has nev-
ertheless been sorely tested. Al-
though Iraq is not on the new travel 
ban, the efforts potentially leave a 
legacy of suspicion and ill-feeling.

In addition, there were Trump’s 
complaints that the United States 
should have seized Iraq’s oil to 
pay for its war there and his warn-
ing soon after the inauguration 
that “maybe we’ll have another 
chance”.

However, more important to 
Baghdad than such unhelpful rhe-
torical asides is what Trump actu-
ally intends to do to boost the war 
against ISIS.

As he was issuing his first con-
tested ban on travel, Trump also 
ordered his top officials to come up 
with a comprehensive plan within 
a month to obliterate the move-
ment. A draft plan was delivered 
to the White House by US Defense 
Secretary James Mattis at the end of 
February.

Mattis had previously spoken of 
accelerating the war on ISIS both 
in Iraq and Syria but little has been 
revealed about how this would 
happen. Logically it could include 
an increase in US military deploy-
ments on both battlefronts.

In a possible signal of things to 
come, several hundred US Marines 
have been dispatched to Syria to 
provide artillery support in the 

advance on Raqqa, ISIS’s self-pro-
claimed capital.

Other relatively small forces are 
being positioned in the region, 
ready for speedy deployment. That 
reflects the demands of the Penta-
gon and its generals for greater flex-
ibility in responding to changes on 
the ground.

The United States is already 
heavily engaged in the conquest of 
Mosul in northern Iraq, having set 
up bases near the city to support 
the advance of Iraqi forces.

The prospect of a more speedy 
and fluid response from the US 
military is a potential benefit for 
Baghdad, which previously had to 
deal with a cautious Obama White 
House.

The question, as ever, is not how 
quickly the war proceeds but what 
happens after ISIS is expelled from 
its strongholds.

US Marine General Joseph Dun-

ford, chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, said in February that 
military action must be twinned 
with political efforts.

“All of us who have participated 
in these conflicts over the last 15 
years realise that anything we do on 
the ground has to be in the context 
of political objectives or it’s not go-
ing to be successful,” he said.

Abadi will be hoping that Trump, 
who has displayed limited patience 
and a short attention span, will 
play a more proactive and engaged 
regional role than his predecessor 
and commit to the long haul.

For the time being, Trump has el-
evated radical Islam to the top spot 
among the United States’ enemies 
but there are plenty of potential 
rivals for that title that are capable 
of distracting the president’s atten-
tion.

In a remark that may have been 
directed as much at Trump as at the 

Iraqi government, Dunford noted 
that Abadi acknowledged the need 
for the international community 
continuing to support Iraq’s de-
fence capacity building. The Iraqi 
prime minister has said that the US-
led coalition’s contribution to train-
ing Iraqi troops should be open-
ended.

The military commander of the 
coalition, US Army General Stephen 
Townsend, reinforced Dunford’s 
message when he said US-Iraqi mil-
itary cooperation would continue 
even after ISIS is expelled from Mo-
sul.

Abadi will be looking for confir-
mation that Trump is in tune with 
his generals.

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.

Abadi’s real problem with Trump: Looking beyond Mosul
Harvey Morris

Test of good will. US Vice-President Mike Pence (R) and Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi meet in 
Munich, on February 18th.                                           (AFP)

Abadi will be hoping 
that Trump will 
commit to the long 
haul.

The United States is 
already heavily 
engaged in the 
conquest of Mosul in 
northern Iraq.
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early 100,000 Iraqis 
have fled the battle to 
retake western Mosul 
from the Islamic State 
(ISIS), the International 

Organisation for Migration (IOM) 
said.

Iraqi forces launched a major push 
in February to recapture western 
Mosul, which is the most populated 
urban area held by ISIS. There were 
an estimated 750,000 residents in 
Mosul when the battle began.

Between February 25th and 
March 15th, more than 97,000 peo-
ple were displaced from western 
Mosul, IOM said on its official Twit-
ter account.

Iraqi forces began the operation 
to recapture Mosul in October, first 
retaking the east and then setting 
their sights on the smaller but more 
densely populated western area.

More than 238,000 people have 
been displaced by fighting in the 
Mosul area, the IOM said, and more 
have returned to their homes after 
fleeing.

Many of the residents who 
streamed out of western neigh-
bourhoods recaptured by the gov-
ernment were desperately hungry 
and traumatised from having lived 
under ISIS rule.

Amid the conflict, a steady stream 
of refugees trudged out of the west-
ern districts carrying suitcases, bot-
tles of water and other possessions. 
Some pushed children and sick, 
elderly relatives in handcarts and 
wheelbarrows, witnesses said.

Those who remain trapped in 
western Mosul are left with dwin-
dling supplies of food and fuel. Pric-

es have skyrocketed: A kilogram of 
sugar has leaped from $1 to more 
than $20.

Iraqi Sunni politician Khamis 
Khanjar warned that the military 
campaign’s escalation was causing 
a surge in civilian casualties that 
could undermine the effort to crush 
ISIS.

Khanjar said at least 3,500 civil-
ians have been killed since the push 
into the western side of the city be-
gan.

“There were heavy casualties due 
to speeding up of military opera-
tions and we see this as a big mis-
take and residents who we are in 
touch with have much more fear 
than in the past of the ongoing mili-
tary operations,” Khanjar told Reu-
ters in an interview in Amman.

“We hope the US-led coalition 
doesn’t hurry up in this way with-
out taking into consideration the 
human lives,” he added.

Airwars, an independent group 
that tracks casualties from the 
campaign, said several hundred 
civilians had been killed in March. 
Neither the Iraqi government nor 
the US-led coalition has announced 
civilian casualties.

Khanjar said the mounting casu-
alties have mainly come from air 
strikes and indiscriminate shell-
ing of heavily crowded neighbour-
hoods.

Mainstream Sunnis say the Shia-
led administration has discrimi-
nated against them and that Iran is 
gaining influence within security 
forces and paramilitary groups.

“The Americans are mistaken if 
they think that a speedy decisive 
military solution is the best ap-
proach in this battle,” Khanjar said.

“This will have dangerous reper-
cussions on the post-Mosul phase… 
There will be anger by residents and 
Daesh will benefit from the large 
human losses,” he added, using an 
Arabic acronym for ISIS.

“Unless there is a political process 

that restores confidence of Sunnis 
in the state… in a post-Daesh phase, 
there may emerge more organisa-
tions of terrorists that are even 
more extreme than Daesh.”

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi warned ISIS that its fighters 
must surrender or be killed, al-
though he also pledged to treat the 
militants’ families fairly.

“Let me be very clear, we will 
preserve families of Daesh who are 
civilians but we will punish the ter-
rorists and bring them to justice if 
they surrender,” he said. “They are 
cornered and if they will not surren-
der, they will definitely get killed.”

Human Rights Watch (HRW), in 
a new report, said Iraq’s Interior 
Ministry “is holding at least 1,269 
detainees, including boys as young 

as 13, without charge in horrendous 
conditions and with limited access 
to medical care at three makeshift 
prisons” south of Mosul.

“At least four prisoners have died, 
in cases that appear to be linked 
to lack of proper medical care and 
poor conditions and two prisoners’ 
legs have been amputated, appar-
ently because of lack of treatment 
for treatable wounds,” HRW said.

The Interior Ministry’s spokes-
man said he could not comment 
on the report until it had been re-
viewed by the minister.

While changes do seem to have 
been made, HRW’s allegations in-
dicate that significant problems re-
main with screening procedures — 
problems likely to breed anger and 
resentment and drive more people 

into the arms of militants.
On the battlefield, Iraqi forces 

moved towards Mosul’s Grand 
Mosque after taking control of the 
bridge leading to the ISIS-held Old 
City.

Staff Brigadier Falah al-Obeidi of 
the Counter Terrorism Service (CTS) 
told Reuters his troops had taken 
control of the Dor al-Sikak and al-
Nafut areas, site of the militants’ 
main weapons stores in Mosul just 
west of the Old City.

“Resistance was very strong in 
that area. It’s where their stores are 
and the people living there, both 
men and women, are with them 
(supporters or members),” he said.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Iraqi push on western Mosul triggers mass exodus
The Arab Weekly staff

Another displacement. Mosul residents from Mosul evacuate the city, on March 14th.                        (AFP)

Neither the Iraqi 
government nor the 
US-led coalition has 
announced civilian 
casualties.

people have been 
displaced from western 
Mosul.

More than 
97,000

Who is winning: General Soleimani or General Martin?

N
alia Radio and 
Television, a 
Kurdish television 
network in Sulay-
maniyah in northern 
Iraq, reported that 

Major-General Joseph Martin, 
commander of the 1st Infantry 
Division of the US Army, had been 
seen in the eastern side of Mosul. 
The US commander walked 
around neighbourhoods accom-
panied by Iraqi troops led by 
Lieutenant-General Riyadh Jalal, 
who is in charge of Iraqi security 
forces in Mosul.

Iraqis likely have not seen an 
American general walking the 
streets in a Sunni-majority area 
since 2011, when the United 
States pulled its forces from Iraq. 
It is surprising that a US general 
would be strolling freely around 
eastern Mosul; the area had been 
recaptured from Islamic State 
(ISIS) control only recently, after 
months of intense fighting.

Iraqi security forces had 
received direct support from US-
led coalition air strikes as well as 
from some of the 5,000 American 
ground troops stationed around 
Mosul in preparation for an assault 
on the city. Since December 29th, 
US forces have been involved 
in front-line combat, including 

against ISIS fighters in the 
neighbourhood of al-Tayaran in 
the western side of Mosul.

The appearance of an American 
general in Mosul spurred much 
debate among Iraqis over the visit’s 
significance. Iraqis are more used 
to seeing Iranian Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani, leader of al-
Quds Force, a unit of Iran’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
responsible for extraterritorial 
operations in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon 
and Yemen. Al-Quds Force reports 
directly to Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ali Khamenei.

Iraqis have been familiar with 
Soleimani since 2014, when he 
started visiting Iraqi cities to meet 
with militia fighters and generals 
stationed there. Many of these 
fighters are members of the Badr 
Organisation, an Iraqi political 
party with its own military wing. 
Many Badr members are Iraqis 
who fought alongside the Iranian 
Army — that is, against their home 
country of Iraq — during the 8-year 
Iraq-Iran War.

Since the 2003 US invasion 
of Iraq, some of the group’s 
fighters have joined the officially 
sanctioned Iraqi army and police 
force. Members of the Badr 
Organisation also make up some 
of the Popular Mobilisation Units 
(PMU), an Iraqi state-sponsored 
paramilitary organisation 
composed of about 40 militias, 
mainly Shia, fighting against ISIS in 
western Mosul.

Soleimani took an office close to 

the US embassy in the Green Zone 
in Baghdad in 2015 and from there 
led the PMU against ISIS in the 
Diyala and Saladin governorates, as 
well as in the cities of Falluja and 
Ramadi.

Human Rights Watch reported 
that the PMU wrought large-
scale destruction in those areas 
and committed human rights 
violations, even though the 
American leadership had asked 
the Iraqi government to stop the 
PMU from participating in future 
battles.

It is worth noting that PMU 
forces did not directly participate 
in the liberation of eastern Mosul, 
after being tasked by the Iraqi 
government with surrounding the 
city of Tal Afar, near the Syrian 
border — on the periphery of the 
battlefield.

Soleimani’s leadership 
position within the PMU has 
been acknowledged by the Iraqi 
government, which has said that 
Iranian generals and other fighters 
are retained via a contract between 
the two governments. However, 
not much information has been 
released regarding the contents of 
the contract or how much Iranian 
generals and other fighters are 
being paid by Iraq.

Most PMUs are under the 
command of Hadi al-Amiri, the 
head of the Badr Organisation, 
as well as PMU Deputy Chief Abu 
Mahdi Mohandes. Mohandes is 
wanted by Interpol for a deadly 
1983 car bomb attack in Kuwait, 

the attempted hijacking of a 
Kuwaiti Airways aircraft in 1984 
and the attempted assassination 
of Kuwaiti Emir Sabah Ahmad al-
Jaber al-Sabah in 1985.

The question is why Martin 
appeared inside Mosul and why 
Soleimani did not. The presence 
of an American general in an 
Iraqi city interacting with Iraqi 
civilians might be a message to 
the people of Iraq that US forces 
will never abandon them to deal 
with the Iranians’ threats again. 
Iraqis’ memories of this go back 
to the 2003 invasion in which 
the United States was accused by 
many analysts of allowing Iran 
to interfere in Iraq’s political, 
economic and military affairs and 
of essentially delivering Iraq to 
Iran on a golden plate.

US President Donald Trump 
during his campaign said America 
“gave Iraq to Iran”, a point he 
reaffirmed last month in a tweet: 
“Iran is rapidly taking over more 
and more of Iraq even after the 
US has squandered three trillion 
dollars there. Obvious long ago!”

Such statements are encouraging 
to Iraqis who do not like Iran’s 
continued interference in their 
country and who want to believe 
that, under Trump’s US leadership, 
the Iranian influence in Iraq will be 
more limited.

Khairuldeen al-Makhzoomi is 
a researcher at the Near Eastern 
Department of the University of 
California, Berkeley.

Khairuldeen 
al-Makhzoomi
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S 

yrian Prime Minister Imad 
Khamis, during a visit to 
Tehran, signed five ma-
jor economic agreements 
with Iran that were widely 

seen as a reward for the Islamic Re-
public’s support for sustaining the 
beleaguered Damascus regime of 
President Bashar Assad through six 
years of war.

The memorandums of under-
standing (MOUs) signed on January 
17th included the provision of 5,000 
hectares of land for agriculture, an-
other 1,000 hectares for mining, pri-
marily phosphates, and building oil 
and gas terminals. There was also an 
exclusive licence for a mobile phone 
service potentially worth billions of 
dollars.

These deals are expected to pro-
vide a massive boom for the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), 
which controls the Syrian regime’s 
military and intelligence apparatus 
and the vast and powerful business 
and industrial empire it has built 
up in Iran over three decades with 
the blessing of the clerical regime in 
Tehran it keeps in power.

The IRGC, spearheaded by its 
elite foreign operations arm known 
as al-Quds Force, has provided the 
ground forces, including Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah and Shia militias recruit-
ed in Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan 
totalling an estimated 10,000 fight-
ers. Because of this, it is well placed 
to secure these contracts and reap 
the benefits.

“Iran increasingly treats Syria as 
one of its own provinces,” observed 
Karim Sadjadpour of the Middle 
East programme run by the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace. 
“They saved Assad from falling and 
now seem to feel entitled to help 
themselves to the Syrian economy.”

There is no doubt that the troops 
and treasure Tehran poured into 
Syria after the war there erupted in 
March 2011 — including a $3.5 bil-
lion credit line opened in 2013 and 

boosted to $4.5 billion in 2015 — 
were what averted the total collapse 
of Assad’s crippled and corrupt re-
gime dominated by Syria’s Alawite 
minority, a Shia offshoot.

Syria’s official news agency SANA 
quoted Khamis as saying the deals 
signed in Tehran were an expres-
sion of Damascus’s appreciation of 
Iran’s support. “We greatly appreci-
ate Iran’s major role in combating 
terrorism and standing by the Syrian 
people in every way, politically and 
economically,” he declared.

The Syrian National Council, 
which represents an array of groups 
opposed to Assad, branded the 
Tehran deals as “looting”. That is 
a widely held view among Syrians, 
who consider the Iranians more as 
conquerors than saviours.

The Syrian war afforded the Ira-
nians the opportunity to establish a 
permanent and controlling stake in 
Syria as the Mediterranean anchor 
of the Shia empire they are seeking 
to build westward from the Arabian 
Gulf to dominate the largely Sunni 
region.

That involves establishing a large-
scale business link through which 
Iran can consolidate its expansion-
ist strategy. To some extent, this is 
masked by plans for the reconstruc-
tion of Syria once the fighting ends.

A May 2015 report by Naame 
Shaam (Letter from Syria), a group 
of activists founded by Lebanese 
Fouad Hamdan and Syrian Shiar 
Youssef after the war began to mon-
itor the Iranian presence in Syria, 
caustically observed that “recon-
struction efforts in Syria are actually 
part and parcel of the war”.

The key element in the IRGC’s vast 
economic empire in Iran is Khatam 
al-Anbia, established during the 
1980-88 war with Iraq as the IRGC’s 
construction and engineering arm.

In the post-war reconstruction of 
Iran, the IRGC invested in leading 
Iranian industries but its business 
holdings really took off in 2005 when 
wartime IRGC officer Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad was elected president 
and handed out big contracts to his 
former comrades.

Since then the IRGC’s business 
interests have expanded in all direc-
tions, with the support of the cleri-
cal regime — the IRGC reports di-
rectly to Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei with no parliamentary 
oversight — and has become Iran’s 
biggest and wealthiest business con-
glomerate, with at least 800 subsidi-

aries in Iran and abroad.
In 2012 alone, it reportedly se-

cured 1,700 government contracts 
worth billions of dollars. The IRGC’s 
holdings embrace mobile phone 
networks, oil companies, carmak-
ers and shipping, most of them ac-
quired over the last 15 years or so 
in a $120 billion privatisation binge 
with the blessing of the clerical re-
gime the IRGC keeps in power.

Many of the companies the IRGC 
controls refuse to open their books 
to government inspection — a meas-
ure of the political and economic 
power of this sprawling business 
empire.

Khatam al-Anbia dominates Iran’s 
construction business and is widely 
expected to secure lucrative recon-
struction contracts inside Syria — 
and probably in Iraq as well — once 
post-war rebuilding gets under way. 
That is still a distant prospect but 
perceived to be coming closer.

A peace settlement will open a 
vast reconstruction programme in 
Syria, where large tracts of most 
major cities and towns have been 
reduced to rubble, the national in-

frastructure largely destroyed and 
the economy, in deep trouble even 
before the war, laid waste on a scale 
not seen since the second world war.

The Iranians are expected to se-
cure a lion’s share of the fat con-
tracts that will be awarded once the 
shooting stops.

Abdullah al-Dardari, a former Syr-
ian deputy premier for economic 
affairs who is expected to join the 
World Bank as an adviser on recon-
struction in the Middle East, esti-
mates that rebuilding Syria will cost 
$350 billion.

“Iran’s financial assistance is an 
investment, not an act of charity,” 
the US-based global security con-
sultancy Stratfor noted in a Febru-
ary 6th analysis. “Tehran views the 
money it is funnelling into Syria as 

a long-term insurance policy for its 
continued influence with Damas-
cus, regardless of who is in charge. 
These economic ties will ensure that 
Iran has even greater leverage over 
Syria than it does over Iraq.”

Naame Shaam observed in a 
September 2014 report: “There is 
abundant evidence that the Iranian 
regime has established and is exer-
cising authority in Syria, both di-
rectly through its armed forces and 
militias and indirectly through the 
Syrian regime.”

In a later report, Hamdan and 
Youssef concluded that the relation-
ship between Iran and Syria — one 
the only Shia power in the Muslim 
world and the other ruled since 
1970 by a regime dominated by the 
Alawite sect, a Shia offshoot — has 
changed since the war began.

“From historically being mutually 
beneficial allies, the Iranian regime 
is now effectively an ‘occupying 
force’ with the responsibilities that 
accompany such a role,” they said.

Ed Blanche is the Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

In Syria, IRGC banks on reconstruction boom
Ed Blanche

Payback. Secretary of Iran’s Supreme National Security Council Ali Shamkhani (L) welcomes Syrian 
Prime Minister Imad Khamis (R) for their meeting in Tehran, last January.                                                                       (AP)
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What Syria can learn from Lebanon

W
hile mentioned 
abundantly in 
the Bible, 
Lebanon, as a 
nation state, is a 
young country 

of the 20th century. From the 
beginning, Lebanon’s community 
equilibrium was unstable. Packed 
into a small narrow strip of land 
dominated by the Anti-Lebanon 
mountain range as its spine, the 
country is made up of a multitude 
of ethno-religious and linguistic 
peoples, including members of all 
three of the world’s Abrahamic 
religions.

The idea of Lebanon as a nation 
state seemed tenuous from the 
outset. Muslim and Christian aims, 
aspirations and identity moved in 
opposite directions. The Muslims 
wanted national sovereignty but 
within the framework of a Greater 
Syria to form a northern Arab 
powerhouse. The Christians were 
culturally and, to a lesser extent, 
linguistically looking westward to 
Europe and fostered a uniquely 
non-Arab identity.

The eventual creation of 

Lebanon as a nation state struck a 
huge compromise between these 
various competing aspirations 
of its peoples. Edmond Rabbath, 
the late jurist and historian, 
characterised the eventual pact 
as “the Lebanonisation of the 
Muslims and the Arabisation of 
the Christians” and pointed out an 
aspect seldom mentioned, namely 
that the Lebanese constitution was, 
at the time, innovative for its all-
encompassing accommodation of 
its peoples.

Syria and Iraq have an equally 
diverse assortment of religious 
and ethnic groups, albeit in a 
larger area. However, Lebanon 
was the only country to recognise 
all groups in its constitution and 
avoid any awkward proclamation 
as to a singular state religion. The 
Lebanese constitution of 1926 
officially recognises 17 religious 
families, Christian, Muslim and 
Jewish.

All Lebanese are equal before 
the law (Article 7) and the state 
guarantees to the communities, no 
matter what rite, respect for their 
personal status laws and religious 
interests (Article 9). Article 95 calls 
for communitarian composition in 
the ministries and civil service.

Of course, this equalitarian 
constitution could not stop the 
devastating Lebanese civil war 

from 1975-90 but what it did 
do, arguably, was to preserve 
Lebanon’s existence and territorial 
integrity following the conclusion 
of the war. Lebanon remained 
because all sides still felt that it was 
“their Lebanon” chiefly because 
the constitution enunciated 
recognition for all. There was 
limited desire for any form of split 
or separation. Lebanon was still 
Maronite as much as it was Sunni 
or Shia. What was once seen as 
Lebanon’s weakness became its 
strength.

The situation in Syria is less 
promising. Syria’s diversity and 
recognition of its peoples was 
not an issue at the forefront of its 
present formation. The ideology 
of pan-Arabism swept any formal 
recognition of its various peoples 
under the carpet, and people were 
satisfied with Arabism insofar as 
it remained distinctly secular as 
a political rather than a religious 
ideology. Arabism, however, is on 
its last legs and has been brushed 
aside as irrelevant.

When the dust settles on this 
present and seemingly endless 
conflict in Syria, whether under 
Syrian President Bashar Assad 
or under a different government 
altogether, Syria would face a real 
existential threat to its current 
territorial integrity and borders if 

it were not to accommodate and 
recognise all its peoples in some 
formal way. There are already calls 
for separation and independence 
from the Kurdish belt in northern 
Syria as well as various other 
calls for separation by other 
communities.

Russia’s draft constitution for 
a post-war Syria (which Moscow 
indicates is only a guide) has 
omitted the word “Arab” as Syria’s 
middle name. This, of course, has 
raised alarms for pan-Arabists. 
Syria has an important place in 
the history of the Arabic-speaking 
people.

However, it is likely that the only 
way to preserve Syria’s territorial 
integrity after this conflict is to 
provide recognition to its various 
peoples and make them feel that 
they have a stake in the state. 
Anything less than that may not be 
satisfactory.

Increasingly, a country’s identity 
is never black and white. Syria can 
still be and should be Arab but its 
Arabness would not be diminished 
through recognition, incorporation 
and involvement of its Kurdish, 
Turkmen and other communities. 
Like Lebanon before it, Syria needs 
to strike a balance.

Fadi Farhat is a lawyer based in 
Britain.

Fadi Farhat

View point
Like 
Lebanon 
before it, 
Syria needs 
to strike a 
balance.

After the dust settles, Syria must 
recognise all its peoples in some 
formal way.
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I
n the Netherlands, a small, orderly country in north-west-
ern Europe, an election result has been delivered. In 
normal times, a Dutch election would not get worldwide 
attention but these are not normal times. An anti-Islam, 
anti-immigrant politician, Geert Wilders, had been doing 
rather too well in opinion polls in the run-up to polling day, 
March 15th. He did not win. Instead, he received just 13% of 

the national vote.
Wilders was the reason the world stopped to take a long, hard 

look at the Dutch election. After the Brexit referendum and 
Donald Trump’s unexpected triumph in the US presidential vote, 
it was feared Wilders would win in the Netherlands, then far-
right Marine Le Pen would coast to victory in the French presi-
dential contest and Germany’s right-wing Alternative for Ger-
many (AfD) would improve its prospects in the September 
election.

As it turned out, Wilders did not win the majority of Dutch 
voters’ trust. A high turnout rate, the Netherlands’ biggest in a 
general election in 30 years, gave the incumbent centre-right 
prime minister’s party the largest share of the vote.

The Dutch, it seems, did not fall for Wilders’ incendiary calls 
for the Quran to be banned, mosques and Islamic cultural 
centres to be closed and for asylum seekers to be summarily 
turned away. By implication, they did not also endorse the way 
he demeaned Moroccans and all Arab and Muslim immigrants in 
the Netherlands.

Also, three ethnic Turk politicians formed a new party and won 
the seats they contested. DENK, the first ethnic party in the 
Dutch parliament, will offer a unique experience of immigrant 
political interaction.

