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London attack raises issue
of radicalisation in UK
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

F

ollowing the March 22nd
attack in London, questions are being asked about
how the United Kingdom
and the rest of Europe are
working to combat radical extremism at a time when lone-wolf attacks directed and inspired by the
Islamic State (ISIS) are on the rise.
More than 300 people have been
killed and 1,200 injured in more than
20 terror attacks in Europe since the
start of 2015. While ISIS has claimed
responsibility for the vast majority
of these attacks, including the one
this week near parliament, analysts
say that the priority must be to combat the dangerous Islamist ideology
that underpins the group.
ISIS, an offshoot of al-Qaeda, is
heavily influenced by ideology promoted by the Muslim Brotherhood,
a group that has been designated a
terrorist organisation in a number
of Arab countries but remains active
in Europe and the United States. All
three groups have said that their objective was to establish an Islamic
caliphate and implement sharia
law. ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and al-Qaeda leader Ayman
al-Zawahiri and founder Osama
bin Laden have a history with the
Brotherhood.
There has always been a lot of
overlap between Islamist groups,
but while ISIS and al-Qaeda are being directly confronted, the Muslim
Brotherhood is able to continue to
peddle its ideology in the West and
particularly London, which until
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Confronting terror. Armed police officers walk past tributes in Parliament Square following a recent
attack in Westminster, on March 24th.
(Reuters)
recently was the headquarters of its
international organisation.
In a 2014 interview, Qatari-based
Muslim Brotherhood preacher Yusuf al-Qaradawi confirmed that
Baghdadi had been a member of the
Brotherhood. Qaradawi was banned
from entering Britain in 2008, with
former prime minister David Cameron describing him as a “dangerous
and divisive” preacher of hate. “The
UK will not tolerate the presence of
those who seek to justify any acts of
terrorist violence or express views
that could foster inter-community
violence,” the UK Home Office said.
Although the UK government released a long-awaited review into
the Muslim Brotherhood in late
2015, it stopped short of an outright ban on the group. “Parts of the
Muslim Brotherhood have a highly
ambiguous relationship with violent extremism. Both as an ideology
and as a network it has been a rite

of passage for some individuals and
groups who have gone on to engage
in violence and terrorism,” said
then prime minister David Cameron
following the release of the report.
Many are now calling for the British government to take a tougher
line on Islamist groups at a time
when the UK terror threat level remains at “severe”, meaning an attack is highly likely. There has also
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been talk of banning the Muslim
Brotherhood in the United States
following the election of Donald
Trump as president.
“Aspects of the Muslim Brotherhood’s ideology and activities…
run counter to British values of democracy, the rule of law, individual
liberty, equality and the mutual
respect and tolerance of difference
faiths and beliefs,” said the UK Muslim Brotherhood review.
“The main findings of the review
support the conclusion that membership of, association with, or influence by the Muslim Brotherhood
should be considered as a possible
indicator of extremism,” the report
said.
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.
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New Moroccan PM moves to end political deadlock
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

M

orocco’s newly appointed prime minister, Saad Eddine El
Othmani, completed
the first round of
consultations with political parties
to form a majority government after ousted premier Abdelilah Benkirane had failed to break the political deadlock
Othmani met with the leaders of
the Istiqlal Party (PI), the National
Rally of Independents (RNI), the
Constitutional Union (UC), the
Socialist Union of Popular Forces
(USFP), the Popular Movement
(MP), the Party of Authenticity and
Modernity (PAM) and the Party of
Progress and Socialism (PPS).

All the political parties that have
been consulted showed an interest
in joining the future government
except the PAM. Ilyas Omari, secretary-general of the PAM, issued
a statement March 22nd following
a meeting with the head of government at the PJD headquarters.
The statement stressed that the
PAM was sticking to the communiqué that was released October 8th,
a day after the parliamentary elections, rejecting any alliance except
with parties that share the same
political views.
Mohamed
Yatim,
a
PAM
member, said “the consultations
do not automatically result in
the participation of a particular
party in the next government,
but they must allow the designated head of government to know
which consulted political parties
are capable of taking part in the

next majority government”.
The RNI and UC expressed their
willingness to join Othmani’s coalition government.
The 2017 budget hasn’t been approved due to the political deadlock, which might affect Morocco’s
political and economic stability
and reforms as the North African
country is preparing to move from
a fixed exchange rate to a flexible
regime in the second part of the
year.
The Islamist party won 125 out
of the 395 seats for the Moroccan
House of Representatives in October elections, beating the PAM,
which secured 102 seats. Morocco’s
Istiqlal Party (PI), which dates to
1937, was third with 45 seats.
Saad Guerraoui is a frequent
contributor to The Arab Weekly on
Maghreb issues.

New optimism. Secretary-General of the Party of Authenticity and
Modernity (PAM) Ilyas el Omari (C) speaks at a news conference
with new Moroccan Prime Minister Saad Eddine El Othmani (L) in
Rabat, March 21st.
(Reuters)
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‘Planting the seeds of hatred’: The legacy of radical turmoil
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

“

he white man in Europe or America is our
number-one
enemy.
The white man crushes
us underfoot while we
teach our children about his civilisation…
“Let us instead plant the seeds of
hatred, disgust and revenge in the
souls of these children. Let us teach
these children… that the white man
is the enemy of humanity, and that
they should destroy him at the first
opportunity.”
Thus wrote Sayyid Qutb, the first
of the jihadist ideologues. During
long years of imprisonment in his
native Egypt, he wrote about Islamist rage against the colonising,
exploitive West and the oppressive
post-colonial Arab regimes in his
landmark manifesto, Ma’alim fi alTariq (Milestones of the Road).
It was published in 1964 and
promptly banned. Two years later
Qutb was hanged.

The radicalisation
of Islam that Qutb
pioneered has
accelerated in recent
years.
Qutb preached violent jihad.
Among his revolutionary followers
was Abdullah Azzam, Osama bin
Laden’s mentor in Afghanistan, and
Ayman al-Zawahiri, the Egyptian
physician from a prominent family
who became a jihadist leader and
now heads al-Qaeda.
The radicalisation of Islam that
Qutb pioneered has accelerated
in recent years with the spread of
the internet and social media to
the extent that it now has a global
reach, providing recruits for Islamist groups such as the Islamic State

(ISIS) and al-Qaeda’s various offshoots.
In the Arab world, mushrooming
discontent among young Muslims,
not just animosity towards the West
but towards dysfunctional, corrupt
and usually repressive regimes in
the Middle East, Africa and Asia,
fuels the steady growth of hard-line
Islam.

Disillusionment
with governments’
failure to provide
jobs, education and
hopes is one of the
jihadists’ greatest
recruiting agents.
Many young Muslims in Western
Europe, an alienated generation
whose members are often from the
North African ghettoes on the fringes of the continent’s major cities,
drift into crime and become radicalised in prison.
The wars in Iraq and Syria over
the last two decades have been
sustained by a seemingly endless
stream of young Muslim volunteers
seduced by jihadist propaganda,
which these days has become a
powerful, professionally produced
arm of the Islamist enterprise.
ISIS’s Library of Zeal recently introduced an application for teaching the Arabic alphabet to children
on android devices with jihadist
themes.
The jihadists’ capabilities in the
digital sphere are now so great that
extremist groups, ISIS in particular,
run covert networks across Europe
that carry out attacks on civilian
targets.
These range from so-called lone
wolves driving vehicles into crowds
to sleeper cells, often composed of
veterans of the jihadist wars, trained
in handling weapons and explosives
and carrying out relatively complex
multi-target operations. These are
becoming increasingly sophisticated and until security services can

Alienated generation. A man suspected of belonging to the Islamic State is led by Spanish National
Police officers after being detained in Las Palmas, last February.
(Reuters)
penetrate the encrypted message
systems the jihadists employ, there
is every reason to suppose these attacks will become more ambitious
and deadlier.
Recent surveys of Arab millennials, which seek to understand how
young people can be curbed from
drifting into the clutches of the jihadist groups, unfailingly show
that their disillusionment with governments’ failure to provide jobs,
education and hopes for the future
is one of the jihadists’ greatest recruiting agents.
This pervasive sense of alienation, heightened by the region’s
worsening instability and growing
sectarian collision, was dramati-

cally heightened with the failure of
the much-heralded uprisings of the
“Arab spring” in 2011 to bring about
meaningful change.
The war in Syria is one of the results and has attracted tens of thousands of volunteers from around
the globe to join the fight against
the Assad regime or to further the
Islamic cause.
A recent region-wide poll showed
that six years on from 2011, the
overwhelming majority of the
3,500 18-24-year-olds questioned
in 16 countries across the Middle
East and North Africa in the annual
ASDA’A Burson-Marsteller youth
survey are more disillusioned than
ever, with political indifference a

major complaint.
Most rejected ISIS and its savage,
apocalyptic brand of Islam, but are
convinced that the main problems
blighting the region are unemployment, the lack of democracy, the
ever-rising cost of living that doom
them to an uncertain future — all
deficiencies that ultimately benefit
ISIS.
Perhaps most tellingly for Arab
governments as the heady expectations of 2011 evaporate, only 36%
of those surveyed thought the Arab
world was better off — down from
72% in 2012.
Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of
The Arab Weekly.

The roots of the UK’s problem

View poi nt

Ahmad Abou
Douh

T

he London events were
expected. Even the
British knew that a
new terrorist act was
inevitable.
The attacker at the
British Parliament is not an unknown. British intelligence services
kept a file on him and knew that
he was born in Britain and that he
was a religious extremist. This kind
of knowledge is useless if not followed by deeds.
The whole affair is the result
of a grand ploy with two facets.
There are first the seeds of religious
extremism planted by political
Islamists in Europe. These seeds
have produced a new generation of
extremist ideas. The second facet
is the theory of moderate Islam,
which Islamists were very keen to
spoon-feed Europeans.
To pin down the source of the
ploy, look no further than the Muslim Brotherhood.
For decades now, the international network of the Muslim
Brotherhood has used London
as a launch pad for its international activities. The Brotherhood’s
presence in London created the
appropriate environment for the
spread of the kind of ideas behind
the attack in the city.
The Muslim Brotherhood always
adapts its approach to its environment. In the Middle East and the
Arab world, the Brotherhood gets
into people’s hearts and minds
through social solidarity and dubious charities. In Britain, however,

To pin down the source of the
ploy, look no further than the
Muslim Brotherhood.

a tight system of social security
allows needy people to enjoy a
decent living. So the Brotherhood
must find other ways to the hearts
and minds of the Muslim communities in Britain and Europe.
This magic key is intellectual and
ideological solidarity.
The Muslim Brothers see themselves as the rightful guardians of
the faithful in the West. No wonder
then that all mosques, charities,
proselytising centres, pilgrimage
and Umrah agencies and Zakat
collection centres have been gradually transformed into Brotherhood
agencies. Anywhere Muslims
gather in Europe, a collection for
the Brotherhood is taken.
The Brotherhood and its Salafist
allies in the West have claimed a
monopoly on converting people
to Islam and concomitantly on
recruiting potential new volunteers
for the Islamic State (ISIS), al-Qaeda and other jihadist organisations.

In Britain today it is almost impossible to find a new convert to Islam
with moderate ideas.
The problem in Britain is that the
government still cannot identify
among Muslims individual spiritual
or intellectual leaders with whom
it can communicate and who can
in fact contain this community. But
then who says that Muslims need
a guardian? Is it acceptable to appoint a guard for every potentially
turbulent community?
So, what is Britain to do? What
can Britain do when in 2017 some
Muslims still insist on living according to injunctions and beliefs
belonging to the first and second
centuries of Islamic history?
If Britain, France, Germany and
Belgium have all accepted to live
with the Muslim Brothers and
other types of
extremists,
it is because
they couldn’t

Britain, in
particular,
must face
its own
Islamist
problem.

Losing faith. A police officer secures a street leading to the Houses of Parliament
in central London, on March 24th.
(AFP)

find alternatives to fill the widening gap between their societies and
the Muslim world. With the rise of
populism and the extreme right in
Europe and the United States, European governments are facing a real
problem. Muslims in their countries
are feeling insecure.
Right-wing leaders in Europe and
the United States know very well
the social influence of the Islamic
right. They offer a simple proposition: “If Muslim leaders in Muslim
countries refuse to reform extremist ideology, then we don’t have to
accept all of these waves of Muslim
refugees.” The bare-bones logic of
the proposition appeals to masses of
people.
The obstacle facing reformation of Islamic thought is again the
Muslim Brotherhood. It controls the
al-Azhar institution in Egypt and
all official religious institutions in a
good number of Muslim countries.
Being in control of these institutions
has always been a major objective
of the Brotherhood, as important as
infiltrating the army and the police
and seizing political power.
We are now witnessing the third
stage of providing ideological cover
and logistical support to extremists everywhere. Al-Azhar scholars
may not have meant to theorise
for extremist organisations such as
ISIS and al-Qaeda but they have not
explicitly condemned them either.
Europe is losing faith in the
Muslim world. But Britain, in particular, must face its own Islamist
problem. The social and ideological
environment created by the Muslim
Brothers must be contained and
deactivated.
Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian
writer.
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Militant political Islam represents big threat

Kwasi Kwarteng

London has
acted as a
headquarters
for the Muslim
Brotherhood for
many years now,
if not decades.

T

he attack on
London’s Houses
of Parliament on
March 22nd is just
the latest in a long
line of incidents
in the Western
world. It was not
surprising that
the Islamic State (ISIS) claimed a
tenuous link to the attack.
It appears that Khalid Masood,
a 52-year-old British-born Muslim
convert, was inspired by radical
Islamism to perpetrate his violent
attack.
There is no doubt that militant
political Islam represents a big
threat to the safety of people all
over the world. It is a sad fact that
many of the victims of the attacks
are Muslim themselves. This cannot be in accordance with any sane
interpretation of the doctrines of
Islam.
Masood does not fit the stereotype of a jihadist fighter. In the
recent past, such characters as Mohammed Emwazi, more popularly
known as Jihadi John, have been
young men, obviously disaffected
with life in the West.
These men yearn for more purpose and direction in their lives.
They want a big cause and feel they
have found this cause in promoting
radical Islam.
In London, we have many people
who have been radicalised, not only
in their mosques but also by messages that proliferate on the internet celebrating the jihadist’s life.
London itself is a city known for
its pluralism and diversity. It is also
known as a hotbed of radical activity, encouraged by militant forms of
Islam.
It is widely known, for example,
that London has acted as a headquarters for the Muslim Brotherhood for many years now, if not
decades.
It is now more necessary than
ever for the British government to
continue and deepen its commitment to a tough stance against jihadism, wherever it raises its head.
Many Londoners now yearn for
greater security against the criminal
and often lethal activities of jihadists and religious extremists who
use the excuse of religion to justify
barbaric, inhuman acts.

British Prime Minister Theresa
May was right when she spoke in
the House of Commons: “A terrorist
came to the place where people of
all nationalities and cultures gather
to celebrate what it means to be
free. And he took out his rage indiscriminately against innocent men,
women and children.”
She was careful not to describe
the acts as “Islamic terrorism”.
What many of us who have experience of the region have found is
that it is very difficult to separate
such acts of terror from the ideological and political basis by which
they are justified.
It was significant that ISIS quickly
claimed credit for the March 22nd
attack. A statement published by
the group’s Amaq propaganda
agency said a “soldier of the Islamic
State” had carried out the atrocity at
the Houses of Parliament.
We cannot distinguish that
readily between different types of
political Islam. It is difficult to draw
the kinds of distinctions between all
kinds of Islamist groups.
Some supporters of political
Islam genuinely seek democratic
mandates. Others feel that democracy is illegitimate. A small minority repudiate all forms of political
engagement and seek power solely
through the sword.
This small minority has been
largely responsible for terrorist
outrages in the West. The Bataclan
attack in Paris, the attacks in Berlin
and Nice and the most recent assault on the British Parliament are
the results of a sick ideology that
defines itself as seeking an Islamic
Caliphate. They appeal to Islamic
principles to justify their sick actions.
We all know that their approach
is a total distortion of the Islamic
faith, but they espouse in violent
terms the cause of political Islam.
Their goals are the same as those
of the Muslim Brotherhood, even
though their methods may be different.
It is safer perhaps to be sceptical
of political Islam in general than to
draw difficult and arbitrary lines
between the myriad forms that this
ideology assumes.
Kwai Kwarteng is a Conservative
Party member of parliament.

Distorting Religion. British radical cleric Anjem Choudary (C)
speaks at a protest outside the US embassy in London.

(AFP)

The UK needs to assess implications of Jenkins report

Daniel Kawczynski

The government
should take
urgent steps to
outline what
its long-term
policy towards
the Muslim
Brotherhood
will be.

A

review of the
Muslim
Brotherhood
was commissioned in April
2014 by then
British prime
minister David
Cameron. Sir
John Jenkins, an experienced
diplomat who at the time was
Britain’s ambassador to Saudi
Arabia, was tasked with reviewing
the Muslim Brotherhood’s origins,
ideology, its record in and out of
government, as well as its
activities in the UK and
overseas. He was assisted in
this role by Charles Farr, who
was then director-general of
the Office for Security and
Counter Terrorism in the UK
Home Office.
Sir John visited 12 countries
during the course of his review,
meeting representatives of governments, political movements,
religious leaders and academics.
He also had access to information provided by Britain’s security and intelligence agencies.
Although Sir John’s final report
was classified, Cameron released
the main findings of the review to
the public in December 2015. Sir
John concluded that the Muslim
Brotherhood did not do enough to
demonstrate political moderation
or a commitment to democratic
values during its 2011-2013 stint in
power through the Freedom and
Justice Party (FJP). He also said the
Brotherhood had failed to convince
Egyptians of its competence or

good intentions.
The House of Commons Foreign
Affairs Select Committee, of which I
am a member, scrutinised the Muslim Brotherhood Review in 2016.
However, we concluded that the
main findings of Sir John Jenkins’
report had significant shortcomings
that could have potentially damaged the UK’s reputation.
Given recent events here in
Westminster, at the heart of British
democracy, it is absolutely vital
that we have a much better under-

standing of groups that have been
associated with extremism and
terrorism. This is a complex issue
with significant implications for
both domestic and foreign policy.
It is important to remember that
Hassan al-Banna, the Brotherhood’s
founder and spiritual leader, argued
that secularisation and Westernisation were at the root of all contemporary problems. He did, however,
recognise that nationalism was not
the answer to Egypt’s problems.
It is also important to remember
that the Muslim Brotherhood has
developed into an international
network, stretching well beyond
Egypt and the Islamic world. In
some Arab states it is a proscribed
organisation, while in others it is
legal and politically active. Hamas,
for instance, claims that it is the
Palestinian branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. Although the
Brotherhood officially disowned
violence in the 1970s, it has repeatedly defended Hamas attacks
against Israel, including the use
of suicide bombers and the killing
of civilians. Senior figures and
associates have justified attacks
against British and coalition
forces in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Following the conclusion
of Sir John’s investigation,
the prime minister’s national
security adviser led work across
the UK government to consider
the policy implications of the
report’s findings. In response,
British ministers have refused
visas to members and associates of the Muslim Brotherhood who are on record as

having made extremist comments,
and enforced the EU assets freeze
on Hamas. The British government
has also kept under review the
views and activities of the organisation and its members.
However, I think it is important
that the government takes urgent
steps to outline in further detail
what its long-term policy towards
the Muslim Brotherhood will be.
Sadly, the 2014 report appears to
have been “kicked into the long
grass”, and ministers seldom refer
to either the report or its findings. I
have tabled a question to the Home
Secretary, asking her what assessment she has made of the implications of the review for British
government policy, and I hope that
she will shed further light in her
response. I also think it is right that
the British Parliament should have
a proper opportunity to scrutinise
the findings of the report. Although
I appreciate that the full report
contains sensitive information
that needs to remain classified, I
do think that parliamentarians like
myself need to see more than just
the key findings.
We need to give confidence to
Muslims, both in Britain and across
the world, that we have a firm understanding of the Muslim Brotherhood, its ideology and its activities.
We can only respond appropriately
once we properly appreciate the organisation and its influence across
the world of parliament.
Daniel Kawczynski is a British
Conservative Party politician and
member of parliament.
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Al-Qaeda, on the rise again, hits Assad where it hurts
Ed Blanche

Beirut

S

yrian rebel forces led by a
swelling jihadist alliance
built around al-Qaeda’s increasingly powerful affiliate, Jabhat Fateh al-Sham,
are pressing the Damascus regime
in an offensive that triggered fierce
fighting in the capital and in strategic Hama province.
The high-profile assaults by
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS, an alliance stitched together by al-Qaeda,
began in Damascus on March 11th,
took the government by surprise
and demonstrated to President
Bashar Assad that even though
his Russian and Iranian allies have
saved his 45-year-old dynasty from
collapse, the rebels can still strike
at the heart of his regime,
Some analysts, most prominently Charles Lister of the Middle East
Institute, believe that a reconstituted al-Qaeda is now stronger than it
has ever been. This is largely due to
the upheaval wrought by the Syrian war, which allowed the organisation to recover from the killing of
Osama bin Laden in 2011 and from
being usurped by the Islamic State
(ISIS) in 2014 and then embed itself
with the anti-Assad opposition.

Some analysts
believe that a
reconstituted
al-Qaeda is now
stronger than it has
ever been.
“Al-Qaeda’s Syrian representatives… have been relentless and
patient in pursuing their long-term
objective: A merger of all armed
Syrian opposition groups under its
broad transnational Islamic umbrella,” Lister observed in a March
analysis published by Foreign Policy.
“With a majority of armed opposition groups holding back on the
battlefield due to ongoing attempts

to reach a political settlement,
HTS’s insistence on remaining militarily active and in striking back
hard at the heart of the regime is
buying it invaluable popular credibility…
“Given the very real possibility
that substantive international support for anti-Assad operations may
soon be a thing of the past, HTS is
presenting itself as the only sustainable model for continuing the
fight that so many Syrians began in
March 2011…

The recent attacks
spearheaded by
Jabhat Fateh al-Sham
have badly jolted the
minority regime.
“Barring a major geopolitical
shift, it is hard to see a future that
does not give HTS more opportunities to exploit its advantages,” Lister noted.
The offensive by HTS, which was
put together by al-Qaeda in January to challenge the regime after
its battlefield success courtesy of
Russia and Iran, began on February
25th with an assault in war-devastated Homs, Syria’s third largest
city.
Teams of attackers burst into two
security buildings where suicide
bombers detonated their explosive
belts – one of them killing MajorGeneral Hassan Daabul, a senior
security chief close to Assad. Independent press reports said more
than 40 people were killed and 50
wounded.
On March 11th, two bombings
in a Shia district of the Old City of
Damascus killed another 74 people
and wounded 120 more, one of the
bloodiest attacks inside the heart
of the capital.
Four days later, as the Syrian war
entered its seventh year, 31 people
were killed in a suicide bombing
of the Palace of Justice, the main
courthouse in the capital. Another
28 people, mostly women and children, were wounded when a bomber struck a popular restaurant.

Fighters of the Islamist group Jabhat Fateh al-Sham ride a pickup in the north of Idlib province.
The jihadists struck again in east
Damascus on March 19th, when
two suicide bombers driving explosive-packed vehicles led an assault
on the Jobar district in what was
seen as the rebels’ boldest assault
on the city for several years. The
attackers used tunnels under the
city to infiltrate into governmentheld districts and advance into
the neighbouring Abbasid Square
in the heart of a city where Assad
has striven to maintain a veneer of
normality.
The rebels were driven back under a ferocious aerial bombardment. They responded on March
22nd by attacking in Hama province in central Syria, a critical sec-

tor for Assad because it separates
rebel forces in jihadist-controlled
Idlib province from Damascus to
the south.
HTS was joined by other groups,
including the powerful Islamist Ahrar al-Sham and Faylaq al-Rahman,
part of the western-backed Free
Syrian Army whose affiliates have
been increasingly allying themselves with al-Qaeda.
These assaults were a far cry
from an all-out offensive aimed
at securing territory. But the attacks concentrated on targets that
symbolise the regime’s authority
and presumably intended to show
that al-Qaeda, in whatever guise it
cloaks itself, is still a power to be

(Reuters)

reckoned with and can mount major operations to exploit the inherent weakness of Assad’s military.
By attacking high-profile targets,
such as state security facilities in
Homs and the Palace of Justice in
the capital, HTS, with its emphasis
on Syrian nationalism rather than
jihadist ideology, is also seeking to
appeal to ordinary citizens to join
it in toppling a long-discredited regime.
The recent attacks spearheaded
by Jabhat Fateh al-Sham have badly jolted the minority regime just as
it was starting to feel secure after
its foreign allies reconquered Syria’s major population centres and
other strategic territory.