It would be short-sighted, however, to think that the Dutch 
have stopped the rising tide of populism breaking over Europe. 
Le Pen is expected to do well in the first round of the French 
elections next month, though she may not win the run-off in 
May. In Germany, the right wing is not surging now but an 
unfortunate terrorist incident could change that.

The clash-of-civilisations narrative used by politicians such as 
Wilders has, unfortunately, moved from the fringe to the main-
stream. His incendiary comments only fuel the fires of extrem-
ism because he attacks Islam, the faith itself, rather than the 
violent Islamists who distort and abuse the tenets of the reli-
gion. That said, the high voter turnout in the Netherlands proves 
that citizens of a healthy democracy can mobilise to defeat 
dangerous ideas.

Muslim governments should not play into the hands of bigoted 
politicians in the West. Sections of the Turkish government have 
unfortunately wasted no time in denouncing the Dutch political 
mainstream as no different from Wilders’ defeated far-right. 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan says  a “clash between 
crescent and cross” has  already begun. Luckily, it hasn’t. The 
West is not an anti-Islamic monolith. The values of tolerance and 
dialogue are deep-rooted enough to justify optimism.

A word of caution though. Whatever the elections results, 
anywhere, the populist stream of hate speech is likely to leave its 
residue. That is the other lesson of the Dutch vote.

Lessons of the Dutch vote

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

How Trump’s tweets 
affect relations with Iran

U
S President Donald 
Trump is undermin-
ing his administra-
tion by shooting 
from the hip with 
contradictory and 

often deceitful and misleading 
postings on Twitter. This very 
unpresidential behaviour will 
weigh against him in any nego-
tiations he may have with foreign 
leaders, especially those mis-
trustful of the United States for 
what they perceive to be biased 
policies.

The Trump administration’s 
modus operandi has been to 
deflect one potential crisis by 
creating another in the hope that 
the media’s — and therefore the 
public’s — focus will shift from a 
potentially embarrassing outcome 
created by the fallout of the first 
crisis. The primary tool of choice 
has been the US president’s Twit-
ter account, which has caused his 
presidency immense damage.

New York Times columnist 
Charles Blow described Trump as 
“dangerous and unpredictable, 
gauche and greedy, temperamen-
tally unsuited and emotionally 
unsound”. His Twitter episodes, 
Blow said, “make him look not 
only foolish but unhinged”. “Pres-
idential credibility is American 
credibility,” Blow wrote.

From January 20th to date, 
Trump’s tweets have time and 
again sent his White House staff 
members scrambling to defuse 
one live wire after another.

During these weeks, the 
periodical barrage of tweets has 
harmed the president’s office, 
damaging its prestige and cred-
ibility. Trump’s tweets have hurt 
the standing of the United States, 
probably more than all the accusa-

tions thrown at it by the regime in 
Tehran.

When the media kept pressuring 
the Trump administration to dis-
close information about potential 
Russian involvement in his presi-
dential campaign, Trump came up 
with the ludicrous allegations that 
former president Barack Obama 
had him wiretapped.

US Representative Adam Schiff, 
D-California, who receives top 
intelligence briefings in his role 
as ranking member of the House 
Permanent Select Committee on 
Intelligence, expressed particular 
concern that Trump’s mischarac-
terisation or fabrication of classi-
fied information might affect the 
Iran nuclear deal.

One week after Trump put out 
his accusatory tweets alleging that 
the former president had illegally 
wiretapped his phones inside the 
Trump Tower in New York, White 
House Press Secretary Sean Spicer 
tried to downplay Trump’s dia-
tribe by saying the president had 
used the word wiretap in quota-
tions and did not mean he thought 
Obama personally wiretapped 
him

Trump is coming under pressure 
from close advisers in the White 
House to get tougher on Iran, 
as tensions between the United 
States and the Islamic Republic 
reached new heights and face ad-
ditional stumbling blocks.

Several unrelated incidents have 
contributed to rising tensions 
between Washington and Tehran. 
During the first week of March, Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
naval units hampered a US vessel 
sailing through the strategic Strait 
of Hormuz. Observers see the 
move as Iran’s testing Trump to 
see what it can get away with.

Many within the administration 
want to see the nuclear deal be-
tween Iran and the United States 
and other world powers renegoti-
ated. They are not alone in not 
trusting the Islamic Republic.

Besides imposing sanctions, 
however, US options are limited. 
Sanctions imposed by the United 
States in the past have achieved 
only limited success, given the 
ease with which Iran can import 
without hassle from Dubai, just 
across a narrow waterway, as it 
has been doing for centuries.

Perhaps Trump would rather 
get into a tweeting feud with 
Iran’s former president, Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad, who has apparently 
revived his Twitter account.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist with The Arab Weekly.

Editorial

Opinion

Claude Salhani

P u b l i s h e d  b y  A l  A r a b  P u b l i s h i n g  H o u s e

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Contact editor at: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

 

 
Subscription & Advertising:
Ads@alarab.co.uk
Tel 020 3667 7249

Mohamed Al Mufti
Marketing & Advertising 
Manager

Tel (Main) +44 20 7602 3999
Direct:        +44 20 8742 9262
www.alarab.co.uk

Al Arab Publishing House
Kensington Centre 
66 Hammersmith Road 
London W14 8UD, UK 

Tel: (+44) 20 7602 3999 
Fax: (+44) 20 7602 8778

Publisher 
and Group Executive Editor

Haitham El-Zobaidi, PhD

Editor-in-Chief
Oussama Romdhani

Deputy Editor-in-Chief 
Dalal Saoud

Senior Editor
John Hendel 

Chief Copy Editors
Jonathan Hemming

and Richard Pretorius

Analysis Section Editor
 Ed Blanche

East/West Section Editor 
Mark Habeeb

Gulf Section Editor
Mohammed Alkhereiji

Society and Travel Sections Editor
 Samar Kadi

Contributing Editors
 Mamoon Alabbasi

Rashmee Roshan Lall
 Senior Correspondents

Mahmud el-Shafey (London) 
Lamine Ghanmi (Tunis)

 Regular Columnist
Claude Salhani

Correspondents
Saad Guerraoui (Casablanca) 

Dunia El-Zobaidi (London)
Roua Khlifi (Tunis)

Thomas Seibert (Washington) 

Several 
unrelated 
incidents 
have 
contributed 
to rising 
tensions.

Tweeting presidency. The Twitter Inc. logo is shown with the US 
flag in New York.                                                                                    (Reuters)



7March 19, 2017

Saudi King Salman, the Magnificent

14 years on, where’s Iraq’s democracy?

Opinion

A
s the Saudi king 
continues his 
month-long travels 
through Asia, the 
tone of media 
coverage is worth 

noting. It has a thousand-and-
one-nights quality, in the sense 
of the delightful stories about the 
grandeur of the eighth-century 
court of Abbasid caliph Harun 
al-Rashid.

In the case of King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, the coverage 
seems inordinately focused on the 
massive amounts of luggage and 
the army of people accompanying 
him, even though any US presi-
dent would travel in a somewhat 
similar style. It is a side issue.

Salman is on a mission — a pivot 
to Asia — for sound reasons of stra-
tegic and economic importance 
to Saudi Arabia. Every care must 
be taken to ensure the 81-year-old 
king completes this odyssey with 
the maximum comfort and mini-
mum of inconvenience. At least, 
that is the way the Saudis would 
explain this.

Perhaps goggle-eyed stupefac-
tion over vast quantities of lug-
gage misses the point somewhat 
when it is obvious that there are 
many complex calculations in the 
itinerary of this ambitious region-
al tour that started in Malaysia, 
wended its way through Indonesia 
and Brunei, arrived in Japan at 
the start of the week, then moves 
on to China and the Maldives and 
ends in Jordan.

And yet, the attention is chiefly 
on the king’s 1,500-person entou-
rage and the 459 tonnes of luggage 
— roughly the weight of two Boe-
ing 787 Dreamliners — rather than 
the less obvious diplomatic grind.

Consider the way Asahi Shim-

bun, one of Japan’s oldest and 
largest national newspapers, 
noted King Salman’s arrival in the 
country, the first by a Saudi mon-
arch since King Faisal in May 1971. 
“Tokyo is having to stretch itself 
to roll out the red carpet for the 
contingent accompanying Saudi 
King Salman,” it said, reporting 
that 1,200 rooms at luxury hotels 
had been booked and about 400 
limousines reserved with some 
difficulty. It went on to add that 
so many “luxury cars” are hard 
to find in Tokyo and had to be 
procured “from Kanagawa and 
Saitama prefectures as well as the 
Tokai region”.

Then, there are the breathless 
accounts in the US and British 
media. The Washington Post 
informed its readers “the world’s 
most powerful royal is touring 
seven countries with a travelling 
court of more than 1,000 people, 
including 25 princes and ten min-
isters. The entourage’s total bag-
gage weighs a reported 506 tons.”

The Economist, which can be 
stuffy at times, was no such thing 
when describing preparations 
for King Salman’s visit to Indo-
nesia, the first in 47 years by a 
Saudi monarch to the world’s most 
populous Muslim country. Offi-
cials had been toiling for months, 
it assured the world.

In Jakarta’s Istiqlal mosque, 
South-East Asia’s largest, where 
King Salman was to pray, work-
ers installed a special toilet, the 
Economist confided, with “a 
rather high lavatory seat — 53 cen-
timetres — with armrests on either 
side and a thick carpet”.

And once again, the focus on 
the king’s accompanying stuff: 
“Airport crews in Jakarta and 
Bali have taken delivery of 459 

tonnes of equipment, including 
two Mercedes-Benz S600 limou-
sines, flown in aboard four Boeing 
747s, two Boeing B777s and two 
Hercules C-130s. The national 
parliament has installed a throne-
like chair with impressively thick 
brown leather upholstery for the 
king to recline upon before he ad-
dresses lawmakers.”

Truly, it brought to mind the de-
scription of the nuptials of Harun 
al-Rashid in Kitab al-Hadaya 
Wa al-Tuhaf (Book of Gifts and 
Rarities), which offered all the awe 
that might be fit to print.

“For her (Zubaydah, the bride) 
was prepared (a banquet) the likes 
of which had never been prepared 
for any woman before her in terms 
of equipment, precious stones, 
jewellery, diadems, tiaras, silver 
and gold palanquins… Nothing 
comparable to it or to the large 
pearls on it had ever been seen… 
On its front and back there were 
two rows of rubies and the rest 
of it was of large pearls, the like 
of which could not be found… 
Al-Rashid assembled people from 
all the country and distributed 
among them an enormous amount 
of money… The expenses for this 
wedding ceremony [which were] 
taken from the (palace) treasury, 
amounted to fifty million dinars, 
besides what Harun spent of his 
own money.”

We might excuse the unknown 
author of the Book of Gifts and 
Rarities for his undue concen-
tration on the splendour of the 
caliph’s wedding. It took place in 
761, the peak of Abbasid power, 
when the royal treasury was 
enriched by successful military 
campaigns.

However, it is odd to take a 
blinkered view that ignores the 

strong political and economic 
subtext of the Saudi odyssey. It 
is clear that this is part of the 
roll-out of the 2-year-old so-
called Salman doctrine. The once 
well-networked Saudi commenta-
tor Jamal Khashoggi described 
the doctrine as the king’s belief 
“Saudi interest comes first” and 
that it cannot link its fate to the al-
liance with the United States. That 
was true when the then-US presi-
dent Barack Obama, hell-bent on 
a nuclear pact with Iran, was in 
the White House, and it is prob-
ably just as urgent a concern with 
the more unpredictable President 
Donald Trump.

In early 2015, Khashoggi defined 
the Salman doctrine as embracing 
a more proactive “alliance with 
its (Saudi) brothers and friends 
from the Arab and Muslim world”. 
Malaysia, Indonesia, Brunei and 
Maldives — all of which are Sunni-
majority countries and members 
of the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation.

The stop in China takes care of 
the part of the doctrine that sees 
outreach to a powerful country 
other than the United States as a 
wise insurance policy. Besides, 
China overtook the United States 
as the world’s largest importer of 
crude oil in October 2016. Ja-
pan would help with the crucial 
foreign direct investment Saudi 
Arabia is seeking as it tries to 
diversify its economy.

This is no thousand-and-one-
nights saga, for all the special loos 
and limousines.

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.

M
arch 20th marks 
the 14th anniver-
sary of the 
beginning of the 
US-led military 
campaign to 

invade Iraq and to topple Saddam 
Hussein’s Ba’athist regime.

2003 was a fateful year for Ira-
qis, with some hoping that there 
would be a new era of freedom and 
democracy and others sceptical 
about American intentions. After 
all, then-president George W. Bush 
was the son of former US president 
George H.W. Bush, who started the 
process of the destruction of Iraq 
during the 1990-91 Gulf War, so it 
was unlikely that his son would be 
more generous to Iraq.

By the time the Americans and 
their allies invaded Iraq illegally, 
Saddam had been president for 24 
years since 1979, though he was in 
de facto control years before then.

The invasion failed to intro-
duce the democracy, freedom 
and liberty from tyranny that the 
Iraqi people were promised. Not 
only did Iraqis fail to see any real 
positive change in their circum-
stances but the opposite occurred, 
with the Iraqi people looking on 
as their country was torn apart, its 
constituent peoples each pulled in 
different directions and within the 
orbits of foreign powers meddling 
in Iraqi affairs.

It is as though the preceding 
years of sanctions, death and de-
struction wrought by American air 
power before the invasion was not 
bad enough. Iraq was subjected 
to sanctions and the controversial 
UN-administered oil-for-food pro-
gramme, which saw Iraqis get no 
real payment for exporting their 
oil but would instead receive food, 
medicine and other humanitarian 
aid. While on paper this seems a 
humane way of slapping sanctions 
on a dictatorship without harming 
the people, the reality is that Iraqis 
were given substandard products 
that were in some cases harmful to 
consumers.

Apart from that, more than 

500,000 Iraqi children died as 
a direct result of sanctions by 
1995, with probably hundreds of 
thousands more in the ensuing 
years up to 2003, not to men-
tion the other innocent men and 
women caught up in the inhuman 
sanctions regime. Did the invasion 
alleviate their suffering? Did the 
rate at which the Iraqi people were 
being systematically killed drop?

The answer to that can only 
be an emphatic “No”. In the first 
three years after the invasion, a 
British medical publication, the 
Lancet, recorded that 654,965 
Iraqis had lost their lives by June 

2006 as a direct consequence of 
the invasion. If we take just the 
1995 and the 2006 figures, that is 
more than 1 million people who 
have had their lives snuffed out of 
existence.

Of course, the Iraq war con-
tinued officially until the United 
States under Barack Obama 
withdrew in December 2011 but its 
effects, such as the creation of a 
hyper-sectarian environment that 
allowed Iran to exert ever greater 
control over extremist Shia mili-
tants, who in turn provided a fer-
tile ground for al-Qaeda to evolve 
into the rabid terrorist threat of 

the Islamic State (ISIS).
Now, 14 years on, it is doubtful 

that ISIS’s defeat in Mosul will 
herald a new beginning for Iraq, as 
the core symptoms of corruption, 
sectarianism and foreign med-
dling have yet to be dealt with.

The circumstances and conse-
quences of the 2003 invasion have 
created a ripple effect of misery 
that, tragically, will not be ending 
any time soon.

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

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Tallha Abdulrazaq

A 2016 picture shows Iraqis shouting slogans during a demonstration to press for reforms outside 
Baghdad’s Green Zone.                                                                                                                                                       (AFP)

The tone
of media 
coverage has 
a thousand 
and one 
nights 
quality.

The invasion 
failed to 
introduce 
the 
democracy, 
freedom and 
liberty.
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Washington

U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s administra-
tion is in the process of 
defining its strategy for 
dealing with the many 

crises in the Middle East and North 
Africa. Trump has met with King 
Abdullah II of Jordan, Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu and 
Saudi Deputy Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
with Washington visits planned by 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi and Palestinian Authority Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas.

Amid this whirlwind, Tunisian 
Foreign Minister Khemaies Jhi-
naoui visited the US capital for 
meetings with US Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson and members of Con-
gress. Clearly, Tunisia does not 
want to be left out of the admin-
istration’s regional calculations — 
and for good reason.

Although not as powerful militar-
ily and economically as other states 
in the region, “Tunisia could be a 
model of a country that is capable 
of social resilience in the face of the 
scourge of terrorism and extrem-

ism”, Jhinaoui said at the US Insti-
tute of Peace (USIP).

Tunisia is the country where the 
“Arab spring” started in 2011 and is 
the only country to achieve the po-
litical aims of that regional uprising 
— a functioning democracy. How-
ever, as Jhinaoui said, “the Tuni-
sian experiment is still fragile”. He 
was referring to economic struggles 
Tunisia faces as well as the threat 
from extremism, made all the more 
acute by the disorder in neighbour-
ing Libya.

One of the items on Jhinaoui’s 
agenda was to secure US support 
for the Tunis declaration, an accord 
reached in February by the foreign 
ministers of Tunisia, Algeria and 
Egypt that calls for a comprehen-
sive and inclusive political agree-
ment in Libya. Without an end to 
turmoil in Libya, Tunisia will find it 
difficult to ensure its own security. 
“An explosion in Libya,” Jhinaoui 
warned in his address at USIP, “will 
affect everybody, including the 
United States.”

Libya was the focus of Jhinaoui’s 
talks with US Senator John McCain, 
R-Arizona and chairman of the Sen-
ate Armed Services Committee, as 
well as with Tillerson.

Jhinaoui’s visit was about more 
than verbal support. The week he 
arrived coincided with the Trump 
administration’s submission of its 
proposed 2017 budget to Congress, 
a budget that calls for drastic cuts 
in US foreign aid. While specific 
countries are not mentioned — oth-
er than Israel, which was assured 

that its aid would not be cut — there 
is no doubt that US aid to Tunisia 
would be reduced if the president’s 
budget is adopted by Congress.

During the Obama administra-
tion, Tunisia received US military 
and counterterrorism assistance 
that was “vital”, Jhinaoui said, and 
“improved our effectiveness in the 
fight against terrorism”. In 2016, 
the Obama administration pro-
vided Tunisia with approximately 
$100 million in military equipment 
and counterterrorism training.

As the Islamic State (ISIS) faces 
collapse in Iraq and is under heavy 
pressure in Syria, Tunisian officials 
fear that many of the several thou-

sand Tunisians fighting with the ji-
hadist group will return home with 
malicious designs. “We know that 
they will be very harmful if they 
come back to Tunisia,” Jhinaoui 
told the Washington Times.

Equally important to Tunisia is 
US economic assistance, which has 
amounted to about $300 million 
since 2011. During that period, Tu-
nisia has lost billions of dollars in 
tourism revenue due to two high-
profile, ISIS-inspired terrorist at-
tacks as well as general regional 
instability. Although Tunisia repre-
sents the only successful democrat-
ic experiment in the Arab world, it 
has not proven to its people that 
democracy can produce economic 
growth and significant employ-
ment.

These two threats — domestic 
terrorism by returning jihadis and 
continued economic stagnation 

— could jeopardise Tunisia’s de-
mocracy. Jhinaoui’s message was 
clear: If the Tunisian experiment is 
to succeed and serve as a positive 
model for other countries in the 
Middle East and North Africa, it will 
require more international support. 
“I don’t want to talk about cuts in 
aid but increases in aid,” Jhinaoui 
said.

Whether Jhinaoui’s message was 
heard will not be known until Con-
gress votes on the foreign aid budg-
et and the administration decides 
how much it will devote to Tuni-
sia’s security and economic needs. 
So far, the Trump administration 
has focused on how to fight the bad 
actors in the region, of which there 
are many. The goal of Jhinaoui’s 
mission was to emphasise that sup-
porting the good guys is equally im-
portant. Tunisia may be small but 
the stakes are huge.

Casablanca

M 

oroccan King Mo-
hammed VI appoint-
ed a new prime min-
ister from the Islamist 
Justice and Devel-

opment Party (PJD) to form a gov-
ernment after ousted premier Ab-
delilah Benkirane failed to break a 
political deadlock over five months.

The Moroccan monarch named 
former Foreign minister and psy-
chiatrist Saad Eddine El Othmani to 
form a new government two days 
after removing Benkirane.

Othmani was secretary-general 
of the PJD from 2004-08. He served 
as Foreign minister from January 
2012 to October 2013.

“The king extolled, on several oc-
casions, the designated prime min-
ister (Benkirane) to accelerate the 
creation of a new government,” the 
royal palaces said in a statement 
March 15th.

“The king took the decision in 
the absence of signs that suggest an 
imminent formation of a govern-
ment and due to his concern about 
overcoming the current blockage in 
political negotiations,” it added.

Article 47 in the Constitution 
stipulates that “the king appoints 
the head of government from the 
political party that topped the par-

liamentary elections in the light of 
their results”.

Benkirane’s response to being 
removed as prime minister was 
limited to saying: “There are no 
comments about the king’s deci-
sion. The talks are over.” He said 
he would step down from the lead-
ership of the PJD in the coming 
months.

Benkirane was appointed prime 
minister in 2011 after the PJD won 
legislative elections for the first 
time. PJD’s victory came during a 
time massive street protests swept 
the country. The demonstrations 
drove the monarchy to grant con-
cessions, including the approval of 
a new constitution that transferred 
some of its power to parliament.

In October, the PJD increased its 
number of seats in parliament but it 
did not secure an absolute majority 
and failed to form a coalition gov-
ernment with rival parties. Negotia-
tions with the National Rally of In-
dependents (RNI) party, led by Aziz 
Akhannouch, ended January 17th 
when talks between Benkirane and 
Akhannouch reached an impasse.

The RNI had laid out several con-
ditions for its participation in an 
Islamist-led government, includ-
ing inclusion of the Constitutional 
Union (UC), the Popular Move-
ment (MP) and the Socialist Union 
of Popular Forces (USFP) in a bloc 
while leaving out the conservative, 
monarchist Istiqlal Party (PI).

The parties clashed over the role 
of the USFP, which the RNI said 
would strengthen the coalition but 
which Benkirane refused to include 
in his government.

Last November, Benkirane said 
he would admit failure to the king 
if he was unsuccessful in forming 
a government but it was the king 

who stepped in to replace the prime 
minister, a rare decision that the 
royal palace said was necessary “to 
overcome the current situation of 
immobility and in his constant con-
cern for consolidating democratic 
choice”.

Morocco’s political deadlock has 
been hugely damaging, not only 
delaying the government’s reform 
programme but also hurting the 
country’s business and investment 
climate. Until a new government is 
formed, the country’s budget can-
not be approved.

Mountacir Zian, director-general 
of the Mediterranean Company of 
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence 
based in Rabat, said he expected 
one of two scenarios to play out. 
The first would be that a newly ap-
pointed prime minister accepted 
the USFP in the coalition govern-
ment, possibly creating friction 
within the PJD.

The second scenario, Zian said, 
“is that the new PM will accept the 
nomination and call for the disso-
lution of the parliament and new 
elections, a situation from which 
the PJD will emerge as a winner”.

“In this case, we can say that the 
PJD will benefit from popular sup-
port,” Zian said.

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

Tunisian Foreign 
Minister Jhinaoui 
seeks more 
support from 
Washington

Moroccan king names Othmani as new prime minister

Mark Habeeb

Help wanted. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (R) meets with Tunisian Foreign Minister Khemaies 
Jhinaoui at the US State Department in Washington, on March 13th.          (AP)

Jhinaoui’s visit was 
about more than 
verbal support.

Tunisia may be small 
but the stakes are 
huge.

Saad Guerraoui

Up the ladder. Saad Eddine El Othmani of the Islamist Justice and 
Development Party (PJD) is seen after being named new prime 
minister by King Mohammed VI in Rabat, on March 17th.       (Reuters)      

Benkirane was 
appointed prime 
minister in 2011 after 
the PJD won 
legislative elections 
for the first time.

The royal palace 
said the decision 
was necessary “to 
overcome the 
current situation 
of immobility”.
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W 

hen a Cairo court ab-
solved former Egyp-
tian president Hosni 
Mubarak of respon-
sibility for the kill-

ing of protesters during the 2011 
uprising, Haitham al-Khatib was at 
home, watching television.

Khatib, a leading protester dur-
ing the “Arab spring” uprisings 
in Egypt, was not surprised by 
Mubarak’s acquittal. Sensing that 
prosecutors had failed to present 
enough evidence to convict the 
former autocratic leader in another 
trial, Khatib had been certain it was 
coming.

Nonetheless, the verdict stung. 
To Khatib, it signified the official 
declaration of the death of the anti-
Mubarak uprising.

“It is as if the revolution had nev-
er happened,” he said. “All the peo-
ple who died for Egypt to get rid of 
this man and his cronies and start a 
new chapter of democracy and free-
dom died in vain.”

After the revolution, Mubarak, his 
two sons, some of his ministers and 
his party’s business moguls were 
imprisoned. It was Egypt’s episode 
of the “Arab spring,” which brought 
down regimes in Tunisia, Libya, and 
Yemen but derailed Syria, where a 
civil war still raged.

In Egypt, former officials were re-
leased from jail one by one, either 
by paying tens of millions of Egyp-
tian pounds to have their criminal 

charges dropped or due to lack of 
evidence, as was cited in the case 
against Mubarak.

About 850 Egyptians were killed 
during the 18 days of the uprising in 
January and February in 2011, some 
by snipers and many others dur-
ing clashes with police. Thousands 
more were wounded.

The court on March 2nd said 
Mubarak had not ordered the kill-
ing of protesters, prompting dis-
appointment from people such as 
Khatib, who was at the forefront of 
the uprising.

“The court hasn’t done the revo-
lution’s martyrs justice,” he said. 
“Why should we trust the justice 
system in the future?”

Not everyone feels the same way. 
Mubarak’s acquittal brought joy to 
millions of Egyptians, some who 
support him and others nostalgic 
for the days when he was in power, 
which, compared to the current 
economic and security hardships, 
seem relatively calm.

Following the acquittal, hundreds 
of Mubarak supporters hurried to 
a southern Cairo military hospi-
tal where the 88-year-old former 
president was held. They honked 
car horns, danced and sang in cel-
ebration. Mubarak was released on 
March 13th.

Beni Suef University political sci-
ence Professor Ahmed Darrag said 
Mubarak’s popularity has been on 
the rise since he stepped down from 
office.

“Egyptians compare the econom-
ic hardships they suffer now to the 
considerably good economic condi-
tions of their country under the for-
mer president,” said Darrag.

The upturn in popularity means 
a lot for the political future of 

Mubarak and his two sons, espe-
cially Gamal Mubarak, who has also 
been freed. It could also affect per-
ceptions of President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, analysts said.

Since coming to power in mid-
2014, Sisi has applied a series of 
painful and unpopular economic 
reforms, including subsidy cuts 
and a flotation of the national cur-
rency. The reforms angered millions 
of Egyptian citizens struggling to 
make ends meet.

Gamal Mubarak, a banker who 
was groomed to succeed his father 
before 2011, frequently appears in 
public, attends social occasions and 
speaks to people on the street. Eve-
rywhere he goes, the 54-year-old 
former ruling party policymaker is 

greeted by a nostalgic public.
This public enthusiasm, analysts 

said, may tempt him to launch a re-
turn to politics, possibly even a run 
for president, which could make 
him a serious competitor to Sisi.

“The business class that pro-
pelled Gamal’s political rise during 
his father’s last years in office is still 
present and ready to back him yet 
again,” Darrag said. “This business 
class could not for the most part 
curry favours with Sisi, who has 
aversion to everything that belongs 
to Mubarak.”

Sisi’s 4-year term ends in June 
2018. The constitution allows him 
to seek a second term in office.

Khatib and fellow protesters say 
they can do little to oppose the 

Mubaraks’ potential return to poli-
tics.

“State repression drives the op-
position either out of Egypt or into 
the virtual world of social media,” 
he said.

However, writer Sakina Fouad 
said the military establishment 
would sabotage any bid by Gamal 
Mubarak to return to politics.

“There is a psychological barrier 
between the Mubaraks and the vast 
majority of the public,” Fouad said. 
“However, if it is not the public that 
will oppose their return to politics, 
it is the military, which fully backs 
Sisi, that will.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Cairo

A 

suicide boat attack by 
Houthi rebels on a Saudi 
warship near Yemen’s 
Hudaydah port in Janu-
ary should be a wake-up 

call to the growing threat to naviga-
tion in a vital strait which connects 
the Suez Canal and Red Sea to the 
Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, 
experts said.

“There is a marked rise in threats 
to navigation in the southern part 
of the Red Sea, which necessitates 
collective international action,” said 
Saad al-Zunt, the head of the Egyp-
tian think-tank the Political and 
Strategic Studies Centre. “These 
threats can disrupt the international 
maritime movement in the area as a 
whole, which will be catastrophic to 
Egypt, the world and oil-producing 
countries in the Gulf.”

Yemen’s Houthi militia attacked 
the Saudi warship with suicide 
boats on January 30th. The attack 
was among a series of similar as-
saults by the Iran-backed group, all 
attesting to growing dangers to the 
international maritime movement 
in the Bab el Mandeb strait between 
the Horn of Africa and the Arabian 
Peninsula.

Last October, the Houthis also 
attacked US vessels off the Yemeni 
Red Sea coast from shore batteries, 
triggering retaliation from the Unit-
ed States, which destroyed the bat-
teries a days later.

In the same month, the Houthis 
targeted a military vessel oper-
ated by the United Arab Emirates, 
a member of the Saudi-led coalition 
that has been battling the Houthis 
since early 2015.

In response to the US destruction 
of the shore batteries, which were 
reported to have been manned by 
Islamic Republican Guards Corps 
personnel, Iran was reported to 
have deployed long-range drones 
and planted sea mines around the 
Bab el Mandeb strait.

Growing perils to navigation in 
the strait, said Hamdy Abdel Aziz, 
the official spokesman for the Egyp-
tian Petroleum Ministry, will raise 
oil prices, have negative effects on 
the Egyptian economy and scare 
investments from the Suez Canal 
region.

“Instability in a given region rais-
es the cost of transport and insur-
ance, which automatically affects 
the prices of commodities passing 
through this region,” Abdel Aziz 
said. “This is true to oil as well as to 
everything else.”

Close to 5 million barrels of oil 
transit Bab el Mandeb each day from 
production wells and refineries in 
the Gulf to markets in Europe, Asia 
and the United States, GlobalSecuri-
ty.org, a military and security news 
site, stated.

Almost 30% of this oil transits the 
Suez Canal en route to international 
markets, bringing Egypt billions of 
dollars every year and helping keep 
the country afloat as it suffers a 
deep economic crunch.

For Egypt, instability in the Red 
Sea means the shattering of all eco-
nomic plans. Egypt spent close to 
$8 billion in 2015 to dig a parallel 
channel to the Suez Canal and sev-
eral tunnels under the canal to bet-
ter connect the Sinai peninsula with 
the Egyptian heartland.

The government of President Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi plans to turn the 
banks of the canal into the Middle 
East’s largest logistics, industrial 
and services hub. To protect these 
investments, Egypt has spent bil-
lions of dollars to modernise its 
navy, a process that included the 
purchase of speedboats and two 
helicopter carriers.

A few weeks ago, Egypt es-
tablished its newest naval force, 
which has been tasked with keep-
ing threats away from the course 
of container carriers and oil tankers 
transiting the Suez Canal from the 
southern entrance to the Red Sea.

Security expert Sameh Abu 

Hashima said he expected Egypt 
to react to growing threats to the 
southern entrance to the sea with 
an increased military presence.

“Egypt has a military presence 
in the area already but this pres-
ence needs to be intensified in the 
days to come,” Abu Hashima said. 
“Added to the threat posed by the 
presence of al-Qaeda in Yemen, an 
Iran-backed Houthi militia is very 
dangerous.”

The attack on the Saudi warship 
rang alarms in Washington where 
US President Donald Trump or-
dered the deployment of the USS 
Cole, a US Navy destroyer, to the 
Bab el Mandeb area amid specula-

tion of direct US involvement in 
Yemen. Such a move would make 
things worse, analysts said.

“At the very least, this involve-
ment will increase unrest in the 
region, which will have further dev-
astating effects on oil supplies and 
navigation in the Suez Canal,” Zunt 
said. “This is why it is important 
for the international community to 
walk a fine line between defang-
ing the Houthis and forcing Iran to 
reconsider its support to them and 
open the gates of hell in the south-
ern entrance to the Red Sea.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.

Mubarak’s acquittal could prompt son’s return

Egypt wary as Red Sea suffers fallout from Yemen war

Ahmed Megahid

Ibrahim Ouf

Mixed emotions. A supporter of former president Hosni Mubarak plays a trumpet outside the Maadi 
military hospital after the Court of Cassation acquitted Mubarak in Cairo, on March 2nd.                (Reuters)

 Mubarak’s acquittal 
brought joy to 
millions of 
Egyptians.

It is as if the 
revolution had 
never happened.”Haitham al-Khatib,

an anti-Mubarak protester

The Mistral-class helicopter carrier Gamal Abdel Nasser crossing the new section of the Suez Canal.
(Reuters)

For Egypt, instability 
in the Red Sea means 
a shattering of all 
economic plans.
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M 

uch is riding on the 
outcome of Saudi 
King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud’s 
Asia tour. Not only is 

Riyadh interested in securing new 
investment opportunities in Asia, 
it is seeking critical support from 
Asian countries for the kingdom’s 
ambitious economic restructuring 
programme known as Saudi Vi-
sion 2030. The success or failure of 
that expansive economic overhaul 
could affect the line of Saudi royal 
succession.

The lengthy seven-country tour 
is prompting some Gulf trackers to 
reassess the state of the 81-year-old 
Salman’s health and mental acuity, 
given that he has met several heads 
of state during the month-long trip 
that began February 26th.

One focus of the king’s Asian trip 
has been strengthening geopolitical 
and economic ties with the Sunni 
Muslim countries of Malaysia, In-
donesia, Brunei and the Maldives, 
all of which joined the Islamic 
Military Alliance, the organisation 
founded by Riyadh in late 2015 to 
fight global terrorism.

During King Salman’s stops in 
Malaysia and Indonesia, the Saudis 
secured $13 billion in downstream 
investments for state oil conglom-
erate Saudi Aramco, which will help 
strengthen the company’s prospec-
tus as Riyadh prepares for its hotly 

anticipated initial public offering 
(IPO) scheduled for 2018.

The other focus of the trip — visits 
to Asian heavyweights Japan and 
China — serves multiple purposes 
for Riyadh. As a leading supplier of 
oil to both Tokyo and Beijing, the 
Saudi regime is intent on secur-
ing and expanding market share as 
Asian demand for oil continues to 
lead the growth in global demand. 
Most concerning for Riyadh is hav-
ing been edged out by Russia as the 
top oil supplier to Beijing in 2016.

Equally as important are the Sau-
di regime’s efforts to entice Japa-
nese and Chinese investment in the 
kingdom. After a meeting in Tokyo 

on March 13th between King Sal-
man and Japanese Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe, the two governments 
announced the formation of Saudi-
Japan Vision 2030, which includes 
studying the merits of establish-
ing special economic zones in the 
kingdom to attract Japanese invest-
ment.

Abe’s government was also hop-
ing to take advantage of King Sal-
man’s visit to persuade the Saudi 
leadership to list shares of Saudi 
Aramco’s IPO on the Tokyo stock 
exchange.

The person with the most to win 
or lose in Saudi Arabia’s planned 
fiscal revamping over the next 

few years is Salman’s son, Deputy 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz, the architect 
and chief promoter of Vision 2030. 
Observers said that even a limited 
success of the programme could 
prompt King Salman to alter the 
line of succession, demoting his 
nephew, Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Nayef bin Abdulaziz, in favour 
of his son.

The Asia trip is of keen interest 
to the deputy crown prince, who 
wants to drum up regional interest 
in the Saudi Aramco IPO as well as 
investments in the kingdom’s non-
oil sector that will be critical to the 
success of Vision 2030. However, 
he left that salesmanship to the 
ministers who accompanied King 
Salman to Asia while he travelled to 
Washington for meetings with US 
President Donald Trump and senior 
officials.

It is the low-profile Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Nayef who has 
been left in charge in the kingdom 
as King Salman and his son venture 
abroad. Though the crown prince is 
not as publicly visible as the deputy 
crown prince, the Saudi popula-
tion did get a reminder recently 
of Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Nayef’s extensive intelligence ex-
perience:

During a February visit to Riyadh, 
Mike Pompeo, newly installed di-
rector of the US Central Intelligence 
Agency, awarded the crown prince 
the George Tenet Medal in recogni-
tion of “his excellent intelligence 
performance in the domain of 
counterterrorism and his unbound 

contribution to realise world secu-
rity and peace.

With high expectations for Depu-
ty Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man’s economic overhaul agenda, 
the young Saudi royal must not have 
been pleased to hear a recent valua-
tion of Saudi Aramco in the lead-up 
to partial privatisation next year. In 
April 2016, Mohammed bin Salman 
declared that his government ex-
pected Saudi Aramco to be valued 
at $2 trillion, a figure that Saudi offi-
cials have continued to use.

British-based energy consultancy 
Wood Mackenzie, respected for its 
analysis and valuation of oil firms 
and their assets, however, report-
edly told clients in February that its 
rough valuation of Saudi Aramco’s 
core business was about $400 bil-
lion. Should Wood Mackenzie’s es-
timation prove correct, the Saudi 
government will reap substantially 
less than the $100 billion it had fore-
cast from the limited sale of Saudi 
Aramco, which could have a ripple 
effect on the deputy crown prince’s 
economic reforms.

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

London

C 

ontinuing his tour of the 
Far East, Saudi King Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz Al 
Saud visited economic 
powerhouses Japan and 

China in search of increased trade, 
technical know-how and, in Chi-
na’s case, possible military coop-
eration.

The Saudi monarch began the 
week in Japan, making him the 
first Saudi ruler to visit the country 
since King Faisal in 1971. The Japan 
leg of the king’s tour focused on 
economic agreements, with a keen 
interest from the Japanese about 
the possibility of listing Saudi Ara-
mco’s initial public offering (IPO) 
on the country’s stock exchange.

Salman met with Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe on March 13th. 
Japan wanted to “vigorously ad-
vance its ties with Saudi Arabia, 
which is the linchpin of stability in 
the Middle East,” Abe said.

The next day Saudi Minister of 
Economy and Planning Adel Fakeih 
and his Japanese counterpart Hi-
roshige Seko signed a number of 
agreements, including Japanese 
support for Saudi desalination pro-
jects to help address the kingdom’s 
water shortages. A memorandum 
of understanding was signed with 
Toyota Motor Corporation regard-
ing the building and operation of a 
vehicle manufacturing plant in the 
kingdom.

Talks between the two ministers 
included discussion of the Saudi 
Vision 2030 economic and social 
reform plan designed to wean the 
kingdom of its dependency on the 
energy sector, which has slowed 

due to falling oil prices.
“Many Japanese take Saudi Ara-

bia’s commitment to its reforms se-
riously. The relationship of the two 
countries has now progressed to a 
strategic partner,” Seko said, ac-
cording to the official Kyodo news 
agency.

“From today, we will move from 
the stage of planning to the stage 
of implementation of the vision, 
whose contents are remarkable.”

Abe asked King Salman to con-
sider listing Aramco on the Tokyo 
stock market, a request the Saudi 
monarch said he would seriously 
consider. Aramco, estimated to be 
world’s most valuable company, 
is preparing to list 5% of its shares 
on the kingdom’s stock market, 
known as Tadawul, and possibly 

on another two international stock 
exchanges.

Besides Tokyo, exchanges in 
New York, Toronto, London, Singa-
pore and Hong Kong are vying for 
the second and third listings of the 
stock, which, analysts said, could 
generate as much as $100 billion, 
making it the world’s largest IPO.

The king and his large entourage 
arrived in China, Saudi Arabia’s 
biggest global trading partner, at 
midweek. King Salman met with 
Chinese President Xi Jinping in 
Beijing on March 16th. Economic 
and trade deals worth $65 billion 
covering numerous sectors, includ-
ing energy, finance, aerospace and 
culture, were signed between the 
two countries.

Xi said  the new-found coopera-

tion between his country and Saudi 
Arabia had “surpassed our expec-
tations”.

Trade in oil and non-oil goods 
and services between the two 
countries is estimated at $54.1 bil-
lion, according to Oxford Analytica.

Efforts to expand relations be-
tween the countries began last 
August during a visit to China 
by Saudi Deputy Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz, which also saw a number 
of high-profile deals signed, in-
cluding one between Aramco and 
the state-owned China National 
Petroleum Corporation. The king-
dom’s Housing Ministry reached an 
agreement with China for coopera-
tion in building 100,000 homes in 
al-Ahsa in eastern Saudi Arabia.

“In terms of strategic location, 
Saudi Arabia serves as the central 
hub connecting three continents — 
Asia, Africa and Europe — and has 
been an important part of the initi-
ative,” Saudi Ambassador to China 
Turki bin Mohamed al-Mady told 
the Xinhua news agency.

Chinese Defence Minister Chang 
Wanquan said in 2016 that high-
ranking military officials of the two 
countries have had frequent visits 
in recent years, with good coop-
eration in areas such as equipment 
technology and personnel training.

Recently the kingdom’s military 
began deploying Chinese-made 
unmanned attack drones and joint 
military counterterrorism exercis-
es have been conducted in China 
and naval exercises in the Gulf.

King Salman’s Asia trip designed to boost Saudi Vision 2030

Major deals during King Salman’s visits to Japan, China

Jareer Elass

The person with the 
most to win or lose in 
Saudi Arabia’s 
planned fiscal 
revamping is King 
Salman’s son.High stakes. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (R) and 

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe walk together at Abe’s 
official residence in Tokyo, on March 13th.                                         (AP)

The Arab Weekly staff

Mega-deals. Chinese Premier Li Keqiang (2nd-R) meets with Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (2nd-L), on March 17th.          (Reuters)

Many Japanese 
take Saudi Arabia’s 
commitment to its 
reforms 
seriously.”Japan’s Minister of Trade

and Industry Hiroshige Seko



11March 19, 2017

News & Analysis Jordan

London

J 

ordan’s execution of 15 pris-
oners in one day sparked 
condemnation from interna-
tional human rights groups 
but activists at home were di-

vided over the decision to carry out 
the death sentences.

Jordanian Information Minister 
Mahmud al-Momani said ten of the 
prisoners hanged on March 4th had 
been convicted of terrorism and the 
other five were found guilty of com-
mitting “heinous” crimes.

The aim, said Ziad al-Dmour, at-
torney general for Amman district, 
was to send “a clear message to any-
one who tries to undermine the se-
curity of the country”. Executions 
are “the fate of all those who carry 
out criminal offences”, he warned.

The executions marked the larg-
est number carried on a single day 
in Jordan’s recent history. Ninety-
four people are on death row in 
Jordan, most of them convicted of 
murder or rape.

King Abdullah II promised in 
2005 to halt carrying out the death 
penalty and Jordan observed a mor-
atorium on executions from 2006-
14, despite the courts continuing to 

hand down death sentences.
Following a reported rise in crime, 

Jordan hanged 11 men convicted of 
murder in December 2014.

After Jordanian pilot Muath al-
Kasasbeh was videotaped being 
burned alive by Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants in February 2015, Jordan 
hanged two people convicted of ter-
rorism offences in retaliation.

Jordan has faced a rising threat 
from ISIS, which has claimed sever-
al terror attacks inside the kingdom.

Israel’s Haaretz newspaper re-
ported that Israel’s ambassador to 
Jordan expressed concern over in-
stability in the neighbouring king-
dom, prompting Israeli officials to 
urge their country to assist Amman. 
Jordanian analysts have dismissed 
the Haaretz report, saying that it is 
business as usual in Jordan.

London-based Amnesty Interna-
tional expressed shock at the mass 
executions and warned the death 
penalty would not improve secu-
rity. “The horrific scale and secrecy 
around these executions is shock-
ing,” said Samah Hadid, deputy di-
rector of Amnesty International’s 
Beirut regional office.

“This is a major step backward 
for both Jordan and efforts to end 
the death penalty — a senseless and 
ineffective means of administering 
justice,” Hadid said.

“Jordan had for years been a lead-
ing example in a region where re-
course to the death penalty is all too 
frequent… Hanging people will not 
improve public security,” she said.

New York-based Human Rights 
Watch joined the condemnation.

“Jordan may think this projects 
an image of strength but the death 

penalty will never deter terror at-
tacks and murder or make Jordan 
safer,” said Sarah Leah Whitson, 
Middle East and North Africa direc-
tor at Human Rights Watch.

“Rather than model itself on Iran, 
Iraq and Saudi Arabia, regional 
leaders in capital punishment, Jor-
dan should lead by example on 
rights and protection and renew its 
moratorium on the death penalty,” 
she said.

In a column in the Jordan Times, 
Daoud Kuttab stressed that capital 
punishment has not proved to be an 
effective deterrent.

“Not publishing the names of five 
of the convicted… reflects a politi-
cal decision that aims at protecting 
people from possible tribal attacks, 
a decision that shows how little this 
punishment works as a real deter-
rent,” he wrote.

“Ending the life of a jihadist who 

aspires to martyrdom is hardly an ef-
fective way to deal with the scourge 
of terrorism. Much more serious po-
litical, social and economic reform 
is needed to lower the rates of crime 
and terror.”

Journalist Ghada al-Sheikh in-
terviewed several Jordanian rights 
activists and noted on the website 
RightsCable.com that opinion was 
divided among them over the death 
penalty.

The message behind Jordan’s mass executions
The Arab Weekly staff

Ineffective deterrent. A 2005 file picture shows the gallows at Suaga prison, south of Amman.       (AFP)

The mass executions 
were the largest 
number to be carried 
on a single day in 
Jordan’s recent 
history.

Amman must bolster ties with Syrian rebels

J
ordan made no mistake 
when it confirmed that 
Syrian President Bashar 
Assad was not invited to 
attend the Arab League 
summit scheduled for 

March 23rd-29th in Amman despite 
Iraqi and Russian pressure to 
include Damascus.

Nevertheless, Jordan’s position 
and recent comments on the war 
next door raise concerns among the 
Syrian opposition, particularly when 
it comes to the kingdom’s relation-
ship with rebels in the southern 
governorate of Daraa and Amman’s 
role in countering the Islamic State 
(ISIS) presence in the border region.

Over the course of the war in Syr-
ia, Amman has pursued a strategy 
of maintaining diplomatic relations 
with the Assad regime, while at the 
same time playing a moderate role 
in supporting nationalist-oriented 
rebels in southern Syria, who are 
being aided by Western and Gulf 
powers.

Jordan’s ambiguous stance has 
been one of the forces driving 
the extremists’ narrative against 
Western-backed rebels in south-
ern Syria. This has weakened their 
standing among the wider populace 
and other forces in the area. To a 
certain extent, this has led to some 
support for al-Qaeda-linked groups 
and most recently Jaysh Khalid ibn 
al-Waleed (JKBW), an ISIS-affiliate 
in control of a small area in the 
Yarmouk Valley bordering the Golan 
Heights and Jordan.

Since its establishment in May 
2016, the Salafi jihadist force has 
been presenting a challenge to the 
security of the Jordan-Syria border. 
Over the past few months, ISIS and 
its affiliates have attacked multiple 
points on the 375km border with 
Jordan, resulting in the death of bor-
der guards as well as displacement 
of Syrian civilians.

Lieutenant-General Mahmoud 

Freihat, chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff of the Jordanian Army, said 
on BBC Arabic that an “imminent 
threat” was posed by JKBW along 
the border. He claimed the group 
had been spotted in possession of 
anti-aircraft weapons and armoured 
vehicles capable of attacking Jorda-
nian front lines only 1km away.

The ISIS-affiliate in southern Syria 
is outside the US-led coalition’s 
operational range and Jordan has 
neither the interest nor capability to 
launch a military incursion similar 
to Turkey’s in northern Syria. This 
leaves the job of tackling the terror-
ist group to Syrian rebels. Nation-
alist-oriented forces from the Free 
Syrian Army, who comprise most 
rebel forces in southern Syria, have 
been targeting JKBW positions.

With the Assad regime, backed by 
Iran and Russia, starting to re-en-
gage on the front lines near Daraa, 
proactive measures for securing 
stability on the southern front are 
needed and it is here that Jordan 
can play a crucial role.

The Jordanian leadership must 
be aware that betting on the Assad 
regime to secure the southern front, 
even if the latter captured it from 
rebels, is a losing proposition. In 

its current form, the Assad regime 
is the worst partner the kingdom 
could possibly rely upon.

First, the Assad regime lacks 
the indigenous Syrian manpower 
needed to hold such land. This was 
clearly demonstrated in the battles 
to capture Palmyra and nearby oil 
and gas fields. If one thing can be 
predicted after six years of war in 
Syria it is that the Assad regime is 
incapable of holding captured ter-
ritory.

Second, the region south and 
west of Damascus has been shown 
to be of geostrategic importance to 
Iran and its proxy sectarian force, 
Hezbollah. There was a noticeable 
increase in Hezbollah’s involvement 
in recent battles between rebels and 
regime forces in northern Daraa. 
Having Iranian-funded militants 
nearing its borders would in no way 
serve Amman’s interests nor those 
of its regional and international al-
lies, particularly the Gulf states, the 
United States and Israel.

Last, the prospect of the Assad 
regime capturing Daraa, which was 
the site of the spark that ignited the 
Syrian revolution, would feed into 
the narrative of extremists in the 
area and increase their recruitment 

potential among the local popula-
tion. Given the apparent sectarian 
nature of Assad’s troops and the 
level of foreign involvement, the re-
gime would ultimately be defeated 
in Daraa and Quneitra governorates 
due to its demographic disadvan-
tage, thus likely strengthening the 
standing of extremists.

If Jordan is serious about effec-
tively eliminating ISIS from the 
border, its army must bolster its 
relations with nationalist rebels in 
Daraa. This does not require Jordan 
to cut diplomatic relations with the 
Assad regime nor to show direct 
hostility. It only requires Amman to 
pronounce a robust, clear strategy 
that considers the FSA, whose forces 
come from the local population of 
Daraa and Quneitra, the only viable 
partner in Amman’s anti-terrorism 
operations.