Israel’s air strike on Syria spooks Middle East
Nicholas Blanford

Beirut

I

sraeli
warplanes
carrying
out air strikes on a shipment
of Iranian arms to Lebanese
Hezbollah guerrillas in Syria
managed to evade Syrian airdefence missiles but the incident
is a graphic demonstration of how
the war has the potential to further
inflame the region.
There are likely to be further
Israeli air strikes against Hezbollah in Syria, reflecting deepening
Israeli concerns that Iran’s Islamic
Revolutionary Guards Corps and
their Lebanese ally are establishing a new front on the divided Golan Heights from which to fight the
Jewish state.
These developments are increasing the chances of a miscalculation
that could trigger a war that both
sides insist they do not want. As
tensions mount amid an unprecedented cluster of interlocking conflicts across the hair-trigger region,
clashes like the aerial action over
Palmyra could easily escalate out
of control.
The Israeli air strikes climaxed
after weeks of verbal threats from
all sides, aggravated originally by
the administration of US President
Donald Trump vowing to roll back
Iran’s influence across the Middle
East.
Israel has signalled repeatedly
that it would not allow Iran to establish a permanent presence in
Syria nor permit Hezbollah to obtain game-changing weapons, such
as advanced air-defence systems,

Hair-trigger. An Israeli Air Force F-15 plane flies during a
graduation ceremony at the Hatzerim air force base.
anti-ship missiles and long-range
guided missiles.
Israel first launched air strikes
against suspected Hezbollah arms
consignments in January 2013.
Since then there have been at least
19 air strikes, most of them in the
Damascus area and further north in
the Qalamoun region where there
are a large number of Syrian military bases, including missile sites.
Israel’s March 16th operation,
involving four jet fighters, was its
deepest strike inside Syria since
2013. The Israeli jets flew north
over Lebanon’s Bekaa Valley, Hezbollah’s heartland, before entering
Syrian air space and launching several missiles, reportedly at a convoy carrying unspecified weapons
for Hezbollah.
The target was in the Palmyra

(AFP)

area of north-eastern Syria and
several reports claimed the convoy
originated from the T-4 airbase at
Tiyas, 58km west of the oasis town.
In response, Syria launched at least
four anti-aircraft missiles, believed
to be relatively antiquated Russianbuilt SA-5s.
Syria claimed one aircraft was
shot down and another damaged.
Israel insisted all four aircraft returned safely.
Unusually, Israel deployed an Arrow anti-missile system for the first
time in a combat situation to shoot
down a Syrian missile that entered
Israeli airspace. Fragments of the
Arrow missile, which is designed
to shoot down ballistic missiles at
high altitudes, landed inside Jordan.
This, along with the air raid si-

rens and sound of explosions in
the night sky above Jerusalem, apparently compelled Israel to publicly admit for the first time that its
aircraft had struck targets inside
Syria.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu made no secret that
there may be more such attacks.
“When we identify attempts to
transfer advanced arms to Hezbollah and we have intelligence information and we have the operational plan, we act to prevent it,” he
said. “That’s what happened and
that’s what will happen.”
The T-4 airbase is not an obvious
location for gathering armaments
destined for Hezbollah. It lacks
underground facilities and is relatively distant from the Lebanese
border. The main locations in Syria
for Hezbollah arms repositories
are believed to be in military bases
near Adra and Qutayfah north of
Damascus.
In the past, Iranian weapons for
Hezbollah have supposedly been
flown into Damascus airport or the
nearby Mezzeh airbase. However,
Israeli air strikes at facilities at
those locations as well as Qutayfah
may have spurred Iran to seek to
outmanoeuvre the watchful Israelis by using T-4.
Even so, T-4 is at least 120km
from the Lebanese border over
open terrain, making any arms vulnerable to Israeli interception.
In earlier Israeli air strikes in
Syria, Damascus either publicly
condemned the attacks or ignored
them. However, the question now
is whether the decision to launch
anti-aircraft missiles at the Israeli
jets was a one-off gesture of dis-

pleasure or whether it marks a
change in policy.
Bashar Jaafari, Syria’s UN envoy,
said the Palmyra strike “changed
the rules of the game” and that Israel should “think a million times
from now on” before staging more
attacks.
Israel, however, continues to
signal its determination to target
advanced weapons destined for
Hezbollah. Israeli Defence Minister
Avigdor Lieberman warned after
the March 16th clash that the Israeli Air Force would wipe out Syria’s
air-defence system if its jets were
targeted again.

There are likely to be
further Israeli air
strikes against
Hezbollah in Syria.
With the Assad regime gaining
the upper hand in much of Syria
against rebel forces and with Iran
and Hezbollah eyeing the Golan
as a springboard against Israel, the
risk of miscalculation is growing.
Hezbollah and Israel know only
too well from experiences dating
to the 1990s how easily a minor
incident can quickly escalate out
of control — such as in July 2006
when a Hezbollah border raid in
south Lebanon triggered a massive
Israeli response that flared into a
highly destructive 34-day war.
Nicholas Blanford is the author of
Warriors of God: The Inside Story
of Hezbollah’s Thirty-Year Struggle
with Israel (Random House 2011).
He lives in Beirut.
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US and allies talk of post-ISIS future, but have no plan
Thomas Seibert

Washington

T

he United States and its
allies say military victory
over the Islamic State
(ISIS) is close, but have
not come up with a concrete plan to deal with the aftermath.
This week, US Secretary of State
Rex Tillerson hosted a meeting
with the 68 member states of the
global coalition against ISIS. After
the meeting, he made a statement
praising military advances against
the jihadists in Iraq and Syria and
underlining the need to prepare for
the day after the group has been defeated on the battlefield.
“Soon, our efforts in Iraq and Syria will enter a new phase defined by
transition from major military operations to stabilisation,” Tillerson
said at the gathering in Washington,
his first major international conference since taking office last month.
“We will pursue regional diplomatic solutions for the underlying
political and sectarian disputes that
helped ISIS to flourish,” he said.
But there were no details of how
such solutions might be achieved.
Three major players — Syria, Russia and Iran — were not represented
at the conference in Washington.
Tillerson called for “interim zones
of stability” to shelter civilians but
did not spell out where those protection areas could be set up. Both
the Syrian and the Russian governments have said they are against
the creation of safe zones on Syrian
territory.

Abadi thinks
American troops
on the ground are
not necessary.

”

Sarhang Hamasaeed, director
of Middle East programmes at
the Institute of Peace
The conference came as ISIS was
on the defensive in the Iraqi city
of Mosul and in northern Syria,
where American-backed fighters
have been training for an attack on
Raqqa, the self-proclaimed capital of ISIS’s caliphate. According to

the conference statement, jihadists
have lost 60% of the Iraqi territory
they conquered when their fighters
stormed through eastern Syria and
western Iraq in 2014.
Iraq, a crucial US partner in the
fight against ISIS, is calling for
more economic help to ensure areas where ISIS has been defeated
can be stabilised. Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi, who met US President Donald Trump before the ISIS
conference, said the new US administration was ready to step up
support for Baghdad’s fight against
the militants, but warned that longterm economic and financial assistance to rebuild shattered Iraqi cities was key to a stable future.

Iraq is calling for
more economic help
to ensure areas
where ISIS has been
defeated can be
stabilised.
“I think they’re prepared to do
more to fight terrorism and be more
engaged,” Abadi said after meeting
Trump in the White House. The
meeting was the first the Iraqi leader had with the new US president,
who promised to swiftly defeat ISIS
during the election campaign last
year.
Abadi made it clear that he did
not think there was a quick fix to
the problem. “Committing troops is
one thing,” the prime minister said
in a speech after his meeting with
Trump at the United States Institute of Peace, a non-partisan Washington think-tank created by the US
Congress. “Fighting terrorism is another thing. You don’t defeat terrorism by fighting it militarily. There
are better ways,” Abadi said.
He said he would like “more
funds” to bring services and stable
conditions to people in areas from
which ISIS had been driven out.
This strategy was crucial to winning over Sunni Iraqis after ISIS was
gone, Abadi said.
Sarhang Hamasaeed, director
of Middle East programmes at the
Institute of Peace, said Abadi was
hoping for US assistance in training Iraqi troops and for US military
help in logistical and intelligence
support. “Abadi thinks American

New phase. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson (L) passes behind Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
as he walks to the podium to address the Meeting of the Ministers of the Global Coalition on the Defeat
of ISIS, on March 22nd.
(AP)
troops on the ground are not necessary,” Hamasaeed said.
Economic help was also on Abadi’s mind in Washington. Given that
Iraq’s economy is almost entirely
dependent on oil exports and is suffering in an era of low oil prices,
the prime minister is hoping that
the US and its Western allies will
step up their financial efforts.
Some participants in the Washington conference voiced disappointment about the absence of a
strategy that they had hoped would
be presented by the Trump administration. “I was hoping for more
specifics,” French Foreign Minister
Jean-Marc Ayrault said, according
to news reports.
CNN quoted a senior Arab diplomat as saying that “right now it’s

about short-term tactical moves”.
The diplomat added that a comprehensive strategy would have to
also take into account Iran, which
is seen as a major threat by Sunni
Arab countries.
One of the difficulties in arriving at a major strategy is that conditions in the region do not allow
for a one-size-fits-all solution.
“There’s the need, there’s what the
US and its allies are able and willing
to do, and then there’s reality,” Hamasaeed said.
In Iraq, the United States and its
allies can build on an internationally recognised government and
the UN-administered Funding Facility for Immediate Stabilisation to
channel money into projects such
as restoring basic services to peo-

ple in areas where ISIS has been
defeated.
But in Syria, the ongoing fighting,
the widespread international rejection of the government in Damascus and a lack of consensus among
allies mean that talk of stabilisation
is premature at best. In northern
Syria, Turkey is competing for control with Syrian Kurds, another important US partner.
Those difficulties are becoming more pronounced as the antiISIS alliance is preparing an attack
on Raqqa. “If you push ISIS out of
Raqqa, then what happens?” Hamasaeed asked. “This is a big problem.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.

ISIS remains a challenge in Iraq post-Mosul liberation
James Snell

London

A

s the final assault on the
stronghold of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Mosul is
in the works, important
questions are going unanswered. Chief among them is:
What will ISIS do in Iraq after Mosul
falls?
Though ISIS itself seems new,
with its remarkable conquering of
territory in 2014 seeming to herald
a new terror organisation and a new
modus operandi, the organisation
has deep roots.
ISIS militants learnt how to fight
insurgent wars following the deposition of Saddam Hussein in 2003.
They learnt the politics of sectarianism from Abu Musab al-Zarqawi,
the former leader of ISIS’s predecessor organisation, al-Qaeda in
Iraq (AQI).
It is likely that ISIS will retreat
into the deserts, where it has great
strategic depth. The insurgents did
this during the US troop surge after
2007, when urban warfare became
too difficult and too costly to sustain.
ISIS may wish to re-establish ties
with Sunni tribes in Anbar province. These ties were central to the
way AQI operated. These links were
undermined and consequently diminished by the Sahwa movement,

What’s next? A member of the Iraqi forces holds the national flag
on the outskirts of the old city in western Mosul, on March 21st. (AFP)
in which the United States replaced
the militants as a partner Sunni
tribes could trust.
Amid this, it is highly likely that
ISIS will retain some capacity for
orchestrating terrorist attacks. This
is essential to the ISIS brand. As its
territory diminishes and its power
as a self-proclaimed state declines,
it will only retain support by maintaining its primacy in international
terrorism.
Some of the attacks carried out in
ISIS’s name will be undertaken by
its operatives. An example of this

was the unexpected use of sleeper
cells in Kirkuk last year, which inflicted damage and undercut the
newfound success of the Iraqi
military. ISIS will continue its programme of inspired foreign terrorism, with adherents persuaded to
commit acts of violence and trained
and aided remotely.
There is still acrimony surrounding the failure of Iraq’s security
forces to defeat ISIS and the great
retreat during which much of the
country fell to the terror state.
Some Iraqi Sunnis see the re-

treat not as a failure in the face of
unexpected opposition but as a deliberate ploy by then-prime minister Nuri al-Maliki to surrender the
Sunni areas he had no intention
of governing to ISIS, all the better
to recapture them bloodily in the
years to come.
That this idea has traction shows
how fractious things have become.
It is also largely unknown how
other actors will proceed after the
caliphate falls.
Abdulla Hawez, who researches
Turkey, Iraq and Syria and issues
relating to Kurds at King’s College
London, said: “The real challenge
is going to be post-ISIS Mosul with
each group trying to get a bigger
share of the cake.”
This is a result of Mosul’s diversity and the interest of external forces
in the fate of Iraq in general. Hawez
noted that, in addition to Mosul’s
large Sunni population, “there are
large Turkmen, Yazidi, Christian
and Kurdish concentrations in the
province, with each hoping to get
autonomy”.
There is little chance, he said,
that this could develop into open
hostility. The peace of Iraq after ISIS
is removed from Mosul will not, at
least immediately, be disturbed.
Peace will hold, but stability is still
some ways off. Without US attention and interest, lasting stability
could prove difficult to attain.
Iraq also faces challenges to its
integrity from a number of sources.

The interplay of various groups,
each with different ties to the Iraqi
state and varying loyalty to the notion of Iraq, will decide the success
of the country after Mosul falls.
The Sinjar Resistance Units (YBS),
a Yazidi affiliate of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), are part of
the People’s Mobilisation Forces —
popular militias, some of which are
notably pro-Iran.

It is likely that ISIS
will retreat into the
deserts, where it has
great strategic depth.
The YBS is, in Hawez’s words, “allowing Iranian movement, including movement of weapons, to Syria
in return for money and weapons”
because it controls the border between Iraqi Sinjar and Syria. This
is a challenge to the integrity of the
Iraqi state. Double dealing of this
sort cannot continue if Iraq is to remain unified and at peace.
Iraq’s upcoming capture of Mosul
should be a moment of sincere celebration but it cannot be allowed to
obscure or to mask more systemic
problems within the country and
to serve as an excuse for failing to
prepare for the next stage in ISIS’s
metamorphosis. Keeping the country united is one way to begin that
vital preparation.
James Snell is a British journalist.
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Tackling the roots
of radicalisation

I

n the past few days, lone terrorists have spread fear and
uncertainty in Western European cities.
In London, 52-year-old British-born Khalid Masood
managed to drive his hired car onto the pavement of
Westminster Bridge, killing three people and leaving
about 40 injured. He then fatally stabbed an unarmed
policeman at the entrance to the British parliament before
being shot dead.
The week before, there was an incident at Orly, the French
capital’s second-busiest airport. Ziyed Ben Belgacem, a 39-yearold Frenchman, attacked a woman soldier. He was shot dead but
the incident caused panic and temporary closure of the airport.
A dark thread runs through such incidents, one that has sadly
been evident over and over in European cities in the past few
years. The thread that links them all is unchecked radicalisation.
Some of the lone terrorists are second- or even third-generation immigrants. But terrorists’ ethnic origins do not explain
how and why they became who they are. After all, many of them
were born and bred in the countries they later go on to attack. It
goes without saying but let it be said: Terrorists are out of sync
with Muslim and Arab communities in Europe.
If anything, the London and Orly attackers were petty criminals and probably acquired a dubious purpose in life from the
agents of radicalisation that spurred them to act.
It’s well known that many terrorists spend time in prison and
are exposed to the jihadist narrative there. A 2016 study by
former UK prime minister Tony Blair’s foundation found that
65% of its 100-strong sample of jihadist leaders had been in jail.
There, feelings of marginalisation could be turned into a
weapon. It is a delicate task to deactivate these ticking human
time bombs. But it can be done. The careful selection of prison
preachers could be essential.
Of course, radicalisation also occurs on the internet and
satellite television. And then, there are firebrand preachers in
Europe’s mosques. What is heard there is all too often misconstrued as free speech even though it is naked incitement.
Exposure to radical narratives, disseminated in all of these
different ways, can have a powerful effect on the worldview of
new converts to Islam. In fact, it is recent converts, rather than
those who have had the benefit of more traditional religious
instruction, who become more radical.
Much of the radicalisation in Europe has occurred under the
auspices of various Islamist and Salafist groups. The Muslim
Brotherhood is a major one of them. Former British prime
minister David Cameron described the Brotherhood’s activities
as “contrary to our values”. He said they had been “contrary to
our national interests and our national security”. He based his
position on a review undertaken by former British envoy to
Saudi Arabia, Sir John Jenkins. But for whatever reason, the
review never went anywhere.
There is an urgent need to shed more light on the process of
radicalisation and its consequences. Such an exercise is imperative if we are to beat terrorism. Rhetoric is not enough.
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It is time
for the
proponents
of an Iraqi
liberal
national
project to
step forward.

B

arack Obama’s
administration
refrained from
intervening in Iraq and
remained watchful of
the heavy Iranian
presence there within the context
of the dismal failure of the
adopted power-sharing scheme
based on sectarian affiliation.
Many people have been wondering what the Americans want from
Iraq. Will the new US president,
Donald Trump, make good on his
campaign promises to stand up to
political Islam? And what has all
of that got to do with the recent
attacks in the media exchanged
between Tehran and Washington?
Trump’s promises of military
assistance in the war against the
Islamic State (ISIS) should not
lull Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi’s government and the
parties in power in Iraq into a state
of euphoria and false assurance.
Contrary to what is expected by
some, it is unlikely that Trump will
bring about a dramatic change in
Iraq. It is very likely, however, that
he will resort to intelligence services and diplomacy to encourage
the liberal current in Iraq to stand
as an alternative to political Islam.
It is not likely that he will back just
one liberal spectrum or the major
one and exclude the others. The
Trump administration will not resort to using those who have failed
politically and those who were
involved in corruption.
The biggest obstacle facing this
new political project in Iraq would
be the refusal by some parties or
people to let go of what they consider rightful gains as well as their
denial of the damage done to the
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President Donald Trump listens as Iraqi Prime Minister Haider
al-Abadi (not pictured) speaks during a meeting in the Cabinet
Room of the White House in Washington.

(AP)

lives of Iraqi citizens by disastrous
policies, rampant and flagrant corruption at all levels of the administration.
Leaders of the major political
parties might feel that, unlike Abadi, they enjoy wider latitude for
manoeuvring. But when the reckoning hour arrives, they’re happy
to pin all the ills of the country on
his back. If Abadi wants to save
himself and save Iraq before it
is too late, he must be firm and
use all of his legal prerogatives to
wipe out corruption and organised
crime and uphold the law.
He must reverse the widespread
impression among Iraqis that there
is no state or rule of law in Iraq.
But once the euphoria of the victory over ISIS is gone, Abadi will
not be given the chance to quickly
respond to people’s expectations.
Even in the Shia camp, there
are people who think that Abadi
doesn’t have what it takes to perform a miracle.
The major political parties in
Iraq are still caught in the old
political games. There are no signs
that they have elaborated a clear
political project to deal with the
likely changes. They believe that
they have accumulated enough
experience since the days of Paul
Bremer, leader of the Coalition Provisional Authority, to enable them
to deal with the American side. For
them, the eventual victory over
ISIS is no more than a passport to
remain in power.
Such attitudes are completely off
target because in the final analysis Iraqi citizens will continue to
insist on answers to their daily
concerns and will eventually hold
these parties accountable for their
plight. There are tough hawks in
the Trump administration who
will not hesitate to opt for military
solutions.
The political situation in Iraq
becomes murkier when we know
that the Sunni leadership has given
up on the power game in Iraq.
Following assurances from the
US, Saudi Arabia and Turkey, they
are rather supportive of American
plans and believe that it will help
them implement on the ground
their project for a Sunni territory.
The stage is set and the opportunity is golden for independent
clean intellectuals and activists
from small but promising parties who believe in an Iraqi liberal
national project to step forward
and meet head-on the real needs of
Iraqi citizens.
Majed Sameraei is an Iraqi writer.
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Banning electronic devices: Security or economic protectionism?

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Trump’s new
ban is likely
to push many
of the Gulf
carriers’
most loyal
customers
towards US
airlines.

I

s the Trump administration’s new travel ban – not
on people flying out of the
Middle East but on their
electronic devices – a sneaky
game of economic protectionism dressed up as security?
It is a loaded question. Security is literally a matter of life
and death. It is dangerous for
laypeople to be overly sceptical
of any government’s regulations,
especially when they are ostensibly meant to keep people safe from
terrorist attacks.
So, to the specifics of US President Donald Trump’s new travel
ban.
In-cabin electronic devices
larger than a cellphone will not
be permitted on US-bound nonAmerican carriers originating in
Amman, Cairo, Istanbul, Jeddah,
Riyadh, Kuwait City, Casablanca,
Doha, Dubai and Abu Dhabi.
This is puzzling for a number of
reasons.
Why single out nine Middle Eastern, North African and
Turkish airlines, flying from ten
airports in the Middle East?
Why include Abu Dhabi airport
on the list of potentially dangerous originating airports when it is
one of 15 across the world to employ US Department of Homeland
Security preclearance techniques?
Why allow electronic devices
supposedly too dangerous for
the cabin to travel in an aircraft’s
hold?
Could the device in the hold not
be triggered by a determined passenger’s cellphone in the cabin?
After all, many smartphones,
which are not banned, have the
same capabilities as larger electronic devices.
Do supposed terrorists only ever
take direct flights to the United
States and only from Middle Eastern airports?
Do supposed terrorists have a
marked and demonstrable preference for Middle Eastern carriers?
The Trump administration has
not satisfactorily addressed any
of these questions. Instead, it has
hinted vaguely at intelligence that
al-Qaeda and others (perhaps Al
Shabab in Somalia) have managed
to miniaturise explosives and
implant them to be more or less
undetectable in electronic devices.
This is a terrifying thought and
enough to silence anyone who flies
internationally or has family and
friends who do. So the fact that the
Trump administration’s new travel
restrictions have prompted vocal

Puzzling ban. The ticketing and check-in counters for Emirates airlines appear quiet at John
F. Kennedy International Airport in New York, on March 21st.
suspicion rather than quiet gratitude for the American president’s
pastoral care speaks volumes of
his perceived credibility.
Even though the United Kingdom has joined with the US in
imposing similar but slightly
different prohibitions on direct
flights originating in some Muslim
countries, it is Trump’s ban that
remains under public scrutiny.
Its inconsistencies and partisanship are leading many to ask if the
ban enshrines economic protectionism, a form of war, against the
Gulf’s devastatingly successful
airlines and airports.
Remember, Emirates, Etihad
Airways and Qatar Airways – all
three on the Trump list — are
pretty successful. They outstrip US
carriers in terms of value, service
and positive customer image.
Turkish Airlines, also targeted by
Trump, is the world’s largest carrier in terms of number of countries served. In terms of airports
affected by Trump’s ban, Dubai,
Abu Dhabi, Doha and Istanbul
have become important world
hubs.
Last year, Dubai handled 83.6
million travellers, making it the

busiest airport in the world in
terms of international passengers.
Its total growth in the last 16 years
was a staggering 423%. Istanbul’s
biggest airport, the main hub for
Turkish Airlines, has been growing even faster than Dubai.
US carriers have long accused
their Gulf counterparts of unfair
competition in terms of massive
subsidies from their governments.
Is it a coincidence that just weeks
before this new ban, US airline executives met Trump? Was it happenstance that he referred during
the meeting to the “very unfair
situation” created by competition
“subsidised by governments, big
league”?
Politics, not national security,
has driven many of the Trump
administration’s decisions. A
rudimentary, rather Darwinian
form of budgeting has led Trump
to propose the slashing of programmes to prevent famines in
Somalia and northern Nigeria.
Trump’s budget director, Mick
Mulvaney, justified the deaths
that might result as follows:
“The president said specifically
hundreds of times… I’m going to
spend less money on people over-

(AFP)

seas and more money on people
back home.”
And raise money from overseas
to spend on defence at home?
Trump’s new ban is likely to
push many of the Gulf carriers’
most loyal customers towards US
airlines, which will enjoy a new
subsidy from the American government in terms of preferential
security regulation. Passengers
bound for the US from destinations outside the Middle East will
start to shun Dubai, Abu Dhabi
and Doha for European airports
unaffected by the stigma of the
ban.
The Middle East’s shining success — in flying high in the age of
mass air travel — will dim somewhat.
The Fly America Act requires
travel funded by the US government to use American carriers as
far as is possible. This security
restriction, a new form of protectionism, is a fly America act for the
whole world.
Rashmee Roshan Lall is a
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
She blogs at www.rashmee.com
and is on Twitter @rashmeerl.

The Arab Summit in Amman will be different

Mohamed Abu al-Fadl

The Arab
heads of
state look
favourably at
Washington’s
desire to
contain
Iranian
influence
in Iraq.

T

he 28th Arab League
summit will take place
in Amman amid
complex political and
security issues in the
region making it
imperative for Arab leaders to
agree on a common vision so as to
preserve their national interests.
According to the rotation schedule, it was Yemen’s turn to host
this ordinary session. But it had
to decline due to the ongoing conflict there and for lack of logistical
means. Last October, Jordan’s
King Abdullah II agreed to host
the summit in Amman.
Most of the time, summit decisions and positions are stated in
such vague terms that member
states often disregard them.
The Amman summit is expected to be different. Many Arab
heads of state are expected to attend. Diplomatic efforts by Jordan,
Egypt and Saudi Arabia have led
to the belief that some bilateral issues, especially the recent dispute
between Cairo and Riyadh, will
be settled during the summit.
Already, there are signs of détente
between the two countries. Saudi
Arabia has decided to resume supplying oil to Egypt at the rate of
700,000 tonnes a month.
Arab League Secretary-General
Ahmed Aboul Gheit announced
some days ago that the Amman

summit would produce an important statement hinting that the
heads of state were determined
to patch up bilateral relations and
close some political rifts.
Judging by the diplomatic activity in Cairo, the Palestinian cause
is at the top of Arab priorities for
the summit. The Palestinian cause
has always garnered agreement
among the Arab leaders. Taking
advantage of Trump administration’s wish to rearrange its political cards in the Middle East, Arab
heads of state will want to place
the Palestinian cause at the centre
of any future arrangements with
America. The US attitude towards
it is still fuzzy and the Arab leaders would want to adopt a common vision fixing the basis for a
political solution in the Palestinian territories.
Last February, King Abdullah
II met with US President Donald
Trump in Washington and reiterated Jordan’s conditions for a political solution: Returning to the
June 4th, 1967, borders, declaring
East Jerusalem as the capital for
the state of Palestine and ending
colonies on Palestinian land.
Trump has indicated that he
was not bound by the two-state
solution, which previous US
presidents had always favoured.
Should Trump make good on his
campaign promise to move the US

embassy in Tel Aviv to Jerusalem,
it would constitute a major turning
point in US-Arab relations. Moving
the embassy has always been on
the agenda of US presidents in the
past but they all refrained from
doing it, lest they irrevocably damage US relations with the Arab
world.
The Palestinian cause will definitely dominate the debates at the
next Arab summit. Israel continues to build colonies in flagrant
violation of UN decisions and despite international outrage. To add
complexity to the overall regional
picture, Iran and Turkey have
lately taken moves to appropriate
the Palestinian cause and play it as
a winning card in the power game
in the region. The Arab leaders
will certainly not keep quiet about
these developments and will
certainly insist on keeping the Palestinian cause within the sphere
of Arab influence.
Also on the agenda of the Amman summit is the crisis in Libya.
The consensus here is to encourage
a political settlement and put an
end to the chaos there, all within
the framework of dealing with the
terrorist threat in the region.
The Syrian crisis will be
broached from the angle of the
growing concern of the Arab heads
of state about Iran’s expansionist
policies. Syria will not be repre-

sented at the summit. Amman
decided not to invite President
Bashar Assad, thus avoiding direct
discussions of the Syrian crisis.
Regarding Iran’s growing influence in the region, the Arab heads
of state look favourably at Washington’s desire to contain Iranian
influence in Iraq. Some Arab states
are pushing for an Arab security
alliance for the purpose of curtailing Iranian meddling in other
Arab issues. However, not all Arab
states are in favour of the move.
With all of these concerns on
the agenda, the final statement of
the Arab summit will certainly be
very different from the preceding
ones. It will definitely include a
condemnation of Iranian meddling in the region and will insist
on the necessity of Iran’s withdrawal from the Emirati islands.
There will also be a call for an
end to Iran’s meddling in Iraq,
Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. Some
Egyptian diplomats insist on the
necessity for the summit to mention concrete measures towards
this end and on the necessity of
returning Iraq and Syria to the
Arab sphere. In addition, the Arab
states have a vested interest in
curtailing Iran’s presence and
influence in Syria and Lebanon.
Mohamed Abu al-Fadl is an
Egyptian writer.
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No unanimity on Syria ahead of Arab summit
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

W

hile there
is
growing,
but not
unanimous
support
for Syria’s
return to the Arab League, such a
move remained linked to President Bashar Assad’s fate and any
agreement on ending the country’s war, the Arab League’s
assistant secretary-general
said.
“The position of the league
on the issue hinges primarily on
agreement among Arab governments,” Hossam Zaki told The Arab
Weekly during a phone interview
from the Jordanian capital, Amman, as preparations for the 38th
Arab summit were under way.
Syria’s flag fluttered on the
streets of Amman side by side with
those of the 21 other Arab states
to be represented at the summit,
the most important annual Arab
gathering. But no one will occupy
Syria’s seat when the countries’
leaders meet at the summit March
29th.
A number of Arab governments
have reportedly started lobbying for Syria’s return to the Arab
League, six years after members’ foreign ministers froze the
country’s membership in reaction to the Assad regime’s brutal
treatment of protesters. Since
then, Syria’s league seat has been
vacant.

Egypt and Jordan were reportedly part of a chorus of Arab states
trying to convince Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf states that have
thrown their weight behind Syria’s
opposition to change their position
on Syrian President Bashar Assad,
especially after recent gains by his
army on the battlefield.
Jordan had announced on March
19th that Assad would not be
invited to the summit.
“We will do this in line with Arab
League resolutions,” Jordanian
Foreign Minister Ayman Safadi
said.
Nonetheless, Syria is expected
to be a polarising issue during
the summit. The view in some
Arab capitals is that Assad’s fate
is a make-or-break issue for Arab
security.
Assad’s presence is seen in
a number of Arab capitals as a
guarantee that Syria will continue
to stick together until a political
transition is made.
The Egyptian Foreign Ministry
was clear on the issue when it said
on March 9th that Syria’s return to
the Arab fold should happen.
“Syria’s return to the Arab
League was discussed by Arab
foreign ministers in meetings
before the summit,” Egyptian
Foreign Ministry Spokesman
Ahmed Abu Zeid said. “There is
growing desire, no doubt, across
the Arab world for Syria to return
to the Arab fold,” he told Egyptian
private al-Hayat TV.
Political analysts said the summit would also be a chance for
Syria’s allies to team up against
those who do not want to see Assad at future Arab gatherings.
Saeed al-Lawindi, a researcher
at the Ahram Centre for Political
and Strategic Studies in Cairo, said

Ambassador Hossam Zaki, the Arab League’s assistant secretary-general.

Iranian
interference and
Turkish military
presence
are issues
of “utmost
importance for
Arab security”.

Hossam Zaki, the Arab
League’s assistant
secretary-general

a decision approving Syria’s return
to the league would be political
victory for Assad.
“This decision will mean that
Arab governments recognise him
as the legitimate ruler of his country,” he said. “It will make Assad
the one laughing last.”
Iraq has also championed calls
for Syria’s return to its seat in the
league, the organisation it helped
found with five other states in
1945.
Abu Zeid said the summit would
give Arab leaders an opportunity
to speak freely with each other
about the challenges facing the
Arab world.
Zaki said the Syria issue will

(Ahmed Megahid)

compete with other equally important issues, including handling
the Trump administration’s plan
to move the US embassy in Tel
Aviv to Jerusalem, a move that
could stifle Palestinian statehood
aspirations.
“Iran’s interference in the affairs
of Arab states will also take prime
position among the files to be
discussed by Arab leaders during
the event,” Zaki said. “Turkey’s
military presence in northern Iraq
will also be discussed. These are
all issues of utmost importance for
Arab security.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.

Serious challenges for Arab leaders in Amman
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

D

eep divisions in the Arab
world, stalemates in Syria, Yemen and Libya, the
forgotten cause of the
Palestinians, the fight
against Islamic State (ISIS), expansionist policies of Russia, growing
regional interference from Turkey
and Iran and US President Donald
Trump’s unpredictable policies are
among the numerous challenges
facing Arab leaders at their March
29th summit in Amman.
With such a broad range of challenges, the Arab League summit
presents the leaders with another
opportunity to set aside their disputes and join efforts to prevent
their troubled region from further
fragmenting. However, Syrian President Bashar Assad will have to skip
the summit again as he is still considered persona non-grata by most
of his Arab foes.
With more failed and failing
states and no end in sight for wars
in Syria, Yemen and Libya, the Arab
region is open to more violence,
chaos and unpredictability. Hosted
by Jordan’s King Abdullah II in Amman for their annual gathering,
Arab leaders will need to redefine
priorities and reassert themselves
as key actors in resolving the region’s many crises.
“We’re having more problems in
the Arab world and see more impasses, more dangerous stalemates
in the crises and more failed and
failing states from Yemen to Libya
with no serious, credible and collective Arab approach to address
these issues,” a former Arab diplomat based in Beirut told The Arab
Weekly.
Reconciling Saudi Arabia and
Egypt, two pillars of Arab security,
is an important starting point. Both

Seeking consensus. Jordanian King Abdullah II (R) meeting with
Arab League Secretary-General Ahmed Aboul Gheit in Amman,
earlier this month.
(AFP )
countries should take the initiative
to developing a working relationship and engaging with other Arab
countries to establish a realistic approach to regaining Arab influence
over political decisions that will
guide the region’s future.

With more failed and
failing states, the
Arab region is open
to more violence,
chaos and
unpredictability.
Egyptian
Foreign
Ministry
spokesman Ahmed Abu Zeid noted
that relations between Cairo and
Riyadh are “both strategic and historic” and that the Amman summit
would be a “good opportunity” for
the two countries to discuss bilateral ties.
“Some Arab countries are keen
to bring Cairo and Riyadh closer together. These efforts serve the best
interests of the Arab world,” Abu
Zeid said.

Assad’s future role in Syria and
the two disputed Red Sea islands,
Tiran and Sanafir, are the main issues that have caused tension between Egypt and Saudi Arabia.
However, strategic imperatives will
prompt them to seek rapprochement. Neither “can afford to do
without each other’s basic cooperation and support, particularly given
the unprecedented series of domestic and regional security challenges
facing the Arab world”, wrote Hussein Ibish, a senior resident scholar
at the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington, in January.
The recent announcement by
Saudi oil giant Aramco that it would
resume oil shipments to Egypt is
a sign that tension between Cairo
and Riyadh is reducing, according
to Gamal Bayoumi, Egypt’s former
assistant Foreign minister. “It also
means that the two Arab capitals
have reached specific understandings on sticky files before the two
leaders meet in Amman.”
Fighting ISIS or Daesh, an Arabic
acronym for the Islamic State, is as

much of a priority as preventing the
disintegration of Arab societies into
singular identities, which could
create an environment conducive
to more “Daeshism”. However,
that issue should not overshadow
the need to address each specific
hotspot in the Arab world. Leaders
should develop a policy-oriented
position on Syria and Iraq and rethink how to approach the situations in Yemen and Libya, according to the Arab diplomat.
“If the Arabs get their act together, they could force themselves on
the Astana (Syria) talks with new
ideas to accompany the transition
from a state of war into a state of
peace, engage in peace-building
and even promising reconstruction,” he said. “Iraq must not be
left alone. There must be a comprehensive (Arab) political initiative to
help Iraq achieve an inclusive system whereby the Sunnis are more
engaged politically.”
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir’s surprise visit to Baghdad
in February — the first such visit by
a high-level Saudi official since the
2003 US-led invasion — was seen as
a “very positive” step that should
be followed by similar moves aimed
at re-engaging with Iraq, which has
been left to succumb to Iran’s influence.
“The Arabs are required to take
action to counter regional interference in Arab affairs, especially from
Iran,” Bayoumi said.
But if the Arabs really want to
contain and reverse the region’s Pax
Iranica trend, they must develop an
“approach to make the Iranians and
everybody else — friends and foes
— feel that there is a credible Arab
position and not only verbal declarations and resolutions,” the Arab
diplomat said.
The Amman summit also presents an opportunity to bring the
Palestinian issue back into the
spotlight. “If we forgot it, it won’t

forget us. It could be another future
source of all forms of radicalism,”
the diplomat noted.
With Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi pledging to bring up
the issue of the “Palestinian state”
during his April 3rd meeting with
Trump, Arab leaders have an interest in putting their weight behind
him and demonstrating a unified
stand.

The Arabs are
required to take
action to counter
regional
interference in
Arab affairs,
especially from
Iran.

”

Gamal Bayoumi, Egypt’s
former assistant Foreign
minister
“If the Arabs stand united, this
unity is enough to shoot down intentions by the Trump administration to move the US embassy to
Jerusalem. A unified Arab message
that this decision will threaten
American interests in the region
will force Trump to rethink his decision,” Bayoumi said.
However, the main challenge for
Arab leaders will be to turn their
summit speeches into applicable strategy and to come up with
concrete positions that amount to
more than just ink-on-paper.
Otherwise, the diplomat concluded: “Everybody will go down
the drain one day. It is a matter of
time.”
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Beirut.
Amr Emam contributed to this
report from Cairo.
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Riyadh promotes employment of Saudi citizens
Marwa Rashad
and Celine Aswad

Riyadh/Dubai

S

audi Arabia plans to tighten restrictions on foreign
workers to pressure companies into hiring more
Saudi citizens, government sources have said.
The new policy is designed to
help the conservative kingdom
achieve one pillar of its economic
reforms launched last year: Reducing Saudi unemployment from the
current 12.1% to 9% by 2020.

The tighter policy
is scheduled to
take effect on
September 3rd.
But by making it harder for firms
to employ low-paid foreign workers, the policy will raise costs and
potentially complicate other aspects of the Saudi reform drive,
such as developing private-sector
businesses and diversifying the
economy beyond oil.
The new rules could have a
huge impact on a large segment
of Saudi residents. There are currently about 12 million foreigners
working in Saudi Arabia, many of
them doing the strenuous, dangerous and lower-paid jobs shunned
by the 20 million Saudi citizens.
About two-thirds of Saudi workers
are employed by the public sector.
Under a programme launched

Changing course. A Saudi man walks past a sign that reads “Saudi employees are wanted.”					
in 2011, the Saudi Ministry of Labour grades firms according to its
ratio of Saudis in their workforces.
Companies with higher ratios get
preferential treatment when obtaining visas for foreign workers or
licences; those in lower categories
face penalties.
Under the new policy, construction firms with between 500 and
2,999 workers would have to employ 100% Saudis to be in the top

“platinum” category; if they employ 10%, they are rated “lower
green”. This compares to current
levels of 16% for platinum and 6%
for lower green.
In the retail sector, a large company’s current percentages are 35%
for platinum and 24% for lower
green. This would rise to 100% for
platinum and 35% for lower green,
according to an official document
seen by Reuters.

Similar policies will be implemented in many other sectors, according to the document, which
lists more than 60 industries in
which restrictions will be applied.
Some change is already occurring in Saudi employment practice,
with many citizens now working as
cashiers and sales people in retail
shops — the sort of jobs previously
seen as undesirable. But there is
still a scarcity of Saudis willing and

(Reuters)

qualified to work in the construction sector.
The new policy has been approved by Labour Minister Ali bin
Nasser al-Ghafis, the sources said.
It is scheduled to take effect on
September 3rd, according to one
source speaking on condition of
anonymity because an official announcement is yet to be made.
(Reuters)

Saudi youth at centre stage of vision 2030
View poi nt

Fahad Nazer

A

bout 70% of the
population of Saudi
Arabia is under the
age of 30. Saudi
youths are considerably better educated
and have more access to information than the older generation. An
estimated 200,000 Saudis are
studying abroad in countries as
varied as the United States,
France, China and India.
The ambitious package of
economic and social reforms
known as Vision 2030 is aimed at
providing Saudi youths with the
tools — and opportunities — to
compete with their counterparts
around the world. Vision 2030
seeks to transform the country
within 13 years. To succeed, young
Saudis must embrace it and take
the lead. That transition is well
under way.
The architect of Vision 2030 is
Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, 31.
Although a relatively unknown
when he was appointed deputy
crown prince and Defence
minister in early 2015, he — more
than anyone else — personifies a
new generation of Saudi leaders:
Young, confident, ambitious,
frank and not afraid of change.
Prince Mohammed has put a
high premium on competence,
efficiency, timeliness, accountability and transparency.
Although he has not done many
media interviews, when he does
speak with Saudi or Western
journalists, he makes sure it
counts.
In an hour-long interview with
Arabic satellite news channel Al
Arabiya last year, the prince
painted a picture of someone who
understands the demographic and
economic challenges confronting
the kingdom. He also seemed very
confident in the measures that

There is a drive to encourage
entrepreneurship and
technological innovation as
well as various art forms.

must be implemented to address
those challenges.
While acknowledging there will
be obstacles and setbacks along
the way, he spoke with excitement
about the opportunities ahead, as
the kingdom reduces the size of
its public sector, lessens its focus
on energy revenues and looks to
develop other parts of the
economy.
In an Al Arabiya documentary
about the legacy of King Abdullah
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud and the
ascent of King Salman, Prince
Mohammed was shown interacting with the Council for Development and Economic Affairs, which
he heads. Often dressed relatively
casually — foregoing the more
formal headdress and cloak —
Prince Mohammed is known to
use English words and phrases in
meetings.
This style appears to have
endeared the prince to many
Saudi young people who identify
with him because of his age and
his tendency to speak with
refreshing candour about the
economic and social challenges
the kingdom faces.
At the same time, Prince
Mohammed’s respect for age and
experience is apparent, especially
in his public interactions with his
father, King Salman, and Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Nayef bin
Abdulaziz. Having attended a
dinner in Washington in late 2015
where King Salman and Prince
Mohammed were the guests of
honour, I saw first-hand Prince
Mohammed’s presence and
charisma that have been noted by
foreign dignitaries and journalists.
While Prince Mohammed is the
person who most clearly embodies the generational shift under
way in Saudi Arabia, he is not the
only one. Crown Prince Mohammed, 59, is also relatively young
and is in line to become the first
king of Saudi Arabia from the
third generation of Al Saud royals.
It is also worth mentioning that
the Council of Ministers is mostly
comprised of people in their 50s,

40s and even 30s, the overwhelming majority of whom are commoners, not royals. In today’s
Saudi Arabia, there is a sense
among many that competence and
a strong work ethic will be
recognised and rewarded.
To harness the power of its
human capital, the government
has spent billions of dollars
creating state-of-the-art educational institutions, including
schools, universities and vocational training centres. The
emphasis has been on mathematics and science to fill many of the
technical jobs that are primarily
performed by non-Saudis.
That is not to say that young
Saudis do not face any challenges.
One of the main issues facing
Vision 2030 is generating jobs for
the estimated 200,000 Saudis
who join the labour force every
year.
Saudi planners have long
realised that the oil sector will not
be able to generate enough jobs.
The sector has arguably never
been labour intensive and, as
technology has advanced, it has
become even less so.
While the government has
offered the private sector incentives to hire more Saudis and
imposed penalties on those that
do not meet certain thresholds,
that effort remains a work in
progress. Some Saudis have
publicly expressed resentment
about the continuing domination
of foreign workers in private
sector jobs.
At the same time, it is apparent
that more Saudi youth have
tempered their expectations,
especially early in their careers,
and are willing to pay their dues in
lower-paying jobs to gain experience. For many Saudis, there is
nothing shameful in working in
retail or the service sector.
Like their peers around the
globe, Saudi youth have been
targeted for recruitment by
extremist groups. Small numbers
have fallen prey to abusing
narcotics. The government’s
effort to counter extremist groups

In today’s
Saudi
Arabia,
there is a
sense among
many that
competence
will be
recognised
and
rewarded.

is well-publicised and has largely
been successful, although the
Islamic State (ISIS) continues to
target security personnel, government institutions and the wider
Saudi public.
The government and civil
society have also done a commendable job raising awareness
about the dangers of narcotics and
the abuse of prescription medication. While the government has
taken a zero tolerance approach to
drug smugglers, it has treated
users as victims who are in need of
counselling and treatment.
Aware of the dearth of entertainment options in Saudi Arabia,
the planners of Vision 2030
created the General Entertainment Authority to improve the
quality of life for young Saudis. A
recent performance in Riyadh by
the legendary Saudi singer
Mohammed Abdu marked a
turning point and was met with
excitement across the country.
“The future of any country is
about its young people. In Saudi
Arabia that is even more true
because you’re the majority and
you’re more educated and
inquisitive than any generation
that’s come before.” This was the
main message that Microsoft
co-founder and philanthropist Bill
Gates delivered when he
addressed a mostly Saudi audience at the inaugural MiSK Global
Forum last year.
MiSK was founded by Prince
Mohammed. The organisation is
aimed at “encouraging youth to
connect with the global economy”.
There is also a drive to encourage entrepreneurship, technological innovation as well as various
art forms, including music and
film-making. These are also
moves in the right direction.
Young Saudis hold the key to
whether Vision 2030 comes to
fruition and how soon.
Fahad Nazer is an international
affairs fellow with the National
Council on US-Arab Relations and
an adviser to Gulf State Analytic.
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In Algeria, everyone wants to be MP, few likely to vote
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

housands of candidates
are vying for a position
in Algeria’s 462-member
People’s National Assembly, a record number of
participants that reflects the coveted status of the job. However, the
strong turnout from candidates is
unlikely to mean high voter participation, as Algeria’s 23.3 million eligible voters are showing low levels
of interest in the May 4th elections.
“Parliamentary elections are
used by elites as a social ladder,”
said Nacer Djabi, a sociology researcher at Algiers University. “In
Algeria, only the state remains rich.
The elites in the middle-class elites
are poor. Being made parliamentarians bring the lucky ones close to
the wealth of the state.”
Algerian
Interior
Minister
Noureddine Bedoui said the candidatures of 12,591 people, about onethird of whom were women, were
filed with election officials.
The High Independent Elections
Monitoring Authority Chairman
Abdelwahab Derbal reported “two
or three cases of cheating” in the
mandatory voter lists to endorse
candidates led to the removal of
involved candidacies. He did not
name the candidates or their parties.

Islamist groups are
looking to make a
return after years of
decline.
“The final lists of candidates will
be validated on March 27th after the
end of an appeal period for the candidates to challenge the ministry
decisions,” said Interior Ministry
Secretary-General Hocine Mazouz.
The initial number of citizens
hoping to run for office was even
higher. In the National Liberation

Front (FLN) party alone, 6,228
members — 600 from Algiers —
sought to be candidates.
Algerian media reported similar
levels of participation in other major parties.
The selection process was a nightmare for party leaders, who had to
navigate fierce internal disputes to
come up with a final list. Among
those hoping for slots were ministers, billionaires, school teachers
and doctors.

Voters are
increasingly
disillusioned with
their leaders’
inability to contain
jihadist threats or
save the economy.
“Not everybody can be a deputy,”
said FLN chief Djamel Ould Abbes
to angry members lobbying for a
seat. “There are not 6,000 seats
available in the parliament.”
This high level of political engagement is unlikely to translate to
voters, who are increasingly disillusioned with their leaders’ inability to effectively contain the threat
from jihadists or save the economy
from faltering oil revenues.
“The state of [this year’s] parliamentary elections is the worst
Algeria has seen since 1976,” said
political commentator Saad Bokba.
“Social tensions are high because
of the economic crisis, which has
been caused by mismanagement
and a decline in oil prices.
Bokba said that recent protests
have taken a more political turn.
“Ruling parties are not even controlling their angry members and
the government lacks the plan and
resolve to handle the crisis,” he
said. “According to the population,
the upcoming elections will only
make the situation worse.”
Most of this year’s candidates are
linked to the FLN and the National
Democratic Rally party but Islamists groups are looking to make a

Worst state of elections since 1976. An Algerian woman walks next to a poster encouraging people to
vote in upcoming legislative elections.
(AP)
return after years of decline.
To improve their odds, three of
Algeria’s leading Islamist parties —
El Binaa, the Front for Justice and
Development (FJD) and Ennahda —
formed a coalition for the election.
Another alliance was formed between the Fundamentalist Movement of Society of Peace, which is
linked to the international Muslim
Brotherhood, and Islamist group
Front of Change.
Much of the public has scorned
Islamist groups since Algeria’s civil
conflict in the 1990s, when violence
between Islamists and government
forces claimed the lives of an estimated 200,000 people. With bitter
memories of Algeria’s civil war still
alive, whether the public will receive Islamists back into the main-

stream is unknown.
While Islamist groups are running candidates for all available
seats, some secularist opposition
parties, whose popularity is narrowly concentrated, failed to field
candidates for all election districts.
Such groups included the Front of
Socialist Forces (FFS), Culture and
Democracy Rally (RCD) and the Social Democratic Movement.
For almost five decades, Algeria’s
political regime has been sealed
from opposition, and those who
challenge the status quo have faced
fierce backlash from ruling powers.
In 1992, then-president Mohamed Boudiaf, a leading figure in Algeria’s independence war, was killed
by presidential guards after forming the National Popular Rally party

to fight regime corruption.
During the 1999 presidential election cycle, FFS founder Hocine Ait
Ahmed, who was running for office
on a platform of reform, was forced
to scrap his candidacy days before
the elections.
In 1991, the Algerian army
stepped in to prevent the radical
Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) from
taking power when it was poised to
win parliamentary elections.
“The regime is convinced that its
stability is secured by the repression and distribution of oil money, not through democracy,” said
political analyst Mustapha Hammouche.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.