This would embolden opposition 
forces to continue defending their 
territory and countering ISIS. Jordan 
must also continue its efforts to 
work with tribes in south-eastern 
Syria who are solely combating ISIS 
near Deir ez-Zor and the Iraq-Syria-
Jordan triangle point border.

The FSA in southern Syria un-
derstands that the conflict will not 
end by military means and shares 
Jordan’s vision in seeking a political 
settlement. Thus, Jordan is assured 
— and assures Russia — that rebels in 
the south have no interest in target-
ing regime-held Damascus nor do 
they have the capability to conduct 
such operations.

Amman must publicly rule out 
the option of cooperation with the 
Assad regime and work diplomati-
cally with Russia to halt the regime’s 
push towards the south. To secure 
the border region and counter ter-
rorism in the long run, Jordan has 
to adapt a strategy by which it can 
foster an honest and effective part-
nership with the nationalist rebels 
of southern Syria.

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

Abdulrahman 
al-Masri

View point
The 
Jordanian 
Army must 
bolster its 
relations 
with 
nationalist 
rebels in 
Daraa.

Amman has to publicly rule out 
the option of cooperation with 
the Assad regime.

Ambiguous stance. Jordanian soldiers display weapons in Mafraq near the 
Jordanian-Syrian border.                                                                                                                                                               (AP)
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Turkey’s relations with Europe sink

T
he Netherlands has 
followed Germany in 
banning rallies for 
Turkey’s referendum 
on a new constitution. 
Turkish ministers, 

notably Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim, were effectively barred 
from addressing a meeting in the 
Dutch city of Rotterdam, ironi-
cally at the behest of the mayor 
who is a Muslim of Moroccan 
origin.

The Turkish government fears it 
might lose what has turned into a 
tight race on whether to introduce 
a presidential system of govern-
ment.

“The sun rises in the east — no 
good will come from the West,” 
Yildirim said. That suggests 
Turkey is no longer interested in 
joining the European Union.

The crisis reverberated across 
Europe as Danish Prime Minister 
Lars Lokke Rasmussen cancelled a 
meeting with his Turkish counter-
part. Political rallies in the run-up 
to the Turkish referendum on 
April 16th have been cancelled in 
Austria, Switzerland and Sweden. 
Only France broke ranks with its 
European partners, allowing 
Yildirim to have a meeting in 
Strasbourg. However, far-right 
presidential candidate Marine Le 
Pen quickly condemned Turkey.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan reacted, as he is wont to 

do, by insulting his peers in 
Europe, accusing the Germans 
and the Dutch of behaving like 
Nazis. He called the Netherlands a 
“banana republic” and said it 
“would pay for the price of its 
actions”.

Dutch Prime Minister Mark 
Rutte described the comments as 
“completely unacceptable”. He 
took a tough stance on immigra-
tion in the run-up to elections 
March 6th to fend off a charge 
from Dutch anti-Islam candidate 
Geert Wilders, who called for 
Turks loyal to Erdogan to be 
expelled from the Netherlands.

Accusing the Dutch and German 
governments of anti-democratic 
practices sits uncomfortably with 
a man who is increasingly turning 
away from democratic principles 
and intent on establishing in 
Turkey an Islamic-minded 
autocracy. Is it not hypocritical for 
Erdogan to demand greater 
freedom for his surrogates 
overseas while restricting the 
same freedoms for his opponents 
in Turkey?

He is repeating the tactics he 
used in the 2015 elections in 
which he identified enemies of 
the country — then the Kurds, now 
Europe — and asked voters to vote 
“yes”, to create a strong executive 
so it can deal with these enemies 
of the country.

If successful, next month’s 
referendum will give Erdogan 
increased powers over parlia-
ment, the judiciary and the civil 
bureaucracy. The offices of head 
of government and state will be 
merged and the president could 
stay in power until 2029. Erdogan 

is increasingly compared to 
Sultan Abdulhamid II, a pious, 
paranoid and absolutist ruler who 
was overthrown in a coup in 1909.

The Dutch government had 
understandable fears that the 
presence of Turkish ministers 
would provoke public unrest, 
especially in the days before 
polling as the campaign for the 
general elections has been 
dominated by the themes of 
immigration and integration.

German authorities can only 
take note of the increased 
hostility among Turks in Ger-
many. Threats against shops that 
belong to Turks who refuse to 
back Erdogan are common as are 
those proffered in mosques. 
Turkey’s liberal, Kurdish and 
Alevi minorities are suffering 
under the hardening rule of 
Erdogan and the German and 
Dutch authorities have no desire 
to see domestic Turkish feuds 
imported into their respective 
countries.

Nearly 1.5 million Turks in 
Germany are eligible to vote in the 
April 16th referendum on Erdog-
an’s constitutional reforms as are 
many Turks in the Netherlands. 
The two expat communities are 
vital blocs in a tight campaign.

The historic entangling of 
internal politics and foreign 
affairs is, however, nothing new. 
It is simply taking on unforeseen 
dimensions. For centuries, Turkey 
was locked in a wider interna-
tional order, first as an empire 
with vast land holdings in Europe 
and then as an ally of the West in 
the Cold War, later as a contender 
for EU membership.

The effective shelving of 
Turkey’s bid for membership of 
the European Union by French 
president Nicolas Sarkozy was 
endorsed by German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel. Turkey remains a 
candidate country but with no 
realistic chance of joining, which 
explains why Western Europe has 
lost much of its leverage on 
Turkey.

Relations between Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and his 
Turkish counterpart recovered 
from a low last summer after the 
Russian leader offered Erdogan 
immediate and unequivocal 
support after an attempted coup 
by the followers of self-exiled 
Turkish preacher Fethullah Gulen. 
The West was left scrambling for a 
response. Although it remains a 
member of NATO, Turkey is at 
odds with the West and Erdogan 
loves to manufacture crises, 
which play well to a very national-
istic electorate.

Just more than a century ago, 
the Ottoman empire had its first 
experience with constitutional 
democracy just as its very 
existence was threatened by the 
European powers, stripping it of 
its territories from Algeria after 
1830 to Egypt in the 1880s and its 
internal balance by Western-style 
liberals, turbaned reactionaries 
and minorities, notably the 
Greeks and the Armenians who 
militated for rights and autonomy 
— with European support. Plus ça 
change…

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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Turkey remains a candidate 
country but with absolutely no 
realistic chance of joining the 
European Union.
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T 

urkey’s row with the Neth-
erlands over its blocking 
of Turkish referendum 
rallies has stirred up anti-
European sentiment that 

could boost President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s chances of winning an 
April 16th vote to change the con-
stitution and grant the presidency 
extensive executive powers.

Riot police clashed with Turkish 
protesters outside the country’s 
consulate in the Dutch city of Rot-
terdam on March 11th after Turkish 
Family Affairs Minister Fatma Betul 
Sayan Kaya was barred from enter-
ing the building and escorted back 
to Germany.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu had been due to address 
a rally of expat voters in the city but 
his plane was turned back by Dutch 
authorities, who said they feared 
the meeting would inflame feelings 
ahead of their own general election 
on March 15th.

Erdogan told an election rally 
in Turkey the Dutch leaders were 
“Nazi remnants, they are fascists… 
I thought Nazism was over but I was 
wrong. In fact, Nazism is alive in the 
West.”

Addressing a later rally shown 
live on television, Erdogan ramped 
up the rhetoric against the Nether-
lands, invoking the 1995 Srebrenica 
massacre in Bosnia-Herzegovina in 
which Serbian forces killed thou-
sands of Bosnians who had sought 
refuge with a small contingent of 
Dutch peacekeepers.

The Dutch, Erdogan said, “have 
nothing to do with civilisation, 

nothing to do with the modern 
world. These are the people who 
murdered around 8,000 Bosnian 
Muslims in Srebrenica. We know 
their character. Sadly, they have not 
been able to become civilised. They 
haven’t become modern. They have 
not taken their place in humanity.”

Emotions in Turkey are running 
high. Erdogan supporters tweeted 
the number for Rotterdam police 
and urged Turks to call and play the 
Quran, the call to prayer or an Er-
dogan campaign song to show their 
rage. Thousands of Turks obliged 
and dialled the number provided 
but police in the small town of Rot-
terdam, New York, in the United 
States were left wondering why they 
were being inundated by the calls.

Meanwhile, a group of farmers in 
western Turkey said they were de-
porting 40 Dutch dairy cows to the 
Netherlands and an Istanbul city 
councillor said he would slit the 
throat of his cow. Protesters in the 
Turkish Black Sea city of Samsun 
burned a French flag, apparently 
mistaking it for a Dutch one.

Whatever the geographical confu-
sion of some government support-
ers, there is a rich vein of resent-
ment towards a European family of 
nations that has spurned Turkey’s 
albeit faint-hearted attempts to join 
for generations.

Turkey became an associate 
member of the European Economic 
Community in 1963 but it took un-
til 1999 for the country to become a 
candidate for full membership and 
until 2005 for entry negotiations to 
start. Since then, out of 35 bench-
marks necessary to join the Euro-
pean Union, Turkey has completed 
just one.

After 14 years in power, polls indi-
cate Erdogan is revered by half the 
population and loathed by the rest. 
The conservative Islamist president 
is seeking a “yes” vote in the refer-
endum that asks the electorate to 
approve a new constitution giving 
the presidency sweeping powers, 
abolishing the office of prime min-
ister and reducing the oversight of 
parliament.

Erdogan argues Turkey needs 
a strong presidency to tackle the 
multiple threats from the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in neighbouring Iraq and 
Syria, Kurdish separatists at home, 
regional instability and erstwhile al-
lies he blames for last year’s failed 
coup.

The president and his support-
ers have repeatedly sought to paint 
those campaigning for a “no” vote 
as being in league with terrorists 
and Turkey’s enemies.

In a country where scores of 
newspapers and media outlets have 
been shut down and 153 journalists, 
13 members of parliament and 80 
mayors jailed, the opposition has 
struggled to organise rallies or gain 
air time while “no” campaigners 
have been attacked in the streets.

Even so, polls have remained 
stubbornly close with the “no” sup-

port slightly ahead in most.
Overall unemployment stood 

at 12.7% in December and youth 
unemployment was 24%, Turkish 
Statistics Institute figures released 
on March 15th stated. Economic 
growth is sluggish. The lira fell 17% 
against the US dollar in 2016 and a 
further 7% this year.

Lest anyone fail to take the threat 
of ISIS, Kurdish rebels and coup 
plotters sufficiently seriously, the 
spectre of a hostile, Islamophobic 
Europe could help bring doubters 
around to the president’s view of an 
embattled Turkey encircled by hos-
tile powers.

Stoking nationalist feeling should 
also shore up the “yes” vote among 
supporters of a far-right party that 
was split by the decision to hold a 
referendum. The far-right usually 
gets about 10% of the vote in na-

tional elections.
It also serves to discredit pro-

Western secularists, derided as 
“white Turks”, who dominated 
political power for decades until 
Erdogan became prime minister in 
2003. He has been president since 
August 2014.

Beyond the fracas, Turkey and 
the Netherlands enjoy strong trade 
ties — worth $6.5 billion in 2016. 
That should mean the current row 
will likely blow over once the refer-
endum is out of the way, if not be-
fore.

“Let’s not always be angry at Ger-
many and the Netherlands. Maybe 
we should thank them just a bit. 
They have contributed to the ‘yes’ 
vote by at least two percentage 
points,” the Hurriyet newspaper 
quoted government parliamentar-
ian Huseyin Kocabiyik as saying.

Row with Dutch could boost Erdogan’s referendum campaign
The Arab Weekly staff

Help from unlikely places. People walk past a poster of Turkish Prime Minister Binali Yildirirm 
reading “Yes” in Istanbul, on March 15th.                                                                                                               (AFP)
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urope’s populist anti-
Muslim far-right fell in the 
Netherlands’ contentious 
elections, the first hurdle 
in what is expected to be 

a bumpy election year across the 
continent.

Mark Rutte secured a third suc-
cessive term as the Dutch prime 
minister by comfortably defeating 
a determined challenge from the 
far-right’s Geert Wilders, who had 
consistently led the polls.

Rutte’s centre-right People’s 
Party for Freedom and Democracy 
(VVD) remained the largest party in 
parliament, securing 33 seats, while 
Wilders’ Party for Freedom (PVV) 
won 20 seats. The Christian Demo-
cratic Appeal (CDA) and centrist 
Democrats 66 tied for third with 
19 seats each. The GreenLeft and 
Socialist Party won 16 and 14 seats, 
respectively.

While the VVD lost eight seats 
and the PVV gained five, it was not 
enough to upset the status quo in 
Holland. Left-wing parties such as 
the Democrats 66, the GreenLeft 
and Socialist Party also saw their 
parliamentary shares increase. 

Rutte will begin coalition talks with 
the virtual guarantee that Wilders 
and his PVV will not be a part of 
whatever government he ends up 
leading.

“This was a festival for democ-
racy today, with rows of people at 
voting stations. It is also an even-
ing when the Netherlands, after 
Brexit and the American elections, 
has said ‘no’ to the wrong sort of 
populism,” Rutte said in his victory 
speech.

Many had feared that the Dutch 
elections would represent the first 
victory for Europe’s populist far-
right, with subsequent elections set 
to take place in France and Germa-
ny. Wilders, who has been likened 
to US President Donald Trump due 
to his coiffured hairstyle and pen-
chant for tweeting, pledged to de-
Islamicise the Netherlands by shut-
ting down all mosques, banning 
the Quran and halting immigration 
from majority Muslim countries.

Despite trailing for most of the 
campaign, Rutte’s fortunes were 
helped by his strong response to 
the diplomatic spat with Turkey, as 
well as a polished performance in a 
televised debate with Wilders two 
days before the election.

“There is a difference between 
tweeting from the couch and run-
ning the country,” Rutte told Wil-
ders during the debate. “If you run 
the country you have to make sen-
sible decisions.”

European leaders were quick to 
congratulate Rutte on his victory. 
“The Netherlands are our partners, 
friends, neighbours. Therefore, I 

was very happy that a high turnout 
led to a very pro-European result, 
a clear signal,” German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel said. “It was a good 
day for democracy.”

“The value of openness, respect 
for others and a faith in Europe’s 
future are the only true response to 
the nationalist impulses and isola-
tionism that are shaking the world,” 
French President François Hol-
lande said in a statement.

The first round of France’s elec-
tions is scheduled for April 23rd, 
with far-right National Front leader 
Marine Le Pen polling ahead, al-
though not ahead enough to secure 
outright victory.

The Dutch elections had been 
viewed as a litmus test for the 
elections in France and Germany. 
Although Rutte’s victory will be a 
source of relief to many mainstream 

European politicians, what effect, if 
any, it may have on other European 
elections remains opaque.

“The unconvincing populist per-
formance in the Netherlands may 
weigh on French voters’ sense of 
urgency when heading for the bal-
lots for their elections,” an analy-
sis by UBS said. “Hence, we cau-
tion against extrapolating the 
Dutch results and continue to see a 
40% chance of a Le Pen victory in 
France.”

Despite the PVV’s underwhelm-
ing showing at the polls, nobody 
can deny that Wilders’ anti-Islamic, 
anti-immigration rhetoric had a 
major impact on the election, drag-
ging everybody — including Rutte — 
to the right.

“Wilders did not want to en-
ter government. What he wanted 
— and he’s pretty much already 

achieved it — is for the two main-
stream right-wing parties… to say 
and do what he wants,” Amster-
dam’s Free University political sci-
entist Andre Krouwel told Britain’s 
Guardian newspaper. “In a sense, 
he had already won the elections.”

“Whatever the outcome of the 
election today, the genie will not go 
back into the bottle,” Wilders said 
after casting his ballot. “Rutte has 
not seen the back of me!!” he tweet-
ed after the election results.

Europe’s loose anti-immigration, 
far-right may not have secured vic-
tory in the continent’s first electoral 
test of 2017 but it was not defeated 
either. All eyes now turn to the 
French elections.

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

Far-right trip up
in Dutch elections, 
row with Turkey 
helped incumbent
Mahmud el-Shafey

Litmus test. Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte (R), right-wing leader Geert Wilders (C) and Socialist 
Party leader Emile Roemer talk during a meeting of party leaders in The Hague, on March 16th.        (AP)

Special Focus Turkey-Holland row

Rutte’s re-election 
was helped by his 
strong response to 
the diplomatic spat 
with Turkey.

Turks in Europe are victims of Erdogan’s policies

I
f, as some of his opponents 
say, there was a master plan 
by Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan to invent a 
crisis with the European 
Union, it worked perfectly. 

With verbal insults, Turkey 
escalated a diplomatic rift with 
Germany and the Netherlands.

Both their governments and their 
people were accused of being Nazis. 
They found the comments outra-
geous but remained unsure of how 
to respond to Erdogan.

The dispute goes back to Dutch 
and German decisions to prohibit 
Turkish ministers from speaking 
at political rallies in their respec-
tive countries. In Germany, several 
members of Erdogan’s cabinet 
challenged the restriction, with 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
insisting on addressing German 
Turks at a Turkish consulate, in 
breach of Turkish election law. In 
the Netherlands, there were tense 
encounters between two Turkish 
ministers and Dutch authorities. 
Cavusoglu was prevented from 
landing in the Netherlands and was 
treated as persona non grata.

Turkish Family Minister Fatma 
Betul Sayan Kaya, who entered the 
Netherlands by road, was dealt with 
even more harshly. She was pre-
vented from entering the Turkish 
consulate in Rotterdam, deported 
from the country, officially declared 
persona non grata and, BBC Turkish 
reported, banned from entering the 
Schengen area for ten years.

It was an ugly row but, to use the 
term coined by Erdogan after the 
coup attempt last July, it came as a 
gift from God. Turkey’s mercurial 

president was swift in seizing the 
events and creating a perfect storm. 
The ensuing rhetoric and drama 
lifted his campaign for a “yes” vote 
in next month’s referendum to new 
heights.

The German and Dutch gov-
ernments were not as crafty as 
Erdogan. They failed to speedily 
work out the meaning of his war of 
words, which came in response to 
Berlin’s and Amsterdam’s bans on 
campaigning imposed on Turkey’s 
ministers.

Over the past three Turkish elec-
tions, about 70% of Turks in many 
EU countries voted for Erdogan’s 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP). By escalating the diplo-
matic crisis, Erdogan evidently 
had a broader agenda: He would 
whip up anti-Western sentiment 
among conservative pro-AKP 
voters at home to consolidate 
support for a “yes” vote in the ref-

erendum. The strategy could even 
help with undecided voters, which 
recent surveys put at 10%.

It worked. Pro-Erdogan crowds 
were mobilised in Rotterdam and 
the clashes that erupted gave Er-
dogan material to abuse the Dutch 
even more furiously. He went on 
to accuse them of involvement in 
the genocide in Srebrenica and 
imposed diplomatic sanctions.

Until Erdogan started the fight 
with Germany and the Netherlands, 
domestic surveys showed the ref-
erendum vote about 50-50. Now, if 
opinion polls are reliable, the “yes” 
camp feels more confident.

The Turkish opposition said 
Germany and the Netherlands 
fell into Erdogan’s trap by cur-
tailing freedom of expression. 
A row broke out between 
opposition parties in Turkey 
and Turkish, Kurdish, secular 

groups in Germany that 

largely supported the ban.
The crisis is definitely a game 

changer.
First, Erdogan’s gamble has already 

paid off. No matter who wins this 
year’s Dutch, French and German 
elections, Erdogan has improved 
his chances of getting a “yes” vote, 
which would enable his presidency 
to accrue even more power. He will 
have positioned Turkey as a country 
that espouses nationalist and Islamist 
ideas.

Second, Erdogan has done just 
what Russian President Vladimir 
Putin would have wanted: He sowed 
further division within the Euro-
pean Union. In a broader context, he 
played up the clash of civilisations 
idea.

Third, Erdogan signalled that he is 
ready to break loose from the Euro-
pean Union, leaving it with only one 
choice — at best, a privileged partner-
ship that is focused on trade and the 
agreement on stemming the refugee 
flow to Europe.

Fourth, the European Union, which 
has kept quiet about human rights 
violations in Turkey to preserve its 
own self-interest, may be facing its 
moment of reckoning.

It is clear that the 58-year Turkish-
EU relations will never recover from 
this crisis. More importantly, the real 
victims of Erdogan’s ruthless policy 
of crisis after crisis will be European 
Turks, who will face the risk of being 
targeted and branded as undesirable 
elements on European soil. Compari-
sons are being made between them 
and the Jews and Roma in 1930s 
Germany.

Does Erdogan care about that? If so, 
his concern might involve using them 
as bargaining chips.

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

Yavuz Baydar

View point
The 58-year 
Turkish-EU 
relations 
will never 
recover 
from this 
crisis.

Erdogan has done just as Russian 
President Vladimir Putin might 
have desired.

Bargaining chips. A crowd gathers to welcome the Turkish Family Minister Fatma 
Betul Sayan Kaya in Rotterdam, on March 11th.                                                          (Reuters)
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Debate Lebanon

Resolution 1701, a weapon in the hands of Lebanon

Will Michel Aoun replace the governor of the central bank?

I 

t is expected for any 
elected president to 
appoint his own people to 
key positions in govern-
ment, all with the aim of 
implementing reforms and 
other measures geared 
towards strengthening and 
improving the economy 

and the governing process. In this 
respect, Michel Aoun, Lebanon’s 
new president, is no different. His 
term in office opened with his 
appointing his daughters as 
advisers and General Joseph Aoun 
as commander of the army.

Seemingly Aoun’s thirst for 
power is only outmatched by 
his effort to return Christians to 
their former glory as the ultimate 
overlords of Lebanon, a status they 
unwillingly relinquished following 
the end of the civil war in 1990. 
Consequently, Aoun’s logic dictates 
that all senior appointments in 
government, especially Christian 
posts, entail the candidate be from 
his own camp or in his good graces.

Those criteria seem to be lacking 
in Riad Salameh, the governor of 
the Banque du Liban since 1993. 
Salameh, who has served under 
three presidents, is considered by 
many the architect of Lebanon’s 
monetary policy and a skilled 
banker who has shielded the 
economy and the banking sector 
from the roller-coaster nature of 
Lebanese politics.

Equally, many opponents of Sala-
meh, Michel Aoun chiefly among 
them, have criticised his lack of 
vision and propensity for enriching 
Lebanese banks by taking out more 
loans to cover the huge debts (ap-
proximately $74 billion) that late 
prime minister Rafik Hariri and his 
successive governments brought 
upon the country.

Salameh is perceived by some 
as responsible for the economy’s 

ruin by presiding over the biggest 
Ponzi scheme in the history of 
Lebanon, in which debt was used 
to pay more debt while transfer-
ring wealth from the populace to 
developers and banks. Proponents 
of this last view, led by Hezbollah’s 
mouthpiece Al Akhbar newspa-
per, have relentlessly campaigned 
to discredit Salameh’s monetary 
policy and regulatory measures, 
going as far as to accuse him of 
conspiring with the United States 
to impose sanctions on Hezbollah 
supporters and their institutions.

This all seems to indicate that 
Salameh’s days as governor of the 
central bank might be numbered. 
Although Salameh, like any other 
civil servant, is replaceable, oust-
ing him now might have lasting 
implications on Lebanon’s econo-
my, especially vis-à-vis the spectre 
of US sanctions on Lebanese banks. 
Salameh has worked hard to stabi-
lise the Lebanese currency. Thus, 
his removal might create a feeling 
of distrust in the business and 
banking worlds.

Salameh’s economic policy, or 
lack of it, might be up for question 
but what is certain is that he and 
other leading bankers in Lebanon, 
among them Antoun Sehnaoui 
(Société Générale de Banque au 
Liban) and Saad Azhari (BLOM 
Bank), have lobbied tirelessly in 
Europe and the United States to 
keep Lebanon off the sanctions 
lists, thus saving what remained of 
Lebanon’s failing economy.

Given this fact, as well as Aoun’s 
persistent disregard of UN resolu-
tions, particularly UN Security 
Council Resolution 1701, and his 
recent statements in support of 
Hezbollah, replacing Salameh with 
anyone with ties to the president, 
regardless of competence, can-
not bode well for Lebanon. Such a 
step would expose Lebanon even 

further and engender the reprisal 
of the international community 
against the country’s political sys-
tem as well as its economy.

When Lebanese policymakers 
decided in 1963 to empower the 
central bank and its governor by 
passing the Code of Money and 
Credit, they consciously gave the 
governor quasi-autonomy to allow 
him to carry out all his duties re-
gardless of the politics of the time. 
It is, therefore, perhaps counter-

productive as well as precarious for 
Aoun and his allies to take full con-
trol of the government, especially 
its economy. Any blunder on their 
part would not only mean a failed 
state but also a failed economy to 
go along with it.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at 
the American University of Beirut 
and author of A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.

I
n the summer of 2006, 
Lebanon had no choice but 
to accept UN Security 
Council Resolution 1701. 
That said, the resolution 
put an end to hostilities at 
a certain stage and it was 
enough to stop Israeli 
aggression on Lebanese 

soil, which had aimed to destroy 
part of the country’s infrastruc-
ture.