New Sonatrach pick reflects Algeria’s infighting

View poi nt

Francis Ghilès

T

he appointment of
Moumen Ould
Kaddour as the chief
executive officer of
Algeria’s state oil and
gas company
Sonatrach was a bolt out of the
blue. Nobody was expecting
Amine Mazouzi, who had been
appointed less than two years
ago, to get fired.
The name of the new CEO was
not even whispered in the
corridors of power before the
impromptu Sonatrach board
meeting called March 20th by
Algerian Minister of Energy
Noureddine Boutarfa. Like his
immediate predecessors, Ould
Kaddour is a competent technician but has no experience in
upstream activities or the
commercialisation sector.
Ould Kaddour’s appointment
underlines the extent of infighting within Algeria’s leading
circles. It sends a confused
message to Sonatrach’s foreign
partners, which are helping to
develop Algeria’s vast gas
resources and to those countries
Algeria is committed to working
with to stabilise a north-western
African region beset by civil strife
(Libya) poverty and terrorism
(Libya, Mali, Niger and Tunisia).
Sonatrach is on its sixth CEO
since the removal of Chakib Khelil
as Energy minister for corruption

The appointment may be part
of the settling of scores
between security and the
presidential circle.

in 2010. His downfall was engineered by the Département du
Renseignement (DRS). Khelil fled
to the United States but returned
to Algiers two years ago, part of a
presidentially sanctioned
rehabilitation process. Ould
Kaddour is close to Khelil and his
appointment is considered
another step in the rehabilitation
of the former minister.
Trials followed the dramatic
events of 2010 but those responsible for the massive corruption
charges were never brought to
trial or charges were dismissed.
Second-liners, including Ould
Kaddour, were sentenced to
prison and then rehabilitated. The
sorry affair left a bitter taste in the
mouths of millions of Algerians.
Ould Kaddour was in charge of
Brown and Root Condor (BRC) in
the mid-2000s. This was a joint
venture specialising in engineering work between Algerian
companies (Sonatrach and the
Nuclear Research Centre at
Draria) and KBR, the British
subsidiary of Halliburton, a major
US company whose chairman was
Dick Cheney before he became US
vice-president.
BRC was alleged to have
received kickbacks from
Sonatrach and the Ministry of
Defence for work carried out at
their behest in Algeria during the
boom years of high oil prices.
None of the senior culprits were
held to account. The DRS did
press charges of spying for a
foreign power to get Ould Kaddour condemned.
After he left Algeria, Khelil
worked at the World Bank,

eventually overseeing the Latin
America energy department after
1980. In the decade that followed,
Argentina and Bolivia came under
huge pressure from the US
government directly and through
the World Bank to privatise state
oil and gas companies, which they
strongly resisted. It was during
those years that the future
minister forged strong links with
Cheney.
Today, the energy sector is
seriously weakened by the fact
that neither the minister of
Energy nor the CEO of Sonatrach
makes key decisions, which occur
at the level of Prime Minister
Abdelmalek Sellal, a practice
unprecedented in modern Algeria.
Prime Minister Ould Kaddour’s
appointment will further demoralise staff at Sonatrach and the
Ministry of Energy. The institutions were, until a decade ago, the
pride of Algeria. This key sector of
the Algerian economy — it
provides 95% of Algeria’s export
income and 60% of government
budget income — has traditionally
been led by men of the highest
integrity and competence. Its
engineers and managers enjoyed a
strong reputation internationally.
In recent years, however, many
have taken early retirement or
gone abroad where their skills are
appreciated. The culture of
international engagement so
characteristic of Sonatrach since
it was founded in 1964 is vanishing as fear of denunciation
following events since 2009
means that no one at intermediate levels dares make any decision. This pushes decision-mak-

Palace
intrigues
will have
serious
consequences for
Algeria’s
reputation.

ing to the top where the system is
clogged.
With recent ministers and CEOs
a pale shadow of their predecessors, two key institutions of the
Algerian state have been turned
into giants with feet of clay.
Ould Kaddour’s appointment
may be no more than a minor
episode in the endless settling of
scores between Algerian security
and the presidential circle.
Rehabilitating people close to
Khelil is viewed by those close to
Algerian President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika as another demonstration that they can make and
unmake any senior official in
Algeria. The president’s feud with
the DRS and its predecessor the
Securité Militaire (SM) goes back
to 1979 when, after president
Houari Boumediene’s death, the
SM blocked Bouteflika’s candidature to succeed Boumediene.
These palace intrigues will have
serious consequences for Algeria’s reputation. They send a
confused signal to foreign
partners with whom Algeria is
keen to discuss regional issues.
How can such countries engage
seriously about the future of
Libya, the threat of terrorism in
the Sahel and the challenges
facing Tunisia with a country
whose senior officials are on a
perpetual merry-go-round —
replaced at the drop of a hat by
less competent officials, for
reasons as petty as they are
difficult to fathom?
Francis Ghilès is an associate
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for
International Affairs.
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The US should not just watch North Africa slip into chaos

Elie Abouaoun

The lack of a
focused US
investment in
Libyan politics
encourages
Russia to bolster
its presence.

C

urbing US
involvement
abroad was a
signal campaign
promise of the
new US administration. Anything
that smacked of
nation-building
drew the sharpest criticism. The
appeal to many voters of such
disengagement is understandable
and the view is woven into an
evolving foreign policy.
The problem is that the Americans’ withdrawal will almost
certainly foster a level of disorder
likely to pull the United States back
in later and at a greater cost, damaging American interests that can only
be advanced by peace and stability.
Nowhere is that more clearly the
case than in North Africa. From
Egypt to Morocco, the region’s
countries are struggling with terrorism, radicalisation, socioeconomic
stagnation, ineffective governance
and corruption.
Obviously, building the resilience of those societies must be an
indigenous effort first and foremost
but the role of the United States is
indispensable in supporting local,
regional and international efforts
to break existing and prospective
cycles of violence. Even where local
actors are most effective in driving
changes that deter extremism, they
generally lack the capacity to do so

without international support, the
cornerstone of which comes from
the United States.
Libya’s collapse illustrates how an
internal violent conflict can affect
regional and international security.
As multiple militias and factions
vie for power in the absence of a
working central government, a safe
haven opened for terrorists fleeing
Iraq and Syria, who join extremist groups in Libya. Although the
Islamic State (ISIS) was largely suppressed by recent military action,
this diverse array of militants is
establishing a pattern of operations
that seems designed to expand their
activities beyond Libya’s borders,
posing a threat to US interests and
counterterrorism efforts in Africa.
The lack of a focused US investment in Libyan politics, which
predates the new administration,
encourages Russia to bolster its
existing diplomatic and military
presence — and later, no doubt, an
economic one. Just as Syria has
provided a gateway for Russia’s return to the Middle East, Libya may
open the way to North Africa. Last,
but not least, the military conflict
in Libya will add to uncertainty in
energy markets for the foreseeable
future.
More uncertainty could arise from
developments in Egypt, the primary
supplier of natural gas to American
ally Jordan, and Algeria, the world’s
18th largest oil producer. Both are

on the verge of a metastatic instability. A laissez-faire policy towards
the two countries will help precipitate their descent into communal
violence. Expanding radicalisation,
economic hardship and the divisive
policies of authoritarian leaders are
causing irreversible damage, fuelling grudges and deepening vertical
social fractures.
This offers a golden opportunity
to ISIS and other extremists. The
conditions are in some ways similar
to Iraq in 2014 when grievances
of many ordinary Iraqis bred the
perception of ISIS as a valid alternative to a repressive government.
Most Iraqis, of course, regretted
tolerating ISIS but it was too late.
The world is acknowledging the
high price of ignoring early warnings persistently conveyed by many
experts, agencies and civil society
organisations in 2012-14.
Tunisia has taken a more positive
and constructive path than its North
African peers. Certainly, the country
faces colossal political, economic
and social challenges that feed
the scourge of home-grown and
transnational terrorism. However,
Tunisia’s unique example in the
Middle East and North Africa of an
indigenous national dialogue diffusing a political crisis, as occurred
in 2013, presents a model for how
locally owned conflict-management
mechanisms contribute to peace
and security.

Likewise, Tunisia’s combined
secular-Islamist government and
parliament demonstrates the success of inclusive political settlements, a relevant lesson to countries in North Africa and beyond on
how to manage political, religious
or ethnic diversity. Consistent and
generous support for Tunisia’s
ailing economy is crucial to the
country in maintaining its political
direction and its efforts to counter
violent extremism.
In a country where 1.4 million of
the 3 million citizens under 25 years
of age are out of school and work,
it is little wonder that thousands of
young people have joined extremist groups. Radicalisation is a social
disease with multiple roots. It will
take US leadership of an international effort to support Tunisian
strategies to cure it.
The challenge posed by North
Africa’s instability and extremism
leaves the United States with only
one sound policy option to protect
its interests: Increased, determined
and steady political and economic
support. The alternative is watching
the region slip into chaos that may
be impossible to reverse no matter
what resources the Americans bring
to bear.
Elie Abouaoun is the director
of Middle East and North Africa
programmes for the US Institute of
Peace. He is based in Tunis.

International rhetoric on Libya is more of the same

Elissa Miller

Libya’s most
valuable
resource will
continue to be
a flashpoint of
conflict.

L

ibya’s state of
unrest was fully
evident on March
3rd, when fighting
broke out between
the Benghazi
Defence Brigades
and the forces of
Field Marshall
Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National
Army (LNA) in Libya’s oil crescent.
Only a week later, clashes erupted
in Tripoli between rival militias
supporting and opposing the
Government of National Accord
(GNA), leaving the UN-backed
government’s hold on Tripoli
tenuous.
Fighting in the Gulf of Sidra
surrounding Libya’s oil facilities
demonstrated that Libya’s most
valuable resource will continue to
be a flashpoint of conflict in the
divided country.
The international community issued several statements in response
to these developments. On March
16th, the ambassadors of France,
Italy, the United Kingdom and the
United States released a joint statement calling for an end to violence
and “any action that could damage
Libya’s infrastructure”. The Arab
League, the African Union, the
European Union and the United
Nations held a meeting to discuss
the developments in Libya and issued a joint communiqué on March
18th condemning violence in the
oil crescent and calling for dialogue
and immediate de-escalation.
Days later, UN Special Representative Martin Kobler reiterated the
quartet’s call to end the fighting.
Yet after the multiple crises and
battles for power that have erupted
in Libya since 2014, such statements
have become stale reminders that
international leadership is critically
absent.
In September 2016, Haftar and
his army took over the strategic
oil ports in Libya’s Gulf of Sidra
before later agreeing to allow the
National Oil Corporation to control
oil production and access oil revenues. In response to the incident,
a number of Western and regional
powers, including Italy, France, the
United Kingdom, the United States,
the United Nations, the European
Union, the Arab League and the African Union, issued a joint communique expressing support for Libya’s
political agreement that established
the GNA and calling for an end to
the violence and “provocative actions”.

Missing leadership. Fayez al-Sarraj, president of the Presidency Council of the Government of
National Accord of Libya (L) talks with Italian Interior Minister Marco Minniti (C) and Prime Minister
Paolo Gentiloni during a meeting in Rome, on March 20th.
(Reuters)
However, much of the statement
rang hollow due to self-interested
moves by several of these external
actors.
Both the joint statement on
March 16th and the quartet communiqué on March 18th emphasised
the importance of granting full
control of Libya’s oil facilities to the
National Oil Corporation. They also
highlighted the need for dialogue
among different parties in Libya and
the importance of reaching an inclusive, negotiated settlement. Underpinning both of these responses was
stated support for the implementation of the Libyan political agreement as the way forward for the
country.
While positive in principle, such
rhetoric appears meaningless in the
face of increasingly dire conditions
on the ground. Today, any possibility of an agreement or constructive
dialogue between the east and the
west of the country appears all the
more distant. The eastern House
of Representatives, which backs
Haftar, and the UN-backed GNA led

by Fayez al-Sarraj, has withdrawn
from negotiations with Tripoli. The
west remains divided among rival
militias, further weakening Sarraj’s
government.
The concept of inclusivity seems
completely divorced from reality.
While the National Oil Corporation
has said that it expects to retain
full control over operations at the
ports in the oil crescent following
the recent clashes, fighting is likely
to continue in the area surrounding
the oil installations.
The international community is
in need of fresh thinking and action.
Only that can help address the challenges posed by continuing instability in Libya. Kobler has repeatedly
stressed that the responsibility to
end the country’s violence “lies
first and foremost with the Libyans
themselves”.
Still, the international community
is not without blame. It is well-documented that several international
actors have been “playing both
sides” by rhetorically supporting
the GNA while also lending some

support to Haftar.
US leadership has fallen to the
wayside. The United States is the
only country capable of pushing
external actors to cease support
for proxies in Libya and pressuring
all sides to come to an agreement.
However, the Trump administration
shows no indication of assuming
such a role. The United States’ veto
of former Palestinian prime minister Salam Fayyad to replace Kobler
did nothing to help the legitimacy
of UN efforts in Libya.
During a recent visit to Washington, Italian Foreign Minister Angelino Alfano urged the international
community to view Libya as a top
priority for global security. Unfortunately, international rhetoric has
not been backed up by action. As
the situation in Libya continues to
worsen, the level of prioritisation
and leadership needed to tackle the
crisis is lacking.
Elissa Miller is an assistant director
at the Atlantic Council’s Rafik Hariri
Center for the Middle East.
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The UAE and the task
of nation building in Yemen
The Arab Weekly staff

London

A

s the Saudi-led coalition
continues to liberate
parts of Yemen from the
Iran-allied Houthi rebels, the task of nation
building has already begun, and
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is
playing a central role in resurrecting Yemen’s infrastructure.
Obaid Salem al-Zaabi, permanent representative of the UAE
to the United Nations in Geneva,
confirmed that his country supports the UN’s work in launching
the 2017 Yemen Humanitarian Response Plan through its Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA).
Zaabi stressed that the UAE has
adopted “a comprehensive humanitarian approach” to supporting
Yemen economically and logistically, including with humanitarian
assistance.

The ERC’s
nation-building
plans for Yemen are
broad in scope.
The UAE’s efforts, he said, are intended to put Yemen on a path to
reconstruction and development,
which will, in turn, give rise to a
better future for Yemen, full of security, stability and prosperity.
The UAE’s initiative to rebuild
the liberated areas of Yemen
through the Emirates Red Crescent
(ERC) had succeeded in transforming people’s lives, Yemeni officials
said.

“By all measures, the response of
the Emirates Red Crescent… to the
humanitarian situation in Yemen
exceeded all expectations,” said Fahad Saeed al-Menhali, Yemeni ambassador to the UAE, last February.
The ERC’s nation-building plans
for Yemen are broad in scope and
aim to address numerous issues afflicting the country’s people, some
of which predate the start of the
conflict in 2015.
Beyond rebuilding the country’s
poorly developed infrastructure,
the organisation plans to build
and finance schools and hospitals,
reconstruct the sewage system in
a number of cities and rebuild numerous ports and airports.
As of now, the Red Crescent is
in the process of renovating 154
schools in Aden, the temporary
capital of the internationally recognised government.
Next in line will be schools in the
less-stable Shabwah governorate,
which was once a haven for al-Qaeda and was recently on the receiving end of US drone strikes targeting the terror group.
The ERC also recently signed an
agreement with the Yemeni government to fund, rebuild and maintain schools in the Hadramawt region, which has been hammered
by continuing shelling from the
Houthi militia.
Abdullah al-Musafri, head of the
ERC’s team on the ground, said the
project was part of the UAE ‘s and
the ERC’s commitments to providing long-term support for the people of Yemen.
After the civil war started in
2015, the Emirates was one of the
first countries to begin a humanitarian drive in Yemen, launching a
month-long Yemen: We Care cam-

paign that generated $11 million in
donations in its first three days.
In the last 20 months, the UAE
spent more than $1.1 billion on
improving Yemen’s energy and
electricity sectors. Funding for the
country’s transportation sector,
which includes rebuilding airports
and economically essential ports
in Aden and Socotra, has reached

In the last 20
months, the UAE has
spent more than $44
million on
supporting Yemen’s
educational sector.
$132 million. The amount of funding for Yemen’s public sector and
civil societies is estimated to have
exceeded $123 million.
The UAE has also worked to
strengthen Yemen’s civil services
in liberated areas. The country recently donated five rescue vehicles
to the Civil Defence Department
in Aden and provided a number of
fire-fighting trucks, special equipment and reconstruction efforts in
the southern port city.
The ERC recently set up solarpowered water generator projects
in the Al-Aik region of Al-Reeda and
Qusayr in the coast of Hadramawt
and plans to restore 20 hospitals in
11 provinces in the war-torn country in collaboration with the World
Health Organisation. Nasir Baoum,
Yemen’s Health minister, said the
stability witnessed in Aden has
“encouraged intensifying development efforts in the health sector”.
A vaccination programme targeting 643,000 women and children
against measles and polio is also a
part of the strategy.

An elderly Yemeni man receives food parcels provided by the
Emirates Red Crescent in Aden.

(AFP)

The other side of the Emirati intervention in Yemen
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Khairallah
Khairallah

W

hen Saudi
Arabia and the
Arab coalition
launched
operation
Decisive Storm
in Yemen in 2015, the goal was to
prevent the strategically important country from becoming a
bigger thorn in their sides.
There is, however, another
side of the war in Yemen. The
United Arab Emirates continues
its humanitarian mission, which
it started in 1982 in aiding flood
victims in the Marib area in Yemen.
The highlight of that mission was a
private donation in 1984 by the late
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nayhan
to rebuild Marib dam. Two years
later, Sheikh Zayed inaugurated
the dam and its 30 sq.km retention
lake. The dam made it possible to
irrigate 16,000 hectares of arable
land.
Today, the Emirati mission in
Yemen continues to follow the
foundations laid by Sheikh Zayed.
The UAE has lost soldiers for the
sake of Yemen and Marib. In 2015,
UAE forces succeeded in returning Marib to Yemen’s legitimate
government and in flying both
the Yemeni and the Emirati flags
on Marib Dam as promised by
Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan,
who is the deputy supreme commander of the UAE’s armed forces.
The UAE continues to return hope
to Yemeni citizens.
Operation Decisive Storm was an
unprecedented step to stop Iranian
expansionism, which had reached
Yemen. There was no war on
Yemen; there was a war for Yemen.

The Emirati mission in Yemen
continues to follow the
foundations laid by Sheikh Zayed.

The purpose of the war was to
prevent Yemen from becoming a
land hostile to the Gulf states and
a foothold for Iran in the Arabian
peninsula.
Iran’s expansionist plan in the
Arabian peninsula was very clear.
Yemen was a mere stepping stone.
Operation Decisive Storm was
and still is a defensive operation
made necessary by certain events
and the intentions behind them.
It started when the Houthis took
over Sana’a in September 2014.
The Houthis did not stop at
Sana’a. They struck an alliance
with former Yemeni president Ali
Abdullah Saleh. He had warned
interim president Abd Rabbo Man-

sour Hadi against the dire consequences of allowing the Houthis
to take control of Amran province
and annihilating Brigade 310 commanded by Hamid al-Kosheibi.
Brigade 310 was guarding
Sana’a’s northern gate and Saleh
knew too well the disastrous
consequences of letting the Houthis take the province. However,
the inevitable happened and the
Houthis reached the capital after
eliminating Brigade 310 and its
commander.
They continued their march
towards Taiz, fiefdom of their ally
Saleh. They took Taiz, then Aden.
They were determined to take the
strategic port of Mocha, which

A war on
poverty
means a
war on
terrorism
in its
various
forms.

A Yemeni labourer unloads the content of an Emirati ship carrying 1,200 tonnes
of food supply in the port of Aden.
(AFP)

controls the Bab el Mandeb strait
and ultimately the entrance to the
Suez Canal.
It was out of the question to
allow the Houthis to take over
Yemen. Soon, operation Decisive
Storm liberated Marib, Aden and
Al Mokalla and at the same time
battled al-Qaeda forces in Abyan
and Shabwa. There was no war on
Yemen; there was a war to liberate
the southern provinces.
At the same time, there was a
war on poverty, disease and underdevelopment. A war on poverty
means a war on terrorism in its
various forms. This war was started
by Sheikh Zayed with the rebuilding of Marib Dam.
Along with chasing the Houthis
from the southern provinces and
the coastal towns, the UAE continued to invest in helping Yemenis
recover from their crises, regardless of the narrow political interests
of the Houthis and their ally Saleh
and the obvious blunders of Hadi.
The UAE built schools and initiated educational reforms in the
liberated areas. It provided funds
to international organisations
helping Yemenis rebuild. It helped
the United Nations in Yemen. All
UN agencies and organisations
working in Yemen received funds
from the UAE. Thus, 154 schools in
the governorates of Aden and Lahaj
were reconstructed or repaired
while 230 schools were repaired in
other provinces.
Emirati aid to Yemen also covered health and security. Wherever
there was a humanitarian need, the
UAE did not hesitate to answer it.
In Yemen, where a child dies every
ten minutes, the UAE is determined to help the people reach
a stage of self-reliance free from
foreign interference.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese journalist.
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Emirati humanitarian support to continue for Yemen
The Arab Weekly staff

Abu Dhabi

T

he United Arab Emirates
has been providing assistance to Yemen for decades as part of its efforts
to spread wealth to countries and people in need.
Overall, the UAE is ranked as
one of the world’s top contributors
of development aid, a distinction
achieved in record time, the British ambassador to the UAE, Philip
Parham, said.
“We congratulate the UAE leadership, government and people for
the remarkable leading role in the
field of humanitarian assistance,”
Parham said in a statement marking the 2017 year of giving initiative
launched by UAE President Sheikh
Khalifa bin Zayed al-Nahyan.

The UAE has vowed to
continue its drive to
help the people of
Yemen, recently
pledging an additional
$1.2 billion in aid.
Over the last 20 months, the UAE
has spent more than $1.6 billion
in Yemen alone, with half a billion
dollars going strictly to humanitarian aid.
On February 8th, when the United Nations launched an effort to
raise $2.1 billion to provide food
and other essential assistance for
the 12 million people in Yemen who
were reportedly facing the threat
of famine, the UAE was one of the
first to support the call. The Gulf
state has been the largest aid donor
in this fundraising effort, contributing just under a billion dollars.
The Emirates Red Crescent (ERC)
has also been collecting donations
from the Emirati populace in support of the Yemenis. In February,
after coalition forces liberated the
coastal town of Yakhtal, the ERC
distributed 5,000 food baskets,

Reinstating hope. A truck carrying parcels provided by the Emirates Red Crescent prepares to deliver aid in the city of Aden.
blankets and tents to residents.
“The UAE, led by President
Sheikh Khalifa, prioritises the humanitarian cause of the Yemeni
people, based on the humanitarian approach of the founder of the
UAE, the late Sheikh Zayed bin
Sultan al-Nahyan, who spared no
effort to back the Yemeni people
in all circumstances,” Hamdan alMazrouei, chairman of the board
of the ERC was quoted as saying by
the Abu Dhabi-based the National
newspaper.
“Through its efforts in Yemen,

the Emirates Red Crescent seeks to
minimise the impact of the current
situation on the lives of thousands
of the most vulnerable and underprivileged civilians,” al-Mazrouei
added
But not all of the aid from the
UAE and other countries has made
it to its intended target.
According to Abdul Raqeeb Fath,
the Yemeni minister of Local Administration and head of the Higher Relief Committee, humanitarian
efforts have been obstructed by the
Houthis and fighters loyal to for-

mer president Ali Abdullah Saleh
since their power grab in September 2014. During this time, Houthi
forces have seized and looted more
than 63 aid ships in the ports of Hodeidah, Sulaif and Aden, Fath said.
Fath told the Emirates News
Agency earlier this month that the
militia intercepted and seized ships
carrying humanitarian and medical
aid intended to assist Yemenis displaced by insurgent bombardment.
According to the Yemeni minister,
the Houthis confiscated 223 relief,
medical and humanitarian convoys

(AFP)

and then sold the seized materials
on the black market. The forces
also reportedly abducted 30 aid
workers.
Aid efforts from the UAE have
also reached areas newly liberated
from the Houthis. This is part of the
UAE’s overall strategy to not only
neutralise the Houthi threat, but
also support Yemenis who have suffered under the rebels.
The UAE has vowed to continue
its drive to help the people of Yemen, recently pledging an additional
$1.2 billion in aid.