Because it concerned all Leba-
nese borders, the resolution laid 
the foundations for fortifying the 
country. It also laid the foundation 
for another war.

Hezbollah, the force behind the 
destructive 2006 war, had two 
choices: Either take advantage of 
Resolution 1701 to further secure 
Lebanon or leave the country open 
to Iran as it had been previously left 
open to the Syrian regime, which 
had used Palestinians and others to 
rip apart Lebanese society and gain 
control of the country.

What is different at this stage is 
that Iran was using Hezbollah to 
achieve the same goals pursued by 
Syria. At that time, the Syrian re-
gime patiently manoeuvred until it 
had established a military presence 
in the country.

With Resolution 1701, Hezbollah 
cried victory. Israel did not object 
to that because what Hezbollah 
was celebrating was its victory over 
Lebanon. Hezbollah wanted to 
prove that it had filled the security 
gap left by the withdrawal of Syrian 
troops following Rafik Hariri’s as-
sassination in February 2005.

The street demonstrations 
of March 14th, 2005, forced the 
demise of the Syrian-controlled 
Lebanese government. Hezbollah 
seized the chance to implement its 
project of turning Lebanon into an 
Iranian vassal.

Hezbollah wanted a victory over 
Lebanon. This is why it did not 
object to “a single word in Reso-
lution 1701”, to use Saad Hariri’s 
phrase, not even to the length of 

the Lebanese-Syrian border. The 
2006 war was an essential stage 
in Hezbollah’s programme, which 
was intimately connected to Iran’s 
expansionist project.

That project was reborn follow-
ing the 2003 war in Iraq. Through 
the Americans, Iran scored a tre-
mendous victory over Iraq and as 
its own cronies claimed power.

Recent provocations targeting UN 
forces in southern Lebanon should 
not be taken lightly. Resolution 
1701 cannot be any clearer regard-
ing the presence of weapons in 
southern Lebanon. It recognises 
only the legitimate Lebanese armed 
forces. It seems, however, that Iran 
has its own interpretation of Reso-
lution 1701.

Iran and Syria had refused border 
delineation between Lebanon 
and Syria. They also opposed the 
presence of international forces 
along the border. So, Hezbollah’s 

acceptance of Resolution 1701 in 
2006 must have been temporary, 
just for the purposes of a transi-
tion stage. Now, the party could get 
back to its plans of laying its hands 
on Lebanon.

It is within this framework that 
the 2006 occupation of Beirut and 
the May 2008 raids on Beirut and 
Mount Lebanon can be understood. 
The 2006 sit-ins aimed at harming 
the country’s economy while the 
2008 attacks aimed at terrorising 
the Sunnis and the Druze once an 
appropriate Christian cover was 
found for Iran’s project in Lebanon.

Given current political tensions 
in Lebanon, it would not be harm-
ful to delay for a month or two 
parliamentary elections expected 
in May. These elections can take 
place in October or November. 
However, the new election law is 
very important. It is very important 
that it be fair in deed and not just 

tailor-made to Hezbollah’s wishes 
and projects.

It is important that the par-
liamentary elections take place, 
just as it was important that the 
presidential elections took place 
even though it was difficult to 
predict if the compromise reached 
at the time could withstand Iranian 
pressures.

Even more important than the 
elections are two things. First, it 
is crucial that Hezbollah does not 
impose an election law that gives 
it control of the parliament and 
thus achieve in 2017 what it failed 
to achieve in 2009 thanks to Saad 
Hariri’s counteractions.

Second, it is no less crucial 
that Resolution 1701 remains the 
legitimising reference in the hands 
of the institutions of the Lebanese 
republic and not in the hands of a 
party whose single purpose is to 
enslave Lebanon to Iranian inter-
ests. In a nutshell, Resolution 1701 
must remain a weapon in the hands 
of Lebanon.

Lebanese citizens must not for-
get the events of March 14th, 2005. 
They were an overwhelming popu-
lar refusal of Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah’s, “Thank 
you, Syria” speech of March 8th. 
The Lebanese must keep in mind 
that the world’s attention is fo-
cused on Syria, thus making events 
in Lebanon just a small detail in the 
region.

Lebanon’s only protection 
resides in legal legitimacy and its 
only international cover is Resolu-
tion 1701. Anything else is pure 
fantasy such as the Palestinians’ 
liberation will come from southern 
Lebanon. Anything else will lead 
to falling into Iran’s Lebanese trap. 
In the Iranian project, it is irrel-
evant that Lebanon and its citizens 
become fuel in Iran’s expansionist 
wars for the greater glory of the 
mullahs’ empire.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.

Makram Rabah
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Who will fill the seats? A view of the Lebanese parliament
in Beirut.                                                                                                        (AFP)

Quasi-autonomy required. Lebanon’s Central Bank Governor Riad 
Salameh speaks in Beirut.                                                                   (Reuters)

Replacing 
Salameh with 
anyone with ties 
to the president 
cannot bode well 
for Lebanon.

The new election 
law must be fair 
in deed and not 
just tailor-made 
to Hezbollah’s 
wishes and 
projects.
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sraeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu flew to Moscow 
to meet with Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin. Top of 
his agenda: To inform Putin of 

his opposition to what he views as 
Iran’s attempts to establish a per-
manent military foothold in Syria. 
Prior to departure, Netanyahu told 
his cabinet in no uncertain terms 
that he would tell Putin that he did 
not want to see Iran establish a pres-
ence in Syria.

Iran, Israel’s existential enemy, 
has been Syrian President Bashar 
Assad’s staunchest backer since 
unrest erupted there six years ago. 
This assistance has come at a cost; 
on March 6th, Mohammad Ali Sha-
hidi, head of Iran’s veterans’ affairs 
office said 2,100 Iranians had died in 
Iraq and Syria “defending the holy 
mausoleums.”

Israeli officials have repeatedly 
warned about Iran’s increasing in-
fluence in Syria. While Iran main-
tains that its forces are in Syria sole-
ly to defend Shia holy sites against 
Sunni and extremist attacks, four 
months ago the chief of staff of 
Iran’s armed forces said that in the 
future Iran may seek to expand its 
regional influence by establishing 
naval bases in Yemen or Syria.

Hence the major foreign policy 
item on Netanyahu’s agenda with 
Putin was to restrain or eliminate 
this presence in Russia’s client state.

As described on the president of 
Russia’s website, the Netanyahu-
Putin meeting March 9th was a 
mixture of the mundane and apoca-

lyptic, where it was reported that 
the pair “discussed the situation 
in the Middle East, in particular in 
Syria, in the context of joint efforts 
to combat international terrorism, 
and examined the main areas of bi-
lateral cooperation”.

After Putin wished the Israeli 
prime minister a happy Purim, Net-
anyahu used the opportunity to note 
their common interest in combating 
terrorism; he then upbraided Iran.

“I want to say that the threat of 
Shia Islamic terror is directed not 
only against us but against the re-
gion and the entire world. I am sure 
that we seek to prevent the threat of 
all radical Islamic terror, no matter 
whether it is Shia or Sunni,” Netan-
yahu said.

Beyond his sterile summit in Mos-
cow, Netanyahu’s agenda for Russia 
is twofold. His immediate goal be-
yond restraining Iran is to persuade 
Russia to assist in interdicting Ira-
nian armaments crossing northern 
Syria to its Lebanese Hezbollah cli-
ents. Netanyahu has stated that in 
defence of its national security Isra-
el has carried out dozens of strikes 
to prevent such covert weapons 
smuggling. Last year, Israel’s For-
eign Affairs and Defence Committee 
Chairman Avi Dichter said that Iran 
had tried to move forces into the 
Syrian Golan Heights, next to the 
territory that Israel captured in the 
1967 Middle East war.

A Netanyahu long-term goal is 
to convince Russia in the wake 
of the sale of its advanced S-300 
anti-aircraft system to Iran not 
to provide even more advanced 
weaponry, some of which has ap-
parently entered the region. Height-
ening Israeli anxieties, Hezbollah 
recently claimed to have obtained 
at least eight Russian-made, anti-
ship P-800 Yakhont missiles. With 
a speed of 3,000kph and a range of 
more than 300km, Hezbollah’s pos-
session of such armaments could 
threaten Israeli offshore natural gas 
installations.

Despite Israel’s concerns about 
Iran, Netanyahu and Putin of ne-
cessity agreed to disagree. While 
Russia sees Iran as an island of rela-
tive stability in a chaotic region, 
on March 6th Netanyahu accused 
Iran of being “the hotbed of global 
terrorism”, adding: “Tehran’s goal 
is to plant its flag atop the ruins of 
the free world. A member of our de-
fence establishment has estimated 
that Iran accounts for more than 
80% of our security problems.”

Beyond complaining, Netan-
yahu’s meeting with Putin accom-
plished little, as both Syria and Iran 
offer Russia strategic and economic 
benefits that dwarf anything that 
Israel can offer, a choice that Netan-
yahu knows well he dare not force 

Putin to make, as he has no aces in 
his diplomatic hand of cards.

This is not how the visit was per-
ceived in Israel. A commentator in 
the pro-Netanyahu Israel Hayom 
newspaper remarked: “Netanyahu 
is today the sole statesman who 
enjoys unprecedented relations of 
confidence and friendship in both 
the White House and the Kremlin.”

As for utilising those contacts, 
a number of Russian analysts ob-
served that Netanyahu’s visit 
should be viewed as part of broader 
international efforts aimed at drag-
ging Russia into a new “anti-Iranian 
coalition”.

If the weighty questions of war 
and peace in the Middle East amid 
rising Russian influence remain un-

resolved for Israel, one area for po-
tential agreement for improvement 
is bilateral trade, which in 2014 
reached nearly $3 billion. Russia is 
eager to expand its international 
trade because of sanctions, which 
one prominent journal estimates 
cost Russia more than $15 billion 
annually.

Whether Netanyahu will be sat-
isfied with such modest economic 
accomplishments as opposed to 
convincing Russia to join a new “an-
ti-Iranian coalition” will prove a sig-
nificant test of his “unprecedented 
relations”.

John C.K. Daly is a 
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

Netanyahu takes home little from meeting with Putin
John C.K. Daly

Wide gap. Russian President Vladimir Putin (R) meets with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu in Moscow, on March 9th.                                                                                                                       (AP)

The meeting was a 
mixture of the 
mundane and 
apocalyptic.
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Note to Abbas: Independence comes before despotism

I
n the past, leaders fighting 
against colonialism and 
foreign occupation tended 
to wait until after achieving 
independence to start ruling 
like despots.

The pattern is familiar: National 
leaders form alliances with com-
patriots of all stripes and then turn 
their guns against them once the 
outside enemy is defeated.

In other cases, the leaders estab-
lish strong ties with their former 
colonisers, who help them crack 
down on their own populations 
post-liberation. The operative 
word being “post-liberation”.

Palestinian Authority (PA) 
President Mahmoud Abbas does 
not seem willing to wait that long, 
especially with no clear signs of 
progress towards reaching an 
independent Palestinian state. 
However, his policies are making 
matters worse.

Abbas has become increasingly 
intolerant of internal dissent or 
criticism, pitting many Palestin-
ians against the forces of the PA, 
rather than unifying them towards 
a common goal of overcoming oc-
cupation.

On March 12th, Palestinian se-
curity forces violently broke up an 
anti-PA protest in the West Bank 
city of Ramallah. Demonstrators 
and journalists were beaten with 
clubs by helmeted riot troops, 
prompting outrage.

The following day, protesters 
held another demonstration call-
ing for Abbas’s resignation and 
slamming the PA’s security coordi-
nation with Israel as “treason”. In 
a separate sit-in, Palestinian jour-

nalists demonstrated against the 
previous day’s violent dispersal, 
during which recording equipment 
was reportedly broken.

The Palestinian Independent 
Commission for Human Rights 
(ICHR) called for an investiga-
tion into the PA forces’ conduct. 
Palestinian Prime Minister Rami 
Hamdallah promised to investi-
gate the incident.

ICHR head Amar Dweik said 
dozens of peaceful protesters 
have been detained in the past six 
months, although most have since 
been released.

The sense of intimidation lin-
gers, however, and many of those 
detained are asking the same ques-
tion: Does the bloated security 
apparatus have nothing better to 
do than silence peaceful dissent?

Alaa Tartir, programme director 
of Al-Shabaka Palestinian Policy 
Network, said there were more 
than 83,000 security sector per-
sonnel (belonging to either the PA 
or Hamas) in the West Bank and 
Gaza — a ratio of one to every 48 
Palestinians.

“Over one-third of the PA’s 
national budget is spent on its se-
curity forces, which are armed and 
trained by the US government,” 
wrote Palestinian journalist Linah 
Alsaafin in the London Times.

All that for a divided nation un-
der occupation? What has the PA 
left for post-independence? When 
there will be borders to guard and 
sovereignty to protect?

Sometimes leaders who have 
made sacrifices serving an honour-
able cause tarnish their image 

after getting drunk with power 
but what legacy does Abbas have 
to point to? What will he leave 
behind for Palestinians?

He is already facing a number 
of serious challenges.

Fatah, the faction of the 
Palestinian Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO) headed by Abbas, is 
bitterly divided. Instead of Abbas 
reaching out to his disgruntled 
comrades, he spent time dur-
ing the latest party congress 
consolidating his power. At this 
point, Abbas might find it easier 
to mend fences with arch-rival 
Hamas than his Fatah foes.

Abbas’s Arab backers have ex-
pressed frustration with his mis-
management, and there is limit 
to how far EU funding can go.

Despite sounding upbeat 
following a phone conversa-
tion with US President Donald 
Trump, who reportedly “asserted 
his full commitment to the peace 
process”, Abbas knows very well 
that Washington will be extra-
accommodating to Tel Aviv for at 
least four years.

When Abbas meets with Trump 
in the coming weeks, he will be 
reminded that this US president 
is even more entrenched in the 
Israeli camp than his predeces-
sor.

The Israelis will continue ac-
cusing Abbas of inciting violence, 
while at home the Palestinian 
leader is accused of bidding for 
the occupier.

Why has Abbas alienated him-
self from the people he is entrust-
ed to protect? He needs them 
more than they need him and the 
whole Palestinian Authority.

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

Mamoon 
Alabbasi

View point
Why has 
Abbas 
alienated 
himself 
from the 
people 
he is 
entrusted 
to protect?

The Palestinian leader is facing
a number of serious challenges.

Anger at the Authority. Palestinians gather in an anti-government demonstration 
in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on March 13th.                                                         (AP)
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B
ecause of Iran’s 
policies in the Arab 
region, Shia inhabit-
ants there have often 
become isolated 
minorities unable to 

blend in their national contexts 
while the regime in Tehran resorts 
to rewriting history and reshaping 
facts to suit its ideology and 
interests.

By allowing the profanation of 
early icons of Sunni Islam, the 
Shia regime in Tehran has created 
a profound crisis. At the same 
time, it has adapted Shia doctrine 
just enough to accommodate the 
beliefs of those who, even 
according to some well-estab-
lished Shia scholars of Islam’s 
history, are the furthest removed 
from Shia ideology, namely the 
Alawites and the Zaidis. The 
purpose was to drive a deeper 
wedge between Shia sects and 
Sunni sects.

In Shia literature in circulation 
today, traditional references to 
the Alawite and Zaidi sects as 
sworn enemies of mainstream 
Shias have been removed. A great 
deal of energy is being expanded 
to fuel age-old and divisive 
debates between Shia Islam and 
Sunni Islam about the caliphate.

The Iranian leadership wel-
comed the revolts in the Arab 
world but insisted on referring to 
them by the term sahwa — “awak-
ening”. It wasted no time in 

sponsoring colloquia and festivals 
celebrating these revolts and 
inviting Arabs and Muslims to 
them. The real purpose of these 
actions was not to support the 
revolutions; it was a pernicious 
attempt to impose the label of 
Islamic awakening on them.

The Iranian regime’s infatuation 
with the Arab revolutions was 
short-lived. Having failed to 
subvert them to its ideology, it 
started branding them as terror-
ism. In Syria, the Iranian regime 
clearly sided with dictatorship, 
the Alawite regime.

Yes, Iran failed to impose its 
vision on the Arab region. It failed 
in Iraq after the American pullout 
and its policies there helped 
create the monster called the 
Islamic State (ISIS). Iran failed in 
Lebanon, where its proxy, 
Hezbollah, refuses to accept the 
concept of state and continues to 
produce crises, threatening to 
ruin the country. Even in Yemen, 

Iran’s meddling produced only a 
sectarian divide and failed to 
unite Yemenis.

Today, the Iraqi Shia leadership 
is no longer keen on travelling 
between Baghdad and Tehran, as 
it did from 2003-10, to maintain its 
authority in Iraq. With the United 
States backing Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haidar al-Abadi’s 
government and his army in the 
fight against ISIS and improving 
relations with Saudi Arabia, Iraq 
no longer feels obligated to 
blindly follow the Iranian strategy 
in the region and is beginning to 
favour a more nationalistic 
approach.

Iran’s biggest moves were in 
Syria, where it spared no expense 
or effort to maintain its influence 
and support the dictatorship of 
the Alawite minority. No other 
country has invested so much and 
lost so much in the Syrian conflict. 
Iran has miserably failed to 
establish itself as the ideological 

London

I 

n past centuries, Shia Muslims 
gave less emphasis than Sunnis 
to congregating on a Friday but 
after Iran’s 1979 Islamic revolu-
tion prayers were encouraged. 

Friday prayer leaders are set for a 
central role in the succession to Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei, the supreme 
leader, who turns 78 this year.

Between 2007 and 2016, 52 of the 
97 clerics who sat in the Assembly 
of Experts, the elected body that 
chooses a new leader, were or had 
been Friday prayer leaders, states 
research by Mehrzad Boroujerdi, 
professor of politics at Syracuse 
University in New York.

The percentage is probably higher 
since the 2016 assembly election, 
Boroujerdi said in an interview. This 
strengthens Khamenei’s influence 
on what comes after him.

“In 1993, as supreme leader, 
Khamenei reconstituted Showra-ye 
Siyasatgozari-ye A’emmeh-e Jom’eh, 
(the Friday Prayer Policymaking 
Council), keeping only three of the 
original members, expanding the 
size from seven to nine and mov-
ing it from (the holy city) of Qom to 
Tehran to be closer to him,” Borou-
jerdi explained.

“The [Friday Prayer Policymaking 
Council] is in charge of the appoint-
ment, dismissal and evaluation of 
all Friday prayer leaders. Khamenei 
himself appoints the prayer leaders 
of the capital cities of Iran’s 31 prov-
inces.”

The leader also has a representa-
tive in each province and if an ally 
runs for the Experts Assembly, this 

“encourages local notables to drop 
out”, Boroujerdi said. “So the per-
centage of people representing him 
in the assembly has been consist-
ently going up.”

Boroujerdi said he sees Khame-
nei after 28 years as supreme leader 
as a “micro-manager with an intri-
cate knowledge” of Iranian poli-
tics. “Khamenei had big shoes to 
fill replacing Ayatollah Khomeini in 
1989,” he said. “He overcame being 
a junior cleric by becoming an insti-
tution builder.”

Lacking Khomeini’s religious 
pre-eminence, Khamenei utilised 
personal networks in extending the 
size, reach and economic clout of 
the leader’s office.

“He had many positions from the 
revolution’s early days: as deputy 
Defence minister and then as war-
time president (during the 1980-88 
Iraq conflict), he became familiar 
with the IRGC (Islamic Revolution-
ary Guards Corps),” Boroujerdi ob-
served.

“He rewards loyalty and many 
close lieutenants know him from 
Mashhad [the eastern city where 
Khamenei grew up] before the revo-
lution.”

At 77, Khamenei “is worried 
about his position in history, about 
his legacy”, said Boroujerdi. “If my 
argument is correct and Khamenei 
is a micro-manager, then he’s not 
going to leave things to chance.”

Boroujerdi said there is scant pos-
sibility a senior ayatollah will be-
come the next leader through his 
religious credentials. The changed 
composition of the Experts Assem-
bly leaves “nobody of stature like 
Grand Ayatollah Mohammad-Reza 
Golpaygani”, who lost to Khamenei 
in the 1989 vote.

“If you look at the political heavy-
weight ayatollahs in Qom now, you 
see no one capable of gaining a de-
cisive vote. In terms of age, (Ayatol-
lah Mohammad-Taqi) Mesbah-Yazdi 
is 82, (Ayatollah Naser) Makarem 
Shirazi is 91 and perhaps most im-
portantly (Ayatollah Hossein) Vahid 
Khorasani, who has more disciples 

than anyone else in Qom, is 96.”
Khamenei wants a successor 

sharing his mindset, said Borou-
jerdi, who puts the probable field at 
three: Ebrahim Raisi, former judici-
ary chief appointed by Khamenei in 
2016 to head the Imam Reza shrine 
in Mashhad; Sadegh Larijani, the 
judiciary chief Khamenei appointed 
in 2009; and Ayatollah Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahroudi.

“Raisi has emerged lately as a 
dark horse. It doesn’t hurt that he’s 
from Mashhad and is son-in-law of 
Ayatollah Ahmad Alamolhoda, a big 
shot in that part of the country. He’s 
56, so age wouldn’t be a factor.

“Sadegh Larijani, also 56, comes 
from a prominent family. He has 
judicial experience and the intellec-
tual clerical horsepower to make a 
legitimate case.

“Finally, there’s Hashemi Shah-
roudi, who’s 69. In terms of reli-
gious credentials, he’s rumoured to 

have tutored Khamenei on theology 
and jurisprudence but he’s viewed 
as more Iraqi than Iranian (he was 
born in Najaf) and has faced accu-
sations of corruption. I’d put him a 
distant third.”

Boroujerdi said he suspects 
Khamenei has decided who he will 
support and is convinced he will in 
any case reveal his view, through ei-
ther a “will and testament” or mes-
sages to lieutenants.

Any subsequent vote would be 
decisive, Boroujerdi concluded: 
“With no heavyweight left in the 
Assembly of Experts whom the 
opposition could point to as a le-
gitimate contender, we may end up 
with a vote between two candidates 
where it’s clear who’s going to be 
victorious.”

This would loosely replicate the 
2016 election of a chairman for the 
assembly, which saw a comfortable 
majority for Ayatollah Ahmad Jan-

nati, Tehran’s interim Friday prayer 
leader. Boroujerdi deduced there is 
no real chance of President Hassan 
Rohani becoming leader.

Empirical research underpins his 
analysis, Boroujerdi stressed. Since 
leaving for the United States in 1978, 
he has compiled mountains of data.

Syracuse University Press this 
year is to publish Boroujerdi’s 800-
page Post-Revolutionary Iran: A 
Political Handbook, including com-
prehensive election results, 2,300 
biographies, analysis of officials’ 
backgrounds, lists of parties and 
groups and an outline of connec-
tions within and between ten lead-
ing families.

For anyone with more than a 
passing interest in Iran, the book 
will be compulsive reading.

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

Friday prayers key to Iran’s succession politics
Gareth Smyth

Mosque politics. Iranian worshipers perform Friday prayer at Tehran University.         (AP)

Time to unfollow. Iraqi President Fuad Masum (R) reviews honour 
guards as he is welcomed by his Iranian counterpart Hassan 
Rohani in Tehran.                    (AP)
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52 of the 97 clerics 
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Assembly of Experts 
were Friday prayer 
leaders.

Iran’s Influence in the Middle East is waning
and political reference there. In 
fact, it was Iran that called in the 
Russians and handed control to 
them.

Iran has misjudged and misread 
the Arab reality. Its influence in 
the region is waning and not by 
choice. Because of that, Hezbollah 
finds itself without the backing it 
once had. It has come to realise 
that its Shia-breeding environ-
ment cannot sustain a very costly 
war. This realisation alone must 
suffice for it to steer away from 
stirring up trouble with Israel.

In Lebanon, there are telling 
signs of Christian rejection of 
Iran’s grip. Maronite Patriarch 
Bechara Boutros al-Rahi 
denounced Hezbollah’s armed 
action, saying it “has divided the 
Lebanese people”. “Hezbollah has 
broken the policy of neutrality 
adopted by the Lebanese state as 
stated in the Baabda declaration 
about the Syrian crisis,” he said.

It is clear that the Iranian 
crescent is losing ground in the 
Arab region. It is happening not so 
much because of external factors 
as it is because of Iran’s lack of 
understanding of the Arab region.

The crisis of the Iranian cres-
cent, or Shia crescent as it is 
sometimes called, is about to get 
worse under the Trump adminis-
tration. US President Donald 
Trump seems rather lenient with 
the Gulf countries. None of them 
was on his list of countries whose 
citizens would be banned from 
entering the United States while 
Iran finds itself at the head of that 
list. This was probably done on 
purpose.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

Ali al-Amin

View point
Iraq no 
longer feels 
obligated 
to blindly 
follow the 
Iranian 
strategy in 
the region.

The crisis of the Iranian 
crescent is about to get worse 
under the Trump 
administration.
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I
t is hard to look at pictures 
from the March 11th car 
bombings near Damascus’s 
Sayyida Zeinab shrine 
without seeing the work of 
“terrorists”. This is what 

the official Syrian news agency 
called them, as it regularly calls 
rebel forces.

The Russian-led peace pro-
cess, beginning in Astana in 
January and necognised by the 
United Nations, excludes 
“terrorists” — meaning the 
Islamic State (ISIS), Jabhat Fatah 
al-Sham and the Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party (PYD), 
the last at Turkey’s behest. 
Hence representatives of most 
non-government fighters were 
not in Astana.

The word “terrorist” spread in 
19th-century Europe but became 
prominent with the 2001 
al-Qaeda attacks on New York 
and the Pentagon. After nearly 
16 years, the United States is no 
nearer to victory in its war on 
terror.

This has not stopped others 
trying. The Syrian regime is not 
alone. Iran confronts terrorism 
not just in its Baluchi south-east, 
where militants have links to 
al-Qaeda but with the Kurdistan 

Democratic Party of Iran, which 
accepts provisions of the Geneva 
Conventions and has consulta-
tive status in the Socialist 
International.

Russia has fought terrorism 
not just in Syria but in Chechnya. 
A Saudi-led coalition faces 
Houthi terrorists in Yemen. 
Shortly after Israel’s 2014 Gaza 
onslaught, when, said the United 
Nations, 65% of more than 2,000 
fatalities were Palestinian 
civilians, Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu pro-
claimed a “new war” against 
“Islamist terrorists who take 
entire communities, cities, 
populations, hostage”.

But no one conducts a war on 
terror like Washington. The US 
State Department lists 61 
“foreign terrorist organisations”, 
while the US Treasury desig-
nates more than 14,000 organi-
sations and individuals, not all 
on “terrorism” grounds.

Like the situation at Guantan-
amo prison, these designations 
sidestep normal legal frame-
works. “Terrorists” cannot 
appeal; their lawyers face no 
evidence. Kassim Tajideen, a 
Lebanese businessman listed 
since 2006 as a Hezbollah 
financier, told me he has lost 
$8million-$10 million through 
frozen assets and in legal and 
accountancy fees engaging with 
the US Treasury to “clear my 
name” (his phrase).

The problem is twofold: 

“Terrorism” has never been 
convincingly defined and 
therefore has no effective laws 
surrounding it. The US legal code 
refers to “violent acts or acts 
dangerous to human life that are 
a violation of the criminal laws 
of the United States or of any 
State or that would be a criminal 
violation if committed within 
the jurisdiction of the United 
States or of any State” and that 
“are intended to intimidate or 
coerce a civilian population” or 
to “influence… a government by 
intimidation or coercion”.

Defining terrorism as terroris-
ing civilians does not work. The 
British and US bombing of 
Hamburg and Dresden in 1945 
was designed to create a fire-
storm to terrorise civilians. 
Success can be gauged by 
survivors’ accounts citing the 
smell of burning flesh as the 
furnace sucked in men, women, 
children and animals.

In Syria, government forces 
drop barrel bombs — oil drums 
stuffed with explosives and 
shrapnel — far behind any front 
line. Amnesty International 
reports them falling on markets, 
hospitals and schools.

In a 2002 paper, Lebanese 
lawyer and professor Chibli 
Mallat argued that while terror-
ism had become “the original sin 
from which all evil arguably 
derives”, it was often “a fig leaf 
for selective repression”. Mallat 
cited international criminal law 

News & Analysis Fighting ISIS

Those fighting terrorism should also define their aims
within that the 9-11 attacks 
qualified “as a crime against 
humanity, a category which, 
unlike ‘terrorism’, is well-defined 
and carries the common respon-
sibility of humankind”.

In prophetic words, he added: 
“If the September 11th attacks 
were defined as a crime against 
humanity… many would find it 
easier to follow the American 
lead in the search for the perpe-
trators… rather than the open-
ended and ill-defined crusade 
against an indeterminate foe.”

Bringing terrorism within the 
rule of law has three advantages. 
First, statutes and precedents 
cover not just crimes against 
humanity but wider wartime 
behaviour, human rights and 
international humanitarian law.

Second, law is dispassionate 
and, applied fairly, consistent. 
Predictability makes contract law 
important in business and 
economic development; it 
encourages people to pay taxes 
and not dump rubbish in the 
street.

Third, a legal framework puts 
responsibilities on those fighting 
terrorists. Rather than wage an 
open-ended war on terror, they 
must define their war aims. 
Rather than demonising ene-
mies, they must concede that 
they too may have aims. This 
may improve prospects for peace 
and reconciliation and break 
rather than perpetuate a cycle of 
violence.

Gareth Smyth

View point
After nearly 
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Terrorism has never been 
convincingly defined and 
therefore has no effective laws 
surrounding it.
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hen the external op-
erations arm of the 
Islamic State (ISIS), 
the Amniyat al-
Kharji, got into high 

gear in 2015, it sharply escalated 
the terrorist threat by moving away 
from having untrained sympathis-
ers carry out what became known 
as lone-wolf attacks, which fre-
quently failed, to mass-casualty at-
tacks planned and directed against 
civil society to cause panic and fear 
in the West.

The Amniyat is now focused on 
coordinating sleeper cells estab-
lished by key planners operating 
from Syria and Iraq. As the jihad-
ists come under ever-growing mili-
tary pressure on their shrinking 
caliphate, terrorism experts say the 
Amniyat is setting up alternative 
command nodules in less threat-
ened sectors, using end-to-end en-
crypted internet channels to direct 
its killer cells.

EU Counterterrorism Coordina-
tor Gilles de Kerchove said in a De-
cember report that one-third of the 
estimated 5,000 European jihadists 
who went to Syria and Iraq have re-
turned to their home countries, an 
unknown number of them unde-
tected.

Some of the 1,750 believed to have 
returned will have been “sent back 
on specific missions” to participate 

in ISIS terror attacks, de Kerchove 
said. Returnees played key roles 
in the November 2015 slaughter in 
Paris and the Brussels bombings in 
March 2016, Western intelligence 
sources say.

The Amniyat alumni from Syria 
and Iraq keep in touch with their 
handlers, who are believed to be 
based mostly in Syria, through the 
encrypted one-to-one messaging 
app known as Telegram, along with 
WhatsApp and other digital chan-
nels that foreign intelligence ser-
vices cannot penetrate.

The head of Amniyat al-Kharji 
controls several theatre command-
ers, who US analyst Bridget Moreng 
said “seem to be assigned an area 
according to their language abilities 
and nationalities — enabling them 
to draw on extensive knowledge of 
the area when organising plots”.

Various sources say these opera-
tives were directly controlled by the 
Amniyat chief, Abu Mohammad al-
Adnani, the most trusted aide of the 
ISIS caliph, an Iraqi religious scholar 
known as Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.

Adnani, a Syrian and a prime tar-
get for the US-led coalition, was 
killed August 30th, 2016, in a US air 
strike on Raqqa in northern Syria, 
de facto capital of the ISIS caliphate.

Up to that point, Adnani’s imme-
diate deputy in the Amniyat was a 
French national known as Abu Su-
leyman al-Firansi — real name Ab-
delilah Himich — who functioned as 
director of external operations.

Baghdadi is reported to have pro-
moted him to that post as a reward 
for organising the November 2015 
bloodbath in Paris, highly coordi-
nated attacks on several targets 
simultaneously that transformed 
ISIS’s terror wing from a worrisome 
irritant to a strategic threat.

Abu Suleyman has been identi-
fied as a Moroccan born in Rabat 
in 1989 who spent his adolescence 

in Lunel, a small town in southern 
France that security officials say has 
produced up to two dozen jihadists 
who joined ISIS in Syria.

What made him stand out was 
that he joined the French Foreign 
Legion in November 2008 and saw 
combat during a 6-month tour in 
Afghanistan.

He was identified by an ISIS de-
fector as the brains behind the No-
vember 2015 Paris attacks, the first 
major multi-target ISIS operation 
organised by the Amniyat, and the 
bombing of Brussels airport and 
a subway station on March 22nd, 
2016. Between them, 152 people 
were killed and 660 wounded, a ter-
rorist toll unprecedented in Europe 
since the second world war.

Another pivotal figure is Rachid 
Kassim, a 29-year-old Frenchman 
believed to be of Algerian descent 

who joined ISIS in 2015 and was 
seen in several ISIS videos behead-
ing hostages.

He is seemingly constantly on-
line with a Facebook page and a 
Telegram channel, through which 
he exhorts ISIS supporters to attack 
Western targets and, when they 
agree to do so, channels them into 
the encrypted apps to plan the op-
erations.

Kassim’s virtual fingerprints were 
all over the fatal stabbing of a police 
chief and his female companion at 
their home in Magnanville outside 
Paris on June 14th, 2016, and the 
gruesome killing of 85-year-old 
Catholic priest Jacques Hamel in his 
church in the Normandy village of 
Saint-Etienne-du-Rouvray on July 
26th, 2016, investigators said.

Moreng said: “It is highly likely 
that Kassim was responsible for 

directing other plots throughout 
France, especially ones that have 
been accompanied by posthumous 
video messages from the attackers.”

She identified Kassim, 29, as “one 
of the Islamic State’s most danger-
ous virtual planners… who has pub-
lished a number of guides for ISIS 
supporters in which he specifies the 
name and location of recommended 
targets and gives tactical and strate-
gic advice to ensure the success of 
the operation”.

French authorities say that 
among the operations Kassim mas-
terminded were the July 14th, 2016, 
carnage in the French resort city of 
Nice, when a French-Tunisian petty 
criminal named Mohamed Lah-
ouaiej-Bouhlel drove an 18-tonne 
delivery truck into a crowd cele-
brating Bastille Day, slaughtering 86 
people and injuring hundreds more.

The shadowy 
men who control 
the ISIS killing 
machine
Ed Blanche

Amniyat chief Abu Mohammad al-Adnani who was killed in 2016.            (AP)

One-third of the 
estimated 5,000 
European jihadists 
have returned to 
their home 
countries.
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D 

espite implementing 
what aspire to be “posi-
tive discrimination” pro-
grammes, Tunisia’s re-
gional development gap 

is as stark as ever and the govern-
ment is struggling to develop last-
ing solutions to bridging the divide, 
experts said.

While coastal areas such as Tunis, 
Sousse and Sfax have maintained 
stable industries that provided 
jobs, development in other regions 
lagged.

“Conscious decisions made by 
successive governments since Tuni-
sian independence have resulted in 
a substantial development gap be-
tween the coast and the periphery,” 
Hamza Meddeb, a visiting fellow at 
the European Council on Foreign 
Relations, wrote in a January report.

“Tunisia’s long-neglected hin-
terland continues to suffer from a 
rampant informal economy, high 
unemployment, corruption and an 
underdeveloped private sector.”

This is especially evident in 
north-western and west-central 
towns where residents have long 
complained that government initia-
tives were misguided and impracti-
cal.

“After years of empty promises, 
locals long ago ran out of patience,” 
said Olfa Touati, a project manager 
for the Association of Women’s 
Training and Employment in El Kef. 
“Now they want instant solutions.”

Touati said government actions 
to address the lack of development 
and unemployment in interior re-
gions — notably training sessions 

— have been rejected by locals who 
demand “concrete and permanent 
resolutions”.

Unfortunately, instant solutions 
are nowhere to be found, said Mo-
hamed Sami Ben Ali, a Tunisian 
professor of economics at Qatar 
University. “Positive discrimina-
tion policies demand significantly 
more funds in order to overcome 
the problem and reduce disparities 
between regions,” he said.

Funds have been even scarcer 
since 2011, with the slowdown in 
economic growth, due to strikes 
and work stoppages, disruption 
of phosphate production and the 
slump in tourism revenues mainly 
due to terror attacks. New security 
needs have led to expenditures at 
the expense of development pro-
jects.

Tunisia adopted a new constitu-
tion in January 2014 that stressed 
the importance of positive discrimi-
nation in economic development. 
Government officials promised to 
implement these policies in periph-
eral areas, where social unrest was 
particularly rife.

One such policy was les chantiers, 
a government initiative employing 
up to 100,000 workers from under-
developed regions in maintenance 
and service industries in 2015.

In 2016, the Tunisian Ministry of 
Employment announced another 
positive discrimination programme 
— Mechanism 16 — which aimed to 
provide employment opportunities 

for thousands of young men from 
interior regions, particularly Gafsa, 
Kasserine, Medenine, Sidi Bouzid 
and Jendouba.

Experts point out that more sys-
temic measures need to be imple-
mented to tackle such problems as 
insufficient investments as well as 
poor infrastructure and industrial 
base, which lead to chronic unrest 
and exodus from the interior.

Critics argue some of the new 
initiatives offer mostly temporary, 
low-paid positions that do little to 
advance social mobility or long-
term economic sustainability.

“Far from supplying sustainable 
economic opportunities, employ-
ment schemes offering temporary 
jobs contribute to ongoing patterns 
of subordination and marginalisa-
tion,” Meddeb wrote.

Ben Ali said positive discrimina-
tion policies are part of the solu-
tion but must be implemented in 
conjunction with broader economic 
reforms.

Among critical steps he high-
lighted were combating corruption, 
improving the effectiveness of the 
administration, increasing public 
investment and establishing real 
and effective private investment 
policies.

During the last six years, varying 
ratios of development funds allo-
cated to the interior have not been 
spent due to ineffective public ser-
vice and disruption of the decision-
making process since the 2011 revo-
lution. Senior government officials 
also often complain that some po-
litical and union activists exploit 
the issue of development dispari-
ties between regions without con-
sideration of budget pressures.

The Tunisian government  is 
hoping to make significant inroads 
in private investment.

In November, the country hosted 
Tunisia 2020, a major international 
investment conference that drew 
thousands of leading business and 
political figures to Tunis. Many 
hoped the gathering would be a 
turning point in jump-starting the 
country’s economy by channelling 
billions into infrastructure and de-
velopment projects.

“Tunisia 2020 is a major step 
towards boosting the wheel of the 
Tunisian economy,” said Ben Ali, 
“but its effect will depend mainly 
on the effective willingness of 
donors and funders to fulfil their 
commitments, which will depend 
on their trust in Tunisian policy-
makers.”

Recent actions taken by the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) sug-
gest that such trust might still be a 
work in progress. In February, the 
IMF postponed the second instal-
ment of a loan worth $350 million 
due to the country’s sluggish pace 
in installing economic reforms, Tu-
nisian Minister of Finance Lamia 
Zribi said.

Zribi told Reuters that “the gov-
ernment was ready to launch a new 
push on the reforms package in the 
public sector, the banking sector, 
state companies and taxes”.

Despite these setbacks, Tunisia’s 
economy has shown flurries of op-
timism.

On February 7th, Björn Rother, 
IMF mission chief to Tunisia, cited 
“improved confidence” in the Tu-
nisian economy and called it “re-
silient in a difficult domestic and 
international environment”.

In December, Tunisian Prime 
Minister Youssef Chahed had 
pointed to Tunisia 2020 as “the 
best proof of Tunisia’s ability to 
win back the confidence of its part-
ners”.

Stephen Quillen is an Arabic 
Weekly correspondent based
 in Tunis.

Casablanca

M 

orocco is preparing 
to move from a fixed 
exchange rate con-
trolled by the coun-
try’s central bank to 

a flexible regime in which the val-
ue of the currency is left to market 
forces as part of the North African 
country’s reforms to liberalise its 
economy.

The change to a floating ex-
change rate, which Moroccan au-
thorities have been considering 
since 2007, is expected to be in full 
effect this year.

Bank Al-Maghrib, Morocco’s 
central bank, said it would opt for 
a gradual and orderly transition 
process towards a more flexible 
exchange rate regime to allow mar-
kets to adapt to the change.

Rachid Aourraz, researcher at 
the Arab Centre for Scientific Re-
search and Human Studies, said 
the move had been a foregone con-
clusion.

“Morocco has adopted a policy 
of economic openness since the 
mid-1990s and has achieved very 
little progress on some levels. The 

masterminds of monetary policy 
now think that time of the liber-
alisation of the Moroccan dirham 
has come, based on the data they 
have,” Aourraz said.

He said he was optimistic about 
the flexible exchange rate’s effects 
on the Moroccan economy.

“This new monetary policy will 
have some positive aspects, in-
cluding more control over infla-
tion, because the experiments 
showed that the flexible exchange 
rate is always accompanied by low 
inflation rates in the light of po-
litical instability,” he said. “This 
policy will also contribute to sup-
porting the competitiveness of the 
Moroccan economy at the interna-
tional level.

“A low dirham will support Mo-
rocco’s exports and attract more 
tourists, which is very important 
for a country that [depends] sig-
nificantly on the tourism sector. It 
will also curb the pace of imports, 
which will consequently improve 
the situation of chronic deficit suf-
fered by the Moroccan balance of 
trade.”

Several economic operators cit-
ed Turkey and Egypt as examples 
to explain the risks of Morocco’s 
market transition.

Rachid Boutti, distinguished vis-
iting professor at Universidad de 
Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, said 
the plunging value of Egypt’s cur-
rency was due to worsening eco-
nomic conditions in the country, 
while the drop of the Turkish lira 
could be explained by the coun-
try’s political turmoil.

“Both cases of Egypt and Tur-
key are exceptional. The Moroccan 
economy is solid besides a political 
stability. We also have enough for-
eign currency to avoid such scenar-
ios,” Boutti said.

Egypt floated its currency in No-
vember, a move followed by a de-
valuation from the fixed rate of 8.8 

pounds per US dollar to a traded 
rate of 18 pounds per dollar as part 
of its austerity programme. Infla-
tion in Egypt soared to its highest 
annual rate in decades — 31.7% in 
February — and rising food prices 
took their toll on Egyptians’ buying 
power.

Morocco’s central bank said it 

would act if a major external shock 
occurred, describing the Egyptian 
decision as “forced and disorderly”.

“If such a scenario were to occur, 
it would be necessary to devalue 
the currency at once and to bear the 
consequences that this could have 
on the economy and society,” the 
central bank said. 

Morocco to adopt flexible exchange rate policy
Saad Guerraoui

Solid economy. Morocco’s Central Bank Governor Abdellatif Jouahri speaks to the media.            (Reuters)

Unmet expectations. Tunisian youth walk in the west-central town of Sidi Bouzid.        (AFP)

Economy

Positive 
discrimination not 
enough to bridge 
Tunisia’s 
development gap
Stephen Quillen

Despite these 
setbacks, Tunisia’s 
economy has shown 
flurries of optimism.

The central bank 
reassured operators 
that it would act if a 
major external shock 
occurred.
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T 

he opening of three ma-
jor power plants in March 
was the latest in Egypt’s 
efforts to end its electric-
ity shortage crisis.

“Huge work is being done in this 
country to end the problem,” said 
Gamal al-Qaluibi, a power engi-
neering professor at Cairo Universi-
ty. “In less than two years, the gov-
ernment managed to end electrical 
power shortages and even pave the 
road for surpluses.”

When they are operating fully in 
2018 as expected, the three electri-
cal power plants, one in the central 
province of Beni Suef and the oth-
ers in the new capital being built on 
the outskirts of Cairo, will produce 
14,000 megawatts (MW) of electric-
ity every year.

In 2013, Egypt produced 24,000 
MW but 29,000 MW were needed 
to bring light to all households, 
make factory machines run, power 
equipment at hospitals and bring 
energy to farmland.

The government was actively 
asking the public to economise on 
electricity consumption, turn off 
air conditioning and do without 
half of the light bulbs at home. 
However, consumption rationalisa-
tion did not reduce daily outages, 
which sometimes brought hospital 
equipment to a standstill.

Instead of addressing the prob-
lem, then-president Muhammad 
Morsi blamed his opponents for 
deliberately cutting electricity to 
anger the public.

When Abdel Fattah al-Sisi became 
president in mid-2014, he learnt the 
lesson from Morsi’s failure to deal 
with the crisis. Sisi’s plan to prevent 
the outages included the construc-
tion of eight massive power plants.

The three power plants that 
opened in March were designed 
and constructed by the German 
electronics manufacturing giant 
Siemens at the cost of $6.4 billion. 
Each of the plants will produce 
4,800 MW of electricity annually at 
peak operations.

The plants are only a small item 
on Sisi’s plan to achieve electricity 
sufficiency in Egypt, the Electricity 
Ministry said.

“Our plan includes a diversifica-
tion of electricity sources,” said 
Ayman Hamza, spokesman for the 
Electricity Ministry. “The plan aims 
to end electricity outages for good 
and secure needs for many years to 
come.”

Sisi’s plan to end the outages in-
cludes exploitation of renewable 
energies. The government actively 
encouraged the private sector to 
establish its own solar and wind 
farms. It installed huge solar panels 
on the roofs of hundreds of gov-
ernment buildings and encourages 
Egyptians to create solar power 
plants on their home roofs. Some 
Egyptians sell electricity produced 
by their solar panels to the national 
grid.

Egypt is expected to sign a con-
tract at the end of April for a nu-
clear power plant, which will be 

built in north-western Egypt by a 
Russian company. The plant, which 
will include four nuclear reactors, 
each producing 1,200 MW of elec-
tricity by completion in 2022, will 
cost $30 billion.

An electricity interconnectivity 
project is due to be completed be-
tween Egypt and Saudi Arabia in 
2019.

All these measures mean one 
thing: Electricity outages will be-
come a thing of the past, Hamza 
said.

“A power cuts-free summer will 
start in our country in a matter of 
few weeks from now for the first 

time in almost a decade,” he said.
Abundant electricity production, 

economists said, will help Egypt at-
tract international investment.

Energy experts said, however, 
the electricity sufficiency should 
not blind Egyptians to the fact that 
fossil fuels are finite, which means 
that Egypt should increase its de-
pendency on renewable energy.

Renewable energy contributes 
only 3% of total electrical power 
generated in Egypt now. The coun-
try has hopes to raise that figure to 
20% by 2022.

“According to specialised studies, 
fossil fuels will start running out a 
short time from now,” said Youssri 
Abu Shadi, an energy expert and a 
former International Atomic Ener-
gy Agency inspector. “This means 
that dependence on renewable en-
ergies is not optional for a country 
like Egypt.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Beirut

E 

gypt plans to increase 
natural gas production to 
166 million cubic metres 
per day (cmd) by June 
2018 from approximately 

110,000 million cmd in May 2016. A 
production jump to 2.2 billion cmd 
is planned by mid-2020. The plan 
looks doable with Eni’s develop-
ment plans for the giant Zohar field 
on target, as well as BP’s West Nile 
Delta (WND) development plans 
projected to be completed before 
target, in summer 2017.

The gas production boost has 
started with Eni’s Noroos field pro-
ducing 25.5 million cmd of natural 
gas in its first year of production. 
At the end of 2016, production had 
hit 127 million cmd. The next incre-
mental output increase is expected 
to arrive this summer from BP’s 
WND field, with reserves of 142 bil-
lion cubic metres of gas and a de-
velopment cost of $12 billion. Initial 
production from WND is slated at 
approximately 22 million cmd ris-
ing to 34 million cmd by 2019.

The significant expansion into 
gas resurgence, after years of dol-
drums, will be the Zohar field out-
put. The development cost of Zo-
har is around $12 billion. Reserves 

are estimated at 651 billion cubic 
metres. BP recently bought a 10% 
share in the field from Eni. Output 
of an initial rate of 5.6 million cmd 
for the first phase in December 2017 
is to rise to 34 million cmd by spring 
2018. The second phase production 
is targeted to start at 76 million cmd 
by the end of 2018.

Egypt must deal with an impor-
tant challenge. Can it become gas 
self-sufficient by 2020? Egyptian 
gas fields suffer from an approxi-
mately 20% annual decline. This 
means it is necessary to ensure the 
start-ups of new fields annually to 
maintain a balance of supply and 
demand.

Egypt has contracted to import 
7.96 million tonnes (around 31 mil-
lion cmd) of liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) in 2017. This has required to 
contract 117 LNG cargoes for this 
year. Around 45 loads are to be sup-
plied by Russia’s state-owned Ros-
neft and approximately 60 cargoes 
are to be imported from the trading 
houses Vitol, BB, Glencore, Trafigu-
ra and Gunvor.

Since the shortfall in supply and 
rising demand in 2014, state-owned 
gas firm EGAS has signed scores of 
deals to import LNG. Egypt sus-
pended its piped exports to neigh-
bouring countries while retaining 
exports to Jordan, delivering lower 
volumes at a higher price formula. 
LNG exports to two European coun-
tries have also been suspended.

Similar to other oil-producing 
countries, Egypt suffered a cash 
shortfall during the oil price col-
lapse of 2014-16. Payments to oil 
operating firms were in arrears of $3 
billion-$5 billion. Egypt’s economic 
problems are in a dire situation, 
much bigger than the cash shortfall 

during the recent price crash.
“We are in a bottleneck and we 

are on our way out, but if we want 
to get out, we have to take tough 
decisions,” said Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi.

The government has tried to deal 
with the problems by instituting 
value-added tax (VAT), reducing 
subsidies — the latest to bread, the 
main Egyptian food staple. Last No-
vember, it undervalued the curren-
cy. Inflation is estimated at around 
30% annually.

Last summer, Egypt experienced 
a series of blackouts due to power 
cuts. Natural gas fuels more than 
90% of Egypt’s power stations. 
Domestic demand for natural gas 
increased at high rates because of 
subsidies and the rising population 
rate.