UAE makes a difference in Yemen and beyond

View poi nt

Iman Zayat

S

ince the very beginning
of the Houthi uprising
against the internationally recognised government of Yemeni
President Abd Rabbo
Mansour Hadi, the United Arab
Emirates has committed itself to
a moral and humanitarian
mission to support the people of
Yemen.
The Emirati people and their
leadership gave no second thought
before joining the Saudi-led
coalition, hoping to protect warwracked Yemen and its people
against Houthi aggression. The
UAE sacrificed its soldiers and paid
with blood and treasure to defend
the region against foreign meddling and help the governmental
transition in Yemen.
Two years after Operation Decisive Storm was launched, the UAE
continues to support the Yemeni
people with much-needed moral
and material support.
In a statement to the UN Human
Rights Council in Geneva in February, Emirati Minister of State for
Foreign Affairs Anwar Gargash said
the UAE had provided more than
$1.6 billion in direct humanitarian
aid to Yemen since April 2015.
A recent report from the United
Nations and humanitarian partners said nearly 80% of households in Yemen were in a worse
economic situation than before the

The UAE has provided more than
$1.6 billion in direct
humanitarian aid to Yemen since
April 2015.

conflict. Data indicate that 17 million Yemenis suffer from hunger,
an increase of 21% since June 2016.
International organisations, as
well as the Aden-based government, have repeatedly accused
Houthis of intercepting humanitarian aid. The Iran-backed rebels
reportedly seized relief ships and
gave supply goods to their fighters.
Despite repeated attempts by
the Houthis to disrupt relief, the
UAE has taken measures to open
liberated areas to humanitarian
assistance.
Following the liberation of Aden
in July 2015, the Saudi-led coalition and the UAE used the city’s
port to try to meet the urgent
needs of Yemenis. Electricity and
water were restored, more than
150 schools were renovated and
damaged hospitals were made
functional. Numerous other projects were implemented to assist
the local population.
Similar efforts were undertaken
in Mukalla and eastern Yemen.
The UAE is preparing to increase
humanitarian assistance in western areas after their liberation.
The Emirati initiatives in Yemen
are making a difference in the
country’s development and reconstruction and enabling a prompt
improvement in the humanitarian
situation.
Crucial to the aid efforts is the
role of the Emirates Red Crescent. Operations of the volunteer
humanitarian organisation have
centred on relief, health care and
education. The Emirates Red
Crescent has shown a resourceful
response to the deteriorating situation and contributed to the return

of normal life to many affected
areas in Yemen.
It is widely recognised that the
Emirati initiatives are not restricted to one country or one region.
The goodwill of the Arab country
has served a substantial number of
noble causes around the world.
The UAE provided $8.8 billion in
foreign aid during 2015, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation said. About
92% of foreign assistance went to
development projects to support

The
goodwill
of the UAE
has served a
substantial
number
of noble
causes
around the
world.

Much-needed help. Yemenis carry boxes of
food aid provided by the Emirates Red Crescent
for displaced people in the city of Marib.
(AFP)

long-term solutions, alleviate poverty and fund the improvement
and restoration of infrastructure
and transport.
The UAE perceives its generous
foreign aid as a natural part of its
humane duty and a form of commitment to its Arab and Islamic
values.
The UAE’s foreign aid strategy
for 2017-21 was begun to identify
countries and sectors that need assistance. The strategy engaged the
private sector and created a unit
for technical assistance, Emirati
Minister of State for International
Cooperation Reem bint Ibrahim
al-Hashemi said.
This course of Emirati humanitarian action was inspired by the
approach of UAE founder, the late
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, who spared no effort in the
support of Arab people.
He was a remarkable leader with
a pioneering vision that led to the
creation of the UAE — a country
that ranks as the most competitive
economy in the Middle East and
North Africa, a report by the World
Economic Forum stated.
Sheikh Zayed’s universal respect
and tolerance had played a crucial
role in regional issues. He had
stressed the importance of Arab
unity and stood by other Arab
countries in need.
It is no surprise that his legacy
and vision are admired and celebrated in many countries, with
many mosques, schools, universities and streets named in his
honour.
Iman Zayat is a Tunisian
journalist.

14

March 26, 2017

Lebanon

News & Analysis

Wage increases, new taxes trigger protests in Lebanon
Abdel-Rahman Ayas

Beirut

L

ebanon’s leaders are
looking into ways to
produce the country’s
first budget in more
than a decade and approve pending salary increases for
the public sector’s civil and military
personnel. The cabinet has so far
failed to formulate a budget for 2017
because of disagreement over how
to clear public expenditures. Parliament, in the meantime, has stopped
debating the pay rises, which have
been dragging on for four years,
after citizens took to the streets to
protest the taxes proposed to finance them.
Although
political
disputes,
which hindered the production of
a budget since 2005, seem to have
eased with the election of President Michel Aoun and appointment of Prime Minister Saad Hariri,
the cabinet is still finding it hard to
sort some things out, a government
source said.
“All ministers agree that spending
since 2005 should be cleared before
a new budget is sent to parliament,
according to laws governing public
spending, but the whole thing is a
mess that needs time to be cleaned
up,” the source noted.

The parliament’s
term, extended twice
into a full four-year
tenure, will expire in
June.
The parliament’s term, extended
twice into a full four-year tenure
due to politicians’ failure to agree
to a new election law, will expire in
June.
“The cabinet and later parliament
need to get busy preparing a new
election law that is acceptable to
all influential parties, and if prepa-

rations for a new election law are
under way, it is possible that both
the budget and the raises are put on
hold,” the source said. “The raises
will most likely be included in the
budget to make decisions concerning revenues and expenditures
easier.”

The cabinet has so far
failed to formulate a
budget for 2017.
Approving the budget before
clearing government expenditures
made without a budget “is like selling the bear’s skin before killing it”,
said Amin Saleh, an independent
economist. “Clearance, which is
necessary to tell how much the government spent before it plans future
expenditures, is not merely technical; it also has political, constitutional and legal dimensions.”
Some parties, including Aoun’s
Free Patriotic Movement, call for revising clearances since 1992, when
Hariri’s late father, Rafiq, assumed
the prime ministry and launched his
costly postwar reconstruction plans.
Saleh suggested including the pay
increases in the budget.
According to Finance Minister Ali
Hassan Khalil’s, Lebanon’s banks
once suggested contributing $1 billion to the treasury instead of paying higher taxes. The banks denied
the claim, which Saleh said would
amount to an attempt to bribe the
government if true.
Parliament stopped debating the
public sector’s rises when protesters against proposed tax hikes took
to the streets. Demonstrators in
central Beirut hurled empty water
bottles at Hariri when he tried to
calm people rallying against proposed tax hikes. Carrying placards
and banners, about 2,000 people
flooded Riad Al Solh Square to protest against tax hikes that parliament is considering to fund public
sector pay rises. “The road will be
long… and we will be by your side

Crying foul. Lebanese anti-government protesters shout slogans in downtown Beirut, on March 19th.
and will fight corruption,” Hariri
vowed. But protesters shouted
“thief” and threw plastic bottles at
the premier, who left soon after.
Saleh said protesters were justified in calling for investigations
into reported government corruption, but urged them to come up
with specific proposals on how to
finance the pay increases without
more taxes. “The same applies to
public school teachers who threaten
to strike if they do not get the raises
they want,” Saleh said. “Where are
the tangible proposals of unions of
teachers and other public sector
employees with grievances?”

Rayya Hassan, a former finance
minister and politburo member of
Hariri’s Future Movement, believes
that both the cabinet and parliament are back to the drawing board
on how to manage the budget and
salaries.
“The protesters made a big gain:
A promise to reconsider the proposed taxes,” she said about Hariri’s
statement in the square. “Personally, I do not believe in any public
spending without enough revenues
and curbing corruption… If the raises are passed outside the budget,
we will get into a vicious circle. We
need a fair and balanced taxation

(AP)

policy inside the budget.”
Anger at Lebanon’s government
has fueled repeated protests in central Beirut over the last two years,
particularly in the summer of 2015,
when politicians failed to agree
on a solution to a trash disposal
crisis. Piles of garbage festered in
the streets, prompting an unprecedented stream of independently
mobilised protests. Previously, all
major protests had been organised
through the big sectarian parties
that dominate Lebanese politics.
Abdel-Rahman Ayas is a Beirutbased business writer.

Hezbollah and the Shia in Lebanon: Panic signs
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Mohamad
Kawas

D

uring the decades
that followed its birth
at the beginning of
the 1980s, Lebanese
Hezbollah succeeded
in tying the fate of the
country’s Shia population to that
of the political regime in Iran.
Two aspects of the situation
are unique to Lebanon. The first
is that a Shia armed force serving
an Iranian agenda exists in Lebanon. The second is that Hezbollah
survives there amid a mosaic of
other sects, making the fate of Shia
in the country even more closely
tied to that of Hezbollah in case a
profound change occurs in Iran or
internationally.
The emergence of the Green
Movement in Iran following the
2009 presidential elections is proof
that Shia Iranian citizens no longer
trust the religious regime in Tehran and will always try to escape
the grip of Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini’s power model but this
genuinely Iranian movement also
annoyed other Shia populations
in the region, particularly those in
Lebanon.
They are allergic not only to
changes in the regime but towards
any purely internal dialogue
between political currents in Iran.
The Iranian people are divided
between a conservative current and
a moderate reformist one headed
by a panoply of figures, some of
whom are in jail or under house arrest but the multitude in Lebanon
recognises only the movement of
Iran’s supreme leader and is highly
suspicious of the reformists there.

Hezbollah considers itself part
of Iran’s military apparatus.

Hezbollah considers itself part of
Iran’s military apparatus. It does,
however, know that ultimately
it is not Iranian and no state will
recognise it as part of the state of
Iran. So, in case the world starts
looking for new balances with Iran,
Iran’s proxy militias in the region
will not be directly affected by the
same rules.
Hezbollah must have also noticed
that, while the Obama administration was very keen on reaching a
nuclear agreement with Iran, the
United States sought to isolate
the group worldwide. Washington tracked Hezbollah’s network,
insisted on blacklisting it as a terrorist organisation and closely scrutinised its international finances to
a point that it affected the Lebanese
banking system.
Hezbollah could not also have
missed that the Shia armed groups
in Iraq were not subjected to the

same harassment even though they
were considered agents of Iran in
Iraq.
It looks like the Trump administration will not make any
distinctions between Iran and its
proxy militias in Lebanon, Iraq
and Yemen. The United States has
espoused the objective of putting
an end to Iran’s interferences in the
entire region. The Arab countries
and the Gulf countries in particular
have long sought that objective.
As the Iraqis prepare for a new
American age in Iraq, the US military presence in northern Syria is
contingent on the success of the
safe-zones project. The presence of
Iran-backed militias in the region,
including Hezbollah, has become
jeopardised. The eventual USRussian agreement about Syria will
most likely not allow the presence
of Hezbollah and its sister groups in
the country.

Dire prospects. Women wave Hezbollah flags in front of portraits
of Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei (R) and
Hezbollah Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah in the southern
Lebanese town of Bint Jbeil. 				
(AFP)

Hezbollah
is behaving
like a
potential
loser.

Fully aware of these dire prospects, Hezbollah Secretary-General
Hassan Nasrallah played the card
that had made him wildly popular:
Fighting Israel. Hezbollah has since
2006 observed the terms of the
ceasefire with Israel on the southern borders. For years now, the real
enemy was in Al-Qusayr or Homs or
Aleppo, etc. Today, the party leader
decides it is time to bring out the
old “enemy”.
The debates engulfing the Lebanese Shia are sometimes surreal.
The resistance multitude is proud
of the additional striking force
Hezbollah affords Lebanon when it
comes to standing up to the Israeli
threat. It does, however, overlook
the fact that this same group might
end up being part of the striking
force of the Syrian regime. At the
same time, this multitude is nervous about any changes in the Syrian
scene and regarding what I see as
the eventual American coup d’état
against Iran.
By resorting to escalation, Hezbollah wishes to be seen as defending Lebanon. In other words, it
wants the world to place it within
the context of securing the safety of
Israel rather than within the context
of restraining Iran’s expansionism.
Whatever the changes coming to
the region, Hezbollah is behaving
like a potential loser. All we need to
do is look at its attempts to impose
electoral laws that suit it irrespective of what the other political
parties think of them, its bloody
adventure in Syria, which in the
end will benefit Russia, and its total
rejection by the non-Shia communities in Lebanon and elsewhere.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.
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Deep concern as Israeli laws entrench the occupation
Kamel Hawwash

London

I

srael has recently passed or
initiated laws that can be considered an entrenching of its
occupation of the Palestinian
territories, bringing to an end
the possibility of a just two-state
solution to the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict.
The measures adopted or going
through the Israeli parliament are
designed to facilitate Israel gaining control of more Palestinian land
and silence legitimate criticism of
Israeli policies.
The instruments Israel is using
to control more Palestinian land
include the regulation bill, which
is designed to retroactively legalise 4,000 Jewish Israeli homes that
were previously deemed illegal under Israel’s own laws.
The bill, supported by Israeli
Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, was condemned by human
rights group Peace Now, which
described it as a “fatal blow to democracy” that would “turn Israeli
citizens to thieves and stain Israel’s
law books”.

The measures are
designed to facilitate
Israel gaining control
of more Palestinian
land.
British Foreign Office Minister for
the Middle East and North Africa
Tobias Ellwood expressed “deep
concern” about the bill and urged
the Israeli government to “reconsider” it at the earliest opportunity.
Israeli Attorney General Avichai
Mandelblit called the law “unconstitutional”, indicating it was likely
to be struck down by the Israeli Supreme Court.
In a further attempt to entrench
its control, Israel has been considering annexing parts of the West
Bank. This would involve passing

a bill to apply Israeli law to land in
the occupied Palestinian territories.
A bill to annex the 40,000-person
Jewish-only settlement of Maale
Adumim was to be considered by
the Knesset’s Ministerial Committee on Legislation.

Israel moved to
silence criticism by
its own citizens and
foreigners.
However, this was postponed as
Netanyahu was meeting with US
President Donald Trump’s envoy
Jason Greenblatt. The delay in the
bill’s consideration is a signal that
the Trump administration carries
tremendous influence on Israeli actions, which could either check its
expansionist policies or unleash an
unprecedented land grab.
On February 12th, Israeli ministers endorsed a draft bill that would
restrict the Muslim call to prayer. In
the draft, the Muslim call to prayer,
an integral part of Palestinian culture and history since the siege of
Jerusalem in 637AD — has been insultingly characterised as “noise
pollution”.
Those initiating the bill argued
that the call to prayer disturbed
non-Muslims or more specifically
illegal settlers who have moved
into predominantly Palestinian areas, including East Jerusalem.
MK Motti Yogev, one of the bill’s
sponsors, defended it saying: “This
is a social-minded law that aims
to protect citizens’ sleep, without,
God-forbid, harming anyone’s religious faith.”
However, Tzipi Livni, a leader of
the Zionist Union party and a former Foreign minister, said “proud
Israelis” should oppose legislation
that would only “spread hate and
ignite tensions” between Muslims
and Jews. The bill drew condemnation from all sectors of Palestinian
society, both Muslim and Christian.
Israeli MK Ahmad Tibi accused
the bill’s proponents of “committing a racist act”. The bill should be
seen alongside increasing actions

Remembering. Palestinian woman gestures in the village of Khirbet Zakaria with a view of the Israeli
Gush Etzion settlement block seen in the background, on March 5th.
(AFP)
by Israel to exert more control on
al-Aqsa mosque, which antagonises
Muslims and Christian Palestinians.
In another batch of proposed
measures, Israel has moved to silence criticism of its policies by
its own citizens and foreigners.
The new law allows Knesset members to pursue the impeachment
of lawmakers if their actions and
ideology “negate the existence of
the state of Israel as a Jewish and
democratic state, incite racism,
or express support for an armed
struggle against the State of Israel
by an enemy state or terrorist organisation”.
An affirmative vote from 90 of
the Knesset’s 120 members would
be needed for the impeachment to

pass. In reality, this would target
Arab Knesset members, including
Haneen Zoabi, who is a vocal critic
of Israeli policies.
More recently Strategic Affairs
Minister Gilad Erdan indicated his
wish to set up a database of Israeli
citizens “who are involved in promoting and supporting boycotts,
divestment and sanctions (BDS)
against Israel or the settlements”.
This follows the passing of a
measure in July 2016 that compels
Israeli non-governmental organisations to declare sources of funding
if they come from “foreign state
entities” but not from private donations.
The European Union criticised
the proposal, stating that “the re-

porting requirements imposed by
the new law go beyond the legitimate need for transparency and
seem aimed at constraining the activities of these civil society organisations working in Israel”.
Israel’s latest attempt to silence
critics was the passing of a law on
March 6th that bans proponents of
BDS from entering the country. The
first victim of this law was Hugh
Lanning, chairman of Britain’s Palestine Solidarity Campaign. He was
refused entry and sent home because of the campaign’s promotion
of BDS.
Kamel Hawwash is a Britain-based
Palestinian university professor
and writer.

Row over UN report highlights Israeli sensitivities
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T

he head of a UN agency
that promotes development in Arab countries
resigned after refusing to
withdraw a controversial
report concluding that Israel had
established an “apartheid regime”
that discriminated against Palestinians.
The report titled Israeli Practices
Towards the Palestinian People and
the Question of Apartheid, which
was published by the UN Economic
and Social Commission for Western
Asia (ESCWA), drew swift criticism
from Israeli officials.
Its authors concluded that “Israel
has established an apartheid regime
that systematically institutionalises
racial oppression and domination of
the Palestinian people as a whole”.
Rima Khalaf, a Jordanian who
headed ESCWA, announced her resignation as UN undersecretary-general March 17th at a news conference in Beirut, saying she could not
accept being subjected to pressure
from UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres to withdraw the report.
She described the report as “the
first of its kind”, adding that it “concludes scientifically and according
to international law that Israel has
established an apartheid regime”.
“It was expected, naturally, that
Israel and its allies would exercise
immense pressure on the UN secretary-general to distance himself
from the report and to ask for it to
be withdrawn,” she said.
When Guterres instructed her

Unyielding to pressure. Former head of UN Economic and Social
Commission for Western Asia (ESCWA) Rima Khalaf reacts during
a news conference in Beirut, on March 15th.
(Reuters)
the previous day to withdraw the
report, Khalaf said: “I asked him to
review his position but he insisted
on it. Based on that, I submitted to
him my resignation from the United
Nations.”
“It’s only normal for the criminal
to attack those defending the cause
of his victims but I cannot accept
being subjected to such pressures,”
she said, quoting from her resignation letter.
UN spokesman Stephane Dujarric
said the report was published without prior consultation with the UN
Secretariat and its views do not reflect those of the secretary-general.
Asked whether Guterres succumbed to pressure from the Trump
administration, Dujarric said: “This
is not about pressure. This is about

the secretary-general having the authority to manage the organisation
in a way that is done effectively and
can deliver on its goals.”
“A secretary-general cannot accept that an undersecretary-general
or any other senior UN official that
reports to him would authorise the
publication under the UN name,
under the UN logo, without consulting the competent departments and
even himself,” Dujarric said. “It’s
about senior officials dealing with a
matter that implicates other parts of
the system — that they consult and
they coordinate.”
Khalaf’s resignation was welcomed by Israel and the United
States, Israel’s closest ally, but Palestinians praised Khalaf.
US Ambassador to the United

Nations Nikki Haley said in a statement: “When someone issues a
false and defamatory report in the
name of the UN, it is appropriate
that the person resign. UN agencies
must do a better job of eliminating
false and biased work and I applaud
the secretary-general’s decision to
distance his good office from it.”
Israel’s UN Ambassador Danny
Danon said the “attempt [of the report] to smear and falsely label the
only true democracy in the Middle
East by creating a false analogy is
despicable and constitutes a blatant
lie”.
He accused Khalaf of working “to
harm Israel” and supporting the
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) movement. “Her removal
from the UN is long overdue,” he
said in a statement issued by Israel’s
Foreign Ministry.
The official Palestinian news
agency Wafa said that Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas informed Khalaf by phone that she
would receive the Palestine Medal
of the Highest Honour in recognition of her “courage and support”
for the Palestinian people.
Jordanian government spokesman Mohammed Momani described
Khalaf as a patriot who has had senior positions in the kingdom.
“We in Jordan view international
reports about what the Palestinian
people are being subjected to, from
daily restrictions to injustice, as
something that is in their interest,”
he said.
The controversy continued March
20th, when a UN rights expert issued a blistering criticism of Israel’s
policies.
In a report, UN Special Rappor-

teur on the Occupied Palestinian
Territories Michael Lynk charged
Israel with “the subjugation of (Palestinians’) humanity” and intensifying a crackdown on human rights
campaigners.
Lynk made the claims in a report
presented to the UN rights council
during the Geneva-based body’s
mandated session on Israel, known
as Agenda Item Seven.

Khalaf’s resignation
was welcomed by
Israel and the United
States but
Palestinians praised
her.
The US State Department blasted
the council for having its Israel debate and vowed in a statement “to
vote against every resolution put
forth under this agenda item”.
The European Union condemned
the continuing loss of life on all
sides but voiced concern that Lynk’s
mandate and the Israel debate were
one-sided
As part of its obligations under
the Israel agenda item, Guterres’s office presented its latest findings to
the council.
“Chronic violations of international human rights law and international humanitarian law by all
parties have persisted,” the secretary-general’s office said, condemning Israel over settlement expansion among other offences.
The Arab Weekly staff and news
agencies.
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Turkey’s Kurds could sway tight referendum vote
The Arab Weekly staff

Istanbul

W

ith pollsters predicting a very close outcome to Turkey’s
April 16th referendum, the country’s
large Kurdish minority could hold
the key to whether charismatic but
divisive President Recep Tayyip Erdogan succeeds in his bid to change
the constitution and endow his office with sweeping executive powers.
A survey of five polling organisations all showed Erdogan’s “yes”
campaign and opposition “no” support lying neck and neck, Bloomberg News reported. But, the pollsters
said, the number of respondents undecided or unwilling to state their
preference still made up between
14% and 18% of the electorate, easily enough to swing the referendum
either way.
The same could be said for Turkey
Kurds, who make up about 18% of
the electorate.

The tight security
environment could
suppress the “no” vote
in Turkey’s south-east.
While a majority of Kurdish voters have historically backed secular
Kurdish nationalist parties, Erdogan’s ruling Justice and Development
Party (AKP) has consistently come
a strong second in Turkey’s mainly
Kurdish south-east, where the party’s message of brotherhood in Islam appeals to conservative Kurds.
“Regarding the Kurds, we can bet
the house that they will not support
these amendments, but the pressure and intimidation factors are so
unbearable, we are not sure whether
they would report to the ballot box,

or sullenly remain home,” wrote
Murat Ucer and Atilla Yesilada, analysts for consultancy firm Global
Source Partners.
Since the breakdown of a ceasefire
in July 2015, at least 2,623 people
have been killed in clashes between
Turkish security forces and the
separatist Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), according to an International
Crisis Group (ICG) tally from opensource material last updated on
March 20th.
That number includes 391 civilians, 893 members of the security
forces and 1,120 PKK militants. The
ICG said it could not determine
whether 219 people killed were civilians or militants.
The figures conform to those collated by the Office of the United
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), which said
some 2,000 people had been killed
in clashes between July 2015 and
December 2016.
The OHCHR said in a report published this month that between
355,000 and 500,000 people, mainly Kurds, had also become internally
displaced.
The most serious bout of fighting
flared up in December 2015 when
the PKK’s urban youth wing dug
trenches, erected barricades and
declared autonomy in a number of
towns in south-east Turkey, notably Cizre, near the Syrian and Iraqi
borders, and the historic Sur neighbourhood of Diyarbakir, the biggest
city in the region.
Turkish security forces besieged
the areas with thousands of troops.
The OHCHR said “satellite images
indicate that the damage caused
by security operations in densely
populated urban centres is commensurate with the use of heavy
weapons and possibly air-dropped
munitions”.
The UN agency said it had “documented numerous cases of excessive use of force; killings; enforced

Kurds’ veto. Supporters of pro-Kurdish opposition Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) hold “No”
placards in different languages during a rally in Diyarbakir.				
disappearances; torture; destruction of housing and cultural heritage; incitement to hatred; prevention of access to emergency medical
care, food, water and livelihoods;
violence against women; and severe
curtailment of the right to freedom
of opinion and expression as well as
political participation”.
Up to 189 men, women and children were trapped in basements in
Cizre by the fighting and shelling by
security forces in January and February 2016, the OHCHR said. The
bodies of an unknown number of
them were destroyed by fire started
by the shelling and the demolition
of the location after the incident,
the agency said.
“On February 25th, my family
was summoned by the public prosecutor. We were given three small
charred pieces of what he claimed

was my beloved sister’s body,” the
OHCHR report quoted one man as
saying.
“I am particularly concerned by
reports that no credible investigation has been conducted into hundreds of alleged unlawful killings,
including women and children,”
OHCHR head Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein
said in a statement.
“It appears that not a single suspect was apprehended and not a
single individual was prosecuted,”
he said.
Turkey’s Foreign Ministry said the
report was unacceptable and based
on biased information.
Thirteen pro-Kurdish members of
parliament from the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) have meanwhile
been jailed on terrorism charges.
“It’s deeply damaging to Turkey’s
democracy that the government is

(Reuters)

locking up the leaders and MPs of an
opposition party that received 5 million votes in the last election,” said
Hugh Williamson, Europe and Central Asia director at Human Rights
Watch. “The fact that the curbs
come during a vital national debate
about the country’s future is doubly
disturbing.”
Nevertheless, tens of thousands
turned out for Kurdish new year —
or Newroz — festivities in Diyarbakir
on March 21st. It was at a huge Newroz celebration in the city in 2013
where a message from jailed PKK
leader Abdullah Ocalan was read out
announcing the ceasefire. Deaths in
the conflict were cut to just over 100
in the two years it lasted.
This year, thousands waved red,
green and yellow flags emblazoned
with one word – Na – Kurdish for
“no”.

Turkey’s relations with NATO in jeopardy

View poi nt

Yavuz Baydar

T

he gap between
Turkey and its allies
within NATO has
reached alarming
levels, threatening a
rupture with farreaching consequences.
More than anything, it involves
the apparent and growing
disagreement between Ankara
and some Western capitals about
the nature of the coup attempt in
Turkey last July. A Der Spiegel
interview with Bruno Kahl, the
head of the German intelligence
service, added fuel to the fire. It
followed the spat between
Turkey and Germany over the
ban on Turkish politicians
conducting rallies on German
soil.
Kahl was asked whether he
believed Fethullah Gulen, a Turkish cleric in Pennsylvania, was
behind the coup. “Turkey has
tried to convince us on a number
of different levels,” he said, “but
they haven’t yet been successful.”
“The coup attempt wasn’t
staged by the state,” he went on.
“Even before July 15th, the
government had launched a large
wave of purges. That is why
elements within the military
thought they should quickly
launch a coup, before they, too,
were purged, but it was too late
and they were purged as well…
“The consequences of the
putsch that we have seen would
have happened anyway, if
perhaps not as deep and radical.
The coup was likely just a

There is a tacit understanding
that Turkish-EU relations are on
life support.

welcome pretext.”
Karl also asked: “Will the
country remain a partner in the
security alliance?”
Almost simultaneously others
across the Atlantic were making
similar remarks. US Representative Devin Nunes, R-California
and chairman of the House
Permanent Select Committee on
Intelligence, questioned the files
presented by the Turkish government to the US Department of
Justice alleging that Gulen was
the mastermind behind the
putsch.
Interviewed on Fox TV, Nunes
said: “I find it hard to believe… I
saw no evidence (in there) about
Gulen’s involvement in the coup.”
“Turkey as a NATO partner has
been for long a strong ally of ours
but [the Turks] are becoming
more and more worrisome in
terms of being a reliable ally,”
Nunes added.
Such statements, more public
and louder than ever, shatter the
mood in Ankara. While some
pro-Erdogan pundits were
developing conspiracy theories,
top sources of the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP)
were accusing the intelligence
structures of being used or
infiltrated by Gulenists. Turkish
Defence Minister Fikri Isik
accused Kahl of “being ignorant
of the facts”, questioning
whether German Intelligence
was behind the coup. “Where are
you (Germany) in all this?” Isik
asked.
The gap seemed wider with
warnings from the European
Commission. EU Commissioner
for Enlargement Johannes Hahn
said in a newspaper interview
that the prospect of Turkey
joining the European Union

becomes increasingly “unrealistic”. Hahn indicated that after
Turkey’s April 16th referendum
on presidential powers, Turkish
membership negotiations could
be shelved altogether — a notion
that has been circulated even
more loudly by the European
Parliament.
Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan seems not to
object. Constantly talking about
reinstating the death penalty
should his side win the referendum vote does not endear him to
the European Union. Nor did his
saying: “Everything, including
the refugee agreement, will be
put on the table. It’s all over.”
There is a tacit understanding
that Turkish-EU relations are on
life support, doomed to fail.
However, it is clear that the
NATO dimension is seen as far
more crucial in defining Turkey’s
future role, even its existence, in
the military alliance.
A sign of crack was seen when
Süddeutsche Zeitung reported
that the German government had
since early 2016 rejected Turkish
requests on arms sales — light
weapons and ammunition — 11
times on the basis that they could
be used on the civilian population, meaning Kurds and political
opponents.
There have been reports that
four high-ranking Turkish
officers and the military attaché
in Oslo have been granted
asylum in Norway. More than 150
Turkish Army members defected
to Germany and Belgium.
Officers from one NATO member
seeking asylum and their claims
being treated as legitimate in
another is unprecedented,
underlining the historically
important dimension of the

The NATO
dimension
is seen as far
more crucial
in defining
Turkey’s
future role.

stand-off. Sources within the
AKP say Germany could use the
defectors and a couple top-level
prosecutors and diplomats also
seeking refugee status in clandestine activities against Turkey.
A long series of trials related to
the coup attempt under way adds
to the puzzle. What the suspects,
especially those at the top of the
command chain, tell the courts
might confirm suspicions or raise
new ones about who was behind
the coup.
A majority of them deny any
affiliation or cooperation with
Gulen and his followers, maintaining that they are Kemalists,
staunchly loyal to the principles
of Turkey’s founder.
A witness statement by Zekai
Aksakallı, commander of special
operations forces, stirred even
more suspicion. “A state of alarm
within our army leads automatically to a top-level order on the
entire staff not to leave their
bases and barracks,” he said, “but
this basic rule, always applied,
was not implemented July 15th
when the reports have been
received. If that was done, the
coup would be totally exposed
from the first moment.”
On March 22nd, the chargé
d’affaires of the German embassy
was summoned to the Turkish
Foreign Ministry to be told its
intelligence services’ statements
were unacceptable. This rift adds
to the elements that threaten
Turkey’s role and trustworthiness in NATO and intelligence
structures and in the coalition
combating jihadists in Syria and
Iraq.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and occasional
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Enhanced firepower. Iran’s Revolutionary Guards Corps troops attack a naval vessel during a military drill in the Strait of Hormuz. 				
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Iran’s plans to build naval power will jolt region
Ed Blanche

Beirut

T

he Iranian Navy successfully test-fired a Nasir anti-ship cruise missile during large-scale exercises
in February near the strategic Strait of Hormuz. State television screened a video purporting to
show the missile hitting its target.
The Iranians have been seeking a
seaborne anti-ship missile capability for years and, if their claims to
have developed their own weapon,
probably based on Chinese technology, are true, then their naval firepower has been greatly enhanced.
The semi-official Fars news agency on March 9th quoted General
Amir Ali Hajizadeh, head of the aerospace division of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), as
claiming that a sea-launched ballistic missiles called the Hormuz-2 had
successfully hit a target at a range of
250km during the exercises.
As with most Iranian claims regarding the efficacy of new weapons developed by the country’s
extensive defence industry, this
one was probably intended largely
to impress the Iranian masses with
the power of the Tehran regime
than to mirror actual technological
achievement.
However, the reports of these
anti-ship missiles have been given
new weight by the publication of a
report by the US Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) that Iran is expected to expand its mediocre naval
forces, largely made up of obsolete
US, British and French destroyers, corvettes and patrol craft, into
the blue-water fleet that the late
Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had
planned.
“Iran has invested heavily in procurement, research and production
of multiple anti-ship missile systems over the last several years,”
the report said.
These include several types
based on China’s C-802 anti-ship
missile with ranges of up to 300km
and capable of covering the entire
Arabian Gulf. Tehran is also seeking
to obtain Russian SS-N-26 Yakhont
coastal defence cruise missiles.
Moscow has already supplied the
Yakhont to Syria. Israel fears these
could be used by Hezbollah to attack its vulnerable gas production
platforms in the eastern Mediterranean.
The ONI report will intensify Arab
fears that Iran is bent on military

expansion as part of its perceived
strategy of becoming the region’s
paramount power.
Saudi Arabia, the Islamic Republic’s long-time rival, has been
engaged in a major military expansion for six years, spurred by the
US withdrawal from the region and
fears that Iran will exploit this to
move against it.
The US-led July 2015 nuclear
agreement with Iran, on top of
growing isolationism in the United
States, has intensified the Gulf Arabs’ sense of vulnerability.
The Saudis, despite facing an economic decline, are upgrading their
eastern fleet based in the Arabian
Gulf, with planned purchases of six
corvettes, four littoral combat ships
and three maritime patrol aircraft.

The ONI report will
intensify Arab fears
that Iran is bent on
military expansion.
Riyadh is also reported to be
seeking a submarine capability and,
on March 3rd, Malaysia offered its
submarine training facilities.
The United Arab Emirates, which
is fighting Iranian-backed Houthi
rebels in Yemen alongside Saudi
Arabia, is also building up its military and naval forces.
Some regional analysts see the
Yemen war as the precursor of wider conflict between the kingdom
and Iran that is already spilling over
into the Red Sea region, a vital shipping lane linking the Indian Ocean
and the Red Sea, and East Africa
where both sides are seeking mili-

tary and naval bases.
Analyst Abdulrahman al-Rashed,
writing in Asharq al-Awsat last
November, reflected Arab fears of
Iran’s naval expansion, saying it
was a “statement of intent on the
part of the Iranian leadership, as
well as a demonstration of its aggressive posture…
“It is clear that Iran has taken two
strategic decisions: To increase its
foreign military capability and revive the shah’s old dream of being
the police force of the Gulf. Currently, Iran wants to be the police
force of the area from the Indian
Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea.”
The Islamic Republic’s “wideranging military operations in Iraq
and Syria confirm that fighting wars
has become Iran’s new policy”, alRashed wrote.
In November 2016, Iran’s chief of
staff, General Mohammad Hossein
Baqheri, announced that it wants
to establish naval bases in Syria and
Yemen, both countries in which it is
militarily engaged supporting allies.
This appears to be aspirational
bluster but it reflects the Iranian
leadership’s plans for long-range
naval expansion into the Red Sea,
rapidly becoming a maritime conflict zone, and the Mediterranean.
“If… Iran succeeds in establishing naval bases on the shores of
Syria and Yemen, this will have
troubling implications, mainly for
Israel, Saudi Arabia and the United
States, as well as Egypt and Turkey,” observed Ephraim Kam of Israel’s Institute for National Security
Studies.
On December 27th, 2016, Iranian
Admiral Peiman Jafari Tehrani, the

deputy commander for coordination, announced plans to build an
aircraft carrier as part of the drive to
build up the regular navy. This has
been mooted since 2014 but military analysts remain sceptical that
Iran has the technology to do this in
the foreseeable future.
The Islamic Republic is expected
to embark on this force expansion
once a UN Security Council resolution banning it acquiring advanced
weaponry expires in 2020 — three
years from now, the ONI said.
Once free of the resolution, Iran
will be able “to pursue foreign acquisitions that have been inaccessible since sanctions were imposed”,
the 44-page ONI assessment of
Iran’s naval forces, strategy and capabilities stated.
Tehran’s main objectives will be
buying surface warships to replace
its ageing fleet, submarines and
anti-ship missiles capable of taking out US aircraft carriers, whose
growing vulnerability to cruise
missiles is becoming increasingly
apparent.
The report noted that Iran is
striving to build a submarine armed
with anti-ship cruise missiles,
a breakthrough that would be a
quantum leap in terms of naval capabilities.
This was a reference to the new
1,180-tonne Besat-class, dieselelectric attack submarine currently under development. Little
is known of the programme but
the ONI concluded that Iran’s navy
could acquire anti-ship cruise missile (ASCM) capability “over the
next five years”.
Little is known of the Besat pro-

Expanding military reach.
Iranian warship Alborz,
foreground, prepares before
leaving Iran’s waters.
(AP)

gramme but it is reported to be similar to the export version of Germany’s Type 209 attack submarines,
which are capable of launching US
UGM-64 Harpoon anti-ship cruise
missiles.
Iran’s current submarine force is
spearheaded by the three dieselelectric Kilo class boats it bought
from Russia in 1992-96 and which
are reaching the end of their 30year operational life. Two are operational at any one time.

Iran has two navies
— the IRGC’s naval
wing and the regular
navy.
Iran also has 10-19 smaller Ghadir-class and Nahang-class subs,
all built in Iran but believed to be
based on North Korean technology.
They operate on shallow coastal
waters and their primary mission is
laying mines and inserting special
forces raiders.
The ONI report also indicated
that Iran was seeking to establish
an “overlapping network of landbased anti-ship cruise missiles to
put at risk ships operating” in the
Arabian Gulf.
Iran has two navies — the IRGC’s
naval wing and the regular navy.
The IRGC’s main maritime mission
is coastal defence and operations
inside the Arabian Gulf. The regular
navy operates as a blue-water force
in the Gulf of Aden and beyond, so
it will be responsible for force expansion beyond Iran’s shores.
The new weapons Tehran is seeking will be largely operated by the
regular navy but the IRGC’s fast-attack craft also have a key role in the
emerging Iranian naval doctrine.
It is these IRGC craft that are
constantly harassing vessels of the
Bahrain-based US Navy 5th Fleet in
the Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz
in provocative manoeuvres that US
commanders fear could trigger an
armed confrontation.
US President Donald Trump has
vowed a more aggressive response
to these swarms of fast-attack craft
and warned if they continue to confront US warships they would be
“shot out of the water”.
The ONI reported that between
1996 and 2006 the IRGC took delivery of about 46 of these craft
from China and North Korea and
has “continued to pursue smaller,
faster platforms equipped with torpedoes, short-range anti-ship missiles, or both, that can reach speeds
of 40-50 knots”.
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Critics question motives behind laptop ban on planes
Thomas Seibert

Washington

C

ritics are questioning the
motives behind the decision by the United States
and the United Kingdom
to ban electronic devices
such as laptops from cabin luggage
on flights originating from several
Muslim countries in the Middle
East and North Africa.
Coming after efforts by President
Donald Trump to restrict travel
from several Muslim nations in the
Middle East and Africa into the US,
the laptop ban is seen by some as
another attempt to keep Muslims
away. “This fits right in with that
the administration has been doing,”
Ismael Ahmed, a member of the
board of directors at the Washington-based Arab American Institute,
said. “It fits right in with the Muslim ban.”
US authorities say the aim of
keeping laptops, tablet computers
and other electronic devices larger
than mobile phones out of cabins
is to prevent terrorists from smuggling bombs onto US-bound planes.
The restriction was announced for
direct flight to the US from airports
in Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco,
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the UAE and
Qatar.

Technology experts
point to unanswered
question in
connection with the
US and UK bans.
US airlines are not affected because they do not have direct
flights to the US from the airports
hit by the ban. Officials have not
given an end date for the ban, but
news reports said some airlines had
been told that the restriction would
end in October.
Quoting unnamed officials, US
media reported that the ban was
introduced as a result of information uncovered during an attack by
US soldiers on an al-Qaeda group in

Yemen in January, but there have
been no further details.
The United Kingdom followed
suit with a similar measure that
targets flights from six countries –
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia,
Turkey and Saudi Arabia – and also
includes UK airlines that fly directly
from those nations to Great Britain.
Canada and France are reportedly
thinking about introducing similar
measures.

US airlines are not
affected because
they do not have
direct flights to the
US from the airports
hit by the ban.
The fact that only certain flights
from certain airports are affected
and that the US and the UK bans address different groups of countries
makes critics think that air safety
might not be the real reason behind
the move. “If you ban them, ban
them for everybody,” Ahmed said.
“This is just more of a war on the
world of Islam.” He added that he
expects the laptop ban to be challenged in the courts.
Ahmed is not alone in suspecting there might be ideological
reasons behind the ban. Amnesty
International said in a statement
that “Trump’s blatant anti-Muslim
rhetoric and the total lack of explanation about these new restrictions raises serious concerns that
this could be yet more bigotry disguised as policy”.
Reaction in the affected countries has been mixed. Several airlines announced they would start
implementing the ban, with Dubaibased Emirates publishing a new
video clip promoting its on-board
entertainment system with the
slogan “Who needs tablets and
laptops anyway?” By contrast, Turkey protested against the decisions
and said it was trying to convince
authorities in Washington and
London to exclude Istanbul’s main
Ataturk Airport from the ban or at
least “soften” the restrictions.
Technology experts point to un-

Excessive restrictions. A passenger buys a ticket at an Emirates Airline counter beside a dangerous
goods warning sign in Los Angeles International Airport, on March 21st.
(AFP)
answered question in connection
with the US and UK bans. On Twitter, Zeynep Tufekci, an associate
professor at the School of Information and Library Science at the
University of North Carolina who
regularly comments on technology
issues, pointed out that a potential
terrorist could fly to a country outside the ban’s scope to take a plane
to the United States from there.
John Strickland, an aviation expert and consultant, told CNBC
it was dangerous to fill a plane’s
hold with lithium battery items.
“If these batteries are damaged
they could have this thermal runaway fire and that itself is a security
challenge of a different kind that
the airlines would have to wrestle
with,” the US broadcaster quoted
Strickland as saying.
Some observers speculated there
might be economic reasons behind

the US laptop ban, a step that could
see passengers used to working
during long-haul flights in expensive business class seats switch to
other airlines. Writing in the Washington Post, political scientists
Abraham Newman and Henry Farrell noted that US airlines had been
complaining that some competitors from Gulf nations had unfair
advantages because of government
subsidies.
Last month US airline executives
met Trump and warned of “further
harm to hard working Americans”
because of state help for airlines in
Gulf nations. “I know you’re under
pressure from a lot of foreign elements and foreign carriers,” Trump
told them, according to the White
House.
Newman and Farrell argued that
the laptop ban might be an example of a country using its clout in

a globalised economy. “This can
be understood as a variant form
of ‘weaponised interdependence”,
they wrote.
In a separate development that
could draw criticism, the US Department of Justice announced
it would try to strip a 47-year-old
Pakistan-born man convicted for
his participation in an al-Qaeda
plot of his American citizenship.
The Justice Department is arguing
in a civil suit that the man, Iyman
Faris, who has been serving a 20year sentence for his role in the
2003 plot to destroy the Brooklyn
Bridge in New York City, lied during the process of becoming a US
citizen in 1999.
Taking US citizenship away from
someone is rare, but legally possible. News reports say the practice
has so far been used to denationalise Nazis living in the United States.

Canada struggles with growing Islamophobia

View poi nt

Tom Regan

O

n the surface, Canada
has avoided much of
the anti-Muslim/
anti-immigrant
sentiment that has
gripped Europe and
the United States.
There are just more than 1
million Muslims in Canada, the
2011 census indicated, comprising
3.2% of the population, which
makes them the second largest
religious group in the country.
Ottawa has accepted more than
30,000 Syrian refugees in the past
year and offered them support in
establishing a new home in
Canada.
During the most federal election
in 2015, participation by the
Muslim community was at
all-time high and 11 Muslims were
elected to parliament, an increase
of seven from previous years. A
recent survey indicated that
Muslims are the most patriotic of
any group in Canada, with eight
out of ten respondents saying they
were very proud to be Canadian.
On the other hand, there are
signs of a growing problem, as
reported violence against Muslims
doubled from 2012-14, Statistics
Canada said. The most recent and
violent examples were the death
in January of six Muslims and the
wounding of 19 others, as they

Much of the discrimination
towards Muslims can be
attributed to a
misunderstanding of Islam.

prayed at a mosque in Quebec
City.
Then came a heated debate over
a motion introduced to parliament
by Iqra Khalid, a member of Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau’s Liberal
government, which condemned
Islamophobia.
Lawmakers in Canada’s House
of Commons easily passed the
motion on March 23rd paving the
way for future measures to
combat Islamophobia. The motion
asks the government to “recognise
the need to quell the increasing
public climate of hate and fear”
and “condemn Islamophobia and
all forms of systemic racism and
religious discrimination”.
The motion has divided public
opinion: A poll from the Angus
Reid Institute showed 42% of
respondents would have voted
against the measure and just 29%
percent would have approved it.
Conservative and far-right
factions in Canada claimed the
motion was an attack on free
speech. Khalid became the object
of an online hate campaign and
read aloud in parliament some of
the violent and hate-filled
messages she had been sent.
In some ways it is not surprising
that there is animosity against
Muslim Canadians. The previous
Conservative government led by
Stephen Harper was openly
anti-Muslim and during the 2015
election ran on a platform that
included several provisions aimed
directly at the Muslim community,
including a proposal to establish a
hot line that would have allowed

Canadians to report on the
“barbaric cultural practices” of
their neighbours.
One of the leading candidates to
replace Harper as head of the
Conservative Party, Kellie Leitch,
has proposed creating a citizenship test that would be given to
new immigrants to the country to
make sure they have “Canadian
values”.
Leitch, who has openly courted
the racist vote during her campaign, apparently thinks she has a
winning formula based on Donald
Trump’s success in the United
States and recent polls showing
about 30% of Canadians having
“unfavourable” feelings towards
Muslims.
The survey, carried out late in
2016 by the Forum Research Poll,
indicated this was particularly a
problem in Quebec, where the
mosque attack took place. Nearly
half the population of the province, 48% of those asked,
expressed animosity towards
Muslims.
Much of the discrimination
towards and stereotyping of
Muslims in Canada, particularly
women and young people, can be
attributed to a misunderstanding
of Islam, stated a study of Canadian Muslims published in April
2016 by the Environics Institute
for Survey Research. Canadian
Muslims tend to be more religious
than other Canadians, a trend that
is increasing as younger Muslims
see their faith as an important part
of their identity as Canadians.
This trend is viewed negatively

There are
signs of a
growing
problem,
as violence
against
Muslims
doubled
from 2012-14.

by a sizeable minority of the
population, particularly those
who hold conservative views.
Yet, in a more positive vein, the
Environics study showed that the
Canadian-Muslim community
says its religion is accepted by
most Canadians and a large
majority say that Muslims in
Canada are treated far better than
Muslims in other Western
countries.
Trudeau has been a strong
supporter. Trudeau’s move to
grant temporary asylum to
Muslims stranded by Trump’s
attempted ban and his recent
forceful statements against
Islamophobia in Canada were
warmly welcomed by Canadian
Muslims.
Yet there is reason for concern
and for more positive action from
government and law enforcement
agencies. The Montreal police
chief told the media in February
that violent anti-Muslim rhetoric
is on the rise in Quebec, particularly among known racist groups
outside Montreal.
“A lot of those groups have an
Islamophobic discourse fed by
hate speech,” he said. “They
reject living together. If we do
nothing, it’s going to get dangerous.”
Tom Regan, a columnist at
factsandopinion.com, previously
worked for the Christian Science
Monitor, National Public Radio,
the Boston Globe and the
Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation.
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French candidates
spar over Islam’s
place in a secular
society
The Arab Weekly staff

Paris

T

he place of Islam in
France’s secularist society was a key issue for
French presidential candidates in their first televised debate. Ironically, only one
of the candidates, however, raised
the issue of Islamist radicalisation.
The more extreme positions were
expressed by far-right candidate
Marine Le Pen. The head of the National Front was not after new converts as much as she was striving
to reinforce positions of hostility
towards Muslim presence in France
and stress the notion of secularism
under attack.