The government made more gas 
available to local power stations by 
suspending exports, reducing gas 

supplies to local industry (cement 
and petrochemicals) and suspend-
ing LNG imports. These short-term 
measures were accompanied by 
long-awaited agreements with the 
operating oil firms — payments of 
arrears and modification of the pro-
duction-sharing agreements to pro-
vide incentives to the companies.

The life-saving measure to the 
gas industry was Eni’s announce-
ment in August 2015 of the discov-
ery of the Zohar field, the largest 
gas field discovered in the Mediter-
ranean. Zohar has provided an op-
portunity to meet Egypt’s domestic 
demand, at least in the short and 
medium terms, as well as provide 
the opportunity to resume exports. 
The projected growth of the natural 
gas industry is expected to provide 
an impetus for Egypt’s economy.

Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based 
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

Securing needs. A power station of the Cairo Electricity Distribution Company.                                (Reuters)

Gas tanks at Suez city north of Cairo.              (Reuters)

Egypt moves from electricity deficit to sufficiency
Amr Emam

Global oil supplies up 
but OPEC abides by 
output cut

Kuwait raises $8 
billion in foreign 
bond sale

Egypt says Saudi 
Aramco to resume 
deliveries

OPEC countries are complying 
with a landmark deal to reduce 
an oil glut but global supplies still 
increased in February, the Interna-
tional Energy Agency said.

“The implementation of the 
OPEC production agreement ap-
pears in February to have main-
tained the solid start seen in Janu-
ary. For the first two months of the 
deal the compliance rate averaged 
98%,” the IEA said, adding that 
“global oil supplies rose in Febru-
ary as (both) OPEC and non-OPEC 
producers pumped more”.

At the end of November, OPEC 
agreed to cut output by 1.2 million 
barrels per day (bpd) from January 
1st. In December, non-OPEC pro-
ducers led by Russia agreed to cut 
their output to 558,000 bpd.

The aim was to reduce a glut in 
global oil supply that has depressed 
prices, which stand at around $48-
$51 per barrel.

However, global supplies 
increased 260,000 bpd to 96.52 
million bpd in February, the IEA cal-
culated. OPEC increased output by 
170,000 bpd to 32 million bpd and 
non-OPEC oil production increased 
by 90,000 bpd to 57.8 million bpd, 
largely due to higher US output.
(Agence France-Presse)

Briefs

Natural gas industry to provide boost for Egypt’s economy
Walid Khadduri

Economy

Deficit-hit Kuwait has raised $8 
billion in its first international bond 
issue, the Finance Ministry said, as 
it seeks to make up a budget short-
fall resulting from low oil prices.

The debt sale consisted of $3.5 
billion in 5-year bonds and $4.5 bil-
lion in 10-year bonds, the ministry 
said in a statement.

After healthy surpluses for 16 
consecutive years, the oil-rich Gulf 
state posted a budget deficit in 
2015-16 and is projecting a shortfall 
of $29 billion for the fiscal year that 
ends March 31st. Kuwait has seen 
revenues fall amid a prolonged 
drop in oil prices.

The latest bond sale was over-
subscribed, with orders exceeding 
$29 billion, the ministry said.

“We are delighted for the suc-
cessful pricing of this transaction 
and the positive response we 
have received from international 
investors,” Finance Minister Anas 
al-Saleh said.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi oil giant Aramco is to 
resume deliveries of oil products 
to Egypt that have been suspended 
since October, the Egyptian Petro-
leum Ministry said, amid differ-
ences over the Syrian conflict.

“It was agreed that the Saudi 
side will resume shipping Aramco’s 
petroleum products in accord-
ance with the commercial contract 
between the (Egyptian General) Pe-
troleum Corporation and Aramco,” 
the ministry said.

Saudi Arabia last April agreed 
to finance Egyptian imports of 
refined products from Aramco for 
five years in a $23 billion deal but, 
in October, Aramco halted without 
explanation the agreed deliveries 
of 700,000 tonnes of petroleum 
products a month.

The move came after Egypt 
voted in favour of a Russian-draft-
ed UN Security Council resolution 
on Syria that Saudi Arabia strongly 
opposed. Riyadh has also been 
frustrated by Cairo’s unwillingness 
to send ground troops to join a 
Saudi-led coalition fighting rebels 
in Yemen.
(Agence France-Presse)

The projected growth 
of the natural gas 
industry is expected 
to provide an impetus 
for Egypt’s economy.

Our plan includes a 
diversification of 
electricity 
sources.”Ayman Hamza, spokesman for 

the Electricity Ministry

Egypt  Energy



20 March 19, 2017

Beirut

“S
omeone listen, some-
one hear. We want our 
childhood back.” The 
plea was made by war-
afflicted Syrian children 

in Song for Syria as the brutal con-
flict entered its seventh year.

Drastic escalation of violence 
in 2016 caused the highest annual 
number of recorded children casu-
alties in the Syrian war with at least 
652 deaths, a 20% increase from 
2015, a UNICEF report stated.

“These are the numbers that we 
have been able to document. They 
are absolutely not the final ones. 
They may be only a portion of the 
(real) number of children killed,” 
said UNICEF Director for the MENA 
region Geert Cappelaere after visit-
ing Damascus, Aleppo in the north 
and Homs in western Syria.

“In 2016, every six hours a child 
was killed or severely injured in Syr-
ia,” he said. “Some 255 were killed 
or severely wounded on their way 
to school or while sitting in classes… 
The (Syria) song is meant to remind 
us of the sufferings that children are 
going through in Syria today as the 
war is far from being finished,” Cap-
pelaere said.

Schools and medical facilities 
have been repeatedly attacked, 
especially in rebel-held areas of 
eastern Aleppo and rural Damas-
cus, which could explain the high 
number of casualties among school-
children. Also, 2016 witnessed a 
strong engagement of the Russian 
military in support of the Syrian re-
gime whose aerial bombings were 
blamed for large numbers of deaths 
and injuries.

“Everybody, every party is ac-
countable and has been responsible 
for killing and injuring children,” 
Cappelaere said. “Schools have 
been used for military purposes in 
complete violation of international 
law.”

Cappelaere said UNICEF has no 
indication that children have been 
exposed to chemical agents.

After six years of war, 
nearly 6 million 
children in 
Syria depend 
on humani-
tarian assis-
tance, a 12-
fold increase 
from 2012, the 
UNICEF report said. More than 2.5 
million live in hard-to-reach areas, 
including 280,000 children in be-
sieged ones. An additional 2.5 mil-
lion are refugees in other countries 
in the region.

“These are children in dire need,” 
Cappelaere said. “All parties (to the 
conflict) should ensure that human-
itarian teams inside Syria have at 
any moment unconditional access 
to the children in need.”

The UNICEF official stressed that 
the use of child soldiers is on the 
rise in Syria with at least 850 be-
ing recruited by armed factions last 
year, more than twice as many as in 
2015.

“Everyone across the board has 
been recruiting child soldiers,” Cap-
pelaere said, noting that children as 
young as 10 and 11 years have been 
used in combat missions and as 
spies. “Some of the children make 
war to get income. It is part of a 
coping mechanism just like families 
marrying their girls at an early age,” 
he said.

He said UNICEF needed $1.4 bil-
lion to address the most pressing 
needs of children in Syria and refu-
gee children in neighbouring coun-
tries in 2017.

Song for Syria was released by 
UNICEF to mark the March 15th 
anniversary of the start of the war. 
The song carries “a message to the 
world from Syrian children reclaim-
ing their childhood”, said the song’s 
Jordanian composer, Zade Dirani.

“Music has the amazing power 
to bring people together and keep 
hope alive,” said Dirani. “We must 
hear the children’s plea. All they are 
asking for is to have their childhood 
back and an end to a war that is not 
of their making.”

Children were among the first 
victims of the government’s brutal 
crackdown that sparked the upris-
ing that degenerated into war. Resi-
dents in the southern Syrian city of 
Daraa marched to demand the re-
lease of teenage students arrested 
for writing anti-government slogans 
on school walls. They were tortured 
in detention.

Save The Children also recently 
released an alarming report, saying 
Syrian children are showing symp-
toms of “toxic stress” and are at-
tempting self-harm and suicide in 
response to prolonged exposure to 
war.

Speech disorders, losing the ca-
pacity to speak and incontinence are 
symptoms that children may carry 
into adulthood, the international 
charity’s report said. It warned that 
“the risk of a broken generation, 
lost to trauma and extreme stress, 
has never been greater.”

However, Cappelaere said there 
was hope to save Syria’s children.

“I have left Syria not only with 
devastation in my mind but also 
hope,” he said. “Children do not 
want to be referred to as a lost gen-
eration. They want to move on.”

“For 15 to 20 long minutes we 
were driving in the midst of nothing 
but… rubble and then suddenly we 
saw tens of children walking with 
their backpacks on their way to 
school. It is a moment I will never 
forget,” Cappelaere said. “It is defi-
nitely not yet a lost generation but 
we need to act now.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Baghdad

F 

aleh Hadi’s military back-
ground has helped him 
avoid being killed or in-
jured while reporting on 
fierce combat in the war 

against the Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Iraq. Nonetheless, the former Iraqi 
Army officer, who works as a war 
correspondent for the official Iraqi 
Media Network, has been exposed 
to great risks because of a lack of 
protection equipment and clear 
guidance and instructions.

“After the occupation of Mosul 
and the western governorates by 
ISIS in 2014, I was assigned to ac-
company the military forces to re-
port on the war of liberation,” Hadi 
said. “The first battle I covered was 
in Falluja. The risks that we faced 
to carry out our work were no less 
dangerous than those of the com-
batants.”

While Hadi had experience in 
military operations, many of his 
colleagues were young eager re-
porters covering war for the first 
time.

“I could see that they have 
been thrust by their media to the 
front lines without being properly 
briefed on the risks they would en-
counter, resulting in many casual-
ties among them,” Hadi said. “Me-
dia institutions are after news and 
information from the battlefield 
and disregard the fact that their 
reporters had no proper train-
ing needed to operate in conflict 
zones.”

“War coverage is an extremely 
difficult task, especially when you 
move between booby traps and 
rigged roads. This requires military 
knowledge to avoid the traps, a 
matter that most Iraqi correspond-
ents are unaware of,” he added.

Most Iraqi media institutions, 
private and state-run, fail to pro-
vide war correspondents with 
proper equipment, such as ar-
moured, bulletproof vests and 
helmets. Often they do not even 
provide maps to help reporters 
understand the typography of the 
areas they will work in.

Hatem Toumi, a cameraman 
who reported for local satellite 

television on the Mosul battle, 
blamed the death of journalists on 
employers’ negligence.

“War correspondents in the Iraqi 
media have no proper means of 
protection and no first aid equip-
ment which their institutions are 
supposed to ensure for them. Cer-
tain journalists even borrow bul-
letproof vests from the soldiers 
when they go on air,” Toumi said.

“Moreover, there is no database 
about correspondents embedded 
with the armed forces to help trace 
and save them if they get injured or 
killed, besides the fact that corre-
spondents do not receive instruc-
tions and guidance about potential 

risks ahead of time,” added Toumi, 
who survived an ISIS attack on the 
military convoy he was embedded 
in.

“It was a terrifying experience,” 
he recalled. “We were a bunch of 
journalists left in the middle of 
the desert in an area rigged with 
explosives after the troops had 
dispersed in all directions. We had 
two options: To move on between 
the explosives or wait for help. We 
were lucky because another con-
voy passed by after a short while.”

Toumi quit his job after the in-
cident, deciding that covering war 
zones without life and medical 
insurance or reliable protective 
equipment was too great a risk. 
Many Iraqi correspondents have 
similar concerns.

ISIS snipers have been specifical-
ly targeting journalists in Mosul to 
discourage them from reporting on 
the advance of the army into the 
city. Iraqi Alsumaria photographer 
Ali Resan was killed by sniper fire 
south of Mosul while filming the 
battle. He had no armoured vest or 
helmet.

In addition to Resan, 14 journal-
ists have been gravely injured in 
the battle for Mosul, Iraq’s Jour-
nalist Freedoms Observatory said. 
Thirteen journalists have been 
killed and 44 injured since ISIS 
took over Mosul and large areas 
of Iraq in June 2014. The dead are 
among an estimated 298 Iraqi and 
foreign correspondents who were 
killed while working since 2003.

Journalist Freedoms Observa-
tory Director Ziad al-Ajili blasted 
Iraqi media institutions for failing 
to protect their war correspond-

ents and shoving them into the 
front lines of battle without even 
minimal training on how to man-
age risks, let alone with reliable 
protective equipment.

“We have been lobbying with 
military and security officials to 
avoid putting embedded journal-
ists in advanced frontlines and 
urged media leaders to send their 
experienced and skilled corre-
spondents to war zones,” Ajili said. 
He criticised the Iraqi Journalists 
Syndicate for failing to impose se-
curity on the job rules for war re-
porters.

Syndicate member Fouad Ghazi 
said that journalists’ protection is 
not only the responsibility of the 
media outlets but of reporters as 
well.

“Reporters should be also aware 
of their own responsibilities and 
give priority to their own safety 
rather than obtaining a scoop or 
footage,” he said. “Many get car-
ried away when covering battles, 
ignoring instructions and enter-
ing dangerous zones with soldiers. 
Their excessive boldness is harm-
ful for them and the media they 
work for.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

2016 the worst for Syrian children in six years of war

Iraq’s war correspondents in the line of fire

Samar Kadi

Oumayma Omar

Broken generation. A 
Syrian child pulls a plastic 
crate carrying water 
bottles in the once rebel-
held Shaar neighbourhood 
in Aleppo.              (AFP)

At risk. Reporters covering the Iraqi army battles against ISIS in 
Mosul.                   (Oumayma Omar)

The use of child 
soldiers is on the 
rise with at least 
850 being recruited 
by armed factions 
last year.

Society

Iraqi journalists in 
war zones lack 
proper protection 
gear, guidance and 
training.
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Amman

W 

ater scarcity has 
long been a chal-
lenge in the Arab 
region, aggravated 
by climate change, 

population growth, conflicts and 
refugee crises. Jordan, the venue 
for the Fourth Arab Water Week, 
serves as prime example of the bat-
tle.

The desert kingdom has one of 
the lowest levels of water availabili-
ty in the world and hosts the second 
largest number of Syrian refugees 
per person, following Lebanon. 
That places tremendous stress on 
its limited water resources.

“The water situation in Jordan is 
facing continuous challenges due 
to the unexpected population in-
crease in the past few years, as the 
kingdom is hosting more than 1.4 
million Syrian refugees, leading to 
more than a 22% increase in water 
demand,” said Omar Salameh, com-
munications director at the Minis-
try of Water and Irrigation.

“Shortage in clean water has 
reached more than 30% and the in-
dividual share dropped to around 

70-80 litres daily,” he said.
The ministry said that water per 

person in Jordan is 88% less than 
the international water poverty 
line of 1,000 cubic metres annually. 
Available resources provide 800 
million-900 million cubic metres 
(mcm) of water annually, which 
meets the needs of 3 million of the 
country’s population of 7.8 million.

The northern governorates, 
which host the most refugees, have 
particularly suffered from water 
scarcity, Salameh said.

“There are thousands of refugees 
living among locals in the north, 
placing tremendous pressure on 
resources and increasing demand 
for water in that area by more than 
40%,” he said.

Salameh said the cost for water 
for Syrian refugees is about $848 
million a year.

In 2015, national water demand 
in Jordan stood at 1.205 billion 
cubic metres (bcm) but supply 
stood at 972mcm, a water deficit of 
233mcm.

Experts say the kingdom can ex-
pect a 15-60% decrease in precipi-
tation and a 1-4 degree Celsius in-
crease in temperatures as a result of 
climate change, which could have 
damaging effects on ecosystems, 
river basins, watersheds and biodi-
versity.

In 2016, the government an-
nounced a 10-year water strategy 
to bridge the growing gap between 
supply and demand.

The government hopes to explore 
new resources to generate 187mcm 
of fresh water and increase the stor-
age of the country’s dams by 25% to 
about 400mcm, provide 36mcm 
of surface water for irrigation and 

generate an additional 94mcm of 
treated waste water.

The ministry said the per person 
water share dropped from 147 cubic 
metres per year to 123 cubic metres 
since the start of the Syrian refugee 
crisis. The cost of electricity used in 
water pumping increased 220%.

Salameh said the ministry ex-
pected water demand to rise to 
1.328bcm and supply to increase to 
1.148bcm in 2020, while demand 
would stand at 1.698bcm and water 
supply at 1.558bcm in 2025.

This year, the government is 

planning water projects in Ma’an, 
a city in southern Jordan, at a cost 
of $6.5 million, funded by the grant 
from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait and 
the French Development Agency.

The Conference and Exhibition, 
part of the Fourth Arab Water Week, 
which is scheduled for March 19th-
23rd, will tackle water resources 
management policies and gov-
ernance, political unrest and the 
effects on water utilities perfor-
mance, energy efficiency tools for 
water utilities and electricity gener-
ation from dams and hydroelectric 

power stations, Salameh said.
“We are expecting around 400 

participants from the region and 
the world and more than 35 exhibi-
tors to attend,” he said.

The Third Arab Water Week was 
also in Jordan with Arab Countries 
Water Utilities Association Secre-
tary-General Khaldoun Kashman 
stating that access to clean and 
sufficient water is a basic human 
right.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Tunis

A 

ban on plastic bags took 
effect in Tunisia’s large 
supermarket chains in 
March, part of the gov-
ernment’s efforts to cut 

down on waste and pollution.
The regulation prohibits major 

supermarket chains, such as Car-
refour and Monoprix, distributing 
non-biodegradable plastic bags. 
The action does not affect smaller 
shops and street food markets or 
the fruit and vegetable sections of 
retail stores.

Waste management is a major 
problem in Tunisia, where much of 
the country’s refuse, especially in 
rural areas, ends up littering fields 
or streets or is burned on the out-
skirts of towns.

Plastic bags, more than 30% of 
which are distributed at supermar-
kets, are estimated to account for 
10,000 tonnes of waste in Tunisia 
each year.

“It is no longer acceptable to 
see 50-micron plastic bags thrown 
into the environment,” Tunisian 
Environmental Minister Riadh 
Mouakher said last October.

“Citizens will have to change 
their habits and become aware of 
the importance of preserving the 
environment.”

The ban was implemented after 
the Ministry of the Environment 
and Local Affairs reached an agree-
ment with Tunisia’s major shop-
ping centres. Mouakher thanked 
stores for being cooperative.

“Our negotiations with super-
market managers did not take 
much time. In fact, they said yes 
to our proposal in record time,” 

Mouakher said.
For environmental activists in 

Tunisia, who have long been push-
ing for more eco-friendly policies, 
the action is a positive step.

“My organisation and I fully sup-
port the ban,” said Adnen Ben Haj, 
president and founder of Associa-
tion Tunisienne pour la Nature et le 
Développement Durable (ANDD), 
an environmental advocacy or-
ganisation. “But for now, it applies 
only to supermarkets, not the small 
corner shops and grocery stores.”

Ben Haj, who said the move will 
have an effect if plastic bags are 
prohibited altogether, said it was 
difficult for consumers to cope 
with the new measure.

“It is quite a challenge as we, the 
consumers, operate in a disposable 
economy,” he said. “Our mindset is 
that using plastic bags is cheaper 
and less burdensome but we don’t 
see the mid-term and long-term 
damages they cause from blocked 
sewers, to harming bird species.”

Abdelhamid Jemii, a Tunisian 
who specialises in climate change 
and biodiversity, said limits to plas-
tic bag use marked “an important 
and extraordinary step” but was 
not implemented perfectly and 
could cause problems for bag man-
ufacturers.

Jemii said the next environmen-
tal issue the government should 
take on is recycling.

“Providing assorted waste bins 
would allow people to sort their 
garbage and learn how to recycle,” 
Jemii said. “This may take years 
but it will eventually be successful 
if it’s accompanied by campaigns 
to raise public awareness.”

Ben Haj added: “Compared to 
other countries, I think the waste 
management situation in Tunisia 
lacks efficient management. Some 

of the biggest problems are the 
misplacement of trash cans and in-
effective sorting on all levels.

“That being said, there are areas 
where everything runs smoothly, 
such as Sidi Bou Said and Les Berg-
es du Lac. There waste is properly 
managed with sealed trash cans in 
front of buildings and scheduled 
trash pick-up times. In rural set-
tings, the problem is of a different 
dimension, since trash cans are 
sometimes very far from houses.”

In southern Tunisia, where pick-
up times are infrequent and stray 
animals pry into rubbish bins, peo-
ple often burn their garbage, Ben 
Haj said.

He also pointed out that people 
who collect plastic to sell to recy-
cling plants could be part of the so-
lution if managed properly.

“I think most people are aware 
of the need to sort trash but they 
don’t have an alternative to do it 
properly,” he said. “Even when 
people sort their own waste (put-
ting plastic, food waste and metal 
into different bags), the trash col-
lecting truck just mixes and press-
es everything together, rendering 
everything a waste of time and ef-
fort.”

Regarding the plastic bag regula-
tions, Ben Haj said: “We know peo-
ple are always resistant to change. 
That is why we recommend a step-
by-step approach with encourage-
ment, putting the policies into ef-
fect, and respecting them.”

While the move received a posi-
tive response from many environ-
mentalists, consumer reaction was 
mixed.

“Many people are not happy 
about it,” said a grocery worker in 
Tunis. “They assume supermar-
kets are doing this to get more 
profit.”

In many supermarkets in Tuni-
sia, large, reusable cloth bags or 
higher-micron plastic bags are sold 
at the checkout lines.

Others have pushed for the re-
introduction of the koffa, a tradi-
tional woven basket once common 
in Tunisia.

“Working towards effective en-
vironmental sustainability is a real 
challenge, not only in Tunisia, but 
globally,” Ben Haj said. “The gov-
ernment is not able to do every-
thing on its own, which is why we, 
as environmental organisations, 
are here fulfilling our joint mission 
for the environment.”

Jordan’s water shortage made worse by refugee crisis

Tunisia bans plastic bags in supermarkets

Roufan Nahhas

Stephen Quillen

Increasing demand. Syrian refugee children play with water at Azraq refugee camp in Jordan.    (Reuters)

Plastic bags are seen in a field near buildings in Tunis.           (AFP)

Water scarcity in 
MENA is 
aggravated by 
climate change, 
population growth, 
conflicts and 
refugee crises.

The regulation 
prohibits 
supermarket 
chains from using 
non-biodegradable 
plastic bags.

Environment

Citizens will have 
to change their 
habits.”Tunisian Environment

Minister Riadh Mouakher
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Beirut

A 

s the landscape of the 
art world has evolved, 
so have the modes 
through which artists 
express themselves. 

Technology has become integrated 
into the works of artists who are 
creating in the context of the digi-
tal age. Painting, however, remains 
a pivotal medium through which 
artists continue to experiment.

Ayyam Gallery’s Painting Across 
Generations hinges on this no-
tion. Piecing together works from 
a multigenerational group of art-
ists, which includes Samia Halaby, 
Thaier Helal, Tammam Azzam, 
Safwan Dahoul and Afshin Pi-
rhashemi, the show highlights de-
velopments that have generated a 
new wave of painting in the Arab 
world and Iran.

“I think painting is often taken 
for granted in the region. Paint-
ers are still widely represented by 
galleries and acquired by institu-
tions and private collections but 
we rarely get a focused show that 
deals primarily with the develop-
ment of painting itself, the me-
dium, its subject matter and the 
trends that are taking it in new 
directions,” said Ayyam Artistic Di-
rector Maymanah Farhat.

Navigating through the show’s 
condensed selection of large-scale 
paintings, interesting juxtaposi-
tions between politically engaged 
works and more introspective ones 
become apparent.

From afar, two works by Halaby, 
a pioneering abstract Palestin-
ian painter, elicit oddly calming 
sensations. What may appear as 
undefined compositions of colour 

at first glance recall the elaborate 
interplay of light and movement 
and draw upon the characteristics 
of foliage and the reflective quality 
of water.

Consuming the painting be-
comes a more involved viewing 
experience, as Halaby’s ability to 
imaginatively reinterpret colour 
and forms invites the viewer to 
participate in completing the pic-
ture by drawing on new associa-
tions.

Helal’s abstraction echoes in a 
similar direction. The Syrian artist 
employs approaches that blur the 
line between painting and assem-
blage. Incorporating painting with 
other media in his Night on the 
Mountain, Helal builds elaborate 
textures that seem to pierce off the 
canvas apparently representing 
the waterways that have endured 
through the rise and fall of civilisa-
tions.

Expanding on the idea of regen-
eration present in Helal’s work, 
Azzam’s painting depicting a deci-
mated building in his homeland of 
Syria seems a stark contrast. The 
piece, which is part of his Storeys 
series, seems an explicit reflection 
on the horrors of war. Through his 
intricate brushwork and bleak pal-
ette, Azzam emphasises the vio-
lence while confronting the viewer 
with the tragic details of destruc-
tion.

Pirhashemi’s photorealist por-
trait invites an element of visual 
drama. Pirhashemi considers the 
role of women within contempo-
rary Iranian society as the artist ex-
amines the complexities of power. 
In Vitruvian Woman, Pirhashemi 
portrays a defiant female protago-
nist who attempts to break free as 
two other women pull her off in dif-
ferent directions in straitjackets.

“When we looked at our roster of 
artists to organise the exhibition, 
we selected painters whose work is 
difficult to place in the sense that 
their approaches are distinctive 
and can be viewed among a num-
ber of international movements,” 
Farhat said. “While the content of 
the work is crucial to the show, we 
were more interested in how each 
artist approached his or her subject 
matter.”

She explained: “It’s interesting 

because although they aren’t a cir-
cle of artists in a traditional sense, 
they are all well-versed in the de-
velopment of painting across cen-
turies and come to similar con-
clusions because in a sense this is 
where painting is in terms of its 
international progression.” 

Dahoul’s piece from his Dream 
series seems a timely addition to 
the show. Using allegorical repre-
sentations to address the refugee 
crisis, the Syrian artist intensifies 
feelings of solitude and rejection 
by casing an alienated figure in a 
foggy sea who appears to drift in 
hopeless isolation.

“In the future, we might look to 
Safwan’s work to understand the 
abject sense of isolation or aban-
donment that was experienced 

by displaced populations or those 
struggling to survive in places like 
war-torn Syria or Iraq,” Farhat said.

Although the works stem from 
different perspectives and ap-
proaches, at the core of the show 
the idea of the power of art as a tool 
of intervention seems to perme-
ate. Placed within the context of 
an increasingly tumultuous time, 
the works offer a breath of fresh air 
and room for reflection.

Farhat said: “Whether repre-
senting these issues with abstrac-
tion, allegory or expressionism, I 
think most artists in the region feel 
compelled to respond to this spe-
cific moment in time in some way, 
whether addressing the pain of it, 
the sorrow endured or the destruc-
tion. Art can intervene by offering 
a space of contemplation. It can 
also serve to record or document a 
specific moment.”

Painting Across Generations 
is scheduled to remain on view 
through March 31st at the Ayyam 
Gallery in Beirut.

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.

Painting Across Generations highlights trends in art
Jimmy Dabbagh

From the Painting Across Generations exhibition, Afshin Pirhashemi’s Vitruvian Woman.     (Ayyam Gallery)

The idea of the 
power of art as a tool 
of intervention 
seems to permeate 
the show.

Culture

Destroyed lives in the world of ISIS

N
ew intelligence 
analysis shows that 
British jihadi 
women and 
children returning 
from Syria and Iraq 

pose a threat to the United 
Kingdom. This is the first time 
that intelligence documents 
disclosed such a danger and it 
comes at a time when the 
expected defeat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Mosul will send 
even more jihadis back home.

These women and children can 
escape charges for terror 
offences if they persuade British 
authorities they were pressured 
into travelling to Syria or Iraq by 
husbands or parents. Just 
Another Jihadi Jane, a novel by 
Tabish Khair, explores what 
makes women vulnerable to 
such pressures and the conse-
quences of succumbing to them.

Khair was born and educated 
in the small town of Bihar, India, 
and his previous books have 
been shortlisted nine times for 
prestigious prizes in five coun-
tries.

His latest novel tells of two 
British-born teenage girls of 
South Asian descent who at the 
start seem so different: Jamila is 
quiet, religious and academically 
bright but Ameena covers her 
insecurity with fake confidence. 
After being rejected by a popular 
boy at school, Ameena develops 
a serious interest in militant 
Islam, communicates with an 

online jihadist recruiter and 
convinces Jamila to travel with 
her to Syria.

At first, Jamila’s character 
seems balanced compared to 
Ameena and her beliefs are not 
extreme. “I keep this scarf 
wrapped around my hair,” Jamila 
says, “because of men’s interest 
in me. It is not because of my 
faith any more. I still believe in 
God, don’t misunderstand me 
but I do not think God is a 
fashion designer. He observes 
people’s hearts, not their 
clothes.”

However, when Jamila analy-
ses a poem given to her in class, 
she writes an essay full of anger 
about the depravity of Western-
ers who live against the will of 
God and who will be punished 
for it.

Jamila compares her teacher’s 
passion for poetry to her passion 
for religion: “I used to find her 
ludicrous. I don’t know why, 
now. I mean, she was fanatical 
about her poetry, but then I was 
fanatical about my religion… She 
was an extreme admirer of her 
Romantic notion of poetry, in the 
same way that Wahhabis are 
extremist admirers of their 
notion of Islam.”

Jamila observes Ameena’s 
obsession with militant Islam 
grow as the conflict in Syria 
worsens. Ameena joins Jamila at 
her mosque group, which makes 
Jamila question if she was the rea-
son for Ameena’s radicalisation.

She asks the reader: “Are you 
sure it was the mosque that 
radicalised Ameena? Why 
Ameena, out of a thousand or 
more? Was it only the mosque? 
Was it only my, and my father’s 
and brother’s Islam? Or was it 
also Ameena’s parents’ divorce? 
Was it that ghostly hurt and 
anger lurking in Ameena’s lucid 
eyes? Was it her long lost love 
for Alex? Was it the way her 
friends snubbed her? Was it 
her mother’s strong 
disapproval of the Islamic 
headscarf ?”

Jamila wonders if all 
Muslims really do have 
the same ideas, if she had 
anything in common 
with a Somalian who 
refuses to read anything 
but the Quran or an 
Algerian who is still 
angry over French 
atrocities or a Palestin-
ian who believes the 
lies about a two-state 
solution.

At another point of 
the book, Jamila talks 
about the hardship 
of living as a Muslim 
in the West: “It 
builds up a core of 
bitterness in you. 
On one hand, you 
cannot really be 
part of everything that might 
empower you as a person, give 
you the options you want; on the 
other, you do not want to be part 

of all this — the parties, the 
flirting, the option to grab a sand-
wich without checking whether 
it is pork or beef, halal or not, the 
simple ability to walk down the 
street without feeling like you 
are an alien from Mars and 
sometimes being treated like 
one!”

The extreme militancy of ISIS is 
revealed in the novel when the 
girls are in Syria. Quality of life is 

not what they imagined 
as necessities 
become scarce and 

money is used to 
reward jihadi 

fighters if they marry. 
Attractive girls are 

encouraged to marry 
and unattractive ones 

are brainwashed to be 
suicide bombers.

Tabish Khair’s 
compelling formation of 
the two characters 

shows the vulnerability 
of being sucked into a 
world of anger and 

destruction and, with 
these jihadi brides and 

their children returning 
home, the need to under-

stand their mentality and 
experiences if we hope to 
make it for them to inte-

grate safely back into 
society.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular 
Arab Weekly contributor in 
London.

Cover of Tabish 
Khair’s Just 
Another Jihadi 
Jane.

Dunia
El-Zobaidi

Books

Tabish 
Khair’s latest 
novel tells of 
two British-
born teenage 
girls of 
South Asian 
descent.

The extreme 
militancy 
of ISIS is 
revealed 
when 
the two 
characters 
are in Syria.

Art can offer a 
space of 
contemplation and 
serve to document 
a specific 
moment.”Ayyam Artistic Director 

Maymanah Farhat
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I 

f you happen to visit Egypt, 
you will probably hear about 
Eskenderella, a band whose 
concerts are always fully 
booked.

Eskenderella is one of the best-
known independent bands in 
Egypt that has succeeded in con-
necting music with politics in a 
simple way that reflects the pains 
and hopes of the country’s citi-
zens. The band became a symbol 
of resistance through art.

Last December, the band mem-
bers celebrated their 11th anniver-
sary with hundreds of their fans.

“We started as a group of musi-
cians playing and singing at our 
houses and people came over to 
listen to us, bringing their friends,” 
band founder, lead oud player and 
singer Hazem Shahin said.

“At that point, I thought why not 
form a band. So in December 2005, 
we performed our first concert as 
a band at El-Sawy Culture Wheel-
centre.”

At that time, the band an-
nounced on a poster that it would 
play in honour of legendary oud 
players, singers and composers 
Sayed Darwish and Sheikh Imam 
as well as celebrated Lebanese 
singer, composer and pianist Ziad 
Rahbani.

“The concert was full of peo-

ple who attended [because] they 
heard that we would play for those 
renowned artists,” Shahin said.

Eskenderella eventually be-
gan performing its own songs. It 
gradually included more singers, 
bass guitar, oriental and Western 
percussion, piano or keyboard and 
several oud players.

The 10-member band now sings 
lyrics written by late legendary 
poet Fouad Haddad, contempo-
rary ones written by his son Amin 
Haddad and his grandson Ahmed 
Haddad.

“We are a group of friends who 
love their culture and homeland. 
We gathered to create art that re-
flects truth,” said band member 
and singer Salma Haddad, a grand-
daughter of Fouad Haddad.

The band proved there is no con-
tradiction between originality and 
modernity. Interestingly enough, 
the old songs of Darwish and 
Sheikh Imam that Eskenderella at-
tempts to revive, which tackle the 
themes of persecution, injustice 
and everyday life, are applicable to 
current Egyptian life.

The band members chose to 
swim against the current of com-
mercial, romantic songs.

“Eskenderella seeks to link mu-
sic with the reality of Egyptian 
citizens. Today’s songs mostly 
speak about love without touching 
other social issues unlike Eskend-
erella that discusses the daily life 
of Egyptians as well as causes that 
are important to their homeland,” 
music critic Fathy al-Khamisy said.

“Hazem Shahin’s oud together 
with the poems and the singing 
transform listeners to a different 
state of mind — one that they long 
for and miss in real life,” Ghada 
Mahmoud, a teacher and a fan of 
the band, said following its latest 
concert.

“This is why listening to them 

now and reviving the memories 
of the revolution triggers grief and 
despair along with entertainment 
and pride,” she said.

Among the band’s most well-
known contemporary songs with 
musical compositions by Shahin 
are: Hayyou Ahl al-Cham (Hail the 
People of the Levant), Safha Gedee-
da (A New Page), Hanfdal Thawrag-
eya (We Will Remain Revolutionar-
ies), El’ab Seyasa (Play Politics) and 
Youhka Anna (Once Upon a Time) 
in which they sing about the “Arab 
spring” uprisings.

“Sometimes we feel that it is 
time to sing a specific song like the 
case with Safha Gedeeda and El-
Horeya Lel Shohadaa (Freedom for 
the Martyrs) that we sang on the 
occasion of the January 25th upris-
ing of 2011,” Shahin said.

Eskenderella’s first album, ti-

tled Safha Gedeeda, includes two 
compact discs; one contains songs 
made before the revolution, the 
the other disc’s songs were made 
after the uprising.

“Yet the songs in both CDs re-
flect the theme of the revolution,” 
Shahin explained.

Eskenderella has always been 
part and parcel of the uprising. The 
band members would go down to 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square, the symbol 
of the revolution, and sing among 
protesters and share with them the 
dream of freedom.

Revolutionary poet Zain el-
Abedin Fouad said Eskenderella 
represents the uprising “which 
continues till now”.

“The band played a key role in 
preparing for the uprising since it 
first appeared on stage in 2005,” he 
said.

“We sang for the uprising before 
it even erupted, creating revolu-
tionary art. The songs we sing, 
whether old or new, criticised 
the bitter reality and the political 
situation Egypt had been going 
through,” Shahin said. “So when 
we joined the protesters in Tahrir 
Square singing for hope and free-
dom, people believed us.”

Yet frustration found its way to 
their hearts.

“It is true we got frustrated after 
the revolution hasn’t achieved its 
goals but after all, it is a fact that 
happened and there are people 
who lost their lives for their home-
land. The revolution still goes on 
and its fuel is poverty, which is on 
the rise,” Shahin said.

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

Tunis

S 

ix years after the revolu-
tion, Tunisia’s streets have 
undergone a radical cul-
tural transformation. Once 
viewed as restrictive and 

precarious, these public spaces are 
now a major site of artistic expres-
sion, particularly for street perform-
ers.

One of Tunisia’s leading street 
theatre groups is Fanni Raghman 
Anni, (Artist Against My Will), a col-
lective aimed at promoting street 
art as a forum for artistic, cultural 
and political expression.

Founded in 2011, the collective 
provides training and workshops 
for young people in marginalised 
neighbourhoods. They were award-
ed the Arabic Award for Peace and 
Creativity in Cairo last November.

“Our work stems from our aware-
ness of the marginalisation of young 
artists in poor neighbourhoods and 
our faith in their right to practise 
citizenship and defend their free-
dom of expression,” said Seifeddine 
Jlassi, Fanni Raghman Anni’s presi-
dent.

The collective reaches youth from 
all walks of life. Street theatre gives 
them a positive outlet for their en-
ergy and attention.

“As we formed out of a group of 
young people, we wanted to devel-
op and adopt an artistic approach 
that would encourage young peo-
ple to occupy the streets and pro-
mote an alternative culture in the 
streets,” Jlassi said. “The aim is to 
develop young talent and defend 
youths’ right to free expression.”

He added: “We chose to work on 
street art because we believe the 
only way to communicate with all 
social classes as a group is to per-
form in the places that are part of 
their daily routines, like the streets, 
the markets, the transportation sta-

tions. That is how we can reach out 
to them.”

Street theatre was a rare sight be-
fore the 2011 revolution and Fanni 
Raghman Anni faced an uphill battle 
in breaking the traditions of stage-
bound theatre.

Its members have been harassed 
by the public for their controver-
sial messages and they have faced 
issues with law enforcement. Dur-
ing a 2013 performance in El Kef, 19 
members of the collective were ar-
rested after a squabble with Salafist 
protesters. Initially arrested to en-
sure their protection, the members 
of the collective were later accused 

of “assault on good morals”. The 
performance, titled Guetlouh (They 
Killed Him) was a tribute to promi-
nent Tunisian leftist Chokri Belaid, 
who was assassinated earlier that 
year.

“It is hard to ask the audience to 
accept new genres that are highly 
experimental,” said Jlassi.

“Our work is also controversial 
as we deal with different taboos… 
At times it feels like society refuses 
to face the reality it denies in art. It 
takes time to see some change but 
as long as we avoid extremism and 
violence, we will manage.

“We will remain faithful to the real 

role of street art, which is to protect 
our newfound freedom of expres-
sion, and promote new outlets for 
repressed ideas and thoughts. We 
want to decolonise Tunisians’ ideas 
and thoughts.”

Following in the steps of Fanni 
Raghman Anni is K’Art-Na, a theatri-
cal street group that has been tour-
ing Tunisia by bus since last Sep-
tember. Equipped with props and 
sound equipment, K’Art-Na’s bus 
has trekked through various regions 
of Tunisia, stopping to provide 
workshops and performances. The 
group offered workshops to more 
than 150 participants in six south-
ern towns in 2016. They also pre-
sented 14 shows during the journey.

The project is directed by theatri-
cal artist and actor Chokri el-Bahri, 
who said his aim was to train mar-
ginalised youth in different theatri-
cal forms — from visual comedy to 
pantomime to commedia dell’arte.

“Street theatre is about leaving 
the restrictions of the conventional 
space of theatre behind,” Bahri said. 
“I used to work in a theatrical com-
pany that performed in theatres and 
not all theatres had technical con-
ditions favourable for shows. That 
encouraged me to go to the streets 
instead of limiting myself to the re-
strictions of the stage.”

“There are villages and towns in 
interior regions where they don’t 
have a theatre or any access to cul-
ture,” he added. “That is where our 
role comes, to bring culture in the 
form of street art, which does not 
need a pre-fixed space.”

K’Art-Na’s work also delves into 
controversial topics, such as immi-
gration and racism. Troupe mem-
bers said they hope that by bringing 
the subjects into the public square, 
they can raise awareness among 
younger generations.

Bahri called his experience of 
travelling across Tunisia “enlight-
ening”.

“Working in the main street of 

downtown Tunis is nothing like 
working in the courtyards of El Kef 
or the market place in Kasserine,” 
he said, “I was surprised to discover 
that people in rural regions are more 
open-minded than in big cities.”

Bahri said K’Art-Na is playing an 
important role in providing young 
people with interactive cultural ac-
tivities and events.

“Our bus was the centre of at-
tention,” he said. “We presented 
our work in the markets and in the 
city’s communal place where peo-
ple gather for the weekly market. 
We also changed the space depend-
ing on our target audience, women 
or men.”

Bahri added: “Even when we talk 
about security issues, the streets 
have their own conditions. A stam-
bali show, for instance, requires 
a certain dance aspect. We talked 
about racism, access to culture and 
the importance of art in society. 
Some shows were about illegal im-
migration. Each of these themes re-
quired a different theatrical vision.”

Bahri’s approach seems to be 
resonating in Tunisia, as the genre 
is attracting more participants and 
fans.

Through the innovative work of 
Fanni Raghman Anni, K’Art-Na, and 
other emerging groups, street thea-
tre is having a growing influence 
on Tunisia’s artistic landscape. Not 
only is it challenging the rules of 
classical theatre and attracting mar-
ginalised youth, it is creating a new 
outlet for creative minds to flourish.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Egyptian band expresses hope for better tomorrow

Rules challenged as Tunisia street theatre grows in influence

Marwa al-A’sar

Roua Khlifi

Eskenderella oud players perform at a concert in El-Sawy Cultural centre.                     (Courtesy of Sarah Shady)

Part of a performance titled Zamkan, which tackles the history 
and issues of Amazigh in Tunisia.       (Fanni Raghman Anni)

The collective Fanni 
Raghman Anni 
reaches youth from 
all walks of life.

Culture

Eskenderella seeks 
to link music with 
the reality of the 
Egyptian 
citizen.”Fathy al-Khamisy, music critic
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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

Luxor:
Through March 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 Nar-
ratives, Long Documentaries 
and Short Films.

Muscat:
Through March 24th

The first Festival of India in 
Oman includes Indian classical 
and folk dances, Indian instru-
mental music, an exhibition of 
Indian calligraphy, an In-
dian food festival and fashion 
show. The festival presents 
the diverse Indian culture, 
representing various traditions 
of Indian heritage. Events are 
scheduled for Muscat, Salalah, 
Sur and Sohar.

Haifa:
March 20th-25th

In its second year, the Haifa 
Independent Film Festival 
stretches over several Palestin-
ian venues in Haifa, including 
Al Midan Theatre, Khashabi 
Theatre, Kabareet and Al 
Yakhour. The festival screens 
newly released movies in addi-
tion to older films, focusing on 
local cinema.

Tunis:
March 21st-April 9th

The 12th Jazz à Carthage, an 
annual music festival, brings 
together renowned interna-
tional and local musicians for 
concerts, lectures, exhibitions 
and nightly jam sessions.

Marrakech:
March 23rd-April 2nd

The fourth Marrakech Dance 
Festival hosts dance teachers 
and participants from around 
the world for workshops, 
dance classes, conferences and 
live performances.

Zammour:
April 6th-9th

The first of Zammour Fest 
takes place in a Berber village 
in the Tunisian Sahara. Over 
four days and three nights, 
visitors camp in Bedouin tents, 
trek or bike in the village, visit 
mountains, attend folklore 
parties and enjoy traditional 
food.

Dubai:
April 7th-13th

Grease the Musical follows the 
budding romance of Danny 
and Sandy with their rebel-
lious high school friends’ 
help. From the 1950s-inspired 
costumes and hairstyles to the 
rock ‘n’ roll songs, Grease the 
Musical 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 
Festival in Algeria brings to-
gether artists from more than 
a dozen countries to perform 
traditional rhythms, jazz and 
flamenco. It takes place in 
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constan-
tine.

Rabat

I 

f asked about their capital, Ra-
bat, most Moroccans would 
describe it as quiet and dull, 
less lively than its rival, Casa-
blanca.

However, for those who know 
where to look, Rabat is an amaz-
ing place to explore, full of hidden 
charms and historical significance. 
In 2013, the imperial city was 
ranked the second top travel desti-
nation by CNN.

Setting foot in Rabat, one feels 
the transformation the city has un-
dergone since King Mohammed VI 
took the throne in 1999. The city 
boasts an efficient tram network, 
making it easy to access the histor-
ic quarters and upscale neighbour-
hoods. Accommodations for the 
physically disabled to visit sites are 
also ever-present.

Like all of Morocco’s imperial cit-
ies, Rabat is both ancient and mod-
ern, with history dating to eighth 
century BC when the Romans set-
tled modern-day Chellah. The ru-
ins of Chellah, a short walk from 
Rabat’s medina, are a wonderful 
historic site to visit and show that 
Roman civilisation once thrived in 
Morocco. The town was designated 
a UNESCO world heritage site in 
2012.

Inside the town, visitors can find 
an ancient site with marble col-
umns, statues and scenic gardens, 
reflecting the Romans’ extravagant 

taste in architecture.
The Almohad and Merinid dy-

nasties also left their mark, con-
verting the town into a Muslim 
necropolis. During the Merinid 
dynasty, residents built towering 
walls and a gate — which stand to-
day — to fortify themselves from 
the Spanish.

Heading towards the medina one 
arrives at the Hassan Tower site, a 
6-minute drive from Chellah. The 
site houses the Mohammed V Mau-
soleum, where the tombs of King 
Mohammed VI’s father and grand-
father lie. The structure is one of 
the Alaouite dynasty’s greatest ar-
chitectural achievements and dis-
plays the artistic style of traditional 
craftsmen.

Several metres away stands the 
Hassan Tower, which was erected 
in 1195 by Sultan Yacoub al-Mansur 
of the Almohad dynasty. The struc-
ture was designed to be the world’s 
tallest minaret and largest mosque 
but construction was halted on 
several of its columns and walls af-
ter the sultan’s death in 1199. The 
tower’s unfinished look gives it a 
unique air, attracting hundreds of 
visitors each day. Despite its unfin-
ished condition, the tower domi-
nates Rabat’s landscape and it is 
one of the city’s tallest structures.

Opposite the site is a series of 
gardens, where visitors can view 
the city landscape, which is sepa-
rated into historical and modern 
sections by the Bouregreg river. On 
one side is the walled Kasbah of 
Ouday and, on the other, the city of 
Sale, where a state-of-the-art ma-
rina is being built on the river bank.

After a short break lying in the 
garden, I took the 10-minute walk 
to the medina, beginning my tour 
from the main gate of the Jewish 
quarter, known as Mellah. There 
was only a small Jewish presence 
in the quarter, apart from a house 

near Mellah’s synagogue that is 
visited by dozens of Jews.

Adjacent to Mellah is Rue des 
Consuls, one of the capital’s most 
popular ancient streets. It is said 
that foreign diplomats were once 
required to reside there, while for-
eign pirates and corsairs captured 
on the coast were resold near El 
Ghazal Souk.

Walking down the long street, 
one can find bazaars selling all 
kinds of Moroccan handicrafts: 
Carpets, pottery, handbags, slip-
pers, wooden and stone objects 
and silver jewellery. For those 
looking to make purchases, hag-
gling is necessary to avoid being 
over-charged.

The end of Rue des Consuls leads 
to the iconic Kasbah of Ouday, 
which feels like a city within the 
city of Rabat. Built in the 12th cen-
tury by the Almohads, the kasbah 
has preserved its historical charac-
ter and remained isolated from the 
rest of the medina.

If entering the kasbah from the 
magnificent Bab Al-Oudaya — also 
known as Bab El Kebir — one no-
tices the Andalusian design. With 
lime-covered walls painted in blue, 
clean, cobble-stone alleys full of 
plants, large doorframes with col-
ourful mouldings, wrought iron 
and plaster, the place is reminis-
cent of Spain.

Strolling through the lower area 
leads to a garden, a museum and 
the Maure café.

The café is a spectacular spot 
overlooking the Atlantic, Sale and 
the Hassan tower site. It offers 
Morocco’s delicious almond-made 
pastry samosas for 80 US cents and 
famous mint tea for about $1.

Near the café, is the garden, 
where beautifully laid paths orna-
mented with flower beds and foun-
tains reflect the Andalusian style.

The best time to visit Rabat is 
mid-May, when the city’s annual 
Mawazine music festival takes 
place. The festival, which is to be 
headlined this year by Lauryn Hill, 
has previously attracted some of 
the world’s most renowned sing-
ers, including Jennifer Lopez and 
Justin Timberlake. It will take place 
May 12th-20th and the majority of 
shows are free to the public.

For art lovers, paintings by Pa-
blo Picasso will be exhibited in the 
Mohammed VI Museum of Mod-
ern and Contemporary Art starting 
April 19th.

From riads to 5-star hotels, tour-
ists have plenty of options when 
visiting Rabat. Dar Mayssane riad, 
in the medina, is a perfect place 
to stay for those hoping to explore 
Rabat history. The riad has five per-
sonalised rooms, including La Con-
cubine and Le Sultan, with prices 
ranging from $80-$135.

Across from Dar Mayssane is the 
trendy Dar Rbatia, Rabat’s first Mo-
roccan restaurant. The restaurant 
offers fine Moroccan dining at pric-
es ranging from $25-$35.

Discovering Rabat’s hidden charms
Saad Guerraoui

The eastern side of the iconic Kasbah of Ouday.                      (Saad Guerraoui)

The Hassan Tower, one of Rabat’s tallest structures.      (Saad Guerraoui)

The Mohammed V Mausoleum in Rabat.                             (Saad Guerraoui)

Like all of Morocco’s 
imperial cities, Rabat 
is both ancient and 
modern.