Attention to Islam
and migration will
continue to be
among the hottest
topics of the
presidential
campaign.
Le Pen said she wanted all religious symbols — including Muslim
headscarves and Jewish kippahs —
banned from public spaces.
She called for amending the constitution with a provision stipulating that the “republic recognises no
communities”.
Socialist Party candidate Benoît
Hamon advocated a more tolerant

view of secularism. “We should
not impose on a woman what she
should wear, whether we think her
attire is indecent or whether she
wears a scarf,” he said.
Independent centrist candidate
Emmanuel Macron, who is running neck and neck with Le Pen in
polls for the April 23rd first round of
voting, accused Le Pen of trying to
divide the French over the burkini,
the full-body Islamic swimsuit.
Macron defended the less dramatic position that “for the majority, religion and secularism are not
a problem”.
French analyst Frédéric Saint
Clair after the debate wrote in Le
Figaro: “The outlines of the principle of secularism remain however
blurry regardless of who the candidate is. The French have a problem
guessing what a secularist France
means.”
Much more than the other candidates, Le Pen tried to exploit deep
anxieties derived from terrorist attacks in France. She complained
of the “rise of radical Islam in our
country” and described the security situation as “explosive”. She did
not however offer any clues to how
to address the problem of radicalisation.
Bloody incidents during the last
few years included an attack in January 2015 when two men stormed
the Paris offices of satirical weekly
magazine Charlie Hebdo, killing
12 people. In November that year,
jihadists with ties to the Islamic
State and armed with assault rifles

Unburnished extremism. Far-right candidate Marine Le Pen (L) gets make-up applied prior to a
debate at French TV station TF1 in Aubervilliers, on March 20th.				
and explosives struck several Paris
locations, leaving 130 people dead
and more than 350 wounded.
In July 2016, a truck ploughed
through a crowd on Nice’s Promenade des Anglais after a Bastille Day
fireworks display, killing 84 people
and injuring more than 330. The
latest attack occurred March 18th
when a 39-year-old man was killed
at Paris Orly Airport after attacking
a soldier.
Against this background, French
Republicans’ candidate François
Fillon was keen during the debate on projecting an image of intransigence towards radical Islam
while steering clear of Le Pen’s
more extreme views. He tried also
to tackle the factors of radicalisation in France by calling for “administrative oversight” of Islamic
institutions in France, including

the control by the state of appointment of imams and the financing of
mosques.
Fillon was the only candidate
during the debate to call for a ban
on Salafist and Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated groups.

The more extreme
positions were
expressed by far-right
candidate Marine
Le Pen.
A related issue was that of immigration. “I want to put an end to immigration, that’s clear,” Le Pen said.
Focusing on her hostility towards
the European Union, Le Pen struck
a different tone, saying: “I want
to be the president of France, not
oversee a vague region of the Euro-

(AP)

pean Union. I don’t want to be the
vice-chancellor of [German Chancellor] Angela Merkel.”
Fillon criticised Merkel for her
refugee policies, saying her management of the migration crisis
caused huge problems for Europe.
Following the debate, 22% of the
French respondents expressed a
desire to see Macron win the presidential election, compared to 20%
for Le Pen and 18% for Fillon in a
Harris Interactive poll.
Opinion polls also indicated almost 40% of voters said they were
not sure whom to back in the election, which involved two rounds —
April 23rd and May 7th — against a
backdrop of high unemployment
and sluggish economic growth.
(The Arab Weekly staff and news
services.)

What lessons for Europe from the Dutch vote?

View poi nt
Francis Ghilès

T

he Dutch election was
seen by many in
Europe as a potential
bellwether for
elections in France
and Germany, where
far-right populist parties have
gained ground in recent years.
While the Netherlands turned
out not to be the next populist
domino after Britain’s vote to
leave the European Union and
Donald Trump’s election as
president in the United States, it
would be premature to assume
that the far-right in Europe is
defeated.
International interest in Dutch
elections usually approaches zero
— even seasoned followers of
European politics would be hard
put to name the Dutch prime
minister. This time it was different because, after the roller
coaster on both Atlantic seaboards we have been through
since last June, the March 15th
election was seen as the latest
face-off between the two large
global political movements
— nativists versus internationalists, protectionists versus
globalists, tolerance of minorities
notably Muslim versus those who
see such people as an existential
threat to Western security and
identity.
As one commentator rather
wittily put it, if there is one thing
the Dutch agree on, it is to
preserve the dikes that protect
their low-lying country from the
ravages of the North Sea. That
sentiment has been translated
into politics.

Drawing conclusions for France
from the Dutch vote is
hazardous.

The Dutch share with many
Europeans, not least the French,
a dislike of the way the United
States, their longstanding ally, is
going under Trump’s leadership.
They see a risk of chaos and they
do not like it. The Netherlands is
a country of essentially liberal
social instincts, which is also true
of Germany, where general
elections are due next autumn,
but not necessarily of France,
which elects a new president in
May.
Commentators saw the
extreme-right Geert Wilders and
his Eurosceptic Islamophobic
Party for Freedom running neck
and neck with Prime Minister
Mark Rutte’s centre-right
People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy.
They were wrong but a
few keen observers of
the Netherlands political landscape,
such as Simon
Kuper of the
Financial Times,
predicted the
outcome accurately:
The first gained seats
but remains far
behind the second,
which lost seats but
retains more deputies
than any other in parliament.
As Kuper noted: “It isn’t even
clear that Wilders wants to rule.
If he compromises to get into
government, he becomes almost
a standard Dutch politician…
More exciting to stay pure and
remain the only Dutch politician
who is heard abroad, better
known than the prime minister.”
The same cannot be said of the
National Front in France. Its
leader very much wants to
become president but drawing

conclusions from the Dutch vote
is hazardous. Dutch voters
turned out in very high numbers
— at more than 80% the highest
in a general election in 30 years.
Turnout in French presidential
elections is traditionally high,
which suggests that, in the
present volatile political environment, higher participation
favours the political mainstream.
The higher the turnout is in
France, especially in the May 7th
run-off, the less likely the
National Front’s Marine Le Pen
stands of being elected. In

It would be
premature to
assume that
the far-right
in Europe is
defeated.

Bullwether. Newly re-elected Dutch Prime
Minister Mark Rutte leaves following a meeting
in The Hague, on March 20th.
(AFP)

Austria last year, a high turnout
and a big increase in the Green
vote helped Alexander Van der
Bellen, the former Green leader,
beat his far-right opponent.
The election in France is unlike
any since the founding of the
Fifth Republic in 1959. Heavyweight politicians who were
considered likely to run were
knocked off their perch before
the campaign began — François
Hollande, Nicolas Sarkozy, Alain
Juppé and Manuel Valls. The
traditional right, represented by
the former prime minister
François Fillon, is badly damaged
by the scandals surrounding its
candidate.
Some conservative voters will
opt for the extreme-right
National Front but others who are
close to Alain Juppé are attracted
by the great surprise in this
election — former senior banker
Emmanuel Macron, who was
unknown to a wider public until
his brief stint as minister of the
budget.
His critics argue he is a catch-all
politician without a political
party base but the two great
parties of the left and right are in
disarray, the Socialist Party split
down the middle. Macron, who
cuts a handsome, slightly
Tintin-like figure and refuses to
insult his opponents, may turn
out to be tougher than he lets on.
The velvet glove may conceal a
hand of steel.
It is unprecedented since 1959
to have a centrist and a far-right
candidate as front runners just
more than a month before the
election. While European leaders
are relieved at the result of the
Dutch poll, forecasting the
outcome in France remains
hazardous. The only wise
conclusion is — wait and see.
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Morocco, China agree on financing for $10 billion tech city
The Arab Weekly staff

Casablanca

M

orocco said a $10 billion project to build
an industrial and
technology
hub,
which would create
100,000 jobs near the northern city
of Tangier, would be financed by
China’s Haite Group, BMCE’s Bank
of Africa and the Moroccan government.
Morocco and the Chinese government signed a memorandum
of understanding last year for the
2,000-hectare city. The $10 billion
investment is to be made over 10
years, Moroccan Minister of Industry, Trade, Investment and Digital
Economy Moulay Hafid Elalamy
said.
Mohammed VI Tangier Tech City
will contribute to the development
of economic activities in Tangier
and northern Morocco. It is the result of a government policy of diversification of economic partnerships
with several countries.
In a ceremony presided over by
King Mohammed VI, senior officials
from the government, BMCE and
the Haite Group signed a commitment to the project on March 20th.
Elalamy said the project was expected to attract investment from
200 multinational corporations.
“The project, carried out by the
Tanger-Tetouan-Al Hoceima region,
Haitie Chinese Group and BMCE
Bank, is a concrete example of the
Chinese-Moroccan partnership and
will impact not only the said region
but also the whole country,” Elalamy said.
He added that the 2014-20 industrial acceleration plan included a
strategic aspect linked to the Morocco-China industrial partnership.
The minister said China had important experience in dealing with
industrial and smart cities, which
integrate industrial, commercial,
entertainment and public utilities
zones and provide them with needed technology.
Ilyas Omari, president of the
Council of the Tanger-Tetouan-Al

Concrete example of partnership. Moroccan King Mohammed VI (L) and President Li Biao (2nd-L) of the Haite Group look at a model of
Mohammed VI Tangier Tech City, on March 20th.										
(AP)
Hoceima region, said the Mohammed VI Tangier Tech City project
“will create thousands of jobs,
transfer
advanced
technology,
foster national economy’s competitiveness and raise the region’s
economic status continentally and
internationally”.
Haite Group President Li Biao underlined that Morocco has become
“a hot destination for Chinese businessmen”.
“Morocco’s political and social
stability, with an economy that is
open on the world and well-integrated in international value chains
and the presence of world’s industrial leaders in competitive sectors
make the country the ideal invest-

ment environment for Chinese investors,” he said.
Biao noted Tangier was chosen
for the project because it is at the
crossroads of continents — only
15km from Europe — and because it
has well-developed infrastructure,
including the Tangier Med port and
associated facilities.
The Mohammed VI Tangier Tech
City project is expected to generate
100,000 jobs, 90,000 of which are
expected to be filled by local residents.
It will involve 200 Chinese companies operating in automotive
manufacturing, aerospace, aviation
spare parts, electronic information,
textiles, machinery manufacturing

and other industries.
“The total investment of companies in the area after ten years will
reach $10 billion,” Biao said.

The Tangier Tech City
project was expected
to attract investment
from 200 multinational
corporations.
Chairman of BMCE-Bank of Africa
Othman Benjelloun said the project
would contribute to the revival of
the ancient Silk Road network of
trade routes through Asia.
“This road will now pass through
Tangier towards the rest of the Af-

rican continent, Europe and America,” he said.
King Mohammed VI made an official visit to China last year during
which several deals were signed,
including a 3-year currency swap
agreement.
Chinese firms have been active
in the Maghreb, especially in Algeria. In Morocco, they have been involved in several infrastructure projects, including a suspension bridge
connecting Rabat with the neighbouring city of Sale. The 950-metre
bridge, which was completed last
year, is among the longest in Africa.
(Arab Weekly staff and news
services.)

Egypt’s subsidy system badly needs reform
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

ngry reaction to a recent
move by Egypt’s Supply
minister to reform the
subsidised bread distribution system underscores the challenges the country
faces in addressing problems in its
food subsidy system, experts said.
Ali Moselhi, who took over
the Supply portfolio in February,
came under pressure in March because he sought to prevent bakers
from amassing millions of dollars
through a loophole in the subsidised bread distribution system.
Bakers use government-supplied
electronic cards to register the
distribution of millions of loaves
of bread on the Supply Ministry’s
computer system, even as they allegedly distribute far fewer loaves
than the number registered on the
system. The bakers are paid for
the registered number of loaves
although, the ministry said, this
number is far from accurate.
“The bakers get rich by stealing the subsidies allocated to the
poor,” Supply Ministry spokesman
Mohamed Suweid said. “We want
to put an end to this.”
Corruption in the bread subsidy
system costs Egypt $200,000 every
day, the Supply Ministry said.
This, experts said, was minor
when it came to corruption within
Egypt’s overall subsidy system.
Egypt spends $1.6 billion a year to
subsidise bread and $2.7 billion to

subsidise food every year. Food,
energy, water and electricity subsidies combined cost $12 billion annually.
“The sorry thing still is that almost 74% of these subsidies go to
the rich, whereas the very poor
get the remaining 26%,” said Medhat Nafei, an economics profes-

$2.7 billion
is spent to subsidise
food every year.

$3.4 billion

was spent to subsidise
energy in 2016.

$72 million
is lost every year to
corruption in bread
subsidies.

70 million

of Egypt’s population of 92 million are
registered in the food
subsidy system.

27.8%

of the population is
considered poor.

sor from Cairo University, quoting
independent studies. “Those who
most deserve the subsidies do not
get them.”
A look at the categories of citizens receiving the subsidies supports Nafei’s view. About 70 million
Egyptians are registered in the food
subsidy system. They include —
apart from the country’s 6 million
civil servants and the millions of
poor self-employed citizens working in workshops or selling cheap
imported wares on the streets —
university professors, army generals, medical doctors, journalists,
engineers and moneyed traders.
“Do these people really need the
subsidies?” Nafei asked. “Of course
they don’t.”
Egypt spent $3.4 billion to subsidise energy in 2016 but those
who ended up benefiting from the
subsidies were the approximately
9 million Egyptians who own cars
and the rich who use subsidised
gas at home for cooking. That same
year, the government spent $1.6
billion to subsidise electricity but
most of these subsidies went to
rich Egyptians.
Experts said the issue was not
only about millions of citizens undeservedly benefiting from the
subsidies but about cartels that
guarantee the continuity of corruption within the subsidy system.
Moselhi’s plan to eradicate corruption within the electronic subsidised bread cards system was to
limit the number of loaves at bakers’ disposal to actual needs in each
district.

Flawed system. An Egyptian worker sells subsidised food
commodities at a government-run supermarket in Cairo.
Bakers resisted the move by
spreading rumours that the minister wanted to cut subsidies. This
led to thousands of poor Egyptians
taking to the streets to accuse Moselhi of planning to make their lives
tougher and the minister backpedal.
“The minister was, in essence,
trying to give tough time only to
those who enrich from the subsidy
system at the expense of the poor,”
Suweid said. “This, in fact, showed
us that the fight against corruption
would not be easy because those
benefiting from corrupt systems
would do everything possible to resist reform.”
Nevertheless, reforming the subsidy system is indispensable for

(Reutres)

keeping the lid on poverty, experts
said.
The case for Egypt’s poor (27.8%
of the population of 92 million)
worsens because economic and
social welfare programmes benefit
the rich, not the poor, experts said.
“Reforming the subsidy system
and ending corruption are matters
of utmost urgency for the stability
of this country,” said Medhat alSherif, a member of parliament’s
Economic Affairs Committee.
“This system only benefits subsidy cartels and those who do not
deserve it. As for the poor, they get
nothing but the crumbs.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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GCC petroleum investments growing in Asia
Walid Khadduri

Beirut

R

apid and sustained economic growth in Asia
has raised Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries’ interest in
expanding trade with emerging
Asian markets. GCC members have
been looking for new markets to
substitute the decreasing exports
to countries of the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), particularly in
Europe.
In 2013, GCC crude oil shipments to European states and
North America decreased to less
than 20% of their total exports,
while 70% of GCC crude oil exports
moved to Asian markets. By 2015,
China was importing approximately 8 million barrels per day (bpd).
It is the largest crude oil importer
globally. In 2015, Saudi Arabia
provided 10% of China’s crude oil
imports, Oman supplied 10%, the
United Arab Emirates 4% and Kuwait 3%. Qatar provided 34% of
China’s gas imports.

Saudi Aramco is a
shareholder in
Japan’s 400,000
barrels per day
Showa Shell refinery.
Asian-GCC economic relations
have taken time to expand, encountering setbacks on the way.
The 2011 Malaysia-GCC framework
agreement failed to enhance bilateral economic cooperation, raising
questions at the time in Malaysian
political circles about the utility of
such accords. Today, Saudi Arabia
and the UAE have major investments in Malaysia. UAE investments have flowed into machinery
equipment. Saudi investments
have been in the petroleum and
petrochemical industries.
Asia has developed into the
world’s centre for the manufacturing of exported goods. The GCC is
the world’s top region for energy
export. Asia needs the energy to
fuel its manufacturing export in-

dustry and the GCC needs markets
for its growing exports. The two
regions’ goals complement each
other.
It took time for the two sides to
sign and implement the necessary
accords that would forge the new
relationship. Oil trade relations between the two parties were previously run by major international
oil companies. There were hardly
any direct deals between the national oil companies of the two
parties. The picture has changed.
Asia has become the GCC’s most
important trading partner, accounting for importing around
70% of its oil exports.
Contacts have increased between the national oil companies
of the two regions. In the past
decade, oil relations between the
regions have expanded to include
joint ventures building refineries
and petrochemical companies in
the consuming Asian states, mostly by the national oil company,
with international oil firms’ participation in several cases.
The national oil companies of
the GCC saw these joint ventures
as profitable investments in growing markets and a way to secure
their market share in Asian countries. Asian companies saw the
refineries and petrochemical joint
ventures as a way to secure crude
oil and supply their growing export industries with petrochemical
products, as well as tapping GCC
financial investments.
GCC petroleum investments in
Asia have been growing gradually. They were highlighted during
the past few weeks by the monthlong visit of Saudi King Salman bin
Abdulaziz Al Saud to seven Asian
countries. Scores of economic
agreements were signed.
The main oil accord concluded
was the sale and purchase agreement on February 28th between
Saudi Aramco and Malaysia’s Petronas allowing Aramco equity participation in Petronas Refinery and
the Petrochemical Integrated Development project in the southern
Malaysian state of Johr. The partnership is on a 50/50 basis. Aramco
will provide the oil, Petronas the
gas and other energy sources.

Beijing, Saudi Arabia agree to more oil
cooperation, exports
to China

Growing investments. Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih (L)
shakes hands with Malaysia’s Minister in the Prime Minister’s
Department Abdul Rahman Dahlan during a press conference in
Kuala Lumpur.						
(AP)
A decade ago, Aramco entered a
partnership with ExxonMobil and
Sinopec for a project to triple the
capacity of the southern Chinese
Fujian refinery from 80,000 bpd
to 240,000 bpd, with production
starting in 2019. The project also
calls for the building of a petrochemical complex. Saudi Aramco
and Exxon Mobil will be able to sell
petroleum products in the coveted
Chinese market. The refinery will
process Saudi heavy crude.
Other joint oil ventures include
an agreement signed on March
17th between the Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (ADNOC) and
India to build storage capacity for
approximately 6 million barrels of
crude oil in India. The deal covers
storing the oil in India’s underground storage. This will provide
commercial stocks near the Indian
market, which could lower the oil
cost to India during emergencies.
It will also expand ADNOC’s
presence in South Asian markets.
ADNOC plans to store its light Murban crude with low sulphur content, which is coveted for its high

yield of light distillates such as
naphtha and jet fuel/kerosene.
During the second half of 2017,
Vietnam’s consumers are to receive Kuwaiti petroleum products
processed at the 200,000 bpd Nghi
Son refinery and petrochemical
complex in Thanh Hoa province
in central Vietnam. The complex
is a joint venture shared by Kuwait
Petroleum International (KPI) with
Petro Vietnam.
A second agreement composed
of KPI and Japan will result in the
sale of Nghi Son refinery petroleum products across Vietnam. It
will lead to constructing and managing service stations across Vietnam. Kuwait Petroleum Company
will supply the crude for the refinery.
Saudi Aramco is a shareholder in
Japan’s 400,000 bpd Showa Shell
refinery. Aramco also has a stake
in South Korea’s 70,000 bpd S-Oil
refinery while Oman has a stake in
India’s 120,000 bpd Bina refinery.
Walid Khadduri is a Beirut-based
Iraqi writer on energy affairs.

After six years of war, Syria is an economic basket case
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

A

t no time since the outbreak of the Syrian conflict on March 15th, 2011,
has the country’s economic situation been as
dire as it is today. This will vastly
complicate any post-war reconstruction.
After bankrolling a massive war
effort for six years, state coffers are
empty and the economic aid provided by Syria’s main ally, Iran, has
been slow in coming and delivered
with strings attached.
“In purely economic terms, the
losses in Syria have been staggering,” Syrian economist Omar Dahi
said.
Syria’s “gross domestic product
(GDP) stood at $60.2 billion in 2010.
As of 2016, it was at $27.2 billion at
2010 prices, representing a contraction of 50%,” said Dahi, an associate
professor at Hampshire College in
the United States.
“If a realistic growth rate is taken
into account, total economic losses shoot up to a staggering 430%
or more of GDP at 2010 prices,”
Dahi added. “This would put Syria
among the outliers in terms of postWorld War II civil conflicts in terms
of GDP losses.”
In Syria, industry and agriculture
have been crippled and more than
half the country’s pre-war population of 23 million is homeless and
jobless. Millions are eking out an existence as refugees in neighbouring
Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon. Given

these conditions, Iran is Syria’s economic lifeline.
UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura estimated that Tehran spends at least $6 billion a year
keeping Syrian President Bashar
Assad, a long-standing Arab ally, in
power to further the Islamic Republic’s regional strategy.
The Damascus government suffers from four chronic shortages —
heating fuel, petrol, electricity and
water — which have disrupted what
remains of industrial activity in regime-held territory, estimated to be
40% of the country.
Syria’s water shortage started
in December, when fighting in the
Damascus countryside severed the
capital’s main water supply from
the Ayn al-Fijah spring.
The shortage caused the price
of water to skyrocket on the black
market to $50 for 45 litres of water,
which is enough to last the average
household no more than ten days.
Two months after the shortages
hit in December, the city suffered
a petrol crisis that crippled public
transport.
As a result, the official price of
petrol has shot up 450% compared
to five years ago and currently sells
for 225 Syrian pounds ($1.05) per litre. Five years ago, state-subsidised
gasoline sold for 50 Syrian pounds
per litre and was readily available in
a country that produced its own oil.
To return to previous capacity,
Syria needs no less than 4 billion
Syrian pounds a day — an amount
likely to remain far beyond the
reach of the war-torn country.
The government finds itself in
the difficult position of having to

Briefs

provide petrol, electricity, water
and heating fuel to entire cities and
towns that have been retaken with
Russia’s military firepower since
September 2015, such as Aleppo in
the north. This is costing the regime
a lot of money.
Previously, Syria was only required to provide such resources
for cities firmly under its rule,
which amounted to only a handful
in 2011-15.

Industry and
agriculture have been
crippled and more
than half the
country’s pre-war
population is
homeless and jobless.
One way to achieve this end was
by cutting government spending;
another was to raise the price of
petrol — much to the ire of ordinary
Syrians and soldiers, who were already complaining that devaluation
of the Syrian pound rendered salaries worthless, sinking them deeper
into poverty.
In 2012, the exchange rate was 50
Syrian pounds to the dollar. Now it
is 550, making the salary of a 5-star
army general worth no more than
$145.
Since practically everything on
the market has risen tenfold, including water, petrol and electricity
— this does not come close to providing a decent standard of living.
Diesel, for example, which is used
for heating and industry, has risen
from 135 Syrian pounds per litre to
160. Gas for home cooking has spi-

ralled from 1,800 pounds a canister
to 2,500.
Wages for state employees have
been raised 7,500 pounds a month
— about $15 — not enough to meet
the rising cost of items once widely
subsidised by the socialist state.
All sources of state revenue, such
as oil revenue or tourism, have
dried up.
The oil and gas fields in the northeast are still in the hands of the Islamic State (ISIS), forcing Damascus
to buy fuel on the black market.
Public-sector companies used to
generate considerable income but
they too have been eliminated by
the war.
Taxes are uncollectable because
so many people are displaced or living away from their registered residences.
Imposing new taxes is impossible
for a population that is not earning
and is forced to live off its dwindling
savings.
Electricity cuts are the most
damaging problem these days. In
Damascus and other cities, the electricity can be cut for up to 16 hours
a day.
Four of Syria’s major power plants
have been out of action since 2012.
The only ones still functioning are
in Deir Ali in southern Syria and alNasriya and Jandar in the centre of
the country.
The plants need 8,500 tonnes of
fuel daily, which the government
does not have, and which Iran, a key
ally, has failed to deliver.
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of Under the
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).

China and Saudi Arabia will
increase their cooperation in the
oil sector, including in Saudi oil
exports to China, the two countries
said in a joint communiqué issued
at the end of Saudi Arabian King
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud’s
visit to Beijing.
The world’s largest oil exporter
has been looking to cement ties
with the world’s second-largest
economy.
After losing market share to
Russia last year, Saudi Arabia has
sought to boost oil sales to China,
the world’s second-largest oil
market, by working mostly with
China’s top three state oil firms.
(Reuters)

World Bank disburses another $1
billion loan to Egypt
The World Bank has disbursed a
further $1 billion in financial assistance to Egypt out of its $3 billion
loan programme with the country,
the World Bank said.
Egypt has been negotiating billions of dollars in aid from various
lenders to help revive an economy
hit by political upheaval since a
2011 revolt and to ease a dollar
shortage that has crippled imports
and hampered its recovery.
“The government has taken important steps in implementing key
policy and institutional reforms
that are laying down the foundations for accelerated job creation
and inclusive growth,” said Asad
Alam, World Bank country director
for Egypt, Yemen and Djibouti in
the statement.
(Reuters)

Turkish Cypriots
push private sector
despite embargo
With its pristine floor tiles and
colourful storefronts, Famagusta’s
new City Mall symbolises efforts by
the northern part of divided Cyprus
to encourage investment despite a
decades-long trade embargo.
Like many projects in the
Mediterranean island’s Turkishoccupied north, the mall’s backers
received tax breaks from a government keen to boost the economy
and become less dependent on
Turkey.
The breakaway Turkish Republic
of Northern Cyprus, on land Turkey
occupied in 1974 when it invaded
after a coup that sought to unify
the island with Greece, is cut off
from trade with Europe.
Mustafa Besim, a professor at
Famagusta’s Eastern Mediterranean University, said the territory was
keen to reduce its dependence on
Ankara, which finances more than
a third of its budget.
(Agence France-Presse)

Saudi pledges stable
oil supply as market
confused by data
Output or exports? Members of
the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries have argued
for decades over which of the two
they should monitor to gauge compliance with oil-output cuts.
This month, Saudi Arabia has
thrown a third metric – supply –
into the debate.
The move saw oil prices declining, with confused traders fearing
Riyadh would pump more crude,
thus complicating OPEC’s efforts
to reduce a global glut and prop up
the market.
(Reuters)
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Nike hijab for Muslim athletes welcomed, criticised
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

merican sportswear giant Nike’s decision to
launch a hijab for Muslim women athletes
has stirred mixed feelings but was welcomed by sportswomen from conservative Arab
societies where female athletes
feel constrained in their pursuit of
sports without the veil.
“It is really good that finally
there is a hijab made for the Muslim women in sports. The new hijab will make women indulge in
sports more, especially that it can
be used in any type of sports,” said
Heba Sabbagh, a sports journalist
at Jordan’s al-Rai newspaper.
The sports hijab has been a controversial issue since FIFA, the
international governing body of
football, banned it in 2007 and extended the safety rule to include
neck warmers, which were judged
a threat for choking injuries to
athletes. It was not until 2014 that
FIFA authorised the wear
ing of
head covers for religious purposes.
Sabbagh contended that Nike
heeded the calls of Muslim athletes by introducing Nike Pro Hijab, the first product targeting the
Islamic world and Muslim athletes.

Criticism focused on
the perception that
Nike was exploiting
restrictions on
women.
“The controversy surrounding
the hijab grew bigger when Arab
athletes wearing the head cover
tried to compete in international
events such as the Olympics but
now it is a different story and I
am sure we will see more women
playing professional sports,” she
said.
In 2013, the Iranian women’s

football team was prevented from
playing an Olympics qualifying
match while wearing head scarves
and in the 2012 Olympics, Saudi
Judoka player Wojdan Shaherkani
was almost barred from competing
until a compromise was reached.

The new hijab will
make more women
indulge in
sports.

”

Sports journalist
Heba Sabbagh

Nike said the sports hijab will go
on sale next spring.
“The Nike Pro Hijab may have
been more than a year in the making but its impetus can be traced
much further back, to an ongoing cultural shift that has seen
more women than ever embracing
sport,” the sportswear company
said in a statement announcing
the new product. It was referring
to veiled Saudi runner Sarah Attar,
who competed in the 800m races
at the 2012 Olympics.
“The new product as we have
read is lightweight and very comfortable to wear and was tested
by Muslim athletes, so it should
appeal to many women who are
looking to start or continue their
sports activities,” Sabbagh said.
The Nike Pro Hijab was designed
and tested by Emirati figure skater
Zahra Lari and Olympic weightlifter Amna Al Haddad, who visited
Nike’s sport research lab in Oregon
after complaining about the lack
of options.
The new product has appealed
to amateur sports women, too,
with gym-goer Zain Hamayel saying “it is about time”.
“I always had an issue when going to the gym because of my hijab,” Hamayel said. “We have hot
weather here and making a breathing hijab is a good idea. When
I read about this new product I
thought it should be perfect to do
sports.”

Lina el-Kurd, general manager
of Run Jordan, the sole entity
dedicated to organising marathon
events in Jordan, is another supporter of the Nike Pro Hijab.
“We need sports companies to
think of their audiences’ different needs. Taking care of athletes’
needs will encourage more people
to join the sports revolution and
lead a healthy life,” Kurd said.
Kurd said she remembers when
the burkini, a type of swimsuit
for women that covers the whole
body except the face, the hands
and the feet, hit the beaches
and swimming pools around
the world.
“The burkini, which was designed in Australia, was a success as it allowed many women
living in conservative societies to
go swimming and practise their
favourite sports,” Kurd said.
“Although it created controversy in Europe with France banning
wearing the burkini in some areas,
it still found a lot of reception in
other places… After all, playing
sports is a right for everyone.”
Women athletes who wear the
hijab during international competitions remain a minority in Arab
countries, such as Egypt, Tunisia,
Algeria and Morocco, with a long
history of participation in the
Olympics.
Since Nike’s announcement of
the Pro Hijab, people stormed
social networks with some criticising and others commending
the move. Criticism focused on
the perception that the Nike
company was exploiting sacred restrictions on
women.
Egypt’s Amr Adel’s
tweet asked: “What
can marketers learn from
Nike ‘Pro Hijab Collection’ for
female Muslim Athletes?” It received a reply saying: “They can
learn how to profit from keeping (hijab-wearing) women oppressed?”
The hijab controversy became
more visible in 2017 with an EU

Cultural shift. Egyptian
athlete Manal Rostom jogs
wearing Nike’s new hijab for
Muslim female athletes. (AP)
court ruling that businesses
can ban workers from wearing Islamic headscarves and other
religious symbols.
Critics are concerned the Nike
veil will cause Muslim female athletes to be singled out further in
international arenas.
For many athletes in conservative Arab societies the advantages

it offers outweigh such reservations.
“Around 70% of female runners
who participate in our marathons
wear the hijab and I believe that
with this new product more females will start running,” said Kurd.
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Gates Foundation works for ‘lasting change’ in Middle East
Justin Salhani

Washington

I

n a time of turmoil in the Middle East, Hassan al-Damluji’s
job is to try to solve problems
facing humanity. It is no easy
task for the British-Iraqi but
he is buoyed by improvements he
has seen in recent years, including
the battle against extreme poverty.
Damluji is the head of Middle East
relations at the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation.
“Our foundation focuses on the
major health and development
challenges that prevent the poorest people from living a healthy
and productive life,” Damluji said.
“What’s striking is that although
every community is unique, the
same challenges do come up time
and time again. Absolute poverty
looks remarkably similar, no matter where you are.”
The Middle East has been
plagued by wars and instability in
recent years. Syria is embroiled in
a conflict now in its seventh year
while Yemen has suffered internal violence and widespread destruction. Egypt has gone through
political turmoil and Libya has
descended into an all-aout civil
war. All these conflicts — Syria in
particular — have resulted in millions of displaced people, some
internally but many as refugees.
With instability and violence come
hardships.
“Sadly, the MENA region has
been rocked by instability and conflict in recent years. It’s a human
tragedy that has cost many lives,”
Damluji said via e-mail. “It also

makes it much harder to do the
kind of long-term development
work that our foundation focuses
on. Humanitarian aid is the priority for communities that are experiencing violent displacement but
it is only when the violence stops
that you can fix the system and
build it back better than before.”
Damluji said many farmers
struggle to provide for their families while many young children die
from diseases because they do not
have access to vaccines. However,
in the midst of tragedy, there is
also hope.
“Thankfully, the good news is
that the number of children dying

each year has been falling in every
country in the world, including in
the Middle East,” Damluji said. “In
the MENA region, more than 7% of
children died before the age of 5 in
1990. That number has been cut in
half.”

Damluji and his
team make targeted
investments in
humanitarian aid
projects.
Damluji and his Gates Foundation team make targeted investments in humanitarian aid pro-

Head of Middle East Relations at the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, Hassan al-Damluji.
(Courtesy of Hassan al-Damluji)

jects, build development projects
with regional partners and invest
in the Gulf region’s non-profit sector.
Humanitarian projects include
technological innovations as basic
as improving toilets or organising
groups of refugees to respond to
the community’s needs.
To support longer-term development objectives, the Gates Foundation connects with local governments to try to “effect lasting
change across the MENA region
and the Muslim world,” Damluji
said.
“One example is the polio eradication work we are carrying out in
partnership with Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan, crown
prince of Abu Dhabi,” he said. “Polio is mostly found in Afghanistan
and Pakistan and is a high-risk
threat in Iraq, Syria and Yemen.
Thanks to the UAE’s funding and
its influence on the ground, the
vaccination campaigns to eradicate the disease have been able to
reach children in the hardest-toreach areas.
“We stand on the verge of a globally historic moment, when that
disease will be eradicated forever.”
Support for the non-profit sector might be one of the most interesting initiatives of the Gates
Foundation. By working with local governments, the foundation
tries to encourage a “new generation of philanthropists, volunteers
and community leaders”. This initiative sees to it that development
work continues outside of the government and instils values with an
emphasis on aiding the less fortunate.
For Damluji, the work is person-

al. While he grew up in London, his
Arab roots influenced and shaped
him. His father was brought up in
Baghdad, as were many of his relatives. Knowing of their suffering
gave him a “strong sense of moral
purpose”, Damluji said.
“My life has really been about
trying to use whatever abilities
I have to serve underprivileged
communities, both in the UK and
the Arab world,” he said. “My day
job is focused on the work I’ve just
been describing across the MENA
region.”
Damluji said he was deeply invested into his local community
in London. He has used lessons
learned in his work and applied
them to helping disadvantaged
people in Britain.

Absolute poverty
looks remarkably
similar, no matter
where you are.
Hassan al-Damluji

”

“In my spare time I have cofounded a school serving a deprived community in North London,” Damluji said. “I’m active
in local politics and care deeply
about the problems that affect British people, too. Sometimes life is
more complicated when you don’t
fit neatly into the usual categories
and boxes. But I think there is as
much need as ever for people who
are able to operate in different cultural contexts and that has helped
me for the most part in the work
that I do.”
Justin Salhani is an Arab Weekly
contributor in Milan, Italy.
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Cinema of Peace? has audiences talking
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

s the movie credits rolled
down the screen, the still
and dark movie theatre
regained life as audience
members debated the
merits of the film, a 17-year tradition of the Cinema of Peace? festival.
Organised by the Film Society of
Tunis, the festival treated audiences to films from the Palestinian territories, Germany, Greece, Morocco,
Lebanon, Austria, Switzerland, Portugal and Tunisia.
“In 2000 the Film Society of Tunis decided to launch the festival as
there were very few events dedicated to cinema such as the Carthage
Film Festival and the short films
day,” said Fatma Bchini, generalsecretary of the Tunisian Federation of Film Societies, which oversees the film society
“It basically dealt with cinema of
the south, alternative cinema, independent cinema and all cinema
genres that are usually rejected by
regulated distribution agencies.
The point was to introduce these
cinemas to the Tunisian audience
and to bring forth provocative questions,” Bchini said.
As the festival grew, organisers
were keen on being more selective
in the choice of films, which are
debated after each screening. Even
the title of the event was amended
to reflect its inquisitive aspect.
“After a first successful session in
2000, the second session brought a
new vision,” Bchini said. “The title
then changed to Cinema of Peace?
with emphasis on the question
mark as the festival was a journey
of asking questions. The idea was
to have movies around these questions: Fanaticism, Africa, women,
exploitation of humanity… These
issues were at the core of the debate
at the time.”

Part of the audience during the Cinema of Peace? Festival’s opening night.				
“Running for a week, a daily
screening is scheduled in the presence of an expert or someone who
can talk about the issue or theme
of the movie. There is a theme for
each session that constitutes a guiding line for all these films. We also
sought new distribution lines as
opposed to the commercial ones to
reinforce the alternative side of the
festival.”
The festival, which focuses on
art house cinema and independent
films, faced restrictions before the
2011 revolution in Tunisia as certain
films were deemed too controversial
“Before the revolution, we didn’t
have funds,” Bchini said. “It wasn’t
until after the revolution that it became recognised by the state. The
festival was stopped in 2001 when
a Palestinian movie was screened.”
“The police were at the doors of

the movie theatre. They closed the
place and prevented the festival organisers from entering. The Cinema
of Peace? switched homes over the
years, moving from one movie theatre to another because of such constraints.”

This year’s edition
featured seven movies
and two workshops
with experts in cinema
and film-making.
This year’s edition featured seven
movies and two workshops with experts in cinema and film-making, all
dealing with the theme of human
mistakes.
“The movies had one thing in
common: The human mistake and
what it can produce,” Bchini said.

“The idea is that the characters
through their bodies show all the
mistakes of society. There is the
body merchandise, the body in crisis, the body criticised, the body
sold.”
She added: “These characters are
only born out of the human mistakes around them. The movies deal
with such issues as children trafficking and women exploitation. We are
not born delinquent but we become
it depending on our surrounding.”
Moroccan film director Said Khallaf sparked debate about child exploitation with his film A Mile in My
Shoes, which previously competed
in the Carthage Film Festival.
“A Mile in My Shoes is inspired
by the idiomatic expression that
urges people not to judge others.
Live their stories, know all the circumstances they went through,
then you can judge them, which

(Facebook page of Festival Cinema of Peace?)

is the point of the movie that talks
about child exploitation and what
becomes of them in the future.
They are not born criminals,” Khallaf said.
“This festival provided the right
frame for the messages we wanted
to convey to people. This way we
meet and talk about such issues that
are usually overlooked.”
Sana Manai, a student and film
buff, said Cinema of Peace? was appealing because it was one of the
few festivals that discussed controversial issues.
“It is a festival that has a social
project in a way since it deals with
issues that constitute serious causes for humanity such as racism, war,
sexuality and others,” Manai said.
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor to The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Hadiqat Al Umma, a powerful display of Iraq nostalgia
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

I

n his latest work, Iraqi artist
Sadik Kwaish Alfraji presents
a panoramic multimedia video
installation, reviving his childhood experiences at Hadiqat
Al Umma — the Nation’s Park — in
Baghdad.
The solo exhibition titled Once
Upon a Time: Hadiqat Al Umma at
Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah offers
a truly immersive experience. Alfraji reimagines the park-goers and
brings them to life through animation of more than 14,000 blackand-white drawings displayed
through nine projectors.
A black, sculpted enigmatic human figure in the foreground of the
screens is representative of Alfraji,
as well as each viewer — a shadowy
protagonist navigating the precarious nature of modern existence
and seen in many of the artist’s
works.
Built in the 1930s, Hadiqat Al
Umma was surrounded by music
and photography shops, cinemas,
theatres, restaurants, cafés and
markets, making it the heart of
the community’s social activities.
It was neglected over time. The
works, stemming from the artist’s
vivid memory and recollections
of the park’s plants and fountains,
evoke the nostalgia and sentimentality of his childhood.
“This work is part of the Once
Upon a Time series, which began
with the work titled The House
That My Father Built that was triggered by my visit to Iraq after the
passing away of my father,” Alfraji
said. “It is a continuation, where
I see myself as a storyteller and

there are many stories that I feel
need to be told and shared. Since
this is a continuous work, my ambition is also continuous.”

The work features
animation of more
than 14,000
drawings.
Born in Baghdad in 1960, Alfraji lives and works in Amersfoort
in the Netherlands. He received a
bachelor’s degree in painting and
plastic art from the Academy of
Fine Arts, Baghdad, in 1987 and
a high diploma in graphic design
from CHK Constantijn Huygens,
Netherlands, in 2000.

The artist provides viewers a
clue to approaching and unlocking
the many stories unfolding across
the nine screens. “All that is included in the work is based upon
the memories I have from within
that park, which was actually built
with the presence of all these figures and faces from Faiq Hassan’s
mural and Jawaz Saleem’s monument and the Motherhood sculpture by Fahd al-Rahhal, in addition to (park) visitors and vendors,
etc…”
“It’s not possible for the visitor
to see all the nine screens, the person needs to look multiple times to
catch the details around him, similar to what life is like, and being in
the park, the visitor can’t see eve-

rything around him all at once,”
Alfraji said.
The works were commissioned
by Sharjah-based Barjeel Art Foundation and the exhibition was curated by Laura Metzler and Alexandra MacGilp with the support of
Ayyam Gallery.
Maraya Art Centre Director Giuseppe Moscatello said: “In this
exhibition, Alfraji brilliantly argues
that even though exile signifies an
actual physical absence from a particular ‘home’. It also embodies an
intense emotional and psychological state of presentness.”
“Once Upon a Time: Hadiqat
Al Umma renegotiates time in a
visual representation of the exilic
consciousness of Iraqi art. The fas-

Immersive experience. A section of the multimedia projection of Sadik Kwaish Alfraji’s Once Upon A
Time: Hadiqat Al Umma. 							 (Courtesy of Maraya Art Centre)

cinating reconstruction of memory
in Alfraji’s work proves once more
that the memories we carry with
us since childhood always find a
way to come back to our present; a
myriad of emotions, shadows, and
silhouettes from yesterday that
continue to play a crucial role in
understanding our future,” Moscatello said.

Born in Baghdad in
1960, Alfraji lives and
works in Amersfoort
in the Netherlands.
He noted that Alfraji’s interdisciplinary work has always carried
narratives of loss, fragmentation
and exile.
“Born and raised in Baghdad, he
left Iraq to the Netherlands, where
he has been living and working for
more than 20 years, and yet the
imagery of Baghdad and his early
memories of the place still live on
in the works he creates, often in
black and white, evoking sadness
and a sense of perpetual loss,” said
Moscatello.
“This exhibition is an extension
of our appreciation of the contributions made by generations of
great Iraqi artists and the creative
community both in Iraq and the
diaspora.”
Alfraji contends: “Nostalgia is a
universal condition. It is part of the
human being’s structure and it affects the human’s present.”
Once Upon a Time: Hadiqat Al
Umma is on display at the Maraya
Art Centre in Sharjah through May
6th.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The
Arab Weekly.
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Saida, Lebanon’s authentic city
Samar Kadi

Saida

N

amed Sidon by the
Phoenicians, Saida by
the Arabs and Sagette by
the Crusaders, the socalled capital of southern Lebanon has existed through
numerous eras that forged its identity. Its Phoenician and Roman archaeological sites, iconic Crusader
Sea Fort, old churches, mosques
and caravanserais testify to Saida’s
rich and diverse history.
Only a 30-minute drive from the
Lebanese capital Beirut, Saida bears
the scars of the brutal mutations of
20th-century urbanisation and the
1975-90 civil war. However, the old
part of the city remains largely well
preserved with its typical urban fabric and its social and cultural traditions.
Visitors approaching the city
from the north are greeted from
afar by the Sea Fort standing on a
small rocky island 80 metres from
the coast. Built by the Crusaders in
1227 to protect a thriving port, the
citadel has become the emblem of
the city.

Visitors approaching
the city are greeted
from afar by the Sea
Fort, Saida’s emblem.
Sitting on the edge of the old city
adjacent to the port, Khan al-Franj,
or French caravanserai, is the best
example of the restoration works
in old Saida. Heavily damaged by
squatters and the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon, the khan was
restored to its former glory by the
Hariri Foundation. The institution,
which was set up by late Lebanese
prime minister Rafik Hariri, a native
of Saida, rented the place from the
French in 1992.
“The Khan was built by Emir
Fakhreddine II at the beginning of
the 17th century. The ground floor
used to be a warehouse for stocking merchandise, while merchants
stayed in bedrooms on the first
floor. It remained a centre of trading activity until the end of the 19th
century,” said Khan’s director Tahani Santina.
With its rectangular inner court
and vaulted galleries, the historic
building has been used as a French
consular residence, a Franciscan
convent and school and an orphanage. Today it serves as a centre for
heritage and cultural activities. The
khan has six rooms converted into
an auberge, part of the international
youth hostels network, with prices
ranging from $15 to $35 a night, depending on the season.
Visitors, especially foreign tourists, however, have become rare

due to regional instability. The place
once attracted more than 40,000
visitors a year but in recent years
the figure has been 12,000, mostly
students.
Saida is also renowned for its
thematic souks, a maze of paved
narrow alleys lined with old stone
buildings where items from cloth to
kitchenware and shoes are on display. In their small vaulted shops,
artisans practise old crafts and
trades, including sweet-making and
carpentry.
“My family has been in this souk
for 150 years. I learned the trade
from my father and forefathers but
today our merchandise is rotting in
the sun. Too much competition by
Chinese products… I fear our trade
is becoming extinct,” said Ahmad, a
carpenter.
A small door in the middle of the
souk leads to Saida’s Saint Nicholas
Cathedral, which dates from the
eighth century, and a shrine where
the apostles Peter and Paul are said
to have met in 58AD.
“The church records say that Peter and Paul met in this room. While
being taken to Rome as a prisoner,
Paul asked the commander of the
ship, Julius, for permission to visit
friends in Sidon. He came here
where he encountered Peter by
chance,” said Greek Orthodox priest
Nicolas Bassil.
The cathedral was partitioned
with a stone wall following a schism
in the Orthodox Church. “In 1818
and after a long battle in court, the
Ottoman wali decided to divide the
church in two parts, a Greek Orthodox and a Greek Catholic,” Bassil
said.
Another landmark of the old city
is the Soap Museum, previously a
soap factory, which relates the history of handmade soap. Built in
the middle of the 17th century, the
factory operated until the civil war
started in 1975. After the war, the
owners, the Audi family, turned the
site into a museum.
“We inform visitors about the
way soap was being manufactured
in the past, the traditional way. It
takes around 50 days to produce
the soap,” said a museum guide, as
she showed old stone sinks where
sodium-enriched water was filtered
before being mixed and boiled with
olive oil in big containers and then
perfumed and dyed.
With the slowdown of tourism,
foreign visitors in Saida such as Julia Borovitch from the Czech Republic are rare.
“I reside in Beirut and it is the
third time I come here,” said Borovitch. “Every time I have visiting
friends and family I bring them to
Saida. It is a nice place. There is a
lot to see and the people are very
friendly and hospitable.”
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society sections
editor.

Agenda
Marrakech:
Through April 2nd
The fourth Marrakech Dance
Festival hosts dance teachers
and participants from around
the world for workshops,
dance classes, conferences and
live performances.
Tunis:
Through April 9th
The 12th Jazz à Carthage, an
annual music festival, brings
together renowned international and local musicians for
concerts, lectures, exhibitions
and nightly jam sessions.
Doha:
Through May 21st

A vaulted corridor in Khan al-Franj, or the French caravanserai, in
the old city of Saida in southern Lebanon. 		
(Samar Kadi)

Picasso-Giacometti is an
exhibition that begins at the
Fire Station Artist in Residence
centre in Doha. The exhibition includes more than 80
works from collections of the
Musée National Picasso and
the Foundation Giacometti in
Paris, including The She Goat
(1950) by Pablo Picasso and Alberto Giacometti’s Tall Woman
(1960).
Dubai:
April 5th-8th
Pinocchio, a beloved tale about
a puppet’s quest to become a
real boy will be on the stage
of Dubai Community Theatre
& Arts Centre. Performed by
children aged 12-16, this production promises to be a funfilled, creative play complete
with music, choreography and
sumptuous scenery.

The entrance to Khan al-Franj, or the French caravanserai, in the
old city of Saida in southern Lebanon.
		
(Samar Kadi)

Zammour:
April 6th-9th
The first 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

Women are seen speaking to an artisan in the old souks of Saida in
southern Lebanon.
				
(Samar Kadi)

Grease the Musical follows the
budding romance of Danny
and Sandy with their rebellious
high school friends’ help. From
the 1950s-inspired costumes
and hairstyles to the rock ‘n’
roll songs, Grease the 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 together artists from more than
a dozen countries to perform
traditional rhythms, jazz and
flamenco. It takes place in
Algiers, Tlemcen and Constantine.
Beirut:
Through December 28th
Events associated with Sursock
Museum Late Nights take place
noon-9 pm each Thursday
at the Sursock Museum. The
event includes exhibitions,
collection displays, late-night
talks, performances and
screenings.
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The Crusader Sea Fort in Saida in southern Lebanon. 										
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